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Chymeleo

A four-headed chameleon-like wildbeast with four limbs on both sides of its body. Ray calls it “undimensional”. I call it “creepy”.

Cumulopanthera

A panther-like wildbeast with six tails, each with a sickle-like claw jutting out. Highly territorial. If you see one, run.

Cylindrip

A bright blue plant-like wildbeast with cylindrical stalks ending in furry heart shapes. Don’t cut one open, unless you want a horrible stench to follow you around.

Dracollian

A multicoloured dragon-like wildbeast with four leathery wings and six eyes. It has the ability to belch fire and water separately. Ray has one as a pet, so they are gentle.

Dromedius

A emu-like wildbeast with a razor-sharp beak. It uses spindly projections on its neck to cling onto rocks while its single bulbous eye searches for prey. I hate them. So. Much.

Gastrynite

A nudibranch-like wildbeast that crackles with electricity. It possesses barbed tentacles sprouting from its back. Kinda looks like a slug.

Hylozaghen

An ugly boar-like wildbeast with long, curved tusks and a huge maw on its underbelly. Makes an annoying screeching noise.

Imperatus

A cave scorpion-like wildbeast with an impeccable ability to sense the vibrations in the air. It has ten clawed legs and a bulbous tail laced with deadly venom. If you’re stung, you’ll have roughly six or seven years to live. Some advice from Ms Xuan: Avoid at all costs.

Istigoad

A squat and tailless eight-legged water cat that can walk through liquids.

Khacropeltes

A giant snakehead-like wildbeast with conical teeth and pink projections above its armour-plated head. The projections have tiny mouths and teeth of their own.

Pangasimus

An underground plant-like system with numerous red stalks aboveground. Each stalk has the ability to grow a fish-like maw crammed full of sharp teeth. Vicious.

Pentagone

A multicoloured orchid-like wildbeast with neon green stamens. Its only nourishment are the bodies of Pentagons. You’ll find them in the Pentagon Cemetery.

Sarcoptermuraen

A giant bipedal lizard cloaked in armour plating. Its jaws are split into eight sections and it has a second set of jaws located in its throat. Human-like hands sprout from its back. Ms Xuan’s worst enemy.

Scorpaeroi

A round, frilly wildbeast that exudes a glittery substance. Playful, we think.

Trygonotoro

A stingray-like wildbeast that is able to glide on walls and ceilings. It has a venomous spine on its tail and a horrifying mouth on its back.

Ursthibet

A bear-like wildbeast that moves in a pack. It has two heads and six limbs.

Veranator

A skeletal crocodile-like wildbeast whose bones are held together by a thin membrane. It has no legs and wriggles instead of walking. They’ve got tenacious jaws (trust me, I know this firsthand).






ONE

I HATE PENTAGONS. They’re probably not the pentagons you’re thinking of right now. These Pentagons are dangerous. Deadly, even. Just thinking about them makes my throat constrict with disgust.

“Zan! Look out!”

I twist around, parry the blade of a sandy-haired boy and kick him in the stomach. He grunts, doubling over before quickly straightening up. He slashes at my neck. I bring my dagger sharply downwards, catching the edge of his knife. I strain against him, but he’s stronger than I am. I wince. Not good. If he were a Pentagon, I’d be dead by now. He forces my dagger back and I simply allow it, letting him think I’m getting tired. When the blade gets too close to my face, I duck. At the same time, I toss my dagger towards my free hand. As the boy’s blade whistles harmlessly over my head, my dagger lands snugly into the palm of my left hand. His eyes widen when he realises that he made a fatal mistake.

“Stop!”

We freeze. My dagger is barely a centimetre from his throat. There’s a brief moment of silence. Then, the entire room erupts in cheers.

“Zan!”

I’m smothered in a hug from a tall, dark-skinned girl. Within minutes, more girls join the party and I’m hoisted onto their shoulders.

“All right, all right, calm down,” yells a burly man with a whistle hanging from his neck as he motions for us to settle down.

“He’s right,” I say to the elated girls as they set me down. “I didn’t do anything special.”

“Nothing special?” the tall girl protests. “You beat the champion of the boys’ section!”

“Rani,” I say. “Come on. It’s just a fluke. I got lucky.”

The whistle sounds twice, signalling the end of the session. Ben, the burly man, comes over. He’s our trainer for close-quarters combat. Stocky, muscular and way faster than you’d expect, he drills us daily on the basics of hand-to-hand combat. In fact, this fight was his idea all along.

“Good job,” he says, clapping me on the back. “You’ll make an excellent Tracker.”

“Thanks.” I smile, but my throat feels dry. “I’ll be off now.”

“Yeah,” he nods enthusiastically. “Don’t be late for your next class!”

I slip out of the room as quickly as I can, narrowly dodging the fan club I just created. Rani is hot on my heels, her jack-o’-lantern grin lighting up her deep-set eyes. Lean, athletic and a full head taller than I am, she keeps pace with me easily. On the back of her right hand is the red mark of a star. Right, I mentioned the Pentagons earlier. Every person is born with a single red mark, or sierg, on the back of the right hand. There are four safe ones, namely, the Star, Cross, Dagger and Snake. But the Pentagons, they’re different. They are not human. Trust me, they aren’t.

“That was no fluke, Zan,” Rani says. “There’s no need to be humble about it. You were great!”

“I told you. I got lucky,” I say, rolling my eyes. “He was stronger.”

“Ben doesn’t think so.”

“Ben wasn’t the one getting slashed at. Besides, I don’t even want to be an excellent Tracker. I just want to serve my time and get out of here. The way these people go on about the Pentagons… it’s disgusting.”

“Come on,” she says lightly. “You’ll have a lot more friends if you’d just…”

“Don’t need them,” I mutter offhandedly, rounding a corner and slowing my pace. “You’re more than I can handle.”

She pulls a face. We take the lift up to ground level. Grey skies greet our eyes. Silhouetted against the weak glare of the setting sun are the whitewashed walls of our facility. Four large cylindrical pillars form a square, their conical red rooftops pointing skywards like upturned ice cream cones. Joining each pair of pillars is a slab of concrete adorned with lacquered glass in various colours. On one wall, the front, is a cross. A church. At least that’s what this facility is on the surface. Beneath the ground, however, is a different function. This is ARK.

Rani and I are part of an underground organisation—literally and figuratively—that takes in orphans like us, educates us and provides us with our daily necessities. In exchange, we are bound to ARK for five years after that.

ARK has seven levels below ground and two levels above it. Each day consists of two parts. The first being vocational training which, like the class we just sat through, prepares us for the roles we’ll take on during our five years of bonded service. The second half is proper education, which prepares us for what comes after—for what comes when we’re finally free.

“Clear skies again today, huh?” Rani comments wryly, then sighs. “How long has it been?”

I glance up, despite knowing that for the past seventy-eight years, the skies haven’t changed at all. They’re grey as ash.

“Lost count,” I reply, lowering my head. “But I do know that I’ve been here for six whole years. The end is near.”

“As if,” she snorts. “You’re only halfway there.”

“Nah. Five years of bonded service will pass by in a flash.”

“You wish.”

“Just let me dream.”

“There are still four digits on your release counter.”

I glare at the electronic bracelet on my wrist—1,857. The ugly neon-blue numbers glare back at me from their digital interface: 1,857 days to freedom.

“Just. Let. Me. Dream.”

“Fine, fine,” she says, laughing. “Hurry up a little or we’ll be late.”

“Easy for you to say. You’ve got long legs.”

We exit the lift, which brings us to the courtyard. This part of the building is separated from the main church hall by double oak doors that are always locked, denying unauthorised access to the outside world. I haven’t been out in years, but I’ll assume life outside hasn’t got better. Imagine a city interspersed with unsightly pitch-black rectangles, a metropolis of decrepit buildings and a kaleidoscopic wedge of humanity watched by hawkish soldiers. That’s how I picture it, at least.

Rani jogs over to the far wall and runs her palm over the worn bricks. She depresses a couple. With a rumble, the entire wall swings open, revealing a spiral staircase beyond. Light bulbs mounted on the wall give just enough illumination to make out the first few steps. As we ascend, the wall swings shut behind us, sealing us in. The staircase seems to go on for ages before it finally opens up into a long corridor. Classrooms line the corridor. This is where our theoretical lessons are conducted. We find our classroom and slip in, hoping the teacher won’t notice. No such luck.

“Got stuck dealing with your fans, Zan?” A sharp voice rings out.

Eighteen pairs of eyes turn to our position against the back wall. The owner of the voice is a wiry, austere woman, whose age is only betrayed by the silvery hair on her head. She has a Snake sierg. I wince. Fans, ha. If they knew me, they’d probably distance themselves quickly.

“Kinda.” I shrug, pretending not to be bothered by her remark. “Ben set me up with Jasper.”

A murmur ripples through the class. I swear I see money change hands.

“All right,” Ms Xuan says, clapping her hands loudly. “Sit down. We’ll carry on with the lesson. Flip to page fifty-seven of your books.”

Her stern gaze quells any further discussion about the fight. Rani and I slide into wooden stools at the back of the class.

“As I was saying,” Ms Xuan continues. “The Imperatus. It’s a solitary wildbeast. Since it has neither eyes, ears nor nose, it navigates mainly using the vibrations in the air. Encountering such a creature is highly undesirable.”

I glance down at my textbook. A sketch of a scorpion-like creature stares back at me. Definitely undesirable. My stomach flops. I don’t know what I’d do if I ever met one of these things.

“Avoid it at all costs. The venom in the tail is slow acting, but deadly. If stung, you’ll have roughly six or seven years to live, during which you’ll be completely fine until you drop dead one day. Which is why, I repeat, you should avoid this wildbeast at all costs.” Ms Xuan holds up her hand, with her second, third and fourth fingers straight and the middle finger slightly bent. “If you have the misfortune of chancing upon one of these wildbeasts, make a sign like this instead of speaking out loud. Trust me. It could save your life.”

No one doubts her. The glow in her left eye and the deep scar marring her right speak volumes about her credibility. She’s a retired Tracker, one who’s served ARK all her life. In fact, even now, I think she’d rather be slaying wildbeasts than teaching pubescent teenagers.

ARK has one purpose: the rescue of mistreated Pentagons using the Forbidden Paths. The series of tunnel-like pathways many kilometres beneath the surface of the earth were discovered over a hundred years ago. And what do we know about them? Next to nothing. We know that the laws of science don’t apply down there. We know that they’re inhabited by hordes of creatures known as wildbeasts. We also know that many of these Forbidden Paths lead aboveground where their openings appear as inky rectangular doorways. That’s it. That’s all we know. Trackers trained by ARK are paired up to venture into these pathways and retrieve vulnerable Pentagons. Kinda like human trafficking, if you think about it, just a little riskier.

“I still don’t get it,” Rani sighs after the lesson. “Why do we have to use the Forbidden Paths? I mean, look at this scorpion thing. What could warrant coming face to face with something like that? Can’t we, like, I don’t know, disguise ourselves and use surface streets?”

“And risk getting found out?” I snort. “No way. You know how the government is. Anything to do with saving the Pentagons warrants execution. They’ll chop your head right off and feed it to the dogs.”

“Yeah, right.”

“It’s true. Okay, maybe not the dogs part. But we both know that it’s a serious crime to even be in contact with a Pentagon. I hear they’ve increased the number of soldiers on patrol.”

“They didn’t have to go that far.”

“I don’t blame them,” I say as we get into the lift with other trainees to go down to the basement levels. “The Pentagons are deadly. They need to be culled.”

“Zan.”

The others stare at me. I ignore them. This is something I’m used to. People usually admire me until I open my mouth. Then, they hate me. I don’t even feel indignant about it anymore, just tired resignation. We stand on opposite sides of a chasm. There’s no bridging this gap.

“It’s true.”

“Come on, they’re just people who—” one of the boys begins.

“Started the Sierg War seventy years ago,” I interrupt. I’ve seen him around before. His name is Sung Jun or something, I think. He has a Star sierg and is one of those people I haven’t really spoken to, even if it has been six years. You know, the type whom you share a first glance with and mutually decide that you belong on different frequencies.

“And they wiped out half of Singapore while they were at it,” I continued. “They’re as destructive as the wildbeasts when the Paths first formed.”

“You can’t just—”

“Sure, I can. Because it’s true.”

“You—”

Ding! The lift doors slide open at B1, saving me from whatever lecture the boy was about to give me. He and the others exit, frowning as they go. A tingle of irritation presses my lips into an exasperated line. We definitely belong on different frequencies. Rani sighs. She doesn’t have to speak. Her sigh tells me everything. We proceed to our room, where the two of us have lived for the past six years. Trainee accommodations are on B1 and B2. Levels B3 to B6 are training facilities and other areas. And finally, there’s level B7. The entrances to the Forbidden Paths.

“What’ve we got next?” I ask, opening my cupboard door.

The room is small and cramped, its furniture comprising two cupboards, one bunk bed, one table and two chairs. There are communal toilets and showers down the hallway. A mirror hangs on the door of my cupboard. A pair of large, tired eyes stare back at me, accompanied by small, pale lips which turn downward slightly but naturally. I guess I look intense most of the time. Maybe that’s why I’ve got no friends. Unconsciously, I rub my cheeks, feeling my cheekbones beneath my skin. I’ve always felt they were too pronounced, but Rani says they’re pretty. I think she’s consoling me.

“First Aid,” Rani says as she studies our schedule. “We’ve got to prepare for Geography class after that. Six chapters to read, remember?”

Our proper education lessons for the first six years officially ended a week ago. They consisted of general subjects like English, Maths, Science and Social Studies. A week from now, we’ll be allowed to choose a specialisation in a subject. Kinda like how people on the outside choose their majors for university or their diplomas. So, when we’re not bogged down by work for ARK, we’re studying like mad for our examinations. Tell me about stress management. Rani and I have chosen to specialise in Geography. Not that either of us particularly fancy the subject. Rani’s the social worker-childcare type while me, well, I haven’t really thought about it. There aren’t that many options available for us anyway.

“I’m horrible with first aid,” I grunt. “Why do we even have to learn something like that? Down there, if we get injured, we’re dead. We’ve studied what those wildbeasts can do.”

“You’d better hope your partner is good at it then,” Rani says. “It could come in useful when we’re, like, out there.”

“When we finally leave this stupid organisation, you mean.” I return her smile with a sardonic one. “That’s the goal, isn’t it? Get ready, get good and get out. Of course, the first step would be to get a good partner.”

“Oh, but have you heard? There’s a guy who just got out from probation. He’s joining the Tracker selection this time round.”

“Probation? What for?”

“Hurting a Cross. He lost control during a rescue mission and put the Cross in hospital for a month”—she shudders—“ARK had a hard time covering it up. He was put on probation for a year.”

“Why would he hurt a Cross?”

“Protecting one of the children.”

“A Pentagon,” I say venomously. “He’s crazy.”

“They’re different,” she concedes. “But different doesn’t mean wrong.”

In spite of myself, I feel a flash of frustration.

“Might I remind you that this difference is what landed me in this predicament. And also, what made me an orphan and a slave to ARK.”

The moment the words leave my mouth, I feel a stab of guilt. I’m snapping at her impulsively over something she isn’t responsible for.

“Sorry.”

“Nah. I’ve known you long enough to not be offended by something like that,” she replies, raising an eyebrow. “You’re capable of much worse.”

“Hey!”

“Just kidding.”

