
        
            
                
            
        

    

 




 




The World Remains

By Brindi Quinn

~

Copyright 2012 B.E.L.

Artwork by Ben Clemann

Smashwords Edition

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.




 




Also By Brindi Quinn:



Heart of Farellah: Book 1

Heart of Farellah: Book 2

Heart of Farellah: Book 3

Seconds: The Shared Soul Chronicles

Sil in a Dark World

The Atto’s Tale Miniseries

EverDare (Book 1 of the Eternity Duet)

NeverSleep (Book 2 of the Eternity Duet)

The Death and Romancing of Marley Craw

The Ongoing Pursuit of Zillow Stone




 


[image: tmp_76245e67f3f8d11724975e86339c88e2_hPAAM9_html_m2e3f7f4f.jpg]




Prologue: The Ring of Perfection

 


“I have to go home now, Cousin Sella,” I
said. “But I’ll tell you one more before I do. Which would you
like?”

The small girl looked up at me with eyes
like mine. “The Ring of Perfection,” she piped.

I let out a grumble. That was by far my
least favorite. “Again, Sella?” I said. “Are you SURE?”

She nodded. Too eagerly. Too innocently.
Damn, she had me. There was no helping it, so I sighed and
started,

“Once upon a time, the Maker created a small
group of people to inhabit the barren land. He gave them a bag of
stones. Stones? thought the people. What are we to do
with those? ‘Throw them about the world,’ said the Maker.
‘Throw them about and see what happens.’ The people were faithful,
so they did as the Maker said; and for their faithfulness, they
were rewarded. From the stones grew mountains, trees, and lakes.
The people thrived. They grew a family, a thriving family of
equals. One strong race of united humanity.

“But then the dark days came. People grew to
want, as people still do. They grew greedy and fervently began to
strip the land of its resources. They began to waste.” I paused for
effect.

My young cousin’s eyes were wide. Shining.
Hungrily taking in the story. I went on,

“In his anger, the Maker separated the
people. He strewed them across the land, and they became as
scattered and different as the stones he’d first given them. This
is how varied races came to be. From then on people were different.
Words like ‘tone’ were used to describe the varying shades of skin
complexion. Hair color and texture. Eye color and shape. These were
the things that made people unique.

“Those days were many. And for many, many
years, things carried on that way. People were separated – cut off
from their original nature of unity – but then something amazing
happened. People met. People mingled. People mixed, and gradually,
the races converged again into one true race. They returned to the
way the Maker had always intended them to be. Year after year, the
race grew stronger. It grew more intimate, until it returned to the
small family that had first inhabited the land. One family of
equals. One integrated family. You, Sella, belong to that
family.”

“And you too, Cousin Ashlin?” she asked.

I choked back the stale taste of the tale
before answering.

“Yes, I belong.”

 



Chapter 1: Forbidden Fruit of
Knowledge

 


The Ring of Perfection. It is a story
I’ve heard a thousand times; one I’ve told hundreds. Something like
clay planted beneath our city, it shifts with the shifting views of
those who keep it. It evolves from year to year, from retelling to
retelling, but never strays far from its root. But is that root
planted in truth? Or fable? I’m still not quite sure. In the days
since my awakening, I’ve tried to keep my mind open. I’ve tried to
leave it lax, but even after treading so far my mind remains so
tight. Just barely ajar.

So is the story true?

Hah! All I can say for sure is that it
pleads a case. It wants us to think that all of humanity is
connected by a need – an impulse – to belong. From one we
came and to one we’ll return. We’re united. Bound. Or so the story
would have us believe.

I belong. Really, I do. But at the same
time, I don’t. I don’t fully belong. And here’s why:

I’m a Purité.

Purité. Now, there’s a word that makes me
cringe. Just as rancorously as the first day I spoke it, it makes
me cringe.

 


That first day was a lonely day indeed.

 


On an afternoon stained with rainwater, I
walked to class. Half-heartedly, begrudgingly, I walked to the
solitary, concrete schoolhouse at the center of a field. It was
lonely. On days much more vibrant, the walk was enjoyable, but
amidst the slop of messy, clinging blades, even the scent of rain
provided little enjoyment. All in all, the walk was dismal.

The previous night had been a celebration,
and I was still tired from that. My eyes were still angry that I’d
been forced to wake before fully being done. I’d come out of
slumber undercooked and I was paying the price.

If the walk were any indication, the day
would surely drag.

Damn.

There it was. A rigid building whose sign
simply read: Schoolhouse. The place didn’t have anything else in
the way of a surname, probably because our commune had never been
given a proper name of its own. At least, not by its inhabitants.
After all, if we really were the last of humanity, there wasn’t
much need for a name to distinguish our home from other places.
There simply weren’t any other places in existence. It wouldn’t be
until much later, after learning the forbidden truth and studying
the world outside, that I would even come to realize how generic it
was to call something ‘Schoolhouse’, ‘Clinic’, or ‘Market’. Within
our fairytale, we were children playing house. There was a lack of
authenticity to anything and everything we were.

But all of that would change eventually. It
was already beginning to change.

There was no activity around
Schoolhouse’s door. My classmates were far ahead of me. It
was my own fault. Because my priorities weren’t pure. Because I’d
woken up too early to go where I wasn’t supposed to, and stayed
later than I should have.

I was aware of my own fault, at least; so I
sucked up whatever crankiness I had and pulled the door’s handle. I
heard it immediately. That holy tale. That cherished story.
Cherished? Blegh. Even from where I stood, the Ring’s stale recount
invaded the hallway. Good, I hadn’t missed anything important.

Teacher Dole had been at it for a while, it
seemed. His words had reached a level of drabness that was
droning; and his voice, though murmured by the intruding
rain, was even more aggressive and croaky than usual. “Consider
this, students,” he was saying. “Never has there been an economic
or scientific need for assimilation. Assimilation is simply an act
which happened on its own. If you think about in that respect, it
is something quite astonish-”

Reeeek! The classroom door’s noisy
spring betrayed me. Shoot. I’d been hoping to duck in
unnoticed.

“AHEM. Nice of you to join us, Student
Ashlin,” said Dole.

I allowed my eyes to dart to him for just a
second. Those gritted teeth were for me? How sweet. I gave the
young teacher a tip of the head; then shuffled to the backside of
the classroom and settled into my chair, chin down and eyes
betraying. Dole shook his head because he knew where I’d been. He
didn’t reprimand me, though. He just continued,

“Regardless of race, humans were drawn to
one another. The earlier generations pushed away from the
inevitable; but with scientific advancement, the opening of minds
led to an admittance of that which people had long been fighting;
that everyone was equal.”

I searched through my pack for a notebook.
Really, though, it was pointless. I’d absorbed the lecture enough
times by now to know it by heart, and it wasn’t like it was hard to
grasp anyway. Everyone was equal. I was equal to the three other
students in my class. I was equal to all ninety people remaining in
the world.

“Integration,” said Teacher Dole. “It is
holy path. Can anyone tell me why?”

Cat-faced Lale raised her hand. No surprise
there. When it came to the classroom, the little snob was always
first to speak and last to leave. The good teacher loved that most
about her.

“Yes, Student Lale?” he said, and smiled –
in my humble opinion – much wider than he should have.

Lale returned the smile. “Integration is
holy because with integration, perfection was attained,” she
recited. “From one race we came and to one race we became. The
circle completes with us. In that way, through assimilation of
race, history made a ring of perfection.”

THE Ring of Perfection, to be more precise.
I yawned and peered through the window that was still dripping with
remnants of storm. I was bored. I’d just gotten there, and I was
already bored. That was because I’d heard this tale before. I’d
heard it daily. Humans had once been different.
Distinguishable. A multi-ethnic painting of flesh across the face
of the earth. But that had been then. An age past. Now things were
. . .

“Very good, Student Lale,” said Teacher
Dole, pulling at his collar. Her know-it-all butt-ins always made
him hot. “Every generation assimilates closer and closer into the
one true race. The perfect race. That means that, as one of the
youngest remaining generations, you are the holiest of humanity. Do
you agree?”

Lale nodded hungrily. I rolled my eyes.
Holiest, shmoliest. It was no fun being the holiest of the
remaining humans if it meant there were only a handful of us left.
Assimilation’s Perfect Ring was a bunch of crap. The truth was the
world was dying, and we were the only ones left. That holiness
spiel was just a lie to make us feel better. Humanity’s ring? The
holy end to things? It was all malarkey.

But Teacher Dole didn’t think so. Or at
least if he did, he didn’t show it. “It is true,” he continued,
“that convergence into one perfect race is the natural flow of
evolution. Any that argue are foolish.”

Lale smiled to herself. I heaved a sigh and
scribbled into my notebook. To an outsider, I looked obedient, like
a student concerned with keeping good record of her studies. But an
outsider would be sorely fooled. I wasn’t taking notes at all. I
was writing a letter. To a secret person that was waiting for me on
the outskirts of the commune. I’d meet him after class. Just as I
always did. Just as I’d done before. I tried not to let my thoughts
roam too freely, however, because knowing that he was waiting for
me made the moist overly air-conditioned classroom even more
unbearable.

“As you know, students, the last of you has
reached their twelfth year. With Student Kinamo’s turning, the
youngest of your class has reached adulthood. You are all aware of
this, correct?” said Teacher Dole.

Again, I rolled my eyes. Aware? Of course we
were aware. Not only had Kinamo been flaunting it for days, we’d
been forced to attend a gaudy celebration complete with fireworks
and sugared water the night before. My turning hadn’t been anything
like that. It had been simple. But then again, Kinamo was anything
but simple. He was obnoxious. As flashy as the fireworks he’d
demanded. The boy in question was beaming because he was the center
of attention again. Lale tried to catch my eye. She, too, was aware
of Kinamo’s garish nature, and she wanted to exchange in some sort
of camaraderie. But I was still angry with her for her actions the
previous night – the actions that had exiled my secret person from
the festivities – so I let her eyes linger and fall, uncaught. She
hurried to find the eyes of the only other student in our class:
Bess. Bess would oblige. Bess was a girl hell-bent on people
pleasing.

“Now then,” said the teacher. “With the
turning of the last of you, the time has come for me to introduce
you to . . .” He cleared his throat. “Something new.”

Something new? That was different. Teacher
Dole was ahead of schedule. Usually, the holiness pitch would’ve
gone another ten minutes or more. Yet I really wasn’t all that
taken. ‘New’ probably just meant an introduction to trigonometrics
or something. I continued to scribble the secret note.

But there were others in the class that
found the sermon at least a little interesting.

“New?” said Lale. She’d released Bess’ gaze,
and was staring intently at Teacher Dole.

“That’s right,” said the teacher. “NEW.”

The word echoed, and after there was
silence. I yawned. The wind outside sent a splatter of old
raindrops against the window. Dole frowned at the interruption
before picking up where he’d left off.

“Now, you’ve all been told time and again
that the races, which were born as one, split during an era of
separation before gradually converging into one mixed race. You’ve
also learned that we are of that remaining race. That we are the
‘Remnants’ of humanity.”

I still wasn’t paying much attention.
Because it was tedious religious mumbo-jumbo, I was letting myself
be inattentive. But then Teacher Dole paused. He paused, and the
air in the room shifted. It became weighted. It became furtive. It
was weird, and we all felt it. We four holy students shared in a
moment of heaviness. It was enough to reel me. I straightened in my
chair and let Lale catch my eye at last. She wrinkled her nose. I
shrugged. Where was this going?

Somewhere dangerous, it would turn out.
Somewhere dangerous, indeed.

“What I must tell you now that you’ve all
turned twelve,” said Teacher Dole, “is that you’ve been
misled.”

“Misled?” said Lale. Influenced by the
heaviness of the room, she was quickly losing the flush in her
cheeks.

The teacher nodded. “Most of what you’ve
been taught is truth. However, there is one crucial detail that is
not.”

“One detail?” mouthed Lale. Again she
searched the room for a gaze of camaraderie. She wouldn’t find it
in me, though. I was staring at Teacher Dole. It was worrisome, the
way he was chewing his lip. There was something unsettling about
it.

“We will now watch a video,” he said. “And
it will be,” – The stiff man stopped to think carefully about how
he would deliver the next line – “hard to stomach, but I
assure you, it is a video all of our people must watch at one point
or another.”

Kinamo grabbed the front of his desk and
used it to pull himself forward. “Truly?” he yelped. “Hard to
stomach? What is it? Things that are dead?! Things that have
rotted?!”

“Don’t look so excited, Student Kinamo.”
Teacher Dole’s expression was foul, as it usually was when
addressing the brassy boy. Kinamo’s nose flared.

Dole walked to the wall and punched
something into the numbered pad there. “Upon watching this
footage,” he said, “you shall become full adults.” He took another
moment to fiddle with the command pad and then, “Students Lale,
Bess, Kinamo, and Ashlin, it is with a lamenting heart that I now
feed you the forbidden fruit of knowledge. Eat it and awaken.”

The forbidden fruit. A fruit forcibly eaten.
A fruit that, once tasted, could never be forgotten.

I hadn’t anticipated anything like this. I’d
expected a brief retelling of the story followed by an hour of
arithmetic followed by tea. But today was special. Or maybe it was
cursed. There was no running from it. It was abrupt and cruel, but
the fruit was there, so I took it. With wide eyes, I watched the
projected image that appeared on the wall. With wide eyes, I ate
the fruit and gasped.

The video! It was –!

I’d never seen anything like it, so it took
a moment for me to react, and even when I did, I said nothing. I
just shook and squinted and held my breath.

“W-who?” stuttered Lale.

“Hell!” yelled Kinamo.

Bess, too, was muttering something. Hers,
though, was more of a sob.

The others were the same. The others
couldn’t understand it either. For there, upon the wall, was the
image of thousands and thousands of people. People that looked
nothing like us. People that were different.

I was fair-skinned. Blonde. Blue-eyed. So,
too, were the others in the class. The last ninety of us were that
way. But the people on the video? That massive, massive group of
people? They were . . . abnormal. Their hair was dark; their
skin bronzed.

“Who?” Lale said again. “Who are they?”

“What you see before you,” said Dole,
gesturing to the wall, “is the TRUE integrated race of
humanity.”

Not knowing what else to do, I stared at the
screen and cupped my mouth. If they were ‘true’, then what were we?
False? The words were ridiculous. They were a joke! But never once
had our teacher jested. Never once had he played. “This is true
integrated race,” he said once more.

Kinamo was first to fully react.

“True race?!” He jumped to his feet.
“Impossible! There are so many! And WE are the only ones left! WE
are the end of the circle! And . . . how did they get that way?!
Look at their skin! And their hair!”

Dole held up his hands. “Breathe, students.
Breathe.”

It was too much. So I did as he said. I took
in a breath. And then another. And it felt good. Gradually, my
racing heartbeat slowed. Gradually, Kinamo returned to his
seat.

“The air has been infused with tranquilizer
to help you cope. Breathe, remain calm, and listen,” said Dole.

Listen? That sort of thing was getting
easier the more breaths I intook. There was silence until,

“I get it,” squeaked Bess. “This video is
from the time of separation! This is from the twentieth or
thirtieth century or something!”

Oh. That made sense. Good one, Bess. Of
course it was ancient documentation of the time before true
integration. My world remained intact. But it only remained that
way until –

“This footage was taken last year.”

– Teacher Dole forcibly pushed more fruit
into our mouths.

“What!?” cried Lale. Her head was wobbly.
She shook it into her hands before it could fall on its own. Kinamo
landed a lazy fist on the table. He’d have stood, had it not been
for the air. The air was too swooshy. Too satisfying.

“We are not the circle of assimilation’s
end,” said Teacher Dole. “They are. They are evolution’s
endpoint. Not us.”

What was he saying? Of course I knew
what he was saying, but how could he be implying something like
that? He meant to tell us that the people in the video were the
ultimate mixed race? But that made no sense. No sense at all! But
it didn’t matter. Our teacher didn’t wait for us to catch up. He
just kept going. He was laying it on. Hard.

“A very long time ago,” he said, “when the
races first started to cross, some believed that nations would grow
to be genetically more and more different; that only a small
portion of the population would blend, and that humanity as a whole
would evolve apart. However, that wasn’t the case. As technology
advanced, and travel and integration became easier and easier, the
opposite was true. Over centuries, the races converged. And it was
an awesome thing. The pinnacle of equality. An erasing of hatred.
The road to unity and understanding.”

I squeezed the edges of my desk. We knew all
of this. We KNEW that humanity had converged and died until all
that remained was us. We knew it. WE were the Remnants, so why was
Teacher Dole still rambling? And why did I feel like falling over?
I clung to the words he droned, desperate to reach
understanding.

“The powers that be were fearful,” he went
on. “Fearful of losing the roots of humanity. Fearful of losing
individuality. So from all corners of the world, small portions of
the population were segregated and put into small communities,
segregated into family lines that would breed only with one
another.”

“Hold up,” said Kinamo. “You don’t mean . .
.”

Teacher Dole nodded. “It was all to preserve
the ancient races.”

“But then –!” started Kinamo.

“You and I belong to one of those sects,”
interrupted the teacher. “For countless generations our ancestors
have been secluded from the rest of the world as an act of
preservation. That is why we are NOT Remnants. To the rest of the
world, we are Purités.”

“Purités?” I said. Cringe. But it was the
first word I’d been able to push past my lethargic lips since
swallowing the fruit.

Dole nodded again. “I understand that this
is painful and unfathomable, but it is time for you to grow up.
Consider this the last step to coming of age.”

“But there are so many of them! How can that
many people exist?!” Kinamo was still staring at the tan-skinned
mass. The tranquilizer was wearing from him. But not from me. I was
yet swooning.

“Ah, yes,” said Dole. “Another thing. As you
can see, the population today is not ninety, and it is even more
than the crowd in this video. It is, in fact, ten billion or
so.”

“TEN BILL-” started Kinamo.

“SILENCE, STUDENT KINAMO!” Teacher Dole had
had enough. He threw an open palm at the wall of projected bodies.
“You must move past a childhood of fairytales and become aware of
real world! You’ve had your turn to be sheltered! Many of you will
be married soon, so it imperative that you understand! It is up to
YOU to keep our race alive!”

“Why?” blubbed Lale. “If we aren’t holy, if
we aren’t the circle’s end, then why?! What’s our purpose?!”

“Why?” repeated Dole. He tapped his chin.
“Because we are a living archive of what once was. We are rare. We
are special.”

Special, but caged.

I watched the masses of same-skinned,
same-haired people mingling on the screen before me. I couldn’t
accept it. I was only thirteen then, so of course I couldn’t, but
the air in the room made me complacent. It made the harsh reality
less harsh. It made it dreamlike.

When I awoke from the dream, I was thrust
into cold awareness.

I wasn’t a Remnant. I was a Purité. And I
was alone. But not alone at the same time. I belonged, but I also
didn’t belong. I was apart from humanity. But I was a part of
something intimate. I was a paradox.

And I was sick.

 


At that time, I didn’t know anything. And to
be honest, I still don’t know much of anything. I didn’t know what
to do, so I did then what I do now. I went to him. To the one
person I could count on.

 


“Olté!”

The fields at the back of the schoolhouse
were wet. The air still misted, though the largest of the drops no
longer fell. The shorts I wore went down only to my knees, so the
lower parts of my legs were instantly wet from the blades of grass
that sopped and clung.

Olté’s place was away from the rest of the
village. That was fine. I had to get away. The walls of my
worldview were crumbling, so I had to get far, far away. As far as
I could. Miles of wilderness surrounded us. I could’ve kept running
forever, it seemed. But I had to stop. I had to grab Olté on the
way. I had to whisk him along.

There was his home. Brick. Stout. With a
lovely bed of lilacs beneath the front window. Olté was one for
green things. He always had been. But because he wasn’t allowed in
the main market, his planting tendencies were fueled by seeds I’d
smuggled for him or ones he’d gathered in the forest.

“Olté!”

I didn’t knock. I barged right through. Olté
didn’t offer any sort of welcome.

“Criminy, Ashlin! I’m indecent!”

“Ack! You are!?” I prepared to turn away,
but let my eyes linger because I was curious. Olté was clad in
jeans and a garden-stained t-shirt. He wasn’t indecent at all!

“You are not!” I said. “And besides, it
doesn’t matter. I have something incredible to tell you!”

“Calm down, spazoid!” He pointed to his
closed right eye. “I AM indecent! So just hold on a sec and let me
get my patch!”

“Oh.” That was what he’d meant. I fanned at
him. “Go on. But hurry, would you?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said.

I continued to watch, hoping for a glimpse
of the iris behind his right lid, but he turned his back to me, so
I studied that instead. His hair matched mine. So did his skin.
Maybe after seeing the shocking true state of the world, staring at
his similarity would bring me comfort. But it didn’t. Yes, I was
comforted, but it wasn’t the similarity of our features that did
it. It was his presence. It was him. My secret person. My
charming outcast.

“There.” He finished knotting the patch’s
belt at the back of his head and turned to me, right eye now
decently covered. “What’s the big deal, Ash?” He rubbed his
forehead and scowled. “I COULD have been naked, you know.”

“Psh. Naked Schmaked. That doesn’t matter at
all,” I said.

“What do you mean it doesn’t matter?! Of
course it matt-”

“Nope! Me seeing you naked would be a small
shock in comparison to what Teacher Dole told us today!” I threw
out my hands. “Just wait ‘til you hear!”

“Hold on, hold on. Have a seat.” He gestured
to the only chair in the cottage. “Let me get my notebook.”

I blinked at him. Notebook? Oh, right! He
thought I was going to show him arithmetic or something. Well, I
couldn’t really blame him for that. It was our daily routine
after all; me sneaking over to pass along what I’d learned at
school. For years I’d been stealing knowledge from the classroom,
and for years I’d been secretly giving it to the one person that
wasn’t allowed in. To the boy that didn’t count.

“Olté.”

I said his name quietly because I needed to
feel it on my lips – to reaffirm that he existed – yet he heard it
anyway.

“Hm?” He was shuffling through the stand at
the side of his bed.

Nothing. “It’s nothing.”

But it was something.

The tally. I was thinking about it again.
Like always.

There was a giant stone abacus beneath the
steel clock in the courtyard behind city hall. Reachable only by
the town’s tallest ladder, the mechanical thing was a tally to show
how many of us remained. A symbol to show just how small and
sanctified we were . . . if you believed in that sort of thing.

Cracked and wind-worn, the abacus counted
ninety, just as it had said since the death of Grandpa Archer and
the birth of Baby Archilade. We had an uncanny way of compensating
for death with new life. Thus, the number never long fluctuated
from ninety. Ninety remnants – or rather, ninety Purités – were all
that remained.

At least, according to the tally.

But I’d known for some time now that the
tally was a lie. A devious, selfish lie. The count, held so
precious to us sanctified Purités, was a deceit. Nothing more.
Nothing less. For there weren’t ninety of us remaining, at all.

There were ninety-one.

But number ninety-one didn’t exist. Not
really. Olté was only three years my senior, so he should’ve been
included in my generation. He should’ve been among us that were
holy. But he wasn’t. He was taboo.

“What? Why aren’t you sitting?” asked the
uncounted one, notebook prepped and ready in his hand.

“Oh.” I shook my head to clear my thoughts.
“I was thinking about you.”

“Eh?” He raised a suggestive brow.

“Never mind.”

“You’re being weird today,” he said. “Then
again, I guess you’re a little weird every day.”

“Sorry.” I shrugged it away. I shrugged all
of it away. “Anyways,” I said, “listen to this! So today in class
we watched a video, and you’ll never BELIEVE what was . . .” But I
stopped because he’d cracked a smile. “Er, what?”

“So that’s what this is about?” he said.
Then he laughed.

I hadn’t expected that or anything like
that, so I stared at him dumbly and said, “Uh, ‘what this is
about’? Olté, what are you –”

“Finally.” He threw his head backward and
let out another laugh, this one more animated than the first.

“Final . . .?” I gaped at him. Had I heard
that right!?

Evidently I had.

“Yup,” said Olté. “Finally.”

And it set me off.

“WHAT THE HECK DO YOU MEAN FINALLY!?” I
narrowed my eyes and waited for an answer, positive that none he
could give would be sufficient enough to calm my coming wrath.

Olté didn’t fear the wrath at all. He tossed
the notebook to the bed, came to me, and set a hand atop my head.
“Ash,” he said, grinning. “I’ve been waiting for you to grow up for
a long time. You know that?”

I pushed him away. “What? You don’t mean to
tell me . . . you KNEW!?”

He nodded.

“Unbelievable.” After everything I’d shared
with him! After all of the rules I’d broken for him! After –

“Cool it, Ashy,” he said. He placed the hand
I’d refused onto my shoulder and squeezed. “Didn’t you guys go over
the ‘Melojim’ dealie?”

“Meloheeem?” That sounded vaguely familiar.
Yes, Teacher Dole had said something about that at one point today,
but I couldn’t exactly remember . . .

“Let me guess,” said Olté. “You were off in
your own little world after seeing that video. No, on second
thought, you were probably panicking, right?”

“Well . . .” True story.

“Let me see your notes from today.”

“What? No!”

He folded his arms. “Why not?”

“Why?” Because I was pretty sure there was
at least one doodle of him in there.

He cracked another smile. “Fine. If you
won’t show me, at least flip through there yourself. Even when you
space out in class, your notes are always spot on, right? So check
there. Look for something called the Melojim.”

“Huh?”

“Just look.”

“Grrr. Fine. But I’m still mad at you.”

“I know. I know.”

I was mad. I was very, very mad.

Until I wasn’t. It didn’t take long for me
to locate the term he was talking about. He was right. I frequently
zoned out, yet my notes were always perfect. Guess I was good at
absentminded copying.

I read aloud the first bullet under the word
‘Melojim’:

“If any from the non-turned generations
learn the true nature of the Purités, bla bla bla, they shall be
put to death at public execution for acts of treason against the .
. . WHAT?!”

Olté nodded.

“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?!” I scanned
the paper again, just to be sure.

Olté shrugged. “Not when you consider how
important it is for them to maintain the structure of things. The
state of your people is so fragile. The whole thing could so easily
break . . .” He stared absently, like he very much would have liked
to be the catalyst for something like that.

“OUR people, Olté. They’re yours too, you
know.”

He glowered.

“Anyways, if it’s such a secret, how do you
even know about it?” I asked.

“They told me. When I turned twelve. Don’t
know why they didn’t do it sooner. I mean, they could’ve killed me
for treason if they had.”

I hated when he talked that way. “Shut
up.”

He grinned.

Stupid Olté. He wasn’t making things better.
“Gah!” I said. “Even with that Melo-schmello thingy, you still
could have told me! It’s not like they’d ever find out, right?”

“NO. WAY. You’d have let it slip for sure.
AND gotten yourself killed. Like I’d risk that.” He shook his head.
“I’m just glad you came here right away today. It would be so like
you to do something irrational.”

“Irrational?”

“You know, like run to the children and
blurt out everything. Then it would be ‘goodbye’ to the holiest of
holy babes.” He drew his thumb along his throat. “Croak.”

I let out a crabby grumble. He wasn’t giving
me much credit. After all, I’d kept our meetings secret for how
long? Well . . . ‘secret’ was sort of an exaggeration. The two
people that knew just pretended not to notice because it made them
uncomfortable.

I chewed my lip. He was studying me.

“So . . . you aren’t really mad at me, are
you?” he said.

“Hmph!” I turned up my nose. I felt like
being bratty. Mainly because I’d feel stupid and self-conscious
otherwise.

“Come on, Ash,” coaxed Olté. “You know
you’re in the wrong here.”

It was true. He’d done the right thing. But
I wouldn’t let him know that.

“Fine,” I said, sulking. “Even though you’re
awful, I’ll forgive you . . . IF you let me see it.”

“It?”

“You know.” I pointed.

“Forget it!” He brought both hands to his
patch.

But those were my terms. His right eye – I
wanted to see it more than anything. That was the reason for
everything – his exile; why he wasn’t counted as one of us; the
reason we had to sneak our friendship.

“Then I’m leaving and you won’t be seeing me
again for at least a week!” I said.

“Okay,” he said, saluting. “See ya!”

I snarled and marched to the door. He said
nothing until I put a hand on the knob. At that point, he let out a
grumble. “Wait.”

I smiled to myself and turned slowly back to
him. “Yes?”

He frowned.

“YES?” I said again.

“Fine.”

I blinked. It had worked? Really? My face
lit up. Awesome! I’d only gotten to see his forbidden eye once
before, and that had been an accident. Another of my intrusive
bargings.

“Wonderful,” I said, more than pleased with
myself.

Olté groaned. “Why, Ash? Why that?
It’s gross.”

“It’s NOT gross. It’s . . .”

But, sighing, he didn’t wait for me to find
a word for the patched thing. He walked to the edge of his bed,
took a seat, and patted the space next to him. I vehemently plopped
down next to him.

“Easy, spazoid!”

“I can’t help it.”

“You get worked up about the strangest
things.”

He was stalling. I urged him along.

“WELL?”

“Fine. Fine,” he said. And, slower than I’d
have liked, he brought his hands to the back of his head and began
to undo the tie. A moment later, the patch fell onto his lap, but
his right eye remained closed.

“Open it,” I ordered.

He rolled his left eye, but he was only
half-convincing. He was . . . nervous? That was stupid. He
was stupid.

“Tch. It’s not like I’ll think less of you
or anything,” I said.

“I know. But anyone else would. You’re
broken.”

It hurt a little, though I tried not to let
it show. “Or maybe the rest of them are broken,” I said. “Maybe
we’re the only two that aren’t.”

“Heh.” He liked that. And, cautiously, he
allowed his lid to rise.

I gasped.

It wasn’t a bad gasp, but Olté flinched
anyway, so I brought my hand to his cheek and pulled his face
closer so that I could take in all the secrets of his right eye. I
bore mine deeply into his and reached for the forbidden tones
hidden there. His left eye was blue. Like mine. Like everyone’s.
But his right eye? His right eye was –

“Olté! It’s –!”

“An abomination,” he mumbled. He dropped it
to the safety of the floor.

“No!” I seized his other cheek so that he’d
look at me. The taboo iris was green. Bright green and flecked with
pieces of amber. “No,” I said again. I shook my head. “It isn’t
anything like that, Olté. It’s . . . so beautiful.”

The word hit him like energy and made both
eyes widen. At that time, I didn’t understand why. I just continued
to study the intricacy of his right eye more deeply than ever. But
he was staring at me for a different reason.

“Ash?” He gulped.

“Hm?”

“Hurry and grow up a little bit more, would
you?” he whispered.


Chapter 2: Trying Times

 


I’m not sure when everything changed. The
day I learned the truth was a big blow, sure, but there were other
things in motion influencing my decision. There were so many other
things.

 


The week of my fifteenth birthday, I woke
from an uneasy sleep.

“Urgh!”

In the dream world, I’d been sifting through
damp cardboard boxes housing equally damp photographs. I was
looking for something? Or maybe I wasn’t. Either way, stacks and
stacks of moist, ruined pictures littered the floor on either side
of me. I swatted them away, but the wet pages stuck to my arms and
legs. It was gross. Defiling. But then the room gave a shake and I
was awake.

“Urgh!” Again, the cry escaped me, and I
realized: The room hadn’t shaken at all. It was me. I was
shaking. The intruding impulses of a weak body were strongest at
night, it seemed. Clammy sweats and numb limbs – those were the
things I’d grown used to. Those were the things that visited in the
night, in the dark, when I least wanted them.

I brought a hand to my mouth. If this
episode was like the rest, queasy stomach turns were sure to
follow.

Yup, there they were.

Damn. It was happening again. It was
always happening. More frequently, too. My blood was running
thin.

Sweat-stained, I pushed away the wet sheets
and sat up. I needed to stand in order to catch my bearings, but
doing so made me light-headed. “Huff. Huff.” The
trick was to stay calm and keep breathing. But that was much easier
said than done when each outbreath threatened to let out more than
just used air.

Careful not to make noise sufficient enough
to wake my parents, I stole through the house and out the door.
Fresh air would make it better. Fresh air and sugar. But sugar was
a rare find in our commune. It was detrimental, a thing best met
with scarcity, and saved only for celebrations. So that was out of
the question. There was also fruit. Fruit would work. A little bit
anyway. But if I took any from our kitchen, my parents would know
I’d been eating at night again, and if they started suspecting . .
.

That couldn’t happen.

I stumbled past the ivy at the side of my
house. The night air was hot. It did little to comfort me, for it
only made more apparent the hot chill of my sweaty skin. I was a
mess. I was a sopping, shaking, sickly mess; and my knees were too
weak to take me much further.

Not that I’d made it very far at all. The
backside of our porch. That was where I settled – bent over, and
backbone crassly against the wall – and breathed shallow breaths.
The spell would pass eventually. I just had to keep conscious long
enough to let that happen.

I wrapped my arms around my knees and
anchored myself. The shaking responded by turning into full-fledged
convulsing. I kept my teeth tightly together. It was important that
I keep from biting my tongue. I could leave no visible signs of
this episode. The bruise I’d given myself last week was still
hidden beneath my shirt.

I looked to the stars and juddered and
waited for it to be over. Please let it be over. Please. The
sweat of my neck was soon joined by the salty wetness of tears.

. . .

“Student Ashlin? Are you unwell?”

I blinked. The morning sun had taken over
the sky, hiding the stars and feeding the garden behind my house. I
bolted into a stiff sitting position. I’d fallen asleep
outside?!

“Student Ashlin?” the voice said again.
“Whatever are you doing out here?”

I rubbed my eyes and found the source. The
source was standing over me, frowning, with hair parted into two
clean braids. I knew those braids. I knew that frown. Uh-oh. Not
only had I fallen asleep in the garden, cat-faced LALE, of all
people, had found me!

The shaking, which had so long had it in for
me, had won.

NO WAY!

“Uh! That is . . .” I faltered. What could I
say? Not the truth. No, certainly not the truth. Olté was the only
one who knew something as unforgivable as that. He was the one and
only keeper of my weakness, and it was with good reason, for if any
of the others found out that I was abnormal, I’d be exiled.
Like him. My number would be removed from the tally. I’d be thrown
away like the defect I was. Perfection was all that mattered to the
Purités, and I was far from perfect. I was sick.

Lale was squinting now, barreling me with
suspicious vibes. She wanted to know what the hell I was doing
outside – in a tank top and spanks, no less!

“Student Lale!” I shot to my feet. “Th-thank
you for waking me! I admit this is not the way I meant to begin my
morning.”

“Obviously.” Lale shook her head haughtily.
“Whatever are you doing out here?”

“Funny story, actually!” Struggling to form
the best lie I could, I let out an oafish-sounding giggle.

“Well? Do go on,” she prodded.

I pushed at my bedhead, hoping some excuse
would reveal itself from the awry strands. No such luck. But then
it came to me. “Oh! Right! I was, uh, reviewing last month’s
astronomy lesson! Would you believe I couldn’t even remember where
Taurus was? Hah! So silly. Well, I found it! But I guess I must’ve
dozed off, so . . .” Nice. Slipped out slick as tractor oil.

“Astronomy?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You are an irregular sort, Student
Ashlin.”

Lale flicked her braid behind her shoulder,
haughty. So damn haughty! She’d always been annoying and
nauseatingly loyal to the cause, but haughty? She’d only been like
that since her engagement to Teacher Dole.

Engagement? Blegh. At the thought of it, the
sickly feeling from the previous night threatened to return. I drew
in air and let it out, and concentrated on stabilizing my stomach.
Lale was blabbing, but I wasn’t listening.

Fifteen was the deadline for it. The
impossible decision. That atrocious thing known as matrimony. And
fifteen was fast approaching. My time was nearly up. Very soon, in
the days before my birthday, the Governs – leaders of our commune –
would reveal my fiancé; my fate. And whom, from the slim selection
of bachelors, would they choose? The choice seemed obvious: Kinamo.
Shudder. THAT was a scary thought. If I was lucky, Bess would get
stuck with him. Except, because I was next in line, it wasn’t at
all likely that they’d save him for her.

But say they did – on some off chance
– who, then, would they choose for me? There weren’t really any
other unwed, un-ancient men left. Well, excepting
Raleigh.

Ah, yes. The good teacher’s elder brother,
Raleigh. Now there was a thought.

Historian and bookkeeper to our commune,
Raleigh was a man with an odd penchant for turtlenecks and ties,
which he wore even in the hottest parts of summer. That sort of
apparel didn’t breathe well, of course, yet he thought the look
desirable enough to persevere through even the muggiest of days.
Thus, daily sweat rings marked the undersides of his arms. Sweaty
Raleigh. He always looked at least a little uncomfortable. Like
Dole, the long-time bachelor had been without pairing at the time
of his fifteenth, which meant he could attain a bride from one of
the younger generations. Unwed men were allowed to wait as long as
it took to find suitable partners. Only under dire circumstances
was the same true for girls.

Raleigh. That wouldn’t be so . . .

Naw, who was I kidding? Marrying him would
be terrible! He was at least thirty. And his personality was even
snobbier than Lale’s. Plus, if we wed, then Lale would be my sister
. . . or something. And that would be unbearable.

“Are you even listening?” The snobbish girl
in question tapped her foot against the green of the ground.

Whoops. She caught me there. “Once more,
please?” I said.

“Tsk. So you weren’t listening. Knew
it.”

Lale was still lingering there, and we’d
even started walking together, apparently. We were nearly at the
ivy.

“Apologies, Student Lale. Sleep hasn’t quite
left me yet.”

She smiled patronizingly. “That’s all right.
We’ll talk more later.”

“Sure.” Or not.

But as I turned to bid her good day, she
said something that indeed made me want to speak with her more
later. With a sadistic squint of her eyes, she raised her voice and
said, “He really was excited about the notion, you know.
Dear Dole said it was almost cute to watch. God knows that
man needs someone after all these years.”

I froze. “What?! Who are you –?”

“Well, tah-tah!” She flung her braids and
trotted off.

“R-Raleigh?” I mumbled. His name felt sticky
on my lips. “Did she really mean him?” For some reason,
having her hint at it was so much worse than any of the outcomes
I’d imagined. I couldn’t think about it or I’d be sick. I hurried
upstairs before my parents could realize I’d been out.

. . .

Twenty minutes later and I was on my way to
the unnamed schoolhouse, that old concrete building in the middle
of the field that hadn’t changed in years.

Schoolhouse. The sign got me every time. A
reminder of our self-fabrication.

I shrugged it off. But another observation
came in its place: The air. It felt tense? The energy surrounding
the place alerted me to some disturbance even before I reached its
doors. It was a like people were quieter than usual.
Everyone seemed to be on edge.

Weird. I brooded and pressed on until, at
the gate, I found someone equally on edge – someone I could
coerce.

There was Kinamo, standing in the unmowed,
untended field and mumbling to the person he liked best.
Himself.

“Can it be? It can be, can’t it? But how
will they hide it from the kittens? How will they hide it from the
lambs? How will they –”

“HIYA, KEENY!”

My interruption was startling enough to make
him jump. “Hell!” he cried, teetering. I grinned. It was so, SO
satisfying to alarm that jerk. “Oh. It’s just YOU,” he said.

“Having a nice conversation with
yourself?”

“Tch! Jealous?”

“Jealous that I don’t have the honor of
speaking with the great Kinamo? Or jealous that I don’t have to
resort to talking to myself? Neither sounds all that appealing,
really.”

“That’s STUDENT Kinamo to you,
Squeak.”

My knuckles tightened. He had the nerve to
demand honorifics and in the same breath slap me with that
dishonorable nickname!? Idiot! I pushed aside my annoyance though.
It was important not to show that he’d gotten to me.

“SO Keeny-weeny, what important matters were
you discussing with yourself?” I perused his skin, searching for a
weak spot. It was flawless for the most part, but . . . There! Just
in the corner of his nose. He’d tried to cover it up, but –

“Maybe you were thinking about how to rid
yourself of that pesky blemish?” I said.

“B-blemish?!” he crooned and forced a laugh.
“Nonsense! Kinamo has nothing of the sort! Kinamo has been gifted
by the Maker with a porcelain, grease-repellant face! This face
shall light the darkness that is our existence! It shall bring life
to the dying! Hope and possibility to the young!”

“Do you often rest your face on your hand?
Your skin might clear up if you stop –”

“GEH! Despicable woman!” I’d gotten to him.
Perfect. But then he swallowed, calmed down, and turned on the
offensive. “Have you grown, Squeak? Oh! Silly Kinamo! She hasn’t
grown at all! She just looks taller because she is cheating
again.” He gestured to my shoes.

Uh-oh. I felt my aggression rising. It was
true. I was cheating. My boots were men’s heavy-duty climbing
boots, but they offered only a tiny lift. I hadn’t grown much at
all since turning twelve. I’d long come to identify that it was
probably linked to my ailment. Another imperfection. An
ungrowing body.

“Shut up, Weenis!” I scowled. Kinamo
sparkled.

“It looks like you haven’t grown
there either,” he continued.

I came up from my cross, downward stare only
to find him pointing at my chest. “EH?!” I slapped his hand
away.

“I’ll give them a squeeze, PipSqueak,
if you’d like me to judge for you.”

Pervert!

“Why, Keeny,” I said, “you like girls? And
here I thought you were only attracted to your own hand. Maybe I’ve
misjudged you?”

“My hand?” He cocked his head to the side.
“What do you mean?”

“Hah?!” My mouth fell open. Oh God! He
didn’t know what I was talking about?! I only knew because I’d
heard about it from Lale, but . . . Maybe I was the pervert.
Was I perverted?! I’d never thought of myself that way before, but
. . . but . . . that was probably how it went for most perverts,
wasn’t it?

While I silently contemplated my own
shortcomings, Kinamo studied me with a dense expression that only
made things worse.

And then the idiot burst out laughing.

“Huh?” I was slow to catch on.

“Your face, Squeak! That’s what you get for
trying to act smart,” he said.

The prick had . . . played . . . me? And I’d
fallen for it?!

“KEENY, WHY YOU –”

“Because you’ve amused Us, Kinamo will tell
you what We were talking about.”

“We?” I said wryly. He’d actually started
referring to himself that way? That confirmed it. If I were paired
with Kinamo, I’d die.

“Haven’t you heard the whispers?” he said.
“The whispers are all about in my household. The whispers are also
around the market. The whispers have told me that MEN are coming.
They are coming . . . here.”

“Men?” I said. I didn’t get it. “What do you
mean coming? Like, men are coming to the schoolhouse?”

“No, little Squeak. Men from out THERE are
coming. But Kinamo wonders how will they hide them from the kittens
and the lambs? How will they hide the truth from the children if
strange men enter the village?”

But I couldn’t answer. I was too in shock.
True Remnants were coming? . . . To our Purité commune!?

“Tell Dole I’m ill!” And with that, I turned
away from the schoolhouse and went racing through the field.

“Fine!” Kinamo yelled after me. “But We will
be sure to also tell TEACHER Dole of the disrespectful way in which
you referred to him!”

It didn’t matter.

 


The news made me weak. The news made me
shake. But it didn’t matter. I did then what I do now. I went to
him.

 


“OLTÉ!”

But my secret person wasn’t home. That meant
he was gardening. But I found him in none of the gardens
surrounding his cottage. That meant he was hunting. I dared not go
into the woods after him – my sense of direction was lacking at
best – so I settled into that one chair and waited for him. But
then I grew bored.

His cottage was cold. Outside was warm, but
his cottage was too cold. Was his fan malfunctioning again? I
rested a hand on the vent. At least they gave him things like that
– a fan, running water, etcetera. Even if he was taboo, the Governs
weren’t so much cruel as they were afraid. Olté had been born with
one eye different. And different was bad. Different meant flawed
genetic mutation. Different meant imperfection. Different meant
Olté was cursed. But despite that, he was still holier than the
people out THERE. He was still one of us, even if not fully. Maybe
that was why. Maybe that was the reason they let him have comfort.
Maybe that was why they didn’t make him disappear . . .

Disappear?! I scanned the cottage for signs
of a struggle. Admittedly, that was always at least a small fear of
mine. The possibility that one day Olté’s ‘impurity’ would be too
much for the ones who knew of his existence. The possibility that
he’d one day disappear.

I shook my head. No. Olté had never done
anything to intentionally draw attention to himself, save that time
at Kinamo’s turning when I’d talked him into sneaking in. Ever
since that time and always before, he’d been cautious. Undetected.
Indeed, it was wholly by chance that I’d even happened upon him the
first place. It was by chance that we’d met.

“Olté.”

I’d be fifteen soon. And he’d be eighteen
within the season. And lately, saying his name made the hairs on my
upper arm stiffen. Lately, I’d been experiencing an irregular
heartbeat apart from the one bestowed on me by my sick blood.

“Olté . . . where are you?”

Men were coming. I needed to share that with
him. I needed to give him the burden of it. The way I was always
shoving off the burden of things on him. He didn’t mind, though. He
had the biggest burden of all, yet he didn’t mind taking on mine.
And selfishly, I didn’t mind giving it to him.

I scrutinized the door of his cottage,
waiting for it to open, and after a while, I became anxious. My
nerves got to me, and I needed to find some diversion. So I
snooped. His cottage was always so drafty. Much draftier than my
own room. His clothes were folded neatly. His bed was made. I
opened the cupboard above his sink. A single set of dishes was
stacked there, plus one clay mug I’d given him so that we might
enjoy tea together.

The rest of his home was sparse. His bedside
table held a small, chipped lamp and a notebook. The drawer below
was one I’d never opened. I’d snooped plenty in our years of
friendship, but his bedside drawer was something I’d never entered.
Even I wasn’t that tacky. But still, I wondered what he kept there.
That was probably because mine housed things that reminded me of
him. Doodles. Pressed flowers from his garden. A seed from the tree
behind his house. And an apology note he’d written when we were
children.

I brought a hand to the knob, but felt too
embarrassed to proceed. So instead I settled onto the edge of his
bed, fell back onto my arms, and waited.

A half-hour passed.

If he didn’t show up soon, I’d have to
leave. Skipping a bit of class was one thing, but if I disappeared
too long, people would notice.

Luckily, I didn’t have to wait much longer
at all.

Humming – The sound of his hum reached me,
so I jumped to my feet and ran to the door. He made it there first.
The door smacked my eager self on the forehead.

“Huh?” Olté mused, noticing the
resistance.

“Olté!”

He peeked around the door. “Ashy? What the
heck are you doing he-”

“I was worried about you!” I pulled the door
open the rest of the way. His cheeks were dirty. His hair, which
he’d grown out to shoulder length, was tied back. Yup. He’d been
hunting. There didn’t appear to be any game on him, though. Bad
trip? Oh well. At least he was there, even if empty-handed. “What
took you so long?!” I was about to throw my arms around him in the
way I always did, but stopped short when I noticed his wrist.
“You’re bleeding?!”

He ignored the inquiry and instead began a
heated rant:

“DON’T YOU HAVE SCHOOL RIGHT NOW, SPAZOID?!
EXPLAIN YOURSELF AT ONCE!”

Likewise, I ignored his wish for
elucidation. I was too busy inspecting his punctured skin. “Ouch,
Olté! Looks bad! What did you tear it on?” But his demeanor became
suspicious, leading me to believe – “Wait, did something bite
you?!”

He glanced sidelong at his wrist. “It’s not
important. A gaffer got me.”

‘Gaffer’. That was Olté’s word for ‘fox’.
Quirks in vocabulary – those were a side effect of isolation, I
guessed. I’d corrected much of his strange terms throughout the
years, but there were still some he remained stubborn about.

“A gaffer?! Really?! I thought they were
afraid of humans!”

“They ARE afraid . . . until one
accidentally stumbles upon their burrow or whatever.”

“Ooh! Olté!” I took his arm and into my hand
and eyed the gash. “I’ll have to get you some medicine!”

“Don’t bother. I can treat it with what I’ve
got here. It’s not deep or anything.” He moved to the sink. “Now,
young miss, explain AT ONCE, what you are doing here in the middle
of the school day.”

Young miss. Psh. Like I was THAT young.
Still, I didn’t want to banter him in his condition, so I
obediently recounted the conversation I’d had with garish
Kinamo.

“Men?” he said when I finished. “Huh.”

He didn’t seem surprised. I made narrow my
eyes. “Olté?”

“Hm?” He looked up from cleaning his wound.
“Oh.” He smirked. “I can read that look of yours. Promise I don’t
know anything more than you.”

“Then why –?”

“Well, honestly, Ash, do you really think we
should take anything that fool says seriously? Don’t you
think he was just trying to get a rise out of you?”

“Well, that’s true. . . . But you weren’t
there! His mood was bizarre!”

Olté raised a brow.

“MORE bizarre than usual,” I corrected.

“Hm. Do you think maybe if you’d gone to
class you could have learned something?”

My stomach dropped. Of course he was right,
but I’d been too antsy to remain there. My instinct was always to
run to him.

“Want me to scout for information for you?”
he asked. “I’ll probably be able to gather more than spazzy
you.”

“Hmph!” I crossed my arms.

But it was true. Olté was incredibly good at
staying invisible. I’d met him on that one chance encounter, but
other than that, no one else had ever detected him. He was quiet.
Stealthy. And he’d been able to infiltrate the main part of our
commune unnoticed numerous times throughout the years. He was a
silent observer of the Purités.

“That must be why you aren’t weirder,” I
said absentmindedly.

“What?” he said, terse.

I continued, “Because you’ve seen human
interaction even if you haven’t experienced it that much.” I didn’t
realize until after I said it that it might come off as
insensitive, so I quickly covered up with, “Er, never mind.
Sorry.”

Shoot. I’d probably offended him.

But Olté was used to my absentminded
comments, and so he was unaffected. “I think the weird one here is
YOU,” he said. And he smiled a small, charming smile.

That abnormal heartbeat hiccupped just a
little.

“Okay, I’ll keep an ear open for information
to feed you,” he said. “And in exchange, YOU must return to your
studies. I won’t allow you to be dragged down because of cursed
me.”

“Don’t say that. Don’t say that you’re
‘cursed’. You know how much I hate it. And take that stupid patch
off. You’ll see better if you do. I don’t get why you wear it
hunting, anyways. That’s probably why that ‘gaffer’ got you.”

He shook his head and turned off the sink’s
water. “No,” he said. “It wouldn’t do any good. My right eye’s
grown weak by now. It wouldn’t really help my sight at all to take
it off when hunting.”

“Well, then, will you take it off for
me?”

He’d been wiping his wrist dry, but stopped
what he was doing and stiffened. Though his back was to me, I could
tell. Asking him to take it off always affected him that way. Even
after all this time, it still affected him.

“You need to get back to class,” he said. He
didn’t turn to face me.

“Just a little longer, please? I’ll blame it
on indigestion or something. Please, Olté. Don’t make me go.”

He sighed. “Fine.” But he didn’t move. So I
walked to him, reached up, and undid the tie on his patch. It fell
into the sink. “Tch.” He dropped his head. “You just love making me
uncomfortable, don’t you?”

“No,” I started, “I just love . . .” But I
swallowed that thought away because my heart threatened to leave if
I said anything else. Seeking diversion, I smacked him in the back
and blurted, “Oh, quit being such a pansy, Olté!”

“Hey!” He finally turned to face me with a
scowl. But the color of his tanned cheeks looked a little sunburned
all of a sudden. “Such a spazoid! Always!”

“You know you love it!” I said, stretching
the limits of the conversation.

But I was a coward, and I turned away from
him before I could catch his reaction. My eyes settled upon the
bedside table and again I wondered: Was it, like mine, filled with
memories? Was there a space he kept just for me?

. . .

“Late again I see, Student Ashlin!” Teacher
Dole’s teeth were tight.

Judging by the stern welcome, it was likely
Kinamo had followed through with his threat and told the teacher of
my early insubordinance. Lale’s expression was foul. Clearly she
didn’t approve of the way I’d addressed her fiancé either. Like I
cared.

“Sorry, Teacher Dole. The heat got to me. Or
maybe I ate too quickly this morning.”

“Is that so?” Dole sighed and fanned me
towards my chair, but Lale was examining me with that obtrusive
stare of hers.

“Psst. Were you really ill?” she whispered
when I sat down.

I wasn’t in the mood for prying, so I
borrowed a little bit of her snobbish nature. “Shhh.” I brought a
finger to my lips. “I’m trying to listen to our great teacher, if
you don’t mind.”

“OR,” continued Lale, mouth cupped behind
hand, “were you just too excited from our earlier conversation to
enter this room?”

My face went white. I couldn’t see my
reflection anywhere, but I’m certain it did. She was definitely
talking about the engagement thing again, but . . . ‘In this room’?
Did she mean because Dole was Raleigh’s brother? Or was it possible
that she’d been referring to . . . I glanced over at Kinamo. He was
rubbing at his stomach. Most likely awing over the state of his own
abs or something.

“HIM?!” I blurted accidentally.

“STUDENT ASHLIN!”

“Oops! Sorry, Teacher Dole!”

Cat-faced Lale let out a laugh that was
somewhat like a hiss. Stupid Lale. Stupid Dole. Stupid Kinamo. They
were all stupid. Every one of them. Everyone except Olté. Well, him
and my young cousin, Sella. Sella had spunk.

“Excuse me, Teacher Dole.” A voice,
mouse-like and barely loud enough to distinguish, suddenly chirped.
Bess. Small-mouthed, small-minded Bess was calling for attention.
She rarely did that.

“Yes, Student Bess?” said Dole.

“Will you tell us now? About the men?”

Men? For the first time in a long time, I
turned the whole of my attention to the front of the room. This was
my chance. If Dole would actually elaborate, maybe Olté wouldn’t
have to take the risk of gaining intel after all.

“Ah, yes!” The teacher set down the
architectural textbook he’d been holding. “Now that Student Ashlin
is here, I may confirm the rumors. Thank you, Student Bess.”

Bess smiled because she’d been praised. Lale
flinched.

“It is true,” Dole said. “Outsiders are
coming to our sect. And very soon, I might add.”

The largest vein at the side of my neck
pulsed. “S-seriously?!” I sputtered. “From the public?!”

Dole thumped a fist against the wall.
“STUDENT ASHLIN!”

Oops.

“Sor-” I started. But the young man’s
forehead was already blotching red in the way it only did when
Kinamo was at his worst. Were my outbursts actually getting that
bad?!

They were, apparently.

“I do believe you are most suited for
that boy!” said the teacher, shaking his head. A cold cut
reference to Kinamo.

Suited for Kinamo? Kinamo was my
match? NO. NO. NO! My stomach gurgled in repugnance. The obnoxious
boy was still rubbing his belly and took no notice that he’d even
been referenced.

“You aren’t doing much to impress your
future in-law,” Lale whispered with a giggle.

Wait. That was confusing. Then it was
Raleigh, or . . .?

Lale clicked her tongue. It was too much. I
let my face fall into my hands.

“And we are to go along with it as well?”
Bess was saying. The conversation had carried on without me.

“Yes,” said Dole. “Staying true to the
Melojim, it is IMPERATIVE that the children do not find out about
the true Remnants. Do you understand?”

Understand? It was simple. Men were coming.
Men from out there. Dark-toned men from the population of true
Remnants.

They were coming to fix a malfunctioning
camera.

They would come in two days time.

A tornado siren would sound, forcing us to
the basement of the schoolhouse.

They were to have no contact with us.

We were to help maintain the façade. We were
to help protect the children.

. . .

“A camera, huh?” said Olté. “Wonder which
one it’ll be.” He pointed to his self-drawn map of the commune.
“From what I’ve seen, all of the ones around the square seem to be
moving normally.”

The map had been constructed before I’d ever
met him, when his hands were still young and imprecise. It was
thorough, though, covering not only the town, but also the
surrounding fields and woods. Each tiny sketched home was labeled
by head of house, and the names of all other residents were listed
below in smaller print. The crease-marked thing was stretched out
neatly on the floor. Olté leaned over it sideways. There was a
cloth tied round his wrist where the gaffer had gotten him. I sat
on the edge of his bed and watched with folded arms.

“Then again,” he said, “the one over behind
the clinic’s always been a little twitchy, so maybe that one?
Although, I don’t know why they’d fix it now all of a sudden.”

“Olté?”

He didn’t look up.

“Olté?”

“Hm?”

“You really know where all of them are?” I
said. “The cameras, I mean. Like, for sure, for sure?”

“Of course. I have to know or I’d never be
able to sneak around town, now would I?”

“Well, I know, but it’s just . . .”

“Ash, if they knew my movements, they’da
offed me long ago. Trust me, I researched the place care-ful-ly
before making my first return. And even before my exile, I was
always attentive. I always noticed things.” He sighed and tapped
the map. “Not much has changed since then.”

Olté’s exile. It was a thing difficult to
chew.

“You were eight then, right?” I said,
quietly. Uncomfortably, too.

“Uh, nearly nine, I guess. Old enough to
take care of myself.”

“Oh.”

Nearly nine.

Damn.

It hadn’t always been this way. Sure, the
taboo boy had always been taboo, but he hadn’t always been
secluded. He’d been allowed to live among us in secret for the
beginning years of his life. I knew that, of course, only because
Olté had told me. Not that I nor anyone I knew had ever caught wind
of him. The higher-ups hid him there, among our people, because of
a hope that his eye would shift in color with age. Obviously, that
hadn’t happened. And obviously his existence had grown intolerable
for the people who kept him. That couple, as Olté called
them.

Olté still wouldn’t tell me which of the
Purités were his parents, but the parting hadn’t been sad, he’d
said. He’d never felt love from either of them. He’d never felt
love from anyone, really. And so exile was no lonelier than he’d
already been. He actually preferred it.

Sad.

Because I was lost in thought, I spoke
without meaning to. “At least someone cared about you enough to
teach you to read,” I said. “I don’t know if I could’ve taught you
that on my own.”

Olté finally lifted his focus from the map.
“What are you going on about?”

“Oh! N-nothing.”

“Weirdo.”

“Psh! Weirdo schmeirdo. Weird is underrated,
you know.”

He smiled. “I know.” But then his uncovered
eye returned to the map. “And I also know what you were just
thinking. You do realize they only cared for me like that on the
off chance I someday turn into something acceptable. Most likely to
save themselves the trouble of unbalancing the tally. Besides, it
was only Doctor Sellmana that taught me the letters. She was the
one that kept saying my eye might change back, too. Crazy old bat.
Why anyone believed her, I’ll never know.”

He had a point. It was strange.
Infants’ eyes were known to shift in color, but only slightly. And
eight years old was far beyond infant.

“My guess is that her conscience made her
stall until you were at least old enough to survive on your own,” I
said. “She was your great-grandma, after all.”

The only family he’d ever admitted to.

“Conscience? More like naivety.” Olté
brought a hand to his patch and scowled. “She should’ve just done
away with me and called it stillbirth. That was how the Purités
were meant to be – without an abomination to stain their
existence.”

I hated that face. Only every once in a
great while did he turn cruel like that. Only every so often did he
let himself become bitter. I wouldn’t stand for it.

“Shut up.” I smacked him on the back of the
head. “It’s disrespectful to insult the woman that gave you a
chance. If you aren’t careful, she might even begin to haunt you.
AND if you continue to call yourself an abomination, I won’t come
to see you anymore. You know how much I enjoy that eyeball of
yours, so I take it personally!”

That got him. His bitterness fell.
“Sometimes I think you like my ‘eyeball’ more than you like me,” he
said, and a sort-of smile appeared on his mouth.

“Maybe I do. After all, your personality is
absolutely horrid.”

“Horrid? Aren’t you sweet. That’s okay, if
you won’t come visit me, this horrid exile shall just go visit
you.” He tapped my house’s representation on the map.

“You mean spy on me? Ahem.
Stalker.”

Olté’s smile grew. He smoothed the edges of
the map. “Speaking of spying. I’ll be hanging around town while the
men are here. At least one of us needs to set eyes on those guys,
and you’re out since you’ll be locked beneath the school during the
tornado drill.”

I’d suspected as much. He wouldn’t have
taken out his map if he weren’t planning on espionage. I nodded. He
continued,

“I’ll have to scope the place out tonight to
see if I can find the broken camera. Gotta be prepared for the big
visit. So . . . want to come with me?” I hadn’t caught that last
part. Not accurately, at least. It’d almost sounded like he’d asked
me to accompany him for a midnight scouting of the town, but that
was impossible. He’d never suggest something like that. Too risky.
“So do you want to?” he said. “Come with me, I mean?”

“Ur, where?” Dumbly, I could do nothing but
ask for reiteration.

“Croak. You haven’t been listening to me at
all, have you? Tonight. Let’s survey the camera situation.”

I let it process, and then – “R-really!?
Olté, really!?”

“Sure. It’ll be an early birthday
present.”

I was too excited. Pouncing, I hooked my
elbow around his neck. “OKAY!”

“A-Ash! Hey!”

“Sure, sure. I know, I know. I’ll be
careful, all right? But still, YAY!”

“ASH!”

Oh. Olté’s voice was stern. And he was
pushing me away. “What?” I said, dumbfounded. And then I saw his
face. His jaw was flexed, and his uncovered eye was peculiar,
looking both soft and angry at the same time. I didn’t quite get
it, so I used my free hand to tug at the patch. The green beneath
shined.

But Olté turned his face to hide it. “Cut it
out, Ashlin! You’re acting like a kid!”

Embarrassment. That was it. Now that his
other eye had shown, I could tell it was definitely embarrassment
plaguing him. Embarrassment? The abnormality of my heart began
anew. Oh! I scampered away from him. He was right. I was a
child.

But I shouldn’t have been.

Nearly fifteen and I’d be engaged soon. And
Olté? If Olté were normal, he’d probably have been paired by
now, too. Married, even. I had to keep that in mind. It wasn’t hard
to, either, when abnormal heartbeats occurred most times I thought
about him. When had that started exactly? Recently probably. Yes,
unbeknownst to us, something had happened recently. It didn’t take
effort to see that the atmosphere around us had changed. Throwing
myself at him like that? Carelessly getting rambunctious? It meant
something different now. Even greeting hugs were stiller nowadays,
like we were afraid of reacting or moving too abruptly for fear
that things might break. Like the air itself might break.

“Any news on the spousal front?” Olté
said.

So we’d been thinking about the same
thing.

“I should be asking you that, stalker,” I
said quietly.

“So no then?”

Don’t ask me that. That was what I wanted to
say. I didn’t want him to ask because I didn’t want him to know. I
didn’t want him to think about it. And I didn’t want to think about
it. And I just didn’t want it to BE at all. My eyes flicked to the
bedside drawer. What did it hold? Me, or . . .?

“You’ll be okay, Ash. I know you will.” He
didn’t believe it himself, though. That was obvious.

“I know.” Neither did I.

The room was quiet.

“I should be getting back,” I said after a
moment’s awkwardness. “I can only disappear from the grid for so
long before people start wondering. I don’t even want to know what
the people who watch the cameras think of me.” I laughed uneasily.
“Literally, I leave town at the exact same spot every day.”

“They think you’re spiritual. I can’t speak
for the camera watchers – because I’m pretty sure they aren’t
Purités – but as for the rest of the commune, at least the ones
that don’t already know you visit me, think you’re a spiritual
person.”

“Spiritual?”

“In short, weird.”

“Hey!”

But he went on, “Guess ‘spiritual’ is what
people call a person who is weird but attractive.”

“Oh.” I smiled goonishly.

“Knock it off, doofy.” He rubbed the back of
his head. Cutely. Abashedly. “And yeah, you better get going.
Remember to stick to the tree line on your way back. And about
tonight, don’t bother going through the field. You can just cut
through the woods behind the chapel if you want. The camera on the
far west is turned off at night.”

“It is? Why?”

“Well, the cameras are just so that the
Purités can be documented, right? So they turn a lot of them off at
night to preserve their functionality.”

Right. Documented. Made sense. That was the
reason the entire commune was rigged with cameras. It wasn’t to
monitor our misbehavings; it was to preserve the fragileness of
what we were. It was a learning tool for the masses. It was to show
the true Remnants their roots. Not only were the Purités a living
testament to humanity’s history, we were a living museum. It
was the same with the hundred plus other Purité villages scattered
around the peninsula. We were confined in this prison of land, cut
off from the masses and cut off from each other.

“Got it, Ash?” said Olté. Oh. He’d been
talking? Whoops.

“Sure, sure. I got it. I’ll see you tonight.
I’ll head out at eleven. Is that all right?”

“Sure.”

“Well then –” I moved to leave.

“And, Ash?” he said. “Be careful.”


Chapter 3: If There’s a Will

 


I’ve never been big on tradition. Or ritual.
Or religion. I don’t like boxing things into those kinds of
categories. That makes it seem like things can’t change. Like they
aren’t allowed to. I’d rather leave it open-ended. There are more
possibilities that way. But being a Purité is all about
impossibility. Closed doors AND windows. Closed futures. Never have
I felt so boxed than I did the night of the espionage.

 


My bedroom was plain. Orderly. I guess most
people kept their things like that. I’d never seen Kinamo’s room,
but both Bess and Lale kept theirs tidy. The quilt on my bed had
been made by the grandmother who’d died just before my birth;
Grandma Ashia, whose name I’d taken. I’d never met her, but it
seemed we had the same taste. The pattern was simple. Tan and pale
green patches sewn together. Light. Pretty. But the seaming was a
green much darker. A green much deeper. Even in tiny thread-form,
the stitching’s dye spoke of the forest behind the schoolhouse.
That was why I liked it.

I dressed in black – suitable attire for
midnight reconnaissance. At least, according to the spy stories I’d
read as a child. As a child? Hah. Speaking of myself that way, when
I’d so recently proven that I was still a child, was laughable at
best.

I stole down the stairs with steady legs. It
was a welcome change. Had I ever left the house after dark, apart
from those midnight sweats? No, I hadn’t. And that was why walking
with control felt so satisfying. But I knew I ought not to jinx it.
I was tired from the day, and in the midst of weakness was when the
feebleness of my blood took hold. That couldn’t happen. I refused
to let it ruin my time with Olté.

The lights were out in our kitchen – a good
sign that my parents had stayed true to form and gone to bed at ten
o’clock sharp. I couldn’t say for sure, though; I’d ‘turned in
early’. I slid around the center island and pressed through the
door, careful not to let the hinge groan. Outside was dry. That was
the best way for me to describe it, as I usually only entered the
dead of night plastered in a layer of my own dampness. That lack of
sweat was refreshing at least.

Throughout the dark, the air rested, still
and quiet. I, however, was anything but restful. Fearing my own
instability, I told myself to stay composed. It was useless. Olté’d
never invited me out like this. Never had he once offered to take
me with. Maybe I should’ve realized just how off it was that
he’d done so that night, but my young mind wouldn’t go there. It
wouldn’t think about it, so I simply remained excited.

I travelled to Olté’s place swiftly. The
commune was lifeless except for that shadows moving through lit top
windows of a few of the houses. Quiet and still. Quiet and still.
That feeling was lovely.

At Olté’s door, I allowed a moment to
collect myself before tapping the pane. Rap. Rap. Olté
didn’t answer, so I tapped again. Still nothing. There was no light
showing about the place. No movement, either. That was strange.

“Olté?”

The brush outlining the forest moved, giving
away the presence of an animal. A gaffer or otherwise, the
shuffling startled me. “Olté?! I’m coming in!” I pressed myself
against his door and mauled at the knob.

“Shhh! It’s me.” Olté’s hands were on my
shoulders before I could get one foot inside his cottage.

“Oh! Hah. Whew.” Panting, I brought a hand
to my collar. “Hah. Ha-ha.” I was chuckling because I’d let myself
get worked up.

Olté shook his head. I was still facing away
from him, but I felt the motion through his hands on my shoulders.
“Spaz,” he whispered.

So true. I shrugged. What could I say? He
gave my upper arms a small squeeze and then released them. I turned
to face him. The corner of his mouth was upturned. Just one side.
It made him look good-natured. Jovial, maybe. The blonde of his
hair looked gray in the light. Dull. That was fine, though. That
wasn’t the part I was staring at.

“Olté . . .” My hand slowly travelled to his
face on its own. “Your eye.”

He nodded. “Just this once.”

Just this once? He’d left it uncovered for
me without asking. What were the odds of that happening? Never
before. Never. So why? I tried not to question it. Instinct told me
not to. Instinct was protecting me from grasping the undertones of
his actions that night.

“I really love it,” I said. “I wish both of
them were that way.”

And there, in the dimness of night, his
mismatched eyes grew wide; like they had that first time I’d called
them beautiful.

“Ash . . .”

“What? No resistance out of you?
Curious.”

Olté smirked. “My birthday gift to you, so
I’ll tolerate that strange fondness of yours for now.”

“Hah. Thanks, I guess.”

We stayed that way a moment more. With my
fingers barely against his right cheekbone, I tried to think of him
as a childhood friend. A brotherly type. Maybe it was because I had
no brother of my own that the attempt failed miserably. Thus,
surrendering to the loud heartbeat that fought its way into the
entirety of my upper body, it was I who broke the silence.

“Let’s get this mission underway then!” I
blurted.

“Shh!”

“Right.”

Olté shook his head. “Maybe it isn’t such a
good idea to bring you with after all.”

