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Chapter 1: Crashing

 


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

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

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

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

I’d use the moment to attack.

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

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

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

I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

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

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

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

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

Not that it sounded like he actually
cared.

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

There it was.

I’d been pushing everything back,
suppressing my frustration over being found by my hunter, but with
my mouth on the loose, my body soon followed. My legs crouched,
prepared to lunge – though I wasn’t forced to act quite yet.

Just then, Theo rounded the corner.

It wasn’t the sort of entrance I’d been
expecting. He didn’t flounce into view, unaware of the danger in
our midst; instead, he stepped darkly onto the scene, a pair of
long hunting knives clutched in his hands. So he hadn’t been
relieving himself an unnaturally long time. He’d heard my Marker’s
voice and he’d been preparing for battle.

His face was stern, his fists tight, and his
gaze steady. It wasn’t a look I’d seen on my haphazard partner
before, but no matter how unnatural, I was grateful for his sudden
air of confidence.

As he rounded the corner, he called to the
unholy one in a casual voice, “Whatcha got there?” and the unholy
one responded by flicking the gambit into the air and catching it
in a swiping motion. In his opposite hand, he held the pen-like
applicator he’d pierced into my hand at the beginning of our game.
For now, the pen’s indent was lit green, in sync with the mark it
had given me.

Threatening, my Marker brought the tip of
the pen nearly to the center of the gambit, turned his eyes deadly,
and bade Theo,

“Back off.”

Theo eyed the pen and gambit stonily before
clicking his tongue. “What’s your plan here, pal? Let’s be honest.
Even if you initiate that gambit on Zillumptous, there’s nothing
you can do to slow me down. You know what I think? I think
you should shove off and try again later when I’m not around.”

My Marker’s sneer deepened. Overhead, the
day was muted to dusk. From within, an anger clutched me, but it
wasn’t at its fullest. There was also something unnerving about my
Marker’s confidence. He was outnumbered, seemingly weaponless, and
yet he was clutching the gambit as though it were his saving grace,
and he wasn’t backing down.

What ability was stored in that minute,
slender disc? Something powerful enough to give him a sense of
security.

Whatever it was, it didn’t matter.

Let him activate it, I thought. It
won’t matter either way.

Once activated, I’d be given a warning
period, during which my mark would blink a series of notifying
lights. That was when I’d act. I’d take him before the gambit’s
effect set in.

I heard Theo let out a shout as, with a
concentrated exhale, I made a start for the sneering hunter.

Yes, I’d take him down. I’d be the first
prag ever to win the game within the first week. I’d–

I was caught around the waist from behind by
a strong arm, as – “STOP, ZILL!” – Theo’s panicked voice broke me
out of my rage. Meanwhile, the unholy one was standing ever still,
watching us with eyes difficult to read.

I fought to shrug Theo from myself, but he
was stronger than he looked. Either that, or his determination was
fueling him beyond his natural level of strength.

“ZILL!” he shouted again. “THAT GAMBIT–”

“That’s right,” my Marker chimed, in a way
that made my rage return just as quickly as it had gone.

“What?” I seethed, throwing a
vehement look at Theo.

Theo didn’t bother explaining. He swallowed
loudly enough that I could hear it. “How do you have one of those
already?” he said to my Marker. “Even Chloe . . .”

“Let me go, Theo,” I said through my
teeth.

“No, Zill.” Theo’s grip weakened. “Just
stop. He’s got you.”

I whirled around violently and demanded,
“What do you mean he’s got me?” From where I stood, I had a
pretty good shot. No matter what the gambit’s power, I was
confident I could take him before it hit me.

“That’s a Poi-7,” Theo said.

“And?”

Theo was silent.

“AND?” I demanded.

“It’s one of the most dangerous gambits
there is. One of the most expensive, to boot.” Theo locked eyes
darkly onto my Marker. “How a newb like him got one is . .
.”

My Marker did nothing but grin deeper.

“And just what does a Poi-7
do?” I pressed, annoyed by both the unholy one’s
countenance, as well as my own lack of knowledge.

Theo was silent. The icy-eyed boy nodded at
him. “I’ll let you tell her.”

“Ugh.” Theo let out a groan. When he spoke
again, he did so sounding defeated. “If he activates the Poi-7,
it’s over, Zillow. A small amount of poison will be released into
your bloodstream, through the implant on your hand – a little every
day for four days. If you don’t find an antidote by the fourth day
. . .”

Theo didn’t need to finish. I understood the
situation perfectly well. If activated, the gambit would kill me in
four days.

“And the antidote could LITERALLY be
anywhere out here,” Theo continued. “Finding it would be . . .
well, to say ‘a pain in the ass,’ would be putting it lightly. It
would be pretty much impossible, even for you.”

I stared down my Marker and mulled over
everything Theo had told me. “He’s bluffing,” I concluded. “It’s a
fake. If he’s got a gambit like that, why not use it before now?
Why not activate it and then track me down when I’m already
weak?”

“I wish you were right.” Theo shook his
head. “But that’s the real deal. It’s a close-range gambit, meaning
he’s gotta be in close proximity for it to activate.”

“How close?”

“A deca-tetramark.”

About ten paces.

Then I knew what I had to do. Without verbal
warning, I tore away. From my Marker, from my partner, from the
sunken plant, I fled. If all I had to do was maintain a distance of
ten paces, the situation was manageable.

And so I ran, not giving thought to which
direction I was headed. Theo and I needed to get to a waystation by
the following night, in order to cash in the retrect, but for now,
that didn’t matter.

All I needed was to run.


Chapter 2: A Beast among Beasts

 


“Z-Zill!” Theo let out a protest of surprise
from behind my back, though I soon heard him at my heels,
struggling to keep up.

Good. At least he wasn’t still
gawking at the unholy one. At least he’d been competent enough to
take off after me.

“Just run, Theo!” I ordered as I tore up the
incline of the ravine, never looking back, pressing the muscles in
my legs tighter with each stride. A small amount of excitement and
a great amount of adrenaline moved through my body as I ran. Maybe
it was because this was what I’d trained for. Ultimately, this
‘game’ was a game of chase, and I was faster than fast. For the
first time, I was using the full extent of my speed.

By the time I reached the top of the slope,
my calves burned and my lungs heaved, but still I trotted on.
Though I knew my partner was struggling far more than I, I didn’t
care. It was his own fault that he hadn’t trained properly.

“Theo! Is he behind you!?” I called over my
shoulder.

“Fuck if I know!” Theo panted between words.
“Where are you running to?! Do you even have a plan?!”

No, I didn’t have a plan. Not at first,
anyway, but soon my body began to shift in direction, moving
northerly. There was only one place I knew of where I’d be
completely safe from my Marker’s reach.

“The waystation!” I shouted to Theo.

“No way!” Theo chugged. “You’re not planning
on sprinting all the way there, are you?! That’s downright
cray-cray, Zill!”

I slowed my pace only slightly so that he
could run up beside me, and shot him a glare. “And do you have a
better plan?”

Red-faced, Theo frowned. “Well . . .
no.”

“Then shut up and keep up.”

We ran on as day dawned.

After some time I realized that the only
footsteps I heard resounding upon the dusty earth were Theo’s
delayed ones echoing my own. I slowed to a jog and concentrated on
listening.

Theo noticed. “L. . . lost . . . him?” he
heaved, hopeful.

“Shh.”

After a stretch of listening for distant
foot clamor, I still heard nothing in the way of pursuit. Maybe we
were fine after all. Maybe my Marker wasn’t as fast as we were.
Maybe we were safe.

. . .

In truth, we were far from safe.

. . .

No sooner had I let myself ease up, than I
heard an unnaturally loud rumble in the air that made me stop in my
tracks. “Thunder?” I wondered, though the day wasn’t marked by
storm. I just didn’t know what else it could be. It wasn’t a sound
I believed my Marker capable of making.

I turned to my winded partner, who looked on
the verge of death. “Did you hear that, Theo?” I asked. “Was it
thunder?”

Doubled-over, he shook his head, but was
breathing too heavily to respond.

“Then what?” I said.

BOOM! The world grumbled again.

Theo’s body heaved as he struggled to catch
his breath. Again he shook his head and attempted to speak, but the
words weren’t discernable through his labored breathing.

He continued on like that, only mustering
enough energy to make a swinging motion with his hand. Dimly, he
caught the bottom of my shirt and gave it a tug. I was growing
impatient, and the thunder was growing louder. I looked to the sky,
in search of accompanying lightning, but found none.

“What is it, Theo?” I demanded.

“M–”

“M?” I repeated.

The world gave another giant boom.

“Theo?”

“M-MOVE!” he managed. “Keep moving!” And
then he forced himself to start up again.

This time when we ran, it was he who was
leading me. With frenzied, struggling steps, he drew me across the
wasteland, fighting his own body to keep moving forward.

He was no good to me like this.

“Wait!” I swatted his hand away from the
bottom of my shirt. “Stop. Catch your breath. My Marker isn’t
near.” I tore into my backpack, removed a canteen, and shoved it
into his chest. “Drink.”

He poured the water sloppily into his mouth,
and it dribbled down the corners of his face. Afterwards, he
sputtered and choked, and wiped his mouth on his shoulder. He
caught his breath, and when he was again capable of speaking, he
swore, “Damn! It was fine when we were running, but once we
stopped, it all sort of hit me.”

“Adrenaline,” I explained.

The desert boomed louder. Theo looked
shiftily over his shoulder. His doe eyes were wide, showing flashes
of true fear. I looked in the direction he looked. The rocky
distance showed no signs of change.

“What, Theo?”

The fazed boy shook his head. “Not anything
good, Zillan. Not anything good. You remember those beasts you were
talking about before?”

“Before . . .?” I gritted my teeth. “The
ones that hardly roam in this far?”

“Yeah, well hardly doesn’t mean never, and
that’s why we’ve got to–”

“RUN!” I finished, for just then I saw a
great galloping thing come over the horizon. It was a mammoth or an
elephant or any one of the tusked beasts that had long been
extinct, those I’d seen only in film and picture. It was an
enormous, gray thing, callumping along on four thick legs. Two
large tusks rose from its head, or maybe its back, spearing towards
the sky. With each thundering clap upon the ground, the mammoth’s
body jostled, like an unstable grouping of mass. From where we
stood, I couldn’t tell what matter its body was made of, flesh or
metal, but from its sides, flashes of mechanical light broke
through the dust.

That was all I saw of the creature before
turning head and sprinting faster than I ever had before.

Keep a calm head, Zillow Stone, I
commanded myself. “Theo!” I shouted over my shoulder. “Can we fight
it?”

He lagged behind in a panic. “Hell no, we
can’t fucking FIGHT it!”

And outrunning it was impossible. By the
sound of its thunderous steps, it was steadily gaining on us. Our
only hope was to get out of its reach.

“Is there high ground anywhere near here?!”
I called to Theo. “A structure? A mountain? Anything?!”

“I don’t know!” Theo’s earlier confidence
was gone. He hightailed from the threat with wild barreling
movements.

“THINK,” I pressed.

“Uh– um– eh–” Theo fumbled for an answer.
“Th-that way!” He pointed at a mound on the horizon. “There’s a
fallen outpost!”

I veered my direction, over the rumbling
ground. I didn’t know whether or not the creature was aware of our
presence. I only knew that if it detected us, or if it continued on
in the direction we were running, eventually it would take us, and
that ‘eventually’ would happen sooner than later.

As we raced toward the mound, I didn’t look
back to see whether or not the beast followed our path, but the
sound of its footsteps trailed us at a distance that was ever
shrinking. A cloud of amber dust began to reach at us from behind.
The momentum and weight of the creature’s stomping created a great
flurrying of sand that arose across the plain. Soon, we were
encompassed in dust. I coughed and swatted at the cloud but didn’t
allow myself to slow. I needed to keep this speed. I needed to–

“This way, Zillow!”

Theo latched onto my elbow and gave me a
tug. The thundering boom was close, shaking the ground where we
ran. I chanced a look over my shoulder but could see nothing
through the din. And then I saw them – the blinking lights cutting
through the sandstorm.

The mammoth was close.

Theo was tugging me at something I couldn’t
see. By my calculation, we hadn’t yet reached the mound on the
horizon, so where–?

“WATCH YOUR STEP!” Theo’s cry sliced through
the sand flurry.

The ground dropped suddenly.

I wasn’t prepared for it.

My foot caught on something and I, along
with my partner who was still attached to my elbow, went careening
down the side of a pit – as over our heads, a great blinking mass
of animal and machine leapt. The lighted beast flew through the air
before landing onto something solid.

Theo and I had fallen into a narrow gorge,
while the creature jumped across. We were safe.

No, that was a lie.

As the dust began to settle, I realized just
what unfortunate danger I was in.

The person clutching my elbow wasn’t
Theo.


Chapter 3: Between the Earth

 


“Y-you!” I loathed the way my lips trembled.
But I couldn’t help it. The person who’d pulled me into the pit had
hair of fire and eyes of ice, and the very sight of him made my jaw
clench.

Again I seethed, “You!” I wrenched my
elbow from him, but he held on tightly.

The bronze boy smiled halfway in a manner
that wasn’t kind. “Me.”

The rumbling steps of the mammoth quieted as
quickly as they’d escalated. I listened to them trail away and bade
my rushing heartbeat to do the same. “You–! You–!” I looked to the
small crevice we’d found ourselves in, a sliver where the earth had
cracked from some amount of expansion. “You . . . saved me.”

My Marker was crouched to the ground, firmly
gripping my elbow, eyeing the top of the crevice, as though
awaiting the beast’s return. Only when the thunderous galloping was
little more than a distant thump, did the unholy one release my arm
and sink against the loose wall of the rift.

I scampered away from him and waited for him
to speak.

Keep calm. Anticipate his movements. Be
ready to counter.

My Marker yet held the Poi-7 somewhere on
his person, and he was now within range. If he decided to activate
it . . .

Very slowly, the boy’s eyes slid sidelong
onto me. I held my chin stern. “Are you bleeding?” he asked. He
wasn’t curious or concerned or hopeful. He wasn’t anything, really.
I didn’t answer him, and his eyes released mine, slipping instead
to his own jumpsuited body. “I am.” I saw then that there was a
wide gash through the leg of his pants, where the fabric was
quickly turning crimson.

He was injured, there was nowhere to run,
and the only way out of the gorge was up. If I was going to defeat
him, now was the time.

But first I had to calculate my outcome.

What if he enabled the Poi-7 before I
managed to kill him? Then I’d have four days to find the antidote,
but at least I’d know he was dead. It was worth the risk. Wildly, I
began to analyze the best, swiftest course of attack.

As he removed a roll of gauze from the front
pocket of his pack, I gripped the handle of my katar with grave
intent. The sturdiness of the hilt made my hands even, gave me
confidence. I was going to fight him. And I was going to win.

My Marker took the end of the gauze in his
teeth. “What happened to your companion?” he asked, muffled. Again,
he didn’t sound curious or like he really cared in the least.

I wasn’t about to answer, but the question
aroused an anxiety in me as I realized I had no idea where or when
I’d been separated from Theo. I also didn’t know if he’d even
survived the stampede of the mammoth. Knowing him, chances weren’t
great. “I don’t know,” I admitted, more to myself than to the
unholy one, and as I thought on Theo’s whereabouts, my grip on the
katar lessened slightly. When I noticed, I was quick to grip it
tight once more. I wouldn’t let the Western demon distract me. I
had to strike while he remained vulnerable.

The air was stiff and cool, and the pores of
my skin pricked. Don’t think about it, I commanded myself. I
willed myself to plunge the katar into the Marker’s abdomen. He
wasn’t even looking. He’d never even know what had hit him. It
would be quick and clean, and then I’d return home to Eastern City
and start my life.

The unholy one tore the gauze with his teeth
and began to wind it around his bloody leg, and as I began to slide
my weapon from its resting place, his icy gaze shot to my
determined one. I stiffened.

“You saved me,” I said again, slow and
controlled, partially to distract him from my blade, and partially
because I was curious. “Why?”

“I wondered,” he answered, with no show of
emotion.

It wasn’t the sort of answer I was
expecting. I stiffened further but relaxed my weapon. “You
wondered?”

Flat-mouthed, the boy nodded. “About you.”
He worked to dress his wound, and although I didn’t press him, he
went on. “They paired us, so I wondered.”

Yes, they’d ‘paired’ us, Marker and marked,
hunter and prey.

“I rank highest in speed,” the unholy one
went on, winding his leg. “I expected to catch you within your
city’s limits.”

His cockiness put me off. I narrowed my
eyes. “I’m fast,” I said, chin up. “Maybe even the fastest.”

The Marker’s lip curled. “Not the fastest,
Zillow Stone,” he said. “That’s me.”

I wasn’t keen on his self-assuredness.
“What could possibly have been worth waiting for?” I asked,
tight-mouthed. “You could have killed me. You could have
won.”

“I still can.”

My fingers responded by swiping the katar
across my body. It was my protector, glinting dangerously, though
the sun hid. I held it between the over-confident Marker and
myself.

He didn’t flinch, merely returned to his
task of winding his leg, and said, “If you try to fight me, you’ll
lose.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

The Marker stopped what he was doing and
turned to face me fully. His pupils sat unnaturally in the center
of electrically penetrating eyes. For a moment, my breath was
caught. “I don’t want to end this just yet,” he said.

I swallowed and managed, “Why?”

“I told you, I wondered.”

Around us, the world was silent and still.
There was no sign of Theo or the mammoth or any other wasteland
scavengers.

My Marker finished tying up his leg and then
dusted off his hands. He looked to the katar stretched dangerously
between us. “Trust me,” he said, lip cocked, “you’ll regret
it.”

Because I didn’t ‘trust’ him, not even a
little, I left my weapon where it was.

“Consider this preliminaries,” he continued.
He rubbed his thumb lightly along the gauze that was beginning to
stain red.

“What do you want from me?” I asked,
shrewd.

“There are rumors,” the boy said
enigmatically. “I wondered if any of them were true.”

“What kind of rumors?”

The unholy one didn’t answer straightaway.
Instead, he allowed his eyes to trail down my neck, to my chest,
and then lower, to my waist. It was all I could do to keep from
utilizing the power I knew I possessed. That isn’t to say I knew
why I was holding myself back.

After a time, his icy gaze returned to my
face. “Address me,” he commanded.

I felt a growl rise up in my throat.

“Address me,” he sneered again, this time
with greater authority.

In the way it had been trained, my mouth
obeyed: “My Marker.”

The unholy one tipped his head to the side.
He was unreadable, and I despised the fact that I couldn’t decipher
him. “From now on,” he said, “address me as Crash.”

At his request, something moved through my
tense body – a trickle of fear or doubt. This was trick or a trap,
I knew it for certain, and it felt even more harrowing because I
couldn’t perceive why he’d demand something like that of his
prey.

“Try it now,” he said, daring me to disobey
with his unavoidable stare.

“Crash,” I said, scathingly.