I’m not sure why I’m feeling restless. I don’t usually push the conversation that far when it comes to the Pentagons. I’d rather not talk about them. Maybe all that discussion about our vocations and partners is getting to me more than I realise. It goes without saying that I’d rather be in a vocation that doesn’t involve dealing directly with the Pentagons.

“I sure hope I’m not a Tracker.” I grimace. “Why can’t they just let us choose our own vocations? I’d rather be a Geographer or an Interceptor.”

Geographers get to map out the Forbidden Paths for Trackers. Interceptors are in the communications hub and receive calls for help from the public regarding incidents involving Pentagons. Trackers are then deployed to retrieve the Pentagon. ARK uses the Forbidden Paths for two reasons. Firstly, the government punishes anyone involved with Pentagons ever since the Sierg War ended fifty-three years ago. Secondly, the Forbidden Paths enable ARK to access the incident sites quicker than government forces can. It is a bizarre game of cat and mouse, played with our lives on the line.

“As if.” Rani climbs onto her bed above mine. “With skills like yours, you’re almost guaranteed to be a Tracker. Almost everyone in Ben’s close-combat classes are.”

“Should’ve thought about that earlier on and faked my way through his classes. I guess it’s a little too late for regrets.”

“Yeah, only about six years too late.”

I can hear the smile in her voice.

“Anyway, there’re plenty of other people I can be paired with. I’m not going to worry too much about that idiot.”

“Plenty of other people? Like Jasper?” Rani pops her head over the edge of the bed.

“Well, yeah, what about him?”

“He’s hot.”

“Uh huh.”

“You’re smiling.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

We stare at each other, then simultaneously burst into fits of giggles.

“I’ll think about boys after I’m done with this organisation,” I say. “There are probably plenty of Jaspers out there.”

“Or the world could be full of pigs,” she laughs. “How would you know? We haven’t been out there for years.”

“All the more reason I wanna be done with this as soon as possible. Get ready, get good and get out. I hate this place. The way everyone goes on and on about Pentagons…”

“This is why—” she begins, rolling her eyes.

“People hate me?”

“They don’t hate you, Zan,” she says. “They respect you.”

“I don’t think that’s respect.” I pull a face. “And it only lasts until someone brings up the Pentagons and…”

My voice trails off. I don’t want to get into another argument with her. It’s not fair for me to direct my anger about Pentagons at her. Rani’s my best friend. My only friend, actually. And that is the only topic where our opinions differ. She thinks we should give the Pentagons a chance. I think we shouldn’t. In here, I’m part of the minority. But out there, in the world outside, I’m pretty sure I’m in the majority.

“Anyway,” I hastily change the subject. “The organisation will take care of our pairings. I don’t think we have to worry about that.”

“That score-card thing Ben carries around? That’s exactly what I’m worried about. This is gonna be the person who’ll have your back for the next five years, you know?”

She’s right. But Trackers can’t choose their partners. Luckily we’ll be given a month of trial sessions with our partners before we embark on our first missions. So, I guess that’s when we’ll know for sure if we’re the right fit. At least there’s still a chance that I’ll be paired with Rani. If there’s anyone I can count on to save me from a raging wildbeast, it’s her.

Since there’s still time before first aid lessons begin, I decide to lean back and rest. I unbuckle the various straps around my waist, arms and boots. Each strap is attached to a sheath with a blade nestled snugly inside. I draw the biggest blade, a parang. It’s the one I usually hang from my waist. The black blade glints under the lonely light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Malaium. Mined straight from the Forbidden Paths. It’s the only substance that can hurt the wildbeasts. And even then, we have difficulty slaying these creatures. Ordinary bullets are about as useful as putting on mittens and punching an elephant in the stomach.

“If someone made Malaium bullets, that’ll be great,” I muse out loud, making a finger gun and pointing it at an imaginary target. “Bang! Problem solved.”

Rani’s head appears once again, dangling over the edge of the top bunk, her black hair falling like a waterfall over her face.

“And expensive,” she says, sticking out her tongue. “Not to mention ARK probably doesn’t have the machinery or technology for it.”

“Stop that,” I complain, poking her cheek. “You look like a pontianak.”

“Bleh.” Her head retracts, disappearing from sight.

I guess she’s right. We’re stuck with blades. Honestly, I think a sharp diamond blade would do the trick too. We probably don’t use diamond because it’s even more expensive.

Our blades are infused with parts taken from dead wildbeasts, causing the rich jet-black of the Malaium to be flecked with oddly coloured specks. They seem to work better that way. I get up to sharpen the parang and oil it down. It’s sixty centimetres long and pretty light, the perfect weapon for someone of my size. I’ve got four other knives—two daggers and two bowie knives—each as darkly sinister as the parang. They have yet to taste the blood of a wildbeast, but they soon will.








TWO

A LOUD SCREECHING fills the air. The grand finale of Ben’s close-combat classes. We’re sitting in a vague semicircle on the floor of a large oval room. The floor is padded. The ceiling is padded. So is the door. Everything is padded. Welcome to ARK’s sanatorium. It’s the safest training room we have in this facility. And for that reason, it’s used for wildbeast-related training activities like the one we are having right now. Usually, we train with holograms and simulations. But this time, to cap off our six years of rigorous practice, we’re about to deal with the real thing.

A wooden crate in the centre of the room is shaking and creaking violently at intervals. Beady yellow eyes glare out from the wooden slits. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous about this.

“All right,” Ben yells, slapping the crate in a bid to quiet the wildbeast but instead drawing an enraged scream. “Can anyone tell me what’s in the crate?”

Aside from the rumours about this particular session, it is easy to guess what horrors lie in wait inside the crate. The ear-piercing screeches give it away to the other trainees.

“Hylozaghen,” says the sandy-haired boy I fought earlier, raising his voice to be heard above the din. “Pointed snout, vicious tusks and razor-sharp claws.”

“Excellent, Jasper.” Ben beams.

A couple of boys in the crowd whistle. Jasper’s popular, and not just amongst the girls. A self-effacing smile creases his lips.

“It’s basically an overgrown pig,” Rani whispers in my ear when it becomes apparent from the look on my face that the wildbeast’s name doesn’t exist in my vocabulary. “Ms Xuan covered it at the start of last year.”

“How am I supposed to remember what she taught us a year ago?” I grumble. “Wildbeast theory was never my best subject anyway.”

“All right, all right,” Ben yells once more, clapping his hands for extra impact. “Keep it down now.”

The wildbeast screeches even louder in response.

“You’ll attack it in teams of two,” Ben continues, glaring at the crate. “I’ll give you the cue for the next pair to step in. And here is the pairing list and order of attack.”

He passes around a list that the trainees clamour around. Excited chatter soon overshadows the deafening screeching coming from the crate.

“When it’s my turn,” I mutter darkly to Rani, “the first thing I’m gonna do is cut that thing’s vocal cords.”

Before she can reply, someone taps me on the shoulder. I spin around. Large, piercing eyes stare back at me.

“Zan.” A dazzling smile greets my gaze. “We’re paired up.”

“Jasper.” I nod, mildly surprised. “Looks like we’re going—”

“Last.” He grins, shaking my hand. “Not that I’m bothered by it.”

He’s only a little taller than I am, toned and muscular. A red snake is on the back of his hand.

“Not bothered?” I echo. “I thought you’d be raring to go.”

“I’d rather go last and partner with someone who can destroy me in hand-to-hand combat.”

“Uh…thanks,” I say quickly. I don’t handle flattery well, obviously. Not knowing what else to say, I throw in, “You’re strong too.” Oh, wow, why am I so awkward?

He laughs.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rani give me a surreptitious wink. I try my best to pretend that I didn’t see it. Ben pulls out a whistle from his pocket and blows. The first pair steps forward, two boys whom I know only vaguely. They draw their blades and stand on opposite sides of the sanatorium, facing the crate. Even from here, I can see them trembling. The rest of us climb up to sit on a set of terraced steps and watch with undisguised interest. This is the first time we’re seeing a wildbeast in real life after all. Ben unlocks the cage and kicks the door slightly ajar.

There’s a second of silence. Then, a screaming ball of rage erupts from within the dingy depths of the crate, blowing the door right off its creaky wooden hinges. Hylozaghen. I don’t know why they didn’t just name the thing Fat, Deformed and Grotesque Pig or something. Because that’s what it is. Bulbous, submarine-like body, six legs ending in clawed feet and a pointed snout flanked by four curved tusks. It’s about three metres long and taller than Rani. I can’t figure out how it’s making that infernal noise until I see a gaping maw on its underbelly filled with rows of squarish teeth.

“Move!” Ben roars, slapping one of the boys on the shoulder as the pig barrels past. “Come on! Don’t just stand there!”

Anyone who can look that thing in the eye for the first time and think “let’s kill it” is probably insane. The boys scatter.

“When are you up?” I whisper to Rani.

“Second to last,” she replies, her eyes glued to the mayhem below. “Oh my gosh, he almost got gored!”

The whistle sounds and the next pair steps in. If I was worried that someone might kill the wildbeast before it was my turn, I needn’t have. Pair after pair get flung around the arena like rag dolls. Ben is the only thing keeping them from being gored or clawed to ribbons. He pushes the trainees out of the way, blocks the wildbeast’s attacks and attracts its attention whenever things get hairy. Sometimes, the trainees try to attack it, but it simply rips into their dismal attempts, throwing them into complete disarray. It works its way through seven pairs of trainees faster than I can chew through two pieces of youtiao at breakfast. A mix of apprehension and excitement ripples down my spine. I breathe in deeply, then exhale slowly.

“Wish me luck,” Rani says as the whistle sounds once more.

She and her partner, Afiq, a tall, muscular boy, step into the arena. Immediately, the pig rushes at them. Rani dives to the left, her partner to the right. The pig screeches, turning on Afiq, who chops at it with his sword. The blade glances harmlessly off the creature’s tusk.

“Hey!” Rani yells. “Over here!”

The wildbeast twists around, too quickly for something of that size, and charges at her. She barely dodges it. Ben moves in, clapping loudly to draw its attention, giving Rani and her partner time to recover. Skrrk. I glance down briefly. My hands are gripping the edge of the terrace step, my fingernails scratching the dull surface. I can feel the first beads of sweat gathering in my palms.

The wildbeast runs at Ben, who catches it firmly by the tusks and turns its head sharply to one side. The padding on the wall is shredded as the creature struggles. That’s insane. He’s more of a monster than the wildbeast. Rani circles around as Ben releases the creature. She slashes at it with her knife, drawing a spurt of green blood. It screeches indignantly, swiping at her with its clawed feet. She tries to dive, but it catches her and sends her flying into the air, landing in a crumpled heap by the wall. Enraged, it charges at her.

“Rani!” I shout.

She looks up to find a couple hundred kilograms of bacon bearing down on her. Ben claps loudly, but the wildbeast ignores him. Shit. She’s not gonna have time to dodge it. She can’t. Not with the wall at her back. Afiq flings his knife at it. And misses.

Quite suddenly, I find myself in the air. That’s strange. I didn’t hear Ben’s whistle. I guess I must’ve leapt from the top of the terraced steps. I draw my parang into the air and bring it down hard on the wildbeast’s head. I land on its back, the blade opening up a gash right in the middle of its head. It screeches and bucks wildly, crashing headlong into the padded wall and throwing me off.

“Zan!”

“Stay down,” I call to Rani. “It’s not done yet.”

A cold, quiet calm settles over the trepidation bubbling in my gut. There’s no way I’m letting this thing get to her. I duck as claws swing over my head. Ben and Afiq carry Rani out of the arena. Jasper’s running down the terraced steps. I roll under a claw, slashing upwards with my parang. The claw falls to the ground and the creature careens wildly, collapsing onto its knees. Big mistake. I’m on my back under it, its maw right above my face. I wedge one of my bowie knives between its jaws and stab it several times in the belly with the other. There’s no space to swing my parang.

“Watch out!”

I’m not sure who shouted that. Maybe Jasper. The wildbeast claws at me once more. I kick out against the side of its jaw, sliding out from under it. The tusks come around. I block them with the spine of my parang, feeling the shock travel all the way down my arm. Even so, the force knocks me back several paces and I feel my unwilling feet slide across the padded floor. I can’t imagine how Ben managed to stop it. With my free hand, I draw one of my daggers, burying it in the wildbeast’s eye.

It goes into a frenzy, thrashing about madly. I still can’t figure out where its vocal cords are. Ignoring its screeching, I lay into it, striking repeatedly with my blade. By the time I hear Ben’s whistle, the wildbeast is dead. I’m covered in green blood and my heart is pounding like a five-year-old at a whack-a-mole game. I’m breathing hard, but strangely calm considering the fact that I just killed a monstrous pig.

“That was amazing!” Ben yells. “You—”

“Rani!” I huff, brushing past him. “Where’s Rani?”

“The infirmary.” Jasper raises both hands in a pacifying gesture. “Shiria took her there.”

At the mention of the name, I vaguely recall a small girl, her hair always hanging in braids. She’s a Cross, if I’m not wrong.

I can feel several eyes on my back. When I turn, I see looks of awe, shock, envy and…fear in my classmates. I back up, adrenaline dissolving into uneasiness. A sudden urge to vanish from this place manifests in my gut.

“I’m gonna go check on her,” I mutter.

“Zan, wait!”

I march over to the wildbeast and rip my weapons free. Sheathing them, I run from the sanatorium. Jasper follows me.

“Zan!”

I whirl around aggressively. “What do you want?”

“Uh…you’re going the wrong way.”

I blink. He’s right. I was running down the wrong hallway. I don’t know why I feel so flustered. My heart’s still thumping hard, though I don’t think it’s completely due to the wildbeast. I don’t get it. I’ve been the centre of attention before, but it’s never felt so…so…lonely.

“Thanks,” I mumble, setting off in the opposite direction. I can hear his footsteps behind me.

The infirmary is one of the largest rooms in ARK’s compound. And it’s filled with beds. The medicinal stench of disinfectant assaults my nostrils as two glass doors slide open. As usual, there are too many patients to count. I’ve been here several times throughout my training, and it never fails to irk me. I hate it. Many of the beds are occupied by patients swathed in bandages, each in varying degrees of pain. Some are missing limbs while others lie immobile, their penetrating gazes tracking us across the room.

“Are they…” Jasper begins.

“Trackers.” I clench my teeth. “All for the sake of those Pentagons.”

I spit the last word out as though it’s part of that little bit of grit stuck in between your teeth after a meal. He doesn’t notice. He’s too busy gaping at a man whose stomach has been sliced open. The man moans softly as nurses pile gauze pads around the wound. I can still see the offending object, a long bony spine of some sort sticking out of his abdomen like a toothpick in a piece of bak kwa at a Chinese New Year goodies sampling station. Then, he’s wheeled away and we see no more of his gruesome injury.

Rani’s sitting up when we arrive. She smiles when she sees me, then winks when she spots Jasper. I ignore the wink, feeling relief rush through me.

“How are you?” I ask worriedly.

“Mild concussion,” replies a small, quiet girl sitting by the bed.

Shiria. Her light brown skin matches the chocolate of her large eyes. She seldom speaks, but I know from experience that she’s deadly. I’ve sparred with her on occasion and we’ve sent each other here before. She’s staring at me like she wants nothing more than to put me in here permanently, her lips set in a thin line.

“Zan, I’m fine,” Rani laughs. “The walls are padded for a reason, right?”

No one laughs. We’re all thinking the same thing. If that wildbeast could take down so many of us, what chance do we stand out there in the Forbidden Paths? We’d be lucky to be flung into a wall of solid rock. There are rumours that the walls themselves in some Forbidden Paths will attempt to eat you alive.

