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Chapter 1: Two Flowers

 


There was a story my grandfather told me
once.

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

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

 


. . .

 


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

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

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

Yes, that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Around me, the bad singing of my peers
swelled.


Chapter 2: The Marking

 


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

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

“Are you listening, Miss Stone?”

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

“Yes, Father. I’m listening,” I lied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Tick. Tick.

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

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

And we were in their debt.

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

Tick. Tick.

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

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

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

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

Tick. Tick.

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

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

Tick. Ti–

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was done.

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

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

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


Chapter 3: The City of Wind and Rain

 


There wasn’t time for goodbyes, not even for
Karán.

I grabbed my backpack, which wasn’t filled
with pens or notes as it usually was, but with supplements and
knives and rope.

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

Run, the boy said, and run I did.

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

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

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

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

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

I willed myself that same strength now.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Threat out there was of a different
kind.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My lungs heaved in deep gasping breaths.

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

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

No, they were staring at my hand.

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

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


Chapter 4: Rats in the Warehouse

 


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

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

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

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

Or so I was banking on.

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

“Damn.” Again, I swore, “Damn.”

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

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

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

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

“Excuse me, Sir?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Rats?”

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

HC, that was Hassle Control.

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

The man shook his head.

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

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

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

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

A new plan was forming in my mind.

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

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

“Excuse me, Sir?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh?”

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

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

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

The woman’s jaw went tight.

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

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

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

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

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

Maybe it was.

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

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

The chain fell from the door with a
clash!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Now the chase could truly begin.


Chapter 5: Prags

 


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

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

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

I was ready.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

. . .

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

“No!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The source of the light remained quiet.

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

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

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

“O-oh?” I blurted out of surprise.

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

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

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

The girl was quiet.

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

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

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

“Prags?” I repeated.

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

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

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

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

“Wait!”

“Hm?” She paused.

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

“Why would you help me?” I asked,
through my teeth.

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

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

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

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


Chapter 6: If You’re Reading This

 


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

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

Now, only two remained: ours . . . and
theirs.

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

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

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

I was wrong.

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

 


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

 


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

I read the message again and wavered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

I got my wish.

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

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

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

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


Chapter 7: Way of the Waystation

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The man took no notice.

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

“Markers?” I repeated.

“Why, certainly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How do we earn the points?” I asked.

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

Dwelling on it was depressing, though.

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

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

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

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

“Moreover, who are we supposedly running
these errands for?” I asked through my teeth.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I found it frustrating.

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

“There are many rules,” I muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 8: Theo

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

. . .

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

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

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

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

“You’re like me,” I said, relieved.

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

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

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

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

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

“. . . Honestly?” I asked.

I couldn’t tell if he was kidding.

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

I didn’t see that as cause for
celebration.

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

Not very.

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

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

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

I said nothing.

“Siiiixth?” he guessed.

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

“No way.”

“It is.”

“Get out.”

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

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

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

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

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

With an expression of casualness, the boy
fanned at the air. “Hey, don’t sweat it. You getting here on
your first day? That’s a big accomplishment! You’re gonna do great
out here! Although, I suppose you also kind of shot yourself in the
foot. By the time most people make it to a waystation, they’ve
already saved up enough safe points to restock, but I’m guessing
you weren’t able to earn many before getting here.”

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

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

“Missions?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 9: Crawling Remnants

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Man, I’m already hungry.”

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

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

Well, it’s true, I thought.

There was a spell of silence, and then–

“Chloe,” Theodorius muttered, yet
sheepish.

“Hm?” I shot him a second glance.

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

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

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

“The third time?” I pressed.

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

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

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

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

“You know you loooove it, Zillustrious.” It
was another unnecessary outburst, so my only response was to roll
my eyes. Afterwards, Theodorius was quiet a moment, studying me in
an intrusive way. I ignored him. “You know, I don’t remember seeing
you around ever. Not even when we were younger,” he said at
last.

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

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

“No.”

“Carpathia Tate?”

“No.”

“Amandar Cristophson?”

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

“Your class?”

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

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

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

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

I wouldn’t do that.

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

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

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

I gaped up at the dirt-corroded thing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“From afar.”

“Are they terrifying?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why do you look like that?” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

“Okay, yes, I did, but–”

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

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

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

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

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

“How long will it last?” I said.