My Marker let his eyes linger an unnaturally
long time on my mouth. “Hm,” he said, before standing. Then, he
gave me a nod. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?” I said through my teeth.
I was strong and fast and smart. I wouldn’t let this foreigner, my
enemy, lead me anywhere. I was capable of acting on my
own.

“You lost your companion back that way. I’ll
take you to him.”

I felt my throat tighten with rage. Before,
when he’d asked where my ‘companion’ was, he already knew the
answer. The rage continued to boil in my throat, but I swallowed it
down. I didn’t need or want his assistance. What I wanted and
needed was to put an end to him. It only made matters worse that I
didn’t understand his actions. All the same, as he set his pack
onto his shoulder and turned his eyes to the sky, I realized that
in this situation, maybe it was better to be led. Maybe I could use
it to my advantage. As soon as he turned his back, I’d plunge my
blade into the center of his jumpsuit, and that would be the
end.

But I didn’t get the chance to carry out my
plan.

Crash’s hearing was keen, and at every minor
movement I made, he turned sharply, mouth-downturned, daring me to
act. Even the slightest unnatural ruffle of my sleeve set him off.
I had no choice but to hold myself tense and wait for something to
distract him.

In that way, we made our way up the gorge. I
watched his red hair cross over the back of his tanned neck. He
walked with an unnatural gait, shoulders hunched forward
stalkingly. He was a predator.

As we came to the top of the gorge, the
settling dust revealed a series of similar cracks in the earth.
Over the ground, large fissures shot here and there. There was no
sign of Theo, but my Marker walked with direction, leading me back
the way I’d initially come.

He’d wondered about me, enough so to keep
from using his trump card, the Poi-7. He’d wondered, but what,
exactly, had he wondered? And why? And what were these ‘rumors’
he’d mentioned? My pride wouldn’t let me ask, and Crash himself
offered nothing but a menacing glance over his shoulder every time
I shifted toward my weapon.

Eventually, he stopped and pointed and I
heard the faint cries of my partner.

“There,” Crash said, emotionless. Then, he
turned to me. “Next time . . .” His eyes drifted to my chest.

I stabbed my glare into him.

“Next time,” he said again, “we fight.
You’re fast, but are you strong?” And then he made the mistake of
turning his back and beginning to walk away in his perusing way. He
underestimated me. Without a sound, I held up my weapon and
charged.

THUNK!

But it was I who had underestimated. Just
when my blade was at his back, the unholy one dipped low, turned
sharply, and rammed his palm into my lower stomach. At the same
time, he grabbed hold of my wrist and threw me into the ground.
Before I could react, he was over me, knees holding my hips into
place, and hands gripping my wrists. I wriggled and kicked with my
legs, but his hold was too strong.

“Hmph.” He let out a cocky sound through his
pursed lips.

“Tch!” I let out an annoyed one. I’d
been bested by the fiend.

He held me like that until I stopped
resisting. Afterwards, he held me transfixed by the ice of his
eyes, and asked something very strange: “Right now . . . Zillow
Stone . . . what emotions are you experiencing?”

Anger. Rage. Wrath. Disgust. And also
. . . shame.

I felt all of those things, but I wasn’t
about to tell him that.

Although I didn’t answer, the demon muttered
something else before releasing me: “Interesting.”

With that, he lifted lazily to his feet. The
gauze around his leg was freshly wet. His defense had put strain on
the wound.

Good, I thought. I wanted him to
suffer.

This time, as he retreated, I didn’t try to
attack. Instead, I watched him go. I was fuming, but there was
something more important. Again, he’d let me get away. Again, he
hadn’t tried to kill me. Why?

Theo’s cries caught my attention. I started
to back in their direction, never taking my eyes off of the unholy
one who’d spared me.

Crash.

I wondered about him until his frame dipped
below the horizon and I could no longer see him. Only then, did I
turn and answer my partner’s shouting.

“THEO!”

I trotted towards a particularly steep cut
in the earth.

“Zill?! ZILL! Thank GOD almighty!” Theo’s
dirty face lit as I peered over the edge of the fissure. “Holy
crap-oli! Thought I was Marker fodder! Anyway, there’s nothing to
grab onto down here! The wall’s too slick! Throw me a line or
something!”

But I was out of rope. I surveyed the
landscape.

“Move along the crack,” I instructed.
“There’s rubble over that way. I’ll shift some rocks down and you
can use them to hoist yourself within reach. Then I’ll pull you
up.”

Before following my direction, however, Theo
wiped his forehead and looked up at me with a furrowed brow.
“Everything all right, Zilltar? Your voice is off.”

I hadn’t noticed.

“I’m fine,” I lied.

The truth was that I was shaken, confused,
enraged, and a whole other array of unpleasant emotions. Keep
your head, Zillow Stone, I told myself. Don’t let the unholy
one’s mind games get to you.

He was a manipulator. That was all there was
to it.

“Zill?” Theo’s concern was more blatant than
ever.

“I’m fine,” I lied again. “Let’s just get
you out of here and then get back to Waystation Zelpha.”


Chapter 4: Paradise

 


“Welcome, Zillow Stone.
Congratulations! You have earned: Three Meal
Tickets. Limited Water Access. 9.03 Hours of Rest. 301
SPs.”

“And you’ll get even more once we turn this
sucker in.” Theo held the golden plaque in the air
triumphantly.

The trancelike music of the boxy waystation
throbbed in the air, clashing with the throbbing of my head. Once
more, Zelpha’s lights danced through the night.

Inside, the mustached man was gone. In his
place, a small woman with a flaringly bright pink bob stood at the
podium. She held a small screen in hand, over which she swiped her
fingers rapidly.

Theo presented her the plaque marked with
the Director’s seal. “Retrect retrieval,” he said, a little
proudly.

“Hold on a sec.” The woman chewed her lip in
concentration and continued to swipe at her tablet. Her swipes
turned more and more vigorous, until– “Argh!” She let out a
disgruntled and defeated cry and slammed the screen onto the
podium. Then, she looked up at us sheepishly. “Can never get past
that level. Sorry.”

Theo waved his hand at her, willy-nilly.
“Naw, it’s all good. Say, mind checking this in for us?” He handed
off the golden tablet, and the woman’s eyes widened.

“It’s a heavy one,” she said. “Must’ve been
a fight to get it.” She looked to me for an answer, but I looked
away. I wasn’t in the mood for conversing. Instead, I’d observe the
retrect check-in process for future reference.

“Hmph.” The woman made a displeased sound
and motioned for both of us to scan our now-blue marks before the
wall monitor.

“Congratulations, Zillow
Stone. This is your fourth day in the
outlands. You have earned: Three Meal Tickets.
Limited Water Access. 9.03 Hours of Rest. 301 SPs.”

Theo’s SP count was a great deal higher,
over 4000. I attempted the math. If I’d earned 301 in just a few
days, it made sense that someone who’d been at it for months would
have a decent amount stored, although the nutrient packs and
gambits and other supplies offered at the vendors weren’t cheap, so
to amass any great amount would take careful planning.

I thought back on what Jozy had said at the
waterwheel. She didn’t understand why Theo was ‘hoarding’ so many
SPs in the first place, to which my enigmatic partner had answered,
‘It’s a secret.’

A secret.

Once we were both scanned into the system,
the woman reached below the podium and pulled out a gun-shaped
tool. When she pressed the tool’s trigger, a grainy light emitted
from its snout. This, she passed over the Director’s mark on the
face of the golden plaque. The tool responded by letting out a
high-pitched beep.

“Go ahead.” The woman again implored that we
press our marks to the monitor implanted in the wall.

“Congratulations, Zillow
Stone. This is your fourth day in the
outlands. You have earned: Three Meal Tickets.
Limited Water Access. 9.03 Hours of Rest. 2301 SPs.”

“T-two thousand?!” I could help but
stutter.

Theo grinned triumphantly. “Told you it was
worth it, didn’t I? Bet you’re glad you teamed up with me now, eh,
Zillowillow?”

It was true. Just like that, I was in a much
better position than I’d been moments earlier. With such an amount
of safe points, I could buy my own nutrient packs, supplies, and
gambits. And there was something else. Now that the retrect was
safely returned, Theo would share with me his knowledge of the
wasteland. The next time I encountered Crash, I wouldn’t make a
fool of myself.

From the podium, we passed through the
cavernous room full of people with vacant stares. We filled our
canteens and washed our feet, and afterwards, I perused the vendor
room. Theo and I partook in a meal – a sort of loafed meat coated
in gravy – and then he went to take a hit of dandriel with the
other vacant wastelanders, while I purchased a few decoys, a new
stretch of rope, a moderately expensive pair of climbing gloves and
a hearty stash of nutrient packs. Afterwards, I retired into one of
the resting pods in the room at the end of the hall.

The pod’s mat was cold and hard, and at
first I didn’t think I’d be able to easily fall into sleep.
However, once the top of the chamber closed, the air filled with a
smoky incense that held a flowery scent, and I immediately felt my
eyelids fall.

 


The world was black, all but for the glowing
circle on my hand.

It hurts.

It was throbbing. It was searing. Hotter and
hotter, it flared outward, spreading to my veins, rising along them
up my arm, entwining my flesh. It came up the side of my neck and
hit me in the soft part under my chin.

My eyes flew open from the shock of it. Cool
wind filled my nostrils. I was floating above a grassy gully. The
ground was a blue lake, shimmering and rippling. On the banks of
the lake, dozens of people stood, waving colorful flags. All up the
sides of the valley, people cheered and waved. Small buildings,
painted bright, littered the grass, some topped with a colorful
umbrella wide enough to cover the roof.

This wasn’t right. The world wasn’t this
vibrant. The world was dull and dusty.

I was floating.

No, I was standing.

I was on a wooden ship, but the ship wasn’t
resting on water; it was floating stories above the rippling lake.
It rocked and creaked beneath my feet, succumbing to the pressure
of the wind. I gripped onto a mast for support. I wasn’t alone. A
dozen others, all dressed brightly, leaned over the side of the
small ship, laughing and ahhing.

Were those people, far away on the shore,
waving at us?

The air was fragrant, like that of the
monumental conservatory in Eastern City. I brought it deeply into
my lungs.

The wind was playful. It was a sylph. It
tossed my hair, the grass, and the top of the water, letting all
know of its presence. It fluttered the skirts of the women in the
distance, turning the whole crowd into a ruffling blur of colorful,
moving fabric.

Beside me, stood a man with a black and
white striped top hat and a curling mustache. The sight of him made
me unusually excited.

The mustached man!

No, this one was thinner. Thin enough to be
a pole, and his hat was thin, too. The longer I watched it, the
higher it stretched and the taller its stripes grew.

“What’s going on?” My words were wispy. They
floated away before they were fully out.

Conversely, the mustached man, who wasn’t
THE mustached man, had a voice that was fierce: “Almost time!”

“Time for wha–”

A shadow cast over my face, as over the side
of the ship, a large creature swooped. The force of its presence
pushed the boat sideways, causing a few of the women onboard to
squeal and cling to their bonnets. Such was the folly of bonnets.
All around the valley, the crowd cheered in response. The creature,
I saw, was a whale. It swam through the air, splashing wind here
and there with its massive tail.

“Look closer,” the mustached man whispered.
As I watched the whale swoop again, it slowly transformed into
something else. It was a blimp. It was a massive whale-shaped
balloon.

“Three! Two! One!” The mustached man cried a
countdown and–

POW! A shooting of glitter erupted
from the fake whale’s blowhole.

Everything was drowned by the cheers of the
valley. Fine glitter fell over my face; got caught in my
lashes.

I closed my eyes and a new voice spoke:

“Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.”

I knew that voice.

“Yes,” I murmured. “My Marker.”

 


When I opened my eyes again, a beeper was
going off and I was hugging my body in sleep.

“Your preset time of 7 Hours
has exhausted, Zillow Stone. Please scan your mark
to add additional chamber time.” The message repeated itself
twice before I rolled from the pod.


Chapter 5: Hunter and Prey and Loomer

 


True to its promise, the sleep had been
restful, and my body no longer ached in the way it had when I’d
entered the waystation. The whale, mustached man number two, and
the explosion of glitter quickly began to fade in my mind. I wasn’t
one for dreaming. Very rarely did I wake with made-up memories. I
shook my head to shake the last of them away, then slipped into the
watering hole a second time before going to locate Theo.

I found him in the vendor room looking much
cleaner than I’d left him.

“Feeling better?” he asked, bright-eyed.

I was about to tell him yes when I noticed
that the vendor screen before him – the one that sold gambits – was
flashing in a strange way, and pixelated words sported a warning
message: The Grav-100 will cost 5000 safe points. Are you sure you
wish to proceed?

“5000!?” I looked from the flashing screen
to Theo. “There are gambits that expensive?”

Theo’s expression turned strange. “It’s one
of the most expensive,” he said with slight trepidation.

“But that’ll be most of your SPs.” I
considered how obvious the statement was. “Er– what does it
do?”

“T-tell you later!” Theo’s answer was
off-key. “I-I don’t want to waste any more rest time here, you
know? Are you about ready, then?” With a fidgety rub to the back of
his head, he stepped between the vendor and me. “Eh-heh. Meet you
outside?”

I gave him a suspicion-filled nod that
seemed to satisfy him, and he turned his back to me and tended once
more to the machine.

With that, I turned on toe and headed toward
the entrance to the waystation. I wasn’t about to let it go, of
course. My partner’s behavior was enough to spark anyone’s
intuition. Might as well have sent off distress flares into the air
and proclaimed, ‘I’M HIDING SOMETHING!’ Instantly, I began to sift
through the brochure of gambit information I’d taken on my first
visit to Zelpha. 5000 SPs was a hefty price to pay for anything,
let alone any one thing. Surely there were more important
things, namely food and weapons and clothing. My reckless partner
didn’t strike me as the sort to make wise consumer decisions, and
judging by his shifty behavior, I didn’t believe he’d offer me the
gambit’s definition anytime soon. I ran my finger over the list of
gambit abbreviations before settling on Grav-100.

Reading the definition, I cocked my head.
“Once activated, the gravity gambit forces a Marker to come to its
target. The Marker must then stay within a deca-tetramark radius of
its target for two hours, or suffer the penalty.” I looked up from
the pamphlet. “Two hours?”

Enough time to determine a winner.

Essentially, the Grav-100 was a way for a
prag to declare war on its Marker. It was a way to force an end to
the game.

I returned the gambit booklet to its resting
place and waited for Theo. Come to think of it, my partner’s
tracker hadn’t gone off since I’d met him – at least, not that I
knew of. Supposedly they went off once a day or so naturally. Mine
had gone off several times, yet his . . .

Was that why he’d purchased the Grav-100? He
was hoping to force a showdown with his Marker?

Overhead, the sky was a kind of gray,
stained subtly with hints of morning. I stared into it. The
interaction with my Marker had left me confused. Humiliated,
too.

 


Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.

 


That dream hadn’t done much to help. But it
wasn’t productive to think about that. Instead, I’d concentrate on
the bizarre nature of the one pursuing me.

He was out there somewhere, under these
earliest moments of day. If my mark turned red again, would he come
to kill me?

Or would he only come to manipulate
me?

At that, my throat made an uncooperative
growl. If I knew one thing for sure, it was that I refused to be
his, or anyone’s, plaything. The next time I saw him, I’d let him
know: I wasn’t one to be taken lightly. He wouldn’t best me again.
He wouldn’t be given the chance. My blade would find his softest
parts and–

“Hey-ho, partner! Ready to hit the– whoa!
Why so tense!?”

I didn’t realize how tightly my fists were
balled until Theo’s voice broke over the booming soundtrack of
Zelpha.

I let them loosen, though my teeth remained
tight.

“What now?” I said. “Where are we
headed?”

Even to myself, I sounded stiff and
unpleasant.

Theo eyed me up and down. “Dang. Someone’s
cranky. Thought you caught up on your z’s in there,
Zillmeister.”

I eyed him back, thinking of the Grav gambit
now within his leather binder, though I chose not to press him
about it. There were things he was keeping to himself, and I had
better things to worry about. It was time for the large-eyed boy to
share with me all he’d learned in the wasteland.

“Where are we headed?” I asked again. “Back
to the waterwheel?”

Theo shook his head resolutely. “Nope. That
way.” He pointed into the west.

“What’s that way?”

Smiling brightly, Theo wiggled his eyebrows
up and down. “You’ll see.”

His brightness made me even cloudier. I
wasn’t in the mood for games, and I let him know so with a
begrudging grumble as I hoisted my backpack and started off in the
direction he’d chosen.

My sleep had been restful, but I was far
from at peace. I felt fouler now than ever that Crash had invaded
my sleep.

But maybe it was unavoidable.

With an epiphany, I twirled to face Theo.
“Does the gas in the sleep pods make you dream?”

Theo’s ears perked. “Not that I know of.
Why?”

Not the answer I’d been hoping for.

“Never mind.”

Foulness returned to every inch of my
being.

Thud. Thud.

As day broke, the dust of the ground broke
too, with each step away from the sanctuary of Waystation Zelpha.
It faded into the distance, the further we trekked, and once we
could no longer hear the echoes of trance-like music set to lights,
I picked up another sound – faint shouting on the horizon
ahead.

I held up a hand to break Theo, but Theo had
already stopped and was straining his ears. “Sounds like someone’s
in a scuffle,” he muttered.

Although I couldn’t distinguish the words, a
series of frantic cries was coming from across the desiccated
plains. Moments later, a figure came into view, steadily moving
towards us, sprinting in the direction of the waystation. My first
instinct was to dart behind something, a large piece of wasteland
debris or an upturned boulder, to avoid detection. But there was
nothing of the sort – no place to hide and no time to react.
Dumbly, we stood, hands to hilts, as a brawny brunette girl raced
at us holding a sort of club.

Instinct took over. My hand was already at
the shaft of my weapon before I willed it to. I was just beginning
to pull the gleaming thing from its resting place when I saw the
flash of red on the girl’s hand.

She was like us.

“Out of my way!”

And she was past us in a flash.

Where there was a prag running, a Marker was
sure to be close behind. With that in mind, I finished drawing my
katar, paying no attention to the girl now at our backs. If a
Western demon was in our midst, there was little else to do but
prepare.

But Theo didn’t feel the same. He wasn’t
worried at all, apparently. “Don’t bother,” he said, waving at the
air. “Another prag’s Marker has approximately zero business with
us.”

I wasn’t convinced. Theo noticed.

“Look, Zillusion. I’ve been out here for
months. I’ve seen more than my fair share of Markers. You don’t
have to worry about a single one but your own.”

So he said, but I couldn’t help noticing the
way his voice wavered at the end.

Still, he was right. Not a minute later, a
second figure appeared on the horizon, this one a chiseled boy with
yellow hair and tattooed triangles under his eyes. They were just
like my Marker’s tattoos – like Crash’s. How convenient that
all unholy ones were branded the same. The Marker was holding one
of the indicator pens out before him like a compass, which was
glowing red to match its prey.