“I’ll behave,” I said. “Promise.” And I
zipped my lips shut to prove it.

With that, we set off for a survey of the
town.

Olté led the way. I, just happy to be along,
followed obediently, keeping one hand firmly tugged at the bottom
of his shirt. Like a child. Always the child.

Olté had studied the town enough to know
which cameras remained on at night and which paths were freely out
of their lines of sight. Despite his earlier permission, I’d used
my usual path, around the schoolhouse and through the field, to get
to his house. The woods were fine. Any gaffers dwelled deeper in
the forest depths behind Olté’s house or closer to the waterline of
the beach, so the patch behind the chapel was safe to cross, and it
would’ve saved time; but even so, I didn’t use it. I’d always taken
the field to get to his house. I always had, and so I didn’t want
to change things. I wanted them to be just so.

Olté, however, used the woods behind the
cemetery to get us back to the main part of the commune. We broke
through them somewhere between the chapel and the lake, and headed
south. He was right. The camera at the corner of the chapel was
off. The small blue light that signaled its power was anyway.

Still, I needed reassurance. I gave the back
of Olté’s shirt a tug. He lowered his ear. I stood on my toes. “Are
you SURE it’s off?” I breathed.

He nodded and gestured for me to turn my
head so that he could answer.

“Trust me,” he mouthed. His bottom lip
grazed my ear lobe, and my cheeks became warmer than usual. “The
Governs were adamant that I keep myself hidden; that I remain
behind the tree line. I was reprimanded the night of that party.
Heavily. I would’ve been put to death if anyone other than
Dole had found me. If anyone else found out that I come into town .
. .” He shook his head. “Put it this way. If death is the
punishment for breaking the Melojim, imagine what they’d do if they
caught ME.”

True. That was true. Olté’d taken a big
chance his first time entering town, but even after dozens of
trips, he was fine. He knew the place. He was careful; good at
being invisible; a planner. His only time getting caught had been
Lale’s fault. Well, mine, really. But even then, no one had seen
him but Dole. Not even Lale, who’d so diligently insisted I take
her with me ‘to the bathroom’. Who’d so adamantly asked what I was
hiding. Who’d keyed Dole in to the fact that I was trying to steer
people away from the beach house. Stupid Lale. It still bothered
me. All I’d wanted was to show Olté fireworks over the water, but
because of her nosiness, he hadn’t gotten to see them. And now he
never would.

“Ash?” Olté said my name so that it was
barely said. I nodded to show I was ready to move on. Together we
prowled across the shorter grass surrounding the chapel. The dirt
road was just beyond, but when I started to head that way, Olté
held out a hand to stop me and instead pointed to a patch of trees
at the center of the crossing. I nodded with vigor. Taking the
unbeaten path – True espionage was underway! I ducked around the
limbs that tried to snag my reconnaissance attire, and followed him
in.

Once we were hidden from the street, Olté
motioned for me to wait. I did so restlessly. It wasn’t due to any
sort of impatience. It was more like I was too excited to stay
composed. The moon above was bright. The stars, too, twinkled. A
streetlamp a short distance away glowed bright through the den of
trees. Olté made barely a sound when he returned some minutes
later. His footsteps were light through the brush. Light and
practiced. His skills of stealth were at full force. Once more he
brought his lips close to my ear. “The one above the corner light
is working properly. At least, as far as I can tell.”

I nodded, placed my hand at the back of his
head, and brought his ear to my mouth. “But do you even know what
you’re looking for?” He made a small noise that was surely a
stifled laugh and shook his head. Figured. “Dummy,” I said. He
laughed again.

I had nothing more to say, but I didn’t move
from him. The nighttime crickets were out in full force. They were
welcome companions to cover the small noises the two of us had
already made, but in that moment, neither of us made a sound. The
crickets sang for naught. So, too, did the wind blow through the
den for nothing more than its own desire. I didn’t move from him.
With my face that close, somewhere in the space between touching
and not touching, I could feel his aura. I could feel it mixing
with mine. Warm. Tense. I felt it, and so did he. My pulse thudded
within my veins. How annoying it was when I wanted to remain still.
It was embarrassing, and when I could endure it no longer, I let my
hand slip from the back of his head.

Olté took up my hand and weaved his fingers
through mine. They were shaking a little, both his and mine.
“Ready?” he mouthed.

I wasn’t, but I nodded anyway. He gave my
arm a tug and pulled me through the den, away from the light and
down the northern section of road. From there, we continued east.
The camera at the front of the city hall was off, so if it was the
broken one, we had no way of telling. The one on the light near the
tally was on, though, and that was what Olté next set his sights
on. He dropped me off behind the small brick building that
functioned as a meeting place for the Governs, instructed me not to
move, and then went springing into the darkness. I didn’t see him
again for several minutes.

It gave me time to think. It gave me time to
process. I leaned against the bricked office and folded my arms and
drew in a hearty breath. Night air really was most refreshing. Even
in the absence of my sickness, the air felt good to breathe. Clean.
Cool. Wild.

Olté’s return was silent. He came round the
corner of the building and joined me where I stood. Well? Had he
found anything newsworthy? I shrugged to him but said nothing. Now
that we were in the center of town, speaking seemed too dangerous.
No one was stirring, but my gut told me to remain quiet. Olté
must’ve felt it too, given that he answered with only a headshake.
Huh. So that wasn’t the malfunctioning camera either. Well, it
didn’t matter. There were yet others to survey.

Olté nudged me with his elbow. Hm? I
realized that he was mimicking my stance. His arms were folded; his
head was back.

Nerd.

Because I’d noticed his play, the nerd in
question grinned good-naturedly. I didn’t feel like grinning back,
though. There was something about the moment that I found
concerning. Standing there, with him mirroring me like that, I
realized just how great a difference our height had become. When
had that happened? When had he grown up and left me so small? And
why did it make me so mad? Olté cocked his head to inquire the
reason for my surly expression. No. It was nothing. I told him so
with a wave of my palm. He didn’t buy it, but we didn’t have all
that much time, so he again took up my hand and pulled me off the
road.

By this time, the midnight hour had long
passed. My legs were tired, and my eyes felt hollow, but I ignored
those warning signs. Being with Olté in the darkness was fun, an
adventure, and I didn’t want to mess it up by asking for rest. All
the same, Olté sensed my weakening state and forced the break I’d
been avoiding.

He took me north, past the city hall and
tally, and to the edge of the slope that led to the beach. The walk
to the water was too great for now, so we settled at the edge of
the hill, safely out of view of the cameras and lights. Even from
that distance, the small lake at the northernmost part of our
commune was visible. Something like star-streaked ink, it was still
below the sky. If the water’s usually restless edge made any sounds
at all, they didn’t reach us. That was fine, though. The crickets
were enough. The trees were enough. Olté’s breathing was
enough.

“Is it okay to whisper?” I spoke into his
ear.

He nodded. “If you do it very, very, VERY
quietly,” was his nearly inaudible response.

What was the point then?

He chuckled at my expense. “Okay, fine,” he
said. “I suppose I’ll settle for very, very.” I stuck out my
tongue. He brushed the hair from his eyes so that his raised
eyebrow would be visible. In the darkness his eyes looked nearly
the same. Maybe if the world were without light, Olté could be
accepted. Maybe if the sun burned out. Maybe if . . .

My body was tired. I let my head fall
against the hill. Olté did the same. I felt him ruffle the grass
beside me slightly. I felt guilty. Stupid weak body. Olté probably
wanted to get going. I’d only rest a moment. I’d only give my blood
a small moment of recuperation before resuming the mission.

But before I knew it, my thoughts turned
murky. One thing I held on to was the fact that Olté was beside me,
waiting patiently. Olté was there. In the night, on the hill, Olté
was . . .

“You okay, Ashy?” he hissed out of
nowhere.

Huh? I opened my eyes and was greeted by the
star-stained lake. No, that was the sky itself. Pretty and vast,
the sky was all I could see.

“Ash?!”

Olté? He was trying to get my attention. But
wait, why did he sound so concerned? Oh. That was because . . .

I was shaking. I hadn’t noticed in the
serenity of the moment, but I was definitely shaking. Just a
little. Just a little was fine, right?

Wrong.

“Ashy?!” Olté’s whisper was louder this
time.

What? What is it? That was what I wanted to
ask, but for some reason, the words wouldn’t come. I held up a hand
against the moon and found that wasn’t shaking just a little; I was
shaking a lot. That was strange. Why hadn’t I noticed? And why
didn’t I care?

Because I was happy. That was why. Happy to
be with him alone in such a beautiful place.

“Your skin!” Olté was too loud that time.
Dummy. He’d wake someone if he kept that up! I had to tell him to
be quiet before that happened. I searched for his face. There it
was, just to the right.

“Fine,” I said weakly. “I’m fine.”

But Olté wasn’t buying it. He even looked a
little panicked. There was no need for that. I really was fine. I
might have been shaking, but I felt okay, so it would soon pass. My
sickness would be over quickly and then we could get back to our
espionage. Wishfully, that was what I chose to believe.

How wrong I was.

Olté’s hand was on my forehead. When had
that happened? I copied him. Oh? I was wet. Cold and wet, and
Olté’s expression was now frantic. He took me in his arms. “Snap
out of it!” He shook me.

Out of what? From my view, the situation
wasn’t that bad. Why, then, was Olté getting like that? Why was he
getting so distressed? He’d witnessed my spells before, so he was
used to them by now, yet he looked scared.

“Olté?” My voice was small, though I’d meant
it to be loud. The ground was moving beneath me, and I felt
nauseous. Olté’s arms were still around me.

“Shhh.” His mouth was on my ear. And now it
was on my temple? He pressed his lips down firmly there and removed
them slowly. What was that? A kiss?! Olté had just kissed me?! And
where was the lake? Where was that glistening ink? It was gone. I
closed my eyes and understood: Olté was carrying me. I clung to his
broad shoulders and fought back the sickness that tried to leave
through my mouth. My thin blood had ruined it. Our reconnaissance
was over.

Realizing that one sorrowful truth, I
squeezed my closed eyes even tighter and felt wetness escape the
corners. Olté noticed. He held me tighter and placed another kiss
at my temple. “You’re okay,” he said gently. “I’ll get you home.
I’ll get you there.”

Home. The houses of the commune ran in two
straight lines on either side of a well-lit street. Twenty-six in
total. Mine was two from the edge closest to the schoolhouse. Olté
was carrying me all the way there? But I was heavy! Or maybe I
wasn’t that heavy for him. It was still quite a distance to lug
someone. But what choice did we have? I was useless like that. I
was a helpless child. Always a child.

“Sorry,” I mustered.

“No, no,” was all he said, but he sounded
like he was concentrating. I wouldn’t distract him any further. He
had to take me the long way around the houses in order to
avoid the streetlights, and that would probably take a while. So I
thought, but in no time at all –

“Here,” he said.

I opened my eyes. We were at the backside of
my porch where the lights from the street wouldn’t find us. We were
already there? I’d lost time. That, or transcended it. Which was
likelier, I wondered.

“Hold tight,” said Olté. “I’ll take you
in.”

In? As in inside?

I shook my head. “Too dan-”

But Olté’s hand had already reached for the
knob. He made not a sound as he pushed his way through. He even
caught the door with his foot so that it wouldn’t slam. The lights
were off. The house was silent. That was good. There’d be no
escaping our fate if anyone found us.

Once we were inside, it became obvious Olté
really had spied on me in the days prior. Never had he been
inside, certainly, yet he knew the place freakishly well. Making
his way around the island, he bumped into nothing, though the room
was dark and oddly shaped. He slinked up the steps nimbly and
effortlessly, and took me to my bedroom without direction. There,
he set me atop the pale green quilt with vibrant seams, knelt at
the side of my bed, and pulled my hand into his.

I was still shaking pretty badly, and the
moment I was on something stationary, I could feel just how intense
it was. No wonder he’d been scared. Every part of me convulsed.
From the core of my stomach to the tips of my fingers. I was wet
and gross, but Olté’s eyes were soft. He pushed the sogged hair
from my forehead.

I closed my eyes. The shaking was too much
for me. It would win if I didn’t concentrate all of my energy on
staying calm. It was easier with Olté there. With Olté there, it
wasn’t so bad. Was he really there? In my room? I couldn’t really
wrap my head around it; those impossible things that are still
impossible even after they happen – This was one of those. The
meshing of two worlds – one secret, one not.

Yes, the uncounted one was there, holding my
hand and absorbing the shaking impulses I couldn’t control, and I
felt his lips on my temple one more time before it all went
black.

When I opened my eyes, it was morning, and
Olté was gone.

 


I remember the way I felt when I woke up
that day. Trapped. Tied by the ropes of my weak blood. That was the
morning I first felt the full extent of what my hidden sickness
meant, and I could talk about it with no one. Closed windows and
doors, I had no choice but to carry on with life as though nothing
had happened.

What I didn’t realize was that there was
another suffering just the same as me. If I were stronger, I’d have
travelled a different path. I regret it even now, the path I took.
Had things gone differently . . .

 


Late. Again, I was late. But this time, I
wasn’t late for school. It was a free day, and so school was on
hiatus. Free day? Hah. That the Purités dared to use the word so
lightly.

But although the day wasn’t for school, I
still had responsibility keeping me from Olté. I yet had a task to
accomplish before I could run past the long-grassed field and
barrel through his door with an apology on my lips. No, I couldn’t
see him now, and because I couldn’t see him, the apology would stay
there, at brim of my mouth, for the remainder of the day. There it
would stay and stay, and in time it would even come to overstay its
welcome, for it would be many, many days before I’d get the chance
to deliver it to him.

Olté . . .

No. Sella. She was my focus
today.

My heart’s priorities rarely strayed from
Olté, but when they did, they strayed to Sella.

Sella was my cousin. Now, we Purités were
all cousins in a sense, but Sella was my direct cousin, my
mother’s brother’s daughter. She lived near the clinic on the
farthest side of the quarter, to the east and across the street. My
house was at the western part of the residential district, two from
the end closest to the schoolhouse and quite a jog from there. Part
of my weekly free day routine was to watch her while her parents
attended council meetings at city hall. Since my parents were also
frequenters of those meetings, the responsibility was more likely
an excuse to keep me occupied and out of trouble.

Heaven forbid they should find out about
Olté.

On that note, I shivered and hurried across
Teacher Dole’s sun-scorched lawn. The good teacher shared a
rust-colored house with his brother. On this day, Dole
tended the yard. His brother, clad devotedly in a turtleneck and
tie, hung the linen. I couldn’t bring myself to think specifically
about that dreaded brother, though. To think the word ‘Raleigh’ was
to bring up terrifying images in which I was entombed by a lacy
white dress. Bells were involved, too. Ghastly chapel bells.

Blegh. Pretending not to notice the pair, I
averted my gawping and hustled away.

The wind was wild the rest of the way to
Sella’s. It rebelled against me because it knew my heart’s desire
to turn and run the other way. When it came to Olté and me, the
elements were usually on my side.

“Sorry, wind. Not this time.”

Easily could it steer me off course on
school days, but free day was different. Because Sella was the one
other person important to me, even the wind’s wildest tuggings
couldn’t make me stray. My commitment led me. Steadfast. Staunch. I
pushed Olté from my mind and continued to her.

 


If only I’d turned.

How could I have known that this was the one
time I should have?

Things would’ve happened so much differently
if I’d just turned.

 


But I didn’t.

Minutes passed and I was at Sella’s. Her
house was unremarkable, apart from a small metal hummingbird
sticking from the front planter; a bit of flare was most certainly
Sella’s touch. She was like Olté. A person full of spunk. And maybe
that was why devoting my free days to her wasn’t so hard. I
enjoyed time spent there. Sella was wise. Sella was a
sage.

“Cousin Ashy!” The tiny, thick-fingered girl
threw open the screen door and ran out onto the peeling white
porch. A yellow apron – solely for costuming purpose, no doubt –
lay neatly against her patterned, bell-skirted dress.

“There she is!” I called when I saw her.
“There’s the baddest five-year-old I know!” I held my arms wide so
that she’d run to me, which she did, shouting,

“Hot damn! I thought you’d never ever get
here!”

“S-Sella!” I said. “Watch your mouth!” I
scanned the area to make sure she hadn’t been heard. Satisfied that
no one was within listening distance, I added under my breath, “At
least wait until we’re inside before you open that foul little
mouth of yours.”

She giggled and gave me a squeeze around the
legs. “Tsk, tsk, naughty Sella.” The potty-mouth girl took my hand
and pulled me up the steps. “So, what would you like to do today?”
I asked once we were within her parlor.

She hopped onto the couch and hiked up the
bottom of her dress. “I got a hankering to stretch my kickers!” she
said, giving her toes a wiggle.

“A ‘hankering’, huh?” I chuckled. We two
were like-minded; though despite the obvious, I hadn’t been the one
to corrupt her. It was her father who’d been foolish enough to
bring her fishing with his crude friends when she was yet very
young. Her ill-mannered habits were wholly his fault. Not that I
minded. Hearing her swear was a delightful way to begin the
day.

“Okay, Sella, let’s stretch out those
feetsies,” I said, settling next to her. “Where did you have in
mind? The beach?”

“No. No beach.” The small girl was resolute.
“I was thinking actually we could go see your classroom
again.”

“Oh, were you thinking that?” I let
out another chuckle.

“Uh-huh,” she said. “‘Cause we didn’t get to
stay very long last time.”

“Is that so?” I thought a moment. “Guess we
could. Not thrilled about visiting there on my day off, but I
suppose . . .”

“Heck yeah!” she cried.

I let out a third chuckle. She was too cute
to resist. “All right, Goose. Fetch your shoes.”

. . .

The wind was happy with me on the way back.
It was thrilled that I’d decided to head westward, in what was the
direction the schoolhouse. More importantly, in what was the
direction of Olté’s cottage.

“Sorry, wind. Still not going to
happen.”

Sella glimpsed up. “Huh?”

“No, nothing.” I smiled. Someday I’d tell
her about Olté, but not today. Today would be a day of simplicity.
“So,” I said instead, “what sorts of adventures did you have this
past week?”

She stalled to convey an expression most
deadpan, and then, “Are you shitting me?”

“SELLA!”

“What?” She conveyed innocence. “You
know there aren’t any adventures left in the world.”

She had a point. There weren’t any to be had
in our small, secluded world. “True.” I sighed. “Very true.”

“But I did catch a beetle,” she added
matter-of-factly. “A big, HUGE beetle. And I put the sucker in a
jar, and now he’s on my bureau! I’ll show you when we get
back.”

“Wow!” I did my best to appear impressed.
“You caught one? Really? And did you at least remember to put holes
in the top so he can breathe?”

“Of course! What do you think I am? A
moron?”

“Er, no, Sella. I know you aren’t a moron. I
just know that sometimes even the least moronic of us forget the
simplest things,” I said.

“For real?” She scrutinized me with eyes
that were much too big for her face.

“Believe me or not, that’s how it goes.”

“Oh,” she said, satisfied. “Well, I’m
pretty sure I remembered to put holes in there.” She stared
into the space ahead and scratched at her cheek. The dear was
trying to remember. A moment later, and – “YUP!” – she held up
three pudgy fingers. “I poked three holes! Is that enough?”

“Should be fine. Although, if he’s really as
HUGE as you say he is . . .”

“I guess he’s not THAT big. Maybe more like
a . . . a grape. Or a cherry?”

“Oh.” I patted her head. “Should be totally
okay then.”

She smiled smugly. “Shoot! I told you I’m
not a moron!”

“Sure did.”

Little stinker.

 


But stinker or not, Sella was special.
Within her small, still-growing body, the girl contained something
leftover from a previous life . . . or mayhap it was bestowed
intuition; I’m still not quite sure. Either way, this ‘thing’,
tactless but truthful, was sure to show itself whenever least
expected. On that day, it chose to show the moment we were passing
Teacher Dole’s sun-parched abode.

 


“Yikes!” Sella said suddenly. She halted at
the front of his yard. “No wonder you’re so worried!”

“Eh?” I cocked my head. “I’m not worried,
Sella. What are you talking about?”

“Your nails are all jaggedy,” she explained.
“And you know, when my nails get jaggedy, it’s ‘cause I’m worried
Pruney’s gonna notice I stole all the berries from that one berry
bush on the side of her yard. You know that one bush, Ashy?”

Jaggedy? I looked down to study my nails.
True, they’d been chewed and torn with no regards for personal
appearance. When had that happened? It didn’t matter. I hid them
behind my back and crouched to meet Sella’s stare.

“I do know that bush, and I told you not to
take her berries, AND it isn’t polite to call her that,” I said.
“Seamstress Ruby will do just fine.”

“Fine,” Sella said. “But she IS pruney.”
Well that was true, I supposed. “Anyways,” she said, kicking at the
edge of Dole’s lawn. “You’re worried ‘cause of him, aren’t you?”
She pointed a chunky thumb at the teacher’s door.

“Teacher Dole?” I asked.

“No.” Sella shook her head. “The other one.
His brother.”

“Oh, oka- Wait, how do you know about
him!?”

Sella shrugged. “The color around you
changed ‘cause he’s nearby. You’re hoping he doesn’t come out here,
right?”

I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t do much of
anything, really. Sella and her perception. No matter how many
times she pulled that sort of thing, I would never get used to it.
It continually left me like that, speechless and dumb; and since I
didn’t know what to say or do or feel, I simply gazed. I gazed at
the door and hoped it wouldn’t open.

“Don’t worry,” said my cousin, perceiving
even now what I was thinking. “He’s sleeping, I think. That’s the
way the air feels, anywho. If I’m feeling it right . . .”
Concentrating, she squinted her face into something that resembled
a mouse’s. “Nope! That beaver of a man won’t come out here. I’m
sure of it!”

“Beaver?!”

“Oh! ‘Cause he doesn’t have much of a neck.
That’s his animal.”

“Right.” Like I should know the reference.
Psh. Silly girl. “So then, say I WERE worried, just hypothetically,
why the ‘yikes’?”

Sella blinked a moment, as if to process how
I could be so clueless, and then she gave it to me.
“Because, Cousin Ashy, his house is obviously cursed! Look
at the yard over there! It’s green! And that one there? Green too!
But his yard’s all yuck! You don’t want to go there! Heck naw!”

I didn’t want to go there? “Very true,
Sella. I do not want to go there.” Yup, the girl was a sage.

We crossed the cursed lawn and continued to
the schoolhouse. Because she wouldn’t begin studies for another
year or so, Sella was nearly always ready for a visit to the
boorish place. It was an eagerness that was sure to fade as soon as
her days were committed there. I’d probably been that way too once.
Or maybe I hadn’t. Maybe I’d always been sour inside. Maybe I’d
always craved the forest beyond.

“Wheee!” The small girl sang and swam
through grass that was up to her belly. She loved that stuff. At
least today it was dry, so the blades didn’t cling to her. They let
her run right through. “Come on, Ashy!” she called.

“Coming!”

I had an excuse to like the stuff too, so I
indulged. For Sella.

For Sella? Forget it. It was equally for
myself.

Sella tucked below the grass so that I could
no longer see her, and then she popped back up. And after that, she
did it twice more, giggling. But when we reached the door of the
concrete building, my young cousin stopped her dance and dropped
all traces of laughter.

“No,” she said firmly.

“No? No what, Goose?” I reached for the
handle.

“NO!” she said again. Fearful? That wasn’t
like her.

“Eh? What’s wrong, Sella?” As was habit, I
stooped to meet her eyes.

It took her a moment to answer; and when she
did, her voice was small. “There’s a weirdness in there, I
think.”

“A weirdness? It’s bad?”

She nodded vigorously.

A weirdness, huh? That was weird in and of
itself, but I’d learned by now to trust her sage powers.

“Is there danger?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Should I check it out?” I said.

She wrinkled her face. “No . . . or . . .
maybe . . .” She scratched at her temples. “Aw, heck it all. Why
not.”

Heck it all. I was curious. Curious enough
to ignore the responsible action I should’ve taken. “Okay,” I said.
“Well, do you want to stay here?”

“N-no.” But she shivered and moved closer to
me.

“Sella, are you sure?”

“I’ll come.”

“Hm.” I hadn’t seen her like that. Too
curious. “All right. Hold my hand, Goose.”

She nodded, placed a chubby fist into my
palm, and together we pushed through the door. The hall was quiet.
The windows had been closed all day, for the air was stagnant and
dry, and the air conditioning didn’t run when class was out. It was
thick. We walked cautiously just like I did when creeping down my
noisy, betraying staircase at home. I held tightly to her hand.

But a few paces in, she stopped and pulled
herself away.

“What is it?” I said.

“I’ll stay. You go.”

She was afraid? That only made me more
curious! To hell with responsibility, I nodded to her and continued
down the hall. That was when I heard it. A sound I couldn’t
recognize. Because of my inexperience, I couldn’t accurately
identify that sound. The closest thing I could come up with?
Crying. So I thought maybe that someone was in pain. But no, the
crying didn’t make me feel any sort of urgency. I didn’t want to
run and help.

Regardless, I crept forward. Past the first
door. Past the second door. There. There was our classroom. And
that was where the crying was coming from. Crying? But then there
was giggling mixed in. What the heck? Crying and laughing at the
same time? A strange combination of both.

Carefully, silently, I tipped my head into
view of the window and saw something I shouldn’t have seen.
Something that would ultimately change my fate. Whether for better
or worse, I shouldn’t have seen it, and they definitely
shouldn’t have seen me, but both happened, and because of it, the
person responsible for the crying let out a shout.

Lale. Lale and Dole were there, inside the
classroom, and they were . . . doing something unforgivable. The
good teacher was twenty-six. Lale was fifteen. They were to be
married, but not until next year. BOTH parties had to be sixteen
before any martial acts could happen. That was important. To
maintain purity. To maintain order. Until she turned sixteen, until
they were wed, it was forbidden for him to touch her. But touching
her, he was. He was on her, like an angry gaffer.

And neither of them sported a lick of
clothing.

“Get off, Teacher!” Lale shouted when she
saw me. “Someone’s there!”

There was the banging sound of something
being carelessly knocked over, but what happened next, I couldn’t
tell. I was already bolting down the hallway full-speed toward
Sella.

“Who was –?” she began, but I yanked her by
the arm before she could finish.

“Come on!” I yelled and pulled her through
the doorway, down the steps, and around the side of the
building.

Just as we tucked our heads beneath the line
of grass an adequate distance away, the schoolhouse’s door burst
open again.

Pulling his shirt over his head, Dole
yelled, “Who?! Who did you see?!”

I held Sella securely against me and covered
her ears and prayed that Lale hadn’t caught enough of my image to
know.

“I’m not sure!” cried the snob, frantic. “A
girl, I think!”

“Well, that’s just great!” yelled Dole. “Now
what?! If anyone finds out, you’ll be made a spinster!”

“Don’t give me that, you ass!” said Lale,
respectful façade completely turned off. “If you didn’t have such
an appetite, this never would have happened! Oooh! Come on!” She
grabbed his hand or collar or cuff – I couldn’t tell for sure – and
stormed off through the grass. The angry wind helped them go. It
pushed the rustling field against them to ease their escape.

Lale and Dole? I’d caught them in a sin. My
feet were stained from the many forbidden trips I’d taken to
Olté’s, but Lale and Dole were dirty too. For what they’d done,
they were dirty. And now I knew their sin. But then again, my sin
was also known, and most ironic, Dole was the only person who
knew.

Did this make us even?

I waited until long after they were gone to
remove my hands from Sella’s ears.

“Phew, looks like we made it out of that
mess,” I said. I was still staring in the direction of my fellow
sinners, so I didn’t notice at first that something was wrong. “You
were right. We should’ve stayed away. Even so, you did so good at
staying quiet, Goose!”

But Goose didn’t respond. She didn’t
respond, so I looked down at the child in my arms. That was when I
noticed: The small sage was wet. Her skin was wet and cold, and she
was shaking.

I wasn’t the only one in our commune with
weak blood.

. . .

“Don’t tell anyone, Ashy!” When the child
was able to speak again, we were back at her house and she was
frantic. “PLEASE don’t tell anyone! I’ll try to get better! Shoot,
I’ll try to BE better! I won’t steal Pruney’s berries anymore!”

I stared at the poor thing. Pitiful. She was
worse off than I’d ever been. My sickness hadn’t shown itself until
I was ready; able to hide it, confident in my own trickery. Sella,
though, was still so small. And she knew the implications of being
flawed. Though she didn’t know about Olté, though she didn’t know
about the true Remnants, she knew well enough to know that
imperfection was not acceptable.

“I’ll try!” she begged. “Swear I’ll
try!”

“No, no, Goose.” I shook my head. “Hush,
hush. There’s nothing for you to do. You haven’t done anything
wrong.” Repeating those words over and over, I cradled my small
cousin until she fell asleep.

I wanted to help her.

So badly, I did.

If only I’d been able to help her . . .

 


But things in my own life were building up,
and very soon, something big would take precedence over any frets I
was feeling at that time. For when I got home that night, there was
a letter waiting.

 


Student Ashlin,

I know you know.

Lale.

 


I read the note and choked. So she
had recognized me. Damn. Now what was I supposed to do?

I couldn’t sleep that night. But maybe that
was for the best because had I been sleeping, I never would have
heard the pebble against my window. One tiny pebble’s rap against
the pane pulled me from under the covers that had done nothing to
usher in sleep. That pebble was just the beginning of my fate’s
changing.

I jumped out of bed, hopeful that the small
intruding pebble belonged to my dear uncounted one, with whom I’d
been unable to meet. But it wasn’t so. The pebble was Lale’s.

Eeesh.

I hid round the side of my wall and
contemplated remaining inside. I contemplated it for several
minutes and through several more pebble taps against my window,
before mustering up the courage to face the snob. It had to come
sooner or later, I supposed. And it was probably best that it come
now, when there wasn’t an audience.

I waved to Lale and proceeded to tiptoe
downstairs, imagining scenarios in which Dole and Raleigh were
waiting to ambush me. Consequently, those scenarios ended with Olté
rushing into scene, pulling away his eye-patch, and saving the day.
Right. Like that could happen. Be that as it may, I’d been unable
to meet my secret person, and I wished that he were watching from
the shadows somehow.

Lale’s foot was tapping impatiently when I
arrived at the side of the porch. The night sky, in contrast to the
earlier hours, was overcast. Even the moon wanted to hide from this
encounter, it seemed.

“Lale,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes. “Student Ashlin.”

Awkward.

“So,” I said. “Coercion?”

“Sit,” she ordered. Ever haughty.

“I’ll stand.”

“Very well.” Her eyes faltered a bit. Just a
bit, but I caught it. She was unsure of herself? Oh. Of course she
was. I’d be the same way if were about to discuss my ‘sin’ with
someone.

She continued, “I expect you’re wondering
how long . . . that has been going on.”

I wasn’t. I wasn’t wondering that at all.
But before I could tell her so, Lale answered anyway. “After we
learned the forbidden truth,” she said.

“WHAT?!” Even if I hadn’t wanted to know, my
interest was instantly piqued. “That long?!”

She nodded. “It . . . it started as
punishment . . . sort of.”

Oh, hell no. This I did NOT want to hear.
“Oh, th-that’s okay, please don’t tell me.”

“Well, it wasn’t really punishment. That was
just an artifice. We both wanted it so.”

“Nope. I really don’t need to hear thi-”

“I forgot my assignment on purpose just to
see what he’d do. And just as I’d hoped, he used it as –”

“Okay, STOP.”

“Oh. Right.” Sheepish, Lale shook her face.
“Anyways, you won’t tell, will you, Student Ashlin?”

Desperation. Her voice rang with it. And I
felt bad for her. A little anyways. And maybe I was about to pledge
cooperation, but then she could sense it, and her haughtiness came
back full-force.

“Ha! Because it’s not like anyone would
believe you over us anyway,” she said.

That did it.

“Oh is that so, Lale?” I flicked a stray
hair from my cheek to mimic her air. “Well, if I was adamant
enough, I’m sure Doctor Barold would be more than willing to check
if you’re still intact.”

I knew enough to know that much was true.
Lale did too. Her eyes darted to mine.

“W-what do you want from us?!”

“Want?” And then it dawned on me. Dole and I
weren’t even, because Dole had no idea I knew his secret. Lale
hadn’t told him! If she had, she’d have known that Dole already had
something blackmail-worthy on me. Lale thought I had the
upper-hand.

“A trade!” she said. “Your silence for . . .
for whatever you want!”

“But there isn’t anything you can give
–”

“Raleigh!”

“No, I DEFINITELY don’t want him.”

“That’s my point, you dolt! I’ll make him
call off the engagement! He can have Bess instead, and you can have
Kinamo.”

That was surprising. I questioned her:
“Wait, what?” Even as Dole’s fiancée, did Lale really have the
power to do something like that? But when I thought about Raleigh –
that balding, sweat-stained man – the offer was desirable.
Desirable enough to believe that Lale actually held some ounce of
authority. Then again, if she followed through, I’d be stuck with
that hellion Kinamo. I didn’t want that either.

Lale read my thoughts.

“Think about it, Ash! If you engage Kinamo,
you two can’t be married until he turns sixteen anyway! That’ll
give you another two years at least!”

Oh. She had a point. Two more years of
freedom. Was that worth my silence?

“Deal.”

Yes, it was.

Lale’s relief couldn’t have been more
apparent. “Very sensible of you,” she said, a little
breathless.

“Just promise me one thing, Student
Lale.”

“Anything,” she breathed.

“I don’t care what you say to make Raleigh
change his mind, but whatever you do, don’t tell Dole it was
me.”

No matter what happened, I had to preserve
my secret. Our secret: Olté’s and mine.

My fate was changed, and because of the
day’s events, I wouldn’t return to his house – that cottage in the
forest – until the next evening. After the men left, after the
drill was over, I’d run there and tell him everything.



Little did I know, the following morning
would bring more than just strange men to our commune.


Chapter 4: That Time I Stayed

 


“B-but where is Student Ashlin?!” stammered
Bess.

“Here! I’m here!”

Rounding the corner as speedily as I could,
I skipped through the opening behind the metal cabinets at the back
of the classroom. No big surprise, I was the last of my classmates
to enter the lockdown chamber.

It was that day. The day of the drill. And I
was antsy. The moment the sirens had sounded I’d slipped outside in
hopes of seeing Olté sneaking from the wood. But the boy was much
too crafty to let me catch him. Who knew if he’d even leave from
that spot anyway?

Olté.

Thinking of him out there, spying on the
strangers, made me even antsier, but I couldn’t let myself get
worked up. I couldn’t let my blood race. I forced myself to focus
on my surroundings. The here and now. It was a normal day. A
normal day.

I couldn’t do much to kid myself, though. I
knew better. Strange men would soon be treading our land; I was to
be separated from the action, and there was nothing I could do
about it.

“Nice of you to join us, Squeak,” Kinamo
said, behind his hand and under his breath.

My ‘future husband’ was looking polished as
usual. Gross.

The lockdown chamber was small. Cramped. I
squeezed into the space behind him. “Shut up, Weeny.”

Teacher Dole heard only my portion. “Student
Ashlin! Mind your tongue!”

The lecher was cranky – probably because the
whereabouts of the ‘spy’ were yet unknown to him. It had best stay
that way, too, if Lale wanted to remain in my good graces. If the
priss were smart, she’d tell Dole she’d been mistaken altogether.
Maybe that was her plan? Hopefully that was her plan.

“Student Ashlin?” prodded Dole.

“Yes . . . T-teacher Dole,” I mustered. But
I couldn’t meet his eyes. After what I’d seen, I couldn’t look at
him the same way. Lale nudged me. My behavior was much too obvious.
I forced my eyes to stop their rampant aversion. “Apologies,
Teacher. Sleep failed me last night.”

“No excuses.” He frowned and pulled at his
collar.

Yuck. I hastily looked away again. My arm
grazed Kinamo, who was lost in conversation with himself:

“We wonder if anything bad will come,” he
said. “Yes, We wonder what will happen if a kitten escapes. Will
the kitten be mauled? Will the lambs be slaughtered?”

“Shut up, dumbass.” This time I said it
quietly enough so that only he would hear.

“Awww. She is jealous, for she is plain and
small. Poor, poor, PipSqueak.” He smiled and elbowed me in the
chest. “Squeak. Squeak.”

“PERVERT!”

“STUDENT ASHLIN!” screeched Dole.

“Oops.”

“Honestly, students! Now I must start all
over. Silence, please!”

Again, I’d been the cause for delay. The
other classes were already waiting for us in the depths below the
schoolhouse, but our metal box would descend only once Dole
finished entering the access code into the glowing pin pad on the
wall; and that couldn’t happen unless he had utter silence, it
seemed. Lale shook her head sternly. Bess started a cower. I held
in my impulses and remained quiet until eventually the box began to
lower. The last of our schoolhouse was officially under lockdown.
There we would remain for the entirety of the drill.

It was all up to Olté now.

Kinamo sniggered in my ear. “What are you
thinking, Squeak? Stop disrupting Teacher Dole.”

“What are you thiiiiinking?” I mocked,
bottom lip out. “Stop disrupting bla bla bla.”

“It is an improvement on her regular face,”
Kinamo told himself. “Yes. We like it. She looks rather like a
trout.”

I flicked him in the Adam’s apple. He
clutched the spot and coughed.

Satisfying.

But Lale and Dole were doing something
troublesome – they were exchanging a sideways gander. A
gander that completed with Lale raising her eyebrows and Dole
obviously studying Kinamo and me.

Strange. And also unsettling.

I straightened up and resolved to behave as
best I could despite Kinamo’s lunatic rambling.

The heavy box lowered a bit more and then it
stopped. Dole turned to us, pompous as all hell. “Behave,
students,” he said. “And remember, this is a tornado drill. That’s
ALL. Not a word out of you to the children.”

“Or perchance if We tell the lambs, their
shepherds will let them run,” hissed Kinamo.

“Are you really that nuts?” I said. “Or do
you just do it because it bugs me?”

“Half and half.”

I glared at him heavily before following the
others out of the chamber.

The basement of the schoolhouse was lower
than a normal basement – at least, far lower than the basements of
the commune’s other buildings. That was attributed to the fragile
state of the Purités. Should a real tornado come, it was imperative
that we remain safe. It was imperative that we not disrupt the
tally. Maintaining existence and order was all that mattered.

“All right,” said Dole. “Students Lale,
Bess, and Ashlin, you are to entertain the girls. Student Kinamo,
you will work alongside Students Devon and Richar to entertain the
boys. Quiet activities are recommended.”

Quiet activities? How terribly exciting.
Quiet activities in a boring cement cave.

“Okay, ladies,” Lale called to the children
already gathered. “Let’s meet over there.” She pointed to the far
side of the place, where a pair of tables stood. The cat-faced
offender was taking charge as usual. Fine by me. I followed her and
Bess, as the rest of the girls wandered over.

Counting the babes, our commune contained
twenty persons below the age of seventeen. Of those twenty, only
those ages six and above attended school. In accordance with
maintaining order, the schoolhouse’s attendees were grouped into
three generational classes. Our class was smaller than average on
account of Olté’s exile and the accidental death of a girl named
Mayra. Accidental death? That was a rare occurrence within our
structured world. But it was refreshing, in a way, to know that
things could break from convention. Viewing death like that, as
something freeing, was morbid at best. But Olté would agree.
Certainly he would.

He’d agree to a sickening extent.

The generation below ours – currently aged
ten to thirteen – was hearty by comparison. It included Bess’ aunt,
Terra; a set of pretty twins; a girl named Mae, who’d been born to
replace Mayra; and two boys – the oldest of which, Devon, had
missed our generation’s cutoff by only a month. Devon was
mild-tempered and calm, and if only he’d been just a little older,
I’d have found him a suitable partner. Alas, it was the fault of
fate – or maybe karma – that I’d been forced between two
undesirables. Oh, that I might have clung to my mother’s womb just
a little longer . . . But no. Kinamo and Raleigh were my
birthrights.

Lale’s two sisters occupied the youngest
group, alongside three rowdy boys. Sella would be joining them when
the time came – and then the poor dear would get stuck with TWO
Lales. Apparently I wasn’t the only one unfavored by fortune.

Poor Sella.

At the moment, the unlucky girl was locked
away on the other side of town with the rest of the residents. How
was she feeling? After yesterday, probably not too great. Not to
mention, confinement was much more frightening when you had a
silent enemy hiding beneath your veins. Without escape, buried
deeply beneath City Hall, and with a multitude of prying eyes upon
her – What would happen if she had an episode in the midst of those
circumstances? What would she do? What could she do?

And for that matter, what would I do if the
same happened to me?

Please, fate, smile upon us for once, I
prayed silently. Smile upon all of us.

“That’s right, girls,” Lale was saying.
“Gather around. Student Bess, pull out that chair there.” Lale was
shooting out orders, and Bess, eager to please, promptly
obliged.

The snit and her dog. I folded my arms,
leaned against the wall, and did nothing to help. My pride wouldn’t
let me.

Once the girls were situated around the
table, Lale pulled from her pack a spool of yarn. Her sisters,
situated like proper handmaidens on either side, did the same.

Crochet? Joy.

Lale handed hooks to the twins and
instructed them to pass around the yarn. Thus began Lale’s
homemaking lesson. The other girls observed, feigning interest, but
I, much less complacent, let out a sigh and drummed my fingers on
the table.

The boys were across the room, gathered in a
circle and most likely discussing unwholesome, preadolescent
things. The ringleader Kinamo let out a laugh. Devon exuded
boredom. Just how long was this ‘drill’ supposed to last? I looked
to the basement’s ceiling. Olté was up there somewhere, spying on
the dark-skinned Remnants. There was no way for me to sneak out,
but if I could have, I’d have given most anything.

Most anything . . . Most . . .

No! It was a normal day.

Normal. Normal.

Depressed by my own inability, I let my eyes
drift to Dole. The demon of a man was busily conversing with the
teachers of the other classes, and appeared delighted by the
circumstances. Geesh. This wasn’t a party.

But then a thought occurred to me. Why
couldn’t it be?

I looked at the boys again. Devon was
staring at an uninteresting piece of wall just to the left of us. I
tried to grab his eyes with mine, but he wasn’t paying attention.
One of the younger ones saw, though, and tapped Kinamo on the
shoulder. There we go. Thanks to the boy’s prodding, Kinamo
glimpsed over and with a most crusty expression, gestured mockingly
at me. “What?” he mouthed, lip snide.

Prick.

I held up a finger and turned to the girls.
“Okay,” I said. “Enough of this.”

“Excuse you, Student Ashlin?”

Whoops. I’d just interrupted Lale
mid-sentence and she didn’t look pleased. Oh well.

I implored the younger girls. “Are you guys
having any fun? We’re supposed to entertain you, but personally, I
don’t think yarn’s all that entertaining.”

Lale’s sisters narrowed their eyes in
unison. I ignored them.

“Have you a better idea, Student Ashlin?”
said Lale, clearly annoyed.

“Why don’t we challenge to beaux? Challenge
them to a . . . a challenge.”

“Challenge them to a challenge?” Lale said
under her breath. “How eloquent.”

But the twins perked up. “Challenge?” said
one.

“That’s right,” I said. “A challenge.”

“What sort of challenge?” said Mae. She set
down the yarn.

Good, I’d caught their interest. “Well,” I
started, “I was thinking a relay of some sort.”

“A relay?” replied the other twin. “What
sort of re-”

But she was cut off by Lale: “Student
Ashlin! I hardly think that appropriate!”

“Oh? Why?”

“Teacher Dole was quite adamant that we
pursue composed activities!”

“True, true . . .” I pretended to
contemplate it. “And everyone knows what a stickler the good
teacher is for composed activities.” I raised my brows.

Lale’s eyes grew wide before narrowing. Oh
yeah, she knew what I meant. Furthermore, the prig’s mouth was
tight with a slight, incensed quiver. A clear message: Don’t you
dare.

I smiled sweetly.

“Fine,” she said.

The elder of her younger sisters was
appalled.

“But it must be a mental relay,” she
continued. “A challenge of wits.”

“Wonderful.” I’d never realized how sweet
blackmail was. “I’ll make the arrangements.” On that note, I
hurried to where the boys were.

“Yo, Keeny!”

“Ah, if it isn’t the queen of all things
minuscule. See them, men? This is a prime example of womanhood at
its worst.”

The youngest of the boys – the only one
taking Kinamo seriously – studied my chest and nodded. “H-hey!” I
turned my body away from the boy and glared at Kinamo. “Don’t pass
your perversions onto them, you freak!”

Devon looked uncomfortable. “What are you
doing here, Student Ashlin?”

“Right.” Down to business. “We, the far
superior girls, challenge YOU, the smelly jelly boys, to a battle
of – bum ba da dum! – WITS! Do you accept?”

“Wits?” Kinamo threw back his head and let
out a dramatic laugh. “Is Squeak serious? WE don’t know if she is,
but if she longs to be humiliated, then we must accommodate her
wishes. Very well, my kittens! We will accept!”

“Fools!” I cried, mustering drama to match
his. “Your manhood shall fall before our feet!” And with that, I
retreated to the girls’ side of the cave. Lale wasn’t there when I
got back. She’d gone to Dole, and the two of them were whispering
and pointing at Kinamo. Whatever.

“Okay, chicas!” I said. “The stinky guys
have accepted! So now we just have to come up with the specifics of
the challenge. It should be easy peasy with nine against six!”

“Six against six,” said the elder of Lale’s
younger sisters. “We and Lale won’t be joining you.”

Big shock there. I rolled my eyes.

“Fine by me. Even the playing field.” I
scanned the rest of them, eager to begin, but was aghast to find
Bess was inching. Damn. I had to reel her in before it was
too late. I threw an arm around her neck. “I’m SURE I can count on
you, Student Bess.”

“Uh . . .” Becoming stiff, Bess peeked from
me to Lale’s sisters and then back to me.

“I mean, if I can’t count on you,
Bessie,” – I gave her a shake – “I don’t know who I can! You
wouldn’t want to let your team down, would you?” I was trying my
slyest, but even so, my manipulation might not have worked had it
not been for the participation of the twins. Even without prompt
from me, they were pleading with eyes far more earnest than my
own.

“O-of course I wouldn’t want to let you
down!” squeaked Bess.

At the declaration, Lale’s sisters stood,
snatched up the yarn, and stomped off to join their sister. It
didn’t matter. Our team was formed. Bess, Terra, Mae, the twins,
and I would make fearsome opponents all on our own.

We decided on a traditional battle. The two
teams would alternate asking each other questions about the
residents of the commune. To ensure that no cheating took place,
the asking team would write the answer to their query on a sheet of
paper before questioning their opponents. One point would be earned
per correct question answered. The first team to ten would be
declared winners, superior in all things, and rightful to brag.

“Question One,” said Mae’s brother, Inca,
once we were suitably situated into two groups across from each
other. “Who never clears his snow, but always clears his
plate?”

“Easy!” shouted Terra. “Farmsman
Hennil!”

“A-Aunt Terra. We have to deliberate first!”
scolded Bess.

“Oh! Sorry, Niece!”

Bess’ ‘Aunt’ Terra was actually the younger
of the two, but formal titles were yet necessary. An Aunt who was
younger than her niece? That was how it went within our quaint
commune sometimes. Supply and demand. With death had to come birth,
one way or another. At some point, a new life had been needed for
compensation and Bess’ grandparents, Doctor Barold and his wife,
had offered their services. Everything was planned. Accidents were
scarce.

“Aw, Hell,” – Kinamo fanned at them – “she
got it right. Your go.”

One of the twins straightened. “Me
next?”

I nodded.

“How old is the oldest Govern?” she
asked.

The boys huddled and after a moment, Kinamo
said, “The oldest fuddy is Govern Kennedy. He turned ninety-two
this year.”

The twins rolled their eyes.

“Guess that means we got it right.” Kinamo
smirked. “By the way, Kinamo is disappointed in your lambs today,
Squeak. Their questions are dull. Yes, WE think they are dull. We
prefer more thought. For instance – my kitten, Student Cade, will
ask his next.”

Excited at his mention, the grimy boy to
Kinamo’s left let out a small, high-pitched, “Ah!”

“On with it, kitten,” I said, dry.

Cade scratched his neck with fingernails
that were blackened with dirt. “Which of the men in the northern
row has a beard longer than the sun?”

“Longer than the sun?!” blurted Terra.
“Ridiculous!”

“A-Aunt! Huddle!” ordered Bess.

“Oh! Er, right!”

We brought our faces together.

“Longer than the sun?” said Terra again.
“That’s just absurd!”

“Some kind of trick?” suggested Mae.

“Probably,” said the Twins together.

“Well,” I said, “the northern row is the row
of houses closest to the beach, so we can count out anyone that
lives south of the dividing road.”

“But no one has a beard longer than the
sun!” said Terra. “And what does that even mean? How long is the
sun? Wouldn’t ‘wide’ be more fitting? Or maybe . . . uh,
round?”

“Unless,” said Bess. “It isn’t really about
the sun.”

“Not the sun?” said Terra. “Then what –”

“Maybe it’s about the son.”

“Hot damn, Bess!” I said, mimicking Sella.
“Way to go!” And this time I wasn’t just patronizing her. Bess
blushed. “Someone living on the northern row that has a beard
longer than their son?” I said.

“Oh! Oh!” One of the twins raised her hand.
“Fisher Ray?”

“Hm.” Her sister put up a matter-of-fact
finger. “But Fisher Ray has a beard of equal length to his son, I’d
say. It’s not significantly longer, is it? And how do we account
for those sons without beards at all.”

“Good point,” I said. “Yo, Weeny!” I called
over the top of the huddle. “Does the son have a beard too?
Otherwise there are multiple answers that would work . . .”

Kinamo cringed that we’d deciphered the
riddle. “Yeah, yeah. The son has a beard,” he muttered.

“In that case,” said Mae. “Might I suggest
Baker Kneald?”

“Baker Kneald!” gasped the twins.

Perfect.

“Baker Kneald!” we yelled together.

Cade hung his head. Mae’s brother patted him
on the back. The youngest of the boys wasn’t paying much attention
to the battle, for he’d taken to adamantly staring at our breasts.
Lousy Kinamo and his perverting influence!

“Our turn!” yelled Terra. “And I’ve got a
real whopper for you!”

Devon, still looking uncomfortable, just
shook his head.

“We’ll believe it when we see it!” scoffed
Kinamo. “Spit it out, burly lamb!”

Terra took no offense to being called burly.
“Who’s got a yard bigger than the SUN?” She gave an obvious wink.
“And yes, this is a riddle!” One of the twins slapped themself in
the forehead. Kinamo snorted.

“No, no, no!” I shook my head. “That is NOT
our question.”

“Aunt!” Bess whispered. “We can’t just copy
their idea!”

“But I varied it! A little!” said Terra.

“No! Uh, think of something else, Student
Terra. For now, let’s have Student Mae ask a question,” I said.

Mae nodded, folded her hands in her lap, and
began: “Which person is known for moonlight swimming in their
skivvies?”

I let out a groan. That wasn’t clever at
all! Rightfully so, the boys answered correctly in a matter of
seconds.

“Too easy.” Kinamo stretched arrogantly.
“Your turn, Student Devon.” Devon gave him a frown indicating just
how badly he didn’t want to participate. “Do it,” ordered
Kinamo.

“Sure then,” said Devon, returned mild. “Who
in the world has no eyes or mouth, but recants tales of birth and
death? Who has hands that swing and teeth for feet, and stands
taller than the rest?”

Damn. That was enigmatic. “What?” I said,
ignoring protocol and flat-out asking for deliberation.

The corner of Devon’s mouth turned up just a
little. “I believe the rules are no hints?”

Wait. Was he actually having fun? That was .
. . nice. And motivating! “Okay, ladies! Let’s do it!”

“Teeth for feet? What the heck did
that mean?” said one of the twins.

The other, more astute, tapped her chin. “I
believe it’s safe to say it isn’t a person at all. Someone without
eyes or mouth? There isn’t anyone like that, which means it must be
an inanimate object.”

“But that’s no fair! The questions are
supposed to be about people!” said Terra.

“Not necessarily,” said the matter-of-fact
twin. “The rule is questions about residents. Technically, anything
could be a resident, if it resides.”

“But a thing can’t reside!” argued
Terra.

“Pardon,” said Mae properly. “But that’s not
necessarily true. We HAVE been studying figurative language lately,
after all. Devon’s probably just putting it into practice.”

“If that’s the case,” I said, grinning.
“This question is easy.” I nodded to Devon. “Is it the abacus? It
doesn’t have eyes or a mouth, but it shows how many living people
remain. Its arms swing, and it’s got a fence around its base – so
that would be the feet, right? And, coupled with the steel clock,
it stands taller than the rest of the buildings. So, is it the
abacus? Or rather, if we’re personifying it, is it the tally?”

Devon smiled. “Yes.”

“Sweet.”

The twins and Terra threw their arms around
mine. Mae and Bess gave each other a high-five.

“Your turn, lambs,” said Kinamo. “And this
time, make it good.”

“Okay!” said Terra. “I thought of one! A
really great one!”

Kinamo caught my eye. “Really?”

“Yeah, Student Terra, really?” I
asked.

“Uh-huh!”

“Okay, go ahead,” I said, wary.

“What person or thing has got four
walls and a cross on its HEAD?” She finger quoted the word ‘head’.
Could she be any more obvious?!

“The chapel,” said Cade. “Duh.”

“She’s dumb,” said Mae’s brother.

“Brother Inca!” Mae gave him a reprimanding
palm to the forehead.

“Ouch! What? She IS dumb!”

“Well-uh- that may be, but it’s impolite to
say so!”

“Thanks, Student Mae!” Terra smiled
idiotically.

“Su-sure.”

The dupe hadn’t even noticed that Mae’d
pretty much been insulting her too!

“Your go, Kitten Joshie.” Kinamo nudged the
smallest boy who’d since taken to staring at Terra’s chest.

It didn’t take the child long to think of a
question at all, for it was the thing he’d been thinking of all
day. “Which lady’s got knockers bigger than the sun?” he asked,
still staring in a daze.

“KNOCKERS!?” The twins, Mae, and I glared at
Kinamo for his influence; Cade socked Joshie in the arm; and Bess,
turning colorless, stole a glance longingly over her shoulder at
Lale and her sisters.

Meanwhile, Terra was pondering the riddle
intensely. “Craftswoman Nertia!” she said after a moment. “Her
son’s got tits but they aren’t as big as hers!”

“H-hey! What the hell?! That’s my gran and
dad you’re talking about!” said Kinamo.

But as it would turn out –

“Right!” said Joshie.

So I let out an enormous snort. I wasn’t the
only one to do so, either. Served the perv right!

“J-Joshie!” Kinamo’s face became disfigured.
“Geh! Your turn, despicable woman!” He slew his bang in my
direction. “And try to ask something decent for once!”

I grinned. “Student Terra?”

“Okay!” she said. “This time, I’ve got a
real sizzler!”

. . .

Five rounds later, and we girls had yet to
think of a teaser equal to that of the boys’ riddles. Nonetheless,
we were pros at deciphering their questions, and had managed to
remain tied throughout the entirety of the challenge.

“Oy, Squeak! Let’s have a tiebreaker. I’m
getting bored.”

Was it that Kinamo was getting bored? Or was
he still just bitter about the way things had turned out? With his
grandmother’s chest being scrutinized by his own hand, and all.

“Student Richar wants to ask a question. If
you get it wrong, we win. If you get it right, you win. Deal?”

Richar? Oh. I’d pretty much forgotten he was
even there. The thin boy had been sitting with his back to the rest
of us and biting at his thumbnail for the majority of the
challenge. Aged just a bit younger than Devon, he was the only
person on their team that hadn’t yet offered a question. Nor had he
offered much of anything for that matter. That was usual of him, I
supposed. Richar’s parents shared the occupation of hunting, and
their entire family was known for hermit-like behavior. In short,
Richar wasn’t one for speaking. Of any kind. What were the chances
a boy like that could ask something tricky enough to stump the
girls?

No chance.

“Okay,” I said. “Guess that’s fair.”

But the moment the hermitous boy opened his
mouth, I regretted ever issuing the challenge of wits in the first
place. I regretted ever having interacted with any of those people.
I regretted ever uttering a word.

Richar kept his back to us. “Question ten,”
he said, voice husky and low. “Who haunts the cabin beyond the
woods?”

The words struck the air like electric
energy and caused temporality to stop.

“Excuse me?” said Mae. “Cabin?”

The rest, too, seemed confused.

But though I was confused, I knew that
place. I knew the cabin to which he was referring. “Wha . . .?” And
all I could do was stare. All I could do was stare until everything
began to crash. Within the minute, my body began to chill. My blood
made certain to shake. I couldn’t process the question he’d just
asked.

No. No. No. Crap!

The worst of the worst was about to come
true. My weak blood was about to take hold. I was trapped, far
below the earth, and there was nothing I could do. It was all over.
The beginning of my exile was now.

But then I was saved. Somehow, someway, I
was saved.

“All right, students!” called the teacher of
the youngest class. “The drill is over! Time to return
aboveground!”

Was that true? Was that really true? Just as
difficult as it was to accept the moment’s start, the moment’s end
was drawn out. Over. Over. I told my blood and body the moment was
over.

“Wait!” yelled Terra, clearly spooked.
“Wh-what was the answer, Student Richar?!”

At last Richar swiveled to face us, slowly
and calculatedly. “Oh, that? Just a legend. The correct answer was
‘no one’,” he said.

“Frightening,” said Mae. “Nevertheless, fun
game, Student Ashlin. We must do it again sometime.” She tipped her
head quaintly, then she and the twins trotted off.

But as the rest left, I stayed and held
Richar’s gaze for longer than acceptable. Just a legend? Something
in the quiet boy’s eyes told another story. He’d been serious. His
parents were hunters, so if anyone were to stumble upon Olté it
would be them.

I couldn’t let myself understand that,
though. If I did, my body would sweat. No, until I was safely with
Olté, I couldn’t let it process.

Olté. I had to go to him. I had to know what
he’d seen. I had to know about the men. And I had to tell him
everything that had happened in the past two days. Olté. That was
all I wanted. My eye-patched exile was all I wanted.

How sorely disappointed I would be.

 


Richar’s question left a rift in the
framework of the way I viewed my secret person. Until that moment,
I’d thought him undetectable. Truly invisible. To this day, I wish
to think of him as indestructible. How can one destruct something
that doesn’t exist? But he is destructible. I know it now, even if
I didn’t know it then.

 


When I broke from the lockdown chamber, the
world gave the impression of being normal. Unchanged. And it led me
to believe that maybe strange men hadn’t really come. Maybe things
were just as they’d been. Maybe the drill had been a drill and
nothing more.

The land was stained with nothing but
evening sun. Brazen evening sun polished the world.

Olté. I’d leave the rest and flee to him.
I’d do it now.

But, no.

I wouldn’t be able to do it just yet.

“Students Ashlin and Kinamo, I must have a
discussion with you before you tread home!” Dole’s voice called
interruption before I could escape through the field turned
golden.

“What? Us?” Kinamo frowned. “What did you do
now, Squeak?”

What had I done? I had no clue. Everything
but Olté’s image in my mind was a blur.

“Now go on, Student Ashlin,” cooed Lale. Her
voice was sickly sweet in my ear and she was pushing at my
shoulders. She was pushing me back to the schoolhouse. “You’re
welcome,” she added in a hush.

“Come on, Squeak. Let’s get this over
with.”

Dutifully, my body followed Kinamo to the
place where the good teacher stood. Dole tugged at his collar and
waited until the rest of the students were out of earshot before
beginning his speech:

“As your teacher, it is not only my duty to
teach, but also to look after you, much as a father would. That is
why, students, I hope only that you will confide in me – much a
fellow student of yours has already done. Do you understand?”

Understand? Not really. I needed to turn and
flee to Olté. That was all I understood.

Dole didn’t wait for an answer. “Student
Lale has told me how close to her you are, Student Ashlin, and she
even admitted a grave sin she has committed. She admitted that she
told you of my brother’s interest in your hand. Indeed, it was to
be so. However . . . Student Lale is such a good companion to you,
that she has raised an issue. An objection, if you will. You see,
it is Student Lale’s heartfelt wish that you be happy, Student
Ashlin, and . . . it has come to our knowledge that you and Student
Kinamo are already quite friendly with each other.”

Friendly? I stared. I was mute; I could not
speak. I was dumb; I could not think.

“Students?”

“What are you –” began Kinamo.

But in the nick of time, it came rushing
back to me. The sin I’d seen. The blackmail I’d exerted. The
agreement I’d made with Lale.

“It is true!” I cried, throwing myself
before Kinamo to block further input from him. And then I did the
most disgusting thing I’d ever done: I weaved my fingers through
his and let out a little giggle.

Kinamo looked disturbed, dumbfounded, and
even a little nauseous.

“And the two of you have already. . .” Dole
cleared his throat.

Already? Already what? . . . OH! The last of
my innocence clouded me before I realized what he meant. Well, he
was one to talk!

“NO! No, no, NO. Of course we haven’t done
anything inappropriate, but it is true we’ve shared a tender
embrace after most every class. I admit I’ve long dreamed of the
day we might wed and consummate our love.”

“And you are quite serious about this?
Surely, if you have not yet been intimate, then it is not too late
to change your –”

“If I were promised to another, I would kill
myself.”

Kinamo had been speechless due to shock, but
he could no longer endure it. “What is she saying!? We don’t know!
No, we don’t –”

I dug my nails into his wrist so that he
wouldn’t protest.

“It’s okay, darling. No need to front,” I
said. “Thanks to that saint Student Lale, today we hide no longer.
We have agreed to live and DIE together.”

“No, no.” Dole let out a little laugh and
shook his head. “What are you saying? That you would rather die
than be apart? It is hardly believable.”

I locked eyes with him, portraying grave
desperation, and did not tear away. If I wanted him to believe, I
could not falter. “I would not joke about such a serious and
forbidden matter, Teacher Dole. I simply must have him, or I will
gnash my teeth and slit my wrists. For death is more suiting than a
life with a man I don’t love. Make no mistake, I WILL end myself
without him.”

Blegh! Were those awful words truly coming
from my mouth? Kinamo, too, looked even sicker, but it
worked in our favor. He appeared to be sick over the thought of
losing me.

Dole studied us, and then – “Very well. I
have witnessed the bond between you. I shall inform my brother, and
we shall do everything in our power to ensure that you are not torn
apart. Heaven forbid you should end your lives over this
matter.”

Yes, heaven forbid the tally should become
disrupted.

For once, structure and order would work in
my favor.

“But –” started Kinamo.

“No. More words are not needed. Just be
grateful that you have such a friend in Student Lale.” That said,
the teacher left us.

Kinamo lost not a moment wrenching his hand
from mine. “HOLY MAKER, Squeak! What the HELL was that about?!”

“We’re to be engaged or whatever.”

“OR WHATEVER?!” He started to tremble. “How
can she be that way? How, WE want to know! Engaged to Squeak, the
breastless wonder?! Why did she want this? Yes, Kinamo wants to
know WHY.” He stopped enough to squint at me. “Is it that she . . .
wants Kinamo?”

I forced a dry heave. “Sorry, Weeny. I’m
just using you to stall. Sure you understand.”

He bore his teeth. “Understand? NO! No way
in hell or heaven am I marrying you!”

“Oh please, it was either me or Bess. You
understand that, don’t you? You were going to get stuck with one of
us.”

“At least Bess isn’t flatter than a
dock!”

“Shut up! Like you’re such a catch! Just how
many of ‘you’ are there floating around up there?” I poked his
forehead.

“She mocks Us! She mocks Our
perfection!”

“Cut the crap, Keener. Are you even aware of
how crazy you sound?”

“Cut your own crap, Squeak. You’d better at
least explain this situation to me pronto, otherwise I’ll march
right back to Teacher Dole and tell him the truth!”

I sighed and examined the sun. It was
sinking lower. It was sinking too low. I had to get to Olté’s.
“I’ll tell you tomorrow. Okay? Just go home for now, and don’t say
anything. I promise I’ll make this all worth your while if you just
go along with it.”

“Worth my while?”

A lie. Completely.

“Sure. Of course there’s something in this
for you,” I said.

He didn’t seem convinced. “There is?”

“Uh-huh!” I pushed at his back. “Home with
you, Fiancé Kinamo. Home posthaste!”

Fiancé Kinamo? Barf.

“Revolting,” he said. At least we agreed
there, and as luck would have it, he was as eager to get away from
me as I was to escape him. With one glance of lingering suspicion,
he turned from me and sauntered across the field toward the
houses.

The responsible choice would have been for
me to follow him, but I had another destination in mind entirely.
Before he was even out of view, I disappeared round the backside of
the schoolhouse and took off sprinting. I didn’t peep back at all.
Even after breaking through the forest wall. Even when I was safely
within view of Olté’s cottage. There wasn’t time for something like
that. Still running, I burst through his door.

“Olté!”

I expected him to scold me and call me a
spaz and fumble for his eye patch. I knew he’d pat my head and help
me calm down. Then he’d listen and be as shocked as I was. And when
that was through, he’d help me form a plan. He’d tell me I was
overreacting and he’d suggest something simple and clean.

But none of those things happened.

When I tore through the door, I was greeted
by no one. My secret person wasn’t there.

Hunting? Sure, he was hunting. I chose to
assume that, but I wasn’t happy about it. Impatient, I settled on
the edge of his bed and waited.

And then I noticed something. It was a thing
so small – a change so minute – yet it set my pace rapid. The
bedside table’s drawer, which I’d wondered about so many times
before, was . . .

“Open?”

Halfway anyway.

Why? It’d never been open before.

The shades were pulled. The room was dim.
The air was silent. I reached for the knob. I’d done so in my head
a hundred times before, but now it was happening for real. The
wooden knob beneath my hand was proof of that. I clenched it,
committing to nosiness, and drew the drawer open further.

The space did not contain an ode to me, for
it contained nothing at all. It was empty.

No, not completely.

There was a small piece of paper at the
back.

 


A –

Everything is for you. Everything I’ve done.
Everything I’ll do.

There is no greater sin.

Wait for me.

– O

 


I read the note twice. And when I was
finished, I read it again.

“Wait?” The word struggled to leave my mouth
under the spell of a shaking body. ‘Wait’ implied that he was . . .
gone?

Olté gone? Gone Olté? Gone. Olté. Gone.
Gone. Those two words sloshed about in the more dimwitted parts of
my head. And then a treacherous thought invaded:

Olté gone forever?

“No! No, no, no! If he’d left for good,
there would be no need for me to wait for him! Obviously, Ashlin!”
I talked to myself in an attempt to lessen the loneliness falling
upon me. “He means I have to wait a day. Two at most. Because he’s
on a long trip into the woods.” Yeah, that was it. He’d done that
before, right? He was just being dramatic. He’d be back tonight. Or
tomorrow. A week tops, and then he’d be back.

I’d wait here for him until then.

But my logic wasn’t sound, and try as I may,
I couldn’t fool myself into thinking it was.

Olté wouldn’t have left a note, even for a
week. Like he had in the past, he’d leave without warning, and face
the thrashing I’d give him upon returning. No, the note meant
something more. It meant he’d be gone for some span of time that
was abnormal.

Just how long was that? Long enough to
warrant a note! That couldn’t be good! “No way!”

Why did those pencil-scrawled words have to
feel so final? Why did it seem like the beginning of a long
parting?

Because it was. I knew that, even if I
couldn’t accept it. I knew it, and that was why my eyes began to
release tears. Why my face soon became wet. Why my body threw
itself onto Olté’s bed. And why my mouth sobbed: “No!”

I was about to be sick. Dizzy, I buried my
face into his pillow and breathed deeply. I took in the smell that
was his and committed it to memory. All of these things I did
because I knew. I knew. I knew.

But it would take me a very long time to
believe.

I was curled on his bed, cradling his
pillow, when the door opened. Stupidly hopeful, I drew my eyes
upward and spoke his name, “Olté?” But when it wasn’t Olté, my
heart fell and my head grew even woozier.

In the doorway, backed by dying light, stood
Kinamo. “Found you, Squeak,” he said, panting and proud. In my
rashness, I hadn’t even noticed he’d come after me . . .

HE’D COME AFTER ME?!

Annoyance moved the forefront of my other
emotions. How was this possible? He couldn’t be here. He wasn’t
allowed! And I needed to tell him so. I needed to tell him to
leave! But when I tried to yell, my lips were capable of moving for
only one person. “Olté,” they whispered.

“A bed?” said Kinamo, crossing the
threshold. “Who the hell’s been living out here? Explain, Squeak.
You disappear into the woods, and when I finally find you, you’re
in a place like this?” Realization dawned on him. “Hold up! Is THIS
where you’re always running off to?”

I wanted to tell him to go away. How dare he
place his ugly feet upon Olté’s floorboards!? How dare he waltz in
there like that!?

The blinking black flashes of
light-headedness invaded my sight. Unconsciousness was only a
shiver away.

“What lost lamb or kitten resides here? A
pet of yours? Or perhaps this place is for you? A hideaway for the
simpleton? Where she can go to collect what little thoughts she
has.”