“She killed it,” Jasper announces.

I wince, waiting for that dreaded expression of fear. Not Rani, I think to myself. Please.

“Am I supposed to be surprised?” Rani grins, slapping me on the back. “If anyone could do it, it would be you! Oh, and maybe Jasper.”

“Why, thank you,” Jasper says wryly and they both laugh. Shiria’s expression is unreadable.

We spend the day in this manner, Rani and Jasper trying their best to lighten the mood while Shiria and I remain silent. The threat these wildbeasts pose and the need for a competent partner have never been so apparent. Previously I didn’t care who my partner would be. I just wanted to serve my time and be released from ARK. But now, I understand fully that without a good partner, I might not even make it through the next five years.








THREE

“LINE UP! COME on, cut the chatter and listen!” Ben shouts. “When I call your name, I’ll give you a number. All you have to do is proceed to the booth with that number. The person at your booth will be your partner for the next five years. You have an hour to talk things out and introduce yourselves if need be.”

It’s the day we’re to be invested as Trackers. Rani was right. Most of the trainees in Ben’s close-combat class have been selected as Trackers. The ceremony was, quite honestly, boring. Some speech by some dude in a suit, applause, more talking, more applause and so on. My stomach feels queasy, strangely reminiscent of the time I consumed one too many onde-onde. All that’s on my mind is who my partner will be.

There are seventeen of us standing in line in a long hallway. The booths are farther down and are usually used for extreme close-combat training. They’re only slightly bigger than your average lavatory and completely bare. Right now, I’m just hoping that I’m paired with Rani. I mean, surely being friends for years counts for something, right? Like better coordination and stuff.

“Aren’t you excited?” Rani whispers in my ear. “Who do you think you’ll get? Jasper?”

She’s so loud I swear he heard.

“Oh, come on,” I smile, determined not to look in his direction. “I’ll be fine with anyone.”

“Rani, booth eighteen! Zan, booth twenty!” Ben announces.

“Ah…”

“Looks like we aren’t paired.” I can’t keep the disappointment from my voice as we walk down the hall.

“You like me that much?”

“Stuff it.”

She laughs. “S’okay,” she pats me on the back, “we’re still rooming together, right?”

“Yeah.”

We walk the rest of the way in silence. Our booths are the farthest from Ben, down the hall and around a corner. One of the lights is broken, its intermittent flickering making the corridor look like a cliché horror-movie set. Rani turns the corner a step ahead of me and stops short so suddenly that my face high-fives her shoulder blades.

“Ouch! Why’d you—”

Standing at the end of the corridor is a figure dressed fully in black, including gloves and a bulletproof vest. Slung across the figure’s back is a long object almost twice the figure’s height, wrapped in strips of cloth. I feel a threatening aura. Something’s not right. Who the hell is that? An intruder? Impossible. The light above me flickers. Dark. Bright. Dark. Bright. The figure begins to turn. A chill. I’ve felt this before. No. It must not happen again.

Without thinking, I move. My parang sings through the air towards the figure’s neck, a move which should’ve ended the fight. Except the figure is no longer there. My blade stops short. A flash of pain. I’m hurled into the wooden door of one of the booths as a boot slams into my stomach. Gasping for breath, I grab the handle of the door and pull it open, ducking as a knife buries itself into the wood. My parang comes around. I wince as Malaium bites into Malaium with an ear-splitting clash. I draw my dagger, just in time to turn away my assailant’s second knife. Wrapping one hand over the other, I lock my blades against my opponent’s, pushing for the throat.

Danger. I leap back as a knee comes flying up from below, narrowly missing the bottom of my jaw. I’m in the booth now. Before I can regain my senses, my opponent darts in, knives flashing centimetres away from my throat. We’re hemmed in by the walls with barely enough room to swing a small knife. I drop the parang and draw my second dagger, twisting out of the way as a blade hits the wall where my head once was. I’m beginning to panic a little. It’s been a long time since I’ve fought for such an extended period. My daggers are hitting the walls again and again and I’m barely avoiding the knives coming my way. It’s like I’m fighting with a ghost. Calm down, I tell myself. Organise your thoughts. Try harder not to die. I think it’s time for a change of pace.

I drop the dagger in my left hand and dive to the right. A knife comes down beside my ear. I grab my opponent’s thigh, spin around and slash at the neck. My assailant ducks under my blade, catches hold of my wrist and flips me over the shoulder, throwing me at the wall. Not happening. I plant my feet firmly on the wall and kick out with all my strength. The figure loses balance, staggers back and crashes into the door. There’s a loud crack as the door’s hinges give way, sending us both tumbling onto the floor. My dagger flashes.

“STOP!”

The dagger shudders to a halt at the sound of Ben’s voice. I can feel a throbbing pulse behind my ears, adrenaline-induced perspiration gathers beneath my skin. I blink. I’m staring into the eyes of a boy my age. Eighteen? No, maybe slightly older. They’re brown as rich earth, partially obscured by his jet-black fringe. Small nose, angled jaw. Cute? Maybe. Hang on, what am I thinking? My dagger’s at his throat, my knees pinning his shoulders to the ground. He holds my stare.

“I thought I told you to introduce yourselves, not kill each other,” Ben admonishes. “Zan, come on. Ray’s your partner.”

My partner. It takes a good five seconds for those words to sink in. Then, I spring to my feet. Confused, I keep staring. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it definitely wasn’t this.

“He’s…what?”

The boy picks himself up, a cautious half-smile on his face. Definitely cute. Okay, wait. There are more important things. Why have I not seen him around before? I’m pretty damn sure he isn’t from our batch of trainees. A sinking feeling begins to set in. He’s of average build, but I’m not fooled. He’s way more muscular than he looks. There’s no way someone can hold their own against my parang with a small knife unless they’re trained for it. Besides, there’s also that cloth-wrapped bundle slung across his back. It looks heavy.

“You’re Zan?”

His voice is lyrical. I nod, the first tinges of embarrassment creeping up my collar. He extends a gloved hand.

“Ray. Nice to meet you.”

“Uh…nice to meet you.” I shake his hand awkwardly, going with the flow simply because I haven’t sorted out my thoughts. “I’m sorry about before. I thought you were an intruder or something.”

That threatening aura is gone.

“It’s okay,” he says. “I’m fine. You?”

From his expression, I know that he knows. He knows what I felt and why I attacked him. But he doesn’t say a word about it.

“I’m fine too,” I mutter. “Thanks.”

My mind is racing, searching desperately for a way to continue the conversation. How am I supposed to speak normally to him when I tried to stick a dagger in his neck only minutes ago? Way to go, Zan. That was a brilliant first impression. I can’t see his sierg, but it doesn’t matter. As long as he’s not a Pentagon, which I’m certain isn’t the case. Pentagons don’t typically live till his age.

“I’m surprised,” he says.

“What, because I didn’t kill you?” I say the first thing that pops into my head and regret it almost immediately.

“Because you’re you.”

“What?”

He shakes his head. “Ah, it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

Is it me, or is he blushing?

“All right, kids. Play nice,” Ben says as he backs away, eyeing the both of us the way one looks at a box of scorpions. “I’m going to settle the other pairings. Don’t kill each other.”

He leaves, shooing away the spectators who have gathered. Ray remains silent for a moment, then picks up two strange objects.

“I’m a jack of all trades,” he says. “Slightly better at first aid and close-quarters combat. I’ve been actively deployed for two years, one as a Tracker and another as an escort for Geographers while I was on probation. These are what I usually use.”

He hands me two lengths of wood. They’re tongfa. Martial arts weapons shaped like irregular Ts. Wood. How are these even useful against a wildbeast? Is he crazy?

“Turn the knob,” he continues, reading my expression. “You’ll see.”

There’s a rotatable section on the handle of the tongfa. Curious, I turn it. Click. I draw in a sharp breath as black blades slide out of the wood, a long, curved blade with a cutlass-like point on each of the outward-facing ends of the tongfa. Okay. I’m convinced. If he had these on hand when I attacked him, I’d be in little teeny Zan-cubes.

“You’re not gonna ask why I’m on probation?”

His expression is guarded. Somehow, I don’t exactly want him to know that I’ve talked about him with Rani. It feels like I’m putting myself at a disadvantage, if that makes any sense at all.

“You hurt a Cross,” I mumble. “I heard about it from…uh…”

“Yep. That’s about right. Is there anything else you’d like to know?”

He’s not even trying to deny or explain anything. I shake my head. He takes the pair of tongfa from me and retracts the blades. I unstrap my parang and toss it at him. He catches it without missing a beat. It’s a little too late for me to realise that it’s an empty sheath. My face colours. My parang is still in the booth where I dropped it. He retrieves it and slots it back into the sheath.

“I’m okay with close combat and negotiating skills, bad at wildbeast theory and first aid,” I say, repressing an untimely yawn. “Average with everything else.”

He nods. That’s how most of our introductions go. No one asks you about your past or your future. None of that matters. What’s important is getting through the next five years of service to ARK.

“Well then, shall we practise?” he asks. “You know, some light sparring.”

“I thought Ben said not to kill each other.”

“He’ll understand. As long as it doesn’t get too serious. We’re short on time after all.”

“Short on time? Don’t we have one more month to practise together?”

“Ah, about that…” he grimaces. “Of course, they left it up to me to break the news to you.”

“What news?” I demand, equally worried and suspicious about what he’s about to say.

I have a bad feeling—the kind you get when you can’t find a toilet after eating a pot of mala.

“You see, uh…since I’ve been in active deployment for two years, it was decided that you will immediately be deployed as an active Tracker too. Not to mention, they’re short on manpower.”

Right. I’m pretty damn sure the latter is the main factor for this decision. I mean, just take a walk in the infirmary and you’ll see.

“Who decided this?” I ask, even though I know there’s no point asking.

“The higher-ups in ARK. I got the news from Ben.”

I’m not certain how I should feel. Worried? Check. Annoyed? Definitely. Fearful? Maybe. I’m not ready for this. There’s no way someone like me, who’s had next to zero actual combat experience with wildbeasts, can serve in active deployment immediately after I graduate. Don’t even mention the fact that I’ve never worked with Ray before. All I did was try to kill him. But I know that it’s useless for me to tell him all of this. He knows it as well as I do. We don’t have a choice in this matter. If I had a choice, I’d never be in ARK in the first place. I draw my parang. He rotates the knob on his tongfa. He’s just as reluctant about this as I am.

Beep. I blink. The sound comes from Ray. No, not him. His pocket. I watch as he stows his tongfa and retrieves a miniature disc from his pocket. It’s glowing red. His expression changes. I can clearly see “why me” written all over his face.

“Ben!” he calls.

It takes two seconds for the burly man to appear in the corridor. When Ben sees the disc, his face changes in the same manner Ray’s did moments ago.

“She isn’t ready for this,” Ray reasons. “Someone else has to take this one.”

“You know there’s no one else,” Ben sighs. “The organisation isn’t made up of complete idiots.”

They argue for a moment, their words making no sense to me.

“Uh…excuse me, what’s going on?” I ask, getting tired of standing awkwardly in the corridor with my parang drawn.

“We can’t,” Ray insists. “You know what it’s like. And we don’t even know each other.”

“You know enough.”

“She tried to kill me—”

“But she didn’t,” Ben interrupts.

“Well, she came close.”

“Good.”

They stare each other down. A crowd is gathering. From the opposite door, Rani catches my eye and raises an eyebrow questioningly. I shrug. Sheathing my parang, I whip out my dagger and fling it towards Ben and Ray. It sticks in the wooden door, right between their faces. Everyone stares at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rani stifle a smile.

“Uh…mind telling me what’s going on?” I ask sweetly.

Ray exchanges glances with Ben. His face hardens. “Five minutes. Full gear. I’ll wait for you at the lift lobby of B3.”

“What?”

“Five minutes—”

“Yeah, I got that. But why are we—”

“We’re being deployed.”







FOUR

I CAN’T SAY I take the news well. I spend roughly half a minute staring at Ray, my expression melting away in the exact same manner as his and Ben’s did as realisation dawns on me. Then, I sprint off.

“Good luck!” Rani calls after me. “Stay safe!”

I’m in our room by the second minute. I change into a set of clothes similar to Ray’s. Black trousers, black shirt, boots and bulletproof vest. My weapons are concealed under my clothes, except for the one dagger which I recall, too late, is still stuck in the wooden door. I guess I’m gonna have to do without it. My body is moving on autopilot, my mind a complete mess. I’ve just met my partner, who had been under probation for hurting someone, had tried to kill him and now, I’m expected to trust him and venture with him into some unknown zone inhabited by deadly creatures and where the rules of science don’t apply. All for the sake of those Pentagons. To summarise, life sucks. And I’m late.

I head to the lobby of B3. Ray’s already there, talking to Ben and a girl. When they see me approaching, they break off and turn to face me. The girl is slightly taller than I am, her shoulder-length hair braided and resting on her back. She tries to smile, her small eyes disappearing into crescent moons. It doesn’t last. She’s obviously worried.

I try to smile back. “Sorry, I’m late. I—”

“Let’s go,” Ray interrupts. “I’ll brief you on the way.”

The girl hands him a palm-sized screen of some sort, with green and red points plotted on it. He smiles briefly, then turns to me. Ding. The doors of the lift behind me slide open.

“This way.”

We enter and the girl waves as the doors slide shut. Ben presses a disc-like object to a sensor beneath the lift’s number pad. Beep. The button for B7 lights up. That’s the first time I’ve seen someone do that. I’m so anxious I’d be pacing the lift if it weren’t for Ben and Ray.

“We’ve received an incident report this morning. Our route will take us through three of the Forbidden Paths. Updated as of last week, this will be our fastest route to where the incident happened.” Ray indicates the screen, which I can make no sense of. “Expect to see wildbeasts of the Dromedius and Veranator variety. If possible, do not engage. Clear so far?”

I nod, even though I’ve got absolutely no recollection of having learnt what those wildbeasts are.

“Okay. The child in question has—”

“The Pentagon?” I interrupt.

He stares at me for a long ten count. The moment hangs and uneasiness grows. I shouldn’t have said that. Ben’s looking back and forth between the both of us as though he might have to stop another fight. There’s nothing but heavy regret on his face. Ding. The lift doors slide open once more.

“If you wish to put it that way,” Ray finally says and shrugs. “They don’t know where he or she went.”

“Then how are we supposed to find it?”

“We’ll see when we get there.”

“And if it’s impossible?” I press stubbornly, vaguely irritated by his offhanded manner. “I mean, Singapore may be small, but it could have escaped anywhere.”

“We’ll abort the mission then,” he says. “But only as a last resort. And that decision is mine to make.”

I stare him in the eye. I expect to see anger, exasperation or even hatred, but instead, all I see is resignation. Like he’s prepared for this. But he can’t be. We barely met minutes ago. Surprised, I nod once more. I turn my attention to the room we’re in. There are eight doors, each numbered. They’re all bolted shut with thick steel bars. Ray unlocks the fifth one.

“Zan,” Ben begins. “I know it’s hard to stomach all of this. But from what I’ve seen, you’ve got what it takes, okay? You can do this. Not everyone can take out a wildbeast on the first try.”

“Uh…okay.”

He looks like he wants to say more, but decides against it.

“Let’s go.” Ray pulls open the door, revealing…nothing.