As he came upon us, he locked eyes with me
and crooned: “Move it or lose it, sugar tits!” But when he saw the
way my katar twitched, he amended, “I was talking to him,
obviously; not you, doll,” and nodded toward Theo, clearly
the less threatening choice.

And that was that. The yellow-haired Marker
disappeared after his prag and the girl’s cries disappeared into
the distance.

Something dawned on me then.

The yellow-haired Marker was like the Marker
I’d first encountered after leaving Eastern City. She hadn’t
bothered to fight me either. She’d even helped me, by pointing me
to the glowing messages left by other prags. That meant that
Theodorius, and all his nonchalance, was right; Markers had little
reason to trifle with the prags of others. This wasn’t a war.

Then again, it had never claimed to be.

In the yellow-haired Marker’s absence, Theo
stretched his arms behind his head. “See?” he said. “What did I
tell you?” I ignored him, and instead stared off after hunter and
prey, wondering if we should have intervened. Theo read my mind.
“She’ll reach the waystation before he catches up to her. Besides,
he didn’t look in the killing mood, did he?” he said.

Did he? Who could tell? The demons of
Western City weren’t like us.

I shrugged.

“Hrm. Didn’t take you for a vigilante type,
Zill. Seems to me you’re more self-centered than that.”

I wasn’t offended. And he was right. I cared
about myself more than that stranger. Leaving the pair to their own
demise, I turned again to the west. “Let’s go . . . sugar
tits.”

Theo put up a fuss, and assured me that the
remark had been intended for me from the get go. I knew this, of
course, but there was a certain amusement to tormenting him. I felt
my mouth turn up in the corner. Maybe I liked punishing him for
keeping things from me.

“Are you ready to tell me where we’re going
yet?” I asked.

Perhaps Theo had also seen my katar twitch,
for he was much more cooperative this time around. “Not where,” he
said. “Who.”

“Who we’re going?” I rephrased.

He rolled his eyes. “You get what I mean.
Quit being so snippy.” He cleared his throat. “WE, my Zillentine,
are off to meet with a dear, dear friend of mine, one by the name
of Kipper.”

“The one with a smug smirk and a fat face?”
As he’d said after leaving the sunken plant.

Theo cleared his throat again, making no
attempt to deny it. “I’m upholding my end of the bargain, here,
Zillow Stone. Prepare to learn something new!” With that, he took
his bag from his shoulder and began fishing about in the frontmost
pocket. The bag was dirt-worn and sun-stained, much like Theo
himself. After a moment, he removed a small, silver ball, one no
larger than a plum. “This,” he said, brightly, “is a loomer.”

“A loomer?”

“That’s right! An extraordinary, rare, and
useful thing! One of these puppies costs a hefty sum of SPs, AND
they can only be found at a select few waystations.
Thyronnia – way north of here – and Edon, which is
really far west.”

Thyronnia and Edon – I’d be sure to record
them on my map later.

Theo plopped the ball into my palm. It was
dense for its size, much denser than a plum. “What does it do?” I
asked.

“I’ll show you.” After allowing me to study
it a moment, Theo took the ball between his thumb and index finger.
“There’s a button on each side of it. For starters, you press them
both in at once.” He demonstrated as he spoke, and the loomer made
a series of tiny computing sounds in response. Correspondingly, a
sliver of blue light ignited around its circumference.

It was a machine, a small and meticulous
device.

“It’s revving up,” Theo explained. There was
a clicking noise, followed by a hitching sound, and lastly, a
miniature triangle extended from the face of the ball. With the
triangle in place, the contraption resembled a bird, all of a
sudden. If the ball were its body, the triangle was its beak.
“Kinda cute, isn’t it?” said Theo.

I squinted at it. Cute or not, I was more
interested in the practical uses of such a machine.

The belly of the bird gave one loud
beep.

“DELIVER TO KIPPER EISENHOWER,” Theo spoke
into it loudly.

The loomer beeped again.

So Theo started again: “MESSAGE: Kipper,
it’s Theo. I’m heading to Plot 2 tonight. Meet me there by tomorrow
morning and I’ll make it worth your while . . . and don’t even
THINK about running off with this loomer. I’ll beat your ass, man.
Not even kidding. END.”

This time, the loomer beeped twice before
replaying the message Theo had just recorded. Once it was finished,
Theo nodded and said, “CONFIRM.”

From within, the ball made a second string
of processing noises. There was another loud click and a small
panel on the bottomside of the ball opened up, letting out a bluish
substance. The substance was something like fog, or light, or a
mixture of the two. The beam was denser – thicker than
regular light, though, and it seemed to linger beneath the ball,
taking on a discular shape. The consistency reminded me of a
holoprojection, like the grainy ones found in the old movie-houses
of the lower district that we’d gone to see as children.

I squinted at it. “How . . .?”

“Now’s the fun part.” Theo released the bird
and it hovered in the blue light, before– ZING! It zipped
away like a bullet.

Theo brushed his hands together. “There you
have it! Our very own message delivery system. Pretty rad,
right?”

I wouldn’t have put it that way, but– “Yes.
How does it fly, though?”

“I don’t know.” Theo shrugged. “Magnets or
something.”

No, it wasn’t magnets, but there was no use
discussing it with someone like Theodorius. I’d ask Peck, if I ever
saw him again.

“I seriously recommend buying one when you
get a chance. That one’s my second. The first got stolen by this
asshole who’s probably dead by now anyway.” Theo returned his bag
to his shoulder with a heave. “That’s the one downfall of the
system. You’ve got to trust that whoever you send it to will give
it back. You also have to know the full registered name of the
person you’re sending it to. The loomers are linked in with the
waystations, so whatever name they announce at the waystations is
the name you’ve got to send it to. Loomers won’t recognize
nicknames or aliases or anything like that.”

Noted.

“Well, what do you think, Ziller?” All of a
sudden, Theo was in my face, eyes round and probing. “Useful.
Knowledge. Shared. All good things, am I right?”

Yes, it was all useful knowledge, though I
didn’t expect to be in the outlands long enough to utilize it.

But because Theo’s eyes were too eager for
dismissal, and because something about their softness or their
deepness made me look at them just a little longer than usual, I
gave him a, “Thanks, Theo,” before stepping around him
completely.

He grinned. “What are partners for?”

They were for sharing information. He’d said
so himself. “What’s at Plot 2?” I asked.

Theo grinned deeper. “You’ll see.”


Chapter 6: Rivals

 


Plot 2 was nothing more than a tall post
with a scrap of browned fabric at the very top – the remains of a
flag, I guessed. The one called Kipper was a tall, thin boy with a
space between his front teeth. When we came upon him in the early
evening, he was leaning against the pole with his arms crossed over
his head, staring up at the fabric scrap as it twiddled in the
wind.

“Kipster!” Theo crowed a greeting that
seemed friendly enough, though there was something in the way he
smiled afterwards that was reminiscent of a wolf – the kind drawn
up in storybooks. Maybe Kipper sensed it too.

WHOOOOSH!

Without offering a greeting, the lanky boy
hurled something small and silver straight for Theo’s head. Theo
caught it with ease and threw Kipper something in return – a smirk
that was wider than any I’d seen from him before.

“Gonna have to do better than that one,
pal,” Theo said.

The small, silver thing was the loomer,
returned to ball form.

For a moment or two – or maybe even three –
tension shot between the two boys, like static. We didn’t have time
for tension. We didn’t have time for static. And we certainly
didn’t have time for rivalry. I was about to tell the pair of them
so, when Kipper kicked himself from the pole and began a lazy
swagger to where we stood. Still, he didn’t offer a hello, but he
flicked his wrist in my direction, and said, “Who’s the girl?” in a
voice that was raspy to the point of squeaking.

Theo started, “That’s–”

“I’m Zillow,” I said, content to answer for
myself. “Zillow Stone.”

Kipper didn’t say anything. He didn’t react
as any normal human would. Instead, he leaned forward, flared his
nostrils, and–

 


If I wasn’t mistaken, I was being
sniffed.

 


“Tsk! Tsk!” Theo tutted. “It’s not polite to
smell a girl on the first date, Kip.” He put his hand to the side
of his mouth. “Besides, you’ll want to be careful with this one.
She’ll neuter you for looking at her the wrong way. My Zill is a
strong and powerful Zill.”

Kipper turned his back to us. “She reeks of
the city. Must be a newb.” He glanced lazily up at the sky.

“W-well! She is newish. Okay, she’s
very new, but that doesn’t mean squat. You should see her in
action.”

Kipper ignored him. “So then, what have you
and the newb been up to?”

Theo gritted his teeth over being ignored,
but recovered quickly. “Not much.” He waved at the air,
hoity-toity. “Just retrieved a certain S-class retrect. No
biggie.”

Kipper stiffened. “The one in the
canyon?”

Ah, now I understood Theo’s quick recovery.
This was what the doe-eyed boy had been waiting for. At once,
smugness became apparent in all parts of his body, down to his left
eyebrow, which perked unusually high. Meanwhile, his mouth curled
up evilly at both corners. “That’s the one! It was easy,
reall–”

He stopped because my elbow had just broken
into his side. Pissing matches were amongst the things we didn’t
have time for. The mark on my hand gleamed green in the dusk. My
Marker was still out here, on the prowl, and our rematch would come
sooner or later. I wanted to gain as much knowledge and experience
as I could before then.

Never again would I let him hold back. Next
time we fought, it would be all out. And I would leave the arena a
victor.

With my elbow pushed into the softness of
his side, Theo frowned at me, but asked of Kipper, “Er– how about
you?”

Kipper turned around in a flash, eyes afire,
mouth wrenched, and suddenly exhibiting smugness similar to –
perhaps even greater than – Theo’s. “Just had a showdown with
Abby,” he said. “Managed to land a few good hits. She ended up
running away. I got pretty close this time, though.”

The statement seemed to tweak Theo in a
particular way. I saw a flash of ache roll over his expression
before it transformed into nonchalance.

“Abby is Kipper’s Marker,” Theo explained,
with a second hoity-toity wave of his hand.

“Yes, and she’s feisty,” said Kipper.

“Not half as feisty as Chloe.”

“Please.” Kipper shook his head. “Chloe’s a
petal compared to Abby. Abby could cut a man to shreds if she put
her head to it. Did you know that the hide she wears around her
wrists was salvaged from an actual wilderboar she killed? That’s
crazy! Have you seen one of those things? Their tusks are longer
than my arm!”

“Yeah, yeah, Chloe isn’t stupid enough to
get caught by one of those things in the first place.” Theo’s left
eyebrow was higher than ever. “She spends her time doing, you know,
useful stuff. Geomapping . . . Engineering . . .” He glanced
at me sideways to see if I was listening.

If he was baiting me for awe, I couldn’t
give him any. Instead, I gave him a hearty dose of disbelief.
Boasting and gloating? I looked from scruffy boy to lanky boy. The
two prags were actually bragging about the qualities of
their Markers.

There were things about this game I didn’t
understand. And the list was growing steadily.

I prodded Theo in the shoulder before he had
a chance to go on. “Why are we here?” I asked. Night would soon be
falling and I wanted to prepare for the awakening of my tracker,
which was inevitable to come sometime in the following day.

“Yes, why are we here?” said
Kipper.

Theo lowered his pack to the ground and
withdrew a clear bag filled with blue pills – looking suspiciously
like the one he’d given me at the site of the downed crawler. This
time, he didn’t offer me any; rather, he extended them to Kipper.
“A gift.”

Kipper folded his arms. “Theodorius
Biggsburg doesn’t give gifts.”

“An offering, then,” Theo said, looking
slightly offended. “IF you do me a teensy, eeensy favor.”

It sounded like something I’d heard
before.

“That’s more like it.” Kipper eyed the bag
warily. “What favor this time?”

“Simple. Accompany me and Zillabago here to
the pit.”

I didn’t know what ‘the pit’ was, but the
mention of it did nothing to sway Kipper’s wariness. “And then?” he
asked.

Theo shrugged. “Stand guard. Simple, am I
right?”

“Deal.” Without waiting for further
explanation, Kipper swiped the bag of pills and stuffed them into
his shirt pocket. Then he turned on heel, stuck his thumb over his
shoulder, and ordered, “Let’s go.”

You wouldn’t hear me complain. Walking was
the most productive thing we’d done since meeting Kipper.

The night was warmer than the past nights.
Even the ground was warm, as it had been at the sunken plant. The
wasteland nights shifted from cool to warm without regard for those
who traveled though. I would need to buy more clothing to adjust.
Perhaps the next waystation we traveled to would have greater
offerings.

We three ventured on, eventually coming to a
place that looked more preserved than the rest of the outlands. At
first I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. A sprinkling of white stones
sprang from the ground in even lines.

“Gravestones,” Kipper explained.

“Whose?” I asked.

“Fallen prags.”

Fallen prags. Our brethren, mercilessly
hunted by the Western demons.

Each stone was without engraving. The fallen
Easterners rested below, nameless. Those who failed their markings
weren’t worthy of recognition. I wondered if Othello was among
them.

“There aren’t very many,” I noted, drawing
my eyes to the horizon. “There must be other burial grounds out
here.”

Theo nodded in agreement. He, too, drew his
attention to the horizon, though it wasn’t because of sentiment.
His eyes widened in conspiracy. “You know, dudes, not many bastards
ever make it back to the city in one piece. MAYBE there aren’t any
other cemeteries. MAYBE this is it.” He began to illustrate his
point with wild hand movements. “See, my thinking’s that prag
remains aren’t usually together enough to bury.” He
shuddered. “If you get me.”

We did, but he couldn’t refrain from
adding,

“Mangled.”

“Yeah, yeah, we get it.” Kipper pushed past
him. Then, he slid his finger along the top of a grave and
proceeded to sniff it, narrowing his eyes shrewdly at the result.
Maybe the lanky boy’s sense of smell was more fine-tuned than a
normal person’s.

I didn’t trust him. I didn’t trust my
partner either, to be fair, but of the two, I trusted Theo
more.

Afterwards, I stayed at my partner’s side,
probing him about this so-called ‘pit.’ Questioning him about Plot
2. Interrogating him about the prag fortress called Paradise, where
Peck and the others planned on traveling, and which I reckoned was
nothing like the one from my dream. All of this I did, while
reading both his and Kipper’s reactions. None of my questions
resulted in much, though, and I was beginning to grow moody, when
Theodorius finally decided to cooperate. He agreed to mark down all
of the known waterwheels and waystations on my map, if I agreed to
keep any and all questions to myself until we reached the pit.

It was a start – though I didn’t take kindly
to ultimatums.

“These aren’t all of them, mind you,” he
said as he scrawled. “Just the ones I’ve heard of. Here–” He
circled a few of them, including Zelpha. “These are the ones I’ve
ACTUALLY been to. Haven’t verified the others, so your luck’s as
good as mine.”

“Let me see.” Kipper snatched the map from
Theo, adding a few more circles, and drawing arrows to indicate
where Theo’s estimates had been off. Theo grumbled in response.
After, they argued about the placement of a particular waystation
in the far north, leaving me to study the updated map.

Inconsistencies aside, at least I was better
off than I’d been.

At the University, we’d taken classes on
orienteering. We’d been dropped in the center of the city, with
nothing more than a pencil and pad, and vague instructions on how
to reach some statue or billboard on the far border. On these
outings, we would map our routes and in the end, compare them to
one another’s. Karán had never been good at it, always producing
disproportionate maps that resembled the doodles of children, so
she’d stick by me, copying my estimations. I didn’t mind, though it
was a habit that wouldn’t serve her well in the outlands. Not that
I could picture out here, clawing her way through ruin and rock, in
the first place.

Then again, she’d never have to. She’d never
do any of this this. That was the fate of those who’d skipped their
markings.

Neither Kipper nor Theo nor I had been that
lucky.

Not that I’d ever necessarily felt
unlucky.

I hadn’t had time to even give it
thought.

I turned to Theo. “Do you ever feel
unlucky?”

“Zill.” Theo looked at me stone-faced.
“That’s technically a question. But now that you ask – no,
not really. I mean, I ran into you, didn’t I? My mondo badass loner
on her first day. That was reeeeally lucky. If I hadn’t found you
then, someone else would’ve nabbed you up for shiz! We managed to
get that retrect and everything.” He grinned widely – but it was
only with his mouth. His doeish eyes were solemn. I attempted to
scrutinize him, but he noticed right away and tried to deflect.
“Now, no more questions, Zillusion! A master never reveals his
secrets all at once!”

A master? I severely doubted that
Theo had ever been, or would ever be, a master of anything. But I’d
let him have it. He was behaving boldly in the presence of Kipper.
The play of boys was foreign to me, having never spent any great
length of time around a pair of them before. I’d leave them to
their devices and observe their mannerisms, if only to understand
Crash’s better.

No, that was probably futile. The Western
demons weren’t like us.

They were unholy.

 


Did that make us holy?

 


With a sigh, I squeezed the strap of my
backpack. Contemplating like this wasn’t bringing me any closer to
winning the game.

 


Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.

 


That didn’t help either. My Marker’s voice
popping into my head, out of nowhere, was a distraction I didn’t
welcome.

I found a small piece of wood buried in the
dirt and busied myself with whittling the end of it. Before long,
I’d made a pipe-like object that served no real use.

“Here.” I tossed it at Theo.

“Uh, thanks?”

I whittled four more before growing bored
with it.

As we continued on towards the unknown pit,
the two boys continued to bicker. Kipper’s voice rasped in the
night, always sounding as if he’d recently been in a shouting
match. For all their banter, the pair seemed comfortable together.
Maybe they were friends. I couldn’t really tell. Eventually the
group became quiet, and Theo fell behind. He fiddled with his pack
for a bit but didn’t seem interested in talking to either Kipper or
me. When night became deep, I began to notice something across the
wasteland. Small green lights glowed here and there. At first I
thought them the marks of my fellow prags, but soon realized that
they were glowing insects, zipping in the night.

The mark on my hand continued to match
them.

But rather than comfort me, it only made me
restless.


Chapter 7: The Truth about Theo

 


The air surrounding the pit was a
furnace.

That was because the pit was nothing less
than a break in the earth. Hot magma lay in a large pool, the size
of the University grounds or bigger, with cavernous sides rising
like a basin all around it. The hot liquid within the basin was
unnervingly still – a color my eyes had never seen before. It was
blindingly red-orange, and not unlike the neon lights found in the
more unsavory parts of Eastern City. Over the top of the pool, a
bridge-like formation of rock rose, leading from where we stood to
the far end of the basin, though there didn’t appear to be any sort
of outlet on the other side.

Kipper didn’t need instruction. He dropped
his pack at the foot of the bridge and took a squatting
position.

Meanwhile, Theo kept on, starting across the
rocky structure.

I, however, rooted myself next to Kipper. I
could feel the hair of my arms singeing because of the lava’s
radiation. Traveling across the bridge, deeper into the lava basin,
hardly seemed like a sane decision. “What’s the point of this?” I
asked Theo.