Shut up! He had to shut up! Why
wouldn’t he shut up?!

He was inspecting the table now. “We were
surprised by Squeak’s speed. You are like a rabbit or something. It
was hard as hell for me to keep up with you. Who knew you actually
had some worth?” He sniggered. “If Kinamo ever needs someone to
fetch a fox to skin, Kinamo will call for you.”

I couldn’t move from the bed. I was frozen.
All but the ducts of my eyes were frozen in time. But because I was
frozen, I drifted just a little bit closer to consciousness. The
cretin moved to Olté’s closet.

“At least we’ll see if anything can be
gathered from the resident’s effects.”

His hand was on the knob. His greasy,
pervish hand was on the knob to Olté’s personal belongings. I had
to push it away. But to do so, my sickness, if only temporarily,
had to be pushed away too. For the sake of Olté. For the sake of
this moment.

“NO!” I shouted.

But it was too late. The door was open
before I could get the word out.

“Huh. So no one lives here after all,”
Kinamo said.

What? No, someone did live here, and the
closet held his clothing and his tools and everything else! I
swallowed, attempting to slow my convulsions, and managed to push
myself from the bed. But when I checked the closet, I saw it was
true. Like the drawer, the shelves were empty. That proved it. The
person most important to me had gone for good.

Still, I fought to deny it.

“Wait – is she crying? Is Squeak crying
because she lacks in height? Or is it because she knows she will
never be as beautiful as Kinamo?”

My knees buckled, so I dropped to them. My
lungs faltered, so I doubled forward. The pathetic display was
enough to break Kinamo from his annoying persona.

“Ashlin? Aw, hell! Are you ill? Should I get
aid?”

“Go.”

“Enough! First that engagement bull, and now
this? Tell me what’s truly going on!”

Never. I would tell him never.

“It’s nothing.” I struggled not to black
out. “Just an empty house where I go sometimes.”

“If that is the truth, then why do you cry?”
His hand was coming down on my shoulder. I shunted it away.

“Obviously because I’ll be stuck with you
for the rest of my life.”

Kinamo came off a little shocked. My
insensitivity seemed to have struck him. “Screw you!” he said. “You
really are nothing but a pain in the ass! First thing in the
morning, Kinamo will go to Teacher Dole tell him the truth!”

No . . . What? What was happening, again? I
fought with my own blood for control. Kinamo’s face came again into
view. Right. He was going to tell Dole? N . . . NO! I couldn’t have
that! Even after everything, I couldn’t get stuck with Raleigh. I
had to believe that Olté would return before Kinamo’s sixteenth
birthday. Wait for me. That was what the note read. Wait. I
had to wait. I had to be patient. I didn’t understand any of it,
but I knew that Kinamo was one of my only chances of stalling.

“Wait.” I caught hold of his arm. “Please
don’t.”

“Please, she says! Like We should grant her
any sort of mercy! And not to mention, she is soaking wet! Ugh! Is
that sweat?”

Strength. Strength. That was what I prayed
for, and that was what I received. I drew in a few mouthfuls of
temporary air. When my throat felt steady enough, I pleaded,

“Whatever happened to having a face that
would be a ‘light in the darkness’ and all that crap? Can’t you
tell I’m in the darkness right now? I need you, Kinamo. Really, I
can’t explain it properly, but . . . I do need you. So . . .” I
swallowed every ounce of pride within myself. “So, will you save
me? I have no intention of marrying you, but will you be my fiancé?
Please.”

“She needs Us?”

“NO. I need you. I need your help.
And believe me I wouldn’t ask unless I was absolutely
desperate.”

Good. I felt stronger. Just a little. I
didn’t know how long it would last, but I was doing okay for
now.

Kinamo thought about it a moment, and
because I needed him to agree, I allowed him to study my
tear-streaked face. “Fine,” he said at last. “In truth, We do not
wish to be coupled with anyone from our own generation. Either one
of those twins will do just fine.”

“You’ll help?”

“I have to, if I do not wish to marry that
cow, Bess. But I’m sure as hell not marrying you either. So how
will we make them to call it off in the end?”

Breathe. Breathe. I instructed myself to do
so. The shaking hadn’t let up, but at least I had my bearings.

“We’ll worry about that when the time
comes,” I said, huffing through my nose. “For now, we’ll have to at
least act like we don’t despise each other. I’m not saying we have
to be all lovey-dovey – I don’t think I could stomach it – but we
should at least use honorifics when referring to each other. Can
you handle that much?”

“The great Kinamo can handle anything.”

“Right, I suppose if you can keep up that
insanity bit, pretending you don’t hate me will be a piece of
cake.”

“Who says it’s a bit?”

“Please – like anyone could love themselves
that much.”

“But, Squeak, We do love ourselves that
much,” he said. Too quietly. Too seriously. Then his expression
flickered into something unrecognizable. It went black. And
he continued, “We love ourselves more than anything that exists. We
will do anything to get what We want. We will kill any creature and
transgress countless iniquities because the Maker has laid a
blessed hand upon Our thigh.”

Scary. His expression was utterly scary.
“Weeny?”

“She believes Us!” The obnoxious boy
wriggled and pawed at the air. “Look at Squeak’s face!”

He’d been kidding? I wasn’t convinced. In
that moment, his darkness had been thick. Too thick to fake?
I forced a weak laugh. “I guess you got me.”

“We won’t lie. Squeak is lucky that We have
had Our eye on those twins,” said Kinamo. “Otherwise she would have
been out of luck.” He scanned the place. “So that is it? This is
Squeak’s little hideout and nothing more.”

As far as he was concerned.

“That’s all it is,” I lied. “Don’t tell
anyone, okay?”

“Certainly. Because it’s OUR hideout now.
Isn’t that right, Fiancée?”

Sickening. Through and through, the word was
sickening.

“Sure,” I managed.

Gag. I’d been distracted by the craziness of
the week, and because of my distraction I’d finally been caught,
but I’d never think of Olté’s place as anything but Olté’s. It
wasn’t mine. And it surely wasn’t Kinamo’s. It was HIS. It would
always be his.

I held his secret note in my shaking fist.
It was only a moist and crumpled scrap of paper, but I’d come to
treasure it. I’d come to love it in the absence of my most
important person.

When I returned the following day, nothing
had changed.

Nor did it change the day after.

Nor the one after that.

 


After two years, I stopped visiting.


Chapter 5: The Unsung Loss

 


I find it strange that time isn’t at all
constant. It flows in accordance with fate, it seems. The two are
in cahoots. They are in cahoots to make the good times be swift and
the sad times be drawn.

After Olté left, my sad days dragged.

For two years each and every day I went to
him; to that place. And for two years each and every day I opened
the door to no one. Occasionally Kinamo tagged along for no reason
other than to relish in the depression befallen me when I opened
the door. He relished in it, accompanying me only to see my pain,
but to everyone else we appeared to be lovebirds escaped for secret
escapades. Yuck. At least it helped solidify the myth that we were
madly in love.

For two agonizing years it went that
way.

Disappointment. Annoyance.

But after two years, I drew the line.

Stupid Olté!

Wait for him? Sure, I’d wait for him. I’d
wait for him to get back so that I could give him a good beating. I
won’t say I was entirely bitter. No, the bitterness was, like time,
inconsistent. It came and went and came again, and when it was at
its worst, I threatened to rip up the small note I so
treasured.

Each time, though, I clung to it. I clung to
the scrap that Olté’d left behind. I hadn’t realized until his
absence just how strongly connected to him I was. Just how
intertwined our roots had become in the years since our meeting.
Looking at the note reminded me of that.

Life went on. I was happy. I was happy and I
was sad, and in the midst of those emotions, I grew. I grew strong
enough to stop visiting that godforsaken cabin in the woods; but
even if I no longer went, I waited. Blind faith in Olté made it so
that I had to. I trusted him too much. I was too optimistic that he
would return.

But time was ticking. Time was ticking
faster and faster, and as the clock at the center of town continued
to circle, I began to fear time, for it seemed to speed the closer
and closer we got to Kinamo’s sixteenth birthday.

And Kinamo, my husband-to-be, was growing
impatient.

 


“What the hell are we going to do?! My
gran’s been making goddamn flower bundles and leaving them
everywhere!”

“They’re called bouquets,” I said.

Kinamo pulled the end of my braid. “You
aren’t taking me seriously, Squeak! I said, what are we going to
do about it?!”

I looked up from my notebook. “I. Don’t.
Know.”

Kinamo growled. “I don’t know, this! I don’t
know, that! Ugh! No way am I marrying a stupid bitch like you!”

“Aw, leave her alone you big fug!” Sella
kicked Kinamo’s shin.

Kinamo, in turn, seized her around the
wrist. “Kinamo will throw you in the lake, little lamb!” he said.
“He will throw you in the lake, and you will sink to the bottom
like thick little pebble you are!”

But Sella was an even match for him.

“Shove off, assface!” she yelled, wrenching
her arm away.

I snorted. “Yeah, ‘assface’. Shove off. Why
are you even here in the first place?”

My cousin and I had been having a peaceful
study session in the park when that big doofus had invaded with his
imbecilic ranting. The oaf. I’d been seeing much more of him than I
wanted to lately, not that I wanted to see any of him at
all. It was even worse now that our families were on the wedding
brigade. I was grateful for Sella in times like these. Sella’s
presence kept me from gouging out my own eyes.

Kinamo felt himself losing to the dear, so
he decided on another approach:

“Squeak has not managed to grow much at all,
has she? Shame. We had such BIG hopes for her,” he crooned.

That did it. I saw red. “SHUT UP!” And
before I knew it, I was boxing at his ears.

The cad sniggered because he’d gotten me.
But what could I do? He was right. I hadn’t grown much at all. I
was scrawny as ever, probably on account of the fact that only one
of my three daily meals managed to stay down . . . if I was lucky.
Sella’s sickness, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be affecting
her appetite in the least. Though her height was stinted a bit, her
belly was round, and her cheeks were full. To an outsider, she
appeared healthy. Only she and I knew the truth. Neither of us was
healthy. We were far from it.

Shaking. Sweating. And Sella also had an
ailment I did not. She bled. From her nose, she bled often.

“Cousin Ashy, why in tarnation did you get
stuck with this moron?”

Stuck with him?

“Because . . . I love him, Goose.” It was
essential that I stick to my story, even if it meant lying to
Sella. It wasn’t so hard to do when I imagined the ‘him’ I was
speaking of as someone other than Kinamo.

“Lies, lies, lies. Your color is not a color
of love when you’re around him. The person you love is far, far
away, isn’t he?”

Eavesdropping Kinamo stiffened. Sella’s
intuition was too great. Once again I’d have to evade it.

“Wrong, Goose. I’m just anxious. That’s
all.”

“You’re a bad liar, Ashy.”

“Psh. Bad schmad.” I focused my attention on
the reflectiveness of the slide she was leaning against. “Like I’d
really be in love with . . . with some far off knight or
something.”

“Aha! Knew it!” The girl’s eyes grew bright.
“Your color just went spurt.”

Whoops. Even now, thinking of Olté made my
heard beat abnormally. Time for another cover-up. “Er, no,” I said,
“it must be indigestion or something –”

“It’s weird sorta, though,” she added,
lowering her voice. “Because whenever you think about
whoever-he-is, your colors get all mad right after getting
excited.”

“Ha! Is that so?” Mad was an understatement.
It was true. Those were my feelings exactly. Not that I
could admit it. Plus, Kinamo was still watching, and his beady
little eyes had turned shrewd. In a pitiful attempt at covering up,
I hooked an elbow around Sella’s neck and said, “Get a load of this
kid! The things she comes up with!” But Kinamo’s expression didn’t
change. If anything, it became even shrewder. Damn. More convincing
was necessary. I gave my cousin a vigorous shake. “I’m telling you,
Lady. Fiancé Kinamo’s the only one for me! Oh-ho!”

“Okay, then prove it,” said Sella.

“Ack!” I threw her from my elbow. “Er,
w-what?”

Oops. I’d tossed her away too forcefully. I
wasn’t doing much to help my case.

Sella rubbed her neck where my arm had been
and used the slide to pull herself up. “Prove it,” she said again.
“If you love him, then why don’t you . . . I don’t know . . . give
him a kiss or something?”

“S-Sella!” A kiss? Just the word was
enough to make me gag. “Impossible.”

She raised a speculative brow.

“B-because we’re saving ourselves for the
big day,” I added. “Right, Weeny?”

Kinamo flashed his teeth at my usage of his
nickname.

“Right, Weeny?”

He wrinkled his lip. “That’s right, . . .
lover.”

Puke!

“Balderdash,” said Sella. “If you’re in love
with him, you should be able to kiss him. Unless there really IS a
knight that’s got your affections?”

For such a small person, she was awfully
sly. She was a sly little devil, and Kinamo was studying her with
blatant curiosity. Her intuition levels were reaching
dangerous.

“I don’t need to prove anything,” I
insisted. “There is no far off ‘knight’, because there are no far
off anybodies. You should know that much.”

But my sage of a cousin wouldn’t let up.
“And you really love this assface?”

“Just about as much as I love anything. And
even if I didn’t, it wouldn’t matter. The Governs paired us up, and
that’s all there is to it. Even if I didn’t already love him, I’d
learn to love him eventually.”

Lies. All lies! There was no chance I’d ever
‘learn to love’ a stupid punk like him!

“Okay, then give him a kiss. Just a little
one,” said Sella.

“NO.”

“Why?”

“Because!”

“Because why?”

“Just BECAUSE!”

Because my kiss wasn’t for that
guy.

“Assy?” Sella implored Kinamo.

Ha! Fat chance there! He despised me even
more than I despised him! There was no way he’d allow it. . . . Or
so I thought. But then –

“Why not?” he asked.

“Huh?” I said dimly.

“Why not?”

Oh. So I HAD heard him right. For a moment
there, I’d thought . . . Wait, WHAT?! What was he saying?! Why
not?! I could think of a hundred reasons why not!

“It’s only a kiss,” Kinamo continued. “Let’s
show her just how in love we are. We are engaged, after all, and
you should think yourself lucky to be able to exchange with such a
beautiful creature.”

Nasty!

“No thanks.”

But my fiancé was turning dark. “Do it,” he
ordered.

I stared at him. What the hell? Why in all
of God’s holy land would he want to do something like that? But the
answer was obvious. When I thought about his darkness, it was
obvious. To torture me. That was all it was. Just another chance to
see my pain.

“I said, NO.”

That was when I noticed his face was
peculiar. He looked maniacal, per usual, but he also looked . . .
suspicious. Playing the part of the jealous husband? No, that
wasn’t it exactly. It was more like he could tell that there was
merit to Sella’s intuition. So what? Even if people suspected there
was some far off ‘knight’ or whatever, what did it matter? There
was no proving it, nor was there any point. Olté’d left. That
stupid, lovely, stupid person had left. GAH! Just thinking
about it made me angry!

“It’s happening again,” said Sella. But she
wasn’t even looking at me. She was nose deep in her literature.
LITTLE STINKER!

“Do it,” said Kinamo again, voice quiet.
“It’s fine if it doesn’t mean anything. If anything, kissing will
prove it doesn’t mean anything. Maybe it’ll motivate you to
think of an escape plan.”

I studied at him. What was he doing? Why did
he want me to . . . There, in the corner of his eye, was the glint
of sadism. But . . . more apparent was curiosity.

I shook my head. My kiss wasn’t for him. It
was for . . .

“The far away person?” said Sella.

“Hah? How did you –?”

“DO IT!” yelled Kinamo. He was quickly
angering from Sella’s insistence.

“There is no far away person,” I corrected.
“I mean, how COULD there be when we’re the only people that
exist?”

“Yeah, I wonder about that,” said Sella
subtly.

But while it was subtle, it struck me.

“Wait, what?” I said, stiffening. If she
meant what I thought she did . . .

She peered into her book. “Sometimes I
wonder if we really are the only ones left. If your heart isn’t
here, who’s it with? Tell me, Ashy, where is it?”

Sella . . .?

She couldn’t be thinking that way! That sort
of talk was dangerous. Even more dangerous than everything else
she’d come up with! If she tasted the forbidden fruit too early . .
. if she continued to speculate . . . is someone else heard her . .
. if I didn’t STOP her, she’d be in severe danger! According to the
Melojim, her punishment would be . . . death. No! I had to put an
end to it. I had to put an end to it before she took it any
further!

“You’re wrong, Sella! There is no one else.
My heart is Fiancé Kinamo’s alone.” I drew in a breath to steady my
throat that was unsteady at the thought of what I was about to do.
“And I’ll prove it.”

Sella said nothing. Kinamo answered in her
place. “For real?” he said. He didn’t sound hopeful or anything. He
still just sounded suspicious. His nonchalance pissed me off.

“I said I will, so get off my back! And . .
. close your eyes or something!”

“Close my eyes?” Kinamo threw back his head.
“Oh, no, no, no, Squeak! That is not how it works! Don’t tell me
you haven’t kissed before? Oh! Of course she hasn’t! Who would want
to kiss a pipsqueak like her? Yes, We wonder who.”

“You, apparently,” I muttered.

Kinamo said nothing to retort. “If we are to
kiss, I will be the one kissing YOU. Kinamo does not allow women to
take lead.”

“Whatever, just get it over with,
assface.”

It had been one insult too many, for in a
flash of fury, he grabbed my cheeks between his fingers, squeezed,
and through clenched teeth hissed, “Watch your mouth!”

Scary.

But then he let out an uneasy chuckle and
removed his hands from my face. I was angry. Obviously I was angry,
so it was with a tight jaw that I locked eyes with him. Yet,
despite my resistance, he put a finger below my chin and tilted my
face upwards. I flexed every part of me. The world’s least
passionate kiss was about to ensue.

He brought his mouth close, but didn’t make
contact. “What do you feel?” he said. “Anything?”

Gross. His breath was on my face. I checked
to make sure Sella wasn’t watching. Sure enough, her nose was still
snugly in the book.

“Um, how about like heaving?” I said, hushed
enough so that she wouldn’t hear. Then, louder, I declared, “So,
uh, we’re going to kiss now.”

“Heaving?” Kinamo tittered. “Feeling’s
mutual, Squeak.”

And then it happened. He pressed his mouth
against mine. Forcibly. Invasively. At the last minute I squeezed
my eyes shut and sucked my mouth into itself. Gross! Gross! Gross!
I made my lips tighter, but Kinamo’s were much bigger than mine,
and they were soft, too, and I knew for a fact that he’d practiced
on at least one of the twins. The plushy things remained there
longer than expected, but still, I refused to soften my mouth.

At last, he pulled away.

“Well, that was like kissing a tree,” he
said dryly.

Thoroughly repulsed, I wiped my mouth on my
arm and looked to Sella. “Satisfied?”

The girl appeared delighted. “Damn right I
am!” she piped.

“Because you were SO convincing, Squeak,”
said Kinamo under his breath.

Whatever. At least it’d stopped her
yammering.

Sella went on, “Now I know for absolutely
sure where your heart lies. Guess I’ll leave you to your
fiancé.”

She planned to leave? “NO! Don’t ditch me
with HIM! Uh, I mean . . . W-why don’t you stay?”

But she was already packing up her book. “I
know now, Cousin Ashy. Don’t worry, you won’t be sad much
longer.”

I wouldn’t be sad much longer?

“She means because she thinks we’re really
getting married in two weeks,” said Kinamo. “Doy.”

But if I knew Sella, that wasn’t at all what
she’d been referring to. If I knew Sella, the kiss had only served
to confirm her suspicions. If I knew Sella, I’d played right into
her hand. So it had all been for nothing!? Just great. Now I had to
convince the girl that there was no far off knight AND think of
some way to get the Governs to call off the wedding. How was I
supposed to accomplish all that on my own?

I was helpless. And because I was helpless,
all I could do was watch as the too-intuitive girl leapt across the
sandbox before carrying on her way.

The day was bright. The air was warm, and in
that warmth, comforting stillness hovered. The world was a cocoon.
Or maybe just the space around the park. Despite the troubles
surrounding my life, the park was soothing.

“You know, Squeak. It wasn’t awful,” said
Kinamo after a moment.

“Hm?” I snapped my eyes back to the prick
who’d yet to leave.

“I mean, YOU were awful, but IT wasn’t
awful.”

Joy. “Thanks, Weenis. That means SO much
coming from you.”

“So . . . let’s do it again.”

“What!?” Alarming. But as he was most likely
playing, I didn’t let myself get too worked up.

“Kiss me again. But try not to be such a
prude this time.”

“Once more, what? And for that matter,
why?”

“Preparation. In case you and your tiny
brain can’t think of a way to get us out of the mess that YOU
caused.”

Excuse him! Sure, I’d caused it, but it
wasn’t like he’d been completely blameless! And besides, I
would find a way. Worst case, I’d make myself a spinster.
I’d lie and say I’d had relations with . . . someone. But who would
go along with that? Any man would deny it. Plus, if Doctor Barold
checked . . .

No, that wouldn’t work. But there were other
options. Like . . . I could reveal my sickness . . . and afterward
I’d be outcast. Like Olté had been. Was that worth it? Was marrying
Kinamo so bad that I’d rather be exiled?

The creep could see I was lost in thought –
only, he thought it was in contemplation of his proposal. “Hell,
Squeak,” he said to coax me. “You’re already seventeen. You should
try making a sacrifice for once.”

Excuse him again! Making a sacrifice? What
did he know about sacrifice!? Wasn’t he the one that’d said he’d do
anything to get what he wanted? Wasn’t he the one who had been
using me just as much as I’d been using him?

“Don’t you dare!” I lashed. “I’ve sacrificed
more than you’ll ever know!” But I hadn’t meant to say it, so I
immediately cupped my mouth.

“Really?” Kinamo ran a hand along the top of
the grass. At the moment, he was surprisingly calm; surprisingly
mannered. “Anyways, if you aren’t good for thinking of a solution,
at least make yourself useful and cure my boredom.” He fiddled with
his bang. “Kinamo would like to break in that prudish mouth of
yours.”

So that was it. A cure for boredom. I
should’ve expected as much, but for some reason it made me livid.
My first kiss – the kiss I’d been saving for all this time – had
been given to the likes of him. To that lecher! And it was all just
for his entertainment! No way!

I stormed to my feet. “Ugh! You’re such a
jerk!”

Kinamo remained calm. “You really are the
worst kind of girl, Squeak. The kind that’s not like a girl at all.
There isn’t an ounce of sex appeal in all of your body.”

“Who cares what you think! Like you’re Mr.
Sexy or something! Just you wait and see! I WILL think of a way out
of this mess! By this time tomorrow, the engagement will be off!”
Yeah, that’d show him! I’d . . .

“And that, ladies and gentlemen, is what we
call mission accomplished.” Kinamo smiled smugly.

“Eh?!” I’d fallen into his trap. Just like
I’d fallen into Sella’s.

But even while I knew that, the revived
motivation remained. It didn’t matter where it’d come from. I WOULD
come up with an idea. Something new. Something that didn’t involve
me getting exiled. Something to bring about my freedom.

“You really suck, Keeny,” I said, gathering
my things. “You really, really suck.”

“Heh.”

I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t let him
see my anger. It would only make him gloat. I resolved to go to the
beach. Somewhere I could think without the distraction of that
imbecile. The beach’s backdrop of lapping water and town gossip
would make fine fodder for my brainstorming. Despite living near
the water, I didn’t much like swimming. Wading was fine. Wading in
a loose shirt and baggy capris. That was comfortable. But swimming
in itself was something I didn’t like. Maybe it was because it made
me feel even more restricted than I already did.

At the beach’s edge, I tarried.

Terra and the twins were there, among a
handful of others. The twins sunned themselves on the sand-patched
part of the lawn. Terra splashed about wildly in the water like a
child. I tucked behind the beach house. I wasn’t in the mood to
interact with them right now. Especially not rowdy Terra. I had to
be serious, and she’d only make me forget about my problems. I
needed to be alone if I hoped to think optimally.

But behind the beach house wasn’t the place
of solidarity I’d hope for. Grimy Cade was tucked there, gathering
worms into a jar. Fishing bait, no doubt. He was crouched in a
boyish ball, and a clear stain of dirt remained across his cheek
from some former wiping.

He peeked up when he sensed me. Wide-eyed.
Like a scared animal.

“Hello, kitten,” I said.

“Hello, Kinamo’s bride.”

Blegh! I choked back that thought and
pretended I hadn’t meant to stop there at all. I made the forest my
new destination. Sure, gaffers were about, but I’d be careful. In
the light, it was easy to spot nests.

Gaffers. I still used the word, though I’d
had no one with whom to speak it in over two years.

In the green of summer, the forest was thick
and lively, and the gnats therein were an even greater distraction
than Kinamo and Terra would have been. That aside, the forest was
cool in comparison to the open beach and park, and the trees played
with the sun, leaving mismatched shapes of the beams that managed
to break through the canopy. Or maybe if I could have seen them all
at once from way up high, they’d have proved to be a pattern. There
was no way of telling, though. There was no way of telling from my
constricted point of view.

When I felt myself begin to veer south, I
corrected my feet. I wouldn’t be going back there. I
wouldn’t be that hopeful girl anymore. I’d be crass. I’d be angry.
And I’d stay far, far away until the day he returned and found me
himself.

If he ever returned.

No, I knew in my heart it wasn’t a matter of
if. Blind faith. That was all it was, yet I knew there was
validity to the faith I put there. He would come back. And when he
did, I’d find out everything. Where he’d been. Why he’d gone. How
far he’d made it.

Everything is for you. Everything I’ve done.
Everything I’ll do.

For me? In earlier days, I’d racked my brain
to find out what that meant. He’d gone to defeat the system? Escape
the commune? Change his taboo eye? Or there was always the most
grandiose option – that he’d gone to find a cure for my condition.
But if that was the case, he was an idiot. A complete idiot! What
hope was there? I’d learned of the plagues that had ravaged the
world in olden days. But now? People didn’t get sick. They got old
and then they died. For what I had there was no cure. My weak blood
was a curse. Because I was arrogant enough to think that the
Purités were wrong. Because I was self-righteous enough to think of
Olté’s eye as a blessing; not a blemish. A blessing from the Maker
to show that he was special. Unique. Because I was pigheaded enough
to hold opinions like those . . . that was why I was sick. It was
karma.

From some place where the coast met the
wood, a gust of wind agreed with me. It moved through the forest
and surrounded my body just as I came to the conclusion. I came to
something else just then too. Well, not a ‘something’. A
someone.

A thin boy with small eyes and a strange
patch of hair on the top of his head. I knew him. Well, I knew
of him, though the two of us had never been close. That was
because I’d avoided him. For his possible insight, I’d avoided him
since that day in the schoolhouse basement.

“Student Richar.” I tipped my head.

“Student Ashlin.” The husky quality of his
voice had only grown with age. He was clad all in camouflage; over
his shoulder, a bow of lacewood.

“Hunting?” I asked only in absence of a
better conversation piece, so I felt dumb immediately after. Of
course he was hunting!

Sure enough, the boy nodded. Slowly.
Methodically.

Awkward. “Well, good luck.” I took a step
back. “I’m just, you know, chilling in the woods. No big deal. So,
I guess I’ll be seeing you la-” Attempting to tiptoe away, my
wanderlust feet caused the mulchy ground to crack. The earth below
cracked and sank, and then –

“That cabin,” said Richar.

– the soil did nothing, for my feet had gone
still. They’d gone still and now threatened to move toward the boy
that knew more than possible.

“Ca . . . bin?” I said.

Richar tipped his head ever so slightly. “I
thought you might be interested.”

Interested? In the cabin!? Sigh. If he was
going to go for a direct hit, there was no use circumventing.
“Richar? What exactly do you know about –”

Richar shook his head and pointed to the
sky. I followed, but there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary as
far as I could tell. There were no cameras this far out. Past the
treetops was only blue. Blue splotched with tufts of white. “Uh
–”

“The ghost has returned,” said Richar.

. . .

There was no helping it. The words reached
my body before they reached my mind. And before I knew it, I’d left
Richar. I’d left him to race to that place. The very place I’d been
avoiding.

Even from this direction, I knew the way. My
body knew the way to Olté’s no matter where I was coming from.

Olté? Olté!

The hope I’d held back came out in full. It
came to the center of me and throbbed outward, and along with it,
other emotions that had since been latent, reached their full,
dangerous potential. I was excited. Bitter. Blithe. Angry. But most
of all, I was urgent. With all of me, I was urgent. I came to the
garden that was nothing more than a weed patch. After Olté’d left,
I’d tended it awhile, but in my spite, I’d let it go. Now it was
wild and overgrown. A representation of my heart, perhaps. A
representation of my ardor. Stupid. I stomped through it to reach
the door that was his. The door that was peculiarly ajar. I
hesitated just a moment at the threshold before taking a breath and
sliding through.

Inside, there was no one. There was nothing,
and it didn’t look like there’d been any change in the months since
I’d last come.

It went without saying, Olté wasn’t
there.

The moment came and went in a flash. I’d
gotten worked up because I was naïve. And now the moment was over.
Just like that, things went back to the way they’d been.

“You’re stupid,” I told Olté’s table. But it
wasn’t enough. “And you’re stupid, too!” I yelled at his bed. And
then I fell onto his bed. It no longer held his scent, but my body
remembered that too. “But the stupidest thing of all, Olté, is
you.” And though I tried to be angry, it came out lovingly. But he
WAS stupid. Just a stupid, stupid boy who’d left me without
explanation. Good riddance!

But if I really felt that way, why so did my
heart beat abnormally when I said his name aloud? Why, too, did my
stomach tumble?

“It’s no use,” I told myself, and sat up.
“It really is pointless.” Adoration and anger. The two emotions
ebbed freely. They came and went as they pleased, and there was
nothing I could do about it.

Lovely, stupid, lovely Olté.

I beheld the belly of his house. Dusty, dim,
and a little dry, it was a quiet place to think. A place to
motivate me to think creatively enough to squirm out of the
marriage. This was that place.

But while I thought and thought, I could
come up with nothing – aside from arousing exile or offing myself –
that would be enough to convince them. Many an unfortunate pairing
had occurred in our commune, but never had I heard of a legitimate
reason to call one off. Why did I think I’d be able to come up with
something now? Why did I get to be special?

I’d be forced with him. I’d be forced with
that bastard Kinamo.

That knowledge, mixed with the shock of what
Richar had said, mixed with the disappointment of opening the door,
yet again, to an empty cottage, set me off. Within minutes, I was
convulsing on the floor, wet, and losing whatever breakfast I’d
managed to choke down.

. . .

By the time I regained control of my body,
night had fallen.

Shoot! I’d be in it big for sure!

Or not. I could always blame my
disappearance on engagement jitters.

The floor made an angry noise as I stood.
Shut up. I wasn’t that heavy.

I could see nothing. I hadn’t brought a
lantern or flashlight with me, so I was blind, save the bouts of
moon’s light. But the darn thing was at crescent at present, so it
didn’t provide much in the way of help. My shirt was clammy and
stuck to me horridly. My hair wasn’t much better. It clung in
greasy strands to the back of my neck and front of my chin. I
searched my pocket for something with which to tie it back. No such
luck, so I did the best I could to gather it into one wet braid
before making my way to the field behind the schoolhouse.

Now I was even angrier. I didn’t know what
game Richar had been playing, nor what he really knew of the
‘ghost’ and his ‘cabin’; and with him I was annoyed. But he wasn’t
the one I was mad at. Opening that door of disappointment only
served to stir all of those negative feelings again.

Damn Olté! Where the hell was he?!

Were he here, surely he’d have been able to
think of a solution for my marriage predicament. Surely. Surely. I
needed him. No one else would do. His homecoming was necessary.

Everything I’ve done. Everything I’ll
do.

It was all for me? Was that true? Of course
I wanted to believe so, but . . . There was another troubling
aspect to all of this. For all HE knew, I’d been paired with
Raleigh and married by now, yet he still had not returned. Did he
care? Did he even care if I gave myself away? Were we really just
friends after everything? Or maybe we weren’t even that much. Maybe
it’d all been in my head. Maybe to him our whole relationship had
been nothing but a thing of convenience.

But I only told myself that to make it
easier. Olté wasn’t like that. He was everything good. He’d never
betray me. Never.

But he had, hadn’t he?

“Argh! The whole thing’s just so confusing!”
I told the moon. “Why can’t I just hate him or accept that he ran
away for good? Why do I have to think he cares about me? Why do I
have to believe he’ll return? Why do I think I’m that important?
Why?”

If I were simple like Bess or Mae it
would’ve been easier. If I were airheaded like Terra it would’ve
been easier. If I were perverted like Lale it would’ve been
easier!

My body let out a tremble of warning.

Oops.

It was payment for the sin of knowing my
flaws but being unwilling to do anything about them. Payment . . .
or punishment.

Cool it. Cool it.

I told myself to cool it all the way through
the rest of the woods. I did not think about Olté. I did not think
about Kinamo. I thought only about making it home, and by the time
I reached the side ivy, I was worn out from my thoughts. “Quiet in
there,” I said. “I’ll go crazy if you don’t.” But at the
realization that my behavior was bordering Kinamo’s own insanity, I
immediately shut my trap. Just because I was muddled, didn’t mean I
had to begin acting gaudily. No, that was the last thing I
needed.

I trod the stairs quieter than ever before.
I couldn’t chance waking the parents who undoubtedly already knew
I’d been out way too late. My excuse would only work if they’d had
a night to simmer. So, as lighting the place was too risky, I
stumbled into bed that night wrapped in darkness . . . and because
of it, didn’t realize that something in my room was amiss.

It wasn’t until the next morning, after
knotting my hair and rolling my sleeves, that I noticed anything
had changed at all. When I did, my pulse flickered. The change was
an important change indeed. My bedside drawer. My bedside drawer
was open, and atop the remnants of Olté, a clay mug had been set.
It was a simple dish that’d gained two new chips since the last
time I’d seen it. Oh yes, I’d seen it before. To be more precise,
I’d seen and used it very many times before, for it was the very
mug I’d given Olté all those years ago. The mug I’d given so that
we might enjoy tea together.

Richar was right. The ghost had
returned.

But I had a difficult time digesting the
whole of it, so my mind just sort of went flat. At the breakfast
counter, I barely heard my parents’ reprimands for the previous
night’s disobedience. I barely even heard my own blubbed words that
served to subside their anger only an inch or two. Afterwards, I
floated to the schoolhouse, concave and sloshy, and tried to sort
it out. The ghost had returned? Then where was he? And why now all
of a sudden? And why had he not directly sought me out?

It didn’t matter.

 


The ghost had returned, and it was in the
nick of time.

 


My future was closing quicker and quicker,
and my lungs were feeling starchier and starchier, and it all came
to blows when another surprise welcomed me at the schoolhouse.

Kinamo was in a tizzy. Maybe my parents had
mentioned it during the speech I’d barely heard, but it was news to
me.

“You hear me, Squeak?!” Kinamo was in my
face, one hand firmly planted on the concrete wall behind me. “Do
you know what this means?!”

Did I know what it meant? Sure, I knew. I
just couldn’t handle.

“Say something, Squeak! Don’t just stand
there like a lump!” he said.

My throat made a dry noise. “But . . .” I
managed.

“You have a plan, don’t you, Squeak?
SQUEAK!?”

The Governs had finally set a date. They’d
finally chosen a day for that horrible, horrible act: the morrow
after Kinamo’s birthday. Our matrimony was to take place in less
than a week.

“But –” I said again. It was too soon!

“Student Ashlin?” Passerby Bess squinted at
me. “Why’ve you gone so pale?”

“Go away, Cow!” crowed Kinamo.

Bess gave a surly frown that was unfitting
of her timid face, and flitted into the schoolhouse.

Kinamo tapped his foot impatiently. “Well?
You happy now?! This is all your doing!” he hissed in my ear.

“I . . .”

“You what?” spat Kinamo. “Tell me
you’ve thought of something!”

But I hadn’t thought about anything all day
or night with the exception of –

“Him.”

“Him?” Kinamo took his hand from the
wall and dug his nails into the soft underbelly of my arm. “Him
WHO? What are you mumbling about, you witless, BREASTLESS
PipSqueak?! Tell US!”

“No . . .” There was no time for that! The
ghost had returned. The mug proved it. That cracked, clay thing was
a sign he’d come home. Olté was home. That was all that
mattered.

I was foolish, selfish, and in denial, but I
could feel him. I knew that if I just went to that place one
last time, he’d come.

I didn’t bother with school that day. I went
ripping to the field, past the tree line marking the barrier of the
wilds, through his door, and onto his bed, where I sat and waited
all afternoon. I waited all afternoon and evening, without regard
for what my punishment might be the second time around, and when at
last I heard the door’s hinge cry out to tell me he’d come, the
body that entered wasn’t the body of the blond, eye-patched
adolescent I’d been expecting. It was someone else entirely – a
dark-haired, tan-skinned foreigner – and because I’d never seen one
of those people in the flesh, I didn’t know how to
react.

Instinct told me to flee.

I was easy to read.

“Don’t run from me,” said the tall young
man. “Whatever you do, don’t run.”


Chapter 6: First Contacts

 


Don’t run. Don’t cry. Only the foolish issue
commands like those.

Children impulse to do the forbidden. So,
too, do the grown when in the midst of panic or danger.
Condemnation only makes the action that much more appealing –
particularly when it comes from the mouth of a stranger.

Being the foolish thing that I am, I’ve made
that mistake, issuing commands carelessly. Never does it end well.
Never does it end in the interest of the people it’s meant to
save.

 


“Don’t run,” the stranger said again, taking
a step toward the bed. He held his hands in a gesture of
surrender.

The gesture meant nothing. Like hell I
wouldn’t run! What the heck was an outsider even doing there?! And
what would happen if anyone found out I’d made contact with him?!
I’d never paid much attention to the specifics of the Melojim, but
I was pretty sure crossing paths with an outsider qualified as
something greater than or equal to treason.

Like it had on the day I’d first witnessed
the videotaped mass of true Remnants, my breath came short. All the
same, I sprang from the bed and made a wild charge at the door. The
true Remnant caught me round the waist. He was strong. His arms
were long and lean and they held me tightly to his hip, though I
kicked and squirmed.

“Let go!” I cried.

“Shh, shh. Just calm down, all right?” The
Remnant laughed a little. “Aren’t you curious about me? I’d heard
you were taken with things that are . . . different.”

He’d heard? How had he . . . It didn’t
matter. It was hard to see his features clearly beneath the amber
glow of twilight, but there was no mistaking it: He was one of
them. His hair was dark. Like mud. Like rock. Like wet wood. How
peculiar that hair could be that color. . . . But I couldn’t waste
time examining it. He’d said not to run, so that was exactly what I
felt compelled to do.

I elbowed the Remnant in the face.

“Ouch!” he yelled. “Harsh!” He didn’t let
go, but his left arm loosened its hold just a little. Enough for me
to slip out of it. I planted my feet and dropped to the floor. His
arms slid upward and collided with my chest. Or rather, they
collided with my breasts.

“Ah!” He let out a yelp and threw his arms
completely from me.

That was odd. Odd behavior for a . . . a
capturing . . . mannish . . . thug guy. Wait, what was going on?
Why had he let go? If he meant to harm me, then why had he let go
just because he’d hit my chest? My panic started to cede.

But my feet were still afraid. They
continued to move. Out of the house, through the garden, into the
orange, shadow-infested forest beyond.

“Stop!” the man called. “Honestly, what do
you think I’m gonna do to you?”

What did I think? Well . . . I just wasn’t
sure about that, but whatever it was, it wasn’t something good!

“I didn’t expect this, you know.” He sounded
close. Damn. He was faster than me?! Well, that was no great feat,
really, but what was I supposed to do about it?

“No!” I cried.

“Geez!” He grabbed at my shirt. “Settle
down, spazoid!”

Spazoid? That was a familiar insult. But it
wasn’t enough to stop my running feet. I tore from the path,
distraught and mindless, into the part of the wood without even
ground. Through the decayed-limb underbrush, I hoped to lose him,
but it was no use. He was still at my back. He was nearly
there.

“You can trust me!” he insisted. And from
behind, a hand grappled onto my shoulder. “I’m a friend!”

Friend? Yeah right! I wasn’t buying it!

“A FRIEND, you hear? Ever hear of a guy
named Olté?”

That was it was. If my feet wanted to run
further, there was nothing they could do. At my secret person’s
name, I forced myself static. But I did so abruptly. The Remnant
pummeled into my back, I lost balance, and we nearly toppled. We
would have, had it not been for his footwork. It was swift enough
to steady us both. I clung to the stranger’s arm for support,
asking,

“You . . . know Olté?”

But that was a dumb question. Uttering
Olté’s name in and of itself meant the man knew him. But that
didn’t necessarily mean he was a friend. He could’ve been . . . an
agent. Or something. A someone from the world beyond who’d found
Olté; who’d caught Olté; who’d come to erase anyone commiserating
with the forbidden ninety-first member of our Purité commune.

Amidst the confusion and auburn, I struggled
to get a proper view of his face. Were his eyes trustworthy? Were
his lips lying? But when I tried to focus, I found myself dizzy.
I’d gotten overworked. His face was blurred.

“I was told a girl would be there. I was
told to give her a message,” he said. “Are you the one . . . Huh?
H-hey!”

The Remnant noticed what I, too, was
beginning to feel. A change. More accurately, a deterioration. Not
now. Of all times, not now!

“Hey! You okay?!” The man took my arm just
as my legs began to give.

No, I wasn’t okay. It always happened when
it was least wanted it to. Though, in all fairness, I never exactly
wanted my blood to weaken.

“Dummy.” The man’s voice was low. It was
also affectionate. He held up the weight of my body, which was
trying its hardest to collapse into the ground. “Why were you even
running? Since when have you become so skittish?” Since when?
Another peculiar thing for a stranger to say.

I couldn’t answer him. I was out of it –
nauseous; ready to fade – when I vaguely heard something. The sound
of an onlooker moving away stray branches. The branches cracked in
defiance.

“Oh,” said the Remnant’s evaporating voice.
“It’s you, Ri. Did you see that? Some reaction, huh?”

But that was all I heard before falling
deeper and deeper.

 


The dreamworld welcomed me with snaring
arms.

There was a bridge I was trying to cross. A
very long, very thin bridge that was swinging from side to side
across an open pit. On the opposite bank, there was no one. Still,
I knew I had to cross. Maybe it wasn’t to run to someone, but to
run from someone. Yeah, that sounded about right.

I made it a third of the way across, and
then I was no longer on a bridge. Suddenly, I was trying to squeeze
through a dreadfully small opening. My head wouldn’t fit. I tried
to force it. The frame of the hole pushed against my temples.
Fearing entrapment, I clawed at the sides, and they became lenient.
Soppy. Like rotting wood. Everything was wet.

When I awoke, everything was still wet.

“Olté! She’s coming to!” said a new voice.
The new voice was hyper. I couldn’t tell if it belonged to a man or
a woman.

“Well, get off her, Croix!” said a man. No,
not a man. THE man. The man who’d been chasing me.

I opened my eyes. I couldn’t tell where I
was for sure, but I knew I was in a room. A well-lit room. THE man
was leaning over me. He was coming into focus. Finally, I could
make him out. Skin that was golden. Hair that was dark. A chin that
held stubble. And eyes that were . . . green. Bright green and
flecked with bits of amber.

I knew those eyes.

“Olté!?” I cried on impulse. But then . . .
No. Those were his eyes, but they couldn’t be. There were
two of them. And one of Olté’s eyes was blue. Not to mention, the
skin, the hair, the height, the voice. All of those qualities were
different, too.

But it didn’t make sense. If that was true,
why, then, did it feel like I was looking at Olté? Why was my heart
beating off-kilter? Why did I feel like throwing my arms around
him?

Because I was desperate. And because I
hadn’t fully come back to my senses. I wanted this person – this
agent – to be Olté, so that was who I was seeing. But it wasn’t
Olté. It was desperation. Pathetic desperation that was playing a
trick on me. But desperation also served to take away most of my
fear. Now I was just curious.

The Remnant studied me. “Have I really
changed that mu-”

“Don’t bother.” The hyper voice was less
hyper now. “She’s confused. Think about it, man. Self-tanner. Hair
dye. Contacts? None of that stuff’s even in her vocabulary. Not to
mention, you’ve probably sprouted since the last time she saw you.
You’re so different her mind can’t accept it. She can’t
comprehend how you could’ve gotten that way. Get it?”

I tried to find the source of the voice.
That person had said Olté’s name too. And that person was trying to
get something across. I was still a little too dazed to gather it,
though. If only I could make eye contact. If only I could find the
other –

“No, don’t do that.” The green-eyed man
shook his head. “It’s going to be a lot for you. I just want to
take is slow, okay? Ash, look at me. It’s ME.”

“You?”

“Dang, space-case! Do I have to spell it out
for you? It’s ME. It’s Olté! Remember? You DO remember,
right? You haven’t forgotten me, have you?”

“Hee! Wouldn’t that be the rocks?” The hyper
voice turned hyper again. “After everything you’ve gone
through?”

“Shut it, Croix! You aren’t helping!”

Croix. The name of the other person was
Croix. And the green-eyed boy was . . .? Wait, boy? Why was
I thinking of this man that way? Because . . . he was a boy, in a
sense. He was a man in many other senses, but beneath the face
stubble, he still looked boyish. His eyes. His cheeks.

“Are you hearing me, Ash?” The stranger
leaned closer. “I’m Olté. There are ways to alter appearance.
This,” – He pointed to his left eye – “is fake. It’s like this
little slip thing you put over your eye to change the color. I
don’t know how to explain it without showing you, but I CAN’T show
you right now, so you’re just going to have to trust m-”

But his voice was muffled because I’d just
clasped him round the neck.

“OLTÉ!”

“A-Ash!” Olté hesitated. I felt him hesitate
due to the forwardness of the motion, but then he seemed not to
care. He put his hands around the top of my hair and breathed
deeply. “Ashy,” he whispered. “I missed you.”

It felt good. It felt so good to be held by
him. Different than it had been before. We were both older now, and
never had hugging him made me feel so . . . desiring. My blood
began pumping in my neck and ribcage. Rapidly. Insinuatingly. His
body was thicker than before. His Adam’s apple more prominent. His
jawline sharper.

“Olté,” I said again, squeezing the back of
his shirt. I was thinking of nothing but him. I was thinking
neither of where we were, nor of the hyper stranger in the place
with us. Nor the anger hidden beneath my delight. “Where have you
been?” I said.

“Long story.”

Where, oh, where had he been? I wanted to
know. It didn’t really matter since he was here with me again, but
still I wanted to know. Or . . . No, that wasn’t quite right.
Something in the depths of my gut was pushing, trying to get out. I
didn’t ‘want’ to know where he’d been. I needed to know,
didn’t I? I needed to know . . . because he’d left. Because he’d
just up and left without any real explanation? Yeah! That was what
the jerk had done! And he’d been gone all that time! All that time
I’d been waiting for him!

It came pushing out, from the darkest parts
of me, in a bitter outburst.

“YOU BIG JERK!” I pounded my fists against
his chest. “You stupid head! What were you thinking?! Just leaving
like that?!”

“I told you,” he said calmly. “Everything is
for you.”

But I wasn’t listening. “I didn’t know what
happened to you! You could’ve been dead for all I knew! Where were
you?! And for that matter, where are we right now?!” I finally
wrenched my drilling gaze from Olté and placed it around . . .
wherever we were.

It turned out to be someplace small, indeed.
A small box of a room with hardly enough room for a cot. There were
no windows. There was no anything, really – save the back, where a
figure crouched in a patch of darkness.

“G’day!” he sang when I noticed him.

“Don’t look at him, Ash!” commanded Olté. He
threw himself between the stranger and me.

“Who’s that? What’s going on? Where are we?”
I tapped a fist against the wall of the room. It made a clanking
sound. Metal?

“I will answer you, only once you’ve cooled
yourself down a bit!” said Olté.

“Cool myself down? How can you possibly say
that after what you’ve put me through!” I lashed.

“After what I’ve put you through? What about
me? What about our little trek through the woods? What about you
completely forgetting who I was? You didn’t even recognize me!”

“Well! You’re all different! You know! Your
hair. And your eyes! And . . . your voice is deeper . . . and . . .
and stuff.” I blushed. I felt it in my cheeks and neck.

Why was I blushing?

“And stuff, huh?” Olté grinned.

My face grew even warmer. I hid it in my
hand.

“You’re different too, Ash,” he said.

“I . . . am?”

His face turned serious. “You are.”

“Oh.” My pulse had reached a speed that was
deemable annoying. It was in my ears. My head. My wrists. The
tight, dense air of the small metal room seemed to be filled with
my breath, which was most certainly pouring out of me at a
disgusting rate.

Olté was staring at me. Wittingly staring at
me without patch, and without shame. How was that possible? How was
my knight able to be that way? Confident. Unapologetic of his
‘abomination’. How was I able to look into both his eyes and freely
study the forbidden amber pieces of the right iris? How . . .

Olté was grinding his jaw. He seemed
frustrated about something. Or maybe he was concentrating hard on
something. His hair was shorter than it had been. Before, it had
fallen over his face. Now it was pushed to the side. It curled at
the bottom, in the places around his neck. I wanted to touch it. I
wanted to run my fingers through it. I wanted to . . .

“Shit, Olté! The tension between you two is
rank! I know your village is all inbred and crud, but come
on, man! She’s your sister! And you look like you’re about to
devour her! Get a grip!” The hyper voice shattered whatever
‘tension’ there was.

“Sister?” I was confused. “Oh, I’m not his
–”

But Olté’s hand was on my mouth. “It’s okay,
Ash!” he said, anxious. “That is, we don’t need to pretend
anymore. He knows all about our situation. He knows I’m your
brother, and that I was exiled. He even knows about your sickness,
so there’s no need to keep up the act. No reason at all,
okay?”

Brother? Sister? What the heck? But those
green irises were begging me to agree. For some reason I had to
pretend to be his sister? Fine. Weird, but fine. I could take a
hint.

“Uh, sure, Bro,” I said. “And now
you’ll be telling me what’s going on?”

“Er, yeah. About that. It’s a long
story.”

He breathed a sigh of relief that I’d agreed
to play along. I, on the other hand, breathed a sigh of weariness
because I was now only more confused. Hoping for clarity, I tried
to steal a gander at the person in the corner, but Olté took my
shoulders before I could.

“Promise you’ll keep your back to Croix
until after I’m finished,” he said.

“Him?” I pointed to the back. “Why? That’s
rude.”

“Naw. Your brother’s probably right,” said
the one called Croix. “I’ll only make it worse.”

Brother. That felt wrong. And I wasn’t
supposed to look at Croix? I didn’t understand why, but I tipped my
head in agreement.

Olté sucked a breath, faced me squarely, and
then he told me everything.

“I’d been thinking about leaving for a
while,” he said. “It wasn’t spontaneous or anything like that. My
hunting trips – my trips through the woods – I guess those were the
beginning. Those were my recon missions.”

“Recon missions?”

Olté nodded. “Putting my invisibility to
good use. I knew I was the only one who could explore the far
reaches of the place without them noticing.”

“Far reaches? Like through the woods?” I
asked.

“Mm-hmm.”

“I don’t get it. What were you looking
for?”

Unblinking, Olté left his eyes on mine. He
left them there, and his jaw bulged at the back to show he was
flexing it. That was new. That was a new little quirk. I wanted to
poke the place where it tensed. After a bit, he said, “I was trying
to find the borders of our cage.”

“Bord-”

Croix cut me off. “Inquisitive thing, she
is.”

At that, Olté’s mouth wiggled a bit. He
spoke nothing to Croix, though. “Your Purité hamlet is one of many,
right?” he said instead.

I shrugged. “So they say.”

Olté continued, “But it’s not just a lone
village in a secluded part of the world. All of the Purité communes
butt right up next to each other. That’s what I found out after I
left. They’re separated by these things.” He motioned
through the air with his hands. “Uh, how should I explain?”

“Just call ‘em ‘walls’ for now,” Croix
suggested.

“Okay, sure. They’re separated by
walls. I was trying to figure out just how far into the
forest these walls were, but even after going for hours in any
given direction I never found anything. No signs of outsiders. No
walls of any kind.”

“Again, I don’t get it,” I said. Big
surprise there. “How did you even know there were
walls?”

“At first I was just looking for other
people. You know how the Purités work. Don’t tell the children the
forbidden truth, so as not to corrupt them. It’s all a control
game. The children’ve gotta to be brainwashed into thinking they’re
special and holy and the like. Feed them that rubbish long enough,
and they won’t want to leave even after learning the truth. That’s
why that particular rule is so important to them.” He lifted his
hand with the intent to place it on my shoulder, but it didn’t make
it that far. It hung in the air a moment and then dropped,
laboriously, onto his leg. “Only you were different, Ash,” he
said.

“Because of you?”

“Maybe. Or maybe not. You’ve wanted to leave
this place, right?”

“Of course I have.”

“Well, if you ask any other Purité, I bet
they’d answer differently. They don’t WANT to leave. They like
being special. At first, I thought that was enough of a cage on its
own. I thought it was enough to keep them in . . . until I met
Richar.”

I blinked at him. “Richar? As in
Richar Richar!? What do you mean you met him?”

Croix cackled in the back corner. I impulsed
to look at him, but Olté was there before me. I couldn’t draw
away.

“The hunter family has a tradition to
upkeep,” explained Olté. “True, they hunt. But their job is
something more important: imports. They oversee the imports that
make their way into the hamlet.”

“Imports?”

“Think about all of the things in the
commune that have no maker. The packaged goods. The light bulbs.
Those sorts of things. You know they come from outside, right?”

Sure I knew that. I’d just never given much
thought as to HOW they got in.

“Richar’s family is in charge of making the
exchange,” explained Olté.

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said. “Go back a ways.
First of all, how did you ‘meet’ Richar? You let him find you?”

“Let him?” Olté fiddled with the hair
curling around the edge of his ear. “Ah, that would be a no.
Besides you and the night of that joker Kinamo’s birthday, I was
never discovered by anyone . . . until Richar. He’s a hunter, so I
guess that’s how he found me. He’s been trained that way since
birth. Tracking and whatnot. I don’t know if his parents were among
those that already knew about me and they just sort of avoided me,
or what. That seems to make the most sense. Anyways, it was a few
months before I left. Richar had been tracking me, I guess, and one
day he presented himself and asked what I was looking for. He was
strange. He didn’t ask who I was or anything. He wasn’t afraid or
surprised. He acted like I was an injured gaffer or something. Just
another animal. I can be grateful he wasn’t like the others.”

That was true. Richar wasn’t at all like the
others.

Olté kept on, “He wanted to know what I was
looking for. He wasn’t old enough to know the forbidden truth yet,
so I had to be careful with what I said. I basically told him I
wanted to find something beyond the commune. And he didn’t find it
funny at all. Maybe he already suspected there were things beyond
our world because of what his parents did. I don’t know. Anyways,
he told me it was impossible within the . . . the wall. Even though
he didn’t know the truth, he knew about this thing, the
wall. He didn’t understand why his parents went there, but he knew
that they went. And he knew where it was.”

Olté looked at me expectantly.

Numb, I’d lost myself in the midst of his
tale, but then I remembered to let myself feel; and when I did, I
was more than a little insulted. “Are you . . . ARE YOU FREAKING
KIDDING ME? All of that happened and you didn’t say anything!?
Unbelievable!”

“Come on, Ash,” Olté reasoned. “It was part
of the deal. I was to tell no one that we’d met. In return, he’d
take me to the point of exchange. It’s south of the commune,
considerably beyond the farmlands.” He drew a curved line in the
air with his finger. “Through the woods on the other side, there is
a path that leads to a part of the wall. That part of the wall is
the part nearest to the commune. It dips in there before curving
out.” He stopped and his eyes lit up. “I went there. I actually
found it!”

“And?”

“I watched it. I spied on the wall. But it
never changed. I didn’t really understand what I was looking for.
Then one day I saw Richar’s father. He went to where the wall was.
He . . . did something. There was this blue light. Like a flare.
And the next thing I knew, he was loading boxes onto his cart.
After he left, I tried to replicate it. It was challenging, though,
because there were cameras all over the place. I had to come at the
wall from a less conspicuous point.

“But it was futile. I couldn’t break
through, no matter what I did. Then the night of our excursion
came. I knew what I had to do, but I still wasn’t positive that I
could leave you. That night was the push I needed. That night was
too close. You might not realize this, but you were out for hours,
Ash. Hours! It’s what they call a seizure. And it was worst one I’d
seen from you.” Olté winced. “Your eyes were rolled. You were
drooling. That was when I knew for sure. If I didn’t find a cure,
you’d die.”

I let the words sink. They sank and sank,
and when they hit the bottom, I was angry again. “Stupid! You
risked everything for me? How self-righteous can you get?! Why
would you –?”

“While you were locked in the basement, I
watched the men. They didn’t only fix a camera; they did a whole
sweep of the place. It was like a check-up, I guess. When they were
finished, I followed them. I was naïve enough to think I could
sneak onto one of their carts or something. But they didn’t bring
carts with them. They brought agitors. We’re inside one right now,
by the way.”

“Agitors?”

“Sorta motorized cart dealies that are used
for transporting. Somewhat like tractors? Or wait, you’ve read
about cars and vans and stuff, right?”

“Yeah . . .” Not only had I read of them,
I’d also seen them. Well, footage of them anyway. Not that we had
an actual need for automotives like those in our commune.

“At the time, I didn’t know what they were
either, but I saw what they could do. I realized it was my ticket
out. I tried to sneak onto one.”

“And?” I said.

“I got caught.”

“WHAT?!”

Olté laughed. “By Croix. And by . . .
someone else.”

‘Someone else’? Suspicious. Olté’s eyes took
up residence in the shiny floor of the room.

Croix cackled. “Sorry, mate. Wasn’t all that
hard, to be honest. You were an easy catch.”

“Hey!” Olté scowled. It was cute enough to
make me forget his otherwise suspicious behavior.

“So what happened?” I asked.

Croix answered, “We did what any good Histo
dogs wouldn’t do. We helped him.”

“Histo?”

“Historical Society,” said Olté. “They
oversee the communes. For now, just think of them as the people on
the other side of the cameras.”

“Oh, okay. And Croix worked for them? But
why did he help you? Er, why did you help him, Croix?” Conversing
with someone I couldn’t even look at was unnatural. Be that as it
may, I held my eyes from wandering.

“Have you seen this bloke’s baby face?”
Croix said patronizingly. “Who could resist? His cheeks were dirty.
His lip had a quiver. Naturally, I had to help the lad.”

A quiver? Didn’t sound likely. Nevertheless,
the thought made me snigger.

“It was a damned good thing I did, too,”
said Croix. “Otherwise you’d have one less brother to speak of.
Most of the Histo dogs are considerably more obedient than I.”

“A damned good thing,” I agreed. “All thanks
to a quiver.”

“Yes, but they decided to help only after I
bore my soul like a pathetic sap,” said Olté. Appearing
uncomfortable, he returned his stare to the floor. “Ultimately it
was hearing about you, Ash, that made them turn.”

“Aye,” said Croix. “Tragic Olté and his
tragic dying sister.”

Tragic Olté flinched.

Even more suspicious!

There was something else he wanted to say?
But he said nothing, so Croix spoke in his place. “If you’da seen
it, Lil Sis. The poignant tale right melted Seriah’s heart.”

Olté made a choking noise. It was ‘right’
alarming.

“Seriah? Olté, who exactly –?”

But the floor was becoming even more
interesting, apparently, for he now darted his eyes about it madly.
“Seriah is . . . uh . . . the other person that found me,” he
bumbled. “And as luck would have it, she turned out to be someone
with . . . real pull. She took pity and agreed to smuggle me
out.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say it was because she took
pity,” said Croix. “Seriah isn’t that selfless a woman.”

I didn’t get it.

Olté forced an awkward cough. “Anyways,” he
said, eager to move the conversation along, “I made it out with
their help; and afterward, I found a home, a false identity, and a
job working at the Historical Society.”

“A job?”

“Yeah. Lucky, huh? That part was wholly
thanks to . . . uh . . .” He wrestled to get it out.

“Seriah,” finished Croix.

“R-right,” said Olté. “Seriah. I was able to
watch over you thanks to her. Which, by the way, has been total
torture. You have no idea how hard it was being close to you and
not being able to do anything.”

“Probably just about as hard as having
someone up and leave without an explanation and not being able to
do anything, I suppose.”

Olté stiffened. He knew I was right. He
ventured to bring his eyes to mine once more.

That was better. Even if he looked the
guiltiest he’d ever looked.

“You’ve been watching me? I mean, not that
it’s anything new.” Under my breath, I added, “Ahem, stalk
much?”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “Yes, I
was watching through the cameras. I’m a monitor for Histo. And
we’re lucky I am! On more than a few occasions, your secret was
captured on film.”

“Eh?! S-seriously?! But I’ve been so
careful!”

“Not careful enough. Maybe if you were less
of a spaz . . .”

Oh. It was my turn to look guilty. “Eh-heh.”
Time for a change of subject. “So did you find a cure?” I
asked.

“No. And yes. I couldn’t find one. But I was
able to locate a scientist that’s agreed to help. Thing is, he
can’t do anything without you there. He needs to run tests
on you before he can make a diagnosis, and he needs to make a
diagnosis before he can uncover a treatment.”

Without me there? What was he saying? I had
to leave?

Olté read my mind and nodded.

“And there’s more,” Croix said. “Bear in
mind, if you come with us, you won’t be able to return. Things’ll
never be how they were. They’ll never accept you back once you’ve
gone. Frankly, they can’t. It’s part of their Purité code.”

There was silence. Both Olté and Croix were
silent as I let it settle.

Leave the commune and never return? Leave .
. . everything? Leave everyone? Well, leaving wasn’t really the
issue. It was the ‘never returning’ part that I struggled with. I’d
really never see them again? For most, that wasn’t a problem. And
for some, I’d be GLAD to never see them again. But there were
others . . . Like, what about Sella? Spunky, sage-like Sella. Could
I leave her? Could I leave her alone in this place and never return
to her side? Could I just abandon her like that? No, I definitely
couldn’t.

Olté saw the struggle on my face. He
deciphered it and it made him flex his jaw in that way again.
Though he attempted to hold back, his hand longed to make
sympathetic contact with my cheek. It began to move. It was slow to
come, and I anticipated it too much – his hand’s touch – so I
forgot to inhale.

His fingers thoughtfully drifted toward me.
The backs of his knuckles were about to make contact. They were
about to brush my jaw . . .

Wham!

Just then, the small metal room underwent a
change. The wall at the back burst open, giving light to its true
form. The ‘wall’ was more of a door than a wall, and the ‘room’
wasn’t a room at all, really. It was an area with a backside
opening into the outside world.

“Olté! Is she here?!” A woman’s voice
invaded the back of the agitor thing. “UGH! Move your butt, Croix!”
Whoever it was pushed Croix from his hiding place into the light.
For the first time, I got a good look at him. For the first time, I
understood why Olté’d kept him hidden. His appearance was more than
shocking. For someone like me, it was scandalous.

“What is that?” Rudely, I clung to
Olté. I couldn’t help myself.

Croix laughed. He was a . . . guy? But he
could’ve been a girl. It was impossible to tell. His face was
pretty, but also harsh. His eyes were like tiny chessboards,
patterned black and white. It was hard to discern where he was
looking. . . . Where she was looking?

“He’s a guy, right?” I whispered.

Olté snorted. “Yes.”

Croix, who’d undoubtedly heard, took no
offense, and allowed me to study him. He wore a tank top with torn
sleeves that showed his arms. His arms, which had colorful markings
from wrist to shoulder, were confusing in and of themselves. Paint?
Maybe. His hair, too, was colorful in a way I’d never seen before.
The color of blood. Had his head been dipped in blood? No. It was
probably more of that ‘dye’ stuff. Shocking. All of it was
shocking. More shocking than anything, though, was the fact that
his nose, ears, lip, and neck had small metal rings and spikes
coming out. Bits of metal protruding from his flesh? It looked
painful.

“Were you in an accident?” I blurted.

Croix’s laughter filled the cab.

“She’s confused!” said the woman who’d
opened the door. “It’s your fault for looking so offensive!”

That was when I saw her. As opposed to
Croix’s confusing appearance, the woman was . . . lovely. Her lips
were small, puckered, shiny pink. Her skin was darker than mine,
but not as dark as Croix’s or Olté’s. It was an in-between honey
color. Her hair was a taupe alike the color of sand, and her eyes
were . . . pink? All three of them wore one piece uniforms – Olté’s
long-sleeved; Croix’s cut-off – but her sleeves were capped cutely;
and her top was decorated with small pearl pins up and down the
collar.

“Who –?” I started.

The woman threw her arms around my neck.
“I’m Seriah,” she purred. “I’ve been waiting and waiting to meet
you, pet.”

Because I was attempting to process how
people could look so abnormal, I was slow to answer. Eventually my
voice came, “You have? Why?”

Seriah flitted from me to Olté and pushed
her arm against his. “Well? Aren’t you going to introduce us,
Bun?”

Bun? What was that? Some sort of
nickname?

“Er, yeah.” Olté’s eyes fell again. In the
way they had before, they fell. Guiltily. Apprehensively. “Seriah,
this is my sister, Ashlin,” he said. “And . . . and Ash?” He
swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed. Nope. I’d been wrong before.
THIS was the guiltiest he’d ever looked. He swallowed again.

“Well?” coaxed the woman on his arm.

Olté nodded, determined, and next he said it
– the thing I never expected him to say; the thing I never
wanted him to say.

“This is Seriah, my girlfriend.”

And my heart fell in my chest. The whole of
my throat felt clogged by some unholy substance. Girl . . . friend?
Had I heard that right? This girl was Olté’s . . .

THEN WHAT THE HELL WAS I!?

“The little thing’s had too much shock,”
said the slut named Seriah. “She is a frail pet, isn’t she? Don’t
worry, Ashlin. We’re going to fetch you some help. Your brother’s
been through so much to save you.”

Girlfriend? Seriously!? Olté’d gone and
gotten himself a freaking girlfriend?! WHAT THE HELL!? All this
time I’d been waiting! Two years I’d been waiting like a fool! And
for what? So he could come back and ‘save’ me because – Because
why? Because he felt guilty?! Was that it? If that was the case,
then why’d he even bothered!?

While I panted through my nose like an angry
bull, Croix was studying me with those checkered eyes of his.
“You’ll have plenty of time to mull on it,” he said. “The ride
ahead of us is long. For now, why don’t you –”

“I can’t,” I said. “I’m sorry. I appreciate
the effort, but leaving everyone I’ve ever known forever? It’s not
something I can do.”

Olté’s face grew to show traces of horror.
“No! You need to, Ash! There isn’t a question of –”

I curled my lip at him. Snide. Disdainful.
“I can’t,” I said. “Never returning? I don’t think so.”

“For me, Ash!” He threw his arms
open. “Do it for me!”

Hah! That was a laugh! For him? For the
person who’d deserted me, gone off gallivanting with some girl, and
then had the gall to return, only to demand I leave everything
behind so that he could play the hero in front of his new friends?
No. Way.

Olté could sense the silent fury, even if I
wouldn’t focus on him directly. “If not for me, then do it for
Mother and Father,” he pleaded.

Nice try! I didn’t much care about ‘Mother
and Father’. And that didn’t make sense anyway. If I left, it’d be
like I died, so wouldn’t leaving be worse – that is, if they’d ever
even cared about me in the first place? But then I remembered. I
might not have cared much about my parents, but there was someone I
DID care about more than myself. More than my pride. More than my
rage toward Olté.

Sella.

Sella, who was like me. Sella, who was sick.
Sella, who was struggling. If they ran these ‘tests’ and found a
cure for me, then there’d be a cure for Sella, too, right? But . .
. if I left, I’d probably never get to talk to her again. I’d never
get to call her ‘Goose’ or reprimand her for picking Pruney’s
berries! I’d never get to make fun of Kinamo with her or take her
to the beach or schoolhouse or park . . .

But she’d be saved. She’d get to live
freely.

Freely? Not that that was really possible
within our box of a world, but she’d get to live safely, without
fear of her forbidden, cursed sickness. I’d never get to be with
her again, but I’d know she was all right. I’d know we were both
okay.

It took all of my willpower to peel away the
pride fighting me.

“Fine,” I said. “But it’s not for you,
Brother.”

“I know,” Olté said quietly. “I know.”

Seriah must’ve been dense, for she took the
moment to be a warm reunion. “How sweet,” she cooed. “See, Olté.
It’ll work out fine. The darling was just confused by everything,
that’s all.” She let out a giggle and poked at his cheek.

I watched and felt repulsed. Her behavior
was nauseating. Completely nauseating! This was really the way it
was? I couldn’t believe it. I’d always struggled with denial, but
now was by far the worst. That girl was Olté’s girlfriend.
Girlfriend. So, the things I felt for him . . . the things I felt
between us . . . those were . . . imaginary?