There’s nothing behind the door. Just solid darkness as though all light has been sucked out from it. That’s it. That’s the entrance to the Forbidden Paths. Kinda disappointing, if you ask me. I was expecting something a little grander, what with all the fuss that was made when they were discovered. Oh yeah, many wildbeasts had come through then and killed lots of people. I guess that’s what the fuss was about.

“Oh, by the way,” he taps me on the shoulder as I step up to the door, “your dagger.”

“Thanks.”

“Trust each other, okay?” Ben calls. He sounds like a proud parent sending his kid off to primary school, if you can ignore the fact that chances are I won’t return from this mission unscathed. My jittery nerves are screaming but I know very well that baulking won’t do me any good. Any excitement I might’ve had regarding my first foray into the Forbidden Paths has been shelved by the sheer nature of this situation. This is it. I take a deep breath and step through.

The darkness lasts less than a second. The next thing I know, I’m standing in a field of tall grass. I’m reminded of the lalang you find aboveground, except that here, the stalks are as tall as my shoulder and a gorgeous bright blue. Each round stalk flattens out towards the end into a furry heart shape, their tips pointing upwards. These cover the area as far as my eye can see. The second thing I realise about this Path is that there is no sun. It’s lit up by the blue glow coming from the…I don’t know, plants? I highly doubt they’re plants.

“Don’t touch anything you don’t have to,” Ray says, stepping up behind me and giving me a fright. “Let’s move.”

“What are these?”

“Cylindrips. You can think of them as the plants of this world. They’re generally harmless unless you cut them open. They’ll emit a horrible stench if you do.”

“Yep. Definitely not cutting them open.”

I take my hand off my parang. This place makes me strangely uncomfortable. Aside from the rustling of the Cylindrips as we push past them, I don’t hear another sound. Then again, I don’t see anything but these plants in the distance.

“Where’re we going?”

“Three hundred metres straight before taking a left and continuing for two hundred and thirty metres. That’s the entrance to our next Path.”

“Okay.”

I have no idea how he knows where we’re going. Compasses don’t work down here. My fingers find the handle of my parang again.

“Don’t worry too much. Just follow my lead,” he reassures me. “You’ll be fine.”

“You’re telling me this after everyone basically looked as though they’ve got my funeral planned?”

“That’s because it’s your first time in here. The average Tracker fatality rate is thirty per cent even after they’ve had one month of familiarisation training. But then again, you aren’t the average Tracker, are you?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.”

“Not everyone can beat someone like me in hand-to-hand combat.”

“Someone like you?”

“Doesn’t matter.” He frowns, biting his lip. “What I mean is that you’re focused. When you first got here, you stood still and observed instead of going all touchy-feely on the nearest Cylindrip because you’ve never seen something like that before. Even now, while you’re on alert, your heartbeat is steady, isn’t it?”

“How’d you know?”

“I guessed.”

“Oh.”

“It’s a good thing. You aren’t panicking. Panicking gets you killed.”

“Pretty sure Ben said the same thing before he set a wildbeast loose on us and everyone got wiped out, panicking or not.”

“Everyone except you,” he points out.

“Uh…uh…yeah. How’d you know?”

“The same way you knew about me hurting a Cross.”

“Ah.”

I honestly still don’t know what to make of Ray. Can I trust him? How do I know that he won’t go insane on me and hurt me like he hurt that Cross? I mean, I’m glad that he doesn’t see me as a burden, but when things get out of control, will he have my back? Or will he leave me to fend for myself ?

The way ahead narrows and for the first time, I catch a glimpse of the boundaries of the Path. There are translucent, shimmering walls rising up on both sides of us. They reach high above our heads before meeting to form an arch. It’s like being in a cavern with walls made of coconut oil.

I force my hand away from my parang and shake my head vigorously, trying to push away the vague feeling of unease nestled in the pit of my gut. Focus, Zan. It is exactly as he says. If I don’t focus on the task at hand, I’ll probably die. As good at hand-to-hand combat as I am, I’m not confident enough to even dream about waltzing away from a wildbeast unharmed. That skirmish with the boar thing was a fluke. I didn’t even know what I was doing.

“You know, besides the wildbeasts, we still have government troops to think about. And not to mention, the child as well.” Ray pauses to check the rectangular screen. “Yep, left ahead.”

“One moment, you’re telling me not to worry. The next, you’re basically saying that everyone’s working to screw us over,” I comment wryly. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to comfort me or not.”

“I’m just saying,” he laughs, “it’s better if you’re prepared for what’s coming up.”

“And why do I even have to worry about the Pentagon anyway? I don’t think we can hurt it even if we tried.”

His smile slips away. “It’s not about us hurting the child. It’s about him or her hurting us.”

I keep quiet. I don’t plan on getting close enough to a Pentagon for it to lay a finger on me. The government has the right idea on this. Pentagons shouldn’t be allowed to exist. Ray doesn’t say anymore either. It’s hard not to think about the Pentagons given these circumstances. If they didn’t exist, I wouldn’t even be here. I wouldn’t be an orphan. I wouldn’t be risking my life over something I’ll never believe in. I’d be living a normal life in a loving family. Is that too much to ask?

We take the left turn and I see the entrance to the next Path ahead. Without the doorframe, it is just a black rectangle, as though that space simply decided to dematerialise from existence. Twenty paces away, an ear-splitting boom rings out raw, primal and powerful. It reverberates through the Path, something you’d expect to hear from a pelican getting shanked by a toothbrush. The noise originates from the entrance to the next Path. My hand goes to my parang once again.

“Dromedius,” Ray murmurs.

“What?” My muscles tense, dread pooling within.

“It’s like an emu with two rows of spindly projections coming out from its neck. I’ll go through first this time.”

I’m not about to argue with that. I hate big birds. He steps through the entrance and vanishes. Keeping one hand on my parang, I follow. Before the darkness clears, something grabs me by the arm. Immediately, I draw my blade.

“Stop!” Ray’s voice hisses in my ear. “It’s me.”

He’s gripping my wrist tightly, preventing my parang from carving his head open. He raises a finger to his lips. I nod and he releases me. We’re behind a boulder. Cautiously, I peer out. There are boulders everywhere. The strangest thing is that they’re all perfectly round. Some are scattered all over the ground while the rest are stuck to the walls and ceiling of the Path. The walls widen and narrow irregularly, though they generally leave a rather generous walkway about twenty metres wide. Some boulders are even stacked up on one another like stone snowmen. Where there are no rocks, I can see the translucent shimmering of the Path’s boundaries. That’s where most of the light in this place comes from.

“Where is it?” I whisper.

He points to the ceiling. I let my gaze drift upwards. At first, I see nothing except rocks. Then, what I thought was a boulder stacked on another boulder moves. The Dromedius. It’s clinging onto a rock with its short, clawed feet. I squint harder and realise that the spindly, tarantula-leg-like projections from its neck are also dug firmly into the boulder the same way a centipede hangs onto a rock. An eye making up at least three-quarters of its bulbous head rotates freely in its socket.

“I hate it already,” I mutter. “What kind of emu rock-climbs?”

“I hate it too,” he says. “They’re difficult to deal with.”

“What do they do? Jump around the boulders?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

From my angle, all I can see are two three-toed claws sticking out from under its oval body. I don’t see how that thing can jump with legs that short. But I know better than to doubt Ray on this matter. We skirt around the boulders, careful to avoid the spots where its gaze roams.

Thankfully, we make it through the Path unmolested.

The next one is empty. I can see the boundaries of the Path clearly around us. Up ahead are four black rectangles. Two of them are blocked by steel cages bolted shut like the ones I saw in ARK. Ray takes a key out of his pocket and unlocks the nearest cage.

“This leads us back to the surface,” he tells me. “You ready? I’ll lock it behind us.”

“Not at all.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll go anyway.” I step through.

Brown. I’m staring at a heavy oak door. Brown walls surround me on both sides. I try the door knob. Locked. Well, what was I expecting? Ray appears beside me and unlocks the door. He pushes it open to reveal the interior of a dusty, abandoned lavatory. Its walls are coated in grime, the toilet seat broken. Another ominous door leads us to what looks like a living room. We’re in an abandoned house, I realise. One of many structurally unsound buildings left to collapse on their own after the Sierg War.

“Geographers do this,” Ray explains when he sees the myriad questions floating into my eyes. “They track down and map out entrances like these so they can be secured before the government finds out about them. It’s hard because the Forbidden Paths sometimes change on their own. Paths which are there one day vanish the next while new Paths appear out of nowhere.”

“Are they all like this?” I ask. “The entrances, I mean. Are they all lurking in some abandoned building, locked up like this one?”

“Most of those controlled by ARK are these types,” he confirms. “Sometimes, one of our members will live in the building with such an entrance or convert that building into a small shop or estate of sorts. We do this for the more important entrances so that no one will accidentally stumble upon them. Of course, some of these entrances appear right in the middle of streets in broad daylight. We can’t do much about those. The government will secure them until they vanish on their own.”

We exit the house. The skies are grey as ever, but the faint, sickly yellow hue on the clouds tells me that it’s still around ten in the morning. We definitely spent a long time in the Paths. Even universal laws like time are bent down there. There’s also the matter of distance. We barely covered one kilometre inside the Forbidden Paths but from the signboards I see, we’re roughly eight kilometres away from ARK. I’m starting to understand why Trackers use these Paths.

The streets here are dismally empty. Singapore is no longer the bustling metropolis it once was. We learnt that in history. Our tiny nation which once flourished with the world’s mightiest fell to her knees when the Forbidden Paths were discovered a hundred eighteen years ago. In the midst of the crisis, a Pentagon by the name of Lee Fang Ren emerged, believing that the Pentagons were superior to the other siergs and that Singapore should be left to his control. War followed. The Sierg War seemed to be the final struggle, birthing a broken country left to pick up the shambles of its affairs.

Still, after years of confinement in ARK, I wasn’t expecting this scene. There are more crows than people: flocks of them cackle garrulously as they hop from lamp post to lamp post. Pairs of armed guards patrol the streets in full riot gear, each of their shields bearing a lion’s head caboshed. They look nasty.

“Just act normal,” Ray advises. “We’re members of a government-supported church out soliciting. Besides, these guards aren’t dangerous. It’s the soldiers you have to look out for. Specifically, Unit 6. Or the Ravens.”

The Ravens. I know them. And I hate them only a little less than I hate Pentagons. They’re an elite unit of soldiers the government deploys to deal with wildbeast and Pentagon-related infractions. Cruel, savage and completely merciless.

We turn a corner and see a circular building surrounded by a fence tipped with iron spikes. Town hall. There’s one for every electoral region of Singapore. It’s an ominous building. But the worst thing about it are three grotesque, rotting heads impaled on three of the spikes. They must’ve been festering there for days, for the crows and mynahs have had their way with them. Pentagon sympathisers. Everyone knows what happens to them. Even from a distance, my nose picks up their putrid smell: the stench of death.

“Sad, huh?” Ray says, casting a wary eye at the heads, then the nearest pair of patrolling guards.

“They deserved it,” I reply callously, even though I feel like I’ve been socked in the lungs. “The Pentagons should be killed and not empathised with.”

An expression of pain flashes across his eyes. He blinks and it’s gone. “We’ll end up like that too, you know. If they catch us.”

“I know. And it’s the Pentagons’ fault. All of this,” I insist firmly. “The reason my world has gone to hell, the reason I’m treading on this thin line between life and death, all of this is because of the Pentagons.”

I stop talking as we pass a pair of guards. They see our black garments and nod politely. What they don’t know is that our vests are bulletproof and I’m hiding six weapons beneath my clothes. Ray’s tongfa are in a large case slung across his back. The large bundle swathed in cloth he had when I first saw him is in the case too. I’ve got no idea what’s in there.

“All right, don’t ogle for too long,” he says, tapping me on the shoulder. “This way.”

“Who’s ogling?” I mutter, tearing my gaze away from the macabre sight on the town hall fence. “I’m not into modern art.”

I think he heard me. The corners of his mouth rise briefly, then settle back into a hard line. We pass an alley. Almost. He turns sharply and enters the alley. It’s a mess. The brick walls which should have hemmed us in at both sides have collapsed, leaving a ragged opening into the bowels of the houses on the street. Rubbish is strewn all over the floor, the narrow gutters flanking the alley are clogged with scummy flotsam. A bloated rat shrieks at our approach and dives into a drain, its matted fur coated in green algae. I can feel slime beneath my shoes.

“It’s here,” Ray announces softly.

“What?”

“It’s here.”

“What’s here?” I eye the spot where the rat vanished, slightly repulsed.

“The incident site. Which means,” he runs his gloved hand over the crumbling bricks. “This was pretty recent.”

He brings his hand towards his nose and sniffs cautiously. Not what I’d recommend doing. To my consternation, he gives the glove a quick lick.

“Uh…I don’t think you want to do that…I mean…”

“Blood.”

I shut up. His eyebrows furrow even further. Stepping closer, he examines the gaping hole in the wall. I don’t know what he’s looking for, but I don’t interrupt.

“This way,” he says after a moment.

“Did you have to do that?”

“What?”

“The licking thing.”

“Blocked nose,” he shrugs. “That was my next best alternative.”

I don’t know if I should be impressed or disgusted. I decide not to argue. He leads me from building to building, cutting through streets and alleyways alike. The guards don’t question us. My sierg and our clothes are enough to prove our innocence. They aren’t concerned with the likes of us anyway. Still, I can’t help but feel jittery whenever we pass a pair of them.

“How do you know where to go?” I ask as we climb up the stairs of yet another abandoned factory.

“Just think like a child.”

“So…guesswork.”

“Experienced guesswork,” he smiles. “What would a child do if he or she were in a situation like this?”

“We’re not chasing a lost child,” I say shortly. “Lost children don’t break walls. We’re hunting a damn monster.”

For a moment, I think he’s gonna flip on me. Unconsciously, my hand drifts to the handle of my parang hidden under my shirt.

“Even monsters are afraid of something,” he replies simply. “Aren’t you?”

“I’m not a monster.”

“In who’s eyes?”

“In…” My voice catches in my throat. A scene flashes in my mind. The scene after I killed the Hylozaghen. To be in the spotlight and yet feel so lonely. Before I can complete my retort, he holds up a hand.

“He’s over there.”

I follow his gaze. There, crouched under a stairwell, is our quarry. It looks about five years of age, curled up in foetal position, a bright red Pentagon sierg etched into the back of its hand. My stomach clenches. The Pentagon. That accursed symbol. This is the first time I’ve seen one in ages, but my hatred evidently hasn’t faded. Every muscle in my body tenses, telling me to draw my parang and end it right here. Such a monstrosity should not be allowed to exist. I clench my jaw as my vision fills with that damning red.

“Don’t draw your weapon,” Ray hisses as my fingers tighten on the handle of my parang. “Let me handle this.”

“You sure? Don’t get too close. You don’t know what it might…”

He steps forward and crouches down next to the Pentagon.

“Hey.”

The Pentagon’s head jerks up. I get a distinct view of its face. Or rather, the three slanted, glowing red lines across its face, as though it was clawed by a cat.

“Ray! Get back! It’s going to—”

The Pentagon swings a fist at Ray’s head. It’s too fast for me. I flinch, expecting Ray’s head to be smashed clean off. No. Somehow, he caught it. He caught the Pentagon’s fist. Seems like he’s more of a monster than I thought. It should have been impossible. That small fist must’ve packed a punch like a twenty-tonne wrecking ball. Maybe it just didn’t put enough effort into that punch. The Pentagon looks almost as shocked as I am.

“Ray—”

“Stay where you are,” he cautions. “And don’t…don’t take out that machete. Zan, trust me. Don’t take it out.”