But my partner was strange. He didn’t turn
around. It had taken almost a full day to get here, during which
Kipper and I had had to use misdirecting gambits, and the longer
we’d traveled, the less energetic Theo had become.

That was to be expected, I supposed, but . .
.

He’d been unusually quiet for the last hour
or so.

“You can’t see it,” he started, slowly, “but
there’s a cave on the other side of the pit. It’s carved out of the
rock over there. There’s something useful inside.” His shoulders
tensed. “Help me get it, would you?”

Something was wrong. His body was stiff, his
voice empty.

I didn’t believe him.

Instinct told me there was no cave on the
other end. Instinct told me this was a trap. I turned to Kipper,
but he was already busy patching a hole on the side of his boot.
Either he was completely uninterested in Theo’s quest, or he was
very, very good at hiding his feelings.

“Come on, Zilluptuous.” Theo was pleading
now. “I know YOU of all people can help me get it.”

That was probably true . . . if there even
was a cave, let alone something inside of it.

Finally, Theo shot a feeble look over his
shoulder. He was forcing a grin, but it didn’t come off well. He
looked sort of ill. “This is the last thing, Zill. I promise. Help
me out, and I’m all yours. I’ll bring you anywhere. I’ll tell you
anything. Fuck, I’ll be your slave.”

This was very odd. I eyed the glowing pool
of magma and considered just how odd it was. How had we gotten
here? We’d retrieved the golden plaque, earned our points, and now,
rather than preparing to take on our Markers, we were at the
entrance of a natural furnace, doing God knows what, and Theo was
again begging me for assistance. When I’d met him, he’d promised me
knowledge in exchange for help retrieving the retrect. Here he was,
asking for my help again, when he’d shared with me only a minimal
amount of knowledge.

I wasn’t keen on bamboozlement.

Yet . . .

Maybe it was his desperation, but I felt my
foothold on the ground lessen a little. What was I wary of,
exactly? Though untrustworthy, I didn’t think my partner capable of
foul play, and even if he was, I knew I could take him in any
match.

I studied the meager boy. This Theodorius
was far different from the Theodorius I’d first met. Somewhere
along the way, his doe eyes had lost their shine. Somewhere in the
last hour, he’d lost his energy. At one point or another, dark
circles had crept beneath his eyes.

He was plagued.

Had this been a sudden onset, or had I not
been paying enough attention to notice? No, I’d seen glimmers of
it; I’d simply chosen to ignore it.

Whatever he was hiding I wanted to know.

I wiped the beading sweat from my forehead
before starting across the molten lake. Theo’s false grin fell in
an instant. “Z-Zill?!” I was doing what he had just begged of me,
yet he didn’t look any cheerier.

Well, it was too late. I had decided to
cross the pit, and that’s what I was going to do. I pushed the
plagued boy aside and made my way into the scorching air.

The mouth of the bridge was wide enough for
two people to stand side-by-side, but it narrowed drastically
toward the center, to the point where I had to turn and inch along
it sideways. The rock was uneven and decided to jut wherever it
pleased, and more often than not, my steps kicked loose gravel into
the lava below. The fall was too long to hear them plop. Still, the
heat of the pit radiated upwards, engulfing everything along the
way, me included.

More sweat accumulated on my neck.

“Ick.”

I didn’t turn back to see how Theo was
faring. I kept my sights set on the far side of the structure,
where the supposed cave lay.

When I was two-thirds of the way across, I
noticed a shadow on the wall. No, it wasn’t a shadow; it was a
hollowed out groove in the wall of the basin. I couldn’t tell how
deep from where I was. As far as a cave was concerned, I guess Theo
had been telling the truth.

It was at that point that I finally turned
to check on the boy. He was crawling on all fours along a
particularly unsteady portion of rock.

I shook my head at myself for ever thinking
him a threat.

When at last I reached the end, my shirt was
painted to my back. I took a generous portion of water from my
canteen, while waiting for Theo to finish his trek. When he reached
me, he was in even worse shape. His face was red, his hair soaked,
and it was impossible to tell that his shirt wasn’t part of his
skin – attributed to how badly it had been bonded on with
perspiration.

Way to lead us to such a lovely spot,
Theodorius.

“This had better be worth it.” I muttered.
“We’re going to need to restock our water supply soon.”

But Theo wasn’t paying much attention to
what I had to say. He was distracted. He kept looking over his
shoulder at Kipper, who hadn’t moved in the time it had taken us to
cross the pit.

“Theo,” I said again. “Water.”

“Right.” He shook his head to shake off some
of the collected sweat, forcing me to lean away to avoid salty
splatter. “Don’t worry about that, Zillster. There’s a sorry excuse
for a waystation not too far.”

He looked over his shoulder again.

That was when I made my move.

In a flash, I had him pinned to the wall,
one of my arms across his neck, my hip thrown into his groin.

“Z-Zillow?” He released his fist and
something small and clear fell onto the ground.

I neared my sweaty face to his. “What’s
going on, partner?”

“I–”

“Tell me.”

I felt his adam’s apple bob against my arm.
“L-let’s go into the cave, okay?” he said. Since when had he turned
into such a stutterer? I waited for his eyes to betray the answer.
His eyes were reluctant, however. They fled from me, falling over
my shoulder in search of relief.

 


But whatever they saw there only made them
further troubled.

 


Eyelids widening at an alarming rate, Theo
took in a short, sharp breath.

On your guard, Zillow Stone!

I released him and spun.

My intuition was right. There was movement
on the far side of the bridge. A very short person was sprinting
over the rocky bridge, much swifter than should have been possible.
It most certainly wasn’t Kipper. It was a girl, with bouncing red
hair tied back at the top of her crown.

Head down, Theo put a hand on my shoulder.
“Kill her,” he whispered to me, before dropping his forehead to my
shoulder. “Please kill her.”


Chapter 8: Murderer

 


I had never killed anyone before. And I
wasn’t about to waste my first kill on a stranger.

That I was saving for Crash.

I grabbed Theo by the collar and pulled him
upright. “That gambit,” I said rashly, eyes fixated on the
red-haired girl. “The Grav-100. You used it. That girl is the one,
isn’t she? It’s Chloe.”

Theo stiffened, indicating that I was right.
“I’m sorry, Zill. You have to do it! PLEASE. I can’t.” He
shook his head. “I’ve tried and I’ve tried, but I just
can’t.”

Theo’s desperation had reached new levels.
He was more than weak; he was pathetic.

“Then train, you dimwit!” I gave him a
shake. “Mold yourself. Become stronger and faster until–”

“Well dang! That’s not the point!”

Theo’s Marker was closer now. She was moving
across the bridge like a nymph.

“What do you mean it’s not the point?!” I
scathed. “That’s the whole damn point, isn’t it?”

“NO. I mean, I could kill her, but I
can’t.”

I didn’t understand.

“Every time I try . . .” He didn’t finish.
Instead, he twisted away from my grip and turned his attention to
the cave. “This place has no outlet, so she’ll be trapped. This is
the only time it’ll work. Do this for me, Zillow Stone, and I’ll do
anything you want. Just . . .” His eyebrows dipped in the middle.
“Don’t make me watch, okay?”

Make him watch?

Annoyance hit me, sharp and direct. I folded
my arms. “Kill her yourself.”

This whole partnership was a joke. Theo had
been using me from the moment we’d met. He’d used me to retrieve a
retrect costly enough to buy the Grav-100. He’d used me to help him
get to the pit. And now he was coercing me into finishing the game
for him. Rather than spending my time hunting down my Marker, I’d
been tricked into following a weak, broken boy from ruin to ruin,
all in the hopes of gaining knowledge he probably didn’t even
possess. I was days behind where I could have been, had I not met
him. I could have killed Crash by now. I could have returned to the
University a victor.

If I finished the game for Theo, here and
now, he would go home, and I’d be stuck out here, none the
wiser.

Theo was a con.

The conniving boy was taken aback by my
response, as if he actually expected me to agree to something so
stupid – as if he really thought me that foolish. Panic was
apparent on his brow when he realized I was going to do nothing of
the sort. Kill his Marker for him? What rubbish!

I wasn’t going to help him and there was
nothing he could do about it. The one who was most certainly Chloe
had just made it over the bridge, in nearly half the time it had
taken me. I was faster than fast, but as it turned out, she was
fast too.

“Tch.” I felt my mouth object.

When she reached the edge, she fell onto her
kneecaps.

“Made it,” she panted. “With seconds to
spare.”

She was holding her tracker close to her
face and watching it intently as it blinked red. The glow of it
flickered against her cheeks and reflected in her eyes, quickening
faster and faster until–

It stopped. And the pen-like object lit up
vibrant blue. Theo’s mark copied, basking his hand in blue
glow.

Chloe let out a heaving breath of
relief.

From what I gathered, the blinking had been
a countdown, and that countdown had just run out. The effects of
the Grav-100 were set; if Chloe moved too far away from Theo at
this point, she would suffer a penalty. Whatever the penalty was,
the gambit pamphlet hadn’t been clear. Maybe Markers, like prags,
had implants that could disperse shockwaves or poison when
triggered.

No, that didn’t make sense. Why would the
unholy ones allow themselves any disadvantages within their own
game?

“Chloe.” Theo’s voice wobbled as he said it.
His cheeks had taken on an ashy appearance, despite the heat of the
air.

The girl was fair, with a dainty nose and
high cheekbones that kept her face on the borderline of being
gaunt, though she was too pretty to be considered so. Her hair was
vibrant red, to an unnatural extent. Starting tied up high, it
reached to the center of her shoulders and wiggled against her
black jumpsuit like a thick snake. The space beneath her eyes bore
those trademark trios of upside-down pyramids.

A Marker through and through.

“Theodorius.” She didn’t pay any mind to me.
She went straight for her mark, interlocking her gaze with his in a
delicate yet steadfast way. “Are we going to fight?”

She didn’t necessarily sound happy about
it.

Theo looked in no position to fight, either.
He was juddering slightly, and struggling to find something to say.
The pair of them stared at each other a minute or two, while I
stood on awkwardly, before Theo finally nodded. Mouth grave, he
dropped his pack to the ground and set about retrieving one of his
long knives.

That was when Chloe finally acknowledged
me.

“Whose are you?” she asked.

I wasn’t property, but my mouth was trained.
“Crash is my Marker,” it said, through bared teeth.

“And you and Theodorius . . .?” she
continued.

I shrugged. We were no longer partners, as
far as I was concerned. We were nothing.

But Chloe left the question hanging in the
air and I began to wonder if she was implicating some sort of
romantic interest.

Ha! That was laughable.

“It’s not like that at all, Chlo!” The
protest came from my former partner, who was suddenly fired up and
shaking his head feverishly.

He was worried that she’d think so? And why
would she even ask in the first place? And had Theo just used a
nickname for his Marker? I surveyed the pair of them.

“Please don’t interfere,” Chloe told me.
“You can watch, but please don’t interfere. I don’t desire to hurt
one of Theodorius’ friends.”

“Have at him.” My arms remained crossed. I
wasn’t planning on interfering; I was planning on watching Theo get
smoked.

Chloe stowed her tracker somewhere on her
person and stood with her knees bent in readiness.

I didn’t expect much from Theo; he was an
uncollected mess.

Perhaps that was why I was so surprised when
he suddenly charged at Chloe, menacingly enough to make me back
against the mouth of the cave.

Maybe this would be a proper showdown after
all.

Theo’s attack may have been fierce, but
agility was on Chloe’s side. She zipped around her prag, landing an
elbow into the back of his neck, while at the same time kicking in
the back of his left calf. He staggered forward, but came up from
the crouch, recovering with a twist of his hips and swinging his
blade across Chloe’s shoulder. She let out a yelp and grabbed at
her shoulder, and Theo took the momentary weakness to reach around
behind her and grab firmly onto her ponytail.

How quickly he’d resorted to hair-pulling. I
shook my head in disapproval.

Chloe used the move to her advantage. She
grabbed ahold of his forearm and with her opposite hand, made a
chopping motion, landing hard on Theo’s wrist. This time he was the
one to recoil.

“Hell, Chloe!” he barked.

“S-sorry!”

Sorry?

It was hard for me to digest what I had just
heard. Theo’s Marker was apologizing to him? What was the
point of that? To catch him off-guard? To trick him into lessening
his attacks? No, the apology had been more effortless than that. It
had come out as naturally as when two people bump into one another
at the market.

Their people were born with extreme lust for
ours . . . except this girl, with her delicate yet steadfast
demeanor, didn’t seem all that lustful. If anything, she seemed
indisposed.

Maybe this one wasn’t as bloodthirsty as the
rest. Maybe she was unique. After all, she didn’t appear to be
taking any pleasure in the brawl. She didn’t smirk in the
same disgusting way MY Marker did.

That’s exactly what she wants you to
think, Zillow Stone. I told myself. Don’t fall for
it.

Theo charged at her again, and she held up
her arms to block, but he hooked his arm around her neck and
readied his knife. It was a clear shot, yet somehow, Chloe’s
vigorous clawing at his arm was enough to make him loosen his grip.
She pivoted and rammed her open palm up the side of his cheek. From
somewhere around Theo’s mouth, a spurt of blood escaped.

Something was off.

Though Theo’s shot had been clear, he had
stalled.

His fighting wasn’t bad. Aside from the
hair-pulling, he was a better fighter than I anticipated. Not to
mention, he had that knife, and although he’d only unsheathed one
of the pair, Chloe didn’t have any weapon to speak of. Surely in
the months that they had met and matched, Theo could have taken
her. She was fast, but he was clearly stronger. Size alone gave him
that. So why . . .?

Theo punished Chloe by grabbing her around
the waist and throwing her into the wall of the pit. Still, his
weapon remained widely unused, hanging limply in his hand. Aside
from that initial slash at her, he hadn’t put it to use, and now it
was acting more as a hindrance than a help.

Regardless, that last bash was enough to
leave Chloe against the ground. Sweaty, she gripped at the wall in
an attempt to pull herself up, but the thick and heat of the air
were getting to her.

Theo watched her struggle from a distance.
His mouth appeared to move, but I couldn’t make out the words.

“What are you doing, Theo!?” I shouted. “You
have a clear shot!”

Theo threw me a grimace that wasn’t fully
readable, though it looked something like contempt. He was mad that
I’d left him to do his own dirty work. Despite this, he obeyed me,
coming directly over Chloe and raising his knife. She was clutching
her torn shoulder again, while laboring to stand. The fight had
been quick but intense, and it was now apparent that Chloe had
borrowed whatever energy she had exerted. She hadn’t been properly
prepared for this fight.

She didn’t look like an unholy monster.

She looked like a girl.

Holy. Unholy. Marker. Marked.

Theo put the tip of his knife against
Chloe’s throat and held it there. At its kiss, she stopped
struggling, and instead braced herself against the wall. Theo’s
knife held resolute for a helping of seconds. In the meantime,
Chloe began to speak. Though it was too soft for me to hear, it
reached Theo and his shoulders hunched in response.

This wasn’t at all what I had expected.

Theo couldn’t kill her, not because of
physical weakness, but because of another form. Theodorius wasn’t
the killing type.

Was I?

I approached them. I came right up behind
them. I put my hand over Theo’s fist that was still grasping the
knife. Theo gave a jolt when he felt me there but did nothing to
rebuke it. His knuckles were pronounced beneath my hand. Never
before had I felt so strongly the line between life and death.
There was something powerful about it, and it sent a shiver up my
arm. I wondered if Theo could feel it too.

If I pushed his hand, we would become
murderers together.

I understood then why Theo had asked for my
help. Because he would never be able to win the game on his own. He
didn’t possess the gumption to follow through.

Did I?

I told myself that the girl was unholy; that
she would have done the same to me, if given the chance. I told
myself that this was practice for Crash; that it was his neck
beneath my blade.

I watched Chloe’s pupils as they stared
Theo’s down. Now that I was nearer, I saw the spark of life yet
lingering behind her eyes. She didn’t read as broken – not fully.
If she wanted to, I suspected she could have mustered enough energy
to fight back. She didn’t look angry. She didn’t look defeated. She
merely looked tired.

“Go ahead, Theodorius,” she said. “But if
you do it, please do it on your own. Otherwise it won’t count.”

Her words were partially meant for me and
they hit me quite sharply.

She had a point.

This wasn’t my fight.

I let my hand fall and I stepped away,
feeling daft for ever having approached them to begin with.

And then the pretty girl, with red hair
stuck to her cheeks by sweat, did something strange: She smiled. It
wasn’t a full smile; it was something much softer. “Last time I
told you that when we met again, this would end, Theodorius, one
way or another. We can’t keep prolonging it. These dunes are going
to ruin us. They’ll change us. I’d rather it end now, while I’m
still me. So please–”

Thunk!

Theo’s hunting knife made a dull sound as it
hit the ground.

“Damn it, Chloe!”

Just like that, the tension was broken.

“I told you, I can’t do it if you’re
watching me like that.”

Chloe turned frantic. “S-sorry! What am I
supposed to do? Where else do you expect me to look?”

“Let’s just call it a day, all right?” Theo
wiped his mouth on his shoulder. “Screw what you said last time. It
should have ended then anyway. You had me and you let me go, so I
owe you one. I can’t kill you when I’m in your debt. I’d never live
it down, Chlo.”

Chloe tucked her sweaty hair behind her ear.
“Oh stop. I had no choice last time. It wasn’t a fair fight. You
were worn out from that do-in at the marsh. Not to mention your
foot was all messed up. It wouldn’t have counted if I’d beaten you
then.” Her eyelashes fluttered. “If I’m going to kill you, I’m
going to kill you at your strongest. I won’t settle for less.”

I squinted at them, studying as Marker and
prag bashfully reminisced on their previous fights. Chloe was
growing softer by the minute and Theo was sporting an idiot’s grin.
I didn’t know much about the relations between men and women, but I
was quickly coming to a conclusion, and it was one I didn’t
understand.

“WHAT THE HELL?”

Rather abruptly, the pair of them ripped
from their intense focus on one another and snapped heads to me. I
hadn’t planned to uncork my aggression at them this way, but I
couldn’t help it, foolish beings they were.

Theo’s eyes opened wide in shock. “Uh,
Zillster?”

“You don’t want to kill each other,” I
accused. “You enjoy each other.”

Crash’s taunting face flashed into my mind.
Markers were evil. And we were their prey. Few Easterners ever
returned from their stints in the wilds. Knowing that, how could
Theo hold back? How could he look at her, a Marker, that way?

They were the enemy.

“Zill!?”

“You’re not a warrior, Theo. You’re a–”

I was about to go on when I realized the
expression on Theo’s face wasn’t due to the allegations I had just
made. No, his wide-eyed attention was directed at a very specific
part of me.

“Zillow! Your hand!”

. . .

At some point during the fight, my mark had
flicked from green to red.

. . .