“Lil Sis,” said the color-armed, pin-faced
Croix. “We’re leaving tomorrow night. That’ll give you a chance to
. . . now, you can’t really say ‘goodbye’, but it’ll give you a
chance to gather your affairs and such. Don’t do anything nilly –
like tell anyone where you’re going, got it?”

Olté came to my defense. “Of course she
won’t.”

“That would require me to know where I’m
going, wouldn’t it?”

“All in good time, pet,” said Seriah.

Olté’s girlfriend, Seriah. And indeed she
seemed to be behaving girlfriendly as far as I could tell. She was
occupying herself by picking at a thread that stuck disobediently
from the seam of his shirt.

Olté ignored her. “I’ll take you home, Ash,”
he offered. His eyes were dim. His jaw was tight. He seemed in
pain.

Served the bounder right!

“Nonsense, Bun.” Seriah gave up on the
thread and slipped her hands around his wrist. “You and I have
preparations to make. Let Croix take her to the tree line. Don’t
worry; you’ll be reunited in no time. And subsequently you’ll be
able to catch up and share embarrassing childhood stories and all
that mess of stuff.” She yawned, betraying that she wasn’t at all
interested in our to-be reminiscence, then she shooed me away. “Go
on, Croix. Take her.”

“No.” Olté shook his head. “I’ll
bring her home.”

But that was the last thing I wanted. To be
alone with him was the very last thing I wanted right now. “Don’t
be ridiculous,” I said. “Can’t let meddlesome me get in the way of
your ‘preparations’, after all.” I flipped my hair at him à la
Kinamo. “See ya tomorrow, Bro.”

“Wha –? N-no! Criminy, Ashlin, wait!” Olté
put up a protest, but I was already scurrying to the back of the
agitor. Defiance was the key to maintaining composure in this sort
of situation. As I was sure to crack at any moment, impertinence
was vital.

Olté reached after me, emitting a strange
gurgle.

What was up with that? Like I’d really let
him make contact. Geesh. I shunned him, yet the hand remained
outstretched, awkwardly grasping at the hope that I might somehow
turn soft.

“Come then, Lil Sis.” Croix hopped from the
agitor and offered me his hand. There was a glimmer of silver that
caught me off guard.

Oh!

I hadn’t noticed it before, but the pinky
and ring finger on of his left hand appeared to be made of . . .
metal? Fingers that were metal!? Fingers that reflected the moon’s
light. Were his real fingers beneath there, or was it some sort of
attachment?

Contemplating those things, I hesitated. But
Croix took the delay to mean something else entirely. “Oh,
yeeeah,” he said, and began retracting the gesture. “My bad.
You ain’t used to revived parts.”

Revived parts?

“No, that’s not . . .” I stole the hand
before it could hide in his pocket. “What I mean is, it’s okay. I
was just startled. Sorry.”

That surprised the decorated man some, but
he also seemed amused. He shot Olté a sideways glance; and Olté
responded by giving a very small, very weak grin that faded the
moment I caught his eye and showed him my most venomous glare.

Take that!

But although I was playing tough, I was
actually quite fragile on the inside.

Fearing tears would sabotage the glare, I
returned my attention to Croix. “Why’s it like that?” I turned his
hand over in my palm. It was heavy for a hand. And the metal parts
were cold. “And what sort of metal is this? Did you lose your
fingers? Or did you choose to have it like that? Is it like
a weapon or something?”

Croix cackled. “How about I tell you on the
way?”

“Sure. Sure.” But I was too curious to hold
back. “Also, what are those?” I pointed to his arm. “Can I feel
them?”

Croix allowed only half of his smile to
show. The rest he folded into his lips. “You may. But I won’t lie;
they don’t feel like anything special. They’re tattoos. Ink below
the top layers of skin.”

I ran a hand along his bicep. “Ink, huh? And
it just stays in there? It doesn’t wash off? What if you get cut?
What if –”

“On the way, eager pup. I’ll tell you on the
way.” He helped me through the door of the agitor and into the
night. Before letting him lead me away, I took one last size-up of
disloyal Olté. I thought I saw the green-eyed boy mouth something,
but it was too dark to tell. Probably some halfwit apology.

Stupid Olté. Stupid, stupid Olté! My body
shook. I was too angry. I needed to calm down.

“So, what’s your deal?” I asked Croix. When
I realized how rude the question sounded, I corrected, “That is,
you’re totally different from the Remnants I saw on film this one
time. You and . . . Seriah,” – I spit out her name – “are
both different. I thought all Remnants were dark-haired. Dark-eyed.
That sort of thing.”

“Naw. The sample group Histo shows you is a
slim portion of the populace, specially selected for those videos,
I believe. Real . . . what do you call us? Remnants? Real
remnants, we color our hair, mutilate our bodies, do whatever we
like. They don’t tell you that part. They’re worried that if you
see that much individuality, it’ll have adverse effects.”

“Really? Huh.” I inspected the small spikes
protruding from his neck. “But why change yourself in the first
place?”

“Why? That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why it’s
all gone to shit. The thing is, in a society where everyone’s the
same, we all just want to be different. We change our appearance
for the sake of feeling . . . irreplaceable.”

“Oh.” That made sense, I supposed. “So those
things on your neck . . .?”

“Hm? Ah. Piercings.” He cackled. “And
yes, I ‘chose’ to have ‘em.”

“Piercings, huh? And . . . and your hand?” I
took it in mine again. I wasn’t concerned with the flesh half of
it, so I simply lifted it by the silver part and held it to the
moon. Croix didn’t try to stop me. He didn’t try to stop me, but he
DID divert his eyes, to the moon that revealed the gleaming quality
of his ‘revived parts’.

 


Later, I would come to lament that night. I
would come to regret being so careless. But in that moment,
curiosity kept me from realizing my own presumptuousness. In that
moment, I was a child.

 


“My hand we’ll have to save for tomorrow,
lassie. Because we’re here.”

We were there. At a part of the
forest I rarely visited. The eastern portion. Quite near the water,
actually. I could hear it. In the stillness of night, the water
lapped only very slightly against the docks and shore. In contrast,
the bully frogs and crickets residing therein were out in full
chorus.

The waterline? That meant I’d have to walk
all through town’s center to make it home. I’d have to play
stealthy and avoid the cameras along the way.

“Apologies,” Croix said. “Can’t be following
you in, now can I? There’s a device just yonder, on that windmill.
And the whole plan’ll go to pot if the watchers see me with
you.”

“Oh! Right.” I let my hand fall from his,
but did so reluctantly.

“Don’t worry, Lil Sis. You can examine me
all you want once we’ve left this place.” He winked; then chewed
his cheek and stretched his arms above his head in a long circle.
“You’re a strange bird, you are.”

“Eh?”

“I’m an anthropologist, believe it or not,
so I’m familiar with how Purités standardly come; but you’re
lacking that classic ‘high-and-mighty’ feel. Your brother kept
saying you weren’t like the rest. I’m only now getting what he
meant. Pretty rare.”

My brother. Good ol’ Brother Olté.

Croix read my foul expression.

“No need for that, lass. Be aware, he did it
for you, so you shouldn’t let those negativities stay. If there’s
one thing I know about Olté it’s that he loves his sister.” Croix
wrinkled his lip. “Maybe even a little too much.”

. . . Love?

 


That was before I knew how the world was.
Forbidden truth or not, I still had a long way to go. My mind was
still stuck, but it was beginning to unlock.

I pushed then.

Just as I push now.

I push and I push and I force and I force,
and I will that someday it will all be unfurled.

 


That was the last night I slept in
ignorance.


Chapter 7: An Escape? Great

 


“Hot damn, Ashy! You’re making a
mother-fruckin’ spectacle!”

Was I? Oops. Suppose I was. I had, after
all, practically tackled her on her way to the schoolhouse.

“Sorry, Sella. I’m just feeling sentimental.
You know, because of the wedding and all.”

A lie. A big bubbling lie. Really, I was
trying my best to keep it in – keep the possibility that this was
our last day a secret – and stop myself from melting in front of
the small dear. I thought I was doing pretty well, but the dear in
question squinted.

“Really?” she said.

Great. She didn’t believe me at all.

“Really, really,” I lied.

“Hm. We’ll see.” She smoothed the bottom of
her dress that’d been kicked up by my impulsive behavior, and said,
“Anywho, at least your color’s gone bold. It’s sad and mad, too,
but it’s gotten bolder since last time I saw you. . . .
Elation?”

Elation? More like boiling fury mixed with
betrayal and peppered with gut-wrenching pain. Worst. Feeling.
Ever.

Sella tuned in. “It’ll be okay, Ashy. I
promise. Don’t knights always save their damsels?”

“Yeah, but they don’t usually hook up with
the evil stepsister in the process,” I muttered, sour.

She heard. My small cousin heard, for her
back tensed very, very slightly. Yet she didn’t say anything to
question it. Maybe she was already aware of everything anyway.
Maybe her sage’s powers made it so. Right. Like that could happen.
Still, there was no way of knowing for sure. I couldn’t really put
it past her, could I? Even now her eyes were glass-like orbs, shiny
and enigmatic. What did they know that I didn’t? What impossible
things did they . . .

“Ashy?”

Again, oops. I’d been staring at
her.

“Sorry, Goose. I feel weird. Nerves are
getting to me or something.” That was only a half-lie. I pushed it
away. Our time was short. School would be starting in minutes, and
after that, I wasn’t sure how much time I’d get with her. These few
fleeting seconds had to count.

I slipped my hand into hers. Thick, pudgy,
and it was fragile, too. “I wanted to ask you something, and I want
you to be straight with me, Goose.” I checked to make sure no one
was close enough to eavesdrop. There wasn’t anyone in sight. Just
Mae and her brother, who were standing beside the schoolhouse
waiting for the rest to show. I lowered my voice: “How’s IT been
lately?”

IT. We rarely brought IT up. We tried to
avoid IT at all costs. But I had to know. Before I left her, I had
to know.

Sella, who certainly understood what I was
referring to, no further elaboration necessary, swallowed
uncomfortably. “Aw, shoot, Ashy. I don’t know.”

“Sella?”

She plucked at her hair tie. “It’s been . .
. worse. Not the shaking. The shaking’s been okay. But the . . .
you know . . . the blood.”

“What?! Seriously?!”

“SHHH! Keep it down!”

I had no choice but to take her advice. Mae
and her brother would hear if I behaved too spasmodically. “Did you
try using a cold cloth against your temples?” I whispered.

“I tried it, but it didn’t work. And it made
my brain feel slow.”

“Slow?” That wasn’t very plausible. She was
probably just being pessimistic for pessimism’s sake.

“Well,” I began, “you might try –” But I was
interrupted by the loud holler of an overly-excited boy. I looked
up. What the –?

Mae’s brother was yelling to us. Well, not
to us, per se. “HEY, STUDENT SELLA! HEEEEY!” And not only
was he yelling, he was waving both hands fitfully above his head,
as though flagging a lifeguard for some unfortunate, drowning
comrade.

“Oh, gawd.” Sella pretended not to hear
him.

Amusing.

“Seems like someone’s excited to see you,” I
said. “What, aren’t you excited to see him?”

“Inca?” Sella was disgusted. “Heck naw! That
boy’s such a pain!” Sending off tiny choleric vibes, she folded her
arms and fumed, but after only a moment’s consideration, her
expression changed into something sheepish. “I’m much more inclined
to someone like Student Joshie.”

“Joshie? That little pervert?! Doesn’t he
have a breast fetish?”

Sella looked down at her own flat chest.
“Yeah,” she said, turning gloomy. “He sure does.”

And it was disappointing to her for all the
wrong reasons! Hah! I poked her belly. “Drink lots of milk. It
helps, supposedly.”

The brat eyed my shirt. “Is that what you’ve
been doing? Because it doesn’t seem like it’s helped much, Ashy.
Sorry.”

“H-hey!”

She grinned a naughty smile and took off.
Stinker! I chased her to the door.

When we neared the place where Mae and her
brother stood, we slowed. If this were a normal day, I’d have
stopped to say hello, and – like the time the men had come to fix
the camera – I had to pretend this was a normal day. Plus,
there was something I needed to discuss with Mae. There was
something important to be asked of her.

“Good morning, Students Ashlin and Sella.”
Mae tipped her head politely.

Sella and I returned the greeting, and then
there was silence. Silence, save the cricket inhabitants of the
long grass. Silence lingered awkwardly. Mae’s head remained tipped
– Crickets. Crickets. – until she’d had enough. At that point, her
smile wavered and she jabbed an elbow into her brother’s side.
Hard. “Ahem!” she coughed.

“OW!” cried Inca. Then he realized what we’d
been waiting for. “Oh! Good day, Student Ashlin and . . . and
Student Sella.” With a goony sort of smile, he stared at the goose,
hungry for acknowledgement.

“You,” was all she gave him. She gave
him that and nothing more; still his neck flushed nonetheless. I
shook my head. What a little heartbreaker she was! She was a
heartbreaker, and I was feeling sinister. It was payback time for
her small-breasted cracks.

“Student Inca,” I said. “Would you mind
escorting this girl to your classroom? There’s something I’d like
to discuss with your sister.”

“Ack!” – That was the sound of Sella choking
on nothing. Yup. As I’d expected. In addition, she was procuring a
glare most murderous.

Inca, on the other hand, found the request
delightful; and although he tried to hide his enthusiasm, he pulled
open the door with far too much vigor. It flew into the wall with a
bang.

A miserable fail. Inca knew it too. He
bowed, but not before I saw him grimace.

Attempting to cover it up by playing
gentleman? Funny.

“Go on, you two.” I prodded. “We’ll be right
behind.”

Sella rolled her eyes. She was obstinate.
Rather annoyed, too, and she wanted to make her escape; but because
that couldn’t happen just yet, I caught her round the middle and
held her back.

She studied my arms crossly. “What is
it?”

“I love you, Sella,” I told her in a small
voice, and squeezed. “I love you so, so much.” But she was still
peeved, so she stormed out of my grasp and crossed the threshold
with angry little stomps. How dramatic.

But to her, this was all just play. After
Inca released the door, she sent a diminutive smile through the
window. I waved and watched until I could no longer see her back
through the glass. My small, wise cousin. I’d miss her most. Her
intuition. Her cheekiness. Her spunk.

Mae cleared her throat.

Right. Mae. There was something I had to ask
of her while there was still time.

“Student Mae,” I said. “Do you know where
Terra – er, Student Terra is? I’d like to talk to you both,
if possible.”

Mae squinted across the field. “Oh, I
believe she’s running late. She isn’t the most punctual of
girls.”

“No? That sounds about right.” I laughed. “I
bet she isn’t punctual at all.”

Mae smirked, and together we waited in
silence. Silence with girls like Mae wasn’t awkward at all, though.
Just comfortable. Fitting. I liked Mae. She was quiet, but she
wasn’t a pleaser like Bess. She’d let ‘em have it, if need
be. Beneath her pleasantness, there was aggression. That much was
clear. And that was exactly why I’d chosen her.

In silence we waited for the unpunctual
girl, but there was no sign of her. No Terra. No anyone. Everyone
else was probably already inside. After all, I wasn’t the
most punctual of girls either. After a few minutes, Mae eyeballed
the peak at the top of the school, clearly concerned over her own
tardiness.

Just wait with me – I wanted to ask
her to wait, but I didn’t have to say it. She didn’t threaten to
leave. Maybe she could sense how important this was to me. Maybe
she was a bit like Sella? Or maybe that was just wishful thinking
on my part.

When at last we saw Terra springing wildly
through the field, Mae chuckled out of relief. I, however, chuckled
for a different reason. Terra’s appearance was bedraggled; hair
flattened against face, scarf thrown haphazardly around neck.

Mae gave me a look of knowing.

“What’s going on?” Terra hooted when she saw
us. “Secret meeting? Ooh la la!”

“Nothing of the sort,” said Mae.

“Well, kind of,” I said. “I’d actually like
to ask a favor of you both.”

“A favor? Oh! I know! I know! You’re getting
married in three days, right?” Terra wiggled her fingers. “Bet you
want advice.”

Three days? Was that really all it was? I’d
lost track. Bet my parents were up in arms that I’d avoided all
bridal responsibilities. Bet they were furious I’d repeatedly
broken curfew, too. And if they knew I skipped class, they were
probably worse than furious – something beyond words! Oh well. Not
like our communication, not to mention our relationship, had ever
been that great anyway. And certainly the bitties of the commune
were more than happy to take on those duties in young
bride’s absence. It was possible they’d counted on that anyway. I’d
never been all that flouncy.

Terra was rambling: “Or could it be that
you’ve never even seen one before? I’ll admit it: I caught a
glimpse of Student Devon’s one time in the water. The younger boys
were roughhousing, and well, accidents happen; and lo and behold,
his bottoms came right off! And what was under there? It was
nothing like what you might think! I can go into detail if you
want, but it wasn’t anything mighty or majestic or
anything like that. If I’m being honest, it was sorta
flabbery.” She stuck out her tongue in distaste. “But I’ve
heard contrary things from my aunt, so it could be that it was just
him?” She scratched at her matted hair, and then – “So what all do
you want to know exactly?”

I stared at Terra. Was she serious?!
“NOTHING. No, I definitely don’t want ‘advice’. Besides, I’m not
sure you’d be the one to ask.”

Mae snorted. Terra didn’t notice.

“It does have to do with my marriage,
though,” I continued, pushing the ‘flabbery’ visual from my mind.
Terra perked up. Whoa there. Before she could get too
excited, I hurried to add, “It’s just that I’m worried about Sella
– urgh, Student Sella. We two are close, and if – urgh,
when I get married, I won’t be able to spend much time with
her. I won’t be attending class any longer, and I’ll have to worry
about my new house, and whatever job they give me, and . . .” I
swallowed and was grateful that I wouldn’t actually have to do any
of those things. “Would YOU look after her? Both of you, I mean.
She might seem like a tough nugget, but she’s weaker than she comes
off. Plus, she’s in class with those god-awful sisters of Lale’s,
and that’s something I wouldn’t wish on anyone . . .” I anticipated
some sort of debate or at least a contemplation or something, but
–

“Sure thing, Student Ashlin! No problemo!”
Terra saluted me. The speediness of her acceptance caught me by
surprise.

“R-really!?” I said. “You mean it!?”

“Uh-huh! You can count on us! Isn’t that
right, Mae? Can’t she count on us?”

Mae shrugged with a witting sort of
half-smile. “Of course she can.”

I let out an exhale. “Thank you,” I said.
“No, more than ‘thank you’. I really appreciate it. Take care of
her no matter what, okay? No matter what . . . er, happens.”

What happens? That sounded suspicious, but
the girls nodded all the same, once more agreeing to the task at
hand. Good. That was a weight off.

“Sorry if I’ve made you late,” I said.
“Shall we?”

And with that, we entered the schoolhouse –
that old concrete building – for what would be my last time.

The hallway smelled like paint. Sella’s
class had been practicing brushwork on canvas in the two days I’d
missed. She’d refused to tell me what it was she’d chosen to paint,
but she’d promised to show me once she finished. Would I ever see
it? No, probably not. Unless I returned as a ghost. Like Olté. A
ghost among frauds.

The schoolhouse was cold. Too much air
conditioning, per usual. Kinamo was there, near the door to our
classroom, being unruly next to Devon. There was no sign of Richar,
though, and he was someone I wanted to speak with at least once
more before I left.

Hm.

“OY, SQUEAK!”

The loud-mouthed cry had certainly come from
my husband, who’d just spotted me.

“Keenis. It’s been too long, eh?” I said.
“Why don’t you –”

I was cut off, for the jerk had run to me
and slammed my shoulders against the wall.

“HEY!” yelled Terra. Devon, too, hopped up
to stop him.

“What gives?!” I said.

“I hope you thought of a solution in your
two days of absence!” Kinamo’s teeth were tight. His cheeks
were shaking. His eyes were dark and dangerous.

“Enough, Student Kinamo,” said Devon,
docile. He was disinterested for the most part. Even at a time like
this.

Geesh. To think I’d once found him
suitable.

Kinamo slammed my shoulders against the wall
a second time. Terra was ornery. She directed it at him. “Stop it
right now, Kinamo!” And when he didn’t acknowledge her, she
appealed to Mae. “Do – uh – something!”

Something? But what exactly was Mae supposed
to do? What were any of them supposed to do? Kinamo was unstable as
ever.

Mae secretly looked as though she wanted to
jump in. Instead, she clutched her throat. She planned to act as
damsel. “Shall I fetch a teacher?!”

Devon nodded, having sized up Kinamo, but I
shook my head. “NO. It’s fine.” I locked eyes with Kinamo
and waited for him to interpret the message I was so forcefully
shoving into his pupils. “It’ll all be fine.” Unfortunately,
the blockhead was thick. I was made to wait half a minute or more.
I waited until –

“. . .Truly?” he said at last.

Took him long enough. I tipped my head to
show agreement, but did not unglue my eyes.

“Oh,” he said, releasing me. “You mean –?” I
rubbed the sore spot where his hand had dug into my shoulder and
nodded. “Hell!” He grabbed my cheeks, squeezed, and planted a
forceful kiss on the top of my head.

“Uh –?” Terra exchanged a look with Devon.
She was clearly puzzled. Devon shrugged. Mae dropped the hand
that’d been clenching her neck. To them, we appeared very strange,
very dysfunctional lovers.

“Well?” urged Kinamo.

“Now really isn’t the time. Is it,
darling?”

“Fine. Later then.” He took my arm. “Let Us
go. Class is starting.”

I let him pull me, but not before giving Mae
and Terra one last wave of gratitude for what they’d agreed to
do.

The classroom hadn’t changed in the days of
my absence. Well, except for one thing: a certain cat-faced priss
was there. Alongside Bess and Dole, Lale stood twisting her braid.
Joy. What the hell was she doing? After her marriage to Dole
there’d been no need for her to attend class. She was
unwelcome.

Probably stopping in for a quickie under the
guise of delivering his tea or something.

Sure enough, a steaming mug was in the good
teacher’s hand – a steaming mug which he slammed onto his desk the
moment he saw me. “Student Ashlin! How nice of you to join
us.”

I countered his sarcasm: “Don’t get too
excited. I’m not staying. Just here to grab my notebook.”

Wow. I was surprised by my own rudeness. So,
too, was Dole.

“P-PARDON?! If you think you can miss class
again, just because you’re joining in matrimony this week, you are
profoundly mistaken!”

“Sorry, Teach. I’ve got things to do.
Flowers to arrange. That sort of thing.”

I was feeling bold. Uncouth. Maybe I wanted
to make my last time with them memorable. Or maybe I was simply
taking out my frustrations. My frustrations over Kinamo and Olté
and the weakness of my blood. I took the notebook from my desk.

But Teacher Dole had surely lost all color.
“TEACH?!” he repeated. Never had anyone addressed him so
disrespectfully, it seemed.

Equally offended was Lale, who, to my
misfortune, found it necessary to defend her dear husband’s honor.
“How dare you!” she shrieked. Mouth hanging open like gull, she
paraded over and planted an open hand on my cheek.

I had to process. Had that really just
happened? Had she really just . . . smacked me? Yup, the prim and
priggish girl had smacked me clear across the face.

I, in turn, hit her in the nose with an open
palm.

“Student Lale!” Bess ran to her.

Whoops. Maybe that’d been a little harsh.
Lale was sobbing.

“OUT,” said Dole, shaking. “NOW.”

Gladly. As I made gauche, hurried steps for
the door, I noticed Kinamo goggling after me with an open mouth of
what was either admiration or fear.

 


Whichever, it stands as one of the best
feelings I’ve ever experienced.

 


I went to my house to pack. My parents were
out in the fields, so they wouldn’t notice I was home. Not that it
mattered much anyway. I just had a few things I wanted to bring
along.

I opened the drawer of Olté – the small
shrine I’d pathetically kept in his absence – and contemplated
chucking the whole thing in the trash. But, no. I wasn’t strong
enough to do a thing like that. I had to cling. No matter what, I
had to cling to him. It was hardwired into me by now, no matter how
angry it made me.

So I’d take them. So that they wouldn’t be
found after I left. Along with the notebook from my desk containing
incriminating sketches, I’d take them. I found my beach bag on a
hook in my closet. Besides my backpack, that was the only bag I
owned. But neither of those would do. Neither was big enough. My
parents had another sack, though, that they sometimes used to bring
goods home from the market. That was what I’d use.

I took it from the kitchen cupboard and
began to fill it. The drawer of Olté – condensed – was first in.
After that, two changes of clothes. Extra undergarments. A
toothbrush. What else? What else did I need? What else
couldn’t I leave behind?

There was nothing.

I turned again to the spy stories I’d read
as a child. ‘As a child’ seemed fitting this time, for I felt
adult-like at last. Sort of.

A flashlight? A knife? Sure. I’d bring a
knife along. One of my dad’s hunting knives that was only ever used
for cleaning the meat he traded from other residents. I found one
beneath his bed and turned the blade over in my hand.

Empowering.

Hah, what did I expect to do with it? Was I
really going to stab something? No. Probably not. Yet I
threw it into the sack.

What else?

I rummaged through the house for a few other
odds. It didn’t feel like this was really happening. None of it
felt final.

I looked to the clock in my parents’
bedroom. Now what? Olté hadn’t mentioned how or exactly when they’d
come to get me. Croix had only said ‘night’. Was I to go to the
cabin? Or . . .? Once more, I looked around my parents’ room. My
parents. I wouldn’t be seeing them. Chances were I’d never see them
again. Never. Ever. How odd it was that I didn’t really care. I
didn’t even care to say goodbye.

But somewhere deep down, I knew it was for
legitimate reason. My parents weren’t like the parents in the books
I’d read. Although they’d given birth to me, they were only
paternal in the loosest sense of the term. Purités were wed when
the Governs ordered, to whom the Governs ordered. Likewise, Purités
became parents if and when the Governs had need for it. My parents
didn’t love each other. They certainly hadn’t wanted children. They
certainly hadn’t wanted me.

So I wouldn’t say goodbye. There was no
need.

But what about Sella?

She’d be in class all day, but I had to see
her afterwards . . . didn’t I? That was what I’d planned on,
anyway. Thinking about it now, though . . .

Would that only make it worse?

My gut gave out an ache at the thought.

Then I wouldn’t say goodbye to her either.
It was too hard. I would disappear. Cleanly. Decisively.

“But . . . wasn’t that exactly what
he did?” I asked myself. “Wasn’t that exactly what Olté’d
been thinking when he left?”

Oh.

I understood. For the first time in over two
years, I understood why he’d done things that way. But that way
wasn’t best. I knew that much, even if I didn’t know much at all.
If I didn’t tell her, Sella would feel as terribly as I’d felt.
She’d feel abandoned, even if I was leaving for her
sake.

So I’d find her after class.

I examined the clock again and felt stupid.
Really stupid. Why had I insisted on going all rogue and
skipping?! What was I supposed to do for the rest of the day?! What
was I supposed to –

There was a sound from downstairs. A
definite creak of someone unfamiliar with the house stepping on one
of the loose floorboards in the kitchen.

Someone knew about the plan?!

Paranoid, that was the first thought that
entered my mind; and paranoid, I dropped to the floor and rolled
beneath my parents’ bed.

Quite the reaction. Immediately afterward, I
scoffed at the irrationality of it.

 


Little did I know, it wasn’t irrational at
all.

 


Creak. The person was trying to be
quiet – trying, but not really succeeding. Gah! What was I supposed
to do in this sort of situation!? I’d known to drop to the floor,
not because I’d been anticipating anything like this, but because
those spy stories were still recent in my mind. I had to think. A
sleuthing heroine . . . what would she do at a time like this?
Easy. Arm herself.

The knife was in the bag. . . . The bag! Its
strap was out! I pulled the sneaky thing beneath the dust
ruffle.

Phew.

The creaking stopped.

The person had heard me? No. They were
searching inside something. From the sound of it, they were
searching in the pantry. Searching . . . for me?

I held my breath and waited for the creaking
to start up again, but when it did, it was accompanied by a voice
both cynical and badgering:

“Isn’t there anything to eat in here besides
potatoes and carrots!? Oy, Squeak, you mind if I crack open a
canister of jam? Or maybe you could come out and make me a sand
–”

“KINAMO?!” In one rocketing motion, I was
out from under the bed and down the stairs. “WHAT THE HELL?!”

Indeed, standing in my kitchen was Kinamo,
jam in hand and lip snide. “Squeak is awfully rowdy today,” he
said.

I snatched the jar from his greasy palm.
“Let’s try this once more: WHAT THE HELL?!”

“I see. Mmm. So she IS planning to flee this
place.” Kinamo surveyed the sack in my hand. “We were right. But of
course We were! Silly Kinamo.”

“SHUT IT AND TELL ME WHAT THE HECK YOU THINK
YOU’RE DOING IN MY HOUSE!” I was shaking dangerously, so I paused
to gulp down a few mouthfuls of air. “Why aren’t you at
school?”

“We were curious. Yes, We were. We were
wondering why Squeak had suddenly developed a spine. We wanted to
know from where her spine comes. We . . . liked her spine. We
wanted more of her spine. AND We suspected the source.”

“The . . . source?”

“We suspected she might be running. Could
that be the reason for her spine? Could it? Yes, We think it could.
AND We have decided to run as well.”

My color was gone. Kinamo knew. And on top
of that, he wanted to come with?! No . . . I should’ve remained
beneath the bed. I should never have come out. I never should have
mouthed off to Dole! I never should have hit Lale!

“So I was right,” he said quietly.
“Excellent.”

“N-no!” I was defensive. “Leave? Hah! Where
would I leave to? And how would I ever make it!? You’re delusional!
Sorry, just wishful thinking on your part, Weeny.”

“How, she asks? How? We do not know. But we
suspect it has something to do with that house in the woods. Why
else would Squeak go there? Why would she? Because she was waiting
for someone. But for whom was she waiting? Whose abandonment
painted such a delicious frown upon her mouth all of those times?
We don’t know, but we suspect they have come for her.”

I stared at him.

How? How could Kinamo know all that? How had
he discerned it? I couldn’t really wrap my head around it. And I
didn’t know how to cover it up.

“We enjoy this, Squeak. We really –”

I couldn’t take it. I picked a wooden spoon
from the counter and chucked it at him. “STOP SPEAKING IN THAT
MORONIC WAY! YOU’RE DRIVING ME COMPLETLEY CRAZY! ARGH!”

Kinamo had caught the spoon. He looked it
over and laughed. “If I stop, may I come with you?”

“NO. Absolutely not.”

“So you ARE leaving then?”

“Wha . . .? N-no!”

But he knew. I was much too obvious. There
really wasn’t any denying it.

“When?” he asked. “Today? Tonight?”

“Never.”

“Tell me, Squeak. Tell me . . . lest I’ll
tell them.”

Lest he . . . uh-oh. I retaliated, “Who? The
Governs? Tch! Like they’d believe you!” But I didn’t sound that
sure. Kinamo smirked.

“It would be in your best interest to tell
Us. We want to know, and if you do not tell Us, We will run to
Govern Kennedy this very minute and –”

“UGH! Fine! Just stop talking like that!
It’s so, SO stupid! I can’t stand it!”

He crooned. “I know.”

“I don’t know why it’s such a big deal
anyway! Because, say I were leaving . . . sometime, I would
never – not in a million, billion years – bring you with
me.”

Kinamo jerked his head to flip his bangs.
“Think of it as less of a choice and more of a requirement,” he
said.

“A requirement?”

“Essentially either you bring me along, or I
tell everyone your plan to flee. It is believable after your stunt
with Teacher Dole. I’m SURE he’d back me up if I expressed to him
my theory.”

That was probably true. And Dole knew about
Olté. And Dole knew that I knew Olté. And if Kinamo told Dole what
he suspected?

“Fine,” I said, defeated. I didn’t have a
choice. I had to agree with him. I had to make him think he’d won.
Even if I had zero intention of bringing him along. As if Olté
would stand for it anyway.

But . . . on the other hand . . .

Maybe Olté wouldn’t mind at all if I brought
my fiancé along because he had lovely Seriah. Olté
and his new girlfriend. Psh. If I evened the circumstances he’d
probably feel better, even! Alleviate some of that guilt.
Unbelievable! Just thinking about it was making me irk!

“When do we leave, Squeak?” Kinamo’d
returned to fishing about in my pantry.

I sighed. “I don’t know. It’d probably be
best if you just went home and –”

In a flash, Kinamo turned violent. He pushed
me against the island and planted his nails deeply into the skin of
my arms. “Hell, Ashlin! How stupid do you think I am!?”

“Stupid? Uh –” Calm down. Calm down. I
silently urged him to calm down.

After a moment he snickered once and
released his grip slightly. “WE are not leaving her. No, we shall
not leave her side, lest she squirm away.”

Scary.

“Have it your way,” I said, forcing
nonchalance.

“Good.” But he didn’t remove his talons. I
waited, stiff and silent, until, slowly, he brought his lips to my
forehead and kissed me in the place he’d kissed me earlier.

Nasty.

“Good,” he said again. “Good girl.”

“If you come –,” I started, but he tightened
his grip, so I quickly corrected to, “That is, when you and I
leave, you can’t . . . do that. You can’t get all craz- ur,
violent like that, okay?”

I braced myself for the backlash, but he
said only,

“Violent?”

I nodded. “And no more talking to yourself
in third person, Keeny. No more of that . . . weird
stuff.”

I flinched because he jerked forward. He
didn’t hurt me, though. He simply studied my eyes. “Kinamo
agrees.”

I cleared my throat.

“I agree,” he revised.

“Okay.” I took a breath and carefully shook
his hands away.

He just stood there, staring at me with his
face too close, and seemed sort of gangly. Strange. It made me
uncomfortable, so I turned from him and distracted myself with the
jam still in my hand. “Let’s bring this, I guess. And a loaf of
bread?”

“Won’t this person have provisions?” asked
Kinamo. “This savior of yours? Speaking of which . . .” He implored
me to tell him more about who the ‘savior’ actually was, but I
wouldn’t. Even if he turned dangerous, I wouldn’t tell him about
Olté or Croix or Seriah. The less he knew, the less he’d have to
tell the Governs when I left him behind.

“You’ll see,” I said. “It’s hard to
explain.”

What would be even harder to explain was
this situation to Sella with Kinamo around. I’d meant to tell her
all about my reason for leaving – that I was going to meet with a
scientist and find a cure for her – but I couldn’t very well do
that with Kinamo hanging about. I couldn’t let him find Sella’s
connection to all of this. The first thing he’d do after I betrayed
him would be to take revenge on me by hurting whatever I cared
about: Sella. No, he couldn’t find out about her. Once Olté came to
retrieve me, we’d have to discuss a plan to get rid of Kinamo,
without Kinamo finding out somehow. Only once that plan was safely
underway, would I attempt to think of a way to meet Sella one last
time.

I’d just have to deal with it when the time
came. Time. It would be safest to get away from the house before my
parents came in from the fields.

With the sun at our necks, Kinamo and I set
out for Olté’s cabin, as we had so many times before, disdainfully
together.

The day passed slowly, due to my anxious
veins that started up every time I heard the wind move through the
forest around Olté’s cottage. My adrenaline would – for no reason
at all – begin to speed and then slow back down and then speed
again within a few minutes time. To put it simply, I was driving
myself mad. Surprisingly, Kinamo was the saner of the two of us. He
held up his bargain of speaking in an acceptable way. He said
nothing garish nor unkind nor pestering. He made small talk and
even tried to comfort me when I jerked this way and that at the
sound of birds and gaffers and other woodland folk.

That sane side of him just proved that his
insanity was a choice – a cruel desire – and it made me hate him
even more.

When the day fell into night, we heard them.
Footsteps that were too heavy and definite to belong to an animal.
But who would it be? Croix or Olté or her? That she-devil
that I really had no business hating.

The door opened and my heart responded
before my brain. It responded by fluctuating. Abnormal. That could
mean one thing and one thing alone: Olté’d come. But he was wearing
a strip of black fabric around his face.

A cowboy!

“Yee-haw,” I said, brow cocked.

Kinamo gave me a look. I’d read too much as
a child.

“That’s him?” he said. “That’s the one that
gave you such a delectable frown?”

“Nice, huh?”

Truthfully, though, I’d expected something
like this, and I was glad for it. Now Kinamo would have nothing to
tell but some far-fetched story about a masked caper.

“I take it you’ve been watching?” I asked
incognito Olté.

Olté nodded.

“Do your thing then,” I said, gesturing at
Kinamo.

I expected Olté to knock Kinamo out, take my
hand, and pull me through the woods. That wasn’t what he did,
though. That wasn’t what he did at all.

“Kinamo,” he said. Then he paused. He seemed
to be . . . analyzing? When he was satisfied, he said, “You’ll do,”
– and lowered his shroud.

My heart hiccupped. Kinamo craned his neck
to catch a better glimpse.

“He’ll do?” I said, resuming myself.
“What’ll Weenis ‘do’?”

“Truth is, we need a healthy subject to
compare you to, Ash.”

Kinamo appeared confused because he still
didn’t know about my illness. Olté ignored him.

“After Richar turned down the offer, we
figured we’d have to abduct someone. We didn’t guess someone else
would offer willingly. Let alone that it would be this fool.”

“Hey!” snarled Kinamo.

But my snarl was even fiercer. “Are you
serious? You were just going to ‘abduct’ someone?! What the heck,
Olté?! What’s wrong with you?!”

“It’s all for you, Ash. Everything I’ve
done. Everything I’ll do,” he said, quiet.

“Hold up,” said Kinamo. “Who is this guy? A
long lost boyfriend or something?”

“Ur –”

Olté answered for me. “I’m Ashlin’s older
brother.”

“Eh?!” We were still going with that? Even
in front of Kinamo? “Wait a minute, Olté! Why the heck do you need
a healthy sample anyway? What’s wrong with you?”

“I won’t work for multiple reasons. There
isn’t time to go into detail now. Seriah and Croix are waiting.
Everything’s ready to go.”

“Now!? But there’s something I need to
–”

“You can’t.”

“But –!”

“Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you see her
again.” So he knew about that too. His eyes were so earnest.
Caring. Sympathetic. Why? Why did he care so deeply? If he felt
that way, then why had he betrayed me?

My face must’ve been showing hurt or
mistrust or any number of things, for it made Olté come to me and
place a hand at my shoulder. I slapped it off.

“If you’re coming, boy, then go wait
outside.”

Kinamo’s eyes narrowed. “Boy?”

Despite myself, I snorted.

“Just wait outside, would you, kid?” Olté
returned the hand to my shoulder. Again, I pushed it off.
Idiot!

Kinamo watched us. “He’s your
brother? Truly?”

“The best one a KID sister could ask for.
Overprotective. Irritating. With a knack for making my life
miserable.”

“Then where’s he been all this time?” said
Kinamo.

“I was exiled,” said Olté with a hint of
sarcasm. “For I am impure.”

“Huh?”

“I’ll explain later. Go away.”

“Tch.” Kinamo gave Olté a glare before
pushing his way past. For the first time I noticed just how much of
a ‘kid’ Kinamo seemed compared to tall, lean Olté. Tall . . . Lean
. . .

My neck felt warm. It made me angry.

“What?” I folded my arms. “Care to tell me
what the hell’s going on now?”

And then it happened. Olté grabbed my
shoulders and pulled me close to him. “I’ve missed you so much,” he
breathed. He buried his face in the top of my hair. My heartbeat
picked up like crazy. The world seemed soundless and timeless and I
was entirely too aware of my skin. More than anything, though, I
was confused. He was being uncharacteristically forward. With me,
his non-girlfriend.

I pushed him away. “What are you doing?”

“Ash?” He held up his hands like a captured
bandit. “Ur, s-sorry! I couldn’t help myself. I’m just . . . I’m
relieved that you’re so . . . you still. Is it stupid that I
was worried? And after yesterday, when things got . . . I . . . wow
. . . this is . . .”

“Huh?”

“This isn’t working.” He pulled at his hair.
“Dang, and we don’t have much time, do we? Where to start? Guess
I’m having a hard time believing.”

What? What was he talking about?
“Believing?”

“That this is finally happening. And after
all this time, I don’t know how to . . . be.”

Once more, he wrapped his arms around me.
Once more, he whispered into my hair. “I just missed you so damn
much, Ash.”

“You . . . missed . . . me?”

And then it came to blows.

“Well, toodle-dee-doo!” I screeched, shoving
him off. “So you missed me. Tough! I waited here for two stinking
years while you were off doing God knows what! And when you finally
DO come back, you’ve got a girl? And then you have the nerve to try
and – to what? To hold me? What’s your problem?!”

The volume of my episode alarmed Olté. He
leaped forward and cupped my mouth.

“SHHH! They aren’t far, so you’ve got to
turn it down. Croix and Seriah can’t find out. Well, Seriah
can’t. The only reason she’s helping me, is . . . ah . . .” His
guilt returned. “Look, I’ve had to do things, Ash, to ensure your
safety. My relationship with Seriah is one of those things. Nothing
more, nothing less.”

I understood then. Like a wave of knowledge.
It hit me point blank, in the center of my forehead, and spread out
from there.

“You’re . . . using her?”

Olté shook his head one time.

“But that’s so wrong!”

“Don’t start with me! You’re engaged to
Kinamo. How is that different?”

“Because Kinamo was in on it! I wasn’t
deceiving him!”

“It’s all for you, Ash. Everything I’ve
done. Everything I’ll do.”

“UGH! Don’t get all stoic on me! It’s
irritating! And besides, what does that even mean?”

“For your sake, I’ll sin again and again and
I don’t even care. I don’t care if the whole world gets trampled as
long as you’re okay. Isn’t that sick?”

“YES, it is! I didn’t ask you to sin for
me!”

Olté dropped his lids. “You didn’t have to.
In a twisted way, it’s really for me. What I do is for you . . .
for me.”

In the spaces between his words, there was
something he wasn’t saying. I sharpened my senses and stuck in an
arm and tried to pull it out. What he did was for me for him. Then
it was for the sake of . . . of love? Was that what he wasn’t
saying?

If there’s one thing I know about Olté it’s
that he loves his sister.

Croix knew.

The person you love is far, far away, isn’t
he?

Sella, too.

Of course, I understood there was something
like that between us. If it wasn’t love, it was something close –
something without a name – but more than likely it was love. Even
so, immorality was immorality. I knew that. I wasn’t letting him
rationalize his actions, nor the actions I would take in accepting
them. Sin was still sin. Transgression still transgression. So I
wouldn’t rationalize it, but, selfishly, I would go along with it.
I would do it because he was the person most important to me.

“Okay,” I said.

“. . . Okay?” Olté brightened. “You mean
it?!”

“Sure, sure, I mean it.”

“You aren’t mad?”

“Of course I am, but . . .”

The corner of his mouth curled. “You’re
relieved?”

More than anything. Olté was still mine. But
since it was embarrassing, I needed to put on a front to stop him
from seeing that it was so.

“Gah! I can’t believe you told them about my
weakness!” I swatted his arm.

“Only to save you,” he said.

He’d betrayed me to save me. That was what
it all came back to. Did that justify it? No, but that didn’t
really matter, because we’d already decided to leave the rules of
morality behind.

He stared into my eyes. In the darkness, I
couldn’t see them well, but I could see them enough to know that
they were both yet green.

“It’s weird to see you this way.”

“Weird schmeird,” he said.

“Hey! That’s my line!”

He smiled. “You once said you wished they
were both like this. Guess that’s why I chose it.”

“Oh.”

I wanted to put a hand on his cheek, pull
him closer, and examine them like a child, but the air had gone
soundless again. He seemed a stranger. A stranger with dark, heavy
lids and pupils that were prominent against the much lighter tones
of his irises.

“Ash, once we’re with them again, we won’t
be able to – not that I’m expecting anything, but, we have to be
really careful, so before we go, one more time, I’d like to –”

This time he didn’t have to grab me. I fell
into his arms. Rested my face in his shirt. Breathed deeply. My
memory recalled those days of hugging his pillow and wishing it was
him. I had to squeeze the muscled part of his back, just to break
myself from that place. Just to be sure he was really here. Olté
responded by moving his hands down my back and to my waist. It felt
too good. Sinfully good. He was much taller than I, but it seemed
that my body was meant to fit there just so. My blood was
irrational, moving this way and that, and flowing through my heart
at increasingly dangerous speeds. I wasn’t alone. Olté’s was the
same. A little calmer, maybe, but faster than an average heart. I
could hear it and feel it as my cheek rested against his chest.

Yup, I loved him. Every single inch. Every
single piece of me wanted to melt into every single piece of him. I
wanted to inhale him. To consume him. To devour every inch until
there was nothing left. I’d never felt that way before.
Destructive. A destruction born from desire. He felt it too. He
held me tighter and bent over a little and I heard his breath
approaching my face. And . . . and . . .

“Oy! Seriah’s getting impatient, mate!”
Croix was in the doorway.

HOLY!

I attempted to throw myself from Olté and
expected Olté to do the same, but he didn’t release me. If
anything, he held me tighter.

“Sorry, Croix. We’re coming. My sister’s
emotional about leaving her home. She rathered she release her
tears here than in the presence of strangers.” His hands had
inconspicuously moved from my waist to a much more acceptable
position atop my head. They patted that part. “It’s okay, Ashy.
Cry it out.”

Seriously? He wanted me to act? I drove my
back to shake. I wouldn’t stoop so low as to force a whimper,
though.

“Heh. Well, if you prefer a
friendlier shoulder to cry on, you just come my way, lass.
Incest isn’t exactly acceptable in the outside world.”

Olté froze.

Already, Croix could tell that our
relationship was off. We’d have to be careful. From here on out,
we’d have to be more than careful, indeed.

 


Our sins would continue to pile.


Chapter 8: Chasing Tail

 


The Purité communes – there were hundreds of
them all gathered in one place at the tip of a continent stretching
outward into the Great Ocean. The Great Ocean. According to our
history books, it had once been broken into five. Five separate
segments had converged again into one. Well, nothing had ever
really changed in regards to that body of water, excepting our
views. The way we thought of the ocean had come to change, just as
our thoughts on humanity had come to change. Just as our views on
everything had come to change.

The landmass was known as Scindo Peninsula.
We were located somewhere in the western inside portion, far from
the Great Ocean. Far from any of the coasts save our small beach. I
knew that much, although, as I would come to find out, no Purité
could pinpoint their commune’s exact location. We were never shown
detailed maps. It simply wasn’t productive for a captive to see the
world beyond their bars. That would only induce dangerous things.
Things like thinking, dreaming, and scheming, and the Governs
couldn’t have that.

“Scandria Two. That’s the name of your
hamlet,” explained Croix.

A barrage of questions had come out of
Kinamo the moment he’d entered the agitor, which Croix, Olté, and I
were now also securely within. Croix would be driving the
mysterious machine. The spot next to him was for Seriah, who’d yet
to bless us with her presence. I knew it was only a matter of time,
so I distracted myself with the happy knowing that I was to sit
next to Olté while Kinamo was stuck in the back. Moronic, moronic
Kinamo. In Croix’s book, he was even more eager a pup than I.

“So that means there is a Scandria One?”
pried the pup.

“Aye.”

“Are they alike us?”

“They are comparable,” said Croix,
“excluding certain,” – He glanced at Olté –
“characteristics.”

I, too, glanced at Olté, but he didn’t offer
any explanation as to Croix’s crypticism.

“Such as extra limbs? Tell Kinamo! Kinamo
must know!”

ARGH! Enough with the third person, already!
Not two hours in, and I was already sick of the cretin! I cleared
my throat to let him know. I did so loudly.

“What do you want?” he hissed.

“You know, Weeny, it’s not too late to throw
you out.”

“Keep your lips closed, woman!”

Olté spun round and belted him in the ear.
“Shut up, yourself, kid.”

Kinamo and I were equally surprised. In
addition, I was proud. Proud that Olté had defended me. It made me
feel warm. But because warm was one step away from swoony, I warned
myself not to get worked up over something so small.

“What I would like to know,” I said while
Kinamo fumed, “is why we have to take HIM of all people.”

“Brother already explained, didn’t he? We
need him, lass,” said Croix. “We need his cells. The little buggers
moving about in his blood and such.”

“They need Us. See, Squeak? We are
impor-”

“Dead or alive,” added Olté.

That shut Kinamo up.

After that, we waited. Croix drummed his
fingers along the edge of his boot. They made a clanking sound. A
dull, slow clanking that almost covered up the hum of Kinamo’s
fevered rambling. Actually, it made for a calming ambiance. I was
tired. My fingers, which were formerly on the seat of the agitor,
drifted to the side of Olté’s uniform. I was pushing it. For no
reason at all other than to get my blood running. I pinched a bit
of the fabric between my middle and pointer fingers. Olté might’ve
noticed, had the passenger’s door not opened just then.

And in she walked.

“Seriah.” Olté was unreadable. Rigid,
maybe?

“You’re sitting back there, Bun? But I
thought you’d be driving!” Her voice was startling. I hasted to
recall my drifting fingers.

“Croix said he’d take care of it.”

Seriah frowned. “Get up, Croix!”

“Now, now, Seriah. The chap’s missed his
sister. Let ‘em sit together awhile, will you?”

“Poo!” Seriah folded her arms and slumped,
pouting, in the seat next to Croix.

Admittedly, I enjoyed it. She didn’t deserve
my malice, yet I enjoyed it all the same. But not for long. Only
until Olté resumed his role as tender boyfriend.

“Let’s just get out of here, sugar. Then you
can have me all you want,” he said.

‘Sugar’? ‘Have him’? To me it sounded
forced. Emotionless. But maybe that was just some sort of wishful
thinking or protective delusion. Seriah let out a squealing giggle.
Clearly she thought the words heartfelt. Olté’s comment also seemed
to arouse her otherwise lost manners. She whirled to face me. “It’s
so good to see you again, pet!” And her beige hair bounced in the
aftermath.

A sour taste puckered the side of my mouth.
“The same to you,” I mustered.

Olté placed a hand across the back of my
seat. There was nothing intimate about the gesture, but I couldn’t
help but notice that his arm was almost around my shoulders.
Was that supposed to make me feel better?

Despite my reluctance, it did.

Seriah looked from Olté to me and then back
to Olté. “My, you two do look alike, don’t you?”

“Naw,” said Croix. “Lil Sis is much cuter
than that schlub.”

Cuter?! Olté sensed my reaction and laughed
a good-natured laugh. His spirits were high in comparison to
yesterday. Of course they’d be. I was no longer murdering him with
my eyes.

“Is this the one you decided on?” Seriah was
referring to Kinamo. She didn’t wait for an answer or introduction,
though. “How nice, I’m sure. But now’s not the time. The Ambitus
will go down in five. Kick it up, Croix!”

The agitor began to move. It jerked and
jostled and then was smooth. Quick, too!

“You can really drive one of these things?”
I muttered to Olté. He tipped his head, a little haughty. Goon.

Curious Kinamo wasted no time starting up
again. “Doesn’t this beast leave markings? What if someone finds
them?”

That was a good point actually.

“No tracks,” said Croix. “This is a standard
issue Histo infiltration vehicle. They use ‘em all the time to
enter hamlets. The suspension unit makes it so that –”

Kinamo butted in. “Suspension unit?”

“Suffice it to say there’s reduced pressure
against the ground on account of how the weight’s distributed. And
there’re these things on the underbelly to take care of rolling
over anything that might show. Make it look like tractor tracks.
Normally, a clean up team on foot double checks, but we hardly have
the resources for something like that now do we? We’ll just have to
trust the truck does its job. Should be fine. If not, rain’s in the
forecast.”

Kinamo’s mind was blown. Good. He’d be
silent for a while.

Croix leered at him through the mirror
hanging from the front window. What a peculiar expression. Almost
as though Kinamo was his toy. And when he shifted his peer to me,
his expression changed. Dogged sort of. “Nothing outta you tonight,
Lil Sis?” he said, but I barely heard him. I was transfixed. Eyes
like chessboards . . . What color were they supposed to be?

I wanted to know what they were like below
those contact things.

“She’s tired,” said Olté.

“Ah. Surmise it’s a mite much for her, being
feeble and all.”

Feeble? I wasn’t exactly feeble, was
I? It was true that I was tired, though. Everything in the past
days had worn me down. Holding back the shaking spells had put a
strain on my weak veins.

The ride was bumpy and warm. My head was
heavy. It slid into Olté. His jaw flexed. I saw it happen and
impulsed to poke it. This time I let myself. It earned me a look
from not only Olté, but Croix as well. Both were hard to read.

“Two minutes!” squealed Seriah.

Huh?! I bolted up. What was I doing? Falling
asleep? At a time like this?! I shook away the lingering traces
that threatened to call me into the dreamlands and focused on the
darkness beyond the front window. The windshield as Olté’d
called it earlier. Olté seemed put off. Oh, probably because I’d
again been lax with the acceptable boundaries between us. Resting
my head against him? That hadn’t even been common practice when we
were kids.

Gah! What the heck was wrong with me!? It
was so embarrassing! But . . . even now, I wanted to touch him. Was
I turning into one of those needy, grabby girls? No. Like hell I
was!

Then why was I painfully aware of how close
his arm was to mine?

“Stop it,” I said.

Olté raised a brow. “Hm?”

“Nothing,” I mumbled, cross.

Kinamo chirped from the back seat,
“Frequently Squeak converses with herself.”

“Whatever! I do not.”

But while we were squabbling, important
things were taking place up front.

“Get ready, Croix!” said Seriah. “The
Ambitus will go out in ten, nine, eight, . . .”

I cranked my neck to see what was going on
up there. She held in her lap a very thin round screen that was
about the size of a dinner plate. Silver symbols flashed around the
outer edge. She swiped a finger through several of them.

“. . . Four, three, two!”

A blue blaze erupted in the space before us.
Olté was right. It was like a flare. Only exceptionally more
brilliant. But it was also contained. It dispersed not like normal
light. The glow did not extend, it simply was. I squinted
and saw that there was an opening in the middle. Croix fiddled with
the stick next to the wheel. The agitor gave a jerk, and the next
think I knew, we were speeding through the opening. I was pushed
against the seat. Inertia? All of those boring physics lectures
made sense now!

“All right!” Seriah poked at the disc in her
lap. “We’re all the way through, but they’ll know that we’ve left.
The way in was supposed to be Cal and me, and ever since they
realized I took you two along instead, they’ve been watching the
Ambitus to see where it opens. Now that it’s opened to the west,
they’ll take pursuit. We’ll stick to the Histo track only until we
see guard lights. When that happens, we’ll cut through another
hamlet.”

Huh? I didn’t understand any of that.

Croix and Olté did, apparently, for they
both gave grunts of agreement.

“If we’re lucky,” Olté said, “they’ll watch
our path a bit before taking after. The markers through the Tarchey
Mountains are sparse enough that we can avoid them altogether. If
we can get that far, we’ll be fine. We’ll just have to enter the
hamlet Kennyon or something on the other side.”

Still not following . . .

“Are you gonna phone it in?” asked
Croix.

Seriah sighed and shook her head. “Only
after they take pursuit. We’ll enact a hostage situation, but I’ll
save it for as long as I can. It will be our last chance to buy
time.”

Hostage situation? Those I was familiar
with. They happened all the time in spy stories. But what did that
have to do with us?

Kinamo was unusually quiet. Nothing? No
prying? I surveyed over my shoulder, and he was sleeping. Really?
Just like that? But then, I was sleepy again, too . . .

 


Looking back, there was so much about those
first nights I should’ve picked up on. If only I were better with
nuances. It seems like I only ever notice the subtle things when
I’m searching for them. Kinamo was sleeping and I was sleepy
and Croix was looking at me more than where he was driving.

I wish he hadn’t looked at me at all. I wish
he’d just done his job and nothing more.

If there were a way for me to make amends, I
would.

I promise I would.

 


Again my head slumped against Olté. I was
too out of it to care. He tensed at first, but then his body turned
soft and his arm even slid fully around my shoulder. Seriah and
Croix were muttering more jargon in the front seat.

“Psst. Want me to explain what just
happened?” Olté’s voice asked when I was on the edge of
darkness.

“Mhmm.”

And then, as I fell into what I didn’t yet
know was chemically-induced sleep, he told me some about the wall –
the Ambitus – surrounding our commune. It was the same thing
that surrounded all of the communes. Something about an ultrasonic
wave that caused delusion. Any who ventured out that far – any who
made contact with the intact Ambitus – would slump and fall at the
border. There they would stay, in a daze, until being recovered by
their neighbors. Only a small few were able to access the blue and
open these walls. Only a very small handful of important people
knew how to operate the symbols on Seriah’s disc.

They were the members most important to
Histo.

Little did I know, Seriah was more than just
an important member. She was invaluable.

. . .

When I awoke, the first thing I noticed was
the absence of motion. The second thing I noticed was the absence
of Olté. I was lying across the whole of the middle seat.

“Eh?!” I gave a start.

“G’day, lass!” the hyper voice said.

The hyper voice? Right. That belonged to
Croix. I tried to find him, but the area was blinding. I could see
nothing through the sunlight streaming over the dashboard, which
was now without window. Glaring morn light engulfed the place.
Croix positioned his head in a way so as to block it. “How you
feeling?” he asked.

“Where’s Olté?”

Croix whistled. “Like a guard dog, he is,
your brother. He was reluctant to leave, even at the request of
Seriah.”

“Where?”

“They’ve gone to have a lover’s moment.”

The thought of it was too much. Worried that
my repulsion would betray me, I turned to the back and looked at
Kinamo, who was still unconscious and in a position similar to the
one I’d been in just a minute earlier. Sprawled. Comatose.

“Keenis, wake up!”

No response.

“He won’t wake up,” said Croix. “Not for a
while. His dose was higher than yours.”

“Dose?”

“Just a little something to make the
transition easier for you. Seriah’s idea. We halved yours on
account of . . .” He eyed my middle.

“Puniness?” I offered, dry.

He held up his hands. “Hey, I wasn’t gonna
say it. Maybe we should settle for spritely. That sounds better
than puny, wouldn’t you say?”

“I guess . . .” I was going to ask him a
whole manner of things. Where we were. What had happened. What
drugs they’d given us. But his hands were still in a position of
surrender, and I was distracted by the shine of metal. “Will you
tell me about them now?”

“Them?”

I wiggled two of my end fingers.

“Ah. Will do,” he said. “I lost ‘em when I
was fourteen. The head clergyman caught me pilfering from the
church’s pocket change. That was the end of this one.” He tapped
his pinky. “The other one I lost a few months later. That time I
was after the back supply of holy gin.” He mussed the top of his
hair. It was still just as red as but significantly less spikey
than it had been on our first encounter. “Suffice it to say I was
going through a bout of roughness just then.”

“I don’t get it. You ‘lost’ them?”

“Yeah, you know –” Croix made a chopping
motion with his normal hand. “To the blade.”

“Oh, I see. So there was a blade in the
gin?”

“No, no, no! They were cut off so that I
might repent.”

At last I understood. “THEY CUT OFF
YOUR FINGERS?! WHO? Who cut them?”

Eyes unwavering, Croix tipped his head to
the side. He resembled a curious child. “The head clergyman,” he
said. “My poppa.”

“Your . . . dad? He did that to you?!” I
couldn’t believe it. Croix’s fingers had been cut off as a form of
punishment? Just for stealing? Was the outside world that brutal?!
I snatched and inspected the hand he held before me. The transition
from flesh to metal was smooth. Nearly seamless.

“It’s not a big deal. These work just as
good, see? The nerve endings are a perfect fit.” Croix drummed his
fingers in my palm. He flexed them and unflexed them and looped his
pinky around mine. A pinky promise? It was nothing like that, for
he soon let his hand go limp so that I could do with it what I
pleased. I pleased to turn it about and run my fingers along the
edge. The silver had little dashes through it. Small circles of
dashes. It was another mesmerizing pattern. The first, those eyes,
were all over me, but I realized it only after checking to see if
the memory had drudged up any pain. His eyes held no pain. They
held only me.

And I felt unsafe. For a brief moment, I
felt unsafe.

Croix saw it, that glimmer of fear. “What is
it, Lil Sis?” he asked, brow concerned. “What’s got you?”

“Sorry. I just . . .” I wasn’t sure what’d
caused it, myself, and before I knew it, the feeling had
passed.

But the damage was done.

“Ah. Naturally,” Croix said, flicking his
hand to the back of his head. “Enough unpleasantness for now. Sorry
to dirty your untarnished epidermis.”

Untarnished epidermis? That was a strange
thing to say; and that aside, ‘unpleasantness’? He thought I
was grossed out by him? But that wasn’t why I’d squirmed! That
wasn’t it at all!

“No! I . . . I don’t know. But it
isn’t unpleasant. Well, what happened to you was quite
unpleasant, but the aftermath is amazing. Revived parts are
amazing. They do that for lots of people?”

He sized me up to be sure I was fine again.
When he was contented, he said, “Sure. Revived parts come in all
shapes and sizes.” Then he sucked a breath and sang, “Feet. Ears.
Teeth. Arms. Cover up unsightly scars! Anything lost can be
re-found! So call your nearest Sunder Hound! Ba-duuuum!”

In the aftermath, he waited for a
reaction.

Was I supposed to clap?

“That, girlie, was a sad attempt at singing
their theme song. Best you don’t question it.”

“Oh, I won’t. My singing is nothing to speak
of.”

“Your brother mentioned as much.”

“H-hey! He did?! Really?!”

Croix cackled. “Not at all. Although, your
overreactions are fun, aren’t they?”

“Psh.”

Kinamo snorted in the back seat. I thought
it might’ve been a laugh, but upon further inspection it was
nothing more than a snore. “How long was I asleep?”

“The night’s all. Next time we’ll give you a
mite more juice,” said Croix. “Juice is figurative, mind you. I’d
best clarify that for the sheltered sister. It was more of a
spritz, if you will, in the air.”

“Of the agitor? But you guys weren’t
affected?”

“We’re immune.”

“Oh.”

Silence floated about the brightness. Croix
threw his feet onto the dash and pulled a thing from the
floor beside his seat. It was another small screen – like Seriah’s,
only rectangular in shape. He hovered his hand over the top of it.
The thing responded by flashing green.

“It’s a tablet drive. I’m checking to see
how far those two’ve gone.”

Croix explained that the tablet could
monitor a person’s position if that person’s thumbprint were first
scanned into its memory and if that person were within range.

“There they are. Funny, they’re apart.
Brother dearest is just yonder.” Croix pointed to the brightness
off to the right. “And Seriah’s still working on the marker.”

At my puzzlement, Croix gave another of his
cackling laughs and elaborated, “In the space between the communes,
are the roads frequented by the Histo workers, including us. Along
the track, markers are set up every so often with scanners on ‘em
that read and recognize which agitor’s which. They take that
information and transmit it back to the watchers at the central
offices, where they’ve got a map thinger showing which agitor’s
where. Since each agitor is registered to a specific crew, they’re
able to keep tabs on the field-workers that way.”

“So they know where you guys are because
they know where your agitor is? Won’t they be able to find us
easily then?!”

Croix shook his head. “This one belongs to
Seriah and her partner, Cal. As of now, your bro and I work in
off-field departments, so we’re not registered to an agitor. In
fact, they probably didn’t even know we were ‘on track’ until they
spoke with Cal. The markers are set up so that if one of ‘em needs
repairing, its CPU can be accessed by the two or three markers on
either side of it. Seriah’s using her smarts to do the opposite.
She’s hacking in, in the hopes of disabling the one that comes
next. If she’s successful, Histo won’t be able to track our
movement for a while. Quite a system they’ve built. Shot ‘emselves
in the foot with all of their rules.”

I knew all about that, even if I understood
little of what else he was talking about.

“Tricky thing for Histo,” continued Croix.
“They know something’s not right, since we’re heading to the west,
away from the central offices, but they can’t approach us by
air, for fear that the Purités will see. That leaves them with only
one option: to come at us on ground, but only a handful of agitors
are allowed in the field at any given time, along with a few
special agitors used for supply drop-offs at the hamlets. The
Curator – the man in charge of this wholesome operation –
worries about disrupting the hamlets and all, so he’s very
meticulous about his protocol and making sure it’s followed. The
situation’s even stickier since Seriah’s involved. He’s probably
being extra cautious on account of her. I mean, shit! That’s what
we’re counting on! More than likely, the two other agitors
currently deployed are already after us. Seriah hopes to throw ‘em
off enough to add a little distance between us and them.”

“Wow. Seriah’s doing all of that? And you
too, Croix, just to help cure me? What if we’re caught? And even if
we aren’t, they’ll know you’re involved. Won’t you be fired? Why
would you and she risk so much for . . .?”

Croix scratched his chin. “It’s important
that Seriah stay innocent in all of this, so the plan is to wipe
her hands before we’re done. She’s gonna phone it in as a hostage
situation at some point, and tell ‘em Olté and I hijacked her
agitor in order to kidnap a Purité.”

“But what about you? That’ll just make it
worse for you!”

“Eh, I’ll be fine. Never planned on staying
with Histo this long anyway. I’m only here because my poppa ordered
it. Truth be told, I never much liked anthropology. I don’t have
the ability to relate to people all that great.”

“But you seem to be able to relate to me
pretty okay. Like, you’re quick to explain things I don’t
understand and stuff.”

Croix’s unreadable, chessboard eyes were on
me again, drinking me in; scanning the whole of my face. “That’s
because you’re Isaac,” he said after a pause.

“I’m . . .?”

“Hey! Is she up awake in there?” Olté’s
voice broke the tension as it came toward the agitor. “Dammit,
Croix! I told you to signal the instant she got up!”

“Gather I forgot,” said Croix.

He’d forgotten? Or had he just wanted to be
alone with me? And he’d called me ‘Isaac’. Whatever did that
mean?

Croix didn’t take his eyes from me. “All’s
well,” he said, biting at the ring in the corner of his mouth.
“Stop your fretting.”

“Ash!” Olté slid open the side door. “How’s
your head? Do you have a hangover? I thought she’d say something
before letting it loose in the cab, otherwise I would’ve warned
you!”

“That’s fine.” I blushed because his hands
were on my shoulders. Again with the blushing?! Dumb. I couldn’t
stop it, though.

“By the way,” he said, embarrassed, “do you
have to . . . you know?”

“To . . .?”

“He means take a piss,” said Croix.

“Oh! Uh . . .” Did I? I hadn’t really
thought about it at all. “Yeah, I suppose I do.”

“I’ll take you.”

“N-no! That’s fine, I’ll be just fine
heading out by myself! Just point me to a tree and I’ll –”

“Absolutely not!” said Croix and Olté
together.

“Ur, why?”

“There’re more than just gaffers in these
parts, Ash. There are things you’ve never even heard of out
here.”

“He’s right, Lil Sis. Let him take you.”

Olté’s jaw flexed. Before I could examine it
too closely, he took my hand and helped me from the cab. The area
outside the agitor was a long dirt road, garnished with thick
middle-aged trees on either side. The sun was directly above us.
Almost directly in the center of the path. What time was it then?
Noon? Olté took my hand and drew me into the wood.

“O-Olté? Hey!” He was pulling me a bit
hard.

“Ah! Sorry ‘bout that.” He halted and
tensed. His head was down and shaking, so I couldn’t see his
expression. Then he spun to face me. “Don’t get to close to that
guy, okay!? Argh! It’s not because I’m jealous, there’s just
something off about that guy! He’s acting different than I’ve ever
seen him act! And the things he used to talk about . . . I don’t
know if I can trust him. Tell me if he says anything weird to you,
okay?”

“Weird? Like?”

“Just be careful?”

“Uh, sure. But just so you know, you’re the
one being a spaz right now. You realize that, don’t you?”

He let out a ‘hmph’ and dropped his head
again. “I know. I can’t help it. Something’s taken over because we
were apart for so long. I don’t want that to happen ever again.” He
tightened his fists like he wanted to do something with his hands,
but wasn’t sure what would be appropriate. I felt the same. In
moments of impulse, I felt like it was okay to grab him and be kids
again, but then there were moments like this, where I just didn’t
know how to behave. Maybe that’s what he’d meant in the cabin about
not knowing how to be. I didn’t know how to be because I
didn’t know the him he’d been for the past two years. This WAS
Olté, but there were so many things about him that were different.
And my feelings for him were different, stronger, than they had
been when we were kids.

There was only one thing to be done.

“Can I see them?”

“Hm?”

“Your real eyes. Can I? Is it hard to change
them back?”

“No, not at all, but . . .”

“Then, can I see them?”

He gave me a cocky half-smile. “Sure.”

“What’s that look for, you nerd?” But I was
sporting a similar look myself.

He took from his pocket a tube. Slowly, he
brought the tube to his left eye and looked through it like it were
a small kaleidoscope. A tiny yellow light shined against his iris
and pupil.

“What’s that doing?”

“It’s separating the contact from my sclera.
See?” He lowered the kaleidoscope. “Now I can do this.” He wiped
his finger across his eye. Along with it came a clear piece of
plastic.

“Whoa!”

“Pretty neat, huh? This thing’ll also rebind
it to my eye again.” He wiggled the scope. “And thenceforth the
color will stay that way for as long as I need it to.”