I obey. After all, I’m not the one at risk of getting my cheekbones rearranged. I’m not even kidding here. Pentagons are born with superhuman strength. And when they use it, three diagonal red slashes across their faces glow; one from the centre of the forehead to beneath the right eye, one from the left temple to the right side of the chin and the last one on the left cheek. They use that power to murder, to maim and to hurt. They are scum of the lowest order. This one might seem docile, all curled up and depressed, but I saw the marks across its face. It tried to kill Ray. My skin is crawling as I eye Ray’s back, looking for the signal, any signal that he needs help. He’s speaking rapidly as the moment drags on, the tension teetering like a rock on the edge of a precipice.

I watch its face like a hawk. Waiting. It’s not done yet. I don’t believe for a second that the Pentagon has given up. There it is. The accursed red glow. It’s gonna kill him this time for sure. I don’t know how he got lucky earlier, but if he takes another hit like that…

The Pentagon raises both hands. This is crazy. We should’ve got rid of it from the start. Fury and fear wrestle to crush my heart. Why am I even dealing with this?

“Ray! Back off ! You’re gonna get hurt!”

That’s it. I may not know him well, but I sure as hell am not about to watch him get murdered by a Pentagon. I lift the hem of my shirt, the first glint of black peeking out from the edge of the parang’s sheath.

“Wait,” Ray murmurs, still focused on the Pentagon.

Then, it touches Ray’s face. With almost child-like rapture, it traces the contours of his cheeks with its hands. Ray doesn’t move. I imagine it must feel like having your cheeks caught in a hydraulic press. But he holds still.

“Zan, help me get him to his feet.”

I stay where I am. I’m not getting close to it. Ray’s insane. The Pentagon cries out as it struggles to stand. There’s a purplish welt on its left leg.

“It’s a closed fracture,” Ray muses. “We’re gonna have to carry him back.”

“I’m not touching it,” I say firmly.

“Zan, please. He’s just a child. He’s hurt.”

“It deserves it! Are you crazy? That’s a Pentagon you’re handling!”

Ray stiffens. So does the Pentagon.

“What,” I demand, backing up a little. “You gonna turn on me—”

“Someone’s coming. We need to go. Now,” he interrupts, ignoring my accusation. “Help me carry this. I’ll carry the child. Oh, and put on your mask.”

He unslings the case from his back and hands it to me. It’s heavy. I’ve no idea how he’s been lugging it around effortlessly all this time. We cover the lower half of our faces with masks showing wild, bright red designs. Using both hands, he scoops up the Pentagon. Its eyes are fixed on me, bottomless abysses of threat. I’m trembling. I’d like to think that it’s because of the effort I’m using to carry Ray’s case, but I know that that isn’t it. I don’t just hate them. I’m afraid of them.

“Run!” Ray beckons. “Come on!”

We dart out of the stairwell, climb out the window and jump. Ray lands effortlessly on the rooftop of a nearby house. I stagger a little, roll to my feet and sprint after him. Somewhere behind us, the unmistakable sound of a booted foot through a wooden door is heard. Trust me, I know that sound well.

“Stop!” a voice booms. “Hands above your heads!”

As if that’s gonna happen. We’re dead if we stop. We shimmy down a pipe on the other side of the house. We’re in an alley, the type leading to many intersections and mazelike routes. We run. My breaths come short and fast, my pulse throbbing in my temples.

“Hey!”

A flash of gold. Something grabs me. I’m dragged roughly into another alley as we pass a junction. I’m slammed against a brick wall. I see a helmet. A mask. A uniform emblazoned with a raven. A pistol. I don’t have time to think. I move. The pistol fires at a spot right where my leg once was. It’s louder than I thought it’d be, the deafening retort echoing down the alley. My ears are ringing. Instinctively, Ben’s close-combat training kicks in. I aim my foot at my assailant’s groin. He turns and I hit his hip instead. I use his hip as leverage to swing my other leg off the ground, kicking him in the head. Thunk! Pain vibrates through my shin. Way to go, Zan. He brings the pistol around. I duck, grab his wrist and push upwards as the second shot rings out. He knees me in the stomach, driving the wind from my lungs. I double over, gasping for air. He reaches for the rifle slung across his back. He thinks he’s won. In one fluid motion, I straighten, my boot-knife in hand. I feel a brief resistance as the blade slices into his right wrist. I slam his helmet against the wall and knee him in the groin. He crumples.

“Zan! Where are…oh.”

Ray appears at the junction where I was grabbed. It’s only been seconds, but it feels like hours.

“Minor altercation,” I huff, swallowing my panic. “Let’s go.”

“You first.”

“I can take care of myself, thank you very much.”

“In front of me,” he says firmly. “Hurry!”

“Ray—”

“I know you can! It doesn’t matter! It won’t happen again! Now go!”

I oblige. We run through the alley, veering sharply into another as even more gunshots ring out behind us. My heart is pounding. Any moment now, we’re gonna get shot. There’s a tingling sensation in my back, as though my body’s preparing for the entry of a bullet that’ll leave me as a head on the town hall’s fence.

“Take a left! Now right!”

We make it to the building. Ray hands me the key and with trembling fingers, I unlock the door to the Forbidden Paths. We step through. I slam the door shut behind us and lock it securely. I don’t have the time to compose myself. Ray grabs me and pulls me through the entrance, into the Forbidden Paths once more.







FIVE

BOULDERS. IT’S THE same world we came from. The same Path, I mean. The Pentagon is wailing, its infernal sobs echoing around the cavern. Here, they seem as loud as the gunshots from before.

“Can you get that thing to shut up?” I ask impatiently. “Any moment now, the whole world’s gonna come bearing down on us.”

“Children cry.” Ray shrugs helplessly. “That’s normal.”

“Can the Ravens hear us?”

“It’s not loud enough…I think…”

“That’s comforting.”

Maybe it’s due to the fact that we just escaped the government death squad but I begin to breathe and let out a laugh. Ray smiles too, relief etched all over his face. The entrance to the next Forbidden Path is in view. Wait. My smile disappears. Something’s different. My gaze travels across the terrain. It’s the same unimpressive landscape but new-found dread wells up inside me, turning my limbs to lead.

“Ray.”

“Yeah?” He frowns, seeing the, I’m guessing, fearful expression on my face.

“Where the hell is the emu thing?”

The smile melts off his face quicker than an ice cream outside. Right on cue, a deafening boom reverberates; it sounds like an old man clearing his throat except it’s amplified a thousand times. It’s the sound of raw, concentrated evil. If Death plays a trumpet, it would probably sound something like this. Ray sets the Pentagon down behind a rock, reaches over and grabs his case.

“There.”

At first, I can’t locate the noise. Then, what I thought was a rock stands up and unfolds long legs as thick as small trees. Okay, I was wrong about its legs. That thing can definitely sprint a marathon faster than anyone I know. Without warning, it charges. I have three seconds to draw my parang as a hundred kilograms of mutated emu heads towards me. I pull. The handle catches on my shirt. I’m screwed. To make things worse, it leaps at the last moment, its clawed feet raking at my head. My feet are frozen as I tug desperately on my parang. I’m gonna die. I’m gonna die.

I shut my eyes.

“Out of the way!” Ray cannonballs into the wildbeast, knocking it off course. His tongfa blades are stabbed into its neck. He wrenches them free as the wildbeast staggers to its feet, leaping onto a boulder hanging from the ceiling. It’s fast. And it has obviously decided that I’m the easier target. In a flash, it lands on the boulder beside me and drives its razor-sharp beak towards my chest.

“Zan! Get back!”

My muscles unfreeze. I chop wildly at its head, my blade hitting its beak and sending vibrations down my arm. Bringing my other arm around, I slice at its neck with my bowie knife. The wildbeast’s spider-leg-like projections fall to the ground. It stabs at me with its beak, then suddenly lunges at Ray.

“Watch out!” I yell.

He beats it across the head with the butt of his tongfa and scores two deep gashes across its belly. My brain is running on overdrive, every sound, every detail of this craggy landscape made painfully apparent. I’m shaking like a marionette on broken strings, my muscles seemingly working on different frequencies. It takes monumental effort to keep my attention on the fight when running the hell away is a better idea. This isn’t the same as when I fought the boar in class. This is real. And if Ray hadn’t stepped in seconds ago, I would’ve died.

“Zan, let me handle—”

“Waaaah!”

I stop. So does the wildbeast. Its head turns sharply towards the noise, gnashing its beak to produce a series of loud, savage clicks. Another wildbeast? The only one who hasn’t stopped is Ray. Eyes wide, he sprints towards a rock, just as the Dromedius screeches and lunges once more. Oh. The Pentagon. Ray’s not going to make it in time. For a moment, I can’t move, stuck between my convictions and my debt. I’ve got no objections to letting it die, but I owe Ray for saving my life. Gritting my teeth, I whip out my dagger and fling it at the wildbeast.

The dagger whizzes through the air and plunges into its shoulder, if that damn thing even has one to begin with. It slows down a split second, just enough time for Ray to get between it and the Pentagon. He punches its head from below, nailing its lower jaw to the top of its head. It reels back, emitting that frightening booming sound again. It kicks at Ray, sending him rolling out of the way. I sneak up behind it and bury my parang into its leg. It reflexively lashes out with the other leg. I have one eighth of a second to bemoan my mistake before it hits me.

It feels like a sledgehammer. The next thing I know, I’m crumpled against a boulder, struggling to breathe. I must’ve blacked out. My bulletproof vest is torn and I can see a tinge of red beneath it. Ray is shouting something. I can’t hear him. I can’t muster the strength to stand up. The wildbeast advances towards me, then changes its mind and lunges at the Pentagon. The wailing Pentagon flails its fists wildly in panic, bawling even louder than before. It happens in a flash. One of its fists catches the wildbeast in the head. The next thing I know, there’s an audible crack like a gunshot as the beast’s head is slammed into a boulder, which splits down the middle and crumbles into a forlorn pile of rocks. That’s the monstrous strength of the Pentagons.

The mutated emu staggers to its feet, Ray’s tongfa lodged in its head like an ungainly mohawk. Its bulbous eye fixes on me. There. I see my reflection in its eye, terrified and helpless. Anger swells inside me, temporarily burying my fear. I’m halfway through my service to ARK. There’s no way I’ll simply accept being murdered by this sack of overgrown poultry. My parang is still in my hand. I raise it defensively, trying to ignore the pain shooting up my side. I may be looking Death in the eye, but I’m definitely not going quietly.

Before the wildbeast even takes a step forward, a black figure sails in. Ray. He drives a knife into the creature’s eye, pivots on one foot and spins around, his tongfa arcing far above his head. I catch a glimpse of his expression. Rage. His usual calm demeanour is gone. The tongfa comes down hard, cutting the wildbeast’s head clean off. When he turns around, his neutral mask is back on. It’s so natural that I almost begin to doubt myself.

“How is it?” He crouches beside me, running a hand along my side.

“Never felt better,” I gasp in pain. “Getting kicked by an emu was an enriching experience.”

He stares at me. Almost smiles. “Probably busted a rib or two,” he mutters, rummaging through his case and pulling out bandages. “Bear with me. It’s gonna hurt.”

“Forget it. Let’s just go back. First aid won’t matter if another of those things turns up.”

I see conflict enter his eyes. Did I say something wrong?

“I’m sorry,” he says. “It’s my fault. I should have—”

“Stuff it,” I say. “You saved my life. I should be…thanking… you…”

There’s more I want to say, but I’m stopped by a hacking cough, which brings up phlegm tasting suspiciously like blood.

“Can you stand?”

“Think so.”

I try. Nope. Almost immediately, my legs give way. He catches me before I can introduce my face to the ground. I hate to admit it, but it’s getting to me. The terrifying reality I’m facing, the fact that I almost died, the fact that I’ll have to do this again and again. I’m shaking visibly. And I know that he knows. It’s a little embarrassing clinging onto his arms like this, but at the moment, I’m grateful they’re supporting me.

“Come on,” he grunts, looping one of my arms over his shoulder. “Right foot out on one, okay?”

I nod. I move my feet as he counts our steps. Midway, he stops to pick up the Pentagon, which is still wailing. I’m too beaten up to care anymore.

“Sorry I’m like this,” I mumble. “I thought I was prepared for… whatever…”

We both know what I’m talking about.

“Don’t be. It was like this for me too. Doesn’t hit you until it actually happens, does it? The thought that you might actually… die.”

I mumble something. It’s probably incoherent. I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore. My vision is going hazy. The incessant wailing of the Pentagon seems to be getting further and further away.

“Sorry…”

I slump. The world fades to black.







SIX YEARS EARLIER


The woman pushed open the door and peered out into the empty street. The sun had long sunk beneath the row of decrepit buildings opposite, such that their shadows loomed over her tiny house. The door creaked softly. Something wasn’t right. The street lamps seemed dimmer than they usually were. Inside the house, a kerosene lamp hung from a lone pillar, illuminating a group of scrawny children. The first thing one would notice about these children were the long scars running along their limbs. Nearly every child had them. Four were boys and three were girls. Aside from one of the girls who had a Dagger sierg, the rest showed bright-red Pentagons on the backs of their hands. They were dressed in tattered clothing, the boys gamboling about shirtless. Each one had a number burned onto their backs, right above their left shoulder blades. II. IV. VII. X.

“Ouch!” one of the Pentagon girls cried.

A splinter was lodged in her hand from sweeping it across the dusty floor. The Dagger was the first to react, deftly removing the splinter with her finger nails.

“Pain, pain, go away,” she cooed consolingly, leaning her head on the Pentagon’s shoulder. “You’ll be fine, hmm?”

“Hurts,” the Pentagon whispered, her gaze reflecting a tortured past.

“Don’t worry,” the Dagger said. “I’ll be your hero, okay? I’ll make the pain go away.”

The woman frowned and shut the front door. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. The glow from the lamp warmed the room, creating shadows on the wall, on the young faces, even on a silver bangle the woman wore on her wrist. The children were laughing as usual. The kettle was boiling as usual. The day was drawing to an end as usual. And that was when the gunshots began.








SIX

I SCREAM MYSELF awake. Or maybe not. Okay, I definitely did scream. Three pairs of eyes blink owlishly back at me. Rani, Jasper and Ray. The wailing of the Pentagon echoing in my mind has been replaced by a monotonous beeping in the background.

“How’re you feeling?”

“Fine,” I groan, struggling to sit up.

“Oh no you don’t,” Rani says as she gently pushes me back down. “Be a good girl and lie still, okay? You’ve been out for more than a day.”

“No. What’s going on? Where am I?”

“You blacked out. Ray carried you back to the infirmary.”

I stare at him. “You carried me, the Pentagon and your case all by yourself ?”

“Yeah,” he looks away, “didn’t have much of a choice.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So am I.”

“You should be,” Jasper says, glaring at Ray, who returns the look.

I glance at Rani but she shrugs. Do they know each other from before? A grudge? A stony silence follows. It’s getting too awkward for my liking, so I try to sit up once more.

“Sheesh, Zan!” Rani chides. “The only time you’re cooperative is when you’re unconscious.”

“Is she always like this?” Ray asks, trying not to smile.

“Pretty much. Okay, okay, sit up if you want. But don’t bend your right arm or the IV needle will go right through it.”

I’m hooked to a drip.

“Bring me up to speed,” I say, shifting backwards so that I’m leaning on the pillow.

“You—” Ray begins.