My veins reacted first by accelerating. I
wanted a rematch with my Marker, but I didn’t want to be cornered
in this hell pit when it happened. Gambits wouldn’t work now. There
was only one way to go and no place to misdirect to. That left one
option and one option alone.

We had to get out of here, and fast. Theo’s
unnatural relationship with his Marker would have to wait.


Chapter 9: One Four All

 


Three prags and one unholy one fled through
the dusk. According to Kipper and Theo, there was a waystation an
hour west, close enough that I wouldn’t need to waste any gambits
on misdirecting Crash again. Chloe kept close to her mark as we
ran, not wanting to endure the penalty of defying the gravity
gambit, whatever it may be.

I observed the pair of them. Now that we
were out of the pit, they acted as though they’d never battled in
the first place. They recollected and made small-talk, and Chloe
gave Theo pointers on capturing wild game. While it went against
everything I knew, Kipper didn’t seem to find their
relationship strange at all, although I suspected that was due to
his complete disinterest, over anything else.

There seemed to be very little the prag was
actually interested in.

When we first neared Waystation Ollopto, I
expected to hear the familiar boom of music set to lights, though
there was none. Waystation Ollopto, as it turned out, was a simple
place, shabby in comparison to the gaudiness of Zelpha. A log cabin
lit by one flickering post sat amidst a thicket of dead wood. What
once may have been a forest was now a dried graveyard, marked by
the skeletons of downed trees.

The flickering lamppost was deceiving. When
I passed through it, my mark flicked from red to blue, though there
was no robotic voice to accompany the change. It was here that I
finally let my legs rest. Crash knew where I was, undoubtedly, but
at least I’d have time to prepare if he showed up.

“We rest for one hour,” Theo stated. “After
that, we’ll find a waterwheel.” He scratched the back of his hair
embarrassedly. “Obviously you can’t come, Chlo.”

Kipper rolled his eyes.
“Obviously.”

The inside of the waystation was dimlit by
collections of lights hanging from the ceiling. There was no
bouncer to welcome us this time – just a scanner, alerting me that
I hadn’t earned many SPs since my last check-in. For the most part,
the place was deserted. One small row of vendors lined the back
wall, over which a plank of wood hung, engraved: ‘Follow your
dreams.’

“Pff.”

The main area held a scattering of wooden
tables with benches. A small room to the side housed a few sleep
pods, the casings of which were marked with fingerprints and grime.
An adjoined room held water access.

A ‘sorry excuse for a waystation’ is what
Theo had called it. Seemed accurate.

While Theo went to find a helping of
dandriel, I washed up quickly before returning to the main room,
vision locked on the entrance, waiting for an icy-eyed stare to
enter at any moment.

Kipper didn’t bother with washing up; and
because he saw it fit to relieve himself in the open whenever the
need arose, he didn’t bother with the toilets, either. He, too,
went bartering for dandriel. Chloe wasn’t particular to the drug,
so she busied herself with the vendors, even stopping to look
through the list of available gambits, though it seemed pointless,
given that she’d just spent an extended period of amicable time
with her mark.

It was unnatural.

And it made me curious.

So I approached, just as she was in the
middle of ordering a meat-filled pocket of bread that had a
peculiar, gamey smell. My mouth simpered upon finding that the food
offerings given to the Markers were no better than ours.

“Is this how most of the waystations are?” I
asked.

The pretty Marker jumped at the sound of my
voice. A surprise attack, just as I’d intended. Relentless, I
continued, “Are most of them like this? Is Zelpha an anomaly?”

“O-oh. Well, they’re all a little different,
from what I’ve seen,” she said, catching her breath. She looked
beyond me, at Theo, who was rubbing his nose furiously. I groaned
in detest. He was a moron. Whatever inebriating thing he’d just
done, he had better be over it within an hour or so help me.

Dagger-eyed, I shook my head at him and then
returned to Chloe: “What is Western City like?”

She jumped at this question, too, but in a
different way. “I’m . . .” She looked at the ground. “We can’t
answer things like that,” she said slowly.

They couldn’t? Fine. Then I’d move on while
I had the chance. This time, I went for a bigger punch: “You don’t
want to kill Theodorius, do you?” I wasn’t asking so much as
stating.

Chloe put up her hands in defense. “Of
course I do! More than anything!” Her eyes were big, insistent and
nervous.

I studied her. “You get along with him.”

Again, she looked to the ground for solace,
and again I was relentless.

“Why do you want to kill him?” I
asked.

“That’s . . .”

But she wasn’t able to finish – not that it
mattered, as any answer would have been a lie anyway – for
suddenly, the person we had just been discussing was in my ear,
firing off a fevered warning: “We need to leave NOW, Zillow. I’m
not kidding.” In addition, his whole body was shaking from whatever
stupidity he’d just done in the corner.

Served him right.

I was about to ask why we needed to
leave, when I saw the answer for myself. Standing in the doorway,
hands in his pockets, was the thing I loathed more than anything.
At the sight of him, my body locked up. I turned from person to
mech. My joints could not bend. I hadn’t had time to prepare.

Crash.

I rapidly began to rationalize the
situation.

Somehow, he’d managed to stay close enough
since I’d last seen him to catch up to us here, and he wasn’t
alone. A second Marker, also adorned in black jumpsuit, was beside
Crash. This one had the sides of his head shaved and a small strip
of hair right down the middle. He was short and thick and he
pointed at our group without discretion.

Blood flushed to my cheeks. I tried to
suppress it, but it came on strongly and wouldn’t subside. My face
was hot, my neck too, as I locked eyes on the filth pursuing me.
Instinctive, my fingers twitched around the handle of my katar.
Crash’s gaze was as electric as ever; his hair as scarlet; his
mouth as mocking.

“Damn,” I uttered

“Right?!” Theo was still in my ear. His
pupils were larger than normal, his eyes glossy. Kipper was nowhere
to be seen. Chloe, meanwhile, was frowning and looking about,
apprehending the situation.

“That’s Zillow’s Marker,” Theo explained,
“and he’s hella . . .”

“Dangerous,” Chloe finished.

“You know him?” I asked.

She shook her head.

Theo tugged at my sleeve. “What should we
do?”

“He’s already seen me. If we try to slip
away now, he’ll only follow. I have no choice but to fight him.” My
fingers clenched around the cool bar of my weapon’s hilt. My heart
pounded at the touch.

It ends today.

But before I could get too riled, Chloe
stepped between Crash and us. “When was the last time you slept?”
Her pretty face was furrowed in concern.

I studied her warily. Why should she care
when the last time I slept was?

“We slept on the way to the pit,” Theo said.
“Only for a couple of hours, though.”

“You shouldn’t fight him yet, prag Zillow.
Use whatever time you have to rest up. Eat something. There’s a
pill in that machine over there called ENER-EX. It can make up for
lost sleep.”

“Oh yeah,” Theo agreed. “One of them
suckers’ll shoot you full of adrenaline!”

I took their advice, shuffling over to
purchase an ENER-EX, all the while feeling the stare of my Marker
piercing into the back of my neck. I hated the self-conscious
feeling that came along with it. No sooner had I swallowed the
ENER-EX, than he made his way for me in stalking, hunched
strides.

Apparently Theo harbored no ill feelings
that I hadn’t killed Chloe for him, because he stepped between my
Marker and me as ferociously as he had at the sunken plant. “Long
time no see, buddy.”

This confrontation was a moment of truth. I
couldn’t afford to look weak in front of Crash. I stepped around
Theo and locked eyes with the one pursuing me. The low-lit room
seemed to slow. My pulse gave a kick in my neck.

 


Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.

 


Ever, the remnants of the dream plagued
me.

“Let’s go,” I said, careful to keep my voice
steady. It was important I not show weakness.

I wasn’t convincing enough. The side of
Crash’s mouth curled upwards.

From behind, Chloe gave a sound of
disapproval. This caught my Marker’s attention and his eyes flicked
to her. Soon after, they shifted to Theo. “You two,” he said,
attention returned to Chloe. “Is he yours?”

The question turned Chloe territorial. She
nodded and the tail of hair danced.

“I see. And do you–”

Whatever Crash was about to ask, he was
unable to, for at that very moment, the dim chandelier at the
center of the room flared to an alarming level of brightness. The
burst of light was sudden and intense, and as I moved to shield my
eyes from blinding, a hand slipped around my waist.

For a moment, I wondered if Kipper had
somehow caused the blast. Perhaps he’d seen what was happening and
was allowing us a moment of distraction to escape. Perhaps Theo was
the one who had grabbed my waist, and perhaps I wouldn’t have to
fight my Marker on an empty stomach, after all.

I was wrong. Kipper was nowhere to be found.
The hand around my waist wasn’t Theo’s. And the blast had been
caused by a figure in a fitted bodysuit and shiny black helmet. The
bodysuit was black to match, with vibrant pink and green stripes up
the sides. The figure to which it belonged was pointing a small
remote at the chandelier, which was slowly dimming to its original
brightness. The helmet was equipped with some sort of built-in
voice amplification system, for very soon, a woman’s voice blasted
out of it, filling the room with the following decree:

“THEODORIUS BIGGSBURG AND CHLOE LOCK. YOU
ARE HEREBY UNDER ARREST FOR VIOLATION OF THE MARKING. DO NOT
ATTEMPT RESISTANCE. THOSE WHO RESIST WILL BE TREATED WITHOUT MERCY.
ANY KNOWN COMPANIONS STEP FORWARD FOR INTERROGATION.”

Something about the woman’s voice clicked in
my mind, but I wasn’t able to think into it further. A scuffling of
combat-booted feet filled the area as half a dozen people in
similar black bodysuits and helmets, though lacking the stripes,
overtook Chloe and Theo.

The hand around my waist was Crash’s. And
when I realized it, a pang of anger traveled up my chest. How dare
he touch me?! I pushed it away furiously and started for Theo’s
aid, but Crash caught me again, this time with more force. As I
attempted to hurl him away, he spoke something rapidly into my ear,
but the sound of my heartbeat was as loud as the booming of Zelpha,
and it drowned out whatever he was saying.

Theo was standing in front of Chloe, hunting
knives drawn, ready to defend her like a knight. Meanwhile, Chloe
was pushing at his arms, pleading with him to stop, her pretty face
distorted in angst.

They didn’t look like a prag and Marker;
they looked like equals, friends, even lovers.

Their relationship wasn’t natural, and it
was about to cost them their lives. Of all the things I expected to
encounter in the outlands, this was the last.

“THEO! DON’T!” I shouted.

His eyes shot in my direction. Deep and
large, like two earthy pools, they bored into me. “GET OUT OF HERE,
DUMBASS!” he yelled.

Like hell.

I rammed my elbow into my captor’s stomach,
but his hold remained tight. He was dragging me, saying something
about getting out of there before it was ‘too late.’ Too late or
not, it was now or never when it came to helping Theo.

The scruffy boy let out a warrior’s cry as
the crowd of soldiers overtook him.

“NO!” Chloe’s shriek was louder and higher
than mine, though they were belted in unison. Mine was a cry of
frustration, hers a cry of anguish.

Theo was a fool.

But he was my comrade.

I scanned the room, searching for anything
in the way of aid, and at last caught wind of Kipper. The thin boy
was standing calmly in a corner near the front entrance with his
arms folded. I caught his eye only briefly before something hit me
hard at the back of the head and everything went black.


Chapter 10: Caught

 


Welcome to Paradise, Zillow Stone.

 


I was standing on a roof of bright orange
shingles, atop a cottage built into the side of a grassy valley.
Wind tossed the valley’s grass back and forth playfully. So too, it
tossed my hair into my face. On the horizon, a large creature swam
through the air, soaring over a distant cheering crowd.

“It’s that whale again.” I brushed my hair
away for a better view.

“No, kitten. It is a blimp,” someone behind
me replied. I spun to face him, but couldn’t make out his features
through the mess of my own hair blowing in my face.

I reached out my hand and felt his hair –
hot, like fire. I trailed my fingers over his face, coming to rest
them on his eyelids. The eyes behind were chilled, like ice.

I withdrew my hand and pushed the hair from
my face.

Crash was standing with his hands in his
pockets, head tilted to the side, and grinning. He wasn’t wearing
his regular getup; rather, he sported a pair of loose pants that
were rolled up at the ankles and a vibrant aqua shirt with buttons
down the front – one that made his eyes look even bluer than usual,
to a haunting extent.

At the sight of him, I reached for my katar,
but found a yellow parasol in its place. I threw the useless thing
to the ground and looked about for a blade, expecting one to be
lying amidst the shingles.

Crash continued to grin at me while I
searched.

“You won’t find one,” he said, amused.
“There’s no need for things like that in Paradise. And besides–” He
took my wrist in his hand. “Wouldn’t you rather do this?” He drew
his face very close to mine, so that our noses were almost
touching. I felt his breath against my lips as he exhaled. I felt
the cold of his icy stare as it drilled into me. Then, without
warning, he wrapped both arms around my middle and hurled us from
the roof.

Though we fell, we didn’t hit the grass. We
simply continue to fall, straight downwards, feet to the sky and
faces inches apart, as the world around us melted into a blaze of
color. Faster and faster we fell. Faster and faster and–

 


I bolted up. My chest and veins were racing.
My blood was pumping. Though I’d just come out of sleep, I felt as
though I’d been running.

It was false adrenaline. The ENER-EX was in
my system and the effects of it were at peak. I couldn’t have been
out for long.

I used the stolen energy to jump to my feet.
I was within a structure – something metallic, and with spots of
night sky showing through the top. And I wasn’t alone. Even in the
dark, those eyes cut through. Was it possible they were glowing? Or
just reflecting some small piece of light.

I felt around for my katar, but both weapon
and pack were gone, stolen by him. I was defenseless.

Why, then, was I still alive? I’d been
knocked out and dragged from the waystation, yet my Marker hadn’t
killed me. Why?

Easy, because he wanted to play with
me first.

I let a growl out through my teeth.

I would beat him, even unarmed.

“Zillow Stone.” His voice was cool and
calculating.

“My Mar–” I remembered what he’d ordered of
me, and corrected myself: “Crash.”

“Come.”

Beside him was an opening to the outside – a
tear in the metal wall. He stepped through it, beckoning me to
follow with a flick of his hand. I moved after him through the
opening and into the night.

The air outside was dead – still as still
could be and warm. I saw now that the structure we’d been in was a
silo, tipped sideways due to ground erosion.

It was only slightly brighter out here.
There was no moon, but blots of star hid behind the haze of the
sky, allowing enough light to make the area visible. Coated in
thick, patchy weed, the ground here was rougher than the wasteland
I’d previously trodden. The remnants of a metal fence poked about
from the ground, like rutty claws, in a half-circle around us.

Waystation Ollopto was nowhere in sight.
Neither was my partner.

Theo!

I couldn’t help but worry about him. I
couldn’t help but wonder about the woman in the helmet and her pack
of soldiers. But those feelings were clouded by something much
stronger: RAGE.

Crash had apprehended me from that place
against my will. He had knocked me out and detained me. If he
hadn’t interfered, I could have gone to Theo’s aid. Together, we
could have fended off those soldiers and fled from the
waystation.

Now, who knew what fate my foolhardy partner
may have.

Crash’s eyes glinted in the dark. They
caught me, almost magnetically, and tried to hold me in place.

But I pulled away to do a second scan of the
area. I was already formulating my next move. My pack was nowhere
in sight; neither was my weapon. Running away without them would be
senseless, especially when I had no idea where I was.

Besides, the energy in my veins was
thumping, bidding me to do one thing and one thing alone:
fight.

I would use this area to my advantage.

As if reading my thoughts, my Marker caught
my stare again and he nodded. I read the nod, though I’d never seen
it before. It was an invitation, a challenge.

I nodded back.

And then I ran at him.

But I didn’t run to him. Instead, I slipped
around his side, focusing on one of the jagged fence posts jutting
from the ground. I pulled on a loose-looking one and uprooted it
from the ground. A heaving of dirt came up with it, flinging into
the air and peppering the ground around us.

Crash didn’t falter. He darted at me, dodged
my swing, and grabbed onto the end of the post, exposing his left
side to me. That was a mistake. I used my upper strength to yank
him further to the side, via the pole in his hand, releasing it
just in time to make him stumble forward. Then, I rammed my full
force into his ribcage, finishing what his momentum had started and
knocking him to the ground.

YES! You have him! Now focus, Zillow
Stone!

In a zip of speed, I hopped over him. I
straddled his arms to the ground with my knees – the same way he
had previously done to me. The tables were turned. Triumph overtook
me as I regained control of the pole and held it to his adam’s
apple. So quickly he’d–

“UMPH!”

With a burst of power, Crash threw me from
himself as easily as if I were a blanket. I hit the ground hard,
while he pounced to his feet and began brushing himself off,
smirking in a sickeningly victorious way.

I scrambled to my feet.

In the aftermath, we were at a standstill,
mere strides apart, each crouched in readiness. Each prepared to
lunge.

I was strong, but so was he.

I would try a different approach. This time
when I came at him, I distracted him with a faux punch to the face,
at the same time lifting my knee high into his groin. He
anticipated the attack, nevertheless, caught my wrist in his hand,
and blocked my knee with his. The crack of bone on bone
reverberated through my leg.

I cringed at the pain of impact, but pushed
it from thought before coming at him with another assault. I’d
always been a decent kicker. At University, we practiced weekly on
threadbare hanging dummies in the back corner of the old gymnasium.
Each kick to a dummy’s soft core sent a flurry of dust particles to
the gymnasium floor. Our power was measured in bursts of
powder.

But the dummies weren’t all. We’d also
practiced on one another. I’d landed Karán at the medic’s on more
than one occasion, and Othello even had a scar on her jaw where I’d
hit her too hard.

That was before she was sentenced to the
outlands, of course.

I would put the practice to good use. I
wouldn’t let Karán’s agony be in vain. Picturing Crash like one of
the limp, hanging dummies, my intent was to knock him off balance
with a rounded kick to the side, one that would be followed by
another, sharper kick.

However, in addition to being strong, the
unholy one was also fast. He leaned out of the way at the last
second, turned on heel and pummeled me off-balance with a similar
kick.

I lent myself into the fall and crouched in
landing to absorb the shock of the ground.

My shoulder smarted from that last hit, and
there was wetness at the side of my face. Sweat or blood, it didn’t
matter. My pulse was kicking in my neck and wrists. My muscle was
shaking beneath my skin. I was going to kill him and it was going
to be tonight.

And I was going to revel in it.

I bolted at him once more, swooping to the
ground as I came, to collect a handful of dirt. I threw it at his
face and used the momentary distraction to land a solid fist at the
side of his mouth.

Crack!

When he brushed the dirt from his face, he
was no longer grinning.

This time it was he, who charged me. With a
flat palm he slashed at me once, twice, a third – and I dodged each
in turn, but I wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t notice that he was
intentionally backing me against another of the fence posts. The
fourth slash pushed me too far. The post rammed into my back,
causing a sharp pain and another feeling of wetness.