“The color!” I’d been distracted by the
plastic and the kaleidoscope and the curiosity of it all, but I
remembered to look at him now. There he stood, right eye forbidden
green and flecked with bits of amber. But the other had changed
into a very familiar blue. Like mine. Like home. I squinted at him
and tipped my head to the side, but before I could be fully
satisfied, I had to raise a hand to obstruct my view of his
newly-browned hair. He still looked different, but . . .

“Ash . . . you’re doing that doofy smile of
yours.” He rubbed the back of his hair abashedly. “Geez.”

“You know you love it.”

“Yeah, I do.” His voice was soft. “More than
most things.” He swallowed. “So, do you have to . . .?”

“Hm? Have to? Have to what? OH! Right. Yeah,
just a sec,” I said, and flitted to a tree a safe distance
away.

“Don’t go too far!”

“Perv!”

When I returned, Olté was leaning against a
tree and staring at the sky, which was fair and wide above the
adolescent wood. The only clouds were far, far off, almost too far
to give thought to. The forest out here sounded the same as the
forest of Scandria Two. Maybe forests everywhere sounded the
same.

When he saw me Olté asked, “Better?” I was
better, and I told him so, and when I was done, I began to tell him
how unbelievable it was that he’d arranged all of this. How I
couldn’t fathom how much he’d done. How I wasn’t sure how to
receive it. But in response, Olté only cut me off and said
something peculiar. With eyes still locked on the blue above, he
muttered, “Let’s run.” And he looked threadbare, like a
grief-ridden spouse at a funeral.

“Run?”

He recovered quickly and shook his head with
a fakey smile. “Just kidding. I’m whiny. And I don’t want to hear
about any of that right now. I’ve got a beef with you.”

“A beef? About how I’m not gracious enough
or what? I swear I’m trying. It’s just not sinking in and I feel
stupid and . . .”

“No, it’s not that. I thought you were all:
I-wish-both-of-your-eyes-were-that-way. Etcetera, etcetera.
Then when I make them that way for you, you’re all:
Won’t-you-please-change-them-back? Eyelash bat, eyelash
bat.” He did a very poor impression of a girly voice. It didn’t
bode well with his throat’s deep tonal quality.

“Tch! I SO don’t sound like that! And name
one time when I’ve batted my eyelashes at you!”

“Come on. I’m curious.”

“Hm. I don’t really know. Guess I just like
you best the way you always were. Is that so bad?”

“If you think I’m getting that patch out for
you, you’ve got another thing coming, Purité Ashlin.” He stuck out
his tongue and pulled down his cheek. “Blaaa.”

“Cute.”

“I DO still have that thing, in case you’re
wondering.”

Once more I brought my hand up to block my
view, only this time I did it to cover the forbidden eye. No. That
wouldn’t do. I shook my head. “This is just perfect,” I said,
dropping my arm. Olté caught me round the wrist. A strange feeling
ran up my back, between my shoulder blades, and settled at the nape
of my neck. “O . . . Olté?”

“Ah, sorry.” He released me, taking on the
uncomfortable-seeming stance of crossing his arms and staring
adamantly at the space over my shoulder, and tacked on, “We should
get back. Seriah’ll be having withdrawals.”

“Uh . . . okay. But will we get another
chance to be alone soon? There’s a lot I need to ask you – go
figure. But there’s stuff I gotta tell you, too. I want to tell you
everything. You’ll just have to sit and suffer through two plus
years of Purité drama.”

“More like two plus years of Ashlin
drama.”

“Hey! Now wait just a –”

But my words were muffled by his uniform,
for he’d just grabbed me and pulled me down with him as he’d fallen
into a slump against the base of the tree. He held me against his
chest and dropped his forehead onto my collarbone, where it waited
whilst he breathed in and out. In and out. Shallower than
usual.

“Olté?” I whispered. “Are you okay?” His
grip around me was too tight for me to reach my arms to his
backside, so my hands had no choice but to dangle lankly at my
sides. His neck was exposed. His hair was against my jaw and chin
and I could see down the back of his shirt the beginning parts of
his back and spine.

“I won’t let you go,” he said, nearly
inaudibly.

Those words were tinder. Those words that I
hadn’t even realized I’d been craving came into me smoking. I
allowed them to ignite my chest and simmer gently.

“Okay.” I rested a cheek against the side of
his head. “That’s fine with me.” And then, unexpected and sudden,
an impulse – another damned interfering impulse – invaded my
tongue. “You know,” I said in a whisper, “ever since we were kids
I’ve –”

Sheeeeeee!

The trees were flooded by something that was
much like a continuous wailing. Olté’s expression was enough to
tell me the noise was not normal occurrence within the forests
beyond our hamlet. It was a sound of alarm.

“Criminy!” he shouted. He tore from the
ground, lassoed my middle, and with no hesitation of any kind,
ripped me away in the direction of the agitor.

“What is it?! A siren?!”

“A distress signal! It means one of the
patrolling agitors found us!”

“WHAT?!”

Our trek through the woods hadn’t been deep,
and it was thankfully so. When we broke again onto the dusty road,
Seriah and Croix were flagging us down with fervor.

“GET IN! GET IN! GET IN!” Seriah pushed me
through the door of the agitor and into Croix’s arms. “DRIVE, BUN!”
Confused, Olté hopped into the driver’s seat and the agitor jumped
to life.

“Which way!?” he shouted to Seriah.

“I was able to disable the next marker, so
just go there!” She flung a hand at the place where the road
continued.

“But what if they’re coming from that way?”
yelled Olté.

“Heavens, Bun, why would they? The only ones
down there are Desolics.”

“What’s going on?” I turned my head from
this way to that in search of the agitor that’d found us. There
were none as far as I could tell.

“A guard light shone from the marker,” said
Croix. “Meaning soon we’ll have guests. Of the uninvited sort, I’d
wager.”

When I realized I was still in his arms, I
made haste to remove myself and buckle in. Then I checked the back.
Kinamo remained unconscious, but he had shifted from the suddenness
of our departure. His head hung over the seat and rested against
the floor in a contorted position. He would surely be sore when he
woke up.

“Drat!” Seriah let out a cry. She was
swiping and tapping at the disc in her hand. “Drat, drat, DRAT!”
But before I could get too freaked out, over her shoulder she said
sweetly, “Nothing to fear, pet. We won’t let them catch us.”

Well, that was good. Even if it was from the
mouth of girlfriend Seriah. Pucker-lipped, bouncy-haired
Seriah. I couldn’t stand to look at her.

Good God!

I was pathetic. This girl was risking her
job for me and all I felt for her was spite.

“We’ll be fine, Bun.” Seriah poked at the
disc. “At the junction, take the right. We’ll continue for Tarchey.
Our goal remains the same.”

“I understand. And how’s the fool holding
up?” asked Olté.

“The specimen? Heh. Seems all right,” said
Croix. “But perhaps we dosed him a mite much?”

Olté caught my eye through the mirror. “Dose
him as much as you want,” he said.

“On that note,” purred Seriah, “I’m about to
give your sister another –”

“NO!” Olté and I protested at the same time
– to which Seriah was sterner than stern. Her neatly groomed brows
flattened into a line.

“Come again?” she said.

“Leave her,” Olté said.

“Don’t be absurd! It would be best if –”

But Olté was adamant: “Leave
her.”

A moment of silence passed. The agitor
continued to race and jump over divots in the road. Seriah pouted
for but a briefness before recovering. “I’ll say one thing: It’s
sexy when you act the older brother, Bun.” The finger that she’d
been using to swipe about her disc, she now used to swipe down the
side of his arm. I cringed and turned away, diverting my attention
to Croix’s color-inked arm.

There was one spot in particular that caught
my interest. “What’re these symbols?” I tapped the wrist held in
his lap.

“Hm? Ah, aye, that’s one of the old
languages. Ancient Hebrew.”

“Hebrew?” I’d never heard of it. “What’s it
say?”

“Melek. Or to be more precise,
melekh. It means ‘king’.”

The agitor gave particularly aggressive
jolt, for Olté was rounding a bend in the road at top speed. I fell
sideways into Croix. Kinamo’s body made a thunk in the back
seat. Yikes.

“Ho there, Lil Sis! You all right?”

I was all right. And I was also surprised
that I felt no discomfort with him this time. Huh. It seemed to go
in waves.

“Yeah, I’m intact and everything, so –”

“Hold on!” warned Olté. He was about to
round another curve, this one deeper than the last.

I anticipated with a, “S-sorry, Croix!”

“No frets, lass. No frets at all!” Croix
grabbed ahold of the handle above the door and used it to brace our
positioning. With the round of the curve, Kinamo made another
thunk.

“Uh, Olté? We should probably do something
about –”

“KYAAAAAAH!” Seriah’s girlish scream cut
away any concern felt for Kinamo and called all attention to the
front window, where something was fast approaching.
“BUUUUN!” She tucked her head below her hands in a duck and
cover.

The approaching thing was nothing more than
a blur coming at the window. It sped at us, filling the whole of
the windshield, before disappearing and being replaced by a swirl
of green. The agitor jumped angrily.

“IT’S THEM! DAMMIT!”

I understood immediately that we were
probably in danger, but I understood what was happening only after
Olté shouted. The ‘company’ we had expected after leaving the
marker had found us, and they’d been approaching from a direction
our group hadn’t counted on. Olté, predicting head-on collision,
had cranked the wheel to the right, putting us off course and into
the wild brush.

We were now careening through the
middle-sized trunks surrounding the road. The trees were spaced
apart barely enough to allow for our agitor. Thus, Olté’s hands
were white on the wheel, Seriah maintained a tuck and cover,
Kinamo’s body bounced about in the back, and I was flung wildly
against Croix with each new turn.

When we came to a place were the trees were
too close together, Olté sacrificed the side of the vehicle to a
coarse bit of bark. “Keep it tight!” he yelled as the side door
gave out a terrible screech.

“Sure thing.” I grumbled, body pressed into
Croix’s. Once the cynicism subsided, I stole a look through the
rear window. The blur was easier to see now since it was no longer
racing toward us but rather in close pursuit. It was an agitor,
much like ours, only it was moving far less smoothly than ours.
Where we barely grazed a tree, they slammed into it, came bouncing
off and greatened the margin between us. Where we zipped around a
space too small, they realized too late, and skidded and drifted to
the side before recovering. It was only a matter of seconds before
I could no longer see them.

“You’re losing them!” I cheered.

“Oh?!” Seriah’s head bobbed up. She
double-checked my findings – “Nice work, Bun!” – and afterward
returned to swiping about on her pad. “I’ll scan them.”

“The agitors themselves,” explained Croix,
“are equipped with mini markers, able to read others in close
enough range. Can’t tell positioning like the standard land
markers, but they’ll at least show who it belongs to.”

“While I can’t say what on earth they were
doing at the Central Desolics, I can confirm that that vehicle is
registered to Historians 3048 and 7380, Viley M. Schellif and
Bennet S. Karhl.” Seriah glanced at Croix. “So it’s them.”

“Is that bad?” asked Olté, pulling the wheel
to the left.

Croix shrugged. “Meh.”

“So if they catch us . . .?” I said.

Olté made the agitor hop over a piece of
fallen tree. “That won’t happen.”

I believed him.

Really, I did.

But my body . . .

My body was unsure.

It began to tremor. Because I was smooshed
against him, Croix noticed right away, even with the agitor’s own
tremulous movement. “Lil . . .?” He nudged me and was answered by
clammy hands tugging at the folds of his shirt. I was swiftly
becoming unwell. “L . . . LIL SIS?! Is this your deficiency
then?!”

Deficiency. What a clean way of referring to
it.

It set Olté in a panic. “DEFICIENCY?” came
his roar from the front. “Don’t tell me she’s –!”

“Eyes on the road, Bun!”

“Right! Sister’s falling!” Croix said. His
voice was susurrated by my ears, which both sounded and felt full
of cotton.

“Ashy?!” Olté’s voice was louder than
anything, but it was faint nonetheless. “Croix! You’ve got to . . .
mrmrmrmrmr . . .”

‘Mrmrmrmrmr’? This was setting on much too
rapidly. There wasn’t time to prepare. Sweat began to fill the
pockets of my neck. And then even that started to disconnect.

“Out with it. That-a-girl. Just
breathe.”

Croix? He was tilting my body funnily.

“Bite down . . . mrmrmrmr . . . this . . .
mrmrmr,” he said.

“Mrm! The darling needs a . . . mrmr!”

A ‘mrmr’? With my weakness consuming me,
none of it made sense. None of it, except for one thing:

“ARGH! Fine!” Olté’s voice rang true.
“Dose her!”

My body melted into the seat.

After that, I could no longer feel
anything.


Chapter 9: The Rest of Us

 


First there was nothing. And then there was
a voice.

“Not that way! Pet, not that way!”

Hm?

I was nothing. But then I was. I stood in
darkness that was smoky. And I was moving? No, I wasn’t
walking. It was that the darkness around me that was moving
past, propelling me toward a condensed cluster of fog.

“Not that way!”

Ah, that voice was girly. Bouncy. Purring.
It was Seriah’s. Seriah didn’t want me to go there? Then that was
where I’d go!

“Please, don’t let her!” Seriah implored
some unseen person. “You know as well as I that she shouldn’t go
with him!”

“Him? Who’s him?”

A dry cackle filled the black. “Don’t listen
to her, lass. You know I won’t harm you. That-a-girl. Breathe.
Breathe.”

 


“Hah?!” The dark space ceded as my eyes
snapped open.

“That-a-girl,” said Croix again. “Olté,
she’s coming around.”

“Cripes, Squeak! How can you sleep at a time
like – mbfmf!”

Kinamo’s irkingly flawless face was visible
for but a moment before Olté’s hand smothered it away.

“Ash!” Olté’s hands were on my collar,
patting my cheeks, feeling my forehead. “Say something, will
you?”

“Hey,” I croaked, like dust.

“Ho!” Olté grinned devilishly. “What a
voice! It’s silky. It’s melodic. It’s –”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

Olté continued to grin at himself for his
lame joke, but when he realized concern hadn’t yet gone from him,
he pushed my hair away from my temple and peered at me with
mismatched eyes. “Are you okay?” His neck apple bobbed.

My heart kicked. Shaking it away, I nodded.
“I feel okay. Just confused. Uhn. Where are we?”

With his help, I sat up and took in our
surroundings. We were no longer in the agitor. We were in woods
again, but woods that were more mature than the previous ones.
These timbers stretched far into the sky and allowed in only a
small amount of light. It was chilly beneath the crown of leaves.
Dark, too. And noisy. Birdcalls and shifting limbs and rustling
earth set an eerie backdrop to the place.

Kinamo watched me with a wrinkled nose.
Croix was near him, squatted, eyeing Olté and me.

“Where’s Seriah?” I asked. “Where’s the
agitor?”

“Squeak’s brother wrecked it! We cannot
believe he wrecked our only chances of – ECK!”

Olté’d picked a stick from the ground and
sent it flying end over end at the space between Kinamo’s shoulder
and ear. “Can it,” warned Olté.

Wow. That was great! My heart kicked a
little more.

Croix gloated over Kinamo’s misfortune. It
seemed everyone else had discovered what I already knew. That
Keenis was completely and utterly infuriating.

“What really happened?” I said, confident
that Kinamo’s explanation was far from truth.

Olté shrugged. “I wrecked it.”

“Eh?!”

“Naw, he did the best he could. Was the
trees what did it,” said Croix. “At least he managed to shake ‘em
off before then. Viley and Ben, I mean.”

“So you know them? The people that were
chasing us?”

Croix picked at the dirt between his
crouched feet. “You could say that. Well, knew them would be
a bit more accurate.” He made a face. “Who knows if they survived
that crash, and all . . .”

“Seriously?!” That was hardly an ‘and all’
situation! Those people could’ve died? Because of me?! Croix didn’t
seem that broken up about it, though. And for that matter, neither
did Olté.

“Don’t worry about it, Ash. It’s more
important that you’re okay,” he said.

No, that wasn’t more important. Sigh. I’d
have to let it go for now. “I told you,” I said, mouth stern.
“I’m all right. But what about him?” I flung a hand at
Kinamo. “Sounded like you were getting pretty pummeled back there,
Keeny.”

All that did was give Kinamo the invitation
he needed to focus all attention on himself.

“Truly it is as you say!” he began to crow.
“Kinamo awoke with a bruise upon his porcelain face! The Maker of
the stars above shall never forgive –”

But he was ordered to “STOP!”

Croix raised a brow in my direction.

Huh? Oh. That was because the outburst had
come from me. Hah. On second thought, I couldn’t just let it go.
There was a chance I’d caused something like death, and I wasn’t a
big enough person to let it go without releasing a little rage.

“Don’t dare tell Us to stop, little sexless
Squeak. We will –”

“THIS IS YOUR LAST WARNING, WEENY! IF YOU
DON’T START SPEAKING NORMALLY, YOU’RE GETTING FED TO THE RESIDENTS
OF THIS FOREST!”

My voice echoed shrilly through the thicket.
Whoops. Perhaps that was a bit much.

“Kinamo did not –”

“You heard her, maggot,” said Croix.
“Enough.”

“Kinamo did not . . . uh . . . WE did not
–”

“Save it,” said Olté.

Yeah, save it!

That was what I wanted to feel, anyway, but
I couldn’t. Kinamo’s expression was peculiar. Like a frustrated
toddler that couldn’t get the words out. I saw it and I couldn’t
help but treat him with care. It had been unfair of me to blow up
at him. Sigh again.

“What is it, Keener?” I said, despite my
better instincts. “Spit it out.”

He glanced down at me with lethalness.
Patronization was the last thing he wanted. Regardless, he mumbled,
“It’s that We didn’t mean to. It’s habit. Okay, Squeak? I don’t
intend to go back on our deal. We . . .” He shook his head.
“I will try.”

“Fair,” I said.

“Try harder, mate,” said Croix. “Or I’ll
take up Lil Sis’ threat.”

Kinamo kicked a stump.

Olté said nothing to all of this, for he was
studying a slip of paper.

“What’s –” I started.

Olté shoved the paper into his pocket.
“Okay,” he said. “Now that you’re up, we have to get moving.
Seriah’s ahead of us. She said she’d set up camp between hamlets
Jappon and Brazlee. If we leave now, we’ll get there by middle
evening.”

So that’s where she’d been. “She left by
herself? Is that safe?”

“Seriah can hold her own,” said Croix.

Olté agreed, “She’s capable. And
intelligent.”

It stung.

Intelligent, huh? Intelligent Seriah.

“We’re continuing on foot?” I asked.
“There’s no hope of repairing the agitor?”

“Naw,” said Croix. “It might even be better
this way. Won’t have to worry bout the markers, will we? Besides,
we left that mess of metal ages ago.”

As there was no sign of the agitor’s
remains, it had to be true, but if we’d left it ‘ages ago’ and I’d
just woken up . . .

“You guys carried me?” How embarrassing!

“Your bro hogged you for the most part. He
only let us take over when he needed a break.”

“Even you, Weeny?”

“Hmph.” Kinamo stuck up his nose.

“S-sorry!” I tipped my head to each of them.
“Sorry for the inconvenience!”

“Hell! It’s not like you’ve grown at all in
the last five years, Squeak. Carrying you was a task that required
no skill.”

Olté actually laughed at that one.

“H-hey!” I sulked. “Psh. Whatever. I have
too grown.”

Olté offered me a hand and pulled me to my
feet, but when I rose, he caught me around the waist. “I’ll carry
you more if you’d like,” he whispered.

“I’m fine! Geesh. I can walk, all right?” My
face was hot from his teasing. To make matters worse, Croix was
shrewdly observing us again. THAT was troublesome.

Thankfully, Olté also noticed. He tried to
recover by spurting off some nonsense, “Guess it’s a little weird
to play prince and princess with you now that we’re at this age.
Unnatural, right? Eh-heh-heh.”

Good. Maybe he’d take his own advice and
start being more careful.

 


It’s difficult to look back on those days
and not get lost in regret. I wish sometimes, late at night, when
I’m alone with my thoughts, that I might go back and indulge. At
all times, I crave his touch. I want him near. I want to be dropped
into those memories and take advantage of the time we had then.

The time we no longer have.

 


From my waking spot, we travelled on,
through the woods that were mostly unchanging. The dirt road – the
track, as Olté called it – was nowhere to be found. We’d
strayed pretty far from it during our high-speed chase with the
persons who may or may not have died.

I promised myself not to dwell on that
tidbit, no matter how difficult it was.

After twenty minutes, I found that Olté had
been totally serious in his offer to carry me. I tripped on some
debris or other, and after catching me mid-fall he attempted a
hoist. I protested, of course. There was no way I’d let him carry
me all that way. I wasn’t an invalid! Plus, the thought of his arms
around me like that . . .

Gah!

I was entirely too excitable.

The forest crunched beneath our feet. The
birdcalls resounded above our heads. And forest creatures scattered
in the distance ahead of us, clearing a path for us to walk
through. Aside from a few squirrels, we saw nothing of
significance. Not that squirrels were really all that
significant.

At first, I worried that we might encounter
some human dweller, but Olté assured me we hadn’t crossed into any
hamlets. The space was wide between hither and yon. Hither being
outskirts of the Westercentral Hamlets; yon being the next batch
where Seriah waited. Olté tried to describe roughly where we were.
For a person with less than two years’ experience working with
Histo, he sure seemed to know a lot about the setup of their
domain.

There was still much I needed to ask him.
About his time spent as a ‘watcher’ and about the inner workings of
the group that had basically held me captive the whole of my life.
There were other topics I wanted to raise too, obviously, but I
figured it would be inappropriate to discuss his relationship with
Seriah, and just how far he’d taken the charade, in front of
Kinamo and Croix.

Speaking of whom . . .

While Kinamo had remained next to silent
after the fierce reprimand I’d given him, Croix was in the
chattiest of moods. His hyperactivity was back full swing. Worse,
he seemed to be focusing most of that energy on me. He made sure to
keep pace with me even when Olté got ahead. Most of the time he
spent whistling or singing jingles I didn’t know, induced by our
surroundings: “A dangling limb? Lady Gust got the best of that one!
Blow, Lady, blow . . .” Or: “Rain’s in the air. Whispering through
the trees. Dancing on the sky. Rain’s drenching the
milkmannnn!”

The situation would have been fine, if only
I’d felt distinctly about him. But therein lay the problem.
I didn’t know what to think of the newcomer. Entire hours would
pass where he’d seem normal – a chum, even – and during those times
I found him agreeable; I liked being around him and was intrigued
by his uniqueness, no matter how strangely he stared at me. But
then, every so often, I’d get this feeling. The unannounced feeling
of being in peril would last only a moment, but leave a residual
mark against my chest. I knew not from where it came; only that it
was there and that it was, in some way, a result of Croix.

Determined to get to the bottom of it, I
decided that my time, while on hike, would be best spent
sleuthing.

“Croix?” I implored him while he bobbed his
head to a song I couldn’t hear. “There’s something I want to ask
you. You know when you called me Isa-”

“It’s getting cool, eh, lass?” Croix,
feeling no guilt over interrupting me, closed his eyes and allowed
the wind to run past his collar. The fabric flitted briefly before
settling back into place.

“It is, but –”

“Need anything from your pack?” He had my
parents’ market sack slung over his shoulder. He’d been carrying
that and several others for most of the day.

“No, I’m fine. Thanks. Like I was saying
–”

He leaned in. “Nothing heavy, now, mind you.
Not in front of Samson.”

“Uh, Samson?”

“That one there.” Croix gestured to Kinamo,
who was walking sluggishly with hands in his pockets. “Big bro
doesn’t seem too fond of him, eh? Why do you gather that is?”

“Because he’s an ass?”

“Ah. And here I thought it had something to
do with your engagement to the bloke. Thought maybe your brother .
. . Naw. Never you mind. Isaac engaged to Samson. That’s nilly in
its own right, don’t you think?”

“Um, actually, that’s what I was going to
ask you about. Croix, why do you call me ‘Isaac’?”

“Now, now, eager pup, I can’t tell you all
that right now.” He thought a moment. “Hm. I surmise I could
show you this, though.” He lifted up the side of his shirt.

He and Olté had both changed from the
one-piece jumpsuits they’d worn the day before. I was glad. That
look was nerdy.

“Your hand, lass.”

“Hm?”

Croix didn’t wait for me to give it to him.
Instead, he snatched it up in his revived parts and pulled it to
his abdomen.

“Eh?!” My mouth released a proclamation of
surprise. I wasn’t really attracted to him, per se, but it
was the first time I’d felt a man’s bare stomach, and my own had
done a leap in response. His flesh was solid and toned, and at
first I thought he’d just wanted me to feel the muscles behind his
warm skin.

“Ah. You are chilly,” he said. “Called as
much.”

“So what if I am?” I tried to pull away, but
Croix held my hand there. “Let go, Croix! Okay? Let go.”

“CROIX!” At the sound of my distress, Olté
had twisted around only to see an unpleasant sight. “Croix!” he
yelled again. “What rubbish is this?”

“What’s it look like, mate? I’m teaching
your sister a thing or two about –”

Olté shoved his hand into his back pocket
and appeared to be on the verge of unsheathing something. I
expected it might be a weapon. I was probably right, for he
threatened, “If you don’t want to lose another finger, I advise you
let go.”

Croix laughed it off. “Shit, Olté. No need
to get uppity. Just showing her my implant. Swear, you treat her
more like a lover and less like a sister.”

My ‘brother’ might have protested further,
but Croix’s words put him in a bind. He couldn’t let them know our
true relationship. He had to keep the secret at all costs.

“Ugh. Go ahead,” he said after a moment. But
he wasn’t happy about it. His jaw flexed in that way. “But
don’t dare even think about defiling my little sister. I’ll kill
you.”

Croix said nothing to Olté. He just chewed
his lip and moved my hand a little lower so that it was even with
his navel. Then he pressed my fingers into his flesh. That was when
I felt them. Below the surface of his skin there were two small
things. Bump-like raises.

My hand untensed itself. “What the hell are
those?! Like bugs that have burrowed in there or what? Yuck!”

Sella would love it.

Croix cackled at me. It was a deep laugh,
for I felt the muscles of his abdomen flex. My stomach did that
jostle again. Stupid. Was I so inexperienced that any man would do?
If that was the case, I was pathetic.

“It’s not a bug,” he said. “Look
closer.”

Okay . . .

Inspecting a man’s stomach was
uncomfortable, at best. I pushed and poked and neared my face to
his middle. Gauche! But when I saw what he was talking about, my
unease melted. The raises were visible. Two small shapes protruding
from under his skin. One was like a line with a wiggly top across
it. The other like a box.

I was overcome. “I-incredible! What does it
mean?”

“So quick are you to turn from ‘yuck’ to
‘incredible’.” Croix was pleased with the outcome. “They’re
symbols. Letters, if you will. Called Daleth and Mem. Together they
spell Dam.”

“Damn?”

“No, Dam. Meaning ‘blood’. It’s the
sign of my poppa’s flock. The Damfold.”

“Your poppa.” I stole a glance at his metal.
“I see.”

Olté had maintained composure for safety’s
sake, but now that I’d let my guard down, he decided he’d had
enough.

“Ash, stay by me. Croix, keep an eye on the
kid. He keeps falling behind.”

I surveyed the forest behind us. It was
true. Kinamo was pretty far lagging.

“Aye-aye,” said Croix. “Heh. But I’m only
following your orders until we get back to Seriah.” He released my
hand at last and hopped to retrieve Kinamo.

Stern-faced, Olté watched him.

“You really don’t like him at all, huh?” I
said.

Olté shook his head. “Don’t be ridiculous.
He and I are the best of friends.” But as he said that last part,
he started to smile. He must’ve realized how farfetched it
sounded.

“Oh right. Like I believe that.”

“It’s true. We are friends. That
doesn’t mean I trust him. Promise you’ll keep in mind what I said
before. Tell me if he does any other stuff like that.”

“Sure, sure.” Pouting, I added, “You know,
it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t left me behind with
him.”

“Oh? Is that what you think? Actually, picky
princess, I was taking the front watch so that if there was any
danger ahead, I’d be able to protect you from it.”

“Ah. And now?”

He looked to the tree cover forebodingly. “I
worry there might be more danger at our backs.”

 


He was right. He usually is.

 


By the time we reached our destination,
middle evening had arrived. As it turned out, capable,
intelligent Seriah had fared well. A round bubble of a tent
was set up in a cleared out part of forest. In front of it she’d
set her disc into a stand. It was projecting what felt and looked
like a small fire. That technology in itself was amazing, but I
couldn’t marvel over it too long; for when I saw that she’d also
prepared a supper of stew, I couldn’t help feeling sour.

“Just great,” I mumbled.

“Did you say something, bobbin?”

Bobbin? Was that better than ‘pet’?
Or worse?

“I said, ‘it’s great’! Thanks for your hard
work, Seriah.”

“But of course! It’s only natural to prepare
food for my hardworking Bun and his kin.” Her voice went flat –
“And you can eat as well,” she disdainfully told Croix and
Kinamo.

“Gee thanks,” said Kinamo. Croix cackled,
Seriah frowned, and together we sat to enjoy a meal. Well, ‘enjoy’
was a bit of a stretch. In truth, it was extremely not fun.

Seriah fretted over Olté while I sat across
the faux fire from them, smack-dab in between Croix and Kinamo, and
watched. I couldn’t decide which was worse – seeing her with her
hands all over him, or watching Olté’s internal struggle display
itself through his pained eyes and twitching jaw. After a while, I
had to shift away. I forced myself to be interested in the contents
of my bowl. But when those were gone, I had no choice but to pay
attention to the couple once more.

“On foot has its advantages,” Seriah was
saying. “We won’t be read by markers. But then again, we won’t be
able to go on track either. If we were to be discovered, there’d be
no chance of getting away. Unfortunately, we won’t be able to keep
to the forest because the neutral ground ends at the Brazlee
Ambitus. After our little chase they’ll have sent others.
Therefore, infiltration into Brazlee is our only choice. The only
problem will be entering without the agitor. I’ll try fiddling with
the remote in the meantime to see if I can fool it into reading
some of the dead waves.”

“But is the Brazlee Ambitus even intact
anymore?” said Croix.

“Well, there’s always that. I haven’t
personally been to Brazlee, so I haven’t a clue. Either way, we
shouldn’t count on it. I’ll attempt wave configuration just in
case.”

The more Seriah spoke, the more
‘intelligent’ and ‘capable’ she came off. Wonderful. Just freaking
wonderful.

Sickened by my own jealousy, I stood.
“Bathroom.” To my annoyance, Kinamo copied with a,

“Me too.”

“Um, I think not. Wait your turn, Weeny.” I
could see it vividly – a few perfect moments of guiltless moping –
and it didn’t include him. Sulking would lose all purpose if he
were there!

But that dream wasn’t meant to be.

Seriah looked up from her disc. “Tut-tut!
Don’t be absurd, pet. What would happen if a wolf were to nab you
now?” She giggled. “Why, that would be irony at its best! No, no,
no. Someone must go with you.”

Taking that as his cue, Olté started up.
Seriah, who had no intention of letting him go, leaned into his
arm.

“Not you, Bun. I’ll need your help reviving
the dead waves.”

“But I’m her broth-”

“Ah, I surmise I’ll go then?” offered
Croix.

“I’m fine by myself.” I didn’t need
Croix or anyone else to babysit me.

Seriah shook her head. Her taupe tresses
sprang to and fro.

“See, Squeak? They won’t let you go alone.
And seeing as I truly do need to relieve myself, it would make the
most sense for Kinamo –”

“FINE.” I agreed just so that he wouldn’t
fall into that annoying habit again.

“Stick to the other side of those trees,”
ordered Olté.

“Uh, excuse you but I need at least a little
privacy, Bro.”

“Heh. Lass has a point.”

“Come on, Weeny.”

He and I left them. We left them to go
frolicking on a dual bathroom break. So much for guiltless moping.
I didn’t stop storming until the small flame was nothing more than
a dash of blaze in the distance.

“Don’t you think this is far enough?” said
Kinamo. “They said it’s dangerous out here.”

That might have been, but I wasn’t
concerned. Frustrated, I sought outlet; and with misplaced ire, I
turned on him. “How are you even okay with all of this!?”

“Hm?” He folded his arms.

“This. As in, everything. Something’s
not right. The others might not see it, but you can’t fool me! I
mean, seriously, you expect me to believe you were just fine
leaving behind everyone from school and your family and going along
with strangers? Yeah right!”

“You did the same thing.”

“Yeah, but I had a reason! I left so that I
could . . . well, never mind. But I assure you, it’s because I have
something I’m fighting for. You, on the other hand, just went on a
whim. And you don’t seem to be having any sort of trouble coping at
all! What the bejesus is wrong with you?!”

Kinamo laughed a dangerous-sounding laugh.
“You have no idea, Squeak.” He laughed again, and I was so put off
that I had to swallow. My lashing spirit was replaced by one of
uneasiness. “I left with reasons greater than you can imagine!” he
continued. “It is because I am destined for great things that I was
able to cast aside my old life! Things greater than you have ever
known!”

“Kinamo?”

But he wasn’t letting up. “God told Us, you
see! The Maker told Kinamo that he has a plan for –”

“Ahem!” I had to stop him before it
got out of hand. “You were doing okay for a while there. You know,
with the talking like a sane person and all.”

Kinamo scowled. “We cannot help it,
despicable woman! When We think of the greatness the Maker has in
store for Us, We get filled with –”

“Urine. You’re filled with urine,” I said.
“Now hurry up and relieve yourself and then we’re going back. I
just needed a little break from that atmosphere, but I think this
atmosphere is actually worse, so . . .”

“Break?” Kinamo’s ears had perked at that
one.

Oops.

“No, it’s nothing,” I said. “I
misspoke.”

But Kinamo’s hand was already on my
throat.

“Tell Us,” he said, squeezing, “why
Squeak would need a break. Is it because there was something she
did not like about that situation? Is it because she is hiding
something?”

His hand tightened even further. Scary! How
could I not have seen this coming? I should have expected he’d use
the opportunity to get back at me for mouthing off to him! This
time, however, there was hope. I wasn’t against anything like a
wall, so wiggling away would be much more plausible than it had
been in the schoolhouse. Sure enough, with only a little
maneuvering, I managed to spin my body and drop out of his grip. He
retaliated by hooking me around the neck and holding me against his
groin.

“Tell US!” he huffed into my ear.

Right. Even if I wanted to speak, that
position didn’t allow for free usage of my vocal cords. While I
kicked at his shins and wiggled and fought, Kinamo held me
steadfast. His forearm shook against my throat, choking off any air
that wanted to move in or out. Then, without warning, he simply let
go.

He’d released me? I fell to the ground
coughing.

“You okay, Squeak?” he said, strangely
subdued.

I wasn’t.

“Are . . . you . . . insane?” I panted.

“Kinamo’s mistake.” He scrutinized me
stupidly. “We might have gone too far.”

“NO! Well, yes, you did! But NO – there is
no ‘WE’ or ‘US’! There’s only you! ARGH! Why can’t you get that
through your crazy skull!?”

He continued to appear dumb. He wasn’t
really paying attention to me at all. He was contemplating
something. “Violent. That’s what she said before. Although I agreed
not to become violent, I became violent? Why . . .? Why would I . .
.?”

I was recuperated and on fire. “Because you
can’t control yourself!” I jabbed him in the chest with a finger of
accusation. “You can’t remain normal!”

“I can’t?”

Was he seriously that disconnected from
himself?!

He shook his head. “Aw, hell. Enough Ashlin,
you know I was just messing around.”

“No. This is your last warning. Keep the
crazy under wraps. If you don’t, I’ll tell Olté and Croix and even
that floozy Seriah all about your tendencies! Got it?!”

I was too preoccupied to notice that we were
being way noisier than we should have. “Hey!” From the distant
blaze, Croix’s voice reached us where we were. “What’s it you’re
squabbling about? Why not alert every Historian to our location
while you’re at it?”

Whoops.

“Yeah, keep it down, Squeak.”

“Shut up.” That was the last thing I needed
to hear from the cad. I ventured to find a private place to pee,
but he filched my elbow.

“Let me see,” he said. And before I could do
anything against it, he tipped my head toward the canopy with his
knuckle and inspected my neck. It was too dark for him to see much,
though. “It hurts?”

“Of course it does, idiot!”

“Oh,” he said. Slow. Thoughtful.
“Condolences.” Then he left me standing there. I watched his shadow
move toward the blaze.

Unbelievable. Absolutely unbelievable! I
couldn’t figure that guy out! I’d been certain, at one time, that
his insanity was all an act. Then he’d convinced me that it was
habit, like the impulsivity of a spoiled brat. But now he had me
thinking he really had issues. Did he? And if he did, how severe
were they? How deeply did his imperfections run?

He was such a frustrating creature! Always
he’d been that way, but it seemed like the closer we got to each
other, the more dangerous he was becoming. What if he snapped
again? Would he . . . kill me? Was he capable of something like
murder!?

“Ash?” This time Olté’s voice was the one to
reach me. In a flash – possibly faster than I’d ever moved before –
I pulled my pants to their proper place.

“Ech! J-just a sec!”

“Ash?”

It was just in time. The crunch of Olté’s
feet, which I’d been too distracted to hear before, rounded the
tree I was currently squatted in front of.

“What’s the big idea?!” I seethed. “Hello!
Bathroom!”

“I figured you were dawdling. Didn’t want
you out here alone. Finished?”

I rolled my eyes. Stupid Olté. That’d been
hazardously close.

“Here.” He handed me a small silver case.
“It’s a military-grade toiletries kit. There should be dry soap and
flossing string and stuff in there.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

“And I set your sleeping sack next to mine.
Hope that’s okay.” His face showed embarrassment, even through the
dark of covered night.

Sleeping . . . next to him? Meaning within
touching distance? The thought of it made my chest flutter, but
because I didn’t want to have that sort of reaction so easily, I
covered it with mockery. “It’s fine with me, but won’t
Seriah care?”

“Ho there!” He feigned offense. “Why do you
gotta say her name like that? We couldn’t do this without her – you
understand that, right?”

I understood. And once again, I felt
terrible for feeling animosity towards her.

“And besides,” said Olté, humored. “She’ll
be sleeping on my other side.”

“Grand. Try not to look so pleased about it,
perv. And who’s on my other side?” Neither of the remaining options
was desirable.

“No one. You’re against the wall.” He got
that part right, at least. “Shall we?” he said.

In the dead of cricket-filled night, I was
feeling a mesh of annoyance and jealousy and guilt over the whole
Seriah situation. Fear was there, too. Fear that Kinamo was sicker
than I’d ever anticipated. I also felt confusion regarding Croix.
Unwarranted distrust? And lastly, there was an awareness of how
inconsequential I was in this outside, much bigger world. I was so
small in a world that wasn’t bordered. All of these things mixed
together and weighed upon my conscience that cricket-sung night.
Still, the thought of being inches away from a sleeping, vulnerable
Olté . . .

Turned out to be nothing special. My legs
were exhausted from their long jaunt through the woods. Even if my
mind wanted to stay up and savor the situation, my body forced
itself asleep nearly as soon as it hit the blanket. I was out even
before Olté settled in next to me.

But there was a time, somewhere between dark
and gray, where I felt a kiss on my forehead. My skin remembered
those lips. They’d been there before. They’d kissed me the same way
before. Protectively. Tenderly. Almost like a real brother’s
kiss.

No . . . that wasn’t the sort of kiss I
wanted from him.

I wanted something much more. I wanted . .
.

. . .

With the dawn came a rapid teardown of our
campsite. Plans had been solidified during my bathroom break the
previous night, and plans were to break into another commune’s
domain. Hamlet Brazlee was our next destination.

Even though I expected we wouldn’t be
allowed to interact with any of the residents, I was excited to
tread their land. To maybe steal a look into the world of our
different-ancestored brethren. They were like me: Held captive by
their society’s rules. Separated from the rest of humanity. False
remnants.

I couldn’t wait. I really couldn’t wait to
see the place where they lived.

“Don’t get your hopes up too high, Lil Sis.”
Croix’s warning came abruptly in the midst of my happy
daydreaming.

“Hm?”

“You’re giddy. Just don’t want you getting
needlessly disappointed.”

“Uh –”

And then he trotted away, humming. That was
weird.

The day was bright, and after walking no
more than an hour, the trees began to thin and let in some of the
outside light. It shone against the ground in fuzzy patterns,
helped by the healthy jade leaves. Various bird songs I recognized
from home filled the area, and there were also some I didn’t know.
Croix knew them all, and frequently mimicked them through his
teeth. The ambiance was wild. Never had my men’s hiking boots
gotten such use. Never had my calves bulged like a boy’s. Never had
I felt so rugged.

Seriah, on the other hand, remained feminine
throughout. She was tough and able, but her steps were easier than
mine. She maintained balance and poise, and while I hated to admit
it, she fit in well at Olté’s side.

Like yesterday, Kinamo stayed to the back.
He hadn’t said a word to me since our encounter the previous night.
Or maybe it was that he hadn’t said a word to anybody. He was
either deep in deliberation about what had happened, or having
unruly conversations in his head. Both were frightening
possibilities, and since I didn’t want to chance a quarrel with the
loon, I kept to myself or joined Croix in conversation. I felt no
wariness about the tattooed man today, probably because he’d yet to
probe me with that checkered stare of his. Good. I hoped it would
stay that way.

We kept on, in a caravan, and eventually
something began to happen as we made our way to Brazlee. The
terrain slowly changed from towering deciduous forest to
long-grassed plain, and the ground became scattered with holes. At
the bases of trees. Near the bouts of thicket. Many rabbits
inhabited these parts. And also something else.

“Mongooses,” explained Croix when we came
upon one of the weasel-like monsters. As we intruded upon its
hiding patch, it lit from the prairie and into the safety of one of
the holes.

“Cute!” sang Seriah.

Hmph. I’d have expected her to fear small
furries like those.

“And what about snakes?” Croix asked.

“Hm?”

“I noticed the mongoose didn’t make your
skin crawl, so I was wondering about snakes.”

“I don’t mind them. Actually, I probably
like them. I used to catch them with my cousin. Now, she on the
other hand, has a weird infatuation with all things scaly.”

“That so?” said Croix. It was like he was
waiting for something.

“You don’t happen to have a snake somewhere
on there, do you?” I pointed to his arm.

“As a matter o’ fact, Lil Sis, I do,
wouldn’t you know.”

So I was right. He’d brought it up just to
show me. Yet my curiosity for diverse things kept me from being
cynical. Despite myself, I blurted,

“Really?! Can I see?”

He laughed a cackle and threw his arm over
his head. “Lookie, lass.” He placed a finger on the inside of his
bicep and drew it towards his armpit. The snake was hidden between
a naked branch and a large triangle-like symbol. “The back end
continues across my chest. I’ll show you sometime if you’d like.
Big bro wouldn’t be too enthused about me baring myself to you
again, so we’ll have to wait ‘til he’s not around.”

Without meaning to, I let my hand travel to
the snake’s mouth. Between its fangs it held a fruit that looked
somewhat like an apple.

“The forbidden fruit,” I muttered.

It was only a speculation, yet it hit Croix
with shock. “What did you say?!”

“Forbidden fruit?”

“Exactly right!” He studied me with
disbelief. “How’d you –?”

“Hm? Oh, it just reminded me of that poem,
you know. An old woman in our commune used to say it. Her name was
Sellmana.”

“Poem?”

“Uh, let’s see . . . how did it go? Oh,
right.” I took a breath –

 


“In times of old, when time first spun, a
woman stitcher stole the sun.

She knit it into pieces great. She fed it to
her husband late.

The sun transformed from light to fruit, and
with the night did evil root.

Forbidden fruit of knowledge rotten. Once
is tasted, never forgotten.”

 


“By the breath, you are Isaac,” whispered
Croix. He halted brashly, took my shoulders in both hands, and
placed his forehead to mine. “I will protect your innocence until
the day envisaged.”

My innocence? I was anything but innocent. I
was an imposter, stringing him and Seriah along for my own selfish
reasons. If he only knew my true relationship with Olté. The things
I thought. The desires I had. The lies I’d told. No, I wasn’t
innocent. If that was what it meant to be Isaac, then I was no
Isaac.

“Croix? The others are . . .” Seriah and
Olté hadn’t noticed, and were slowly getting ahead. Kinamo saw and
gave us a bemused gander before treading past.

Croix removed his forehead and gazed
longingly into my eyes. “I am yours, sublime Isaac. I’ll not let
Samson or Bathsheba or any other person defile you. The day to
cleanse our blood is nigh.”

“Your blood?” I said, low. “Croix, please
tell me what you’re talking about.”

“I’ll do you one better, Isaac. I’ll show
you the state my veins have gone, and you’ll know.” Still holding
my gaze, he held a finger to his mouth. “Later.”

“Uh . . . sure?” I didn’t know what else to
say.

Croix beckoned me to return with him to the
others. Seriah and Olté still hadn’t noticed we’d gone. Something
like self-pity glimmered in my gut. I pushed it away. We kept on
for another few hours. The trees continued to change. The moved to
the left and congregated there, forming a zigzagging tree line. The
forest thrived over there, but our path was only grass. Gold grass
that swayed under the influence of the wind. That same wind was at
my back, ever pushing me towards Olté. Still, the elements remained
on my side. Still, the elements wanted us together.

“Stop!” Seriah said. It came out of nowhere.
“Go any further and you’ll pass out,” she warned Olté, who was
still at her side. She tucked her hair properly behind her ear and
checked the disc in her hand. “I can confirm that the Ambitus is
powered.”

“Unexpected,” mused Olté. At my
elaboration-seeking expression, he added, “We weren’t sure it would
be running, given that Hamlet Brazlee is a Desolic.”

“Desolic?”

“You’ll see.” Then he turned to Seriah. “Can
you fix it?”

She could. And she did. It took her no more
than ten minutes.

“Aaaaand done!”

“That’s our Seriah!” cheered Croix.

‘Our Seriah’ was resourceful.

“It was nothing.” She fanned away his
praise. I couldn’t tell if she was being falsely humble or genuine.
Either way, it was annoying.

“All right,” she said. “Since we’ll be using
the dead waves floating around to trick the Ambitus into thinking
we’re a registered agitor, we must huddle together. Our mass won’t
match the required mass, obviously, but I’m hoping to compensate by
coding the dead waves with false information. Essentially, we’ll
help the waves along as much as possible. Here’s another thing.
While the Desolic Ambiti aren’t regularly monitored by watchers,
there’s a chance the central offices will be on the lookout for
strange activity. I’m going to wait an appropriate amount of time
and then trip the next marker from here. True, it will cue them in
to our approximate location, BUT it’ll also make it look as though
we grazed the Brazlee Ambitus before carrying on to the next
marker. They won’t expect us to have entered Brazlee.” She fluffed
the bottom of her hair. “So what do you think?”

Olté mulled it over. “Yeah, I mean, you’re
the expert, so as long as you can make the mass match, we should be
okay, right?”

Croix agreed, “I see no objections.”

“Perfect. Give me a moment to input the
false mass.”

I took the opportunity to raise to Olté the
objection I’d been too self-conscious to raise in front of
Seriah.

“I don’t really understand what she’s
talking about, and it seems like an all right plan if everything
goes perfectly . . .”

“But?” Olté’s eyes twinkled. “Come on, out
with it.”

“But . . .” I let it out, muted so that she
wouldn’t hear. “But won’t they suspect anything!? If the markers or
whatever can be activated from the surrounding markers, won’t they
anticipate something like that!?”

Olté shook his head. “No, spazzy. Seriah’s
the only one of us with the codes and ability to do something like
that, and they’ll NEVER think that she’s working with us ‘rogues’,
so they won’t think of the possibility that the markers have been
tampered with.”

“So why wouldn’t they ever think she’s
working against them? And how do they know you aren’t forcing her
to con-doodle the markers at gunpoint or something?”

“You know about guns?”

“Sure I do.” I shrugged. “They’re in books
all the time. But that’s besides the point.”

“Ah. Of course. Anyways, if we were forcing
her to confuse the markers, there are emergency codes she could
leave on the waves. Don’t worry, Ash. For all logical purposes,
it’ll look like it’s meant to – like we grazed a malfunctioning
Ambitus before continuing on.”

Hm. I guess if Olté believed in her . . .
“Okay. Fine then. You didn’t answer my other question, though.
Why’s she the only one with the codes? And why would they never
think she’s working with you guys?”

Olté cocked his head. “Oh, didn’t I tell you
yet?”

“Tell me what?”

“Seriah’s the Curator’s second daughter.
After her older sister, she’s next in line to become Curator
herself.”

“EH!?” The Curator? As in – as Croix had
said – ‘the man in charge of this wholesome operation’? Seriah was
the daughter of someone like that?! No way! But there wasn’t time
to pry.

“Okay, everyone! Gather around!” The to-be
Curator ordered us over. I saw her in a new light. Not only capable
and intelligent and resourceful, but important too.

A twang of jealousy hit my fragile ego.

We stood in a tight group, just on the other
side of the unseen Ambitus. Seriah swiped the symbols on her pad. A
short countdown later, and there was a burst of blue alike the one
we’d seen leaving home. It wasn’t as brilliant in the daytime, but
it was still apparent, searing but contained.

“Now!”

Seriah’s girlish cry sent us charging at the
invisible rim. When we reached the blue light, the air was filled
with static. It sent not only the hair of my head, but the hair of
my arms and neck, too, away from my body. My arm brushed Olté’s and
sparked. Exhilarating! We barreled through and came out on the
other side, unscathed. Well, mostly unscathed.

My knees gave a wobble.

“Ash?” Olté caught my back.

“I’m fine,” I lied. Truthfully, though, my
skin held a slight wet chill.

“Let me know if it starts, okay?” he spoke
into my ear. “You’ve been doing good out here so far, but your
body’s had a toll, so . . .”

I nodded. I wouldn’t let my weakness take
over no matter how tired I grew.

“You guys find a place to stay,” said
Seriah. “I’ll remain here and trip the marker before rejoining
you.”

“How long will you give it?” asked Olté,
hands still on my back.

Seriah returned to her disc. “An hour. I’ll
find you in an hour. Stick to the residential district.”

Residential district? But wouldn’t we easily
be spotted there? I waited for someone to raise that terribly
obvious point, but no one spoke against it. None of the Historians
were worried we’d be seen?

Weird.

Seriah continued, “The cameras won’t work,
but stick out of their usual path, just in case. Oh, and try to
find something with cover, won’t you? There should be buildings. It
hasn’t been in Desolic status for that long.”

Buildings? We were going to stay in a
building? But . . . what about . . .

“Eh-” Croix appeared uneasy. “It’ll be all
right for ‘em, won’t it? To be around that stuff?” Judging by his
gesticulation, he was speaking of Olté, Kinamo, and me.

Seriah bobbed her head. “It doesn’t travel
that way. They’ll be fine,” she said. “Get on with it, Croix!”

“Righto,” said Croix, saluting. “Come along
then, Lil Sis. You too, maggot.”

Kinamo growled. Such a fitting nickname. I
stifled a grin. Then I moved to bid Olté adieu. But Seriah had
other plans, and surprisingly for once they didn’t include hogging
Olté.

“You can go with them, Bun. You know the
layout of cameras better than Croix,” she said.

Olté, equally surprised, caught my eye
without her seeing. “Are you sure?” he said, and smirked. Seriah
didn’t notice; she was too engrossed in her disc.

“Mmhmm,” she hummed.

I soon found out what the leer was for. As I
swiveled to hide my glee at her decision, Olté caught me around the
waist and hoisted me into his arms.

“H-hey!” I protested.

“Ah, ah, ah, sister dear,” he scolded
playfully. “It’s imperative you preserve your strength.”

“Good call, Bun,” Seriah said half-heartedly
while still lost in her configurings.

Ridiculous. I felt utterly ridiculous being
picked up that way! But it was for only a moment. For after a
moment, I became lost in Olté’s mismatched stare. I became lost in
the feeling of his arms supporting me. I felt small like that,
scooped by him. My charming outcast. My charming . . .

“Squeak the invalid,” said Kinamo in
passing.

Olté gave a snort.

No!

“Put me down,” I hissed. And this
time I kicked until he complied. “Geesh. You’re such a goon,” I
said, reserved.

He found the whole thing amusing. “And
you’re such a spaz,” he said.

“Psh.” I hid my face that was turning red,
and realized that we weren’t making way into any sort of tree
cover. We were heading directly across a field, and had even come
into sight of a downtrodden windmill. “Wait,” I said, stopping,
“won’t they see us!?”

Olté shook his head.

“Care to explain?” I pushed.

“We won’t be seen,” Olté said slowly,
“because Brazlee is empty. No one lives there anymore. That’s what
it means to be a Desolic.”

“It’s . . . empty? Why?”

 


I should have seen it. Looking back, I know
it was obvious. But my mind wasn’t set up to think of things like
that. My mind was too closed to pick up on the obvious. Maybe my
earlier mistakes are what drive me to further expand my mind. Maybe
regret is what forces enlightenment. Maybe.

 


That was when I learned the truth about
Desolics. And what a despairing truth it was.

Desolics were Purité hamlets that had died
out. For one reason or another, those peoples had ceased to exist.
They had maintained structure and order, but something had gone
awry, and they were no more.

“I don’t know why,” said Olté, “be it a
sense of comradeship or pity, but it makes me sentimental whenever
I think about them. I was holding off telling you because . . . uh
. . .”

“I’m emotional?” I suggested dryly. But I
was surprised that my nose felt the need to sniffle. Oh. My eyes
were quickly becoming wet, too. The people here had died out. Like
endangered animals, they’d died out.

I understood the full of what that meant as
soon as we entered what had once been Brazlee’s market exchange.
Their town square . . . it was much like ours. It was familiar, but
also sort of surreal. It was to be expected, given that the
communes had been planted at the same time by the same people, but
had evolved separate of one another. Yes, it was to be expected.
But I hadn’t expected it in the least. Some buildings, like the
city hall, were nearly identical except for the way they faced or
the side of the street they were on. And others had alterations of
a different kind. The clinic had a second story; the way signs were
labeled with a language I’d never seen; and the path to the beach
was completely eliminated, for there was no beach to which to be
led.

“Stay this way,” said Olté. “Even if you
think you know where the cameras are, it can be a little tricky
because of the way everything’s moved around. If it helps, remember
this: The cameras are in the exact same places on the map, even if
the buildings are not.”

“Uh . . .” I searched the corners of the
nearby buildings and struggled to imagine where things were
supposed to go.

Olté laughed. “Don’t worry.” He tapped his
temple. “It’s all in here.”

“You know, that’s actually impressive,” I
said. “But just a little.”

“Pfft.” He rolled his eyes. “All righty,
Croix. Where’ll it be? Clinic? At least there’d be cots in there to
sleep on.”

“Fine by me so long as I don’t have to lie
near a stiff.”

“You and the kid go scope it out. Ashlin and
I’ll get some water. The lines won’t be working, but each hamlet’s
got at least one hand pump.”

“Aye-aye. Come then, maggot.”

Kinamo didn’t retaliate. It called my
attention. I hadn’t paid anything in the way of attention to him
since entering the center of town, but now that I did, I saw he was
sporting an expression peculiar in nature. He didn’t necessarily
look scared. It was more like he was concentrating or trying
to figure something out. Self-assessment? Internal strife? I could
only hope.

Or maybe it was something else. Maybe this
deserted commune had affected him just as much as it had affected
Olté. Just as much as it had affected me. We were, after all, of
the same blood.

Blood. Dam.

How was Croix taking it? I searched his
unreadable irises, but found nothing. He didn’t give the impression
of caring one way or the other. Maybe if he were without those
contacts . . . maybe he’d be easier to read.

Olté pointed out a safe route into the
clinic – through the back door – and then he and I set off in the
opposite direction to find the well.

 


Little did I suspect, it was to be the
beginning of our downfall.


Chapter 10: Some Things Are Worth Dying
For

 


What is it about twilight that separates
body from spirit? What is it about the amber glow that sears into
skin hotter than afternoon light? We revert to a primal state when
basked in it. We forget ourselves when touched by it. When we come
under its influence, there’s nothing to be done.

But to run.

It isn’t my fault. I feign innocence. It was
always the elements working for me against me. It was always
amber.

 


“Aha!” Olté yelled. “You SO owe me a pie.
Didn’t I tell you there’d be a well around here?”

“Hm . . . You did indeed tell me that. But
only after being wrong about the first two places. I hardly think
that’s pie worthy. And was it even pie we were betting on? I didn’t
think we’d reached an agreement. Pie seems a bit steep if you ask
me . . .”

Olté laughed. “Guess I’ll settle for
something else then. Geez, never knew you were such a stickler for
rules.” He placed a hand on the pump’s handle and tried to pry it
upwards. It was uncooperative. “Ugh,” he huffed after a moment.
“Won’t budge.” He sized up his competition, “Rusted? No, shouldn’t
be after so little time. Maybe a screw’s jammed or something.”

While he monkeyed with it, I peered into the
distance. The sun was fast sinking. Our search for the pump had
taken longer than originally anticipated, and now the entirety of
Brazlee was painted in an orange light. Soft and warm. But it was
quickly becoming cool. My arms let off a shiver.

I hugged them and strove to rub away the
goose bumps.

“Cold?” Olté glanced up. “Sorry. I’ll try to
hurry. This dang thing is just not wanting to – urgh!” He was
squatted. His hands were dirty. His face was twisted.

“You’ve never looked so manly,” I
teased.

“Har. Har.”

The breeze – birth child to the wind –
danced across my skin. Brrr. I hugged my arms closer. “Olté, do you
still like to garden?” I asked.

“Uh,” – He was distracted – “it’s not that I
don’t. There’s just not a place for it where I live. I do have a
small flowerbox in my apartment, though.”

“Apartment?” I’d read about those. Buildings
with lots of rooms where lots of different people lived together.
“You have one?”

He looked from the pump and wiped his
forehead. “I do. And I’m excited to show you. You’re gonna
flip.”

“Wow,” I said. “There’s so much I don’t
know. About your life and the world you belong to now.” I tried not
to give way to gloom, but gloom came just the same. “It’s like,
you’ve probably done all sorts of crazy stuff, and I’m just me. I’m
the same as always.”

Remaining crouched, he shook his head. “No,
Ash. Didn’t I tell you before? I’m glad you’re the same. It’s
intimidating, but I’m relieved that you’re you still.” He
smiled softly at the pump. “I love that.”

My throat swallowed. He . . . loved
that?

He went on, “All the times I envisioned
returning, I thought about how you might be. How you might have
changed and how you might reject me. It always felt like wishful
thinking that you could be this way. It’s more than I hoped for,
honestly.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say. It was
intense – the way he was speaking to me so earnest and exposed. In
an act of self-defense, I forced an awkward chuckle and again said,
“Oh.”

“Yeah.” He rolled his eyes goofily.
“Oh.”

I stood there, being too aware of every hair
on my body, while he returned to swearing at the pump. The corroded
thing continued to fight. After several more minutes of wrestling,
Olté had enough. He picked up a rock from beside the well, and with
a yell, – “Yah!” – brought it down hard on the handle. There was a
loud clunk and the stuck metal gave way.

“Hah!” sang Olté, triumphant. He looked to
me for some sort of approval.

“You really showed it,” I said, nonchalant.
“Nice job.”

“Sarcasm? Really, Ash? Can’t you at
least pretend to be proud of me?”

“Nope.” But what could I do? Truth was, I
was proud he’d won his fight with the contraption. “Fine, fine,” I
said and fanned at him. “It is impressive, I suppose.”

“But only a little, right?”

“Right.”

His mouth twitched. “Figures.”

Now that the battle was won, I offered a
hand to help him to his feet. At first he just studied my
outstretched limb, and when he finally decided to take me up on the
offer, he didn’t use me to stand. Instead, the imp enclosed my
wrist in his fingers and, with a tug, yanked me to the ground. I
fell unflatteringly onto my butt. “Olté!”

“What? Isn’t that what you wanted? You so
politely offered me your hand. The least I could do was oblige in
assisting you to the ground.”

“Whatever! You’re so lame.” But I was
smiling. He was too. We were both grinning like a pair of
children.

“Okay,” he said. “While I get this thing
going, why don’t you grab the containers from the pack? There
should be six or so.”

I did as he said – the bottles actually
totaled seven – and together we filled them up and returned them to
the bag.

“So,” he said when we were finished, “since
I carried them on the way here, it means you should carry them on
the way back. What do you say? Sounds fair, right?”

“No way! It’s full of water now!”

“Exactly.”

“Jerk.”

“Spazoid.”

We both knew he had no intention of making
me carry it – what with my puny chicken arms and all – but we
pretended to quarrel because it was fun. With giddiness beneath our
flesh, we continued to poke at each other, and when that wore off,
Olté took up the pack and stared into the sunset. The amber was
nearly at its peak. The moment when its influence is strongest.
“Mmm,” he said. As soon as I saw that it had captured his gaze, I
offered it should the same to me. I wanted to match his aura. I
wanted the twilight to find me.

But to do that I had to force stagnancy.

The instant I became still was the instant
it hit me. That was instant my aura matched his. My spirit
immediately saw an opening and attempted to leave my body. Though I
fought to contain it at first, it soon turned futile. My thoughts
became empty under the paralyzing influence of amber. It felt too
good to be disconnected. It was too easy to become lost in the
glow.

Olté was under its influence too. Side by
side we stood, stiff as trunks, and let it coat our skin.

“Seriah asked why I took out my contacts,”
mumbled Olté after a time had passed.

I didn’t shift my eyes from the horizon.
“What did you tell her?” I said.

“That you were feeling homesick and that I
thought seeing something familiar might help.”

“And?”

“She commended me for my sensitivity.”

“Your sensitivity, huh?” The spell of
twilight was strong. It forced my tongue to ramble. “She’s a decent
person,” said my mouth. “I tried to hate her, but even someone as
petty as I couldn’t do it.”

“Hm.”

“It made me realize,” my mouth persisted,
“that she doesn’t deserve what we’ve done. She doesn’t deserve to
be led on and manipulated.”

Olté’s mouth disagreed. “She does,” it
said.

“How can you think that?”

“Because I’m a substitute. That’s all I’ve
ever been. If I weren’t, I might’ve fallen in love with her.” It
stung to hear him admit that, but that was the price to be paid for
amber’s glow of honesty. He went on to elaborate, “Because of my
loneliness it would have been easy to use her the way she’s been
using me: as a replacement for what I really want.”

“A replacement.”

It wasn’t a question, but Olté perceived it
as one. “That should be obvious by now, dummy,” he said. Softly.
Sincerely.

Obvious? Yeah, it was obvious, but I wanted
more than anything to hear him say it. To hear those words
verbalized would be to reach a state of elation I’d only
imagined.

“It’s all for you,” he murmured. “Everything
I’ve done. Everything I’ll do. No sin is greater than the knowing
I’d commit any sin for you. I haven’t had a conventional life, but
I’ve seen enough of the world by now to know: The way I’ve always
felt towards you, it wasn’t something spawned from the
circumstances I was born into. It wasn’t because you were my first
and only friend. It’s because you’re irreplaceable, and because
even after I left that place and met many other people, none of
them were like you. My thoughts were consumed by you every single
day, and still I wanted to think of you more. If we were the only
two people walking the earth – if we were the last of the Maker’s
seeds – I swear I would be happy. I wouldn’t mourn the rest of
them. I wouldn’t even think twice. And the worst part is I know how
wicked that makes me, and I don’t even care.”

The words were powerful, and although his
voice was a hum, they nearly knocked the wind out of me.

“So . . . you’re saying you kind of like me
or something?” I kidded since I wasn’t strong enough not to.

“Of course you’d retort with something smart
like that after I bare my soul to you.” The mid-portion of the
sun’s fire melted into the ground. “No, Ashy, I’m saying I kind of
love you. Or something. And the only reason I say ‘or something’ is
because ‘love’ doesn’t seem to cover it. It’s something more than
that, even.” His voice faltered. “You’re everything.”

But he’d lost me at ‘love’. There it was.
That one word, short in the grand scheme of words, was enough to
set my core ablaze, making it to match the horizon before me. The
blaze started in my middle and shot outwards, and when it had
reached my hands and feet and neck, my stomach dropped and I felt
sick in a good way.

“I love you, Ashlin.” Olté was no longer
staring ahead. He was watching me. Painfully. Strainingly.

I tore myself from the orange and returned
both his stare and his words. “I love you too, Olté. Ever since we
were kids.” And because I couldn’t stop my lungs from heaving, I
failed an attempt at holding my breath. My heart was rapid in my
chest and loud in my ears.

Gah! And Olté looked so freaking calm!

But he wasn’t. The moment he took my arms
and pulled me into an embrace, I felt his heartbeat, just as rapid
as mine, beneath the soft cloth of his shirt. He was nervous too.
He was alive inside too. We were feeling the same. He and I were
the same.

He brought his lips to my forehead and
kissed me warmly. It was comforting, but that wasn’t what I wanted.
I didn’t want to be comforted by him. I wanted to be driven to
madness by him. I wanted to writhe with him in the darkness.

I knew what I had to do.

Rather than hiding my face in his chest, I
looked up with at him with determination. His eyes widened in
response, for he didn’t know how to take it. Go on, I told
him without words.

No words were exchanged, yet the message
reached him.

His hands were on my lower back, holding my
body against his, but he now removed one of them and brought it to
my chin. Lightly he tipped my face upward, even more than it
already was, and locked eyes with me. Studying the different
colored rings around each iris, I bit my lip in anticipation. And
then he swooped in. I thought he’d land on my mouth, but when I
felt his lips on my neck, I let out a weak cry. I hadn’t expected
that. It made my stomach fall. I gripped the back of his shirt in
my talon-like fingers and dug at the fabric. Closer. I wanted to
get closer to him than ever before.

I wanted him to consume me.

From my neck, Olté moved to my collarbone
and kissed me there twice before pulling away. His eyes were dark.
His pupils large. His jaw tight. It pulsed. His Adam’s apple
bobbed, and then he went in again. This time for real. And this
time, I met him halfway. Our lips met and something happened. Raw,
unkempt, unfed desire erupted between us and our bodies began to
act on their own. My hands clawed at his back and then traveled to
his hair. As he bent my body backward, my fingers wove between his
strands that were falsely dyed, and twisted and pulled. Olté kept
one hand at the back of my waist and used the other to play with
the hair at the side of my head.

And we continued to kiss. Deeply.
Instinctively.

And it felt both right and wrong and good
and evil all at the same time.

We wouldn’t pull away. Never would I let him
go. This is how it was meant to be. We were meant to be woven
together. We were supposed to be one. All the time we’d been apart
had been worth it if just for this one kiss.

I wasn’t going to let him go. We would die
like this. In each other’s arms. Nearing unity.

But before we could become completely lost
to one another, an uninvited, unwanted voice cut through the space
that was ours. The voice was hyper and startling and shattered the
moment like a bullet through glass.

“THAT’S FUNNY,” it said. “Kissing your
sister? Now, I know your upbringing was backwater, mate, but
there’s no way it was THAT backwater.”

In no time flat everything turned from
pleasure to panic. Bursting with adrenaline, we ripped from each
other as frenziedly as was possible. The sun was gone. The air was
cool and stark. And Croix stood only a short distance away.

He’d seen everything.

“Croix!” I fumbled for an excuse. “Uh! Er!
Eh-”

But Olté just narrowed his eyes in
challenge. “Well, now you know,” he said. “Guess it had to happen
sooner or later.” He wasn’t apologetic. He wasn’t ashamed. He was
only confrontational.

“Lass isn’t your sister, is she?” said
Croix. Per usual, I couldn’t read him. His arms were folded. He
seemed half-relieved and also half-disappointed. I didn’t
understand it, so I didn’t bother with it at all.

“She isn’t,” said Olté. “She’s . . . my
everything.”

“Everything? So she IS your sister?”

“Even if she were, I doubt it would make a
difference.” Olté tore into Croix with an energy that was something
like conviction. “But for simplicity’s sake, we’ll say she’s
everything but my sister.”

“Now, that’s a little too inclusive, don’t
you think?” said Croix. “Everything? So she’s your love slave? Your
cousin, maybe? Your tumble buddy? Your nanny? Your ward? Your
–”

Croix wasn’t taking this seriously? He was
joking around about it? Unbelievable!

But believable or not, his behavior made
Olté relax a little. “You know what I mean,” said Olté. “I’m in
love with her. Don’t worry, we aren’t related enough to cause you
any squeamishness.”

Croix still appeared only half-relieved. “I
see,” he said. “So that bit about her poppa having a covert affair
with your mum was a fib?”

“Yes. I’m fully the child of that
couple. In other words, ‘Mum’ was faithful.”

“Ah. Now I see.”

“What I’d like to know,” Olté implored
Croix, “is what you plan to do about it. Are you going to tell
Seriah?”

“Lady’ll pitch a fit.”

“She will.”

Croix was contemplating. I worried. I
worried that he’d tell her, but I knew that it would serve us
right. I didn’t fear punishment because it had been worth it. That
just proved what a sinful creature I was.