“Depends.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Haven’t decided.”

“Ouch.”

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

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

“There’s nothing there,” Theo whispered.

“Oh.”

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

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

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

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

“I’m sure,” they said back.

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

“It is,” they responded.

“Do you think I’ll be okay?”

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 10: Theo’s Impossibly Unfortunate
Timing

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I hate you,” I said flatly.

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

“I really hate you,” I said.

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

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

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

“Just wait.”

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

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

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

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. Come on!”

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

That was when the sky started to growl.

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

“Rain?”

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

Plop! Plop!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And do you still hate me?” he said.

“No.”

“Aw, well that’s a reli–”

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

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

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

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

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

“You never know,” he replied.

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

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


Chapter 11: Scars

 


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

“What is it?” I asked.

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

“Plant?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Three days?”

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

“I see.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Come again?” I prodded.

“Two,” he admitted reluctantly.

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

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

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

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

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What about yours?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yes, I saw them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Mm.”

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

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

‘Jozy’ wrinkled her nose.

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

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

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

It seemed not all of them were former
comrades.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Zill is fine,” I corrected, unamused.

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

Sap?

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

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

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

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

Maybe that’s how it is, I
considered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hot spring?”

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

“It’s safe to drink?” I said.

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

“Distillation,” Peck grunted.

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

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

“Right?” my partner said in agreement.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Nearly two,” Theo piped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Though internal, Theo anticipated my
qualms.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Peck’s jaw flexed. “Fuck you.”

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

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

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

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

“Anyways–” Theo pawed at me– “Are you
hungry, Zillentine?”

“Not really.”

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

The air fell uneasily quiet.

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

“Hell yes! I got myself a shiny new partner
and all, didn’t I? And one who happens to be wicked fast and
tactical, at that. If not now, when?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Do you have a plan?” I asked her.

She answered almost automatically: “Stay
alive.”

“Besides that,” I said.

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

Let loose? It was the same attitude
Theo sported.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Uh-huh,” said Jozy.

“Paradise?” I asked.

“It’s a prag fortress,” Theo said.

“Not like this dump,” added Jozy.

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

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

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

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

“Fuck you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A secret. It seemed Theo had his fair
share.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I was wrong.

I was asleep before the flame could flicker
twice.


Chapter 12: The Sunken Plant

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Traps?”

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

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

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

“Theo.”

“Mm?”

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

“. . . Nope.”

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

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

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

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

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

Thought so.

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

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

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

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

“What ‘cha thinking?”

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

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

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

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

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

“A red light?”

Theo nodded.

If that were true, then . . .

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

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

“Yup-yup.”

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

“Huh?”

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

“What to you mean?”

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

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

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

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

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

“To reward SPs?” Theo suggested.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Could be,” said Theo.

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

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

“And why is the ground so warm?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Damn,” I muttered.

Theo perked. “You swear?”

“Occasionally.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 13: One Eeeensy Little Thing

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

“Watch it, Zill!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I have some rope,” he answered.

“Enough for yourself?”

He nodded.

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

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

“Exactly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was the wrong thing to admit.

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

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

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

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

“Are you all right?” I asked.

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

So he said, but he was also grinning.

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

Together, we started our climb up the
duct.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“THEO?!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And he would surely come for me.

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


Chapter 14: Retrect Rampage

 


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

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

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

I landed on the ground with an
UMPH!

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

“THE–”

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

He’s . . . dead?

It was the first thing I thought.

He’s dead!

It was the second thing I thought.

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

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

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

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

There was nothing I could do.

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

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

“Y-YOU AREN’T DEAD!”

I heard him grumble into the side of the
duct.

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

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

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

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

“Is anything broken?” I asked again.

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

“Let yourself down gently,” I
instructed.

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

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

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

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

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

“A gambit! Quick!” I barked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Thank you, Theo.”

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

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

Theo was fully in agreement.

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

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

We ventured deeper.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“STOP!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Huh?”

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

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

I nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A test?” Theo repeated.

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

“Like a way out?” said Theo.

“Exactly.”

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

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


Chapter 15: Crash

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I’d–

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

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

When he saw me, he stood.

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

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

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

“My Marker.”
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