Enough!

In a fury, I ripped its neighbor from the
ground and came swinging at my challenger, landing at least one hit
against him. I heard him cry out, and I inhaled in satisfaction. I
would wear him down slowly if I had to. I would stay at it until
the sun rose if I had to. I managed to land a second hit before he
caught the end of the makeshift weapon, same as last time. But he
had learned his lesson, and this time he thrust the pole in
my direction – which shoved me off balance – before ripping
it from my hand and swinging it high over his head. He came down
sharp.

I didn’t have time to react.

I threw my wrists over my head in
defense.

It was a thoughtless motion. The impact of
metal against something as tender as wrists would only crush
them.

Regardless, that was the position I took,
and had Crash followed through with the swing, he would have
injured me, to say the least. He might even have won.

But we would never know.

In that brief moment, while I took on an
instinctive last pose, Crash abruptly halted his swing, instead
flinging the pole against the silo – the latter of which clattered
in response. My body was tensed. It took me a passing of seconds to
realize what had happened.

I had been spared.

Confused, I dropped my hands from overhead
and rose to standing.

Crash was bleeding from the mouth and both
arms, and he was heaving great breaths of recovery. I was too. I
hadn’t realized it until that moment.

In the sudden release of tension, my muscles
loosened. My whole body ached.

My Marker was bent forward, hands to knees,
yet he his eyes were still firmly on me.

Though I was wounded, I still had fight left
in me, and all other emotions were quickly turning to anger.

There was nothing more offensive than pity,
nothing.

“Don’t!” I shouted at Crash. “Don’t YOU
DARE!”

I ran to him, pushed at his chest and
shoulders, swatted at his face. He backhanded me with enough force
to sting, but still I kept on, furious at myself for my lack of
strategy; furious that he’d dropped the post, mid-strike; furious
that he’d shown me mercy.

I clawed at him, leaving a trail of red down
the side of his face.

That was when he caught me around the neck –
and squeezed.

Using whatever might he had remaining, he
took me by the throat and slammed me against the side of the silo,
again making it shriek in metallic retaliation. I battered at him
and twisted, but he ignored it all.

He watched me with a dead expression until
he grew bored of it and neared his face to mine.
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With his cruel blue stare permeating into
me, I half expected him to say it. But instead, his mouth lay flat
and he whispered, “Do you want to die, prag?”

I wrung my hands around his wrist and
attempted to wrench him away, but his grip was almost as stern as
the metal silo at my back. My adrenaline-fueled pulse beat hard
against his clutch. Being that close to him, locked by his choking
grasp, I had nowhere to look but at my Marker. Sweat was collected
at the base along the edge of his hair. The corner of his mouth
dripped red. He licked it as he studied me, as I felt the air cut
off from my lungs, as I felt my body reel for more.

For the first time I noticed: with the shape
of his eyes like almonds, and that indent above his lip, he almost
resembled a feline.

Before my eyes, his tattoos melted down his
face and became whiskers. They blurred.

The oxygen was leaving my body, and I was
beginning to see things that weren’t there.

Meanwhile, my hands were doing a laughable
job of fighting back. I swung them in slow motion, but they felt
numb and heavy at the same time and barely managed to make
contact.

 


I was going to die and I knew it.

 


Crash knew it too. And for whatever
reason–

“Enough.”

All at once, he released my neck.

I fell into the silo. There, I coughed and
heaved and swayed under my own weight, but he took my cheeks in his
hands and lifted my face to his. He continued to stare at me with a
flattened mouth. I wanted to retaliate, but my body was focused on
oxygen recovery and nothing more.

“How do you feel, Zillow Stone?”

I glared up at him venomously. Again, he’d
had my life in his grasp and again he’d allowed me to win. How did
I feel? If I had a weapon, I would plunge it into the softest part
of his stomach.

“Argh!”

Throwing his hands from my face, I turned my
back to him.

I was strongest and fastest in my class, and
had I been paired with someone like Theo or Chloe or even Kipper,
winning this game would have been simple.

Instead, I’d been paired with him.
Him, who was able to counter most of my attacks. Him, who was able
to stay hot on my trail. Him, who smirked so loathedly.

“What do you want with me?” I demanded.

He didn’t answer right away. He was gearing
up for something sadistic.

“Help me bandage this.” He pointed to the
backside of his ribs, where I’d nailed him with the post. I
couldn’t see the wound through his jumpsuit, but the fabric clung
grossly to the place where I’d struck.

Good.

And I wasn’t about to help him fix it.

“Do it,” he said again. “I will give you
glue for your shoulder.”

“Glue?”

He nodded. “Mediglue. There isn’t any out
here. I took it with me from Angeles – the place you know as
Western City.”

“Wh–”

I nearly fell into the trap of conversation.
My mouth wanted to ask what Western City was like. It wanted to ask
where the great generator was. It wanted to know about the
upbringing of demons.

Crash realized this. His mouth curled up
disgustingly at the corner. “I will tell you about it if you help
me bandage this.”

Again, he motioned to his back, which was
darkening quickly. His request was suspicious. His whole manner
was. What was his game?

He didn’t wait for an answer, just proceeded
to unzip the front of his jumpsuit.

I watched him slip his arms from the sleeves
and tie the extra fabric around his waist. His shoulders, chest and
stomach were bare. They were pronounced, like one who’d trained
hard for the chase, like me. But unlike me, his body was tan. The
wound on his back was wet with fresh blood.

“Stay here.” Without waiting for my consent,
he left, around the side of the silo, giving me the perfect
opportunity to run. I didn’t, though. I didn’t even try. I was
tired. But I wasn’t too tired. I also needed my belongings. But I
didn’t need them that badly. The truth was that I was
interested. I was suspicious about why the unholy one hadn’t
killed me, when he’d had ample opportunities. I was even more
curious about the land from which he hailed. That aside, he was
injured and willing to let down his guard. If there was ever a
better time to strike . . .

He returned a moment later with a clump of
items in his holding. He tossed my backpack to me, but not my
katar. That, I assumed, he was keeping as leverage.

I hadn’t realized just how dependent I was
on weaponed fighting until now. My katar was an extension of my
arm. Without it, every punch felt light and every strike fell
short. From now on, I would train equally without it, so that next
time I had to fight unarmed, I’d be prepared.

Not that I expected there to be a next
time.

I would get him tonight, one way or
another.

Crash rustled around in his pack a moment
before pausing to look at me. No, that wasn’t quite right. He
wasn’t capable of merely looking at a person. Every time his
eyes hit me, they seared.

Saying nothing, he continued to sear at me.
What the hell was he looking at?

Giving no explanation, he eventually flicked
his eyes to his pack and pulled out a small tube.

“I’ll do you first,” he said.

Like hell. I wasn’t about to let him touch
me.

He read my expression – “Fine. Bleed to
death.” – and shrugged. Then, he unscrewed the cap of the tube,
felt for the scratches on his face, and squeezed out a messy line
of clearish, bluish paste over them. The paste turned pink with the
mixing of his blood.

And then something incredible happened.

As Crash smeared the mixture away, blood and
all, he was no longer bleeding. In fact, the wound was hardly
visible.

Whatever that paste was, it had fused his
opened flesh together in a matter of seconds, whilst leaving the
healthy parts of him alone.

I couldn’t help myself. “Let me try.”

Eyes dark with amusement, Crash summoned me
over with his index finger. I didn’t even care. The healing
qualities of the paste were amazing. I wanted to know its
composition. Something like that would be a great aid out here in
the wilderness, if only one could find a way to replicate it.

I slipped the shoulder of my shirt down just
far enough to expose the gash. It was trickling more than was
healthy.

I watched as Crash drew a much neater line,
now that he could see what he was doing. He covered the full extent
of the wound, and then pursed his lips together and blew on it
gently. The blowing was unnecessary, for he hadn’t needed to blow
on the ones on his face. I scowled at him, but quickly lifted the
scowl after he smeared the paste away with his thumb.

My skin was closed.

“Amazing!”

I snatched the tube from his fingers and
squinted at it, disappointed to see that it was lacking an
ingredients list. That was fine. Given enough time I would discern
the ingredients and replicate the paste.

“Why didn’t you use this when you tore your
leg before?” I asked, turning the tube over in my hand.

“What?”

“When we encountered that mecha-beast, you
only used bandage.”

“Oh. I’d lent it to a friend.” Something
about it seemed untruthful. I studied him. “My turn,” he said.

The tattooed boy turned his back to me and
bent sideways. I hesitated. The request was an odd one, given the
circumstances. To be fair, the wound on his ribs was at an awkward
reach for him, and a great deal of paste would have been wasted,
had he done it himself.

Still, to expose himself in that way . .
.

For a split second, I imagined myself
hitting him in that tender spot with a nearby rock.

But something about it felt unsportsmanlike.
I, Zillow Stone, was above cheap shots. I’d beat him, and I would
do it fairly.

I placed the nozzle along his wound and he
winced. I pressed the tip just a little harder against him than I
should have. Next, I squeezed the tube, drawing a thin line of glue
that gleamed unnaturally in the night.

The air was silent, until, out of nowhere,
Crash said, “What’s in it for them?”

I stopped mid-line to study him. “What?”

“We beat the shit out of each other. Do you
think the presidents ever so much as stand up?”

I assumed he was talking about the
Directors.

It was strange to hear it put that way,
especially from a Marker. I hadn’t really give thought to what the
Directors got out of the game – at least not since realizing the
trap in the retrect was staged. University teaching was that
Markers were the ones with something to gain. This chase was their
amusement. They got sick pleasure from watching us squirm. They
were hunters and we were the ultimate game.

Then again, what proof did I have of
that?

The first Marker I’d encountered had offered
me assistance, by directing me to the secret prag markings. The
yellow-haired Marker outside of Zelpha hadn’t so much as stopped to
bother with me. And to top it off, I strongly suspected that Chloe
felt some kind of infatuation for Theo. Even my Marker . . . even
Crash had spared me several times now. He’d saved me from the
mammoth. He was sealing my wounds.

It’s a trick. Don’t fall for it.

I needed to remain on guard, just in
case.

“That’s enough.” Crash pushed the tip of the
tube away. “This one is too deep. The glue is just to get it
started.” He pulled from his pack a roll of gauze and began
wrapping it under his arms, around his body, paste and all.

When he was finished, he brushed off his
hands and nodded to the tube. “Use as much as you need.” Then, as I
set about repairing any remaining wounds inflicted in the fight,
the unholy boy drew from his bag a small clear container that held
a stack of opaque discs. He gave them a shake.

“And now, Zillow Stone, you have a
choice.”

Rather abruptly, his smile took on an evil
glint, one that made me halt what I was doing and clutch at the
dirt of the ground in defense. Looking increasingly more devilish,
the unholy one came sauntering over.

“Option one:” he said, “RUN.” – The
stipulation being that he would keep my katar and that the next
time we met, we would fight to the death.

He planted his feet next to mine and leaned
over me.

“Option two: FIGHT.” – Which I had a hard
time mustering for, as I’d just been pitifully let live.

“And option three?” Crash was leering over
me dangerously, extending the small container pinched between his
fingers. “Why, option three’s a whole mess of fun, Zillow
Stone.”


Chapter 11: Unholier than Thou

 


I fled through a field of scorched
grass.

I was farther west than I’d ever been. The
sun was more visible than it had ever been. It beat down, into my
hair, heating the whole top of my head. I wondered if it was
turning me bronze like my Marker.

It was tempting to waste a day’s worth of
water dousing myself.

Thud, thud, thud!

There was someone streaking through the
brush behind me, and my strongest desire was to outrun him, as if
keeping ahead of him would prove my worth. I could hear my pursuer
close behind me, his breath at my neck, his feet propelling through
the grass. My Marker was in hot pursuit.

I would never let him catch me. I ran with
my all, losing myself in the feeling of winning, until–

“Stop here,” Crash said.

I stopped in my tracks. I had no choice but
to comply. He and I had stricken a deal.

 


Back at the silo, I’d been given three
options.

I’d chosen option three. Not willing to give
up my katar, and too worn down to fight properly, it seemed the
most logical decision.

Within Crash’s container of fun, he’d
offered me a selection of gambits. Naturally, the Poi-7 was there,
along with a gambit that would zap its mark with paralyzing
electricity every time water was ingested. The third gambit was
similar. Its design was to electrocute its mark every time they
traveled faster than a walk. The last, most obvious choice was a
prolonged tracker – one that would allow Crash to know my location
for two days straight.

I had already come to the conclusion that he
didn’t want to kill me. At least not yet. But he did want me – to
serve some purpose I had yet to discover. We agreed to two days of
peace if I would use the gambit and accompany him to a place out
west.

I didn’t know his motives, but I had my own.
Running away was pointless, as the tracker would lead him right to
me, so instead, I would stay with him. I would study my enemy. I
would learn his stalking gait and his manners, and then when the
time came, I would spring on him when he least expected it. If I
couldn’t beat him with strength and speed, I would beat him with
wit.

 


For the entire morning, we hadn’t spoken
much at all. We had simply run, in the direction he instructed.

Each time he ordered me to stop so that he
could check his map, he did so with smug satisfaction, and each
time, it plagued me with annoyance. I wanted to know where we were
going. I wanted to know about Western City. I wanted to know about
life as an unholy one. Crash had promised to tell me about his
homeland if I helped him seal is wound, but that had yet to happen
and I was too proud to ask, so we ran in silence mostly.

I was surprised how much I noticed Theo’s
absence. I caught myself wondering if he was dead. I also caught
myself hoping that he wasn’t. And each time I thought of him, I
felt a pang in my chest. For all of his deception, this was my
first time in the wasteland without him.

I . . . missed him.

Now that woman had him, and Chloe, too.

The Markers and wilderness beasts weren’t
the only ones on the prowl out here, it seemed. Quite possibly,
there was a whole faction of people tasked with collecting those
that didn’t abide by the game’s rules. It was curious that in a
dying world, the Directors wasted such manpower. Then again, maybe
overpopulation drove them to dispose of inhabitants any way they
could. Better out here than in the crowded city, or something like
that. Maybe the more curious thing was during an energy crisis, the
leaders of humanity saw it fit to fuel Waystation Zelpha with
pumping music and dancing lights.

There was much I didn’t understand about
this world.

Crash’s ‘map’ was far different than mine.
Apparently, his tracker synced with a clear pair of contacts he
wore over his frost-colored eyes. These contacts allowed him to see
far off indicators and beacons, so long as he input them into his
tracker pen first. This he did, by using a thin pad he occasionally
wore on his hand. After seeing him use it a few times, I came to
understand that the pad was a small computer screen. Every so often
he would order us to stop so that he could retrieve the pad from
his belt, strap it to his hand, and then begin doodling symbols on
it with the tip of his tracker. The pad would often light blue in
response – though sometimes it would reject whatever he was
inputting, by giving off an ugly beep and a flashing of red. When
successful, Crash’s eyes glowed even brighter blue for a second
before returning to normal.

It was the same technology that allowed him
to see where I was whenever the tracker went off.

That device was definitely an advantage. If
it ever found its way into the hands of a prag . . .

Most of my training had relied on the use of
natural resources and intuition without the aid of technology.
Evidently, the Western demons took on a different approach.

“Come on.”

This time when he was finished scanning the
area, the mocking-mouthed boy retired his tracker and pad and
motioned for me to follow him down the side of a vast hill. The
elevation gave a stretching view of the area. Remnants of
skyscrapers poked from the earth. Some were missing their tops.
Others remained intact. I imagined what kind of resources were held
within – the things one could craft if given some metal and
binding.

In the days since starting the chase, it had
become such habit for me to glance down at my hand, that I found
myself doing it even now. Every time I caught a glance of the red
glow of tracking, my heart jolted, though the feeling soon
dissolved into disillusion: there was no threat coming, for the
threat was already at my side.

As we descended the neck of the hill, Crash
took ahold of my arm and pushed me ahead of him. “Stay in
front.”

So that he could watch my back.

I was wrong.

“If the presidents scan the area, it needs
to look like I’m pursuing you,” he explained, dull-toned. Heat
flushed to my cheeks when I realized that the only reason I’d been
outrunning him all morning was because he’d been letting me.

I took out my aggression on an unassuming
rock, which went whizzing far into the distance at the force of my
kick. I smiled to myself only a moment before–

“Feel better?”

It was as though my Marker’s voice was
always whispering in my ear when I wanted it least. Not that I ever
wanted it, really.

I ignored him and started trotting off
towards the line of sunken skyscrapers.

We ran on that way for hours, always at that
silhouette of skyscrapers, always prag before Marker. The closer we
came, the more desiccated buildings began to scatter the area,
until it got to the point where we were crawling through piles of
rubble. My climbing gloves were getting their fair share of work. I
was glad to have purchased them.

When the day was on its descent, we stopped
to eat, painted in the amber glow of the sun as it reflected
against the sea of fallen buildings. I ate from one of the nutrient
packs as quickly as I could, so as not to let it hit my tongue.
However great my efforts, a healthy splattering managed to find my
taste buds, setting my mouth in repulsion.

“These never get any better,” I told myself,
mid-cringe.

Crash was leaning against the remains of a
structure, silently eating, when out of nowhere, he chucked
something at me. Quick-reflexed, I caught it just before it hit my
face, and threw him a scowl in return.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he sneered.
“It’s unbecoming.”

My scowl deepened.

“Try putting that on there.” He nodded to
the thing in my hand, which turned out to be a bottle filled with
red liquid – poison, most likely.

“Hot sauce,” Crash said, and to prove it
wasn’t poison, he took a mouthful of his own nutrient pack,
which had already been doused in the stuff.

It wasn’t a good idea to eat something
willfully given by an unholy one, and the last time I’d taken food
from a stranger, I’d ended up incapacitated.

That said, it was all I could do to keep the
sickly gruel down, and I needed the vitamins held within to fuel me
with strength. I was no good to anybody, weak and undernourished,
let alone to myself. At this point I was willing to try pretty much
anything. Against my better judgment, I sprinkled a few drops of
the red sauce into the opened portion of my food pack, before
squeezing the slop onto my tongue.

Crash was right. It was extremely hot.

I fanned at my mouth to fan away the biting
hotness, giving my Marker something new to smirk at. I glowered at
him with silent bloodlust. Eventually, however, my tongue became
used to the hotness and the flavor was a great improvement to the
bitter slop. I finished the pack off, washed it down with water,
and let out a deep breath.

Crash opened his palm, indicating that I
should return the bottle. “What did I tell you?”

I wailed the bottle at him as aggressively
as I could, angry that he’d been right. Nevertheless, he caught it
with a single swipe of his hand, and in the aftermath, showed off a
gut-wrenching smile.

How I hated that smile.

We continued on through the fallen city,
until finding an even stretch of ground. Someone or something had
plowed aside the wreckage, and without bothering to consider what
creature of mass had created the path, we took advantage of the
openness, returning to a healthy running pace.