Croix must have come to some kind of
conclusion, for his long mouth started to smirk.

“Let me get this straight,” he said. “You
arranged this whole thing to save your girlie? Being found by
Seriah and me; making her fall for you; pilfering a job with Histo;
fabricating some story about a dying sis; and convincing one of the
future Curators to break her out?”

Olté gave one stern nod.

“Brilliant!” Croix clapped. “Quite
chivalrous of him, don’t you think, lass? That outta earn him at
least a little tail. About time virgin boy gets it on . . .”
Croix’s voice trailed, for he was remembering something. “Hee!
Olté, it all makes sense now! All those times after work when you
could’ve . . . but you didn’t! I’ll admit for a time I thought you
fancied men! Truthfully was a bit offended you didn’t come on to
me.”

“You were not.”

“Naw, I wasn’t. Thought you were saving it
for Seriah, but . . .” Croix eyed me. “It’s all come to make sense
now.”

His attention was directed at me. I used the
opening. “What will you do, Croix?” I said, mainly because I’d just
remembered that there was someone else I still had to live for.
Under the spell of amber, I’d forgotten all about her. Her face had
been blurred in lieu of greedy divulgence. Even so, I couldn’t help
noticing that a piece of my heart was somewhere else, and with that
piece ensnared in the palm of a thick-fingered girl, I couldn’t
lose complete focus. I couldn’t become completely corrupt until
after I accomplished the goal I’d set to save her. “I know it
sounds selfish, but I ask that you keep our secret, Croix. Because
. . .” I took a breath and looked at him squarely. “I’m also
traveling for the sake of someone else.”

That was news to Olté. “You are?” he
said.

I nodded. “There’s someone like me. Someone
I have to save. So it’s really important we find a
cure!”

“Hm.” Croix held his chin and studied my
face. “You’re one I have to figure out. I’d been counting on you
being Isaac, but if you’ve been lying this whole time, then the
both of you are stained with sinblood already, aren’t you? So if
you ain’t Isaac . . .” Croix had been rambling to himself, but he
came to something hard to pass. He chewed on it. “That pins you as
Sarah. But then there’s . . . what if the lass did it for someone
else’s sake? There might be sufficient unadulterated intent to
justify the wrongs.”

“I really have no idea what you’re talking
about, Croix,” said Olté. “Save it for later and give me your
answer. You know the deal. I don’t plan on giving it up. If not
through Seriah and Histo, I’ll find another way. I won’t stop. I’ll
play anyone I have to, and I won’t repent. To be fair, I’ll have
you know that right now.” He tightened his fists. “So what’s your
answer?”

I waited in apprehension for the decision
Croix had yet to make. The air, despite being open and free, felt
heavy on my shoulders. They hunched no matter how hard I tried to
make them strong. Croix’s decision would affect how we proceeded
from here on out. One word and Olté and I’d become enemies to both
him and Seriah. We’d lose the only allies we had.

Please don’t let it come to that. I
wanted to say it aloud, but my mouth was cowardly. If only twilight
would have lingered a little longer, I’d have had no choice but to
say it.

I waited and waited while Croix rambled and
deliberated.

And then he made it. The decision was
made.

“I won’t feed you to her,” he said
simply.

The heaviness lifted.

“Naturally, as we’re mates.” Tipping his
head to the side, Croix petitioned Olté. “We are mates,
aren’t we?”

“Yes, albeit I’ve used you as a pawn,” said
Olté, dark. “Something I’ll continue to do. That said, the amity
between us is genuine – on my end, that is.”

“Shit. I know that,” said Croix, off-put. He
scratched the back of his head. “It’s settled then. I won’t be
telling your secret. There’s naught reason for it. What’s more, I’d
like to figure out who Lil Sis epitomizes – be it Sarah or Isaac –
and that’ll take more observation.”

“I still have zero inkling what that means,”
said Olté. He was tiring of his friend’s crypticism.

Croix cackled. “Don’t mind it.” Then,
dismissing us with the back of his hand, the tattooed man turned to
head back to the clinic. “One thing,” he called over his shoulder,
“may be a good idea to be a mite more discreet in the future.
Macking in an open field isn’t the smartest notion for lovers in
hiding.”

I blushed. I felt it happen in my cheeks. He
was so right! We’d been stupid. And our punishment was that an
outsider knew our secret.

“But it was worth it,” I told myself. My
fingers found my lips in remembrance of the kiss.

“It was,” Olté whispered in my ear, sending
a new wave of shivers up my spine. “Come on, Sis,” he said, “Let’s
get back to my ‘inamorata’.”

“Sure thing, Bro.” I punched him in the arm.
“Sure thing.”

On the way, Olté reiterated the plan.

We were to return to the others and maintain
the act of being siblings. Tomorrow, we would pass through Brazlee
and begin our journey through the other connected Desolics in the
hopes of finding a safe route to the Tarchey Mountains. From there,
we’d continue to the west, through the guarded rim, and to a city
apart from Scindo Peninsula. The city was known as Deca City – D.C.
for short. It was a skyscraping, never-dark place where Olté,
Croix, and Seriah lived alongside millions of other true Remnants.
One of those Remnants was the former-Historian scientist who would
be my salvation.

And Sella’s, too.

The plan was sound. The moment Seriah
detected Histo interference, she would send them a distress signal
and pretend she’d been taken hostage. That would ensure our safe
passage for the rest of the way. They wouldn’t do anything to risk
hurting her. Olté assured me that Scindo was big enough that we
could easily become lost in the untended parts. It would be next to
impossible for them to find us if we buried ourselves deep enough.
That was the gist of the plan. If we stuck to it, we’d reach the
city in just a few days’ time.

 


But things, as I would come to find, rarely
go as planned.

 


The first rift came at the backside of the
clinic. In the midst of trying to compose our giddiness, Olté went
rigid. His body gave a small jerk. I hadn’t an inkling why, but I
knew well enough to know not to say another word. He’d noticed
something – something that jeopardized our safety – and
stealth-mode Olté had been triggered.

Stealth-mode Olté was an amazing thing all
on its own. He’d always refused to read the spy books I’d forced on
him as a kid, insisting he didn’t like reading because he was too
much of an ‘in-the-moment’ sort of person. Whatever that meant. So
he hadn’t read them, but by the way he reacted to the unseen threat
with instinct, taking my waist and sweeping me around the opposite
side of the clinic, he could have been in one himself. He embodied
those ambiguous hero-villain reconnoiters so well. Too well. In
lieu of it, I forgot to be afraid.

Until I heard what he’d heard. Voices that
were muffled by the walls of the clinic escaped through the broken
top-floor windows. Voices were to be expected. Seriah, Kinamo and
Croix were inside, after all. But of the voices coming from the
windows, only one of them belonged.

“0045’s been incapacitated,” said Seriah.
“You tapped him in the neck.”

“Funny. Maybe it’s because that’s where I
was aiming?” It was the not-yet matured voice of a preteenage boy.
I didn’t like his tone. Neither did Seriah.

“Don’t get snarky!” she said.

“At least I did what you couldn’t. At least
I got him.”

“Why you!”

“What about the others?” a third voice said.
It was a man’s. Deep and mature.

“Well, boo! I don’t know,” said Seriah,
clearly perturbed. “I forgot to ask as they were gagging me.”

“Did you find out anything useful,
Seriah?” The preteen said her name like I did! “How about
why they even wanted the Purités in the first place?”

Seriah’s voice answered, “I told you.
They wouldn’t say anything in front of me! I’m thinking they were
undercover liberators maybe? Probably part of the Sheralton
Campaign for Purité Rights.”

“More likely they just wanted with them for
recreational purposes,” said the deep voice.

“Oh, heavens!” played Seriah. “Now, you
don’t think –”

“That would fit with Historian 0045’s
questionable background,” the deep one continued. “According to
this, his family’s known to associate with that archaic cult. The
one based out of Deca.”

“My, how shocking! I’d only met him on a few
occasions before all of this, but he gave the impression of being
so normal.”

“Clearly your intuition’s off,
Seriah,” the preteen mocked. “What about the other one? He’s
pretty new, isn’t he?”

“Historian 9767: Devolté P. Eggers. Says
here he had his one-year in December,” said the deep one. “But his
background checks out. Grew up in Willmast. Went to Canridge
University.”

“ARGH! Who cares where he went to school?!”
the preteen lashed. “This is a fine mess! Two agitors totaled! Your
father up in arms. The press nearly got hold of it because Cal was
running his mouth again. No offense, Seriah, but your
partner doesn’t know a thing about discretion. After the uproar
over your affair, you’d think he’d learn to hold his rum. Am I
right?”

“Bennet,” said the deep voice.
“Tactless.”

Bennet. The boy’s name was Bennet.

Historians 3048 and 7380, Viley M.
Schellif and Bennet S. Karhl. That was what Seriah’d said
earlier. Bennet and Viley? They were the people who’d chased after
us! So they weren’t dead. That was a relief. But it shouldn’t have
been. They were here now, and because of them, Seriah’d been forced
to play hostage.

“What’s tactless about that?” Bennet
refuted. “I said ‘no offense’.”

“That isn’t a hall pass,” Viley argued,
though his tone wasn’t so much argumentative as it was
disinterested.

“Hmph.”

Seriah’s voice was silent. And then she
giggled. “Well, it doesn’t really matter, does it? The important
thing is that you found us. And to think you stumbled upon one of
the forgotten bases and it still had two riders in it. How
convenient.”

I didn’t know what ‘riders’ were, but it got
Olté’s attention. Not only did he perk up; he took my waist, which
was still warm from where he’d held it before, and swept me to the
front of the clinic, all the while watching for the just-in-case
flickers of deceased camera lights.

And then we saw them, at the front of the
building – what could only have been the riders that Seriah’d
spoken of. A pair of small two-wheeled vehicles. Weren’t those
called motorbikes? Or maybe they were something different. I’d only
seen pictures of motorbikes, after all. The riders were thin and
long with handlebars entombed in a shield. The operator was to lean
forward while driving, from what I could tell, placing their hands
into the throat of the thing and turning it to the left or right.
Panels lined the sides of the shield tomb – I’d have to ask Olté
what those were for later – and an ovular case, containing the
guts, no doubt, sat on the back behind the seat. Its body would’ve
been black had it not been for the dust.

Were we going to steal them?

Olté squinted at the shield a moment, but
after short deliberation, shook his head and mouthed the word,
“Code.”

We couldn’t start them without a code. Damn.
Well, not that it mattered. Croix and Kinamo were still inside, and
we couldn’t very well leave without them, could we? So then . .
.

WHAT IN THE HELL WERE WE GOING TO DO?! Olté
and Croix were going to be in huge trouble! Not to mention I’d be
returned to the commune or locked away or something. There was no
hope but to run, but if we ran, what did that mean for Croix and
Kinamo? I wasn’t like Olté. I couldn’t say it wouldn’t matter if
the rest of the world were dead.

I couldn’t.

And with that thought, Olté went rigid a
second time. It was because I’d started to shake.

Wide-eyed, he put his hands on my shoulders
and shook his head out of what could only have been desperation.
Then, before I could understand what was happening, he scanned the
surrounding buildings like an anxious deer seeking refuge. Though I
tried to hold on, there was nothing I could do. I’d exerted too
much energy stopping it those other times, and now, when I needed
to most, I had nothing left. Even my adrenaline was spent.

Be that as it may, I fought harder than ever
before and was rewarded. My mind remained coherent in the midst of
a melting body.

“I’m sorry,” I told Olté as I slumped into a
pile at his feet. He caught me under the arms and hoisted me up;
and immediately started for a worn-down building to the clinic’s
left. I couldn’t say for certain what it was, but in Scandria Two
it would have been a storehouse.

“What was that?” said the deep voice.
Viley’s voice. He didn’t say it on account of us. Olté was much too
stealthy to be heard. He said it because a crashing sound
had just come from the storehouse we were currently headed for. The
sound did more than just alert them and us to the fact that
something was amiss in there; it also gave away our position.

Not a second later and a person sprang from
the second floor window of the clinic. He landed on the ground in a
crouch and without taking time to catch his bearings, started after
us in a sprint. Olté corrected his path from the amiss storehouse.
He tore around the side of it, instead fixing his new goal on the
Brazlee housing district. Head rolling, I bobbed up and down in his
arms and attempted to make out our pursuer.

I saw him and felt no fear.

Not only did Bennet sound like a
preteen boy, he WAS a preteen boy. Sure, he’d been that way in my
head, but now that I actually saw him, it was something amazing! He
couldn’t have been more than twelve years old! And he was a member
of Histo!? He was wearing a cap that said ‘BEN’ in backwards
letters and a striped tank top that was too big for him. It kept
slipping around his shoulders while he ran. Even in pursuit, his
face was pretty. Different from the way Croix had strange
androgynous beauty, Bennet was like an incredibly cute, abnormally
pretty boy. His hair, which was light gray, fell from the bottom of
his hat and swished playfully about his chin.

When he saw that I was eyeing him, he
scowled and gave out a grunt. It was kind of funny, actually. But
funny or not, the tyke was fast. He anticipated Olté’s movement,
and moved his route outward to cut us off. Olté, hindered by the
body in his hands, was forced to reel back toward the clinic and
storehouse.

“S . . .” I tried to tell him how sorry I
was, but it did no good. He didn’t seem particularly interested in
an apology anyway. Above all he was concerned for me. Painfully
so.

Bennet was close, but the closer he got, the
faster Olté sprinted. Past the front of the storehouse, around the
remnants of a picnic table, and to the overgrown grasses crowding
the dirt road beside the clinic – that was the course we took.
Bennet, grunting out of frustration, realized we were headed for
the wilds of the commune, and because he couldn’t allow something
like that, he charged right for us, attempting a tackle. Olté spun
out of the way. Bennet anticipated and corrected his lunge.
Shifting the majority of my weight into his left arm, Olté elbowed
the boy with his right. Bennet fell backward, clutching his face,
but quickly recovered and made a second, more vengeful attempt at
tackling. Olté jumped out of his way just in time, and continued to
fend him off with his right side. But it was pretty hopeless.
Compelled to worry about me, Olté was severely handicapped. We
wouldn’t be much of a match for someone so spry much longer. I was
dead weight. I was going to be the death of us. Even so, Olté
didn’t falter. He continued to dodge and throw punches, and
eventually managed to land another good jab into the side of
Bennet’s head, allowing us at least a little leeway.

By this time, we’d reached the end of the
main part of town. Olté’d done well, but he was out of breath, and
I was no closer to regaining my strength. If anything, I was
falling further into darkness. Further into convulsion. Bennet was
at our back, driven by something beyond duty – something that was
closer to revenge – but my charming outcast wouldn’t let up no
matter what. He would fight until we collapsed.

As fate would have it, his collapse wasn’t
that far off.

We were in the process of dashing on, into
the far parts of the commune, when we were interrupted by two
bang-like sounds. Though the bangs were startling, they shouldn’t
have affected Olté all that much; yet for some reason, they made
him slow significantly. Fireworks? No, they sounded nearer than
fireworks. Sharper, too. I sought out the source.

Seriah stood in the thicket, alongside a
man. The man was tall and thin with broad shoulders and strong,
veined arms. His hair was short and light, except for the part
around his face, which was sable and hung far longer than the rest
of his hair, nearly down to his chest. That person was Viley?
That’s what I discerned, at least. His hand was outstretched;
within his grasp a silver object. Again, I’d seen only pictures,
but I knew what it was even before he said,

“If you’re going to go after the rogue, you
should at least take your gun, Bennet.”

A gun. Then the bangs meant he’d shot at
us?!

Not us.

His target was Olté.

And while deep-voiced Viley might’ve missed
on the first shot, his second hit its mark. Letting out a roar,
Olté stumbled forward and pressed his hand to his side, where his
shirt had torn from the impact of a bullet.

He’d been shot? Olté’d been shot!? NO
WAY!

But no amount of denial could wipe it away.
The person I loved most of all had been shot – in the stomach, no
less – and if gunshot wounds were anything like they were in
stories, there was a good chance he would die.

Funny, though. There was no blood.

That was the last observation I made,
beneath the weight of his warm, downed body, before losing it to
darkness. Wet, cold, unsympathetic darkness sucked me under.

 


If this was how it was to be, at least we
were together.


Chapter 11: Those Other Guys

 


Before her death Doctor Sellmana often said
that dreams are the manifestations of the fears that haunt us, the
desires that stalk us, and the quandaries that make us pitch. The
subconscious meshes those things together, painting bold landscapes
of the tidbits that typically reside in the back parts of our
minds. Never to be seen by anyone other than ourselves, dreams are
more than mere leftovers of the day. There is merit to be found in
the phenomenon that is them. They are the secrets of a person’s
psyche. I don’t have them anymore, so what does that say about
me?

If you ask me I’ll tell you: I don’t dream.
I haven’t in a long time.

But I did back then.

I did often.

 


“You’re being really selfish!”

Again, it was Seriah’s voice that welcomed
me to the dreamworld. But in opposition to last time, she sounded
neither helpful nor concerned. She sounded raging. And
desperate.

“Selfish, Ashlin! Selfish! A selfish pet,
you are! No more brushings for you!”

It was her voice, but it was broken,
garbled, and parts of the words repeated themselves in a
hiccup.

I was in a drab cement room. Seriah was
nowhere to be seen. Only her voice resounded, bouncing, from the
walls.

I was alone in that place. And then Olté was
at my feet. His shirt was stained with red where the bullet had
struck. More red bubbled softly from the wound below.

“Olté!” I pressed my hands to the wound to
stop the seep, but more red gushed through the cracks between my
fingers.

“Ashlin?” Olté’s eyes were open and staring,
lifeless, at the ceiling. “What are you doing?”

“I’m just trying to stop the bleeding! I try
and try, but more just keeps coming! If something isn’t done,
you’ll run out of blood!”

“Then I’ll take yours.”

“Huh?”

“You’ll give it to me, won’t you? Or will
you choose to be selfish?”

Seriah’s voice sidled in: “You’re being
selfish! You’re a selfish, selfish pet!”

“Of course I’ll give it to you if you need
it!” I said. “Don’t be stupid!”

“Are you saying you’d give your life to save
his? Doesn’t say much about your self-worth, does it, lass?” Croix
was suddenly in the room with us. Hands in his pockets, he leaned
against a particularly worn piece of wall. “Mite pathetic if you
ask me. Cliché, too – dying to save the one you love and all. Bit
overdone.”

“He’s right,” Olté chimed in, still staring
at the ceiling above him. “It’s overdone and pathetic. No one wants
a girl that would sacrifice herself so easily.”

“Then how can I save you? How can I save the
both of us?”

“There’s your problem, right there, Lil
Sis.” Croix’s cackle was louder and shriller than ever before.
“You’re trying to be a hero. Self-righteousness ain’t any better.
Hell, it’s practically the same!”

“But –!”

“Selfish!” warbled Seriah. “Selfish pet! You
deserve to bleed, Ashlin! BLEED!”

 


“Ashlin?” Seriah’s voice was different all
of a sudden. It was quiet and in my ear and no longer hiccupped,
though it was muffled by my head fog. “It will all be fine. I’m
giving you this, so you won’t be able to speak, but it’ll be better
that way. Follow our leads.”

Something stung at the top of my throat,
just under the soft part of my chin. It stung and then was warm,
like a balmy liquid spreading throughout my sinew.

When I opened my eyes, I was . . .

In an agitor?

I was in an agitor, and I was slumped
against a warm person. For a brief moment, I thought it was Olté,
but I quickly corrected myself when I noticed that the person
didn’t have Olté’s smell. This person smelled like crackers.

Kinamo.

Gross!

I pushed myself from our too-close snuggle.
Too-close? Any snuggle with that guy was too close.

“Hey, the creature’s up.” The voice came
from behind me. Croix’s voice.

Wait a second! ‘Creature’?! What the
heck was that supposed to mean?!

I turned to look at him, but what I saw made
me choke. His face was a mess. Dried blood had formed around the
apple of his cheek where he’d been punched to the point of rawing.
The part around that, as well as several other places, was a mix of
purple and green. He’d clearly been through a pounding. Blood
trickled from one of his neck spikes, which had apparently been
ripped out in the fight. It was appalling. To be cut and bruised
like that . . . Croix’d really gone that far? For Olté? And for
me? But that didn’t make sense! He barely knew me, yet he’d
gone through something like that?! Why? What did he have to
gain?!

His arms were above his head in cuffs that
hung from the ceiling.

I opened my mouth to shout his name – “. .
.” – but nothing came out, so I tried again. “. . .” Still
nothing?! And then it came back to me. The vague memory of Seriah
whispering in my ear, telling me that I wouldn’t be able to speak.
But hadn’t that been a dream?

No, the inside of my throat still felt warm.
It felt as though there were a warm, bubbling juice sloshing
about.

Croix caught my eye and winked. It was
nearly unrecognizable through his pummeled face, but I saw him
wink. All I could do was grimace to convey how sorry I was. Croix
shook his head to tell me not to bother.

“See that, man?” he said. “The creature’s
up.”

He was talking to the person next to him.
Whoever they were, they were out of my view. I swiveled my head to
the other side of my seat’s headrest. The person I saw made the
rest of me feel as warm as my throat. Olté, equally bruised, was in
a similar fashion to Croix, strung up and bruised, but he was
smiling lovingly at me.

Out of impulse, I tried to call to him. My
words were lost. I tried again, but he jerked his head, very
clearly telling me to stop. My eyes trailed to his middle. His
shirt was still ripped, but still no blood showed. Besides the
beating, he seemed all right. He was alive at least. I was too
muddled to be relieved. What was going on?

Next, I tried to stand, but discovered that
my feet were in a lock similar to the ones around their hands. I
was stuck. So was Kinamo. He was also beginning to stir.

I watched him sit up and pivot his head and
try to yell. His voice was lost the same as mine. Whatever Seriah’d
done to me, she’d done it to him too. I watched him try again and
again, but then I became distracted; for as the last of my fog
lifted, I realized there was something peculiar about the layout of
our waking place.

This agitor was different from the other!
Not only was there a back and middle row of seats; the area before
us was cleared of rows, and instead had columns against the sides
where the doors should have been. Between them was a small table
that was cleared for the moment. The driver and passenger seats
were just ahead of that. Voices were coming from up that way, but I
couldn’t see who they belonged to, and the voices themselves were
too murmured to distinguish.

“Hey! You hear me up there, whore? I said
the creatures are up!” This time Croix wasn’t speaking to Olté. He
was speaking to Seriah. She was in one of the columned seats,
hidden from my view by a small jutting of agitor’s wall that
separated the midsection from our section.

I saw her now because she jumped up. “Quiet,
you criminal!” she shouted. But after she saw Kinamo and me, it
didn’t take long for her stern expression give way to surprise.
“Oh! They really are awake! Viley! Bennet! The Purités are coming
to!”

“Grand,” said the deep voice of Viley. “Just
in time. We’re nearing the tradeoff.”

Spring-like, Bennet hopped from the
passenger’s seat. “Maybe we can get a piece out of them!” he said.
Without waiting for approval from Viley, he scurried to the
mid-section and squatted before Kinamo and me. “I’m Ben,” he said,
pulling up the strap of his tank top that had slipped out of place.
“Let’s start with your names.”

I didn’t even attempt to speak. I probably
should have. If we were doing the hostage scenario, it was weird
for me not to greet my ‘savior’. Luckily, Kinamo couldn’t contain
his impulses. He tried to blurt out his name. As was to be
expected, nothing came out.

“What?!” hollered Ben, shooting a furious
glance at Seriah. “What’s the meaning of this?!”

“Oh, did I forget to mention?” said Croix,
amused. “We’ve had the poppets capped much of the time. Made for
easier travel, if you know what I mean.”

Ben gave a cry of frustration. It was
startling enough to make me flinch.

“Bennet,” purred Seriah. “You’re scaring
them. Maybe you should start by explaining the situation. I’m too
tuckered out to recap it now.”

Again, Seriah was showing off her
intelligence. She was making it so that Kinamo and I would hear
exactly what our enemies thought had transpired. She was giving us
a chance to get caught up. It was pretty brilliant. Annoyingly
so.

“Fine,” said Ben. “Seriah has a
point.” He rolled his eyes at us. Even like that he looked pretty.
I wondered how a boy could be so pretty! And how a person so young
could be a Historian. He didn’t answer either of those questions,
for I had no way to ask them aloud. Instead, he fiddled with the
bill of his hat and said, rather rushed,

“My partner and I work for Histo, the same
company that Seriah works for. She mentioned she told you all about
that? Okay, we work there too, and we were on patrol when we got
the call that someone had gone rogue. We came after you, but we
crashed.” He wrinkled his lip. “I wasn’t the one driving, all
right?”

It seemed he wouldn’t go on until we nodded
in agreement. Kinamo and I both obliged. Bennet went on,

“There are these supply houses scattered all
alongside the track. We found one and it had riders in it. Riders
are single person vehicles. We took them and when the barrier
around the hamlet known as Brazlee was tampered with, we were told
to go there to check it out. We entered Brazlee to get supplies,
and found Seriah. She was knocked out and there was no sign
of anyone else.”

Seriah was knocked out? How had she managed
that? She must have staged it somehow.

Ben took no notice of my changing
expression. “We waited and found 0045 – the one with red hair. I
shot him with my taze gun. Didn’t even see it coming. Booya! Then
Viley – my partner – got the dark-haired one with my taze –”

Viley interrupted, “Because Bennet, in her
excitement, forgot to grab it. We’d have nabbed the offender much
sooner if she’d done her job and followed protocol.”

HER? Viley’d just referred to Ben as a HER?
I must have heard him wrong. Ben was clearly a boy. A very pretty
boy.

“SHHH,” said Ben. “Telling a story, here!”
He rolled his eyes again. “We found you,” – He motioned to
Kinamo – “in the stockhold, woozy as all getup.”

Kinamo had been the amiss thing in the
stockhold. Figured. Seriah had stowed him there when she’d heard
them coming? Or what?

“Then you clear passed out. Both of you did.
And you’ve stayed that way since. Seriah’s been trying to
figure out what those two offenders back there gave you, but she’s
inadequate and hasn’t been able to figure out much of
anything.”

At his prodding, Kinamo, who’d yet to see
Olté and Croix, looked to the back and gave a jolt on account of
their harrowing appearance. Ben read the jolt as fear.

“Don’t worry. They can’t get out of those
easily,” he said. “You’re safe. We’re taking you now to meet with
Seriah’s partner, Cal. He’s coming with a transport for you
Purités and Seriah. We’ll take those two to someplace
they’ll be dealt with. Alrighty then, even if you can’t speak, you
should be able to write. You can understand this language, right?”
He pointed to his hat.

I didn’t know how to respond. The word was
‘Ben’. I knew that, but I didn’t want to admit it, because if he
knew, he’d have me write out a memoir for him. And I didn’t know
which lies to tell! Would it come off as suspicious if I said
no?

Kinamo, much less thoughtful than I, shook
his head no.

Ben looked a bit confused but then rolled
his eyes. “It’s backwards,” he said. “That’s why you can’t
understand it. I mean you know these letters, right? Imagine them
reversed.”

Idiot Kinamo shook his head yes. Seriah’s
eyes winced. She’d been hoping for a different answer.

Shoot. What were we supposed to do now? Ben
fumbled around in one of the compartments above the seats until he
found a notepad and pencil. He started to hand them to Kinamo. I
didn’t know what to expect from the moron, so I reached for them
instead.

Seriah was relieved.

“Oh?” said Ben. “Feeling chatty?”

I nodded.

“Fine by me. So first of all, do you know
why the offenders took you from your –”

But I had already scribbled a question of my
own.

 


Where did this vehicle come from?

 


Ben read it aloud, unenthused. “I don’t see
why that’s really important, but this vehicle is called an agitor.
It was driven here remotely. Do you know what that means?”

I shook my head.

“It was driven by a computer a long distance
away. Let’s see, it’s been a while since my Scandria class . . .”
He stopped to think. “You know what satellites are?”

I nodded.

“Oh. Easy then. It was driven via satellite.
They brought it to us. Actually, they were already in the process
of driving it to meet us elsewhere, but we had them change course
after we found you. Okay, enough dribble. Did either of the
offenders mention their intentions with –”

 


How long were we out for?

 


Ben grunted, like he had when he’d chased
us. His patience was quickly thinning.

“Five hours. Mr. Goldilocks here came around
twice, but he fell under as soon as Seriah went to check on
him. You came around once before, but it was the same thing.
Whatever they’ve had you on, it was strong.”

That meant Seriah had dosed us with
something to keep us that way without them knowing, just as she’d
given us something to wake us up at the exact same time. It was so
obvious! And they didn’t even think to suspect her!? It just showed
how sound their trust in her was, I supposed. Then again, why
shouldn’t they trust her? She was the Curator’s daughter, after
all. She was risking everything for Olté.

She was risking everything for me. I was
nothing but a selfish pet.

“If you’ll excuse me,” said Ben, “it doesn’t
seem like you’ll be much help. Let’s try him.” He started to pry
the paper away from me, but I snatched it back. I had to stall for
as long as possible.

“An answer, hopefully?” said Ben,
impatient.

I scribbled the question I thought of
fastest. In my hastiness, I forgot to use discretion.

“Excuse you?” said Bennet.

Seriah read it over his shoulder and burst
out in giggles.

“What is it?” Viley called from the front
seat.

Seriah answered, “It says: Are you a boy or
a girl?”

There were sniggers from the seat behind
us.

Whoops. That had been a moronic thing to
ask! And Bennet didn’t look pleased about it at all.

“Boy,” he said, teeth clenched.

But at the same time, Viley answered,
“Girl.”

So which was it?

“Enough,” said Bennet, livid. “Your turn.”
He ripped the paper from me and threw it at Kinamo. “Did they or
did they not share with you the reason for which the took you from
your home?”

Kinamo scribbled at the pad intently. He was
writing a lot, from what I could tell. Too much. That idiot
wouldn’t be stupid enough to give everything away, would he?!
Together, Seriah and I held our breath.

When he was finished, he handed the pad off
to Ben with a flip of his bang. Ben poured over it hungrily. And
then –

“What is this garbage? You expect me to read
this?! Is that an ‘F’ or a ‘T’? What do you think, Seriah?
This one’s handwriting is awful!”

A second wave of sniggers traveled from the
back.

Phew. Kinamo had enough common sense to
understand the situation. I’d seen his handwriting on prior
occasions, and it was flawless. The type of penmanship so small and
perfect it made me wonder if he’d used a press somehow. I had to
give him credit for creativity.

“This is too draining!” huffed Bennet. “I
didn’t know Scandria was filled with simpletons! You try talking to
them, Viley.”

“I think we should wait for Cal.”

“Ooh! I agree,” said Seriah. “Cal will be
able to get it out of the criminals for sure. His interrogation
tactics are brutal.”

“You would know all about Cal’s brutal
tactics, Seriah. Guess you really get to know a person when
you’ve screwed them once or twice.”

“Tactless,” Viley said.

Seriah said nothing. She even appeared sad.
A little, anyway. While disgruntled Bennet returned to the front of
the agitor, Seriah pretended to read through papers. In reality,
she used her body as a shield to give us a thumbs-up. Kinamo
glimpsed at me sideways and grinned. I couldn’t help but do the
same. What was this? Was I actually sharing camaraderie with
him?

Yup, and it felt kind of good. It made me
feel less lonely. Speaking of lonely . . .

I cranked my neck to look behind me at Olté
and Croix, but both of them shook their heads adamantly. I wasn’t
supposed to pay attention to them at all. Part of the plan? Even
so, I sized up Olté for several seconds to make sure that he was
really, truly okay, before turning from him for good.

I did so with melancholy.

And then, as I was starting to let my
depression show, Kinamo did something unexpected. He put an arm
around my shoulder. I was stiff. I didn’t know how to react, but
when I realized how much I needed to feel connection, I let myself
sink into him cautiously. Was this entire experience actually
turning him human? Or was he just furthering the charade by playing
vulnerable victim?

I couldn’t tell which was true, but I needed
the contact, so I let myself enjoy it. It was nothing like leaning
into Olté, but it offered comfort nonetheless.

We stayed that way until the agitor slowed
to a stop.

 


That was when all hell broke loose.

 


“We’re here,” said Viley, turning the
wheel.

“Remind me again why you had to come all the
way to the west end, Seriah. Central offices too close for
you?” Bennet ridiculed. “Or was it that they were too
convenient?”

“This is my sister’s jurisdiction. It
wouldn’t be right for me to preside over a case that I was directly
involved in. I figured it best if she take control under the
circumstances.”

“Sure it wasn’t just to run away from your
father?” suggested Bennet. With sarcasm, he added, “Needless to
say, Camilla will do more than take control.”

“Don’t do that,” Viley interjected.

“Sorry, I forgot she was off limits.” Ben
didn’t sound at all sorry. “Mm. And it suddenly becomes clear why
you also thought it best to come this far, Viley.”

So what . . .? Viley and Seriah’s sister had
a thing? Or maybe they didn’t. It was too much for an
outsider to keep up with it. I remembered, though, what Olté’d said
in reference to Seriah’s sister. After her older sister, Seriah was
next in line to become Curator. If Seriah was ‘an important person
with pull’, her sister must’ve been even more invaluable to
Histo.

I didn’t have time to think about it. A
slamming noise at the side of the agitor let in a burst of
artificial light. I shielded my eyes. It was blinding in contrast
to the dimmed lights of the agitor. In addition, cold air traveled
in.

“Okeydokey.” A man dressed in a Histo
jumpsuit stood outside the now-open door to my left. “Who’s in
charge?”

“That would be me,” said Ben, hopping once
more from the front seat to the midsection. “7380: Bennet S. Karhl.
Currently stationed at the Central Desolics.” Bennet held out his
hand, hoping for a returned gesture of welcome, but the newcomer
didn’t pay attention to him. There was someone else present that
outranked them all, and the newcomer had just laid eyes on her.

“Miss Seriah! So you’re the VIP onboard!
What can we do for you?”

Bennet scowled.

Disc in hand, Seriah lost no time. “Thank
you for gathering your men on such short and limited notice. You
are to take the Purités and guard them until I’m finished briefing
Cal. Viley and Bennet will transport the criminals to a holding
cell. Charge your free men with aiding in criminal transport. Codes
Delta and Rho are in effect.”

“Yes, Ma’am!”

The guard said something to what were
presumably more guards behind him. Meanwhile, Seriah yanked a
card-like thing from Ben’s belt loop and held it to her disc. The
disc flashed a blue response, and the locks at my feet unhitched.
They fell to the ground with a clank!

Kinamo and I were no longer chained. The
same couldn’t be said of the ‘culprits’ in the back seat,
though.

“Do be gentle with the pets, won’t you?”
cooed Seriah. “They’ve been through awful much, I’m sure.”

The nameless guard offered a hand to help me
stand. I knew it wasn’t safe to show interest in Olté, but I
couldn’t help stealing a glance at him before taking the guard up
on his offer. Besides the wear and tear of bruising, Olté didn’t
show any sort of worry. He simply nodded once. Okay, if he was
sure, then I was sure. I let the guard accompany me out. Kinamo
followed close behind.

Stepping off the agitor, we found ourselves
within a large cavernous room. A warehouse of sorts. It was drafty
out there, and echoed with the sounds of workers moving things
about. Viley’d driven us into a storage facility, evidently, for
several other agitors of varying size were kept there as well. They
lined the place in rows, divided by model. Or so I assumed.

“Attention! Delta and Rho! Delta and Rho!”
The nameless guard called to the rest of the Historians. The song
of the warehouse went silent as the men, dressed in the same Histo
garb, lined on either side of the agitor door. A dozen in total
were there to welcome us. It made Kinamo feel princely. He lifted
his nose.

Oh brother.

I was grateful when the nameless guard,
along with two others, ushered us away, humbling the numskull on
the spot. We were taken to an area cluttered by large metal
crates.

“We’ll stay here until Miss Seriah comes to
fetch you,” said the guard. “You’re probably scared, but try to
hold on a little while longer. Do you understand?”

Kinamo nodded to show his compliance. I did
nothing; I was too busy watching our agitor’s rear. I didn’t know
what the plan entailed, but I wanted to make sure I had a clear
view when it started to unfurl.

Viley and Bennet popped out of the front
door and hurried to the back. Several of the freestanding guards
moved to help unload the ‘offenders’.

A minute later Olté and Croix stood, hands
cuffed and feet connected by a short chain, with their chests and
shoulders against the smooth side of the agitor, and a taze gun
butted up to the back of their necks.

Codes Delta and Rho must’ve been something
serious, for the Historians weren’t taking any risks.

They were treating Olté and Croix like the
threats they were.

Kinamo nudged my side and caught my eye. I
shook my head. I didn’t know what was going to happen any more than
he did, but I was starting to get worried.

Seriah was swiping about on her disc and
conversing with the guards surrounding Croix and Olté. “They are to
receive no special treatment,” she said. “Take them to pits four
and seven. It’s important that we keep them separ-”

“Wait!” An order from somewhere above echoed
throughout the cavernous garage.

Seriah looked up. Down a small metal
staircase descending from a catwalk came a man accompanied by two
additional guards. Under his arm he held a disc like hers. “Don’t
you so much as think to act out of order, monkeys!” he yelled.

I wasn’t able to see the man properly at
first, but as he neared, I was forced to do a double take.

He looked just like Olté! Well, a paler,
skinnier version of Olté, anyway.

Who in the hell . . .?

Kinamo was undergoing the same realization.
Squinting, he darted his eyes from the back of Olté’s head, to the
man, and then back to Olté. So it wasn’t just me.

“Sir!” The nameless guard who’d helped me
from the agitor saluted. “If I may! We are under orders,
Sir! Miss Seriah is –”

“Shut up.” The man, whoever he was, reached
the lower part of the staircase and jumped off with a dash of
flair, skipping the bottom steps completely. Unnecessarily fancy,
in my opinion. I didn’t know why, but I was already getting a bad
vibe from the Olté doppelgänger.

Doppelgänger? On second thought, the nearer
he got, the less like Olté he appeared. His hair was longer than
Olté’s and fell across his face in a way so as to hide the dark
bags that lay below his wide-set eyes. He looked a little older
than my outcast and a lot more unpleasant, too, but even so, the
resemblance was too great to ignore. “Where is she?” he seethed.
“Where is the princess exerting command out of turn!?”

“Ugh! I’m right here, Cal! There’s no need
to interrupt my orders with such a noisy fuss!”

The Olté lookalike walked over to Seriah,
slid behind her, and picked up the lock of hair covering her ear.
“Shut up, Ser,” he hissed into it. “This is Camilla’s jurisdiction,
and she’s placed me in charge in her absence. You have no authority
here.”

“Why, I –!”

“Shut up,” he said, louder. He dropped the
lock of springy taupe hair and slithered to her front side. There,
he turned his attention to Olté and Croix, who were still cuffed
and standing with foreheads against the agitor. “Spin them around!”
he ordered. The guards did as he said, shifting their taze guns
from neck to temple. “Hmm.” Cal laid a dark gaze on Olté. “This one
betrayed you too, no?”

Seriah let out an angry gasp.

“I can tell just by looking at you. He’s no
stranger, is he, Ser? That’s what you get for taking your work to
bed with you.”

The sharp sound of a slap alerted the entire
room that Seriah’d just acted out her frustrations on Cal’s cheek.
“Can it, Cal!”

Cal wasn’t fazed. He wiped the place she’d
hit and smirked with a mouth that was good-natured but eyes that
were lifeless. “Yo-kay,” he said, dismissing her and inspecting the
disc that was his. “Let’s see what we’ve got here. Historian 9767:
Devolté P. Eggers. He’s good with computers but didn’t score too
great in combat. 0045: Croix J. Grein. He’s got a rap sheet, hence
you may want to be careful with him . . .”

No one in the room budged a muscle.

Cal clapped once. “WELL?” he spat, eyes
narrow. “Get flying, monkeys! F-L-Y!”

The guards dispersed. Few of them, including
Bennet, gathered around Olté. The rest settled on Croix.

While that was ensuing, I attempted to
collect and process everything that had happened so far. Based on
what I’d heard, this Cal person was Seriah’s partner, right? And
according to Bennet, they’d also had an affair at some point? And
he was such an ass! He clearly thought little of Seriah! But he was
perceptive. He’d been able to pick up on Seriah’s ‘relationship’
with Olté without a hitch. That was more than a tad alarming.

“Move it.” One of the Historians nudged Olté
with his taze gun, and a processional of guard-over-prisoner
commenced. Their destination? A pair of doors beyond the last row
of agitors that probably led to the holding cells. Away from us?!
Yeah, they were definitely moving away. Uh, then what was the plan,
exactly? Olté and Croix were just going to let themselves be
taken!? But they couldn’t do that! They couldn’t just leave us
here! So did they need us to act? Was there something we were
supposed to do?!

But I was interrupted from internal
spazzings by Cal, who had at some point slithered into the space
behind me. Sneaky! I stiffened in anticipation.

He lifted a lock of my hair the same way he
had Seriah’s. “Mm. You fancy him too, no?” he said. “The
dark-haired one? Does that mean you enjoy being tied up? A case of
Stockholm’s, is it?”

EH?! He could tell how I felt about Olté
just by looking at me?! He could tell that which even intelligent
and capable Seriah could not? It was dangerous. So dangerous, in
fact, that I didn’t know how to respond.

Lucky for me, I had an excuse to keep from
speaking.

From behind, Cal took my chin in his hand.
“You can’t sing, little songbird?” he said. “No problem.”

“Sir!” One of the guards charged with our
safety put up a protest.

“Shut up,” said Cal. He sounded bored.
Keeping a tight hold of my face, he twirled me around, drew my chin
towards his, and whispered evenly, “If those rogues were aided in
any way by Seriah, blink twice.”

To top it all off, he suspected Seriah?! How
could he suspect what no one else could?!

“Sir! I must state how strongly I disapprove
of your insinuation that Miss Seriah had anything to do with
this!”

“Blink for me, birdie,” said Cal, dead-eyed.
“All you need to do is blink twice, and I’ll have her in chains
alongside the other rogues. Don’t fret, she also enjoys being tied
up.”

He was too close. He was invading my space.
I didn’t like him one bit!

Apparently, neither did Kinamo. In a rare
act of heroism – or maybe of impulse – the brassy boy leapt from a
guard’s loose hold on his arm and barreled into Cal’s side, shoving
him away.

“What’s with you?!” yelled Cal. “Unrequited
love? Detain the Purité! Can’t you monkeys do anything?”

Two guards rushed to restrain Kinamo.

In the confusion, something began to
transpire on the far side of the warehouse. Olté had only a few
guards at his side. Croix had the rest. It was all thanks to the
report that claimed Croix the bigger threat. But as things began to
move I understood that there was a good chance the so-called report
had been falsified by the queen of traitors herself.

One thing was certain: Cal’d bet on the
wrong horse.

Olté’s arms remained in cuffs; his feet
connected by a short chain. He was securely escorted by three
guards, one of which had a taze gun to his temple.

That did nothing to stop him.

In one swift move, Olté ducked, rotated, and
pounced – shoulder-thrashing the taze-armed guard beneath the jaw.
The taze flew from the man’s hand, and skidded across the floor and
beneath an agitor, where it settled out of reach of the other
Historians. Olté then landed an elbow into Bennet, who was at the
perfect height for such a blow, and immediately after, sprang
upward and double-kneed the last Historian in the groin. In no time
at all, he’d downed all three of his guards. But he didn’t stop
there. Dropped to a squat, he whipped the chain of his handcuffs
around the neck of the person closest to him and pulled. That
person happened to be Bennet.

The preteen let out a single jarring howl
before his voice was strangled away.

In the meantime, Croix was instigating a
skirmish of his own. With no regard for his face’s wellbeing, he
swiveled and head-butted the captor nearest him. A shot sounded but
did not make contact, for Croix’d thrown the full weight of his
chained body into the man’s stomach. Both fell to the ground.
Another shot sounded, but if it made contact, I wasn’t able to
tell. It wasn’t likely, though, since Croix continued to wiggle in
the aftermath. Two guards jumped atop him, while Viley, standing
nearby, pointed a taze gun at Croix’s head. It was an empty
gesture. With three other guards caught up in the fray, there was
nothing in the way of a clear shot.

Not that he would’ve shot anyway.

“Bennet!” The moment Viley realized his
partner’s peril, he abandoned his post and ran to help. “Let her
go!” he shouted, pointing the taze at Olté.

“Come any closer and I’ll choke away the
rest of her life!” Olté roared.

And he was serious. I hadn’t really thought
him capable of something like murder, but I knew in that moment
that Olté was wholly serious. Damn. An even more sickening
revelation came when I realized that I was in awe. How morbid it
was of me to be in awe of his willingness to murder for us, yet I
couldn’t dismiss it.

The corner of Viley’s mouth convulsed. He
was plotting something. Olté anticipated and countered with a
warning, “Even if you plan on shooting her first, I’ll choke her
breath away before you can make it here.” Viley showed off a
murderous snarl, but stopped in his tracks. “Now tell the rest!”
ordered Olté. He pulled his chains harder into Bennet’s neck.
Bennet gave out a gurgling cough. “Tell them to stop, or your girl
dies!” He was referring to the men who’d formerly guarded Kinamo
and me, but had since run to help their fallen brothers.

“You heard him!” shouted Seriah. “Stop it
all of you!”

“This isn’t your call to make, Ser!”
reprimanded Cal in a bellow.

Ben’s neck was white beneath the chain. His
eyes rolled backwards sickly. The guards continued to rush toward
Olté.

“If any of you hope to have your jobs, you’d
better stop or so help me!” Seriah’s threat did the trick. Both the
men wrestling Croix and those nearing Olté stopped. Croix hopped to
his feet, taze gun acquired from one of the fallen guards, and
jumbled over to Olté, chains clinking. He pointed said taze gun at
Viley’s head. Viley in turn dropped the gun he’d been pointing at
Olté and stood, defenseless, with an arm outstretched at his
captive partner.

Olté didn’t remove the chain from Ben’s
neck. “Now unlock us,” he ordered.

“Try again!” said Cal.

“Unlock it or both of them get it.” Olté was
speaking now of Viley and Bennet.

“We can’t unlock you,” Seriah pleaded. “The
card’s on Bennet!” And she came off as a little artificial – an
indication that things were still going as planned.

“Then you’ll just have to come get it,” said
Olté, deadly. But he’d loosened his hold on Ben’s neck enough to
allow the pretty boy or boyish girl or whatever she was a few
seconds of panting.

Okay, great. He wouldn’t kill Ben if he
could help it.

But it might not have been avoidable, after
all. Even if things were going as planned, Cal was perceptive, and
he was already counteracting with a plan of his own. “No,
I’ll come get it,” he said.

Throwing aside Kinamo, whom he’d long
managed to confine by the collar, Cal held the disc that was his in
a low gesture of surrender and began to march in Olté’s
direction.

This was no good! Viley was still positioned
close enough to Olté that the moment they undid the locks, Cal and
Viley would be able to gang up on him! And with two against one,
even with Croix on standby, there was a good chance the Historians
would come out triumphant. Viley was still within reach of the taze
gun at his feet, and who knew what tricks Cal had up his
sleeve.

And from the looks of it, there were
several. Slowly, but with mouth agrin, Cal approached Olté.
Swaggering. And cocky! The lookalike was clearly cocky!

Now that there was a better target oncoming,
Croix realized he no longer needed Viley. Without a second thought,
Croix pulled the trigger and shot the deep-voiced Historian
point-blank in the stomach. The resounding bang echoed
against the walls of the facility. Viley fell to the ground,
clutching the bloodless wound.

Cal didn’t flinch in the least. Not even
when his head became Croix’s new target. Ever grinning in that
cocky way, he lowered into a squat and fumbled beneath Ben’s shirt
for the card that would access Olté and Croix’s freedom, all the
while maintaining a firm eye-lock of distrust with the rogue that
looked like him. It was the pinnacle of pissing contests.

“Poo, Cal!” said Seriah. “Hurry it up! Poor
Bennet is . . . Why, he’s . . .”

He was still panting. And he didn’t look
well.

Cal said nothing. No one said anything.

The card was hidden between folds of Ben’s
tank top. Cal found it and brought it to the disc. The disc
responded by glowing blue. The last of the chains fell to the
floor.

And with that, Olté and Croix were
freed.

Kinamo and I braced ourselves for the
struggle that was yet to come. Sure enough, Cal – in a motion
purely reflexive – pulled a device that resembled the other taze
guns only slightly, from his back pocket and brought it to Olté’s
temple. A real gun!? But before he could shoot, Olté – equally
reflexive – revealed his hidden trump. There was a flash of silver,
and Cal let out a yell.

So, too, did Seriah.

As Cal fell backward into a slump, it became
apparent that Olté’d just stabbed him in the side with something
sharp. And this time, there was blood. This time, the wound was
real.

Something sharp?

My knife! I recognized it as the hunting
knife I’d packed all those days ago. Olté pulled it from Cal’s side
and held it to the light. Drops of crimson trickled to the handle.
He’d concealed it on his person this whole time? But how had he
gotten ahold of it in the first place? It had been in my pack, as
far as I knew, for the entirety of our journey.

The answer was obvious. Seriah. Somehow
she’d slipped it to him during his imprisonment.

And how was the traitor taking all of this?
Her partner’d just been stabbed, and it was all thanks to her. I
ventured to peek, but immediately wished I hadn’t. Olté’s fake
girlfriend was paler than I’d ever seen her. Her skin no longer
held that sweet honey quality. Maybe this part of the plan was
dirtier than they’d discussed? Or maybe things were going
completely off-kilter.

Olté held the blade to Ben’s neck and
without a second peep at Cal, pulled the boy to his feet. Croix
took the motion as a sign to turn his gun on Seriah. In the
interim, the onlooking guards looked for an opening. They weren’t
shy about it, either.

“Don’t even think about it!” shouted Olté.
“Your commander is wounded. I might as well stall long enough for
him to bleed out. All of you concealing arms kick your weapons to
0045 and back away slowly.”

“Do it,” shrieked Seriah. This time I was
sure – there was terror beneath her words. Things had gone deeper
than they’d discussed. I felt for her. Really, I did. But Sella’s
cure was more important. Olté was more important. I’d go to Hell
for thinking that way.

I was sure of it.

With weapons kicked over, Croix ran to fetch
Kinamo and me. He didn’t have far to go, for both of us had inched
closer and closer to the action the heavier it got. Croix looped us
each through the arm and pulled us to where Olté was. Olté drew Ben
along with us, keeping the blade of the bloodied knife tight to his
throat, until we were flush against a row of agitors. Seriah stood
awkwardly, wide-eyed and staring at bleeding Cal with horror.

“There’s something you need to see.” Olté
was speaking only to her.

“S-something?” she murmured,
white-cheeked.

Olté nodded once. And then he turned from
her and planted a passionate kiss on my lips. It was not the sort
of kiss a brother gives his sister. That was clear. Seriah’s face
contorted into something of even more horror. “This is the extent
of my evil,” Olté told her. “I think you know what it means.” Olté
tipped his head at Croix. “Okay,” he said.

Croix threw Kinamo and me into one of the
freestanding vehicles whose doors were already open. It was smaller
than any of the other agitors I’d seen, for it contained only two
rows of seats. Kinamo and I scooted across the rear one. Croix
slammed the door behind us.

We waited, speechless, in the darkness. I
pressed my face to the tinted glass.

A moment later, two more shots betrayed that
Croix’d shot both Bennet and Seriah. Olté let Bennet’s body fall
before pulling open the front door and hopping into the driver’s
seat. There was one more shot – probably the consequence of one of
the guard’s last attempts at stopping us – followed by Croix
bouncing into the passenger’s seat. He lost no time fiddling with a
button on the dash.

The button controlled a door at the back of
the garage. It lifted on command, showing us a clear way out. Well,
not clear, per se. To get there, we would have to drive
straight through the group of defeated guards. Olté didn’t let it
bother him. Either that, or he simply took no notice. The agitor
gave a jolt and revved forward. All but one of the guards
scrambled. That last straggler stood before us stubbornly, arms
wide, as if to challenge our intent. It wasn’t a smart move. Olté
had no intention of stopping.

I couldn’t call out, so I made tight my
knuckles and prayed for his deliverance. My prayer was answered.
Before more blood could be shed, the Historian came to his senses
and jumped away right when the agitor was about to collide with his
stocky body.

Phew.

Pushing the accelerator to its limit, Olté
steered the beast out of the garage and into the night.

Just like that, we’d escaped.

“Who-hoo!” Croix yelled, adrenaline
pumping.

But Olté’s reaction was something different.
He stared ahead with an expression that was intense. “Knock it
off,” he said.

“That went perfect!” Croix sang, paying Olté
no mind. “Didn’t expect you to pull the knife, but what else was
there to do, mate? And tellin’ Seriah like that . . . You’re
downright brutal!”

“I said knock it off.” Expression
pained, Olté clutched the wheel and let his head fall.

Good. It meant he was experiencing the same
gut-wrenching guilt I was. It was no small relief to know that he
could still feel remorse. It showed that he was still human. It
showed that we were both still human, despite our most
sinful of natures.

Kinamo and I had yet to regain our voices,
but that was fine. There was nothing for either of us to say,
anyway. While he was most likely in shock from all that had
transpired – not to mention baffled over the fact that Olté had
turned evil, stabbed a man, threatened his own girlfriend, and
ended it all by kissing his ‘younger sister’ – I was struggling
with a guilt that was too strong for words.

With the moon full above us, we traveled
full-speed, away from the western offices that bordered Scindo
Peninsula. We left that jutting of land that had been our cage for
the whole of our lives. Before us, the light-painted city that was
D.C. filled the dark horizon like an unnatural display of too-close
many-colored stars. The brilliant man-made lights of a man-made
city welcomed us to the world of the true Remnants.

We’d done it. We’d finally escaped. It
hadn’t been without loss, but we’d escaped.

 


The guilt from that day stays fresh in my
mind. Seriah’s anguished expression is not something I can easily
forget. The evil shadowing Olté follows me wherever I go. And the
worst part?

It was worth it. I do not regret the things
we did.


Chapter 12: What Happens at Night

 


“I know. What the heck? Cal looked like you
kind of. Only sicklier.”

“And much less dashing, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

The air was artificial. Just as the last
moments of the battle had been, my conversation with Olté felt
forced. We needed to talk it out if we ever hoped to get beyond it,
but we weren’t ready for that yet. At least, I wasn’t ready
for it.

“Funny, it is. The pair of you choosing now
to be all reserved-like,” said Croix.

The tattooed fellow was maybe the most
amazing part of all of this. Aside from a little after-battle
excitement, he remained unaffected by the whole thing – as if
everything were completely normal. Like he hadn’t just turned his
back on all of his coworkers. Like he hadn’t just become a
fugitive.

We were all fugitives now.

The battle had been a worst-case type
scenario, and now that everyone in Histo knew what had happened,
there was no hope of returning to Olté’s apartment. I’d probably
never get to see the flowerbed outside his window. He’d probably
never have the chance to collect his things.

Because our agitor was a huge mark for
Histo, we abandoned it at the outskirts of the city – beside the
barrier wall – and continued in on foot. Surprisingly, there was no
outpour of Historians to chase us into Deca. Or maybe it wasn’t all
that surprising. According to Olté, they didn’t want to risk the
press getting wind of what had happened. Apparently Histo’s
operation was a touchy subject as it was. There were many, namely a
movement known as the Sheralton Campaign for Purité Rights, that
thought the entire setup morally perverse.

I was among them. Had I been a true Remnant,
I’d have certainly joined their cause.

The first order, after abandoning the
agitor, was to alter our appearance. Even if Histo didn’t want to
chance being found out, that didn’t mean they’d give up completely.
They would continue to hunt us, only in a much more discreet
manner. Behind the scenes; watching through the city’s security
cameras – those were the tactics they’d exert. We had to remain
alert. We had to remain one step ahead.

Croix and Olté were adamant that unstationed
Historians were everywhere and that if protocol was being correctly
followed, they’d already been put to use as watchdogs on the
lookout for us.

“Safe to say we can’t keep any of the plans
we had before the Seriah bit,” Croix observed. “In the lady’s
wrath, she’ll have sent ‘em to Jonsie’s.”

“I know,” said Olté. “That’s why I was
hoping you might be able to . . .”

“Ah . . . Right then! Hee!” Croix was
delighted. Thankfully, even if Olté knew next to no one on the
outside, 0045 seemed to be built for a lifestyle of sketch. He had
a network of connections lying in wait. “I’ve got a gal on Moriah
Avenue,” he said without delay. “Recall I told you ‘bout her, Olté?
She’ll hook us up with a full mod.”

So that was where we set our destination
that very first night. I wasn’t sure why Croix’d elected get in
with us this deep, nor why he decided to stick around after
escaping Histo, but one thing became abundantly clear once we’d
entered the city: We needed him. We needed him badly.

Since we had no choice but to travel to
Moriah on foot, I was able to fully take in the complexities of the
city.

And the complexities? They weren’t all that
. . .

 


Er, what I mean to say is, being a person
that’s read how the world was long ago . . .

 


Buildings that stretched far into the
heavens, their tops made only evident by the end of their blinking
lights, rose in neat rows. Hovering signs in a language I didn’t
know dotted the streets, and at the corners, where avenues came
together, large screens, a hundred times bigger than the one from
Teacher Dole’s classroom, contained moving advertisements for
products I’d never heard of. Shoes to boost speed. Hair dye that
changed color hourly. Piercings to connect lip to ear or ear to
brow or brow to navel. Those were the things true Remnants were
most interested in.

Sure, it was a touch shocking at first. The
hustle and flurry of so many people. We kept to the insides of
buildings that were dark – places where the paleness of Kinamo’s
and my skin wouldn’t show. But even therein, people lined every
corner. Talking, laughing, fighting. And all of them were
different. That mass of same-skinned, same-haired people we’d been
shown after our twelfth turning was indeed a lie.

But I’d expected as much. It was no
surprise.

Thus, I lost myself in thought.

Olté found me in the midst of my
contemplation. “What is it?” he said under his breath. He was
distracted. For our safety, he had to be. His eyes continually
darted to and from the collections of people that littered the
dark. Shrewd. Astute.

“No, nothing,” I said.

But I couldn’t hide anything from him. “It’s
not as crazy as you expected, huh?” he guessed.

Spot on.

I sighed, defeated. “N . . . no. Not really.
It’s huge and everything, but I’ve read so many books from the
twentieth and thirtieth centuries . . . I guess I expected there to
be flying cars and robots and all that jazz.”

“Well, there are robots. People just
don’t usually bring them out.”

He waited for me to react, which I did.

“REALLY?!”

“Shh. Doof.” He chuckled softly. “That
aside, I know what you mean, and there’s an easy explanation.” He
lowered his voice because we were about to pass an observant woman
who was standing alone. When she did nothing out of the ordinary,
he continued, “After a certain point, technical advancement began
to belong only in space. It was like civilization on Earth reached
a plateau. Does that make sense, Ash?”

“Uh –”

“These days, humanity’s greatest minds and
resources are given to furthering the exploration of space and
stabilizing the colonies out there.”

“Colonies? In SPACE?!” I couldn’t help
myself.

“Yes, spazoid. In space. Geez! Keep it
down.” He hooked me round the neck. My heart reacted by hiccupping.
Why was it so damn easy for me to get excited by him?!

In an effort to force it away, I gulped.
“Oh. I see . . . Hey! That’s –!” I was distracted by a familiar
jingle.

“Feet. Ears. Teeth. Arms. Cover up
unsightly scars! Anything lost can be re-found! So call your
nearest Sunder Hound! Ba-duuuum!” Croix was singing along to
the revived parts advertisement on one of the towering screens. The
commercial was graphic. It showed the mangled limbs of men and
women getting transformed into shiny silver by a floating wand
shooting out miniature stars. I highly doubted that was the actual
process.

Hands in his pockets, Croix watched the
advertisement start up again. He didn’t join in the second time,
though.

“You were pretty spot on, actually,” I told
him.

“Hm?”

“Before you said it was a ‘sad
attempt’.”

“Ah. Aye.” But he said nothing more.

The ground of the city was paved. I knew
what Olté’d meant by not being room for gardening in a place like
this. There weren’t trees or grass or anything of nature growing in
a place like this.

“Babel,” mused Croix.

Whatever that meant.

Even without nature, the lights of the city
were tranquilizing. I imagined that in the day Deca was solely a
land of bustle, but at night, the glow was settling. Serenely
balancing the business of people. Even while we clung to the
shadows, we were never far from the lights. So many lights. So many
. . .

Olté was watching me. His elbow was still
around my neck. It caused our steps to be awkwardly uneven.

“I like the way they reflect in your eyes,”
he said. “You’re experiencing it more earnestly than I ever
did.”

I didn’t really know what that meant
entirely.

Olté unhooked my neck and let his hand fall.
It found mine. Warm and large, it was a man’s hand. Defined.
Strong. That sort of hand was holding mine. We really weren’t
children any longer. And on that note, I remembered the kiss he’d
given me in front of Seriah. I hadn’t been able to enjoy it, of
course. Not like I’d enjoyed the one at Brazlee.

Dumb. In the midst of fleeing the scene of a
heinous crime, all I could think of was how much I’d have liked to
experience it again. How much I’d have enjoyed being tangled up in
him.

“The city has a strange smell,” I observed.
It was again an effort to forget about the animalistic drive
beneath my flesh.

Kinamo nodded. “It stinks.”

“The stench of people,” said Croix. “Carried
on the wind.”

“Mhmm,” said Olté, looking to the hazy sky
above.

Why was it that we were all feeling so
ethereal? Was it because we’d just survived something epic? Or
because we’d been forced to transition so quickly that we were yet
trying to catch up?

Or maybe we were having trouble coping with
the way we’d parted with Seriah.

But I couldn’t think about her. Guilt
threatened to writhe when I did. Olté rubbed his thumb along the
plush of my hand. A small gesture of comfort that only caused me to
wriggle.

“So what?” Kinamo said, noticing. “Squeak
and her brother are some kind of . . . lover siblings? They
kissed earlier. Yes, they did. We saw them kiss.”

“What, you don’t kiss your sister like
that?” said Croix.

“Archilade’s a baby!” scoffed Kinamo. “But
that’s besides the point! I wouldn’t kiss her even if she weren’t a
baby!”

“Well, good to know your perversion doesn’t
run that deeply, Weenis,” I said.

“As far as I can tell, the only pervert here
is your brother.”

“Should be palpable by now, kid.” Olté
exhaled, tired. “I’m not her brother.”

“Yeah, maggot, can’t you tell?” chirped
Croix.

“You’re one to talk, Croix,” I muttered.

His response was a cackle. “Surmise you’ve
got me there!” he said.

We walked an hour more through the
underbelly of the city, and when we emerged, we were at the foot of
a particularly bright building. It was a building that was lit from
top to bottom and side to side, almost too dazzling to be real. It
took a moment for my pupils to adjust. For a time, the lights were
blurred, and when they finally came into focus, I noted that they
were prettier the other way.

“Sector Six Broadcast Center,” said Croix.
“Moriah’s just over there.”

We rounded the corner he’d pointed at and
were greeted by a building that was the exact opposite of the
glittering broadcast center. It didn’t reach to the heavens; only
extended a dozen or so stories. And it wasn’t lit from floor to
head. It was dark. Completely and utterly dark. So much so that it
stuck out amidst its glowing neighbors.

“THAT’S where were going, Croix?” I
said.

“Aye. Not to your liking?”

“It just looks . . . conspicuous.”

“There’s naught wrong with that. Naught
wrong at all.”

Well then . . .

We entered the place through revolving doors
that turned with hesitation. They didn’t want us to go in any more
than I did. The interior of the slum didn’t turn out to be much
brighter than it was from the outside. Lit only by candles, the
entryway was a small box of a room that contained no more than one
door. A tattoo-covered woman sat in the corner of the room on a
barstool, reading a pamphlet. She raised a hand when she saw
us.

“Ha-melekh tov?” she said.

“Da-VID,” answered Croix.

Some sort of password exchange, it would
seem. Whether that was true or not, Croix passed the test. The
woman nodded before returning to her pamphlet.

“Come along then,” Croix said. He led us to
the solitary door, which also happened to be adorned with a lovely
array of scratches and burn marks. Because the knob had been
removed, Croix slipped a finger through the hole that was left.
From within sounded a faint popping click. The door crept
open.

Croix ushered us through.

The place beyond was a dimly lit stairwell.
A spiraling set of metal steps hung suspended from the ceiling,
complete with rickety curving handrail that was missing in several
places. In the crevasses beneath the rusty thing, clusters of
people slept in piles – cuddling for comfort, not warmth. The room
was stuffy and sickly warm on its own, to be sure.

At least two or three of the Remnants were
emitting loud, steady snores.

Like the lobby, the way was lit only by
candles standing on posts up and down the tower. These ones
flickered against the walls, casting our shadows way larger than
was natural.

Creepy. It was all so creepy!

I stuck close to Olté while Croix went ahead
and Kinamo straggled behind. Distracted by the dancing shadows, the
moron snagged his foot on the bottom of one of the metal stairs and
fell forward, clomping, into Olté’s back. One of the below sleepers
moaned. Olté released my hand, reached behind, and propelled Kinamo
ahead of us. Kinamo flexed his shoulders to show disapproval.

Olté didn’t care. He returned his fingers to
mine and squeezed. “It’ll be fine,” he said. “I’ll make sure of it,
Ashy.”

I believed him. Everything I’d seen from him
so far confirmed – he’d kill anyone, do anything, go to any
extreme, to ensure my safety. It was a sick, consuming sort of
love, but it was all that we had, and I didn’t regret it; not in
the least. If anything, I craved it.

The top of the staircase came soon. Along
the way, we’d passed a handful of doors that looked as beat up as
the one we’d come through, but none of those were for us. Our stop
was somewhere near the top of the building. Maybe floor ten? I’d
lost track, concentrating on nothing but the way my shadow melted
into Olté’s during the ascent.

The very way I wished we could melt
together.

“Po,” said Croix.

I wrinkled my forehead. “Hm?”

He shook his head, entertained by my
confusion, and pushed through a door that’d been fortunate enough
to keep its knob. This time, the place beyond the door was a
hallway housing three doors equally spaced on the right, and three
doors equally spaced on the left. Croix passed them all and took us
to the one door that broke the pattern – the door at the direct end
of the hall.

Croix walked up to it and rapped three
times. Waiting a small amount of time between each one, he placed
them in different parts of the door, as though he were marking the
corners of a triangle.

Then he did nothing.

We stood in black wordlessness.

Until, out of nowhere, a woman’s voice came
through the door. “Alo haver,” it said.

“Shalom,” responded Croix.

“Ma nishma?” said the voice.

“Meat meod.”

Another password exchange? Kinamo scratched
his head. Olté, on the other hand, acted like he’d seen it all
before. The person on the other side of the door was quiet.

Croix shot a sideways glance at Olté.
“Damned mistrustful lot,” he murmured, belabored. Then louder,
“Shit, Tennace! It’s me: C’roix!”

Still there was no response from the
door.

“C’roix,” Croix said again.
“C’rooooix.”

“Lo,” said the voice. “Who is with
you?”

“Oh, worried about them, are you? There’s
naught need for that. They’re friends! Customers, at that! Listen,
love, tell Tennace to come to the gate.”

“She’s out.”

Croix groaned. “Bloody fantastic. Then
open the catch and I’ll show you my sign,” he seethed. “It’s
her work, clear as day.”

The person beyond the door said nothing. She
seemed to be deliberating. And it was much to Croix’s chagrin that
she was. She took longer than was necessary. It was possible she
hoped we’d simply go away. I was just beginning to think that maybe
we should, when a rectangular slot to the right of the door opened.
I hadn’t noticed the compartment before. It had been made in a way
so as to blend artfully with the drywall.

Muttering foul things under his tongue,
Croix pushed up the sleeve of the hooded sweatshirt he’d acquired
from the stolen agitor and shoved his arm through the slot.

“It’s the ruakh,” he told the
doorkeep. “Recognize it?”

That did the trick. “I do,” said the woman.
“And you know the price?”

“Meh. Go on.”

The price? Whatever it was, Croix didn’t
look too eager about it. But neither did he withdraw his arm from
the trap. Not ten seconds later and his face twisted into an
expression of pain. He took a breath and kept it there, and his
lips pulled themselves tight. “Mite rough, love,” he said. “Don’t
you think?”

She was hurting him? Yeah, she definitely
was doing something to his arm on the other side of that wall!

“Stop it!” I couldn’t contain the cry that
pushed its way over my lips.

Olté took my shoulder and pulled me into his
chest in a close embrace. He hid my face from whatever it was that
was going on. He knew better than I that whatever it was was
necessary for our advancement.

“Hell!” said Kinamo.

I tried to squirm from Olté’s grip. He
placed his lips on the top of my head and kept his arms wound
securely around me. Eventually, I stopped resisting. My body gave
several uneasy shakes in the aftermath.

“Now, Ashy,” whispered Olté. “You can
look.”