“Bruised two ribs,” Jasper interrupts. “Fortunately, none broken. The bulletproof vest saved you. They want to keep you under observation for a week.”

“And the Pentagon?”

“Handed over to ARK,” Ray says. “You did well.”

“I didn’t do it for this.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he says, shrugging. “You came back in one piece.”

There’s something in his expression I don’t understand. I can’t decipher what it is. He looks extremely relieved. But why? I don’t get it. What do I even mean to him? Next to nothing, probably. If I’m out of commission, he can always get another partner, no? Beep. There’s a hissing sound as a nurse slides back the curtains surrounding my bed. It’s a welcome sight after spending all that time in the Forbidden Paths.

“Dinner,” the nurse says, setting down a tray. “Guests can stay till ten at the latest.”

She leaves. I stare at the tray. There’s a bowl of pasty rice, some sickly yellow vegetables, a lump of what I think was once chicken and a bowl of soup. Kinda like one of those Japanese bento sets, if Japanese bento sets were made by particularly vindictive cooks.

“Have you guys eaten?” I ask sweetly.

“Don’t worry about us,” Jasper assures me. “We’ll grab something on the way out…”

“She’s not worried about you.” Rani pretends to cough, fails and bursts out laughing. “She just wants someone to eat the hospital food for her.”

Damn. She knows me too well. I guess it’s expected, given the fact that she’s visited me at the infirmary more times than I can count.

“At least bring something back for me?”

“Nope,” she prods the tray towards me, “you’re not getting out of this one. The doctor even said not to consume anything heavy.”

“It’s supposed to be good for you, right?” Ray chimes in. “Healthier than the stuff you get outside or something.”

“Yes, but it tastes like hot garbage.”

“At least drink the soup if you’re not hungry.”

“There’re green bits in it.”

“Those are pieces of bitter gourd,” he observes.

“Noted with thanks,” I say dryly. “I’m still not drinking it.”

“Zan.”

“I drank it once before,” I protest.

“And?”

“Tasted like regret.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Rani says, getting to her feet. “I’m gonna hit the cafeteria for dinner. Want anything, Ray?”

“Steamed chicken rice. No chilli sauce. Thanks.”

“Okay. Jasper, let’s go.”

“Actually, should I stay…” He looks kinda reluctant.

“Nope, you’re coming with me.” Rani takes him by the arm and pulls him towards the door. “We’ll be right back. And Ray? Better make sure she drinks the soup before we get back.”

Rani can be scary when she wants to be. The look she gives Ray is a full I’ll-feed-you-to-wildbeasts-if-the-soup-ain’t-gone type of look. I swear I see him wince. He doesn’t even wince when he faces wildbeasts. Doesn’t matter. I’d rather take my chances with Rani than drink the damn soup.

“Trust me, you’ll be glad you didn’t stay.” I hear her telling Jasper as the door swings shut.

What a great friend indeed. But I know her true purpose. I’ve known her long enough. She’s leaving me and Ray alone deliberately. And that means he’s got something for me. I wait. There’s a long, awkward pause.

“Okay,” he finally says. “Drink your soup.”

“Your priorities seem crossed.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing. You know what? There are sachets of coffee in the pantry round the corner. Just pour the soup down the sink and I’ll tell Rani I drank it.”

He’s seriously considering it.

“Give me a moment.” He picks up the bowl of soup and vanishes, only to reappear minutes later with a thermos flask and an empty bowl. “Careful, it’s hot.”

“Thanks.”

I take a swig, expecting the lovely aroma of coffee. It’s not coffee. It’s the soup. With monumental effort, I manage not to spit it out.

“Did you feed your conscience to a dog or something?” I demand.

“I never said it was coffee,” he says, shrugging innocently. “Come on, just drink it. It’s good for you.”

“What’s good for me is getting out of here.”

He laughs in response. To me, it sounds almost wistful. Again, I get the feeling that there’s something I’m missing. That aside, I’m glad we’re on normal speaking terms now. I’m not gonna deny that it was awkward at first, but I’m more comfortable around him at this point. I guess it started after I got shredded by the emu. I mean, he saved my life and dragged my half-dead body back here. If I still can’t trust him, then I’m not sure if I’ll be able to trust anyone else.

“You’ve prepared yourself ? Five more years of this won’t exactly be…fun.” He’s no longer smiling. The mood darkens; the temperature in the ward seems to drop a couple of degrees. There’s a lump in my throat.

“Yeah,” I sigh. “I hate it. I hate that I’ve got to do it to rescue Pentagons. I hate this life. But I know there’s no way out of this, not until I’ve served my time. So yeah. I’m ready. Reluctant, but ready.”

“Here.” He fishes an object out of his pocket and offers it to me.

It’s that round white disc that flashed red when I first met Ray. I take it gingerly, half expecting it to turn red and start beeping.

“If—”

“It flashes red, we’re going for another treacherous joyride, correct?” I finish for him.

“Yeah. Wherever you are, you’ve got ten minutes to be at the Briefing Room in full gear. Tap the disc on the sensor pad in the lift to get to B7 if need be. Tina will usually be the one briefing us.”

“Tina?”

“She’s a Geographer. You met her just before we went down into the Path.”

Ah, I remember now. The girl with braids like Shiria’s.

“Your girlfriend?”

He smiles. “No, she was the Geographer I was tasked to escort last year.”

“I see.”

We chat until Rani and Jasper return from the cafeteria. Normally, I’d expect a whole host of questions about my all-too-obvious hatred for the Pentagons and a lecture on why it’s wrong, but Ray doesn’t mention any of that. He doesn’t even touch on the subject of Pentagons. In a way, I’m grateful for it. I toy with the idea that he might hate them as much as I do, then dismiss it almost immediately. He thinks they’re human.

Night falls and the nurse ushers them out. The lights are dimmed. I’m free to look around for the first time. There are six beds in the ward including mine, three on each side. Mine is nearest the entrance. The bed to my left is empty, the only one that is. The other patients are immobile, silent mounds. They’re asleep. At least I hope so. You know, rather than…dead. I shut my eyes. I hate sleeping in this place. I mean, the ceiling fans are working fine and the bed might even be comfy, but I’ve never managed to shake the feeling of unease every time I’m sent here.

“Move her. Over here a little more…more…ack! Ouch!”

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

My eyelids fly open. Looks like I just got myself a new neighbour. She’s slightly older than I am. And she’s looking right back at me.

“Uh…hi?” I whisper.

“Hi.” An innocent smile appears on her lips.

“Um…you doing all right?”

She nods, eyes wide. “Yeah, too many hurt at my place. I’ll be gone soon.”

I think she’s talking about her previous ward. The infirmary does get crowded at times.

“Can’t sleep?” she asks, sitting up in her bed.

“Yeah.” I sit up too. “Never liked this place.”

She’s wearing a hospital gown and her hands are buried under the covers. Her arms are laced with scars. Even in the dim light, they’re painfully obvious, irregular blemishes marring the smoothness of her skin.

“It’ll be okay. Don’t worry, everything’s gonna be okay,” she says lightly, then catches me staring. “My marks?”

“Uh…are those from wildbeasts?”

She shakes her head. “Bad place. Bad people. I was rescued by a…a…fake parent…”

“Foster?”

“Yeah, foster…she and her daughter took care of me. Loved me.” Her eyes are wistful. “I wish I could go back…”

I’m not surprised. Many of ARK’s orphans have difficult pasts. “Are they…”

“Gone now,” she says simply, her expression turning sorrowful. “Gone.”

“I’m sorry.”

We fall silent.

“Count to ten.”

“Huh?”

“Count to ten if you can’t sleep,” she repeats.

I’m confused, but her earnest gaze makes me comply, even if just to humour her. I lie back down, shut my eyes and count. A song. Soft and lyrical. She’s singing. Somehow, the melody sounds hauntingly familiar even though I’m quite sure I don’t recognise it. It’s comforting, wrapping itself around me and pulling me from my worries. I don’t reach the count of seven. I fall asleep.

When I wake, she’s gone, almost as if she was never there. I didn’t even get her name. It’s strange how circumstances can pull people together, then separate them in an instant. She’s most likely a Tracker if she’s in the infirmary. There can’t be that many of us in ARK.

I spend the rest of the week in hospital. Rani comes every day to commiserate, with Jasper tagging along. They’ve been paired as Trackers. I’m relieved. Considering how well they performed in class, their first deployment in three weeks’ time should be a breeze. Ray attends my classes for me and brings me the notes, despite my telling him that he doesn’t have to. He shrugs me off, claiming that he has “nothing better to do anyway”.

Once I’m discharged, I return to my classes. Luckily I’m no longer required to attend the familiarisation training that the others are going through. When I’m not in class, I’m sparring with Ray.

“You sure we’re allowed to do this?” I ask, glancing surreptitiously about the empty training room.

After years of only being allowed to use training facilities under supervision, it feels weird to enter one on our own, a certain…wrongness similar to trying to eat prata with chopsticks.

“Yeah, you’ve been invested as a Tracker. We’re allowed to use any of ARK’s facilities as long as we’re not disrupting anyone’s classes.”

“I see.” I search for some dummy targets, then stop when Ray tosses me a rubber knife. “Oh.”

I place my feet slightly apart, lean my weight backwards and wait. He’s probably gonna charge at me. If he does, I’ll kick him in the face. I’m getting an unsettling feeling watching him circle around. It’s like watching a storm brewing without knowing when the heavens will open. He moves. I lash out. But I don’t connect. He twists out of the way, slashing at my knee with his rubber knife. I fall back, rolling to my feet. An ache goes through my ribs. He presses in, his knife stabbing the spot on the mat where my left ear once was.

“You recover pretty quickly,” he notes.

“So do you.”

He raises an eyebrow questioningly, then backs up when I slash at his face. I stomp down on his foot, slamming my knee into his stomach. Grunting, he catches my arm and locks on, leaning back to avoid falling onto the mat.

“See?” I smile, ignoring the heat of his arm on mine.

“Sure.”

I swear he rolled his eyes a little. I swing my fist at his head and he releases his grip on my arm. Awkward move. For the both of us. I stumble backwards, jamming my heel into the mat to regain my balance. He falls, placing one hand on the mat and flipping over before he hits the ground. Before he can fully straighten up and turn around to face me, I grab him by the shoulder, my knife arcing round from the right. And in that instant, something goes wrong. His left hand comes around way quicker than my eyes can follow, grabbing me by the top of my head. My knife comes down. He doesn’t move. He’s not gonna block it. I pull out. The knife halts a hair’s breadth from his neck. He still doesn’t move. His grip on my head is tight, but not tight enough to hurt. Even so, I can feel his fingers trembling. Something’s not right.

“Ray?” I venture, cautious and concerned in equal measures.

He releases his grip suddenly, giving me a fright. When he turns around, he’s blinking rapidly as though he just unfroze from a deep slumber. The expression on his face is…torn. A chill runs down my spine.

“I…” He blinks. “Sorry, I…I just kinda…zoned out for a moment there.”

The weak chuckle he gives does nothing to hide his discomfort. In the first place, he definitely isn’t the type to zone out in the middle of a fight. I know that much even if I haven’t known him for a long time.

“You—”

“I’m fine. Maybe a little tired. My mind kinda forgot how to react.”

It’s a flimsy explanation, but I let him get away with it. I doubt he’ll appreciate an interrogation right now.

“It’s because you keep attending those classes for me,” I admonish lightly.

“I sleep in those classes.”

“Bad student.”

“Your teachers seem to think it normal.”

“Guilty as charged.”

We laugh. It’s a little tentative, but fortunately, not too awkward. He passes me a bottle of water. I drink, nodding my thanks.

“Sorry about before.”

I shrug. “It’s okay. Stuff happens.”

“Shall we?”

“Huh? Oh, uh…yeah.”

This time, I make the first move. We clash. Our knives meet, then separate as I dodge his elbow.

“You know, you don’t have to stay cooped up in here all the time, now that you’re a full-fledged Tracker.” Ray huffs, changing the topic and swinging his knife at my head. “You can apply for leave to take a walk above ground.”

“What for?” I duck, kicking at his shins. “What’s there to see?”

“I dunno, go shopping or something.”

I strike at his face. He blocks my strike with a gloved hand. I grimace, feeling another dull ache in my ribs. He looks concerned, then alarmed when I lash out once more.

“I don’t have anything I want to buy. ARK provides everything from food to clothes.”

“You serious? Don’t you ever want like…better clothes?”

“Speak for yourself. Do you ever take off your gloves and boots?”

“That’s different. I like being prepared.”

I roll my eyes in reply. I might not have cared about the world outside, but he’s got me curious. Has anything changed in all the years I’ve been at ARK? Our short mission didn’t cover much ground. Maybe I should take a look.

“And so you want me to go with you?” Rani says later as she makes a lackadaisical attempt to toss a crumpled sheet of paper into the wastepaper basket.

“Yeah,” I say, my eyes scanning over columns of text. “When do you get off class?”

We’re in our room, studying for our upcoming examinations. They aren’t that important, although I guess they do matter if we intend on furthering our studies or working somewhere else once we’re out of ARK. If we make it out of ARK. I know Rani plans to further her studies in social work or something. Me? I still don’t know. For now, I just want to get out of here. I run my thumb over the disc in my pocket.

“’Bout five in the evening tomorrow. I’ll get approval from Ben.”

“Right.”

“Okay, I’ve had enough of this.” Rani gets up abruptly. “Time to sleep.”

“You’ve been at it for five minutes.”

“That’s five minutes wasted. Turn out the lights when you’re done.”

“’Kay.”

The words swim before my eyes. I can’t study either. There’s a strange feeling stirring in my gut. Excitement? Maybe. After all, it has been a long time since I’ve seen the outside world. Ten minutes later, the lights go off.







SEVEN

I SIT UP, greeting the ladder of our bunk bed with my forehead.

“OW! What the…”

Cursing, I roll out of bed. My pyjamas are cold with perspiration. It’s been a long time since I had a nightmare. It’s eight in the morning and Rani’s long gone for classes. The disc Ray gave me is beside my pillow, white and still. My hand unconsciously travels over the fading bruise on my ribs. I take a shower, change into my uniform and head down to the cafeteria.

It’s packed. Queues of people snake out from the stalls, extending to the back of the cafeteria. I guess this is what happens when you only have seven stalls serving hundreds of people. Something catches my eye. An unoccupied seat. And a familiar figure sitting at the only other seat at that table.

“Morning.” I slide into the empty seat.

“Sleep well?” Ray says, looking up.

“Not really.”

“Shame,” he says, pushing his coffee towards me. “I haven’t touched it yet.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Would you rather queue?”

I glance at the coffee stall and I take a sip. “Mm, thanks.” Kopi o kosong. More bitter than what I’d usually drink, but hey, coffee is coffee. It doesn’t take long for me to become aware that the mutterings of the people around us are about us. I can hear brief snippets and feel a hundred eyes on my back.

“What did you do this time?” I ask.

“What did I do?”

“I mean, everyone’s sniggering, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Oh, I think it’s because of you.” He smiles.

“Me?”

“Yeah. They’re wondering what kind of crazy girl would eat with a Grim Reaper like me.”

“They call you the Grim Reaper.”

“Well…yeah…”

“Why?”

“Accident,” he says sheepishly, adverting his eyes.

“Accident?”

He looks at me, realises that he’s not getting away from this one and lets out a lugubrious sigh.

“Happened when I was in my fifth year of training. Some of my course mates didn’t like the fact that I kept beating them in one-to-one combat. And so they made it a six-on-one.”

“With weapons and all?”