For the most part, the world was quiet,
though as the evening settled, ugly birds with balded heads and
short, shrill cries watched us from whatever vantage points they
could. Crash had a severe disliking for the birds, and I noticed
him eyeing them mistrustfully whenever they perched too close.

There weren’t many birds in Eastern City;
the acid rain drove most creatures away, so to see so many out here
. . .

“Are there birds in Western City?” I asked.
It was impulsive. I didn’t want to speak to him, and I didn’t
expect him to answer.

“There . . . aren’t.”

Surprised that he’d replied, and unable to
stop my inquisitiveness, I went on: “Is the rain of your city toxic
as well?”

“My city has no rain.”

He didn’t elaborate. Silence overtook us
again, until being broken by the piercing cry of a particularly
grotesque looking bird that appeared as thought its hind feathers
had been ripped out by some wilderbeast. Crash glared at it foully,
and afterwards asked something very peculiar of me: “Do you have a
family?”

It was the last thing I expected him to
ask.

“No,” I said, slowly and suspiciously. “I
had a grandfather, but that was a long, long time ago.”

“Did he love you?”

I threw him a puzzled glance. I had been
wrong before; this was the last thing I expected him to ask.

Because I was taking too long to answer,
Crash’s tone turned demanding. “Did he love you?”

My curiosity overruled the urge to tell him
off. “I suppose he did. He often spoke of me fondly.” I waited for
his response.

Crash exhaled through his teeth. “I
see.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t know if prags had
families or if they were raised up like animals.”

A guttural sound rose up in my throat. I was
about to let him have it, when I realized he hadn’t meant it as an
insult. There was something naïve to the way he’d muttered it.

“Are your kind raised up like animals?” I
asked.

“Of course not!” Crash threw me a look
similar to the one he’d just shot the grotesque-looking bird.

Hypocrite.

Maybe realizing this himself, his expression
reverted to its original level of flatness. “I had a brother,” he
said.

That was a surprise. Siblings were
incredibly rare; at least in my city.

“Are siblings common among the unhol–” I
stopped myself, “–among your people?”

Crash knew what I’d been about to say, and
he shot me a glance even more murderous than the last. “Siblings
are not common,” he said.

He had had a brother. He did not
have one. Did that mean his brother had fallen?

“Was he like you?” I asked.

Crash stared at me blankly.

“Was he a Marker?”

Crash nodded, though he appeared
distracted.

“And did he win?”

Too abrupt, Crash stopped his sprint and
turned to me sharply. “What do you consider winning?”

Though his brevity put me off, I held my
ground. “I mean did he catch his mark?”

Crash shrugged and stared off into the
melting sunset. “Who knows?”

And that was that.

The remainder of the evening passed quickly
and uneventfully, save for the overhead passing of a miniature
drone marked with the Director’s seal on the side. When Crash heard
it buzzing in the distance, he ordered me to mock fight him,
insistent that we needed to keep up the charade of chasing. I came
at him a little more forcefully than was necessary and landed a
satisfying hit on his jaw. He returned the favor, hitting me upside
the face and drawing a small amount of blood.

I rubbed it away disgruntledly and watched
the drone fly into the distance.

Was Crash right in thinking that if we
didn’t act as Marker and marked one should, the drone would report
us to the helmeted woman and her clan? And if so, how did he know?
He’d been in the wasteland only a short while more than I, and yet,
he seemed to know a great deal more.

. . .

When the moon began showing over the
horizon, Crash stopped me. “Do you need to rest, Zillow Stone?” He
looked me over with an even expression.

I needed to, yes – we had been on the move
ever since leaving the silo – and judging by the circles forming
behind his tattoos, Crash needed to, too. But neither of us trusted
the other enough to sleep in their presence.

Crash exhaled, lifted his face to the sky,
and chewed at his nail in thought. “We need to figure something
out. We can’t go on like this much longer. And I’ll be damned if I
let you slit my throat in the night.”

But I was already far ahead of him. I turned
my attention to the nearest skyscraper. “I have an idea.”

. . .

An hour later, we were in a room with only
one discernable exit. Situated between us was a heaping of chairs,
desks and any other debris we could find – larger pieces
strategically balanced atop smaller ones. This was a makeshift
alert system, devised entirely by one, Zillow Stone. If the unholy
one came for me, I would hear the falling of clutter first. The
same went for him. Crash was on the side with the door, so he had
no reason to fear me stealing away while he slept – plus, he was
holding my backpack and weapon as collateral.

All in all, it was a shoddy plan, one out of
which I certainly could have found a way, but it was enough to
imbue us both with a false sense of security. For now, I would
trust that my neck would remain unscathed through the night. It had
been a very long time since I’d last slept, and truthfully, there
was nothing in that moment that I wanted more.

Curled up over a pile of tattered fabric
remnants, sleep hit me, quick and without mercy.

. . .

For a long while, I didn’t dream. My slumber
was heavy and dark. It was only after I woke to some far-off noise
that I settled back into dreamful sleep.


Chapter 12: Dreamscaped

 


I found myself in a valley, surrounded by
deep, deep grass that came up to my face. Wind swayed it all around
me so that I couldn’t make out any person or thing. I only knew I
was in a valley because I’d been there before, and the wind tasted
and smelled the same.

“Welcome back, Zillow Stone.”

A hand reached from the void, took my wrist,
and drew me through the grass. I let it take me, and as we moved
forward, the grass began to shrink, shorter and shorter with each
stride. When it was below my chin, I looked up and found the sun.
This sun was much kinder than the one I knew. Its touch was soft.
It settled over everything in a warm glow.

This is what it meant to be basked.

As the grassline continued to lower, I saw
that the hand pulling me was attached to an arm that was attached
to a lanky, boyish body.

It was Kipper.

“Have you seen Theo?” I asked.

He ignored me, and then he was gone, and the
hand pulling my wrist was my own.

It started to rain, but it wasn’t ordinary
rain. It wasn’t wet. It didn’t saturate. It glittered. I caught a
handful of it.

“It’s from that whale, I guess.”

“I told you, kitten, it’s a blimp.”

Now Crash was the one pulling my wrist.

“A blimp,” I said. “That’s right.”
Glittering rain continued to fall over us. It landed on my
shoulders. Crash shook it from his hair and a splattering of
glitter hit me in the face.

“If you will come with me, I’ll tell you a
secret, Zillow Stone.”

I wasn’t about to let him pull me
around.

But he didn’t wait for an answer.

Suddenly, we were at the edge of the grass,
looking over the valley’s glimmering lake. A floating ship, boarded
by women in bright fluttering dresses and bonnets, was hovering
over the water. This time, the whale wasn’t in sight, but I
suspected it wasn’t far, for the cheers of the crowds dotting the
landscape imbued the air, as glitter continued to fall.

“I’ve been wondering about something for a
while now,” Crash said, voice collected.

With that, he reached forward and grabbed
the air, like it was a painting. The air complied, becoming
palpable matter within his fist. He pulled on the image, and the
whole thing crumpled as though he were ripping off a sheet.

All sound died abruptly.

For behind the sheet was a world much more
akin to the one I knew.

The valley was dead, the lake dried, and the
airship rooted in the sand. There was no color. It had long since
fled that world. There was neither crowd nor clamor.

“I’ve been wondering something for a while
now,” Crash said again, this time a whisper.

“What’s that?”

Suddenly, he was in my ear and the world was
quickly darkening. “I think these dreams are planted.”

My skin pricked up all over.

 


I woke up wet with sweat as the clattering
of movement alerted me that someone was disturbing the makeshift
wall.

“Zillow Stone.” Crash’s voice was muffled
through the mess. Soon, however, he’d pushed aside enough wreckage
to be clearly heard. His eyes glinted in the dark. His mouth sat
dull. “How do you feel?”

Uneasy, but rested.

That dream was more disturbing than any of
the others, and in its aftermath, my skin continued to prick.

“How long were we out?” I asked, attempting
to deflect.

“You slept longer than I did. I was out
scouting. It is the middle of the night.”

I imagined the demon watching my glowing
silhouette through his contact while I slept. Vulnerability was an
infuriating thing to wake to.

“Eat something.” He tossed me my pack.
“Tomorrow is a big day.”

I didn’t know why it should be any bigger
than any other day. Reveling in my ignorance, Crash’s mouth twisted
at the corner. “Tomorrow, Zillow Stone, you are going to help me
infiltrate Paradise.”


Chapter 13: Mankind is a Tragedy

 


Paradise, the actual Paradise, the
prag bastion with trees, fields, endless water, and with a wall to
keep out Markers – why should Crash want to go there?

Whatever his reason, it would be of great
benefit for me to follow him. The following night, the prolonged
tracking gambit would run out. Whether or not we reached Paradise
by then, at least I would be better off than I was now: I would be
near my fellow prey. I might even reconnect with Jozy, Peck, and
Alaranda.

And if the chance arose to take on Crash
before then, so be it.

With the sun yet resting, we made our way to
Paradise. How he knew its location was a mystery. It was extremely
likely that we were heading somewhere else entirely, and that Crash
was merely using the thought of Paradise as bait for me to follow.
Either way, I told myself to take in my surroundings, watch the
hills for any threats, and be on the ready to attack.

For an hour or more, things kept on as
they’d been. The massive city shifted around us from skyscrapers to
squat shops to mountains of rubble that appeared to have been
intentionally stacked. This city was so vast. I wondered about its
fall. There had been many great cites, and most had fallen, until
all that remained were us . . . and them. The ruins had a story,
though there was nothing left to tell what it was.

Unless . . .

Very suddenly, something occurred to me.

“Is this Central City?!”

Crash looked at me like I was daft. “Of
course it is.”

I’d been so distracted by the game, my
Marker, and the thought of Paradise, that I hadn’t given much
thought to where we were. All this time, the ruins we
climbed, they were a piece of history. The University priests who
had spent so many hours teaching me that history would be ashamed
by my ignorance.

“This was the first of the nine,” I said to
myself.

Crash tipped his head forward darkly. “This
was the beginning of the end.”

So Westerners learned the same history.

Yes, Central City was the first to go.

Long ago, long before even my grandfather
was born, there were nine great cities left in the world, each city
blessed with a its own unique resources – resources that could be
bartered with the rest of the world, so that all might have what
nature had otherwise lacked them.

I recalled the lectures of the priests.

 


Central City, being located at the center of
a great desert, had no natural resources of its own; thus, it was
wholly reliant on the other cities. Yet, what it lacked in
resources, it could offer in location – something invaluable to the
functionality of the bartering system. And so Central City became
the heart of commerce, a central meeting place where
representatives from all other cities could meet, exchange goods,
and distinguish law.

For many, many years, the nine cities lived
in peace, sharing what they had, and meeting quarterly to discuss
order and law.

The world was dying, but our alliances made
us strong.

That was before fear changed the hearts of
the northern leaders.

The south came under misfortune. It is not
clear what caused them to lose their forests. All that is known is
that suddenly, they were left without goods to share, or even to
supply their own people. The Central City government decreed that
the northern cities, who were situated near a great lake, share
their resources with the failing cities in the south, though the
south had nothing to offer in return. The northern cities argued
that their lakes were drying and that they had hardly enough
resources to feed their own. They insisted that they could not give
without receiving in return. Central City challenged them, and the
three upper cities, Northern, Northeastern and Northwestern, formed
an alliance, destroying Central City and all of its laws.

The fragile framework holding society failed
and mayhem ensued.

Out of desperation, Southern City and
Southwestern City invaded Northern City. Victorious, they
transported the last of its resources to the south. Northwestern
and Northeastern came to Northern’s aid, and in the battle,
Northern City was destroyed. Southwestern City joined the fight,
helping the other southern cities to occupy and destroy the
remnants of the north. Northeastern and Northwestern cities fell,
and civilization was shifted south.

Time went on.

Southeastern City was the next to go. With
its immense fields of grain, Southeastern had plenty to feed the
remaining cities of the world, yet fearing climate change, the next
generation of the city’s leaders horded its resources in
underground storehouses, forgetting former alliances in the wake of
a changing world. With the help of my own Eastern City, Southern
City turned on its former ally, overthrew its leaders and
distributed the grain to the remaining cities of the world, leaving
Southeastern with little. The following years were dry, as the
leaders of Southeastern had predicted, and without food to feed its
people, the city fell.

Generations later, Southwestern City fell
not due to war, but to illness. A great plague overtook the city,
killing ninety percent of its population in a matter of weeks. The
survivors of the plague now called the Silent Death, fled to the
other three cities in search of respite. But the other three cities
closed their doors to the refugees, for fear of spreading the
illness to their own. It was at this time that we Easterners
constructed the massive wall that now surrounds our city.

We remaining cities, Western, Eastern and
Southern lived on for many, many years, scarcely making contact
with one another. Eventually, we formed an alliance with Southern
City, for there were whispers that Western City was working on a
bomb capable of wiping out entire regions.

Together with Southern City, we infiltrated
Western City, found not that they were building a bomb, but that
they were constructing a massive generator, capable of changing the
face of the world. We slinked back to our respective cities, forgot
our alliance, and set about engineering our own products to rival
Western City’s masterpiece.

An age of innovation befell Eastern City. We
of the east found a way to purify the acid rain of our city, and
around the same time, a great inventor produced an artificial light
source that could feed vegetation. We used these inventions in
conjunction to feed underground crops, shielded from the acid rain,
which we in turn used to feed our people.

Meanwhile, Southern City suffered a great
drought. Lacking ingenuity of their own, the Southern leaders came
to us, asking us to share what we’d learned – pleading with us to
divulge our secrets, but the leaders of my people, coveting
leverage, turned them down and they attacked. Hearing of our recent
innovations, Western City came to our aid, and the south was
destroyed.

One last alliance was formed. Western City,
land of the sun, would fuel us with solar energy, fed through their
generator, and we, in return, would send them our food. This
partnership went on as long as it could, until we had no more food
to share. It was then that the leaders of Western City proposed a
new deal: their energy in exchange for our youth. Thus, the first
marking beset our city.

 


I stared at the ruins, reflecting.

Maybe Crash was doing so, too, for he gazed
at a beheaded marble statue and muttered:

“Mankind is a tragedy.”

For once, I was in agreement.

We reached the edge of the city while the
world was still dim and afterwards, we walked on through the
wasteland. The day was cool and silent. When our shadows were
starting to show, we came to a gate. One red gate – like that at
the foot of a shrine – stood unnaturally out of the dirt. It looked
newly painted and out of place against the harsh landscape. We
passed under it.

“Let me know when you see it,” Crash said,
taking on a restless posture. “It should be soon.”

“It?”

“The way to Paradise.”

I didn’t know why he should need me to tell
him, for when I saw it, it stuck out rather magnificently.

A towering metal statue rose from the sand
in the distance. The statue was a figure, manlike, but with wings,
and a body that melded into an upside-down pyramid. The whole of it
looked slightly alien.

“What is that?”

I started off hesitantly, but soon picked up
my pace with excitement. It was an angel or a sphinx, but most of
all, it was a feat of architecture.

When I reached it, I placed a hand to its
cool metallic body. “Who put this here?” I marveled. “The
Directors?”

“Do you see any others?” Crash was standing
stiffly a short distance from the pillar.

Now that he mentioned it, there was another
in the distance, rising like a beacon. I started for that one, and
Crash trailed behind.

When we reached the base of the second
statue, I noticed another on the horizon. Again, Crash stood
stiffly, as though he were avoiding the metallic things altogether.
“Where is the next one?” he said.

It was strange that he was asking me, but
when I questioned him on it, he didn’t divulge. He merely ordered
me to move on to the next, and to the next after that.

I was fine with it. Each step closer to
Paradise – if that’s where we were really going – meant getting
closer to Jozy, Peck and Alaranda. It meant sharing in the prag
resources. It meant gaining an advantage in this game.

When the sun was just starting to rise, we
reached the final statue.

That was when I saw it.

A massive stone wall ran across the desert.
Laid in brick, it looked like something out of a storybook –
something that would usually surround a castle. There was no
castle, but there was a gate, embellished with stone symbols I
couldn’t decipher, behind which peaked turrets rose brilliantly
into the air.

I knew in an instant what it was.
‘Extensive defenses to keep the Markers away’ had been
accurate description.

PARADISE.

Crash hadn’t been lying. And now his fate
was sealed.

Chest welling, I made a run for
salvation.

“Wait.” Crash had a hold on my collar. “You
might want to put gloves on. I doubt they’ll let you in with
that on your hand.”

He was right. My hand was glowing red
offensively. The prolonged tracker was still active. I moved to put
on the hunting gloves, which I’d removed upon leaving Central City.
Crash yet held on to my collar. “What do you see?” he asked.

I eyed him suspiciously. “I see the wall and
the turrets, why?”

“What do you hear?”

I focused on the sound coming from behind
the wall. “It’s cheering.” My heart quickened at the sound. “There
are many people inside.” But surely he could hear that for
himself.

The excitement of Paradise was distracting.
Now that we were here, it occurred to me that I still didn’t know
why we had come in the first place. Crash wanted me to help
him infiltrate the fortress. How were we supposed to do so with
that impressive gate and wall?

As if to read my thoughts, Crash shook his
head. “Go on. Go in there. I’ll wait right here. It would be in
your best interest to return to me within two
hours.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. He was going to
let me go? On word alone that I would return?

His eyes gleamed evilly. “I will hold your
weapon, of course.”

Of course.

“And if you do not return in two hours, I’ll
use the Poi-7,” he said.

My throat made a sound of rebellion. He
couldn’t actually activate the dastardly thing, as it was a
close-range gambit, but even so, he still had the upper hand. Poi-7
aside, there were several other gambits he could use to keep me
from running, and until the prolonged tracker ran out, his contact
would allow him to see my silhouette wherever it went.

“What exactly am I to do once inside?” I
asked, hand to hip.

“Keep yours eyes peeled. Watch for anything
unusual. I have a theory and I want proof.”

“What kind of a theory?”

“Just go, before I change my
mind.”

Fine then. I would enter Paradise, gather
whatever weapon I could, and when I returned in two hours, I would
challenge him, defeat him, and then retreat once again to the
fortress.

Giving him a nod, I, Zillow Stone, ran to
the gates of Paradise.


Chapter 14: The Prag Fortress

 


I had two hours. What I didn’t have was a
clock.

I would have to guess.

As I made my way for the gates of Paradise,
the ground below me began to transform. In an ombré, it shifted
gradually from parched and patchy to green and grassy. With each
stride towards Paradise, the ground below my boots filled in with
lusher and lusher plantation.

The dead world was waking.

The staleness of the air was lifting.

I didn’t need to knock or announce my
arrival. The great iron gates lifted when I neared, welcoming me to
a world too bright for my eyes.

I drew up a shielding hand and waited for my
pupils to adjust. The sun was high, within the walls, blindingly
so. Funny, I could have sworn it was only dawn . . .

But that couldn’t be right. It was the heart
of the day, and the world was alive.