Warily I turned from his loosened hold to
see that the door had opened. In the entryway stood a woman
completely void of tattoos and piercings. Wow. I hadn’t expected
that. From the looks of it, her appearance hadn’t been altered at
all. Her skin, hair, and eyes matched those of the true Remnants
from Dole’s film.

“Come in,” she said. “And try not to drip on
the floor.”

“Drip on the . . .” But I soon came to
understand that she wasn’t talking to Olté, Kinamo, or me. She was
speaking only to Croix, who was breathing shortly and cradling his
arm. “Croix!” I rushed to his front side in the hopes of offering
aid.

The tanned part of his forearm had been . .
. carved. Clean slits in his flesh showed the shape of a star with
an extra point, though the design was barely recognizable beneath
the blood seeping out. “God!” Forgetting discretion, I swore at the
girl. “What did you do to him?!”

“Naw, Lil Sis. It’s all good. See?” Croix
hid the wound from view and offered a toothy smile in its
place.

“All good?! It isn’t good at all! I need a
towel or something!”

“You heard her!” Kinamo chimed in.

Olté shook his head. “Let it go, you
two.”

“But –!” protested Kinamo. “Will he not
continue to bleed?! Have you not cut a vein or an artery or a
vessel?!”

“Artery?” The woman snorted. “Naturally I
haven’t.”

“She’s a Hound,” said Croix. “Means she’s
skilled with a blade. Needed an offering, that’s all.”

That was all? Forget it! How could he be so
blasé?

The woman smiled pleasantly.

In contrast, Kinamo was looking uneasy.
“What’s the ‘rue-ack’ thing you showed her?” he asked.

Croix sighed. “Ever the eager one. Even when
it’s far from convenient.” Nevertheless, he held up his arm stiffly
so as not to let the blood drip and pointed to the underside.
“Ruakh. It’s ‘The Breath’,” he said.

The symbol he spoke of was a line that split
at the end and curved outward with two smaller lines running
parallel to the base.

“Like a serpent tongue,” observed
Kinamo.

“Or a sprout,” I said.

Croix found both statements guffaw-worthy.
The woman folded her arms. She was concerned about the commotion we
were causing outside her door. “You coming or not?” she said.

“That we are,” said Croix. “Lil Sis. Maggot.
Be good sports and follow the lady.”

I waited for Olté to move first. He did so
without hesitation. It was enough for me. Together we entered yet
another shadowy space.

But for being somewhere shadowy, it was
surprisingly nice. So nice, in fact, that I couldn’t help but let
myself gawk while appraising it. Like the woman who’d opened the
door, the room was not what I’d expected.

Something this homey was tucked inside such
a nasty building? Sure, it was dim, but the furniture was kept and
clean; the floor clear of debris; and the walls intact. The right
side was a living room; the left a . . . kitchen? Well, there was a
sink and a fridge, but there were also other contraptions that I
couldn’t begin to understand in there, so I didn’t fixate too long.
In the living room, candles hung from the ceiling in brushed metal
holders. More of them stuck from the ground, placed tactfully near
end tables and around the couch.

The woman roughed up her hair – a
shoulder-length, feathered sort of bob. “The bathroom is down the
hall and to the right,” she said. “Furthermore, there are three
bedrooms. The first you will not enter. The second is the workroom.
The third you may use as lodgings for the night. You three go there
now. C’roix will remain with me until Tennace returns.”

“How long?” said Olté.

“After dawn. Anything else?”

I raised my hand. “Uh, is there a bandage or
something? I don’t mind dressing Croix’s wou-”

“That won’t be necessary. I’ll take care of
him.”

She was so dang blunt! Well, I had to try,
at least.

“How about sharing your name then, love?”
said Croix. He was sure to keep his arm hidden from Kinamo and me.
“The kiddies want to know.”

“There’s no need for them to know,
C’roix. Just as there is no need for me to know theirs.”

“Surmise that’s true.” Croix implored Olté.
“As you’ve seen, this place ain’t exactly easy to get into. Now, I
know you won’t do as you’re told, but I’m going to tell you anyway.
Rest easy, mate. If only for a spell.”

Olté didn’t answer one way or the other, but
I had a feeling he wouldn’t rest at all. He wouldn’t rest until we
were out of this place. He wouldn’t rest until long after dawn. Or
maybe dawn was already upon us. There was no way of knowing for
sure.

After only a parting glance, we left Croix
bleeding with the stranger we didn’t know.

 


I realize now that the true stranger in the
room was not that woman.

It was me.

She was more in tune to Croix than I would
ever be. Than any of us would ever be.

If I’d realized it sooner – If I’d been
given more time –

I would go back and conceal my sin.

I would become his Isaac.

 


Bedroom three contained a single four-poster
bed large enough to fit an entire family, a petite dark-wood end
table, a fat, flamboyantly-patterned armchair, and not much
else.

“You two can have the bed,” Olté told Kinamo
and me. Then just to Kinamo he appended, “But if you so much as
think about touching her, I’ll mangle you.”

“Yeah, yeah. Like I’d want to fondle a
flat-board pipsqueak like her anyway,” was Kinamo’s response.

Olté whapped him upside the head.

“Geh! Kinamo must relieve himself.” Kinamo
stormed way, presumably to the bathroom.

Olté, meanwhile, pulled back the sheets of
the bed. “You’ve gotta sleep, Ash,” he said. “You more than anyone.
Your body’s feeling weak, isn’t it?”

I nodded. There was no use hiding it from
him.

“I’ll make sure nothing goes wrong, so just
relax. All right?” he said.

But I wasn’t ready to relax just yet. “Do
you still not trust Croix?” I wondered. At the question, Olté
stared across the room.

Through the wall, the sound of running water
divulged that Kinamo had finished his task. Olté listened to the
rush and contemplated, and when he was finished, he said, “I don’t
think I trust anyone. Not because I’ve been betrayed but because I
betray. If you’re asking whether or not I think we’re safe here. We
are.”

“Then won’t you sleep with me?”

I meant it innocently enough. It came off as
naughty. And Olté liked it. Delight – the first I’d seen from him
since entering the city – overran his tired face.

“Oh-ho?” he goaded. “So that’s what you
want?”

He grinned a bounder’s grin.

So not charming!

“Psh. Want schmant. You know what I meant.”
I wouldn’t give him any more than that. Face red, I hopped beneath
the blankets that were clean and warm. The tiredness of my body
revealed its extent. It took over, and in no time at all, I faded
into the mattress.

Olté edged the armchair to the side of the
bed. He slumped into it, lids heavy, and let himself sigh. I
reached for his hand. He took mine greedily.

“Just come to bed,” I said. “Sleep with a
knife under your pillow or whatever, but just . . . Look, you can’t
stay awake another night. You’ll turn into mush.”

“It IS appealing,” he said. “But I can’t.
You know I can’t.”

“Olté . . .”

At that moment, Kinamo pushed through the
door. Zombie-like, he tottered to the opposite side of the bed and
fell atop the covers.

“Feel better?” I said.

“Yes,” Kinamo snorted into his pillow.

He didn’t move from that position.
Apparently he’d opted to sleep above the blankets. Well, wonderful.
It was a relief to know we’d be separated by at least a few layers
of fabric.

I was sleepy. I was too sleepy.
Sleepy enough to let my guard down. Per consequence, I began to
ramble. “You know, Weeny,” I said mid-yawn. “You’ve been doing well
lately. With the first person talking and the ixnay on the
strangling and whatnot. Still think the Maker destined you for
greatness or whatever?”

Kinamo didn’t answer. He didn’t say a word.
Indeed, I thought he’d gone to bed. I thought our conversation was
over.

I let my eyes do what they wished, and at
the brink of darkness I heard his voice, a silky vapor,

“You will see, Squeak. You will see what the
Maker has planted.”

. . .

I didn’t sleep long, for not much had
changed when I awoke.

“W-what?” Olté jerked. “What is it?”

“Bathroom,” I said.

“Okay. Getting up.”

“No. Stay. I’ll leave the door open so you
won’t have to worry.”

His head bobbed in a lolling nod.

I walked to the hall. Once there, I was
distracted. The apartment was quiet, but a shadow cast against the
hallway was moving strangely. It wasn’t the flicker of a fire. A
candle’s flame wasn’t great enough to cause such a motion.

I was a curious, sleepy child, and like I
had two years prior, I was about to walk into a scene I shouldn’t
have seen. My feet led me there, despite the warnings of my
conscience. My inquisitiveness betrayed me.

What I saw from the hall was enough to make
me stare. It was enough to capture my spirit and hold me in
place.

It was Croix. Croix’s bare back was facing
me. For the first time I saw the extent of his tattoos. And the
extent of his scars. Puckered lines leftover from gashes streaked
the painted skin of his flesh.

The muscles of his shoulders were flexed,
gleaming sweaty in the subdued light. And that wasn’t all. He
wasn’t alone. He was entwined with someone. Reeling, he mussed the
person’s feathered hair. I recognized it, though it was less
feathered streaked wet.

It was undoubtedly the woman who’d cut
him.

And she sported no more clothing than he
did. With exposed breasts pressed against Croix’s chest, she made
me feel like the ‘flat-board’ I was.

The pair of them moved together in the
dancing light, atop a mess of skewed blankets. In sync. Connected.
Croix buried his face in her neck with a thirst I’d never seen. And
then something happened.

From the couch I couldn’t see, a woman
stood. At first, I knew she was there only because of her shadow’s
stir against the wall. Her presence caught me off guard, but since
I’d been caught off guard during the entirety of the event, there
was no need for me to adjust. And then she went to them. This new
woman was naked as well, but she didn’t look to be so at first, for
her body was covered from head to toe in dark-toned ink. Every part
of her was tattooed.

In the middle of their rhythm, Croix and his
partner stopped and gazed up at her. She murmured something to them
– an order I couldn’t understand – and Croix presented to her his
arm. It was now cleanly wrapped in gauze.

It wouldn’t be for long.

The woman unwound the bandage. Unwound? That
wasn’t quite right. She tore the wrapping from his arm like a
ravening gaffer and brought her mouth to the gouged star. She
kissed the wound that was still wet, licked the trickle of blood it
left on her lower lip, then pushed Croix over and straddled
him.

Holy!

I’d seen enough. Well, from the very first
glimpse, I’d seen enough, but I couldn’t move. I was stuck in that
place, staring in drowsy confusion. The candles emitted a dizzying
floral scent. What was I to do? They were too wrapped up in each
other to notice me. I could have easily backpedaled. I should have!
But I was frozen.

A strong pair of arms stole around me from
behind and peeled me away from the spectacle. A few steps were all
it took to separate us from them. I turned to meet my savior.
Droopy-eyed Olté was shaking his head. Brow raised, he mouthed,

“Enjoying yourself, my little
debauchee?”

NO. Not at all! I flailed my wrists to
convey just how awkward I felt about what I’d seen.

Still silent, he mimed, “I thought something
like that might happen.”

“EH?! YOU DID?!” I said, and somehow I was
able to remain inaudible.

Olté nodded. “That’s how Croix is. I’ve seen
worse.”

He motioned to the bathroom.

Oh. Right.

Quiet as I could, I took care of that and
swiftly returned to him.

It was my turn to lift my brows. In my
absence he’d returned to watching them.

Lecher.

He shrugged when he sensed me, but didn’t
offer an excuse – just grinned goonishly. Then he poked at my
shoulder and prodded me to bed. This time, however, he did more
than just pull the covers. He slipped in beside me.

“O-Olté?!”

“They’ll be at it for a while. Long enough
to get some shuteye.”

Really? He was going to let his guard down
just like that?

But before I could get too worked up, Olté
revealed his secret. Smirking coyly, he lifted the pillow beneath
his head where he had concealed not one, but two weapons. My knife
and a silver taze gun.

I rolled my eyes. Should’ve known.

Olté settled onto his back and heaved a
great breath. “Can’t complain about the hospitality,” he said. “Eh,
Ash?”

Too aware of his body’s proximity to mine, I
said in a sigh, “Yeah.”

Olté sensed my stiffness and assumed the
worst. His shoulders emitted a jar. “Er, unless . . . it’s not okay
that I . . . uh . . .”

There was cuteness in the way he
babbled.

“Shh,” I said. “You’ll wake the Weenis.”
There was nothing to be done but to snuggle beneath the covers.
Feeling safer than ever, I surrendered, facing him in a curl with
my back to snoring Kinamo. Relieved, Olté rolled onto his side and
put his forehead to mine. A few stray locks of brown-dyed hair fell
onto my cheeks.

Ticklish!

I was nervous, but it was exciting. I
liked the blood moving through my veins.

I peered into his eyes. This was perfect. We
were fugitives on the run in a strange place but this moment, lost
in his stare, was perfect. We were close enough that I could feel
his body’s heat mixing with my own. My pulse, which was already
behaving rather obnoxiously, picked up tenfold, and with it, so did
my impulse. I made my legs straight and inched closer to him. His
jeans didn’t make for the cuddliest of garments, but I edged into
them nonetheless. Olté responded by placing a hand to my hip and
pulling me even closer against him.

My stomach catapulted. My spine shivered. He
rested one arm above our heads while the other remained at my
waist. I was so aware of that hand on my waist. My pulse was
envious. It threatened to drown out everything.

Olté’s hand moved upward along the side
contours of my body and halted at my ribcage. His jaw muscle flexed
in that way. He was holding back. I was too tired to do anything
about it either way, though. My lids drooped deeper and deeper
until at last they won.

“You’re too much,” said the broken voice of
a man restraining his drive.

I opened my eyes. My lashes batted. Swear, I
didn’t mean them to; they just did it on their own! Olté swallowed
an irregular swallow. I wasn’t doing much to help him. I tried to
apologize, but it came out in a coo. A COO?! What in God’s name was
I doing?!

“I want you, Ash,” he said, low and sincere.
“Not now, but soon.”

I didn’t stall; I knew the answer, so there
was no need for it. “You can have me,” I uttered. “I’ve always been
yours.”

He searched my irises. Vulnerable. Fearful.
I hadn’t seen him like that before. It was an odd mask for my
outcast to wear. Or mayhap it was the true face below the masks
he’d been wearing all his life. “Forever,” he said. “I can have you
forever, right, Ashy?”

“Even after we both shall live.” I wasn’t
sure from where it came, but it sounded good.

Olté liked it. He liked it with zeal.

Pulling me closer than ever before, he
pressed his mouth against my collarbone and kissed me there. And
then he kissed me deeper there. And when he was finished he did the
same to my neck. I wrapped my arms around his head and focused on
controlling my breathing until I could no longer keep from crying
out softly. The skin below his kiss felt raw and tingly by the time
he was done.

Sleep sought us out until we could no longer
evade it. With my head against his chest and his arm claiming my
body, we glided to the dreamworld together.

 


I wouldn’t realize until the following
morning that I’d been marked by his passion.


Chapter 13: Pins and Needles

 


Kinamo found the red blotch before I did. He
eyed my neck suspiciously. “What were you up to in the middle of
the night with your brother, Squeak?”

I put up my hood. “For the last time,
he isn’t my brother. And go over there, perv. I’m not done
changing.”

He turned his back begrudgingly. “Hmph.
Brother or lover or both, how he can become excited by such a
boyish, unmatured frame is beyond me.”

Olté, who’d been drying his hair nearby,
flicked Kinamo in the ear. “You say something, kid?”

Kinamo scowled.

We three were now showered, freshened, and
dressing in new clothes courtesy of the feather-haired lady. She’d
delivered them to our door first thing in the morning.

“Am I right to assume this one is mine?”
Olté, who had thus far only found an undershirt and jeans, held a
slate-colored henley top to the air.

“How do you know it’s not meant for Kinamo?”
asked Kinamo.

“Really?” Olté replied, amused. He held the
shirt before Kinamo. The piece was not befitting of Kinamo’s much
stockier, less elongated build. “You’re too short, kid,” said
Olté.

“Geh! Ashlin is only a year older than We!
Why is she not a ‘kid’?”

“She,” said Olté, “is a woman.”

But I didn’t feel like much of a woman. The
style she’d chosen for me was a baggy cable-knit sweater and a pair
of capris that were short and flared. My hair I’d haphazardly
thrown into messy loose braids after hopping out of the shower. No,
I didn’t feel like a woman at all. I felt like a little girl.

“Okay, you can look,” I said.

“You . . .” Olté, on the verge of saying
something embarrassing, held his mouth.

“What?”

He averted his eyes. “Cute.”

“Please! She is more alike a pipsqueak than
ever!”

That comment earned Kinamo another belting.
“If you don’t think she looks cute, then I severely question your
orientation,” said Olté.

“Olté . . .” While I appreciated him
standing up for me, I knew how kiddy I must have appeared. He was
probably just trying to make me feel better. I hid deeper into the
sweater’s hood.

In the kitchen, we discovered Croix smiling
smugly at the backside of a gaudy cereal box. Olté nudged him with
his elbow. “Fun night?”

“Aye,” was all Croix said.

Because of what I’d witnessed, I couldn’t
look directly at him. Every time I did I pictured his gash-scarred
back glistening with droplets of sweat.

The kitchen was only a little brighter than
it had been the night before. The light from the candles had been
squashed in lieu of a trace amount of natural light surpassing the
heavy curtains that were drawn across the only window.

A tattooed woman in a silky lavender robe
leaned against the counter and sipped from an oversized mug. One
glance told me she was undoubtedly the woman from last night.
Loose-haired and insouciant, she didn’t care to stir when we
entered. She was too preoccupied, reading a pamphlet identical to
the lobby sentry’s.

My attention flashed to her only briefly
before absconding – another person I couldn’t bear to focus on
directly. Croix’s partner. Well, one of his partners. His other,
the feather-haired lady, was not to be found in the kitchen or
adjoining living room. Catching up on sleep in bedroom one? Maybe.
It wasn’t like she’d gotten any the night before.

Either way, it was for the best. I wouldn’t
have been able to make eye contact with her any more than the other
two.

In contrast to my discomfort, Olté’s mood
was light. It was a nice change from the serious and broody way
he’d been for the past few days. Sleep had done him well, for it
had forced a break between the previous day’s treacheries. That
framing of time was necessary. We were now moving forward.

Right. Moving forward. On that note –

“Uh, morning,” I said, calling attention
from both scandalous parties.

Croix peeked around his box of cereal and
whistled. Chessboards wide, he stared a spell before clearing his
throat. “Quite the darling you are, Lil Sis. Quite the little . .
.” He shook it away. “A-anyhow, greet Tennace. She’s agreed to fix
us proper.”

I ripped myself from the black and white
gaze that was uncomfortably intense, and tipped my head at the
tattooed woman. “Thank you for the clothes. And the shower. And the
bed,” I said.

The woman set her drink on the counter. “You
say that like I had a choice, Metuka,” she said. Then she
moseyed over to Croix and placed a colorful hand on his shoulder.
“Within the fold, we are one. What I do for you, I do for me.”

“Uh? Oh. I see.” Nope. I didn’t see her
point at all.

“I trust you had enjoyable slumber?” she
mused, keeping perch over Croix. She resembled a sphinx.

I nodded. “Yes. Heavenly.”

“Glad to hear it. One should indulge when
given the opportunity.”

Oh, she’d indulged all right. That much was
certain.

The sphinx stood and reverted to woman form.
“Eat,” she ordered us. “Your time is little and my work is great.
C’roix I will do first. Any requests?”

Kinamo plopped impolitely onto one of her
barstools. “Make him bald,” he said.

Tennace stroked her hair seductively. “An
idea, to be sure, little Samson. Alas, I think I won’t.”

SAMSON: Though I’d heard it before, it was
Kinamo’s first time hearing himself referred to as ‘Samson’. His
response? His nose flared. Clearly, he assumed it some sort of
foreign insult. And maybe he was right.

“Samson?” he said, voice shaking and
fists balled.

“Now, now, Tennace. The brat prefers
‘maggot’.”

“Yes? My mistake,” the sphinx sang.

Croix scratched his chin. “By the by,
maggot, suffer any lewd visions in the night?”

Lewd visions? No clue what that meant. But
Kinamo did. And his response was peculiar. Rubbing his ear in a way
that wasn’t quite genuine, he studied the hood of my sweater, which
was hiding the red mark. He studied it considerably and was about
to say something, but at the last second averted to the ground and
said, “WE had none.”

“That is well, maggot,” Tennace said.
“That is well indeed.” But it was almost as though she didn’t
believe her own praise. I wouldn’t get to speculate, though.
Without another word, she and Croix disappeared into the second
bedroom.

I leaned around the wall and watched them
go. “What was that about, Weeny?”

“None of your business!” Kinamo retorted.
And he was clearly upset.

“Fine then.”

Kinamo continued to fume, but ignoring him
was easy. I shook a small portion of cereal into a spare bowl and
handed the box to Olté. “SO,” I said.

“So?” he humored.

“What’s going to happen from here?” I asked.
“Do you know?”

Olté exuded an expression that said
‘of-course-I-know-you-airhead-girl’, which I found less than
charming.

“We’re departing to the lab as soon as
Tennace is finished,” he carried on. “With any luck, testing will
take only a few days, and then, depending on the results . . .” His
face showed a trace of worry. “We’ll get to that when we get to
it.”

We’d ‘get to it’? Uh, no. That wasn’t my
concern. True, the results were important, but there was something
nearer troubling me. In my opinion, Olté was skipping over a rather
large setback.

“But, Olté!” I cried, and the milk of my
bowl sloshed. “What about Seriah? Doesn’t she know about this
scientist person we’re going to? She’ll be one step ahead of us!
She’s probably really mad at you for being such a player, and she’s
sure to send her Histo lackeys to ambush us when we get there! And
. . . and . . . why are you laughing?”

Indeed he was chuckling without
restraint.

“Quit freaking, Ash,” he said. “You’re
probably right. Seriah will exact vengeance by sending her people
right for us.” He stopped there. Rather than elaborating, he’d
opted to use the opportunity to bask in my confusion. He was
enjoying this way too much. At least he had the decency to do so
with a cute enough grin.

I asked with caution, “And you aren’t
worried because . . .?”

“Even if she sends them after us, it won’t
be a problem. As far as Seriah knows, we’re taking you to her
ex-Historian friend.” He took a bite of cereal from the mug in his
hand – left to him because I’d guiltlessly claimed the last clean
bowl.

“As far as Seriah knows?”

“Croix and I made other plans. I wasn’t sure
who I’d have to betray, but I knew the chances were great that I’d
have to betray someone. I wanted to make sure all ends were
covered.”

I waited to be sure he wasn’t kidding. If
he’d really plotted to that extreme it meant he was even craftier
than I already knew.

“You . . . you’re so sneaky!” I accused.
“You’re saying you double crossed them both!?”

“Not really.”

But I wasn’t convinced.

He shrugged. “I did what I had to do.”

“Squeak’s brother is some kind of evil
mastermind,” Kinamo told his breakfast.

Olté plucked the spoon from his mug and
brought it to his own neck. “You should see the scenarios I’ve
thought of for you, kid.” He drew the utensil across his jugular.
“Croak.”

“Psychopath,” Kinamo muttered.

“You’re one to talk, personalities,”
Olté countered.

“Enough.” I used my spoon as a catapult to
shoot a dried berry at Olté’s face. Olté caught it in his
mouth.

“Mmm. Thanks, Ash.”

“You’re annoying today.” But despite my
efforts, the slight lost all effectiveness because of how
flirtatiously it came off. That was to be expected. I was
playing with him, after all.

When we finished our breakfast, we resorted
to picking on Kinamo some more and creating funny makeover mishap
scenarios for Croix. I was surprised at how fun it was. Hanging out
with them safely away from Scindo was really normal feeling.
Something I could get used to?

Absolutely. But the thought of it made my
stomach guilty.

“By the way, that doesn’t look half bad on
you, Weenis,” I said, speaking of his attire. They’d chosen for him
a fitted, short-sleeve shirt with a collar. Its plum color paired
nicely with a pair of red-washed khaki capris.

“Up yours.”

“No, I’m serious. Not that it would fit in
at Scandria Two, but it looks good. And people on the screens were
wearing things like those, so . . .”

“Shut your mouth, despic-”

Olté clocked him lightly. “Hey now, be a
good boy. Take the compliment with a smile.”

“We don’t understand why we cannot have
pants that go to the ground,” Kinamo said with bitterness.
“Squeak’s brother gets them.”

“Is that what you’re mad about?” I asked.
Sure, Olté’d been given jeans, but they didn’t seem all that
comfortable. They were . . . tight.

Kinamo glared at me.

“It would look suspicious if we all had the
same length pants,” said Olté. “We’d come off like a cult or
something.”

“Really?” Gullible me couldn’t help but ask.
“That’s how it is out here?”

Olté yawned. “Who knows?”

“Stupid,” I grumbled.

Bedroom two gave a click, so I shifted for a
better view of the hall.

What I saw was wowing.

“Croix! Your hair!”

Not only did Croix look totally different,
he was even kind of dapper! His blood red hair was no longer.
Combed forward maturely, it was now a dark mahogany that mimicked
purple when he turned his head right or left. He’d also had the
back parts trimmed up nicely. And that wasn’t all. The piercings in
his nose, lip and ears had all been removed. Only his neck spikes
remained, but they were barely noticeable from beneath a thin
button-up cardigan and v-neck undershirt. His jeans were baggy and
belted. His shoes were clean. And a small patch of hair now showed
beneath his lip.

But while the transformation was
unbelievable, the most drastic element was his eyes. No longer
checkered and unreadable, they were soft brown. Doeish brown.
Innocent brown. Innocent? Never had I thought it possible that he’d
pull off innocence.

“Those are your real eyes.” It was more of a
statement than anything.

“Aye,” he said.

“Looking respectable for once,” observed
Olté. “Seriah would be pleased.”

“That she would.”

The air didn’t like the comment. It refused
to move. Now that Croix’s eyes were no longer unreadable, he kept
them guarded. At the floor. On the ceiling. At the dried wax
dripping down the side of one of the candleholders.

“Metuka is next,” Tennace said.

I nodded in compliance. There’d be time to
examine Croix later. Not to mention, I was more than a little
anxious to see her plans for me. “Well then, guess I’ll see you
guys on the other si-”

Olté stood, baring intent to accompany us.
Tennace shook her hair. “You cannot spoil the reveal, cherished
brother.”

“Where she goes, I go.” Olté was firm.

Equally firm, I put up a hand. “I’ll be fine
on my own.”

“But, Ash –!”

But I was already following Tennace to the
back room. Honestly, Olté was paranoid. If Tennace wanted to do us
harm, she could have tried something in the night or poisoned the
milk or any number of things.

The room was small and crammed, practically
to the point of bursting. On one side, a mirror with jagged corners
stretched the length of the wall. The other walls were lined with
shelves and cabinets and drawers. Not a single one of them was
closed completely. Everything overflowed with bits of fabric and .
. . hair? Chunks of colored hair – brilliant pink to darkest ash –
strung from clips attached to circular mobiles. Chandeliers of
hair? Some of the shelves contained gleaming utensils I didn’t
recognize, while others held jars of things that looked like gems.
Piercings? Yeah, some were the materials for piercings, as far as I
could tell. Bottles of liquid marked with writing I couldn’t
understand filled up an entire corner, and still more dishes sat
upon a table where multiple liquids had been mixed together.

It was messy and stuffy – something more
than a mere workshop. It was an artist’s studio.

Tennace pushed me into a chair. One of two
at the center of the room.

“First we will get rid of those eyes. I am
sad to see them go. Attaining unflecked blue is difficult.” She
heaved a sigh. “But they will not be gone completely. I will use
them as a palette.” She shuffled through the bottom level of the
table nearest her and found a small tube. It was a kaleidoscope
like Olté’s. Before I could do anything to react, she pulled the
lid away from my eye and brought the instrument to my eye. A yellow
light flashed. It was much brighter than the one I’d seen from
Olté’s, for it was pointed directly into my pupil. Truthfully, it
was blinding.

When she was finished with both eyes,
Tennace held up a shard of mirror. Its serrated quality made me
think it had probably come from the larger wall mirror. I brought
my eyes to it and saw the eyes of someone else staring back at
me.

My eyes were not my own. They were green.
Not like Olté’s forbidden green. More of a turquoise.

“Mm.” Tennace appraised her work. “It’s a
pure color. What do you think, Metuka?”

What did I think? It was bizarre, but they
did look pretty. More striking than they had before. “I . .
.” I nodded.

“Would you like your ears pierced,
Metuka? The more drastic the better.”

She went to one of the shelves and held up
something alike a taze gun with a needle on the end.

“Will it hurt?”

“Just enough to feel good,” she said.

I gave her the go ahead. She placed the gun
to my ear. Shuk! Oh, it hurt, all right. And it didn’t feel
good in the least! In the aftermath, my lobes tingled, distressed
and sore. But it was worth it, for she’d given me two small loops
of silver.

My hair was last to change. She gathered it
into a ponytail and cut it a few inches from the ends. And then she
released it. It fell unevenly around my face.

“I believed it would turn out because of the
silky texture of your hair. So if I do this . . .” She ruffed it
up. It responded by turning choppy. “Well?”

“It’s . . .”

She laughed. “Do not comment until I clean
it up.” Using a razor, she started pulling my hair this way and
that and slicing at it outwards. Locks of blond fell onto my
shoulders and chest. “Now, wait until you see the color,” she
said.

She tinkered around with a few of the
foreign-labeled bottles, measuring them out in varying quantities
and pressing them together in a small bowl. Once it turned murky,
she rubbed the mixture through my hair, scalp to ends, and let it
sit. Brrr. It was cold and sludgy against my neck’s nape.

She handed me a jar. “Rub this all over. And
do not forget to put it on after you shower.”

I took the container and did as she said. My
skin turned bronze.

“It is important, Metuka, to be
certain you cover your neck and the places around your ears and
hair. Those are the parts easy to miss . . . Your hair is done, I
think.” She took a strand from the back and rubbed the solution
away. “Almost,” she said. Using a small brush, she rubbed a bit of
the dye along my eyebrows and lashes. Even those had to be covered,
it seemed.

She moved to the corner of the room and
threw aside a pile of towels that had been covering a basin. “It is
time,” she said. She ushered me to the sink and then proceeded to
wash my hair. I hadn’t had any one else wash my hair in a long
time. Not since childhood. It was relaxing. The water was only
lukewarm, but the way her hands worked along my scalp . . . was
intoxicating. She toweled it semi-dry and then handed me yet
another container. “This will dry it the rest of the way,” she
said. I took the solution and ran it through the strands. At the
liquid’s touch, they repelled the rest of the water.

My hair was dry.

It was also chestnut brown.

“Well?” Tennace perched over me and forced
me at the mirror.

The girl staring back at me was a person I
didn’t know. Bronze-skinned. Turquoise-eyed. Chestnut-haired. She
was a stranger.

Tennace laughed at me. “You will grow
accustomed,” she said. “Think of it as someone other than yourself,
Metuka. Now tell me what you think of her.”

“She’s pretty,” I said. “Older than me. I’m
a little jealous. I’ve always looked like a kid.”

But that was me. It was hard to
accept, but the girl I was jealous of . . . was myself.

Tennace was pleased with herself. “One more
thing,” she said. She pulled out a swab and decorated my lips with
gloss. “Go see what your brother thinks.”

“Oh, he’s not my . . .” But I stopped there,
under the possibility that Croix’d had good reason for maintaining
the charade. “All right.”

I left bedroom two a little scared. I was
worried to see his reaction. This costume wasn’t me, and if he
liked it better . . . would I be offended? But I’d be just as
saddened if he didn’t like it. So where did that put us? It was one
of those situations where no matter how he responded it wouldn’t be
the right answer.

But I shouldn’t have doubted him. He knew me
better than anyone.

When I returned to the living room, Olté
stopped mid-sentence. Uh-oh. He was abnormally stiff. He eyed me up
and down a few seconds. And then a few seconds more. And then he
released a heavy outbreath. He hopped from the carpet, staggered
towards the place where I stood, and pulled me into his chest.

Affection struck me.

“I’m so glad you look like you
still,” he said into my hair. “You’re still stunning.” He jerked
and covered his tracks with, “Ur, I’d love you even if you weren’t,
though. You know that, right?”

He’d love me no matter what. My mouth
produced a stupid giggle. Tennace, who was obviously observing from
the corner of her eye, cleared her throat. I should have cared, but
I didn’t.

“Squeak is less of a squeak. But can you not
give her something for these?” Kinamo pantomimed fondling breasts
that weren’t there.

Olté and I gave him equally loathing death
glares.

“No,” said Tennace. “But I may be able to
produce a pair for you.”

“Hell!”

“She’s jesting,” said Croix. “Now get a move
on.”

Croix. I hadn’t thought to check how he felt
about the transformation. As Kinamo followed Tennace away, I copped
a peek.

Oh.

Croix appeared . . . concerned. But when he
saw that I’d noticed his reaction, he was quick to explain, “N-not
that it looks bad, lass. Naw, it’s quite . . . desirable.” He
didn’t seem pleased at the admittance. “Just a mite worried it
isn’t . . .” He was about to say something, but instead opted to go
with, “Extreme enough a change, that’s all.”

Really? No, it seemed like there was
something else bothering him. He refrained from elaboration, but
whatever it was, one thing was for sure: Croix wasn’t pleased with
the outcome of my makeover.

“Anyone that’s seen her will know it’s her,”
agreed Olté. “But if someone is acting only on description, she
won’t match. That’s what we’ll count on.” He turned to me. “You
have to be careful not to speak when we’re around other people.
Scandria Two shares a language with a bunch of the other communes,
and it’s also one of the main ones spoken in Deca, although the
written word is something else. So it’s not the language itself we
have to worry about. The problem is your dialect. There are people
that imitate Purité dialects – it’s a trend amongst university
students – but Histo will be on the lookout for it, so until you
can hide it, you shouldn’t speak too much.”

I zipped my lips shut.

“I don’t think lass is the one we have to
worry about,” said Croix. “It’s the maggot what’s got me.”

“Hrm. You’re right about that,” said Olté.
He kicked against the wall and slid back down to the floor, pulling
me with him.

“Hey!” My natural response was a protest.
Olté didn’t approve, and as punishment for my cry, he inched his
face right up to mine.

“What?” he said. “Now that you’re a brunette
you’re too good to sit on the floor with me?”

“Tch! N-no,” I stammered. “You just took me
by surprise.”

He looked through his eyelashes at me
sexily. “And are you too good to kiss me?”

“H-hah?” What was this? Right here? Right
now?! In the middle of everything?!

Seemed so, for Olté continued to inch closer
and closer, and my pulse came on stronger and stronger, until Croix
tossed a pillow at us. “Keep your urges in check, mate.”

That put an end to that.

Just then, we heard a scream from bedroom
two. Well, more of a yelp, really. Olté jumped to his feet, ready
to charge the door. Croix let out one of his cackles. “Calm down,
mind you,” he said. “Tennace is giving him plugs.”

Plugs? I didn’t know what they were, but
judging by Olté’s pleased and slightly sadistic smile, it would
seem they weren’t a pleasant experience. Neither Croix nor Olté
would tell me what they entailed, and it wasn’t until after Kinamo
exited the room that I understood just how painful the procedure
had been.

The new Kinamo possessed large round
earrings – one in each ear – that appeared to have been inserted
through his skin.

“She had to push out a chunk of his ear to
make room for those,” Olté told me under his breath.

“SERIOUSLY?!”

I believed it, though. The area around them
was red and agitated.

Kinamo snarled through pulled back lips. He
resembled something rabid. Oops. I’d have to try harder to keep my
comments in check.

In addition to the ‘plugs’, Kinamo’s eyes
were dark and his skin now matched the fake bronze of mine. His
hair was dyed black. It wasn’t like Croix’s mahogany that only
mimicked dark shades. It was true, deep black that was also inky
and shiny. The style was short and gelled and pushed inward all
along the middle.

“A hawk?” said Croix. “That’s retro even for
you, love.”

Tennace nodded. “I have been wanting to do
some of those old world styles.”

“We resemble an era cover band,” said Croix.
His tone suggested it was a bad thing.

Olté smirked. “Or era cover band groupies,”
he said.

“Don’t sneer too bad, mate. You’ll be
joining us in a bout.”

And on that measure, Olté was last to go. He
came away from his transformation with a bar in the corner of his
mouth – “Don’t lick it, mate. Just pretend it’s not there.” – a
tattoo of an owl on each arm peeping out from below his
three-quarter length sleeves – “They’re temps, lass, meaning they
won’t be there forever.” – and a lime-colored thread embroidered
through the skin of his right wrist so that it looked like his
flesh had been fused with a bracelet. To that one, Croix was most
amazed. “Shit, Tennace! You gave him a sunder stitch?! Always
wanted one of those!”

Modifications aside, the rest of Olté wasn’t
that much different. His hair was the same shape, but it had turned
into a dark blue. His eyes, too, were darker blue and flecked with
bits of silver.

“Dammit,” he said, stretching his sleeves to
cover the owls. “I look like a punk.”

I stood on my toes and took a piece of his
hair. Blue, through and through. “You do look showier. But I don’t
dislike it,” I told him.

He wrinkled his nose. “Guess that’s better
than nothing. At least it’s safe to say we all look different.”

“I’ll say,” said Croix. “Tennace did a fine
job.”

Olté gestured to the tattooed woman. “About
payment,” he said. “If you have a drive, I’ll transfer the funds to
–”

“No need,” said Tennace. “C’roix
already made arrangements.”

Olté’s gaze hit Croix dead on. Croix nodded.
“I know you’re untraceable, Olté, but for precaution’s sake, I
figured to use a family account.”

For some reason, it was hard for Olté to say
his thanks. It was lagging. And when it finally came –

“. . . Thank you.”

– it sounded off.

“What’s more, I’m buying Tennace’s extra
drive. Lost mine in the brawl,” said Croix. He was referring to the
tablet drive he’d showed me before – the one used to track Olté and
Seriah. He held up the new one. Like his lost one, it flashed green
when swiped.

“What’s the difference between that and the
ones Seriah and Cal had?” I asked.

“This is a tablet drive. Used by laypeople.
What Seriah and Cal use is called a discus drive. It’s a Histo
product. Olté and I had our own back at the offices, though ours
didn’t have full access like theirs.”

“I see.”

During the exchange, Olté listened with
tenseness. I didn’t realize until too late that he probably felt
anguish over our careless usage of Cal and Seriah’s names in front
of Tennace. Croix wasn’t put off, though. And Tennace didn’t react
or do anything outlandish at the mention of them.

Besides, Croix trusted Tennace, so there was
no need to worry, right?

Then again, it was all for nothing if Olté
didn’t have full faith in Croix.

“Me,” continued Croix. “I prefer tablets.”
He chewed his lip where the ring had been. “They allow for
smut.”

“What’s smut?” I said.

“Porn,” said Olté. “Ur, never mind.”

Porn, huh? Whatever that was. Kinamo, who
didn’t know what it was either, shrugged at me. It seemed he’d
forgiven me for my earlier comment.

“Before you go,” said Tennace, taking up a
fresh mug of coffee. “Does anyone need anything revived? If you do,
I will wake up the Hound. She won’t mind, so long as it’s for work.
She does enjoy her work.” There was brutality to the way she said
it. I was reminded of the star-shaped wound that yet remained
beneath Croix’s sweater.

“We’re right as rain for now, love.” Croix
flexed his silvered hand. “I’ll come see her when I need a touch
up.”

“Be sure to keep your parts covered,
C’roix. That work is noticeably of the fold.”

“Aye, aye,” Croix accommodated her. From
beneath his sweater, he pulled a pair of black four-fingered
gloves. Only his thumb remained uncovered.

“You have our thanks, Tennace,” said Olté.
“And I assume your silence has been paid for as well?”

“Naturally,” said Croix and Tennace
together.

“Good.” Olté tipped his head, both
respectful and strict . . . and also blue. Olté’s hair was blue. So
strange.

“Thank you,” I told Tennace, trying not to
stare at Olté. “Thank you so much.”

She slipped her arms around my neck,
whispering, “Anything, Metuka. What I do for you, I do for
me.” And then she smelled me. Swear she did. Kinamo was the only
one who noticed. He conveyed bewilderment. Whatever. Weirder things
had happened. We gathered our belongings and the sphinx bid us
off.

 


The sphinx. Tennace. In time I would come to
know her under another identity.

 


If the city had been busy the previous
night, it was positively overrun in the daytime. It was difficult
to walk, amidst the masses of people. Very few of them were without
mods. Very few of them were without variance.

Croix had been right. In a society where
everyone was the same, people craved difference. It was a larger
version of our commune. People the same but craving individuality.
Except for out here they were given the freedom to mod.

“Does Perrin know we’re coming?” Olté said
after we’d walked a half hour or so.

“That he does,” said Croix. “Sent him a line
earlier.”

“Had he heard anything?”

“You mean did anything leak?”

Olté nodded.

“Not at all.” Croix glanced around. “The
tellies haven’t shown it either. Good thing it is. Getting lost in
a city this populated isn’t hard if the general populace ain’t
informed.”

We continued to walk and the people around
us continued on with their lives. We fit in with them. We looked
the part. Many of them spoke my language, but there was an equal
number that spoke something I couldn’t understand. It wasn’t the
language used by Croix and his people, either, though.

When we’d walked two hours, we stopped to
rest aside a large building. A ‘stadium’, as Olté called it, where
rugby games were held. The stadium’s side was littered with screens
all showing the same program. I didn’t pay it attention. No, I
didn’t even look up at it. Not until the people of D.C. responded
energetically to something on there. Half of them cheered. The
other half booed.

That was when I brought my attention to the
screen. And saw her. Each of them showed the same girl. Four giant
images of her blasted along the side of the building.

“Seriah?!” I couldn’t keep from crying out.
But upon further inspection, it wasn’t Seriah. Not unless she’d
made her hair and eyes to be natural in the day since we’d seen
her.

“Seriah’s sister, Camilla,” said Olté.

“So that’s where she’s been,” said
Croix.

“What do you mean?” I said.

Olté shook his head. He was trying to hear
what she was saying over the clamor of city folk.

Croix answered in his place. “Good ol’ Cal
mentioned he’d been placed in charge while Camilla was away,
right?”

“Yeah?”

“That’s because once a term, the Historians
send a representative to the network. Sort of a promotional thinger
where Histo sponsors all of the shows, and in exchange, the
representative gets to take charge of the network. Host shows and
such.”

“But after you guys went all off the rails,
why didn’t they call her back?” I said.

“It’s important, since Histo’s sorta been
down in the public polls lately, that they maintain a good image.
Camilla’s image is as good as they come. There was no way they’d
cancel with everything else going on.”

With everything else going on . . .

“Good.” Olté, who’d been preoccupied with
the screens, rubbed his eyes. “They didn’t say anything about
us.”

“Come on then.” Croix beckoned us along.
“You’ll cause a mental hemorrhage with the amount of worrying you
do, mate. Hee! Recall the occasion your report was due for the
Curator’s vice? Naughty you spent the night pouring over the
footage from Scandria Two. Didn’t sleep a wink. Not until after
sunrise, that is. Hee! When you ran in that day, I was sure you’d
finally deflated. Ever the fusspot.”

“Yeah, yeah, I remember. Lucky some punk fed
them that story about me eating bad takeout.”

“Ah yes. Remind me who was it that covered
your ass.”

Olté punched him in the arm. They were
jovial. Of course they were. They were friends. They had a history
together. Croix’d been one of the people to save him. So why
couldn’t Olté trust him? Why was Olté still so guarded? I didn’t
want him to be. I wanted him to be open and happy. I wanted him to
be a little less dark.

Or maybe I didn’t. After all, his darkness
was one of the things I craved about him.

 


It is because I harbor so much darkness of
my own.

 


A short while more through the city, and
–

“Here,” said Olté. “It’s here.”

In contrast to Tennace’s place, Olté’d had a
hand in making these arrangements, it seemed. He was less on edge.
He took charge at the door.

The scientist’s place was a common
drugstore. I’d expected some advanced laboratory with vials full of
separated body parts swimming in strange tawny-colored liquids, but
from the outside, it was an average storefront.

But only from the outside.

After passing through the orderly aisles
complete with perusing customers, we came to a counter in the back.
It was attended by a clerk, but didn’t have anything in the way of
a register. The clerk was a woman of short but full stature. She
was cataloguing something, from what I could tell, for she was in
the middle of sorting small cards into a container marked by
foreign letters.

“We’re here to see the doctor,” Olté told
her.

The woman pushed the hair from her eyes. “Do
you have an appointment?” she asked.

“Charles Dodgson,” lied Olté.

The woman held up a tablet like Croix’s. It
flashed pink at her swipe. “I see you here. A little late, aren’t
you?”

“Traffic,” said Olté. “What can you do?”

“Mm.” Her lips pursed out of displeasure.
“I’ll let him know.” She tapped the tablet drive, then set it down
and returned to her cards.

“Well?” said Kinamo, snottily. “Aren’t you
going to tell him?”

She gave him a peculiar expression and
gestured to the tablet. “Already did,” she said.

Stupid Kinamo. He wasn’t supposed to talk.
And to ask something that would make him stand out even more?
Ugh.

Not a minute later, the woman’s tablet let
out a chime. Upon inspecting it –

“The doctor will see you now,” she said. She
directed us through a door to the counter’s side.

Within the walls was the lab I’d expected.
Stark white and filled with machinery, this was the place we’d find
a cure.

Finally we’d find a cure.

“Charles, I presume?” A handsome man in an
eggshell coat was there to welcome us. His hair was black. So to
were his eyes, but for the reflection of the overhead lights. Like
small glinting beetle shells. “And Lewis as well.” The scientist
bowed his head at Croix. “It is good to see you again. And the
thing you ordered . . .” He handed Croix a small bag. “I hope it is
the right dosage.”

Croix took the bag with a frown.

Perrin turned to Olté. “If I may be candid,
I did not believe you would make it this far. Tokorode –” He
began to say something in another language, but corrected to,
“By the way, I ran your aliases through the librarial
database. Clever. And the girl is your sister?”

Olté nodded. “This is Alice,” he said,
gesturing to me. “And the comparison subject is Beaver.”

“Beaver?!” lashed Kinamo.

“Ooh yes!” said the scientist. “Very good! I
enjoy people with wit.” With a bow, he swiveled to Kinamo and me.
“Douzo yoRoshiku.”

“Uh . . . hi,” I said.

“Perrin desu. Alisu-chan wa –” Again he corrected himself.
“My name is Perrin. I hope that I’ll be able to aid you, Alice. I
vow to do whatever I can to pin the sickness.”

“Thank you, Scientist Perrin.” A slip of
respectful habit. “And if you find a cure, would it work on someone
else? Not just me?”

Olté and Kinamo’s attention were piqued. I
hadn’t yet told them about Sella.

“Perrin’s fine,” said the doctor. “And yes.
The hope is that it’ll work on any in your situation. Our first
step is to take blood. If time is of the essence, we should take
blood before anything else. We can discuss the rest after that.” He
gestured to one of the chairs in the lab. “Douzo.”

‘Douzo’ again? But
this time I took it to mean I was supposed to sit. I settled into
one of the chairs. It was immaculately clean, as though no one had
ever sat upon it before. The plastic cushioning wasn’t broken in at
all, either. It was rigid and bubbled. Perrin moved to a drawer and
pulled out a syringe. “Beaver would give the appearance of being
healthy,” he observed. “The only better subject would have been a
woman, but he should do all right. Better than you, Charles, on any
account, ne?”

For starters, I didn’t understand why a
woman would have made a better subject than Kinamo. I wanted to ask
Perrin about that, but there was something else that took
precedence. Something terribly important I’d just remembered.

“That’s right, Olt- er, Charles! You never
told me why your blood wouldn’t work! All you said was you needed
someone else and that you wouldn’t work for multiple reasons!”

Olté nodded. He nodded, though his stare
retreated to the ground.

“And?” I pried. “Why won’t your blood
work?”

“That would be because . . .”

Whatever the reason, he didn’t want to say
it. He let out a groan and shifted his eyes to Croix.

“Just tell her, mate. It’s not that big of a
thing, you ask me.”

But ‘big thing’ or not, I was quickly
getting panicky. “Tell me what?!”

Olté swallowed. Then he looked me head on.
“I’m not who you think I am,” he said.


Chapter 14: Live and Let Live

 


I know there was more he could have told me
up until that point, about the Purités and about my sickness, yet
all along he’d opted only to mention that which he deemed
necessary. To protect me? To protect him? I didn’t really know the
reason. Maybe that was why my convictions started to change.

That morning in the lab I still held blind
faith, but the time for its exodus was nearly upon me.

Once it left, it never returned.

Today I hold faith of a different kind.

 


“You aren’t who I think you are?” I
repeated. Slow. Controlled.

But while I remained cool on the outside,
internally I was on the fritz.

Olté wasn’t who I thought he was? What the
hell was that supposed to mean?! If he wasn’t Olté, then who in
God’s name was he?!

“Ouch!” I wasn’t ready for the prick that
came at the inside of my arm. Perrin said nothing as he drew the
crimson liquid into the syringe.

I needed elaboration. “Charles?” I
pressed. The fake name was dull tasting.

Perrin pulled the needle from my vein and
covered the puncture with a small fold of cloth. “Aaand done!
Domo! Beaver next, if you please,” he said.

“CHARLES?” I said the falsity again. If he
didn’t respond soon, I’d resort to drastic, untamed measures!

Olté was grave. He took his time answering,
and when he did, he refused to look at me. The tiled floor remained
his resting place. “Do you remember when we met?” he said.

“Of course I do. Why are you bringing that
up all of a sudden?”

“I was eleven.”

“Yes, and I was eight, but what does that
have to do with –”

“I’d spent a little over two years in exile
by that time. The only person that visited me anymore was Doctor
Sellmana, my great-grandmother.”

“And you still haven’t told me which of her
grandchildren you came from.”

Olté ignored the inquiry. “What were you
doing on the day that we met?” he asked instead.

“I was . . .” I remembered it clearly. It
was one of my most important memories. “I was rubbing gravestones
for a project in class. We were supposed to pick a person from our
recent ancestry to report on. I picked Grandma Ashia, the woman I
was named after. I was supposed to find her grave and transfer the
inscription onto a piece of paper. That was when I saw you.”

“For that project you were also supposed to
interview people that knew her, weren’t you? Who did you
interview?”

“I don’t know. Elder Kennedy. Doctor
Sellmana. A few others. Why?”

Olté’s jaw flexed. “What did Doctor Sellmana
tell you?”

“She told me that if I wanted to experience
the full memory of Ashia, I should wait to go to the graveyard
until dusk. Ashia was a woman of the forest, and if I went to
cemetery edge, I’d be able to hear the wind as she’d heard it.”

Olté nodded. “But instead you found . .
.?”

Oh. I hadn’t really given thought to
why I’d been in the forest that day. “You,” I said. “I found
you.” And it hit me.

How could I not have realized it before? It
was so obvious! Sellmana knew about Olté. She was one of the few
that did. And she’d been the one to send me to the cemetery’s edge
that day. It was . . .

“It was a setup?” I whispered.

Olté tipped his head. “I was lonely. And
bitter. And . . . Sellmana told me that there was a girl, broken
like me, that would need help to remain strong.”

“Broken . . . like . . .”

“She knew about you, Ash.” He forgot to use
my alias. “She knew about your sickness. She knew about everyone’s
sickness.” He swallowed.

“Everyone’s sickness?” I said. “What do you
mean everyone’s sickness?” I met Kinamo’s stare, but he just
shook his head with a confused bow to his brow line. He was even
more out of the loop than I, it appeared.

“You aren’t the first,” said Olté. “You’ve
heard of a girl named Mayra, haven’t you?”

Mayra. The girl Mae’d been born to replace.
“But she died,” I said, unbelieving. “Her death was an
accident!”

“She hit her head during a fit,” explained
Olté. “I don’t know the specifics, but I know there have been
others, conveniently erased from the records. If people don’t
remember them, they don’t exist. Isn’t that the way of your
people?”

OUR people. But I couldn’t say it. It would
only fuel his disdain. “There have been others?” I let it aloud
only in an attempt to wrap my head around it. And then, without
meaning to, I added, “Besides me and Sella.”

Olté picked up on it. Of course he did. “So
that’s who it is,” he said, solemn and low.

Damn! I hadn’t meant to give away her
secret. But there wasn’t time to lament it.

“But WHY are there others?” I said. “What’s
wrong with us? Is it only women? Is . . . is . . . Wait a minute –
You’re saying Sellmana knew about me? And she, what? She
gave me to you? So you became friends with me as a favor to
her!? What the hell!?”

“I wasn’t thrilled about it. I hated all of
you. You were all so cozy in your village. Content with your
sickening oneness. Satisfied being cut off from the real
world.”

“Satisfied being cut off from the real
world? But why you would you have even . . .? HOW could you
have even cared about that!? You didn’t even know about the true
Remnants yet!”

With a woeful sigh, Olté finally drew his
eyes from their hiding place. In an instant, it became evident that
I was wrong. Everything I knew was wrong.

Shamefully, he began to tell me the
truth:

“I’ve always been good at lying, Ash. It
might be because I’ve had to be or because I simply enjoy doing it,
but I’ve practiced it on you more times than I can count. I told
you the Governs revealed to me the forbidden truth when I turned
twelve? Well, that was a lie. They never had the intention of
telling me anything. The truth is, Sellmana broke the Melojim and
divulged it all on the day of my exile. About the glass cage the
Purités lived in. About how I was an abomination to everything they
believed in. And about how the Governs didn’t want to keep me alive
at all.

“They didn’t stick me out in that cottage
because they pitied me or because I shared some shred of holiness.
That wasn’t it at all. It was for their sake, Ash. Only
theirs. The reason they let me live is because Sellmana told them
she would research me. She convinced them she’d be able find out
what went wrong, and make sure it never happened to anyone again.”
He laughed darkly. “It’s ironic. She knew what was wrong with me
the whole time. It was her fault, even.”

“Wha . . .?”

“The reason my eye is different? It isn’t
because of some genetic mutation. There’s a simple explanation.” He
brought a hand to his forbidden right eye. “It’s because I’m not
full-blooded like the rest of you. I’m not even a Purité!”

“W-what are you talking about? Of course
you’re a Purité!”

Olté shook his head bitterly. He’d turned
cold. And what was worse, he’d turned cold towards me. “My
great-grandfather wasn’t even from Scandria Two,” he seared. “He
was from Scandria One.”

“EH?!” But that didn’t make any sense at
all!

“You’re confusing her, mate,” came Croix’s
quiet intervention. “And what’s more, you’re pinching her
heart.”

It was true; my heart was being squeezed by
the way Olté was acting. That cruelty wasn’t something new, but it
was something unwelcomed. I didn’t want him to be that way.
I wanted him to be loose and warm always. I knew it wasn’t
realistic – Olté was human, the same as me – but greedily, I craved
his warmth.

When Olté realized what he was putting me
through, his malice melted slightly. But even so, he had more to
say before he could stop.

“Didn’t you ever find it strange that they
just happened to have a house perfect for me? Somewhere
fitting for an outcast?”

“I guess I never –”

“That place wasn’t built for me. It was
built for Doctor Sellmana’s sister.”

“Lies!” scoffed Kinamo, speaking up for the
first time. “Doctor Sellmana did not have a sister!”

“Shut up, kid!” Olté took out his
indignation on the mark that was easier than I. “I’ll rip that smug
Purité smirk right –”

“Olté!” Croix stepped in to douse the hatred
clouding the room.

It worked. Olté swallowed the insults and
replaced them with an, “ARGH!” Then, attempting to control his
rage, he began to tear at his hair. Guardedly, I put a hand on his
sleeve.

Calm down. Calm down.

He took my sentiment, brought in a few
shallow breaths, and – “Okay,” he said when he’d calmed. “Sellmana
did have a sister.”

This time Kinamo said nothing to challenge
it. Smart choice.

“And,” Olté continued, “her sister was the
first case of the disease that I know of. She had the shakes, same
as you, Ash, only she wasn’t so good with hiding them. The Governs
found out and ostracized her, sending her away to the house they
built for her. They thought it was sign from the Maker. A test.
Sellmana was charged with studying her that time, too. Around that
time, there was a massive outage. I didn’t know about it until
after we dug up the Histo records. A solar flare affected one of
the colonies, and –”

“C-colonies?” I was afraid to butt in.

“In space,” said Olté – and he maintained
composure, thankfully. “A flare affected one of them and made their
equipment go haywire, causing a state of emergency. A surge of
power was needed to revive what was lost. The government, in a
moment of desperation, pulled that extra power from Scindo plateau
without consulting Histo. There was a huge lawsuit afterwards,
which ended up being a blessing because it supplied Histo with the
funds needed to continue operation.”

“Histo 101,” twittered Croix. “Atta
boy.”

Olté disregarded him. “Besides the funds
gained, they say it was a mess. The power was out only briefly, but
in that time, all of the Ambiti went down and a handful of Purités
escaped their borders. One of them was a man from Scandria One,
which was a hamlet on the verge of extinction. He wandered into
Scandria Two. Sellmana’s sister found him in the woods and brought
him home.

“Sellmana’s sister wasn’t particularly
interested in men, but Sellmana herself fell in love with the
foreigner, and they conceived a child. Sellmana’s first child. A
son named Grottes.”

“Needless to say, it was an accidental
pregnancy, the kind the Purités aren’t too keen on,” piped Croix.
“Not to mention the lady was already married. Tsk. Tsk. Naughty.
Naughty.”

“But it was in Sellmana’s favor that she was
already married,” said Olté. “She claimed the son to be her
husband’s, and there was no one to speak out against it.” He
stopped to rub his neck. “Her sister died sometime after that, and
the man continued to live in the cabin alone. Doctor Sellmana kept
her affair, until one day the man was found by the hunter family
and ‘removed’.”

“Richar’s family,” I guessed.

“Yes,” said Olté.

“They removed him?” That didn’t sound
good.

Croix answered, “But she had a lovechild
from the bloke and that made it all better. Him holding the memory
of her missing lover, and all. In time the harlot had a daughter by
her true husband. Girl’s name was Nertia.”

“My . . . my gran,” said Kinamo, meek.

“Well lookie there!” cackled Croix. “One big
happy family! And her illegitimate son, Grottes, never knowing his
true father, had two daughters of his own.”

I knew the rest. And what I didn’t know, I
put together. “One of those daughters is Adrian, mother to Sella,”
I said. “And the other one . . . The other one is Ladi, mother to .
. .” I glanced at Olté for confirmation. He gave it to me. Finally,
I knew the identity of Olté’s parents. The parents that had let him
go. The parents that had disowned him. “Ladi, mother to exiled
number ninety-one,” I finished.

And I was stricken with understanding.

So that was how it was. Sella was my direct
cousin through her father. But through her mother? Through her
mother, she was Olté’s. They shared a taboo bonded ancestry. Maybe
that was why . . . I’d always known those two were different.
Special. The love I felt towards both of them . . . The innate
affection for them bestowed unto me . . .

It was something otherworldly.

“How did Doctor Sellmana know about my
weakness?” I asked. “I was so sure I’d remained hidden. I was so
careful.”

“It was nothing you did,” explained Olté.
“She tested your blood, the way she tested everyone’s. She
destroyed her records before she died so that no one else would
know what she knew. Like her sister, she wanted to keep you safe.
That was one of the reasons she told me to go to you that day. She
knew you wouldn’t be able to do it alone. She knew you’d need
someone to confide in.”

There it was. That was what it all came down
to.

“So you did go to me as a favor to
her,” I said. And I was downtrodden. Disappointed. A mess of
pessimism.

It all made sense now. Olté had been
protecting me all of this time as a favor to the woman who’d saved
him. That was all it was. Living out his duty. Not by choice. Not .
. .

Olté saw my sinking expression. He saw, and
he responded with force. “NO!” He clutched my shoulders and drilled
his pupils into mine. “A favor?! Are you crazy?!”

“Huh?”

“A favor? To that woman? I . . . hate her. I
hate her so much! It’s her fault that I was born in exile. No. I
went to you that day so that I could make you hurt. The way
I hurt. I wanted the pain of Sellmana’s sister to show on your face
so that she’d always be reminded of what she’d done!”

Intense. His emotion was too intense.
Negative energy pulsated from his hands into my shoulders. And then
it stopped, and he slipped his hands to my cheeks, tender and with
care.

“Except,” he said. “When I saw you . . .”
His voice cracked. “Your small silhouette against the vanishing sun
. . . God! It was like you were on fire. I couldn’t see you
clearly, but with the sun at your back, you were more than a child.
You were powerful. She’d sent me to help you, but you even didn’t
need me.”

The elements were always on my side. I’d
always felt that way.

“I was evil,” he admitted. “And the first
thing I thought was to steal your power for myself. I wanted the
sun to back me the way it backed you. You were a goddess! A muse!
And I would hurt you deeper than even a goddess could stand. But .
. .” His manner turned sorrowful and repentant. “But then the sun
dropped, and I saw your face. It was . . . cute. But more than
that, it was the face of a girl who was already in pain. The
expression I wanted to force onto you was already there! And this
out-of-nowhere compulsion awakened inside of me. You saw me, and
your eyes brightened; but behind the brightness, there was grief.
And I didn’t understand why, but all I wanted to do was take it
away. I wanted to make you, a Purité, less sad. That was
such a backwards concept for me. I’d never felt like that before. I
hated it. I loathed myself for feeling that way.”

He ran his thumbs along the apples of my
cheeks.

“And then, Ash, you said, ‘My aunt’s
going to have a baby. She isn’t in her belly yet, but I can’t wait
to meet her. Her name will be Sella.’ That was the first thing
you said to me. It could have been fate. I knew how the Purités
worked. I knew how they named things. The name of the baby was to
be ‘Sella’ and it meant that Sellmana was going to die sooner than
later. That’s when I understood. She hadn’t only sent me to save
you. She meant for you to save me.”

Olté dropped his head. It shook. He pushed
it into my chest. I didn’t have to look to know his eyes were
wet.

“I’m sorry for lying to you and keeping
stuff from you. I’m sorry that I wanted to hurt you, but all I’ve
ever been able to do is love you, Ash. I love you, and I don’t want
to lie to you anymore. About anything.”

 


That was the moment my faith turned from
blind to proven.

 


My charming outcast, so strong and yet so
fragile. So stern and yet so easily moved. So firm and yet so
broken.

“You’re stupid,” I told him, hugging his
head against my bosom. “You’re so, so stupid. It’s not like you
tricked me into loving you. No matter where your blood comes from,
no matter what sins you’ve committed, I don’t care about any of
that. Desert me, betray me, use me to strengthen yourself. None of
that matters. I’ll love you even when your soul is stained,
dummy.”

He answered with desire.

“Ashy!” Pulling his face from my chest, he
took the nape of my head and kissed me with lips that shook.
“Ash.”

Olté. There was no one else. We were all
that remained. We two sinners were all that . . .

“AHEM.” Croix cleared his throat.

“EH?!” I propelled myself from Olté.

Three men – Perrin, Kinamo and Croix – stood
staring at us from opposite sides of the room.

Awkward.

“Quite the dramatic little revelation,” said
Croix. “Well now, Doc. As you can see, she ain’t exactly his
sister.”

Right. A lot of unnecessary information had
come out during our exchange. Oops.

But the scientist wasn’t fazed.
“Sou desu ka?” he said. “Don’t distress. I don’t mind
one way or another. And hearing all of that pretty much solidifies
my diagnosis. I’d like to speak with . . . Ash, is it? I’d like to
speak with Ash privately.”

Olté wrapped his arms around me
territorially.

“There’s no need for that.” Perrin held up
his hands. “Now that I know your story, I can safely reveal my own.
You may have noticed that my facility isn’t exactly put out there
for the world to see. Lewis may have found me, but even he doesn’t
know everything. Hai. I am marketed in some circles an
ex-professor that performs favors for the organization known as
Damfold. However, my main affiliation is with the Sheralton
Campaign for Purité Rights. I am a friend of the founders, to be
more precise.”

At the newly revealed backstory, Croix
perked. “That so?” he said.

Perrin bowed to him. “I hope this doesn’t
change our business relationship.”

“So long as you do what you’re paid for.”
But Croix’s demeanor shifted a little – into someone uneasy.

That was unexpected. You’d think finding out
Perrin was with Sheralton would be a good thing.

“You are in decent hands,” the scientist
assured. “Now let me speak with Ash privately.”

Olté didn’t budge. I shook him off. “Where?”
I said.

Perrin pointed to a door opposite the
entrance. “There’s an exam room in there,” he said, civil. “That’s
all. There’s no other way into that room or out. There isn’t a lock
on the door. No way for me to be indecent to you. Your boyfriend
can check it out if he likes.”

Olté took him up on the offer. Again
displaying paranoia. But what could I say, it was flattering. Not
that I could enjoy it at all. For while he was gone, Perrin lowered
his voice and informed me of something unpleasant.

“I need to examine you, Ash,” the Sheralton
man said. “It will be uncomfortable, but it is necessary if we hope
to figure out what’s wrong.”

At first I didn’t understand the gravity of
what that meant. “Examine?”

And then he told me. “Your uterus.”

“You mean –!?”

“That is exactly what I mean.”

“Seriously?!” Oh God! I checked to make sure
Kinamo wasn’t following. True to character, he was turning over a
vial of blood and not paying any attention.

“It will be brief. You have my word,” Perrin
said evenly.

I let out a gurgle and searched for Olté. He
was still examining the . . . examining room.

“Let Doc do his work, lass,” said Croix.
“He’s good for it. Best you not rouse Bro, mind you.”

Oh? So, suddenly Croix’s faith in the doctor
had returned?

Gah. I was avoiding the subject.

It was for Sella. If it were for anyone
else, I don’t know that I could have done it. “Fine,” I said,
sealing my fate and agreeing to the harrowing exam ahead. “As long
as it’s quick.”

A reluctant Olté returned from the room and
gave us the go ahead.

“Five minutes,” Perrin promised, but it did
nothing to woo him.

 


Five minutes was an eternity. Lucky for me,
the exam was over in three.

 


While I redressed, Perrin scribbled into a
memo pad. I didn’t know him whatsoever, but I could detect that his
mood had become somber.

“Do you bleed?” he said out of nowhere.

Feeling violated, I tied the waist fasten on
my capris. “Bleed?”

He reiterated for me.

“Ech!” I told myself to be mature. “N-no,
not yet.”

“And you’re how old?” he asked.

“Urm, s . . . seventeen.”

He didn’t like the answer. He shook his head
out of what I assumed was disapproval. “Hm,” he said. “Hm. Hm.
Hm.”

Weird. The vibe was weird, and I didn’t want
to be in the room with him any longer. I put my hand on the knob
with no lock, but before I could pull, Perrin tapped me on the
shoulder. I turned to see him holding up what looked to be a blank
medical chart. And, without saying anything, he pointed to the
bottom corner where a message had been hastily scrawled:

 


Don’t trust Lewis.

 


Then he stepped around me and pushed through
the door.

Don’t trust Lewis? As in Croix? Wait,
what did he . . .? But there wasn’t time to ask for explanation.
Perrin was fast transferring his findings into a tan binder.

“It’ll take a few days to compare your blood
to Beaver’s, but I can already tell you the problem. Your symptoms
match the trends I’ve previously traced. They are conducive to the
symptoms displayed in the women from the Purité Desolics.”

He was speaking to me.

“Hah?! Hold on a sec!” This was all
happening too ephemerally! First I wasn’t supposed to trust Lewis,
and now he was bringing up . . . “The Desolics? What do the
Desolics have to do with me, now?”

“Just what we thought, mate,” Croix told
Olté. “Histo’s covering for a big trouble.”

Olté said nothing; Perrin was the one to
respond. “Hai, so it would seem,” he said. “The girl is
experiencing what happens to women all over the Desolics. There’s
an anomaly in her blood that makes her sterile. A cancer of the
blood, so to speak.”

“I’m sorry, did you just say
sterile?” He was talking like I wasn’t even there! “That
can’t be right! Hah! I must’ve heard you wrong. It sounded like you
said . . .”

Perrin was sympathetic to my rambling. “I
think she should sit.”

Olté’s face was shadowed by his downward
head. He wouldn’t look at me? Why wouldn’t he look at me?! My legs
were staggering. He carted me to the bubble-cushioned chair. I fell
into it and it pushed back.

Perrin came before me and lowered into a
crouch to meet my line of sight.

“I hate to be the one to tell you this,” he
said. “But yes, sterile is sterile. You will not be able to carry a
child. And since I’m bearing the bad news, I might as well get the
rest over with also.” The next part he delivered with extra care,
“I would be surprised if you made it to the age most women
experience menopause.”

“W . . . wha . . .” Was this really
happening? He was saying I couldn’t have kids? I couldn’t get
pregnant? I wouldn’t live to old age? I couldn’t speak.

Olté drew up his eyes and I saw that he had
only been averting them because he was on the verge of breaking. He
masked it away, but some slipped though anyway. “Don’t, Ashy. You
don’t have to say anything. Just hold on to me.” He turned his
attention to Perrin. “This is good, isn’t it?” he said. “If you
already know what’s wrong, then you already have a cure.”