“Yeah, they were fully armed.”

“And you?”

“He had a lollipop,” a crisp voice cuts in.

A girl sets her tray down at our table and pulls over a recently-vacated chair from the neighbouring table. Ah, it’s that Geographer. She has on a pair of pink spectacles, an expression of mischief on her face.

“He had a what?!”

“Zan, this is Tina. Tina, Zan,” Ray interrupts. “You’ve met before.”

“He had a lollipop,” Tina continues, sticking her tongue out at Ray. “And he put all six of them in the infirmary for a month.”

“It’s not something I’m proud of,” he mutters. “I lost control. I should’ve just walked away.”

“And I’ve been telling you there was nothing else you could’ve done. Oh, by the way, that’s not all,” Tina gushes on like an open faucet, completely ignoring his protests. “You know, there was that time when he was escorting me during one of my geographing missions, he—”

“Okay, that’s enough.” Ray clears his throat and stands, pulling me by the shoulder. “If you’ll excuse us, we have something to discuss.”

Without waiting for her to protest, he drags me away from the cafeteria. Tina waves at us enthusiastically, her eyes creasing into crescent moons behind her glasses. I can’t help but smile and return the gesture. There’s something about her that lightens the mood, you know, and makes you temporarily forget your woes.

“I’m sorry about that,” Ray sighs when we’re out of earshot. “She tends to go on like that whenever she meets someone new.”

“She’s cute,” I reply. “I’d like to hear more one day.”

“Careful,” he cautions half-seriously. “Reveal too much about yourself and you’ll get your entire life’s history mapped out like one of Ms Xuan’s textbooks. She’s not a Geographer for nothing.”

“It’s strange. I never thought of her this way when I met her that day.”

“She was worried. That’s the only time she’ll ever seem subdued.”

“You know each other well, huh.”

“She’s one of the only people who still speaks to me after that incident.”

“Had it rough, haven’t you?” I comment, following him down the hallway.

“Aren’t you the same?”

“Nah. People in here don’t like me because I hate the Pentagons. And Rani says I have a shitty attitude.”

“She’s right.”

“Hey!”

“Kidding,” he says, laughing.

“By the way, where’re we going?”

He stops laughing abruptly.

“Uh…I actually have no idea,” he admits. “I just wanted to get away from Tina’s stories… Let’s hang in my room? I don’t have a roommate so it’s peaceful most of the time.”

His room? Alone? I’m suddenly conscious of my surroundings. I catch myself before I can begin blushing. If there’s hidden meaning behind his words, well, Rani will probably know. But I’m not Rani. And it shouldn’t matter to me anyway.

“Sure.” I’m a picture of nonchalance and calm.

The moment he inserts his key and pulls open his door, there’s a noise. A cross between a chirp and a purr. The next thing I know, a dragon comes flying out of his room. No, it’s no dragon. It’s a wildbeast. All other thoughts banish themselves from my mind. I rip my dagger out and aim for the creature’s throat. I don’t know or care how it got here. I’m getting rid of it.

“Wait!” Ray catches my wrist and turns my blade aside. “Wait! That’s Firewater!”

I blink dumbly and stare at him, my dagger raised. The wildbeast purrs, flying in circles around Ray’s head until it settles down on his shoulder, chirping in my direction.

“You have a pet dragon named Firewater?” I eye him incredulously.

“Uh…it’s not really a dragon. It’s a Dracollian.”

“You have a pet dragon named Firewater.”

“Uh…yeah.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Can we talk inside?” He lowers his voice pleadingly. “Before someone comes along.”

I don’t know why, but I oblige. The dragon remains perched on his shoulder as he shuts the door behind us. His room is as sparsely decorated as mine, with the exception of a shelf above his table. It’s filled with strange objects, from weapons I’ve never seen before to chunks of glowing rocks and what look like vials of luminous paint. A chart pinned to the wall above his bed shows a spider web of red thumbtacks and thread. Ray clears his throat, gesturing for me to sit on the bed. Right. The dragon.

“Meet Firewater,” Ray says, stroking the dragon, which nips at his ear affectionately, drawing a tiny trickle of blood. “I found it getting battered by a Dromedius two years ago on my fourth mission. I killed the Dromedius but couldn’t bring myself to kill Firewater too. I didn’t think it would follow me back to ARK.”

The dragon begins lapping at the drops of red on his ear.

“How did you get away with this?”

“Ben knows.”

“And?”

“He sometimes lends me the key to the Forbidden Paths so I can take it for walks.”

“What the. He—”

A housefly buzzes in front of the dragon’s snout. With an offended look, it belches, producing a ball of flame that incinerates the insect. Its jaws close around whatever’s left of the fly. I stare, astounded.

“You feed it insects?”

“Uh…not exactly. You see, it’s not an animal, but a wildbeast at the core. It doesn’t need to eat regularly, I think. Rather, it does that kind of thing for…I don’t know, enjoyment?”

“Enjoyment,” I echo stupidly.

The dragon takes flight, swooping around the room while belching out flames, accidentally setting on fire a curtain hanging beside Ray’s chart. Looking rather mortified, it jumps back, coughs, then spits out a jet of water, dousing the flames. Firewater. Riiight. I’m lost for words. All I can do is stare at the smoldering mess.

“Firewater!” he admonishes. “That’s the third time this month.”

If dragons could look apologetic, I swear that one did.

“Ray, it’s a wildbeast.”

“So?”

He’s not challenging me. He’s genuinely curious as to what my issue is. I don’t get him at all. He makes me want to laugh, cry and bang my head against the wall all at the same time.

“I mean, it’s doing what a wildbeast does, right?” he presses. “In all honesty, wildbeasts are no different from any living thing, aren’t they? They aren’t evil or good. They just do what they do. It’s unfortunate that it sometimes involves attacking us. We can’t figure them out, but it doesn’t mean that they are all scum, does it?”

“I…”

They just do what they do, huh? There’s a certain perspicacity in his remarks that I don’t want to accept but can’t seem to shake off. My protests die in my throat. Misgivings aside, I can’t deny that it’s a beautiful wildbeast. Its body is covered in rows of overlapping diamond-shaped patterns like scales, melting from a bright, fiery vermillion around its head to a rich turquoise at its tail. Instead of having teeth, the opening of its mouth is jagged, a long, yellow tongue curled up inside its maw. Four leathery wings like those of a bat sprout from its body, each covered in purple veins. Oval head with grooves on each side, elongated body, four clawed limbs and an eel-like tail make up the rest of the creature. Six reptilian eyes are festooned along the grooves on its head, two large, two medium and two small, arranged in descending order towards its snout. Its underbelly is a lush emerald green. I sheath my dagger.

“Firewater, is it?”

“Yeah.” Ray cuts off the burnt bits of the curtain and tosses them in the bin. “A year ago, it could fit in my palm. It’s almost the length of my arm now.”

“How big do they usually get?”

“I’m not sure. You don’t chance upon Dracollians very often. The largest specimen I’ve seen was…well…the size of my bed?”

“And what’re you gonna do when it gets that big?”

“Again, we’re talking about a wildbeast here. Growth is subjective. There’s no guarantee that it’ll ever get that big. Of course, there’s no guarantee that it won’t get bigger than that either.”

Firewater purrs like a cat and curls up in Ray’s lap, its wings folded around its body.

“In other words, you don’t have a plan.”

“Well, yeah.” He gets to his feet, shifting the dragon onto the bed. “Make yourself at home. I’m going to the washroom for a minute.”

“You have a private washroom?”

“Here.” He moves to the back of the room, pulling on a knob built into the wall. It swings open, revealing a tiny cubicle with a toilet and a tap.

“That’s unfair.”

“I got lucky.”

He steps in.

“Are you not going to close the door?”

“Just washing my face,” he replies, turning on the tap.

“Late night yesterday?”

A pause. “Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.”

As I listen to the sound of water gushing, I feel an unnatural weight on my lap. Firewater. It purrs, evidently using me as Ray’s substitute. To my surprise, the dragon’s temperature fluctuates between rosy warmth and chilly cool. I tentatively stroke the back of its neck. It belches out a tiny flame, then snuggles up against my palm. I don’t know how long I spend stroking the dragon, but when I snap out of my trance, I realise that Ray’s still washing his face. That’s a little too much time.

“Ray?” I call. “Did you fall in or something?”

There’s no response. The bathroom door is still ajar. Worried, I slide out from underneath Firewater, which chirps in an almost disappointed fashion.

“Sorry,” I mutter to the creature. “Be back later, okay?”

It launches off the bed, landing heavily on my shoulder.

“Ah, okay.”

I inch towards the back of the room and peer into the washroom. There he is, in front of the sink, staring into a small mirror. His shoulders are hunched over, his fingers clutching the edge of the sink so tightly that his gloves are stretched taut over the back of his hand.

“Ray? Are you okay?”

He doesn’t seem to have heard me. I tap him gently on the right shoulder. Startled, he whirls around faster than I expect him to, his elbow narrowly missing Firewater’s snout. The dragon chirps and he freezes. I can see him taking in the room, reminding himself of where he is.

“Ah.”

“Ah?” I raise an eyebrow, slightly shocked at almost taking an elbow to the cheek.

“Uh…sorry.” He lowers his gaze. “If you don’t mind, could you avoid my right shoulder? It’s kinda…sensitive.”

“Sensitive?”

“I get the chills when someone touches it from behind. Something like what you’d feel when watching a real tearjerker of a movie. Kinda.”

“That’s a strange way to put it.”

“Strange but accurate.” He shrugs, back to his usual countenance. “Sorry about that. I had…a late night yesterday.”

“S’okay. Besides, I drank your coffee this morning. And yeah, now that you mention it, you look like someone socked you in the eyes with a slab of kohl.”

“Thanks.”

He smiles, rubbing his eyes. I’m curious, but I resist the urge to ask him about his past. I mean, if I’m gonna ask, it would only be polite to speak about my own first and I’m sure as hell not about to voluntarily disclose that. We simply sit and chat until dusk. The whole time he doesn’t change out of his gear or remove his gloves or weapons. Strange.

I’m grateful for the easy atmosphere. It’s the first in many days that I haven’t fought or sparred or studied. He doesn’t explicitly say it, but I know that he’s doing this out of consideration for me. I’ve spent the past few days anxiously agonising over the disc I now carry in my pocket. The dread has been thickening like an invisible smog. What if it buzzes? What if I’m not ready? What if I can’t do it? Don’t get me wrong, the doubts are still plaguing my mind. But even if just for a little bit, I feel like I can finally relax.

“Hey, don’t you have a date with Rani right about…now?” Ray waves a hand in front of my face.

“Oh shoot, right. How’d you know?”

“Met them at the cafeteria before you came down.”

“Them?”

“Rani and that Jasper guy.”

“What’s with you and him?” I ask, hurriedly getting to my feet.

“Nothing,” he answers evasively. “It’s fine. Go on. Also, here.”

He’s holding out a brown envelope. I take it hesitantly—maybe it’s because the last thing he gave me was the activation disc. Flipping open the flap, I peer into it.

“Thought you might need it,” he says.

He’s right. After years of living at ARK, I’d completely forgotten to claim my allowance. We earn an allowance every month and as full-fledged Trackers, we’re allowed to withdraw that money. Usually, it takes about a week or so for these claims to be processed.

“Thanks. I’ll return—”

“Yeah, go on. You’re gonna be late.”

“Thanks!” I call again as I run down the corridor.

I meet Rani in the courtyard. We’re both dressed in black. People will just assume that we’re part of the church, like when Ray and I were poking around in search of the Pentagon.

“Ready?” She seems excited.

“Yeah. This is from Ray.” I show her the envelope.

“Wow. He’s a good person, huh? Guess I worried for nothing.”

“Yeah,” I say as we walk up the stairs to the adjacent church building. “Saved my life down in the Forbidden Paths.”

“Really?” She glances at me sharply.

“Didn’t he tell you?”

“Nope.”

“There was this emu—”

“Dromedius.”

“Yeah, that—” I push open the door to the church and hold it open for Rani. “—it charged at me and my machete got stuck in its sheath. He stabbed it before it could turn my intestines into glutinous rice.”

“Oh. He’s kinda cute too, don’t you think?”

“I…haven’t really thought about that.”

We lower our voices as we walk briskly towards the exit. It’s a large, cavernous room, lit by a golden chandelier hanging from a thick chain. Wooden pews face a dais where a statue of Christ on the cross has been erected. There aren’t many people around on a weekday like this. A group of women gathered before the statue have their eyes shut in prayer, their hands clasped in front of their bosoms. At the back of the church, a man dressed in a dark blue button-down shirt sits with his head bowed.

As I walk past him, he gets up abruptly and I run into him, my shoulder ramming into his collarbone. The jolt goes all the way to my ribs. He’s only of average build, but to my surprise, our collision doesn’t knock him back even half a step.

“I’m sorry!” I exclaim, bowing my head apologetically. “I… uh…I didn’t mean to…”

“Are you okay?” he asks, ignoring my profuse apology.

“Uh…yeah…”

He can’t be more than thirty. But his eyes are friendly, with only a hint of having weathered hardship.

“Don’t worry about it.” His smile reveals a mouth full of pearly white teeth and one gold incisor. “Have a nice day.”

He nods politely and leaves, gliding noiselessly down the aisle between the pews.

“What a strange man,” Rani whispers, watching as he vanishes through the automatic sliding doors of the church. “Did you see his buttons? All the way to the top. And his sleeves too. Doesn’t it feel like an oven in there?”

I shrug, vaguely uneasy about the whole thing. “I get weird vibes from him too. But he’s a friendly person, I guess? I mean, at least he didn’t chew me out.”

“Well, good thing you pulled on the brakes there. Otherwise he’d have fallen over at the speed you were going.”

“Yeah…”

Truth is, I didn’t even slow down a little. Maybe he’s got a titanium implant in his collarbone or something. Unwilling to ruin the mood, I don’t pursue the matter.

Outside, the sun hasn’t set yet, but it’s vanished behind a terrace of overcast clouds. We’re on the border between the city and the squatter settlements that sprung up after buildings were abandoned during the Sierg War. These were the very buildings in which Pentagon revolutionaries once hid, waging a prolonged guerilla war against the people of the other siergs. Had Lee Fang Ren and his people not sought to establish a Pentagon-controlled nation, Singapore would be much more prosperous than what we are now.

“Zan! Our bus!”

“Right.”

I watch the dilapidated buildings whizz by, gradually transforming into cleaner, manicured structures and finally, flamboyant, abstract architecture. That’s the gist of our country. Three government offices at the West, Central and North areas, namely, Bukit Panjang, Bishan and Sengkang, are the city centres, the focal points of all development and economic activity. Further down the hierarchy are the town halls, which are built wherever the government feels it requires a sub-branch to control the population. Lastly come the abandoned settlements, slums and shanty towns like those I’ve visited.

“Don’t bother looking for Pentagons.” I nudge Rani, who’s staring intensely out of the window. “You won’t find any. They’re probably killed in hospitals when they’re born.”

“Then where do the children we rescue come from?”

“Some are rescued from government facilities and stuff, I guess.” I can’t keep the bitterness from my voice. “Whatever the case, what follows is only misery and pain. Nothing good will come out of associating with bloodthirsty scum.”

She doesn’t say anything in reply. Implicitly, I feel bad. I know she doesn’t think of the Pentagons like I do. I know. But I let my hatred get the better of me. It’s always been like this. Whenever we get on this topic, I run my mouth and hurt her, but all she does is step back from the conversation.