Behind the gates, a boundless green valley
stretched. Small cottages, topped with brightly colored roofs,
poked from the swaying grass. These were shaded by willowed trees.
The gully dropped, quite drastically, until reaching a shimmering
pool of water, in which darkened shapes swam just below the
surface. I hadn’t had fresh meat in a very long time. If only I
could locate a spear and a net.

The air here was fresh and warm and soft. I
drew it in, let it fill me beyond the reach of my lungs. The more I
took in, the more my heart eased. Here, my brethren and I could
live free from the terrors of the wasteland, and free from the
decay of Eastern City. Why would anyone ever choose to leave a
place like this?

 


It is important to earn Safe Points.

 


That was true. SPs were very important.

There weren’t any people, as far as I could
see, yet the hills were filled with cheering and motion. Yes, there
were people here somewhere. There had to be, and I would make it my
mission to find them.

As I moved through the grass, a tiny notion
hit me.

Hadn’t I seen this place before?

No . . . it was my first time entering
Paradise, though I had heard about it from Peck and the others.
That was why it seemed familiar.

I tried to think on it deeper, but the
memory evaded me. Recalling it took more energy than it was worth.
Instead, I’d let myself feel respite for the first time in a very
long time.

 


Something flashed behind or in front of my
eyes.

 


For a brief moment, I thought I saw someone
– a girl with short, choppy hair – sitting directly in front of me
in a chair.

“Jozy?”

But I was mistaken. There was no chair.
There was no Jozy.

Still, the image haunted me enough to pull
me out of the air’s warmth. I remembered why I’d come. I needed to
find a weapon before my two hours ran out.

 


It is important to think about your
Marker.

 


Yes, it was important to concentrate on
Crash. I needed to think of him often if I hoped to beat him. His
eyes were rather intoxicating, weren’t they? I would return to him
soon.

I trotted to the door of one of the
cottages. It was too small for a family to live inside of
comfortably, but a single person might be able to manage just fine.
I knocked once before twisting the brass knob and slowly pushing
open the door. For a second flash, I thought I saw someone sitting
before me in a chair. This time, it was a person I’d never seen
before. A boy with dark circles under his eyes.

 


Geez. Give her more. This one’s new.

 


For an even briefer flash, I thought I heard
a woman’s voice in my near vicinity, but instantaneously, I
realized I was wrong. There was no boy. There was no chair. There
was no voice.

The cottage housed a quilted bed and a small
nightstand, atop which sat a basin full of water. Instinct told me
I needed to drink it. I ran to the basin and began to guzzle
mouthfuls of cool, refreshing water, purer than any I’d had since
leaving the University. I felt it cool me all the way down to my
stomach. When I was finished, I dumped the last of the stale water
from my canteens and replaced it with fresh liquid from the
basin.

 


It is important to share your water.

 


Yes, I would give some to Crash when I
returned to his side.

I wondered what he was doing now.

 


It is important to think about your
Marker.

 


I wondered what Crash’s motives were. I
wondered why he’d refrained from killing me when given the chance.
Usually, it made me angry. Now, however . . .

 


It is important to be grateful.

 


The area beneath my ribs felt soft and warm,
just like the air.

All of a sudden, I felt a prick on my
finger.

“Ow.”

I looked to see a yellow bee go zipping
away.

“This is strange,” I muttered to myself,
glancing around the cabin and nursing the sting.

This is very strange, Zillow Stone,
my self agreed. Be on your guard.

 


It is important to earn Safe Points. It is
important to think about your Marker. It is important to earn Safe
Points. It is important to win the Marking.

 


All of those things were important. They
were more important than feeling strange.

I left the cottage and set about trying to
find a weapon.

Traveling further along the gully, I found a
second cottage, this one sporting bright blue shutters. Inside was
unremarkable for the most part, aside from the peculiar, caustic
smell. Out the back door, I swatted away the arms of a willow that
brushed at the ground. Its boughs were heavy with greening buds,
yet somehow the tree looked sadder than any person I’d ever
encountered.

The crystalline lake at the bottom of the
gorge caught the sun and shined brilliantly. I blinked and for a
fleeting moment, the water turned to ice – like my Marker’s
stare.

 


It is important to think about your
Marker.

 


No, that wasn’t right. It had been water all
along.

There were cheers in the air, yet no people
to be found.

Despite that, I felt the presence of
others.

Around the bend I encountered a third
cottage. This one had a crooked chimney poking from its roof. The
door handle wasn’t brass-knobbed as the others had been. Instead,
it had a spiraling lever that twisted around the wrist when
wrenched.

I pushed the lever and opened the door
to–

Starkness.

This cottage wasn’t like the others. The
inside was white from top to bottom and was without furniture, save
for a monitor in the back corner. Not only was the room empty, it
made me feel empty, as though it were capable of pushing
itself onto me. If I stayed too long, would I become empty too?

I approached the monitor and it lit up.

“Welcome, Zillow Stone!
This is your eighth day in the outlands.”

The first real voice I found in Paradise
didn’t belong to a living thing. The monitor blinked in sync with
the words of a robot that was neither male nor female. “Please
take a short survey to assess your stay.”

I contemplated that my ‘stay’ had felt much
longer than eight days, and although I only thought it to myself, I
swore I heard a distant laugh.

Blinking again, the screen showed two boxes.
This time when it spoke, corresponding words scrolled across the
top: “Do you feel you are equipped to handle life in the
outlands? Check box 1 for yes. Check box 2 for no.”

I pressed box one and a trumpet sounded. The
screen reset.

“On a scale from 1 to 10, how well do you
know your Marker?”

I did not know him well. I touched the “3”
along the sliding scale the monitor produced. The trumpet sounded
again, but this time it sounded as though it were dying.

“On a scale from 1 to 10, how well do you
work with your peers?”

This time, I touched the 6 and felt a minute
pang of worry over whether or not Theo was dead.

 


It is important to forget those we have
lost.

 


Was that really okay?

“Thank you.” The screen flashed
several times. “Now, Zillow Stone, please affirm
whether or not you agree with the following statements: 1. During
my time in the outlands, I have constructed a shelter.”

The screen didn’t give me an option to
press.

“No?” I said uncertainly.

The screen flashed.

“2. During my time in the outlands, I
have engineered something of worth.”

Again, I answered no, and the screen
flashed.

“3. During my time in the outlands, I
have made a discovery.”

Had I made a discovery? I needed more
elaboration. Did the prag markings outside of Eastern City count?
What about the golden Director’s plaque? Half-heartedly, I answered
with a ‘yes.’

The screen flashed more rapidly than any of
the other times.

“Thank you, Zillow Stone.
That is all for now. Remember to check in often and as always,
follow your dreams.”

The screen went blank, and though I prodded
at it, it refused to wake up. This whole thing was puzzling. What
kind of questions were those? I didn’t have time to worry about it
now. As I started for the door, I heard a ca-ching! sound,
and turned to see the monitor spit out a slip of paper.

 


Good for 1 meal from any of the outland
wagons.

 


It was a meal ticket.

On the backside, in tiny letters, there was
more:

 


Grade: F

 


Whatever the purpose of that questionnaire,
apparently I had failed.

I let out a sigh. I was wasting time. I only
had two hours in total to find a weapon and return to Crash, and
with all of the abnormal events that had happened within the walls
of Paradise, it was getting harder and harder to gage how long I’d
been here.

I exited the cottage and scanned the area
for any signs of human life.

That was when my mark began to flicker
blue.

It was a warning. My time was up, and true
to his threat, Crash was about to use one of a stack of unpleasant
gambits on me. Had it really been two hours? It felt way briefer. I
needed to explore Paradise further, but I couldn’t do that if I was
being electrocuted every time I moved faster than a walk. I would
have to think of something else. With a grimace, I began a sprint
through the grass, up the ravine, and towards the elaborate gates
of Paradise.

As I went, I noted that although I had seen
turrets from the outside, I didn’t see any now.

The thought faded just as quickly as it had
come, and before I knew it, I was running down the ombré path to my
Marker, weaponless and no better off than when I’d left.


Chapter 15: Run, Zillow Stone

 


In the near distance, a boy in a black
jumpsuit was waiting for me, hands in his pockets, head tossed
lazily to the side. His mouth was flat, his posture hunched. He
looked particularly grouchy.

“What was it like?”

It took me a moment to register what he was
saying.

“Paradise?” I asked, somewhat dazed.

“What else would I be referring to?”
he seethed.

“Right . . .”

I didn’t answer straightaway.

Well . . . it had been . . . like . . .

What had it been like?

Now that I was outside the prag fortress, I
couldn’t clearly remember my time spent inside. I also
couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out why I’d left empty-handed,
or why I hadn’t fought harder to find another living person within
the walls. There were people in there, I was sure, but for whatever
reason I hadn’t encountered any. It made my head fuzzy to think
about – too fuzzy, in fact, that I had to keep checking over my
shoulder to make sure that the great stone wall surrounding
Paradise was even still there. The meal ticket in my pocket was
proof that I had actually entered it. Beyond that, though . . .

From outside, the place still appeared a
fortress, but inside had been something else altogether. Some
manner of technology was concealing its true self –
holoprojection?

“What happened to your glove?” was the
second thing my Marker asked.

“My glove?” I looked down to my marked hand
to see that indeed one of my gloves had been removed. Funny, I
didn’t remember taking it off. “It must have fallen off at some
point . . .”

But I was convincing neither Crash nor
myself.

“And what happened to your finger?” He
indicated to a spot of dried blood.

“A bee . . . I think.”

“A bee?” Darkness looming around his face,
Crash peered over the top of my head to the prag bastion.

“Yeah, it seems bizarre now.” Again, I
squinted at the fortress. Still there. Though I almost
expected it to disappear at any moment.

“So you saw a bee,” said Crash. “What
else?”

“I don’t . . .”

I wasn’t inclined to answer. I was still
attempting to collect my thoughts and catch hold of the hazy
memory. A bee . . . a monitor . . . a lake? Yes, that all sounded
right. But it was hard to explain.

Something was wrong with me.

Crash grew impatient. He grabbed my chin and
steered it to face him. “Answer me, Zillow Stone. What else
did you see? I command it.”

Now I was getting annoyed. I couldn’t tell
him what I’d seen, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.

I all just felt so . . .

I couldn’t quite . . .

And why did he care so badly what was behind
the bastion’s gate, anyway? Markers supposedly didn’t bother with
the prags of others. But I had come to find that there were
exceptions to most rules. He was probably attempting some sort of
mass slaughter. Maybe killing me wasn’t enough for this particular
Marker. Maybe he also needed to kill the others to feel fully
satisfied.

And all of that aside, he ‘commanded
it’?

In a burst of strength, I took Crash’s arm
and threw him to the ground – which welcomed him with a loud
fwomp!

I gloated, but not for long, because before
I knew it, I was also on the ground. He had seized me around the
waist and taken me down with him. Whatever satisfaction I felt over
knocking him down transformed quickly into defeat.

Now I was even more vulnerable than I’d been
before.

“I suggest you tell me what you saw in
there, prag,” he jeered.

My expression narrowed into something sour.
“Why do you even care? Don’t you have your own Marker fortress
somewhere out there? And why haven’t you killed me yet?” Partially
due to frustration over my fuzzy memory and partially due to
irritation over the unholy one’s demands, my words became infused
with shaking fury: “You aren’t supposed to lead your prag around
like a pet.”

But my venomousness only made his mouth kick
up in the corner. Amused, he neared his face to mine, close enough
that I could feel it when he exhaled. “A pet, hm?” he said. He
mulled it over and then let off a light laugh. “I will kill
you, Zillow Stone. But first, you are going to help me find
something.” He brought his face even nearer to mine, so that I
could smell him. He smelled like sand, mixed with a scent I
had no name for – one that wasn’t necessarily unpleasant.

His scarlet hair fell around his face,
creating a fiery frame for a cold, cruel stare. His pupils were
isolated in a sea of iciest blue. I stared right back, determined
that my gaze combat him, even though the rest of me had been
bested. I yet had resolve left in me, and I would exert it until my
body wore thin and my mind went vacant.

“I’m the strongest,” he said after a moment,
“but that means you’re second strongest. I’m the fastest, so you
must be too. They pair us according to compatibility, or so I’ve
heard. That means you, out of all the prags, are my best bet. NOW,
tell me what you see when you look at that place.”

Even my stare gave in, for his was too
intense to keep up.

Still on the ground, I craned my neck to get
a better view. “I see a great wall, an elaborate gate, and stone
turrets, capped with flags marked by the Director’s seal.”

“And inside?”

Half-begrudged, I relayed as much as I could
make out from the drifting parts of memory. I remembered that
questionnaire and the bee, and . . . the sun? But how, when the sky
was now overcast?

When I was finished, my Marker considered
all that I had said. Very gradually, he released his grip on my
wrists and sat up, allowing me to become unpinned. Afterwards, he
stared across the field shrewdly. “You asked why I care.”

He chewed at his thumbnail thoughtfully
before continuing,

“I care because what you see isn’t what I
see, Zillow Stone.”

This piqued my interest, enough to make me
sit up and study the wall with even more scrutiny. “What do you
mean?”

Lost in calculation, he played with the side
of his hair. He spoke absentmindedly: “I don’t know how to make you
see . . . I’m guessing it is this.” He intrusively poked the mark
he’d given me. I curled it to myself, and he let out a deep, tired
sigh. “Believe what you want, but what I see is a building made of
concrete. That’s all.”

Liar.

Crash read my expression and rolled his
eyes.

But what did he expect? There was clearly a
wall and a gate and all the rest. He was trying to trick me. For
what reason, I had yet to deduce.

“How long do you suppose you were gone?” he
asked.

I contemplated it. “It didn’t feel like very
long. Did you call me back early?”

Crash let out a sneer. “Early? Try
hours late. When you didn’t come back after the first few, I
assumed you were doing something useful – for example, gaining
intelligence, scoping out the place – you know, anything.”
His expression fell. “That clearly wasn’t the case, as you appear
to have spent the majority of your time with an imaginary bee.”

My fists balled.

Crash kept on, “The only reason I called you
back is because your tracker is going to run out in a few hours and
I couldn’t afford to lose sight of you.” He smiled wickedly. “Not
that it would take me very long to find you.”

“Want to try m–”

He cut me off. “Look at the sky.”

I folded my arms.

“Look at it.”

I gave in, and what I saw took me by
surprise. I had only been gone a very short while, but the grayness
of the sky and the lowness of the sun begged to differ. Judging by
the position of the heavens, I had been gone for much, much longer
than a few hours.

I had been gone all day.

At the realization, my heartbeat picked up.
That place . . . the whole thing had been off. Now that I was out,
I understood it, and something about Crash’s assertion was sinking
in. I’d seen flashes of people while in Paradise, hadn’t I? I’d
heard them, too, but my vision had been of a different world, one
where no one else existed.

Which was the truth? And what technology was
misconstruing everything?

I squinted at the wall before us, trying to
see it as anything other than a wall, and for a diminutive piece of
time, it almost looked like something else – though it was
just a trick of the mind. The wall remained.

All over my body, my hairs pricked up, as a
shiver passed down my neck. Completely forgoing formalities, Crash
drew a finger along my raised skin. “I’m right, kitten,” he said
smugly. “And you know it.”

From deep down inside, I felt a kick in my
chest. Kitten. I’d been called that before, but never while
awake, and the sound of it brought about a whir of emotions:
annoyance, alarm, and something else that I couldn’t quite put my
finger on.

I was about to offer him a piece of
rebuttal, as well as to inquire why he’d suddenly chosen to call me
that of all things, when from overhead, I heard a familiar
buzzing.

It was another drone.

 


No, that was a wild underestimation.

 


It was many drones, a dozen or
more.

“Shit.” Crash swore under his breath, just
before making a lunge at me. “Quick! Fight!” He caught my arm and
twisted it around my back.

Gladly.

I came at him without reserve. To me it
wasn’t mock fighting anymore. It was practice for the day I would
end him – and he was giving me more and more reason to want to end
him.

We fought until we drew sweat, but this time
the drones didn’t pass over us as the last one had. Instead, they
fell. They descended all around us like a miniature army, each
one’s egg-shaped body marked with the seal of the ones who’d given
us this fate, each one buzzing from within.

In silence, we nodded to one another.
Without other options, we would continue fighting until they left;
we would make them believe we were adhering to the rules of the
game; we would–

“ZILLOW STONE AND CRASSTOFER RADE.” From one
of the drones, a woman’s voice came echoing through the
wilderness.

Again, my Marker swore under his breath, and
this time I joined him. We had heard that voice before, and the
last time had not ended well.

“YOU ARE WANTED FOR QUESTIONING. REMAIN
WHERE YOU ARE. WE WILL COME TO COLLECT YOU SHORTLY. DO NOT ATTEMPT
RESISTANCE. THOSE WHO RESIST WILL BE TREATED WITHOUT MERCY.”

Immediately, our battle halted.

This was dangerous. I could feel it deep
inside, in a place that always warned me when it was better to flee
than to fight. Nothing good had come of Chloe and Theo, and now
Crash and I were in a similar situation. My Marker knew it, too. I
expected he felt it in the same place I did, for just as he had on
the day of my marking, he came right up next to me, pressed his
lips to my ear, and whispered:

“Run.”


 


Thank you for reading Act 2 of THE ONGOING
PURSUIT OF ZILLOW STONE!

If you like this series, please write a
review and tell a friend!

 


Find out what comes next!

Act 3 will soon be available in paperback and
for e-readers:

~ ZILLOW STONE MUST DIE ~

 


If you enjoy the style of this series, you
may also enjoy THE WORLD REMAINS or SECONDS: THE SHARED SOUL
CHRONICLES, also by Brindi Quinn!


 


More Info

 



About the Author:

Zillow Stone in
Paradise is MN author Brindi Quinn’s twelfth published
work.
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Brindi began her mad dash into authordom. The Heart of Farellah Trilogy was first to hit shelves in
2011, and she hasn’t stopped since. In addition to her debut
trilogy, Brindi’s publications include: Seconds:
The Shared Soul Chronicles, a third person sci-fi romance;
Sil in a Dark World: A Paranormal Love-Hate
Story; The World Remains, a
dystopian adventure; Atto’s Tale, the
miniseries spinoff to Heart of Farellah;
The Eternity Duet, a two-part fantasy
romance; and The Death and Romancing of Marley
Craw, a sexy supernatural tale.

Brindi considers herself a nerd, indulging
heavily (when she can) in video games, anime, manga, horror flicks
and good sci-fi TV.

 


Follow Brindi on Twitter:

@Brindiful

 


AND connect with her on Facebook:

Facebook.com/Brindiful

 



About the Artist:

Ene Karels is a young artist working from
her home studio in Minnesota. She creates both digital and
traditional art using watercolors, acrylics and pencils. Her works
are in styles ranging from anime, to cartoon, to realistic. From
people, to animals.

She has done several book covers and
countless character portraits.

 


Follow Ene on Tumblr:

http://angeleneart.tumblr.com/
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