But he was lying. I could tell by the
artificial quality of his tone. Hadn’t he said he wasn’t going to
lie anymore?!

Placing a hand of comfort on my knee, Perrin
bowed his head. “Iie, I can’t fix it. All I can do is give
her something for the seizures.”

“How . . .” I couldn’t say much in the way
of words.

Olté spoke for me. “What do you mean you
can’t fix it?!”

Perrin withdrew his hand and stood. “She
cannot be cured. But your race can.”

“What do we care about our race? You have to
save her!”

Croix moved to hold Olté, who’d just lunged
after the scientist.

“H . . . how?” I said again. “Or rather WHY,
is this happening?

Perrin was again at his folder. He rubbed
his forehead. “I don’t know, to be honest. It’s a disease passed
through the blood. Some of the women that get it are able to have
children; others are not. Even with the ones that can, they
experience seizures. Nosebleeds. Migraines. With the information
we’ve managed to appropriate so far from the other Desolics – don’t
ask me how – I can predict that it will grow to affect to all of
the women in your hamlet. And after so many generations, when there
are no longer any women that can bear children, the race of
Scandria Two will die out like so many others before.”

Olté fumed, “This can’t be right! Why does
it only happen to Purités?”

“It is a disease that has passed through and
been squashed out by our larger gene pool. Purités don’t have that
luxury. Think of it as reverse evolution due to isolation or
control. Because nature cannot have its way, countless hamlets have
died out. It isn’t the first time in history entire peoples have
been lost. Think of the Mayans. The Clovis. And so on. Usually,
it’s environment or outside peoples causing the extinction, but
with such small segregated communities, disease is a viable
opponent.”

“All the women?” Kinamo, who’d been silently
observing near a scale in the corner, spoke up. And he sounded
distraught. Moron. Even at a time like this, he was irritating –
most likely stressing over the pretty twins he’d so long had his
eye on.

But no. That was where I’d be wrong.

The next thing Kinamo muttered –
“Archilade.” – was the name of his toddler sister. Followed by a
riled, “What can be done? Tell Us now!”

“Individuals cannot be saved,” said Perrin.
“The only hope for Scandria Two’s survival is to mix with the
greater population. That is the sole way for the disease to be
dissolved.”

No. I wasn’t hearing him. How could this be?
There was no saving me? There was no saving Sella? We were going to
go extinct? How . . . how . . .

And with that in mind, my body gave a
tremble. And then it gave a torrent of other trembles warning me
I’d experienced too much.

“No!” Emitting a shout, Olté held me.
“Perrin! What can you do?”

“Now would be a good time to try out your
medication, Doc,” said Croix. “And while you’re at it, I’d like to
see the rest of your report. You’re being paid to be thorough.”

Through my shakes, I saw Perrin’s attempt to
catch my attention.

What? What did he want?

But the dark outers of my sight were moving
in at rapid approach.

“Here it is.” Without taking his eyes from
mine, Perrin handed a fold of paper to Croix. He did so with an
expression of urgency.

The doctor was trying to tell me something?
It had to do with not trusting Lewis, more than likely. And it was
unquestionably important. But even knowing that, I couldn’t do
anything about it. I was immobilized by my shaking. Immobilized by
movement. Huh.

“Perrin!” yelled Olté. “What’s taking so
long? Do you have something for her or not?!”

Even Kinamo had come to my aid. “What shall
we do for the Squeak? Yes, We want to know what?”

“Shut up for starters!” said Olté.

Neither of them noticed Croix open the fold
of paper. Such a sneaky little gesture. Neither of them saw him
read the contents with a hungry gleam. Neither of them saw him
swipe about on his green-lit tablet drive.

I did. It was the last thing I saw before
everything went black.

. . .

When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t in Perrin’s
office. I wasn’t with Olté or Kinamo.

It was only Croix. Croix was over me with
that same hungry expression and eyes that were readable at
last.

“Good morning, sublime and precious Isaac,”
he said. “Welcome to the day of your death.”


Chapter 15: The Damned Fold

 


Death. Yes, Death was lingering. I felt it
then; and at times, when I grow fearful over the destituteness of
our future, I feel its influence again.

 


“Croix?”

“How do you feel, Isaac?” Mahogany-haired
Croix tipped his head to the side like a curious animal. I’d seen
that expression before, but for once I was able to read the
fragility of his eyes.

“Um, fine, I guess.” I attempted to sit up,
and found that my hands were tied behind my back. Still I tried,
but Croix didn’t move. He remained over my chest. “Where are we?” I
said. “It feels like we’re moving. Is this an agitor?”

If it was, that meant I was lying on the
seat? We were swaying in sync with the vehicle. The inside of the
place was dark and quiet, but for a hum of the engine’s internal
workings.

“Not an agitor, Isaac,” said Croix. “Just a
coach.”

“Croix, I’m not Isaac. I’m Ashlin.” I
wiggled against the strip of plastic barring movement of my hands.
No use. “Where’re Olté and Kinamo?”

“Oh, I didn’t kill them, if that’s what
you’re worried about, Isaac,” said Croix. “Thought you ought not
like it. Plus I developed a bit of a soft spot for big Bro.”

EH?! KILL them?!

But instinct told me to remain calm. He
wasn’t joking. I was sure of that. The situation radiated a certain
level of danger. This wasn’t Croix. Or if it was, it was a
different Croix. Not only was his demeanor curious; his speech had
changed. It was drawn-out and lifeless.

Something within his ego had clicked, but I
was too disoriented to understand what it was yet.

“Ooh. Uh, thanks for that – the not killing
part,” I said. “But what’s going on? Not sure if you’re aware, but
my hands seem to be bound and –”

He cut me off with a squeal. “Hee! We’re
going there. My poppa’s waiting.”

“Your . . . poppa? The same poppa that . .
.” I choked back the sick feeling. “Cut your fingers?”

“Aye, one and the same.” He slipped lower so
that his head was just below my ribcage.

“C-Croix?”

He pressed his ear against my tummy. “I hear
your essence, Isaac.”

I was afraid, but there was something off
about it that kept me from panic. In that moment he was vulnerable.
With his head pressed tenderly against my belly he resembled a
child leaning into its mother.

“Would you believe that at the outset I
believed Olté was Isaac?” he continued. “When he slipped into our
camp, I thought God above had sent the lamb right at me, just like
what Poppa said might happen. But after the boy told his tale, I
knew right. He wasn’t the one. It was his sister what we needed.”
His eyelids drifted shut. His body convulsed.

“Croix?”

“Hm?”

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Wrong?”

“Yeah . . . you seem different.”

“Mm. That’d be the pills, I surmise. Bit of
preparation for the homecoming.”

Pills. That explained it. He’d taken some
kind of drug. His body convulsed again. It wasn’t anywhere near the
extremity of my shaking, but it was enough for him to momentarily
lose control of his muscles.

“Mmm. Feels good,” he said. “Been off ‘em
since joining Histo.”

“This is important, okay? Are you
listening?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“What exactly do you need me for? What
purpose do I serve for your . . . uh, people?”

Croix opened his eyes. Lazy. Drifting. “In
the fold,” he said, slug-like, “we’ve each been reborn into roles.
Yours is to cleanse us. Just as Abraham brought his son Isaac to
the slaughter, so shall your blood be a sacrifice.”

I didn’t understand any of it. Expect for
the sacrifice part. Croix and his ‘Damfold’ intended to sacrifice
me. But that was impossible. Drugged up or not, this was
Croix. And if he’d intended to harm me, why hadn’t he done
so already? Why wait so long?

No, this was something else. It had
to be.



But that, as I would come to find, was
wishful thinking at its worst.

 


The coach slowed to a stop, but Croix
remained in lounging position. He waited until after the door was
opened from the outside before shifting. At that point he raised
himself from my stomach, slipped his hands beneath my back and
thighs, and lifted me up and out of the cab.

As my sight adjusted, I saw that we were
underground, inside of a vast cement place much bigger than even
the one beneath Scandria Two’s schoolhouse. Try as I may, I
couldn’t see to the edges of the place, for only the area around us
was lit with candles.

Croix carried me into the center of a
cluster of them. “Where is this?” I asked him.

“Don’t recognize it, eh? We’re under Moriah.
Tennace’s building’s just there.” He pointed to the ceiling.

“L’hitraot,” said a voice from behind
us, belonging to a man I couldn’t see.

Oh. Right. It was the driver of the
coach.

“Clean yourself, mate,” Croix threw over his
shoulder. “You’ve had a fair tussle. The maggot packed a bigger
punch than expected.”

The maggot. So even Kinamo’d fought back. It
made sense now, why Perrin had been so squeamish. He’d introduced
himself as a person known to do ‘favors for the organization known
as Damfold’. He’d been employed by them all along. But why? Why go
that far? If Croix intended to have me sacrificed, then why take me
to the doctor first?

I was kicking myself. If only I’d maintained
consciousness long enough to see what had happened!

The driver said nothing, but I heard his
footsteps retreat. They tapped, echoing, against the floor, until
they reached a wall somewhere in the distance. The creak of a
hinge. The slam of a door. And then there was nothing but Croix,
the candles, and me.

Croix set me on the floor and took up a
cross-legged position across from me. “It’ll be over soon, Isaac,
and then you’ll be fulfilled.”

I searched the dim edges of the circle. I
could run. My feet were free, so I could surely run. But where
could run to? I couldn’t see the ends of this cavern. I didn’t know
where that door used by the driver led.

I felt myself begin to sweat.

“Croix, you need to come to your senses!
Think about this! Do you really want to kill me?”

“Naw.”

I brightened. “Oh! Well, that’s –”

“What I mean to say is I didn’t want
to kill you. But that’s what the pills are for. Get me straight.
Get me righteous again.”

Actually, I felt it was the opposite.

“Aw, don’t fret.” He put a hand atop my
head. “If you’re fearful of the pain, all you need to do is surpass
the time.”

Things were looking dismal. “Surpass the
time?”

“Sure. Twas a technique I used all the time.
If you just think of it like this –” He put up a finger. “Time’ll
continue to move no matter what you’re feeling. See? No matter what
happens, one way or another you’ll get to the other side of it. One
way or another it’ll all be over. If you think about it in that
mindset, you can take yourself out of time. Fly above it and let it
pass by right under you. That’s what’s called surpassing time.
Removing yourself from moments unfavorable.”

“Is that what you did when your poppa gave
you those marks?” I said. Quiet. I had to stay quiet, given that I
was on the verge of letting it all come out. My confusion and fear
and panic. They were all boiling under my skin, and very soon
they’d need to be released.

Croix repeated, “Marks?”

“I saw them. On your back.”

“Ah. Those were merely a penance, Isaac.
Trite.”

Trite? There wasn’t anything trite about
it!

The boiling pulsed. Uh-oh.

“Argh!” I screeched. “You don’t understand!
It’s not normal for a child to ‘surpass’ time. It’s not normal for
them to be placed in situations where they’re forced to escape in
their minds! Look around! This scenario isn’t normal!”

But it was no use. Those ideologies had been
burned into him. Literally.

Croix’s shoulders convulsed another set, and
when it was through, he glanced around the air peculiarly.

“Look at me, Croix. I’m not Isaac! Is that
even a girl’s name!?”

“Your parts don’t matter. Only your
build.”

“My build? What does that have to do with me
being Isaac? You said I might be Sarah! Yeah, I’m probably Sarah!
What happens if I’m her?” I tried to stand.

Croix was over me in a flash. He shook his
head decidedly. “Poppa said I’d be able to tell. The Purités are
pure. Children especially. Their blood is the most redeeming of
all. He said it would call to me.” Croix scrutinized me in that
unsettling way of his; the one that made me feel in danger. Even
without the chessboard contacts, I could tell he was doing it; and
for the first time I could see what was behind the stare.

Thirst. Unquenched, all-consuming
thirst.

And I connected the missing link.

“You aren’t going to . . .”

Croix cocked his head.

“You aren’t going to drink my blood!?”

His head remained cocked in a pose of
inquisitiveness. Like he couldn’t imagine what could be wrong with
the consumption of my blood.

“That’s . . . that’s not healthy, is it?!” I
cried.

“Poppa says the blood of an everchild of the
Purités is cleaner than the blood of any other.”

“What the hell’s an everchild?”

“An eternal youth. An innocent.”

“But I’m not innocent! You saw what Olté and
I did to Seriah, for Heaven’s sake!”

“Aye, but you haven’t done THAT, now have
you?”

That? What was ‘that’? I was stupid. It took
far too long for me to get what he was implying.

“I was a mite worried after seeing the way
you were with Bro,” he said. “That was why I had the maggot keep an
eye on you, but the doctor confirmed. You’re innocent yet.”

He meant I was a . . . virgin? Oh.

WAIT A MINUTE! Was that why the doctor had
examined me?

Oh, HELL NO. That was none of his
business!

“Virgin schmirgin! Even if I am a virgin,
I’ve got a heavy dose of sin on my paws, pal! You know I do! I’ve
been selfish and indulgent! I’ve lied! I’ve . . . I’ve . . .”

But he was again sizing me up with doe eyes
that thirsted.

I was a girl that was violated and angry,
and in the midst of those emotions I made a brash decision.

 


It is a decision I lament to this day, for
it is a decision that invited death where death was not needed. It
is a decision that led to murder.

 


“Fine!” I spat, livid. “You want my blood?
Taste it and see for yourself!”

With Croix standing guard over me, I
couldn’t move, but I had to try something, anything, to better this
situation before whatever was next on the Damfold agenda came to
fruition. I couldn’t use my hands, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t
make myself bleed.

I bit my lip. Hard. As my teeth tore
through, blood pushed from the small mark and surged into the
cracks of my lower lip. On impulse, I licked it away; but after
that, I resisted. I had to let it flow. I had to make him see. It
trickled to the bottom of my lip, towards my chin, and slowly
trailed downward.

“Well? Don’t let wholesome blood go to
waste! Taste it and see what happens! I promise it’s just regular
old blood! Actually, didn’t you hear the doctor? It’ll probably
make you sick! But go on if you really want to. Geesh! What are
you, a freaking vampire?”

Croix’s thirst increased tenfold. Greater
than I’d ever seen it before.

“N . . .” he started to say. He was unsure.
A disobedient child on the verge of doing something that wasn’t
allowed. I had to give him a push.

“Do it before it dries. Before the rest of
your cult friends get here or whatever.” I pressed the skin behind
the wound with my tongue to make it gush.

Croix’s eyes widened. This was tempting
enough to make him stray?

Apparently it was, because he slowly brought
his mouth to mine. “With this I’ll be untainted?” he said, voice
soft and shaking. “With this I’ll be clean?”

Whatever, buddy.

He closed his eyes, convulsing, and licked
the trail of crimson.

But he didn’t stop there.

When his mouth met mine, he emitted a tiny,
surprised gasp and lingered longer than he should have. I waited
for it to hit him, the fact that I held no saving properties, but
he didn’t back away. Instead, he licked the new blood that took its
place.

And then he slipped his tongue into my
mouth.

What?! What was he doing now?!

“Lil Sis!” Releasing my nickname, he pushed
his hand through the hair at the side of my temple and forced
himself on me.

So I bit him.

He was trying to kiss me? What the heck?!
But he’d called me ‘Lil Sis’. For the first time since the
laboratory, he’d called me Lil Sis. If I were a person of optimism,
I’d say it was a good sign.

But not for Croix. He reeled back. “N-no!”
And wiped his mouth, distraught. “No! Shit!”

I wiped my mouth on my shoulder.

“Shit!” Croix swore again. Then he sprang to
his feet and started pacing. “Shit! Shit! Shit! You’re supposed to
be the embodiment of an everchild! There’s never an instance in the
teachings of someone being aroused by an everchild!” He wiped his
mouth again just to be sure he’d removed all of my residue. “This
is all Tennace’s fault! She was supposed to make you younger!”

Younger? An everchild was a virgin that
looked young, and Tennace’s job had been to play up my youth. That
was why Croix’d been so foul about my makeover? Because I’d come
out looking more mature?

It all boiled down to one thing: I was in
this mess because I was a pipsqueak. Kinamo’d been right all along.
Freaking unbelievable!

“Croix, talk with me through this. You
know I’m not Isaac because my hands are already stained. To
save Sella, I’d lie. Steal. Kill, maybe. And just because I’m a
virgin, it doesn’t mean I haven’t . . .” – I ignored the
temperature rise in my cheeks – “lusted. I want him, you
know. I want him over and over and over again. Does that sound like
an everchild to you? I don’t know what I have to say to remove your
illusions of perfection or purity or whatever, but can you honestly
look at me and see someone worthy of cleansing your people?”

“No.” A disillusioned Croix held his mouth
and twitched. “Surmise I can’t.”

“So what’s my name then?”

“Sar . . . Sarah.”

Sigh. Not the answer I’d hoped for. “And who
is that?” I droned.

“Abraham lies to protect her. Says she’s his
sister.”

Was that all it was? “A coincidence, Croix!
I’m not any of those people. I’m just a sick girl from a secluded,
deluded village. That’s all! I’m sorry, but that’s all I am!” With
everything I had, I threw the truth at him. “I’m a sinful wretch
just like you! But you know what? That’s fine, because
everyone is. Everyone’s connected by that nature! And that’s
why we long to belong! We’re bound by it!”

The Ring of Perfection’s influence was
coming out. There was no stopping it.

“Every single one of us is bound by that
impulse to fit together,” I said. “That’s the reason things
like,” – I gestured to the circle of candles – “THIS happen.”

Croix heard my words and recognized them as
true. He wasn’t a stable being, but enlightenment reached him where
he was, in the he dark part of his mind where he hid.

“Lil Sis?” Croix blinked at me.

“That’s right. That’s who I am,” I said. I
felt for him. He was a lost, confused child with wide eyes and a
frame of stone.

“But they’re coming,” he whispered.

“So let’s go!” I said. “It’s not too
late!”

But it was too late.

From somewhere above us, a loud sound – like
a buzzer – tolled.

Instinct told me to be afraid. Instinct told
me it was nearly upon us.

And then the distant door announced that it
had opened by thwacking against the wall. Footsteps, numbered far
greater than just one pair, invaded the underground sanctum,
paddling against the floor, walls, and ceiling in a myriad
echo.

“There’s naught left, lass,” said Croix in a
rare moment of sanity. “But I’ll try.” He reached into his shirt
and withdrew his tablet drive. He swiped his finger around it with
on-edge haste and waited for it to respond with a series of green
flashes before returning it to its resting place beneath his
shirt.

“C’roix!” An aged voice erupted from
an aged mouth.

“My poppa,” breathed Croix. I couldn’t tell
if he was afraid or reverent.

Into the ring of candles walked a dozen
people blanketed in head-to-toe robes of gold. Their faces were
hidden with wraps, but for small holes showing their eyes.

Croix held up his revived hand, which was
brazen in the candle glow. “Shalom, Poppa,” he said.

But ‘Poppa’ was upset. “C’roix!” the
man who was presumably Croix’s father boomed. “I bestowed upon you
the reward of preparing Isaac, but Isaac yet sits bound and
dirtied!”

Croix convulsed and stuttered, “Th-there was
a bit of a delay at Doc’s, Poppa. B-bloke’s an undercover member of
Sheralton, wouldn’t you know? He tussled back. Managed to –”

But the robed man wouldn’t hear it. He
kicked Croix in the face with the heel of his shoe, knocking him to
the ground at my knees.

“Croix!” I could do nothing by cry out to
him.

“And I hear you failed to kill the
companions, C’roix?” said his poppa.

“Twas against Isaac’s wishes. Tied ‘em up
right with a bow for Histo, though. Figured those wrathful sisters
could take care of the rest.”

“You figured?!” Croix’s poppa was
heated. “Hound!” he said. “When we’re finished here, prepare your
tools. My boy’s repentance is past due!”

A few of the shrouded circle members
sniggered. One of them bowed the entirety of their upper body. She
was a Hound? As in the same one from Tennace’s place?

Croix remained on the ground next to me,
jerking this way and that, while his poppa turned attention on me.
“Purité Isaac!” he said. “Today we partake of your blood! Though
you have been left dirty and unprepared, may you cleanse the sins
of our flock without fail! May our transgressions dilute with the
purity of your blood!”

So the king vampire stood above me. And I
wanted to say something smart. I wanted to tell him to piss off or
call him a name or maybe several names. But I was frozen. The sound
of his voice alone was powerful enough to keep me still. Croix’s
poppa was terrifying. In that moment I knew:

Death was going to find me. I was going to
die.

And at the knowing that these were my final
moments, I was lifted above. I didn’t mean for it to happen. It
just did. My mind forced it upon me in a last act of self-defense.
Unwittingly, I was about to join Croix in surpassing the time.

The king vampire was issuing commands to the
people around him. Even Croix was given a task. To undo my ties and
hold me down. He and another did just that. In the presence of his
father, the disillusioned son was again lost to the drugged
misconceptions of his cult. That was what he portrayed, at least,
as he and his fellow man took my shoulders and held them to the
cold ground. Two others did the same to my feet. But their efforts
were pointless. Restraint was unnecessary because I wasn’t
resisting. I was floating above, looking down over the jigging
flames of candles, and at the gold-clad Damfold that planned on
drinking my blood.

A dozen of them and Croix were going to
drink my blood.

One of them held a wide metal box the size
of a sewing machine. While I floated, the king vampire called her
to his side, but she didn’t oblige. So he called for her again. Or
maybe he didn’t. I wasn’t paying attention all that much. I was
watching my body peer at the gray ceiling where I lingered.

“Croix.” The element fire bewitched me. Far
below, my mouth moved on its own. I watched it do so and was
disquieted.

Croix didn’t wander to me.

“I’m sorry that you can’t be saved,” I
watched myself say. “If I could become Isaac, I’d let you drink my
blood if it would make you feel pure. But there isn’t a way for it
to be. And with that in mind, as someone untouched by the outside
world, I want you to know that the impurity you carry isn’t yours.
Frankly, it’s his.” My eyes shifted their gaze to Croix’s poppa,
who was now squabbling with the person holding the box.

Croix said nothing.

My mouth continued, “Did you ever think that
maybe you don’t need to be cleansed at all? I don’t think you do.
I’ve tasted you. You tasted pretty okay.”

Croix’s eyes were on mine now. Not thirsty.
But soft.

“So tell me the truth,” my mouth demanded
and called me back to my body. “What’s my name?”

He opened his teeth yet said nothing.

“What is it?” I whispered. “Who am I?”

“Sar . . . Lil Sis.”

The person holding my other shoulder gave a
jerk.

Things were beginning to move.

Croix’s poppa was still arguing with the
person holding the box. “It doesn’t matter if you feel that way!”
he boomed. “If I proclaim her to be Isaac, then she is Isaac!”

The person – a woman – spouted against him
in a language I couldn’t understand.

“Lil Sis,” said Croix a little louder. “The
lass is Lil Sis.”

The person holding the box mistakenly took
it as a cue. “That is right!” she said. “Metuka is not
Isaac. Metuka is Sarah! This girl is stained with
deception’s sinblood! The blood of Sarah will only corrupt us
further!”

Metuka? I knew of only one person who used
that name.

“Tennace!” shouted the vampire king. “Your
penance will come!”

Gold-robed Tennace wasn’t moved. She
beseeched the other fold members, “I do not wish to go against our
teacher, but it is my belief that this girl is not Isaac! I have
seen her covetousness first hand! She yearns for her false brother
Abraham!” The candled circle exploded with speculating murmurs.
Tennace pulled the shroud from her face and cast it to the floor.
“We must free Metuka if we do not wish to suffer the wrath
of the Father!”

Croix’s poppa struck her. His bloodlust
outweighed her logic. But something good happened in the aftermath.
The people holding my legs loosened their imprisonment.

Meanwhile, Croix was alert. So, too, was he
frenzied, scanning the circle for an opening. But Tennace was
swifter in her action. She threw open the box, which she’d held
onto even during the staggering aftermath of Poppa’s blow, and
pulled out a sleek-looking dagger. The kind that belonged in a spy
story. “Free her, C’roix! Free Sarah, but do not drink of
her blood!”

Free Sarah? I liked the sound of that!

But I liked it only until Tennace added,
“Free her in the chest!”

Hah?! In the chest! She meant to kill me
after all?! What logic was there in that?! If Croix stabbed me,
wouldn’t the fold members be able to drink my blood anyway?

The Hound was one of the devout. She’d
remained near Croix’s poppa through the entirety of the chaos. But
now, as Tennace prepared to slide the dagger to Croix, she leapt
between them with the intention to intercept. Tennace anticipated
and corrected, instead opting to blindly lob the weapon at Croix.
It fell against the cement floor above my head and skidded to a
stop. One of the other members was within range, but they stopped,
deciding against interference, and did nothing but observe.

Croix snatched the sleek piece of metal and
turned it over in his revived hand. The person holding my other
shoulder was as devout as the Hound, and when he saw what was
happening, he went lunging for Croix – in the process releasing his
hold of me. I used the stint of freedom to roll away and to my
feet.

I didn’t make it far. Two other members cut
me off. Croix was still nearby. He’d managed to get away from the
devout man by using the knife to ward him off. That same knife he
now turned over in his hand. Sizing it up. Weighing the options in
his drug-stupored head.

He peeked up at me with a countenance that
was exposed and fearful.

And then he chose his path.

And his manner changed. His jaw became set;
his eyes determined. He shot to his feet and started to charge in
my direction. He was going to do it after all. In his
misguidedness, he was going to stab me.

I squeezed my eyes and waited.

This was it. Because I was nothing but a
pipsqueak, I was going to die. And it was going to be at the hand
of someone I cared for in spite of everything. Yes, even with a
dagger flying at me, I couldn’t hate Croix. I wanted to save
him. I merely wished my blood were able to do what he’d been
promised.

“Okay,” I said. “If that’s what you
want.”

But though I accepted my fate, the blow
didn’t come. Sure, there was pain, but it was slight. And it wasn’t
at my chest. It was at my arm. Croix’d drawn the blade along the
outer side of my bicep and left a long shallow cut.

“What –?” I started to question, but before
I could finish, he moved the blade to another section of flesh –
this time his own. Without regard for pain, he pushed the sharp
thing into the skin of his palm and sliced it open until it was
deep. Shudderingly deep.

“This is all I can do for you, lass,” he
said, rushed. “Pray it suffices.” Then, as the men who were holding
me looked on in ignorance to what was about to happen, Croix took
the bloodied gash of his palm and smeared it against the newly
opened wound on my arm.

He was . . . mixing our blood? Because to
them, that would make mine less pure.

Croix was doing what he could to save
me.

By this time, the guards understood what was
transpiring. The treachery Croix’d committed. The betrayal that had
occurred. With fervor, one of them gave up their hold on me in
favor of tackling the traitor. Croix put up no fight. Maybe he felt
he deserved it. And the two crashed to the floor. The knife fell to
the ground with a clank!

“C’roix!” The booming voice of
Croix’s father rang through the sanctum. “Have you any idea what
this means?! You have polluted her bloodstream! You have voided our
salvation!”

“But . . . she ain’t the one.” Croix was a
small boy before his father. “Her blood’s for naught.”

His father wasn’t listening. In his
vengeance, he barreled towards us, scooped the blade from the
ground, and . . .

 


From here on out, it was a blur.

 


King vampire plunged the dagger into his
son’s abdomen.

Just like Olté’d done to Cal.

It was the same.

This was our punishment for what we’d
done.

The head of the fold ripped the dagger from
his son’s stomach and thrust it in again, this time above the
navel.

At the top of my lungs, I belted, “No!” And
because I was a foolish girl, I ripped from my remaining captor’s
grip and hurled myself at Croix’s father, forgetting how weak I
truly was. With only a backwards swing of his hand, he tossed me
aside.

“Croix!” I yelled, angry at myself. “Why did
you do that?! You could have gone on the way you were!”

Croix couldn’t speak. He couldn’t do
anything. Blood sputtered from his mouth. Blood sputtered from his
stomach.

He was dying.

 


And then he was dead.

 


It happened much faster than in the spy
stories I’d read. And there was nothing beautiful or symbolic about
it. It was short and sharp and hollow.

Croix’s poppa cackled a cackle of unbridled
delight. He was crazy. And while that had been assumable from the
get-go, he was now exuding full craziness for all to see. The rest
of the members didn’t flinch. They just stood and watched Croix’s
dead body continue to bleed.

“Kyaaaah!” I’d never seen a dead body
before. Not one like this. And I wasn’t able to accept it. Croix’d
been alive just a minute ago. And just hours ago, we’d been talking
together with everyone else. How could he be dead? And how could no
one care?!

But someone cared. Tennace cared. And she’d
already sent the Hound to work. She’d said it before: The Hound
didn’t mind as long as it was for work. Heretic or not, Croix was a
warm body, and to someone like the Hound, a warm body was a hunk of
clay ready to be molded. The limits of the body had been tested and
stretched within the world of true Remnants. It was a Hound’s job
to know those limits frontwards and back.

 


I didn’t know it then, but with the right
level of skill, even death was undoable.

 


The Hound busied herself over Croix with a
blinking pen-like object, but I wouldn’t get to see the outcome of
whatever she was doing, for that was the hour dear Poppa decided to
turn the dagger on me.

He raised it to the sky. “Return to the
Father, soiled Isaac!” he yelled.

I didn’t possess any sort of fighting skill,
so I threw my arms above my head and cowered. Death had already
claimed one, and it was slinking about in the air, hankering for
another.

But before Death or Poppa could act,
something changed in that underground place. There was a loud noise
– like rusty mechanics at work – and the cavern transformed into a
place teeming with light. Familiar amber glow to be exact. From
somewhere in the distance behind me, a large section of the
sanctum’s wall was raising open. Something impatient was rushing
through.

My salvation.

That was what I gathered, anyway, judging by
the cries of the fold members as a large, growling agitor pulled
into the underground garage and headed straight for them.

They scattered. All but the Hound, who
remained over Croix with her pen. And sadistic Poppa, who wasn’t
yet finished delivering punishment unto me. He seized a chunk of my
hair into a wrinkled hand, and with his other, pushed the dagger to
my temple. Even before I felt the incision, wetness down the side
of my face told me he’d begun to slice. Straightaway. As though
nothing else were more important.

The agitor plowed into the circle of
candles. Several of the wax cylinders fell over and rolled along
the floor, perverting the shadows that remained.

The back doors of the agitor opened and out
came a mess of familiar faces. The situation was unfolding too
fleetingly for me to grasp, but I saw them. Sable-banged Viley.
Hatted Bennet. And one more. A blue-haired man of boyish nature was
last to exit. But though he was last to exit, he was first to bear
his weapon. He pushed ahead of the others, holding a gun that
wasn’t a taze.

“Let her go, dammit!”

Olté gave the option, but waited not for
negotiation or repentance. He simply pointed the gun at Croix’s
father and pulled the trigger.

Bang!

As the vampire king fell aside his son, the
blood from his forehead intermingled with the drying blood that’d
had already trailed away from Croix. Father and son. Together their
fluid mixed into a dark red pool.

The remaining Damfold went into a frenzy.
That was to be expected. Their leader had just been shot without
mercy.

I couldn’t react but to slump.

Olté was at my side in an instant. Viley and
Bennet took to fighting away the few brave members that chose to
fight hand-to-hand, but Olté didn’t care about any of that. He
scooped me into his arms and tore back to the agitor.

Another gunshot sounded within the sanctum,
but I couldn’t tell from whence it came.

“Oh, Bun! You’ve got her!” The agitor’s
driver bawled at us from the front seat.

I knew that voice: Seriah. And she wasn’t
the only one waiting within. Kinamo was strewn across one of the
seats, limp and crumpled. Even with the fake tan, his cheeks looked
pale. Gaunt.

Oh God.

I wanted to ask if he was dead, but I
couldn’t. I was in shock, and even if I weren’t, I wouldn’t have
been able to stomach the notion.

Olté foresaw my fears and laid them to rest.
“He’s just out of it,” he assured. “Put up a hell of a fight. Punk
even made me want to like him.” Olté slammed the door behind us and
turned his focus to me, but what he saw made him freak. “Criminy,
Ashlin! Look what they did to you!” Upon eyeing the gashes, he was
promptly converted into someone violent. “I’ll . . . I’ll kill them
all! I’LL KILL THAT BASTARD CROIX!”

“Calm down, Bun!”

Olté pulled his shirt over his head, ripped
it along its seam, and used it as a bandage to wrap my arm.
Adrenaline racing, I could do nothing but tremble and stare. His
ear was torn and caked with dried blood from the earlier scrap at
Perrin’s. His hair was matted; his chin bruised. But his hands were
steady and deft. When they finished with my arm, they moved to my
cheek and began to blot.

Seriah was watching us over the seat, pink
lips puckered. How did she feel, seeing the people that’d used her?
Seeing Olté care for me above all else?

There wasn’t time to find out. Just then,
Bennet vaulted through the door.

“Get ready!” he cried. “Viley’s right behind
me!”

“Understood!” Seriah revved the engine. Olté
swept me out of the way, to the seat shared by Kinamo. A moment of
tenseness passed before Viley fell through the door.

“We’re all in!” shouted Bennet. “Let’s get
out of here before the constabularies show!”

We might have been all in, but everything
wasn’t all right. I was bleeding. Bennet was holding his shoulder
and grimacing. Kinamo and Olté were suffering the repercussions of
an earlier fight. And that wasn’t the worst of it.

“VILEY?!” Out of nowhere Bennet let out a
shriek. “Show me! Show me your face!”

“Stay back!” Viley’s low voice snarled in
agony. “Urgh!”

“VILEY!”

Seriah was in professional mode. “Remain
calm, 7380! What is it?” She didn’t look away from the windshield.
“Tell me what’s happened to him!”

I peeped through Olté’s arms and saw the
horror that had befallen the deep-spoken Historian. The side of his
face was melting away, giving way to the muscle and sinew
beneath.

I wanted to scream, but the scream evaded
me. Everything evaded me. Olté blocked the grotesquerie from view
and held me snugly to his chest. “The Sector Six Broadcast Center
is just around the corner,” he told Seriah. “Go there!”

“Why?! But that’s where Camilla –”

“We don’t have time to worry about that!”
Bennet screeched. “One of the crazies had acid! We need to get
Viley to a Sunder Hound now! Their facilities will have at
least one on staff!”

“Acid?!” Seriah saw reason.

She pushed the agitor through the sanctum
door and into the last glimmer of day. I remained in Olté’s chest,
attempting to block out everything I’d just seen. All the depravity
I’d just seen. It had been an ugly, brutal thing, but at least we
were all together.

No. Not all of us.

Croix was missing. Dead or dying in a pile.
And even if he’d somehow survived, we’d left him in the hands of
those people, a fate worse than death.

Already I regretted it, letting myself
become anything more than Isaac to him. Letting him see my sin. It
was that sin that had saved me, but at what price? Oh that my blood
could have redeemed him in his final moments. Oh that it could have
possessed the supernatural quality he craved.

 


Maybe then I could alleviate some of the
guilt I feel.

But our blood is mixed now. His blood lives
in me. And sometimes I wonder.

Can he feel me? The way I feel him?

We were forever bonded.

On the day Death claimed him in my
place.


Chapter 16: All Systems [Must] Go

 


It was with good reason that Seriah was
reluctant to enter the Sector Six Broadcast Center. The glowing
tower housed departments that controlled all forms of media.
Electronic newspapers. Monthly issues. Screen programs. Radio. And
it wasn’t only those programs within the D.C. limits. Sector Six
encompassed a wide area that stretched far into space and miles and
miles across land.

What had gone down in the Damfold Sanctum
had been completely off the rails. Not only was Histo specifically
ordered away from any sorts of religious or activist rights, they
were to uphold optimum image in the face of adversity. Another
thing I would come to learn was that the usage of non-taze guns was
strictly prohibited. Only a few were issued to the highest ranks of
law enforcement constabularies. Any that Histo possessed were
illegal and to be used with the utmost discretion.

It was for that reason that the situation
was so delicate. In their retrieval of me, Seriah, Ben and Viley
had committed several criminalities. Things worthy of revoking
their rights if the law or their superiors found out. That was why
it was imperative that the details of my retrieval remain hidden.
That was why Seriah was so on edge.

We were walking into a lion’s den.

Ours was a conspicuous group. With several
wounded and publically known Historians, chances of being noticed
were great. If the wrong people caught wind, it would be
devastating not only for Seriah, but for the rest of Histo as
well.

Psh. Not that I cared about Histo’s
wellbeing in the slightest.

But I was concerned for Seriah. And so I
would follow any orders she laid for us. Mainly we were to stay
clear of floors thirty-eight through fifty-one. Those were under
charge of the newscasters – a malicious and bloodthirsty group of
people, from what I’d collected.

We entered the Broadcast Center through the
basement. It seemed that all of the buildings in D.C. had
underground access where coaches were stored. Seriah, being the
least banged up out of anybody, went ahead to make preparations.
She returned a few minutes later, discus drive in hand.

“The way is clear. Can I trust you to keep
quiet, or do you need to be capped?”

“There isn’t time for that, Seriah!”
hissed Ben. “Move aside!” He was the one to lead the way,
supporting Viley and rebuking anyone that got too close.

The medical facilities of the Broadcast
Center were small and the onsite medics were few. They were also
suspicious. Upon piling into their clinic, Seriah invoked something
called ‘Rule Seven’. It stated that any person in need of medical
attention, be it street ruffian or addict or victim of domestic
incident, was entitled to immediate assistance without need for
disclosure.

Lucky for us to have a person with pull on
our side. A person rehearsed in the protocols of what to do in any
and every scenario. Well, not every scenario. Our particular
situation was certainly not something one could prepare for.
Nevertheless, Seriah was poised and political even while admitting
responsibility over a group that included a man who’d lost a large
portion of his face under her custody.

Viley.

As was to be expected, he drew the majority
of medical attention. The sole Hound on duty was charged with
treating him while the rest of us were left in the care of free
medics. That was fine. We were stable by comparison.

By the time I caught up with the free-fall
of events in the midst of sieging aftershock, Kinamo was awake and
being examined in a nearby room, Bennet was a mess and wouldn’t
leave Viley’s side, and I was patched up and equipped with an
equally concerned boy refusing to leave mine. The tear on my arm
was sutured. The nurse had given a choice of colored thread, but
I’d been out of it, so Olté’d picked in my stead. Burnt Orange. The
color of sunset. The gash on my cheek wasn’t deep enough that it
would need help healing. That one was covered with nothing more
than a line of bandages.

It seemed a small treatment for the amount
of damage that had ensued. Then again, I’d managed to make it this
far only at the expense of others. They were paying my dues.

When everything began to slow into normal
time, we were in the waiting room, just Seriah, Olté and I. We were
all fixed up, but something yet ailed. The pit of my stomach
ached.

“What is it, Ash?” Olté was too attentive.
He noticed it even before I did.

I shook my head. ‘It’ was more than I could
say. ‘It’ was a whole cacophony of things.

Seriah sat in the seat across from us,
engrossed in her drive. She was taking charge of damage control.
Taking care of our mess. There was something I had to ask
her – a thing I couldn’t put it out of my mind or gut. I wanted to
take the easy way out, the selfish way out, but whatever shred of
decency I had left implored me to bring it up, even if it wouldn’t
make anything better.

“Seriah . . . aren’t you mad?”

Olté wasn’t a fan of the question. He
shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

Seriah, on the other hand, paid only half
attention to me. “What’s that, pet?” Her eyes remained glued to the
drive. Her fingers remained in swiping motion.

“Aren’t you mad?” I said again, this time
stouter. “You know, at me. And at Olté . . . At everything we
did?”

Seriah was not roused, so I became roused in
her place.

“I mean, how could you not be? Olté lied to
you for two freaking years, Seriah! He completely played
you, and all for the sake of another girl! If I were you, I’d be
furious! After you risked so much to help us, and then we just
abandoned you?! Olté even stabbed your ex-boyfriend! And . . .” I
felt myself falter. “Is he . . . okay, even? Did Olté kill him!?
Things just got so out of hand! Even Croix betrayed us and now he’s
probably dead, and even after what he did, you can’t really hate
him, can you? So it’s just painful!” I was blubbering, tears and
all. I simply couldn’t help it. “And after all of that there isn’t
even a cure for Sella! It was all for nothing! Olté never should
have left our commune! He never should have gone! If he had,
Croix’d still be alive, and you wouldn’t be in trouble! And Viley’s
face . . . and . . . and . . .” I choked on a sob. Pathetic. I was
sniveling and pathetic.

Seriah stared at me with eyes that were
unnaturally pink.

I sniffled it back enough to finish, “So
what I want to know is, aren’t you mad? Don’t you hate us? You have
to hate us! So why are still being so nice!? Why can’t you just
tell us off or something!?”

Nope. I’d been wrong before. This was
the selfish approach. Again I was acting for myself.

Seriah reflected awhile. Then she said
thoughtfully, “I am upset. But I don’t have time to be, so I
suppose it’s more accurate to say I was. I was very upset.
But once we received those coordinates and the circumstances took
over . . . It’s my duty to oversee the Purités. One of them was in
danger, so I did what I had to do. And I will continue to do what I
have to do.”

Croix’s words rang in my head: Seriah
isn’t that selfless a woman. Was it possible he’d read her
wrong?

“At present I have to focus on containing
this situation,” continued Seriah. “If the Curator finds out . . .”
She frowned. “I don’t have time for this right now. If you really
want to have this discussion, it will have to wait.”

But I wasn’t satiated. I didn’t want to
‘wait’. I couldn’t just leave it at that!

Yet when I opened my mouth to speak, Olté
cut me off. “We’re too deep,” he said. “I entered knowing full well
there’d be no forgiveness. I’m not asking you to do the same, but
the highroad would be to respect her wishes for now, wouldn’t it,
Ash?”

He had a point. Within the darkness of our
selfishness – within the dirtiness of our sin – seeking forgiveness
was the most selfish act of all.

“. . . Okay,” I said in a voice that was
small. “Just one more thing then.”

Seriah’s brow showed annoyance.

“Is he all right? Cal, I mean.”

Seriah’s expression lifted a bit. “He’s
fine. He’s got enough layers of stubbornness to protect him from a
mere knife wound. Besides, your broth-” She corrected herself.
“Bun didn’t aim for any vitals. He never meant to kill him.
Isn’t that right, Bun?”

Olté’s jaw flexed. He responded nothing.
Whether or not he’d wanted to kill Cal, he wasn’t sorry. For any of
it. And he’d never apologize for the things he’d done because he’d
done them for my sake. That was why, no matter how little the
gesture was, no matter how little it would change or make better
the situation, I had to do it in his place. Not for my own
repentance, but for Seriah. She deserved that much. And so I would
push things a little further, even if no one else wanted me to.
Just a little more.

“Seriah?”

She pursed her lips. Like Olté, she’d hoped
I was finished. “Yes?” she purred.

“I’m sorry. Really, I am. For what we put
you through. And I am also grateful. I know it doesn’t mean
anything to you – there’s no way it could – but thank you.
Sincerely, thank you.”

She didn’t say anything. It was a lost
cause. If I were her, I wouldn’t accept the apology either. I
wouldn’t want anything to do with the deceitful Purités. My stomach
sank. I wasn’t cut out for this. I wasn’t cutthroat enough to care
about the opinion and wellbeing of only one other person. Olté’s
cold upbringing had given him a set of skills I’d never have.

He sensed my distress and rested a hand atop
my head. The hand with the green stitching. “There,” he said. “It’s
out.”

The room was restless for a spell.

“How did you guys find me anyway?” I asked
once steady enough.

“Do you need to know this now?” said
Olté.

I did.

“I do.”

He preened at me. “Of course you do.”

The preen was one of good nature. Seriah
sniffed at his affection, but Olté took no notice as he began the
recount:

“Croix tipped off Seriah that he left me and
the kid for her at that pharmacy. She and the other two agents were
sent to follow the tip. They rushed to the rescue.” His mouth
twitched with the next line – “Seriah the righteous white
knight.”

Good. He was treating her with something
other than indifference. Seriah soaked it up. “Of course we thought
it was a trap,” she said, stealing glance from the disc in spite of
herself. “And we were prepared for ambush.”

“By the time they got to us, Perrin was
already dead,” said Olté.

I blanched. “What?! Perrin is . . . Croix
killed him?”

“Not Croix,” Olté corrected. “The woman at
the counter. She and a handful of others were waiting for the
go-ahead from Croix. Bastard had a whole strategy worked out.”

“So there were other members of the fold
besides the ones at that . . . sacrifice or whatever?”

Olté nodded. “The ones with you were just a
small portion. I’m guessing they were an intimate group chosen for
the . . .” He frowned.

“Slaughter?” I offered.

“Geez, Ash! Give me a break! It’s hard
enough to think about you in that situation.” He shuddered. “But I
guess if you want to call it that . . . Anyways, everyone on the
outside knows that the Damfold is a huge organization. A real
nuisance. That whole building was their people, and if I had to
guess, there are ones like it scattered all over Deca. It could be
that the members present at the . . .” He couldn’t say ‘slaughter’,
so he substituted with, “At the party earned the right to
participate somehow. I’d say they intended to package up your blood
and send it to the rest.”

“Nasty! Why would you think that?”

“Really?” He studied me. “You don’t
know?”

I shook my head.

“Because there were IV bags at the site.
Along with a mess of other medical equipment lined along the wall.
Or maybe you were too freaked to notice them?”

Yeah, I hadn’t been able to see anything
beyond the barrier of candle glow.

“Then the dagger that leader guy had?” I
said.

“Ceremonial. They were probably going to
bleed you slow.”

I felt sick. “Was that why you were having
doubts about Croix?” I asked. “Did you suspect he’d try something
like that?”

“No.” Olté briefly portrayed the image of a
boy who’d been beaten through trickery. “Seriah can attest. We knew
the bastard for a long time. Sure, we knew all about his past – he
used to get gabby when he drank – but he mainly talked all about
how he was glad to be rid of the cult. I never once saw him in
contact with them, and believe me I watched. Although I did tell
you I noticed a change in him after getting you, Ash. He gave off a
different vibe. Wasn’t as transparent. Leads me to think he was
just a damned good actor the rest of the time.”

Seriah gave out a small, angry, “Hmph.”

True. Olté was one to talk.

I changed the subject. “So what happened
after that? After you ran to the rescue, Seriah?”

Seriah liked the question. As she recalled
the events, she began to gloat. “3048 beat Bun.”

“Tch. Only because I’d been pre-weakened for
him.”

Seriah remained smug. “After Bun was
beaten, we were en route to headquarters when I received a
scan.” She motioned to the drive. “It was a new set of coordinates
along with an access code for an underground lot.”

That was what Croix’d done on his tablet in
those last minutes. This is all I can do for you, lass. Pray it
suffices. At the very last bit of time, he’d done what he
could. Knowing that made it hurt even more.

“We suspected it was a setup,” said Olté.
“But on the off chance it wasn’t . . .”

“Bun insisted.”

“And you listened to him?” I said. “A
prisoner?”

Olté shrugged. “I was convincing.”

I could only imagine.

“But it was her duty to follow the tip
anyway,” Olté added. “She was still under order to retrieve the
Purités.”

“So what? You ‘worked’ with that? You used
it to your advantage?” I said.

Olté nodded.

“You’re evil.” But my chest throbbed for the
con next to me.

Olté pushed the full weight of his stare
onto my lips. Too aware of my skin, I swallowed. “And when we got
close enough, the tracker on Seriah’s drive picked you up, but we
couldn’t tell if you were . . .” Olté’s voice broke. “I can’t
believe we found you in time. I thought . . .” He couldn’t say
another word. He put his forehead to the side of my face and let
his hair fall over his eyes.

Seriah was stiff. I was sympathetic to her.
But I craved Olté too much to push him away. I loved him too much
to let him go. I wanted him too much to give in to my guilt.

Fortunately, a light above the door lit up,
offering her the excuse of diversion. It was a signal of some sort?
Apparently.

“I’ll go,” said Seriah. “Stay here.”

I told her we would. Not like there was
anywhere for us to go. And it wasn’t only true in the
immediate sense. We had no plan to speak of. After everything that
had happened, we couldn’t return to the Purités. From the get-go,
we’d known we wouldn’t be allowed back to disrupt their fragile
system. What was more, we now had Histo to worry about. We were in
their custody, and because they were paranoid about having their
faults found out, they weren’t likely let us loose in the outside
world.

So where was there to go from here? Olté,
Kinamo, and I were without destination. We were without a summit to
work towards.

And the future was bleak. I could accept the
fact that I was sick; that I’d die at a young age; that there was
no cure aside from medication to lessen the seizures. I could live
with the fact that I was beyond help. But there was one thing I
couldn’t live with.

Sella.

I’d failed her. If her sickness was the same
as mine, she was destined to a life like mine. There was no curing
the child. And things were even worse now. Now that I’d left, there
was no one in Scandria Two that knew her secret. No one she could
confide in. No one to hold her shaking body. Even if Terra and Mae
were keeping their promise and looking out for her, it wasn’t any
great comfort. I’d always meant the agreement to be short term.
Something to hold her over until I found a cure. But now . . .

I was lost. As she was surely lost. As we
all were surely lost.

When Seriah returned, she was with Kinamo.
His expression was foul, but besides traces of fatigue, he looked
no worse for wear. I didn’t know what to say to him. I didn’t know
what to do. He was in the same position I was, and because there
was no making it better, I chose to make light of it.

“Looks like you’re alive, Weenis. Suppose
that’s a good thing.”

Stumbling into a chair several feet away
from mine, Kinamo answered with nothing more than a scowl.

Well, it was better than nothing.

I shifted to Seriah. “Any news on
Viley?”

“The Hound is still with him,” she said.
“She is reviving his cheek as we speak.”

“Oh! So will it look like Croix’s hand?”
Ouch. It was a painful question that I immediately regretted. Olté
comforted me with another pat, this time on my thigh. It wasn’t
like there was any ulterior motive to the gesture – he basically
couldn’t help himself – but it affected Seriah negatively all the
same. Her answer was short:

“It may.”

And then she returned to her drive. I
couldn’t tell if she was actually doing work or if it was just an
excuse not to look at us. The room was quiet. And time stretched.
It stretched on and on and on until Olté spoke.

“Have you heard from Camilla?”

Seriah shook her head. “But she knows we’re
here, so I assume 7380 gave her the heads up.”

“Is she the one keeping this quiet?” said
Olté.

“She’s ordered a lockdown of the lower
floors, but sooner or later someone on the middle floors will
realize it isn’t because of a broken tarline. It’s a little obvious
that the entire elevation system’s been cut off from floor seven
downward.” She chewed her nail out of anxiety. “As soon as Viley’s
finished, we’re getting out of here.”

“Good,” said Olté, relieved. “That’s good.”
A surprisingly strong response from someone who was about to be
returned to the society he’d betrayed.

Seriah thought so too. She locked eyes on
him. “What, now?! You won’t try to run again, will you, Bun?”

Olté didn’t say anything.

Ah. So that was his ploy.

Seriah turned fearful. “But Bun! Even if
that doctor said there’s no hope, there’s still Doctor Normington!
For all you know, Croix’s man could have been lying! You can’t just
turn your back on everything we’ve worked for!”

Olté wasn’t moved. But I was. More
accurately, I was stricken by her words. Seriah still wanted
to help me? After everything we’d put her through! She still wanted
to . . . Not only was she resourceful, capable, and intelligent,
but moral too. A person too rounded for her own good?

“Seriah?”

She paid me no mind, though I’d just called
her name. Kinamo used her silence to request my attention in her
place.

“Oy, Squeak,” he said.

“What?”

“Come here.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

Well, if Seriah wasn’t going to give me the
time of day, I could at least see what Kinamo wanted. But when I
started to rise, Olté latched onto my arm. Seriah shook her head.
It was clear she was beginning to realize the extent of his
obsession. I didn’t care. I loved Olté, darkness and all. What was
a little bit of unhealthy attachment thrown into the mix?

“I’ll be fine,” I told him.

“Don’t,” he said into my ear. “Please.”

“I’ll literally be like ten feet away. You
have nothing to worry about. I promise.”

“Really, Bun,” said Seriah. “A girl doesn’t
like to be smothered.”

“I don’t need to hear that from you,” said
Olté, dry.

That was . . . mean. But I was glad for it.
Their banter was a good sign that maybe someday things could move
beyond this moment of heartache and awkwardness and regret.

I sat next to Kinamo, who was rubbing the
newly-shaved sides of his head. “How do you feel?” I asked him.
“Not what you signed up for?”

He dismissed the question and went right to
the point. “Do you think it’s true? What that scientist said? About
your,” – He furrowed his forehead and nose – “disease
getting passed on?”

Weird. Why did the schmuck want to talk
about this of all things?

“Well, yes, it’s true.” I’d already accepted
it, so it wasn’t hard to say. “In fact, I know it’s true
because Sella suffers the same symptoms. Not to mention what Olté
told us about Sellmana’s sister, and what we saw at the Desolics.
I’m sure it’s true.”

Kinamo’s new blueless eyes shined. “What are
you going to do about it?”

“Excuse me?”

“What is your grand plan now? Surely your
lover brother planned for this.”

“Uh . . .” I studied Olté, who was bent
forward in a posture of defeat. “No, I don’t think he did.”

Kinamo’s eyes popped in a dangerous way. I
had to be swift in my diffusion.

“Look, Keeny, you can’t blame him.” I made
my voice to hush. “For two years he was driven by the obsession of
finding a cure for my sickness. I don’t think there was room for
doubt, because if he started doubting, then he’d have to rethink
the choices he made and live with the penalties. It would have been
too much – It still is too much for a soul to bear. So now
that it’s all been for nothing, I think he’s the most lost of any
of us.” I wanted to go to him. Even a minute away was too long. I
needed him. And he needed me.

Even so, I resisted the temptation. Kinamo
needed someone, too, if only for a few fleeting breaths.

But Kinamo didn’t need a shoulder to cry on;
he needed a punching bag. “You have no plan!?” he hissed into my
face, turning from sane to crazed in an instant. “Squeak has no
plan! Squeak wishes her people to die! WE will not stand for it! WE
will not let her get away with this! The Maker has ordained that
–”

“Keep it down, kid. Unless you want another
beating.” But Olté’s command was listless and therefore not very
convincing.

“How can Squeak’s brother remain calm?! Does
he not wish for Squeak to live?! Does he not care if our people
DIE?!”

“SHUT UP!” Olté was on his feet in a flash.
“Another word and I’ll kill you!”

“BUN! ENOUGH!” Seriah was on hers too. The
disc fell to the chair beside her.

“Try it!” blared Kinamo, crass and careless.
“You’re letting our people die anyway, so why not start with me?!”
A surprisingly hard-hitting argument from the moron.

But it was an unsafe time to be baiting my
charming outcast. The comment made Olté rush for Kinamo’s throat;
and before Kinamo could react, Olté had him pinned against the
wall.

“Oh, poo! This is no good at all!” cried
Seriah. “Bun! We need to keep a low profile! You aren’t
helping!”

“If I kill this fool, it’ll alleviate some
of the noise, won’t it?” Olté’s knuckles were white against
Kinamo’s throat.

“Olté! Stop! Let him go!” But even my words
wouldn’t reach him.

I tried to pry his hand away. It was no use.
Olté was a man without hope, and he was dangerously close to the
edge.

“S-Seriah!” I said. “Get help! A medic or
something!”

Panicked, Seriah’s eyes flittered from the
door to Olté and then back to the door. “A-all right!” she said,
“Stay here!” and rushed from the room.

“Olté!” I tore at his knuckles. “You’re
being irrational! You need to . . . to . . .” But there wasn’t need
for me to finish. Olté dropped Kinamo the second the door shut
behind Seriah.

Coughing and choking, Kinamo fell to the
ground.

Olté dusted his hands together. “Well,” he
said. “It worked.”

My mouth fell open. “What do you . . .?”

“You . . . maniac!” Kinamo was gasping for
air and clutching his throat. “You . . . didn’t . . . have . . . to
. . .”

“Squeeze so hard?” Olté finished. “I know, I
know. But it worked. Now hurry up and get out of here before she
gets back.” From his pocket, he tossed Kinamo the kaleidoscope that
allowed for removal of contacts. Kinamo caught the tube and pushed
himself to his feet with the help of a nearby end table.

“EH?! What’s going on?!”

While neither of them really answered me in
the way I wanted, Kinamo offered me a determined nod – “Watch and
see what greatness the Maker has promised, PipSqueak!” – and ran
through the door the way Seriah had. Olté picked up the disc left
on the chair and started poking about on it.

“What’s going on? You know how to work that
thing?”

“Nope. But I can at least figure out how to
allow access to the elevation system.”

Elevation system?

Olté didn’t have time to answer me. He
continued working with speed. Sliding his hand back and forth and
around in a way that mimicked Seriah. And then the Historian
herself returned with a male nurse – the same that’d stitched my
arm.

“In here!” she ran into the room yelling.
“You have to restrain . . .” But she halted when she saw that
Kinamo was absent and that Olté was busy at work on her disc. “WHAT
ARE YOU DOING?!”

“Done!” Olté finished his work and released
an enormous relieved huff. “It’s done.” He let the disc fall into
his lap.

Seriah snatched it up. “What –?! Where’s
–?!”

“Ma’am?” The male nurse was disconcerted at
being bothered and riled without proper explanation.

“There’s no problem,” Olté told him. “You’re
dismissed.”

“I’ll wait to hear that from her,” said the
nurse. “You have no authority to issue –”

“Actually, I do. I’m Historian 9767, this
woman’s partner. There’s no problem at all, is there, Seriah? Tell
the man.”

“Ooooh!” Seriah let out a tiny irritated
grunt. She couldn’t very well tell the stranger that a Purité had
escaped into the facility. Thus, in the absence of something better
– “No problem at all,” she said, mouth plastered. The man,
appearing very put off from being called for nothing, left the way
he’d come. Seriah immediately turned on Olté. “Where is he?! Bun,
you haven’t . . .?! You wouldn’t –!” Seriah scanned her pad to see
what damage had been done.

“I would,” said Olté, unapologetic. “And I
did.”

Seriah radiated misery. “But why, Bun?!
WHY?”

“It’s all for her. Everything I’ve done.
Everything I’ll do.” Like he’d just finished some tiresome journey,
Olté closed his eyes and let his body melt into a chair.

“You idiot!” Seriah frantically eyed her
pad. “I can’t stop him. He’s already at floor thirty-two.” It
didn’t take great deductive skills to understand that she was
tracking Kinamo. Our thumbprints had been scanned into the drive’s
memory at some point, and now she was watching him move up the
levels of the Broadcast Center. “He isn’t going there, is
he?” Seriah was desperate. “Please tell me he’s not!”

“Station Eight,” said Olté, quiet. “That’s
probably where.”

Seriah’s eyes widened. Her lips trembled.
“N-no . . .”

My eyes were tearing. For Seriah’s sake,
they were tearing. I didn’t understand the weight of what was
happening, but I was upset with Olté for again putting
Seriah through something unpleasant. So upset, in fact, that when
he reached for my shoulder, I shunned him away, as cold as when I
first thought he’d ditched me for a new girlfriend. “Don’t touch
me.” Seriah’s anguish was too much to ignore.

Olté read my frustration. And he moved to
remedy the situation.

The next gesture probably wasn’t sincere in
the least, but the important thing was that he made an effort. He
walked to Seriah, who was again transfixed in her disc, and put the
hand meant for my shoulder on hers. “Come on, sugar,” he said,
portraying empathy. “You know it’s the right thing to do. You
always said the system was flawed. Just let go and let it
happen.”

Seriah dropped her head. “But things might
get worse,” she whimpered.

“They can’t get worse.”

“But Camilla and my dad and Cal . . .”

“For the sake of social justice, Seriah. To
the rest, you’ll be seen as the woman that freed the falsely
imprisoned.”

Seriah sniffled.

“Just sit and be still and watch,” Olté
coaxed. “It’ll all be over soon. And then things will change. We’ll
pick a new side.” His words were a soothing whisper. Believable.
Comforting. His deceit at its peak.

Reluctantly, Seriah turned her device to
Station Eight.

 


The biggest impact was about to hit Deca
City.

 


The Sunder Hound commercial was on.

“Feet. Ears. Teeth. Arms. Cover up
unsightly scars! Anything lost can be re-found! So call your
nearest Sunder Hound! Ba-duuuum!”

A few seconds of crowding around Seriah’s
disc was enough to tell that it was showing a miniature version of
the programs from the massive outdoor screens. When the jingle
finished, a woman appeared in the picture, looking very personable
framed by a fake scene of a glittering lake. I’d seen her before.
It was the woman that looked like Seriah but wasn’t Seriah.

“Programming today is brought to you by the
Historical Society.” Seriah’s sister, Camilla, smiled at the camera
sweetly. “Don’t forget to download your ‘36 calendar, featuring
real-life candids of Hamlets Espane, Scandria Three, Atlantica, and
more!”

Olté’s jaw tweaked.

Camilla continued, “And now it’s time for
the climate with Meteorologist Jeru Crosswith! Jeru? How’s our
weekend going to be? Should we unpack our gust goggles?”

The camera cut to an oily man with a
gleaming white smile. “Thank you, Historian Camilla. Boy, you’re
getting better at this by the day. Maybe we’ll be able to convince
you to stay permanently? No?” He guffawed. “Well, we’ve still got a
few more days to convince you.”

Someone from beyond the picture’s frame
seemed to be prodding him along.

“Hm? Boy oh boy, this weekend indeed is
going to be a windy one! You called that one, Miss Camilla. With a
westward push off the coast, we can expect wind speeds of . . . of
. . .”

But the smiling man was distracted by
something behind the camera. His face fell for but a moment before
he recovered with a cough and pearly smile. “Apologies, I fear the
autumn winds are getting to me. As I was saying, the winds are . .
. the winds are going to . . . ”

But again he was distracted by something in
the near distance. He said something under his breath to a person
out of view. Then he nodded as though listening a few times before
bringing his focus back to the viewers.

“Uh, not sure how to put this, folks.” The
meteorologist laughed flakily. “But it looks like an interesting
turn of events for us here at Station Eight. It seems a young man
claiming to be a Purité has just invaded the newsroom. You heard me
right; I said a real life Purité had invaded the newsroom. But is
this just another maneuver by the Sheralton Campaign for Purité
rights? Stay tuned for the breaking story right after these
messages.”

The screen cut to an advertisement for
tattoo alteration.

“This is . . .” I was piecing things
together. “This is also on the big screens out there?”

Olté nodded.

Oh. My. God. Kinamo was going to appear on
the screens?! That was their plan?! “He’s going to go on there and
tell everyone that he’s a Purité?! SERIOUSLY?!”

Seriah let out a sick sounding sob and
dissolved into her chair.

“But –! They won’t believe him!” I said. “He
doesn’t look like a Purité right now, and they’ll think he’s just a
loony person!”

“It doesn’t matter if they believe him or
not,” said Olté. “It makes for a scandalous story, so they’ll run
with it.”

But at that moment, something went wrong
with the disc. The commercial cut away mid-sentence and went black.
Whatever it was, it was good news to Seriah. Perking up, she
solidified into a shape recognizable as a person. “Oh! Oh goodie!
Camilla’s intercepted it!” She giggled like someone who’d just been
pulled from the edge of a crumbling cliff. “Camilla’s putting a
stop to –” The screen blinked and sounded off a shrill, annoying
note, before going black once more. Seriah continued to rejoice,
for it was a sign that Camilla was still exerting influence.

But the joy was short lived. It lasted only
until the screen flashed to a heavily-makeuped woman with a slicked
hairdo.

“Station Eight’s Carissa Jessings here, with
a breaking report. I’m standing inside of the Sector Six Broadcast
Center where a young man with a compelling story has managed to
break through the elevation systems framework, all for the sake of
sharing his story with the world. The young man claims to be a
Purité escaped from Hamlet Scandria Two with the aid of – get this
– a few rogue Historians. Wasn’t aware such a thing existed.
So just how does he say they accomplished this feat? Watch to find
out.” The video frame widened to include Kinamo. He was standing
next to the newscaster wearing an unsettling expression of
‘woe-is-me’.

They’d never believe him. He’d fall into his
weird speech pattern, and they’d write him off as a person craving
attention or someone mentally unstable.

“My name is Kinamo,” he said, looking
directly into the screen’s center. “I don’t have a second name like
you people do. I am Kinamo, and I have been called by the Maker to
deliver the truth to you, the true Remnants.”

And then, as Seriah, Olté, and I watched, he
told them everything.

Well, not quite everything.

He left out Seriah’s name. He left out my
affair with Olté. He left out the fact that the Historians had
committed unlawful death. But the rest? He told them the rest.
Composed and even, he told the whole thing – more eloquently than
I’d ever heard him speak. As if another person’s tongue were
composing his words.

“Our Hamlet suffers the same illness that
has traveled through the Desolics and Histo is doing nothing to
stop it. They are letting our people die. If you don’t believe me,
fetch the other two Purités currently taking asylum in the clinic
of this building. One of them has the disorder, and she pledged
full cooperation. I implore you to put a stop to the actions of
Histo. I implore you to do something before it’s too late. Please.
For the sake of my family. For the sake of our people’s future, let
us go.” Kinamo stopped there. But though he stopped, he did not
lift his gaze of earnestness.

The newscaster was blotting her eyes with a
tissue. A move to spice up the story? Either way, it made Kinamo
look good. It made him look like a victim.

“Not sure if you’re getting this, Kevvin,”
said the newscaster, “but can we zoom in on his eyes? Notice that
they are an unflecked blue, almost impossible to replicate. And his
dialect is spot on, too. If I were a betting woman . . .”

Seriah rubbed her temples.

“Well, there you have it, folks,” said the
newscaster. “Elaborate hoax by the Sheralton Campaign? Or true
Purité escaped from the Hamlets? Log on to our drive site to take
the poll and tell us what you think. And don’t forget to stay tuned
to Station Eight, your only coverage of the ongoing
investigation.”


Epilogue: Scattered Seeds

 


The screen in the corner of the room was
playing: “The three Purités have been identified as residents of
Scandria Two. Based on a discus drive provided by the unnamed
Historian offering assistance, we can confirm new information on
Histo’s falsification of their census records. Sources say that
there may be as little as ten percent of the Hamlets still in
healthy existence. The Purités were taken into custody by the
Sheralton Campaign for Purité Rights last week where they'll be
able to look forward to a brighter future. The question remains as
to why . . .”

I couldn’t listen to any more of it. “Shhh,”
I told the thing.

Because he knew how to operate it, Olté
switched the screen off and then joined me on the side of the
plushy gold bed – accommodations courtesy of the Sheralton
Campaign. “It’ll get better, Ash,” he said. “And if it doesn’t,
we’ll run from here, too. It’s the first week of a long, long
time.”

“A bright future? Did you hear that?
Unbelievable!” It was a lie. A sickeningly sweet lie.

 


The future isn’t so bright.

 


“In their own way they’re trying to help,”
said Olté. “You know that, don’t you?”

“Psh! Of course I know that, okay? But . . .
Ugh! I don’t understand what they’re thinking! That Sheralton woman
says that once the lawsuit goes through, their goal is to
‘integrate’ the Purités into society! How stupid can she be?!” I
was bursting inside my flesh. I was ready to pour it out onto the
floor.

Olté was on cleanup. “Cool it, spazoid.
That’s a good thing, right?”

“But you’ve seen the way they’ve been with
us. Everywhere we go, there are masses of them trying to touch the
hem of a ‘Purité’s robe’. Trying to catch a bit of us to take
along. How can we coexist with people like them? How can people as
different as we fit in with a world so far detached?!”

All I’d wanted was to find a cure for Sella.
But now the rest of them were going to be thrown into a world they
weren’t ready for. Only a few weeks of this madness had been enough
to convince me:

Whatever the right path was, it wasn’t
this.

“What are we going to do, Olté!? We can’t
let them be released into the wild! They’ll get eaten alive!”

Olté was quiet. “What did you expect to
happen, Ash?”

“I don’t know.” I slumped, defeated. “But it
wasn’t this. We should have let things stay the way they were. We
were foolish to think that we could pull the pin holding such a
delicate system in place. To think it would not all come crashing
was a foolish notion.”

The most childish notion of all.

 


I once thought that Olté and Sella were all
that mattered. How wrong I was. How blinded I was. How close-minded
I was. The world is much too big to close my heart off to so many.
Dole and Lale and Mae and Terra and Croix and Seriah and Bennet and
Viley.

And it’s my fault and Olté’s that things
turned out this way.

 


Olté cupped my face in his palms. “Don’t
worry, Ashy.” He kissed my forehead, like he had when we were kids.
“I told you before. It’s the first week of a long, long time, and I
don’t intend to stop here.”

 


I have no choice but to make amends. Before
I die, I’ll make amends.
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Thanks for Reading The World Remains!

 


If you enjoyed this book, please leave a
review and tell a friend!

 


If you enjoyed the style of this book, you
may also enjoy Seconds: The Shared Soul
Chronicles or Zillow Stone, also by
Brindi Quinn!
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