The bus rumbles to a halt, its doors sliding open with a hiss. We alight. Immediately, I feel like we’ve entered a vastly different world. The first thing that hits us are the lights. Signboards, billboards, decorations, advertisements, neon lights, street lamps and a flashing jumbo television screen mounted to a building dazzle my eyes. It’s like stepping into a kaleidoscope.

High-rise buildings loom all around us. The office towers stand as glassy cuboids, prim and proper; the housing estates are slightly faded like worn-out soldiers; the extravagant malls boast mind-boggling architecture, joined to one another by link bridges that arch vainly above the streets. In the distance, the lone skyscraper of the government office reaches towards the clouds, forming an oval-shaped capsule at the top. A finger of blame, pointed at the heavens.

Unlike the parts of Singapore I’ve been to, people from all walks of life swarm the streets as vehicles bumble along the roads. Office workers in their suits and polished beetle-shell shoes move with ambition, their cold, unyielding gazes fixed on the horizon; couples stroll hand in hand, some dressed in the strangest outfits adorned with glitter, studs and fur, having eyes for only each other; children and the elderly squeeze in between the gaps in the crowd, often accompanied by a family member of sorts. It would’ve been a normal city if not for the guards. Wearing bright red uniforms, with panaches in their hats, they differ from their counterparts in the slums. They stand stock still at street corners or in front of buildings, their rifles in their hands. Basically, they’ve been commercialised to fit into the vibrancy of the city, even though I’m sure everyone knows what they’re here for. Their eyes scan the crowd, drifting from the back of one person’s hand to the next.

“Whoa, check that out!” Rani points to a building to our right.

An entire platoon of guards surrounds it. The doors have been bolted shut, the windows boarded up. Inside is, without a doubt, one of the entrances to the Forbidden Paths.

“Must be inconvenient,” I mutter. “To have that pop up right in the middle of the city. Everyone’s giving it a wide berth.”

“Yeah.”

“Why don’t they research into like…wildbeast killing or like… Forbidden Path closing and stuff like that? Would make things a lot more convenient, no?”

“Leverage, I guess,” Rani muses, drawing on lessons from ARK. “The wildbeasts and Paths are a constant reminder that the people need the government’s protection. It’s not that they can’t but more like they don’t want to. The less people know about the wildbeasts, the more they seem like a fearsome threat and the more obedient the people will be. And they have that unit. The…uh…”

“Ravens. Yeah, to deal with infractions like those.” I glance back at the boarded-up building. “Come to think of it, it’s a good plan.”

I’m surprised at how bitter I sound. The sheer mechanic pragmatism of things sickens me. That’s what landed me in my current situation. If only the government would eradicate the Pentagons. If only we could shut down the Forbidden Paths. If only this world could change.

“Zan, come on,” Rani says, tugging at my sleeve. “Before the guards find us suspicious.”

I tear my gaze off the building. “Yeah, let’s go.”

Neither of us knows where to begin. The malls are packed with level after level of shops, selling food, clothes, furniture. We shop for a good two hours, although we don’t spend much. Most of our time is spent ogling the various items on display. There are apparel, cuisines and gadgets I didn’t even know existed.

“You should buy something,” Rani encourages. “Ray gave you that money, right? Don’t disappoint him.”

“I don’t—”

“What about this? You’d look good in it, I think.”

“Dresses aren’t really—”

“This then?” She holds up a scarlet maxi dress. “Come on, since you’re here, you might as well try it on, right?”

I oblige reluctantly, but once it’s on, the silk feels smooth against my skin. I glance in the mirror. I look…different.

“It’s beautiful!” she squeals when I emerge from the changing room. “You…”

Embarrassed, I vanish back into the changing room.

“Zan,” she calls. “Don’t even think about running away from this one.”

“But my shoulders feel…exposed. And I look weird.”

“It’s a dress, Zan. They’re meant to be worn like that.”

“I think I’ll pass on this one.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” she says. “Good grief, Zan, being shy isn’t gonna get you Jasper or Ray.”

“I’m not…speaking of which, what’s up with the both of them?” I change back into my uniform and step out of the changing room. “Did they fight or something?”

The grin on Rani’s face grows even wider. “You don’t know?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t be asking. And stop grinning at me like that. You look like a jack-o’-lantern.”

“Figure it out for yourself.”

“Okay, let me guess. They—”

Bzzt. A vibration comes from the depths of my pocket. A feeling of dread clenches my gut like a bacteria colony on nutrient agar. My thoughts go from denial to frustration to exasperation within seconds. I must be making an expression similar to Ray’s when we got our first mission.

“Zan? Is something wrong…oh. Oh, no. No.”

I discreetly bring out the disc. It’s flashing red. Angrily shoving it deep into my pocket, I turn to go.

“Guess I’ll be heading back first,” I sigh. “Duty calls.”

“Be careful, Zan,” she says, pulling me into a tight embrace. “Please come back safely.”

I’m taken aback by the concern in her eyes. I nod mutely, turn and run.








EIGHT

I BURST INTO the Briefing Room—in uniform, accoutrements and all. I’m panting heavily, my hair’s a mess and beads of sweat gather on my forehead. A large oval table surrounded by plush roller chairs takes up most of the room. Four of the chairs are occupied. Tina’s at the front, tracing with a laser pointer what looks like a map on a screen. The briefing’s probably about to end. One of the seated figures, a bald man, half-turns. His expression is impassive. I wince.

“Sorry, I was—” I begin.

“Paths T4 and T9 are blocked. Path T17’s status is currently unknown.” Tina’s crisp voice rings clearly through the room. “Your safest bet would be T2 to T21 via T8.”

“I’ll get you a confirmation on T17,” Ray says.

“Whatever you wish.” Tina rolls her eyes, handing him a small screen. “You know best. But you’ll have to hurry due to the circumstances.”

“I know.”

I stand, blinking dumbly. I have absolutely no idea what’s going on.

“Zan,” Ray says as he gets to his feet. “Let’s go.”

“Uh…okay.”

The other two people who are seated get to their feet too. One’s the middle-aged bald man while the other is a girl my age. She looks distressed, running her fingers repeatedly through her auburn hair. The man nods to the girl, who hurries off. He waits for the door of the Briefing Room to swing shut before tossing Ray a set of keys.

“Help yourself to the keys. You can leave it in my drawer later.” He waves sardonically over his shoulder. “Good luck.”

“Thanks, I will,” Ray replies.

That’s it? He isn’t gonna remonstrate me for being late or something? Not that I’m complaining. Tina accompanies us to the entrance of the Forbidden Paths. This time, Ray unlocks the seventh door. I swallow, fighting hard to disperse the reluctance pooling in my heart.

Ray waves at Tina and we step through.

“Whoa…”

Bizarre. This Path makes the bright blue Cylindrips look like a primary school science project. We’re on a flat purple rock, oval in shape. Every few seconds or so, the rock crackles with electricity. I can see bluish vein-like electric charges running through it as each shock travels through my body. That’s not the only thing. We’re floating. There are several rocks like ours, floating above a maroon river of…aromatic liquid? It looks nasty, but it bubbles every so often, giving out a mild scent of cinnamon. Even crazier are the wildbeasts. Imagine a slug, five metres wide by ten metres long. Now imagine that the slug is luminous green and glides through the air by undulating a pleated skirt around its body in a wave-like motion, not to mention it has the same electricity from the rocks coursing through its body. Atop the middle section of its body sprouts many long, cylindrical extensions that arc over the creature’s body and into the maroon liquid below. As I stare, dumbfounded, one of the creatures lifts its extension where there is a bright, flashing white barbed point, on which another wildbeast struggles. The extension retracts and I hear an ugly crunching noise. When the extension reappears, the prey is gone.

“Gastrynites.” Ray gestures to the colony of floating slugs above us. “They fish for Istigoads in that red river below us. I don’t know what they do with them, but it’s better not to think about it.”

He’s referring to squat, tailless eight-legged water-cats. I know it sounds insane. Trust me, I wish I were seeing things too. They don’t swim but walk through that maroon liquid as though it were solid ground.

“We should move. Don’t worry, they usually don’t pay us any attention.”

“How are we supposed to…”

“Ever played The Floor Is Lava?”

“Okay.”

We leap from purple rock to purple rock. Every time I land, I hear a soft sizzling noise.

“Ignore it,” Ray advises when I look alarmed.

“Right.”

“We’ll get to the end of this Path, enter the left entrance to T17,” he briefs me as we go, pointing to an orange dot on the miniature screen Tina gave him.

“Didn’t Tina say something about going via T8?”

His expression turns grim. “I’m taking a bet here. If things work out, we’ll arrive at our destination at a more convenient location. If not, we’ll have to backtrack a little and follow Tina’s route.”

“Should I be worried?”

“Hopefully not.”

“Okay. Just curious, what happens if we fall?”

“Not sure,” he muses. “Wanna give it a go? I hear those Istigoads have sharp teeth.”

“Very funny.”

“By the way, our mission this time seems to be…difficult.”

“Don’t just ‘by the way’ me and drop a bomb like that.”

By the way, in case anyone’s wondering how it feels to be in the Paths again on my second mission, it’s a hundred times worse than the first. This time, I know what’s down here. I know for sure that I have a good chance of dying. And I know that I’m terrified.

“There’s nothing you can do about it now,” he points out reasonably.

“Difficult how?”

“There seems to be abuse involved. The target and the victim are in a house three hundred metres from the Paths. In cases like these, time is tight since the police will be activated as well.”

“Oh.”

“And prepare yourself. I’ve seen cases of extreme violence.”

There you go. I was right all along. That’s the true nature of the Pentagons. Give them a chance and they’ll make use of their strength to get their way. They deserve anything the government throws at them. I’ll kill it, I promise myself. If I see it hurt any normal person, I’ll do it without a second’s hesitation. I don’t care whether Ray takes my side. There’s no room for discussion on this. The Pentagons must go.

The pitch-black entrance to the next Path comes into view. This is T17, the Path which was marked “status unknown” by Tina, exuding an ominous air about it. Ray quickens his pace so he gets there before me. I let him. After all, he has a year’s worth of experience under his belt.

“The entrance is still here,” he says, squinting at it. “At least it hasn’t vanished.”

“So what did Tina mean by ‘status unknown’?”

“Geographers track Paths by monitoring electromagnetic pulses they give out. These reflect the happenings in the Path. She probably got an abnormally high reading from this one recently.”

He’s beginning to sound a little anxious. I get it. We don’t have time to be dawdling. I’m anxious too, albeit for a different reason.

“All right, let’s go.”

He steps through first. I follow, trying to stomach the rising trepidation in my gut. This Path is nothing but a circular tunnel with shimmering, translucent walls. Oh, and wildbeasts. A whole herd of them. They are skeletal, their white bone-like structures held together by a beige translucent membrane. Crocodile skeletons minus the legs. They slither across the floor, producing a threatening grating noise. Each one is easily one metre wide, three metres long. A pair of ten-fingered skeletal hands sprouts from each creature’s back, five fingers above and five below, arranged like the grooves on the shell of a particularly grotesque cockle. I can count twenty-two in total. No, twenty-three. There’s one trying to slither up the wall at the back of the Path.

“Veranators,” Ray sighs. “I should’ve known. Stay back. I’ll clear them out.”

He twists the knob on his tongfa and attacks. Like hell I’m gonna stay back and let him fight mutated undead legless crocodiles alone. I draw my parang. I don’t have to wait long. As the first wildbeast wriggles past me, I chop at it, cleaving its skull in two. Another one grabs for me. I leap onto its skeletal fingers, kicking off into the air. I flip unsteadily, then regain control, righting myself and slamming my blade down upon the unfortunate wildbeast. Jaws snap beside my ear. I duck, slashing upwards. I miss the creature, which wriggles back desperately.

“How about I rearrange your face?” I mutter, whirling around and loping off its snout.

My heart is throbbing on overdrive, my breathing uneven and unsteady. I’m letting my instincts do the work for me while I try my best to control my emotions.

“Zan! What are you…”

“Am I your partner or your target?”

“I’m sorry. I just thought…”

“That I was afraid?” I back up against the wall of the Path, then dart around two wildbeasts, slicing their ribs into pieces. “You thought right. I am afraid. But that isn’t an excuse to sit on the sidelines.”

A crocodile snaps at my head. Ray stabs it through the eye socket, wrenching it off course before it can take my head off. A set of jaws clamps down on my right arm. I cry out, more from shock than pain, my parang falling from my grasp. Shit. The wildbeast tugs, shaking its head from side to side, its teeth ripping at my sleeve. The special shock absorbent material of the uniform is holding, but not for long. The pain intensifies as the pointy teeth dig into my skin, the creature shaking like a wet dog drying its fur. I draw my dagger, stabbing viciously into its head. It doesn’t let go. Another one lunges at my leg, narrowly missing my calf.

Ray’s tongfa slams into the wildbeast’s head, cracking its skull wide open. He drops his weapon and, to my surprise, grabs the creature latched onto my arm, his right and left hands on its lower and upper jaws respectively. Even more to my surprise, he pulls hard, forcing the jaws open. My arm is free. I can’t see his face, only the furrows deepening in his arm muscles and the veins along his forearms bulging from the effort. I don’t have time to stand idle. I grab my blade and chop the creature’s head off. I turn to check on Ray, but he’s already vanished, laying into the remaining wildbeasts with unrivalled savagery.

“You done?” he calls, slumping against a heap of ribs with an audible crash.

“Yeah.” I dispatch the last wildbeast, watching its splintered body thrash and squirm in its death throes. “Done.”

“Here.”

He hands me a bottle of water and I accept, wiping my forehead with my sleeve.

“Thanks.” I cap the bottle. “For just now.”

“I was repaying a favour,” he replies with a smile.

“Favour?”

“Yeah. If you hadn’t stepped in, it would’ve cost me more than I’d like.”

I wait, but he doesn’t elaborate on that cryptic remark.

“How’d you do that?” I ask, miming the pulling open of the jaws.

“Practice,” he says after a short pause. “I’m trained for this.”

“Pardon me, but I don’t remember Ben teaching us to tear open a crocodile’s mouth.”

He rolls up the sleeve on his left arm. My breath catches in my throat. Along the length of his forearm is a messy white scar, marring the surface of his skin. At certain areas, the teeth marks are several centimetres across. He rolls down the sleeve and tucks it back under his glove.

“Once they bite down, they tend not to let go,” he grimaces. “That was the first encounter I ever had with one of those beasts. I learnt the hard way.”

“Oh,” I say, my voice small.

Is that why he never takes off his uniform? Because his whole body is covered in scars?

“You okay?” He runs his hand along my right arm and presses down softly. “I don’t think anything broke.”

He’s close. Suddenly self-conscious, I resist the urge to jerk my arm away.

“I’m fine. The uniform came through.”

“Zan…”

“What?”

“The next time we face something like this, let me handle it, okay?”

A flicker of annoyance stabs at my heart. “No.”

He blinks. “But—”

“No,” I repeat, glaring at him. “What, you wanna keep me safe or something? Since when did you become my guardian?”

“I—”

“Or are you so strong that you can’t trust anyone else to get the job done?” I interrupt. “Come on, even you freeze up sometimes.”

He opens his mouth, then closes it again. A conflicted expression crosses his face, morphing rapidly into something… unexplainable before vanishing without trace. I regret even saying anything in the first place.

“Sorry, I just…” He averts his gaze.

“I mean…uh…you can trust me a little more, okay?” I soften my tone, or try to at least. “I’m your partner. You can…count on me,” I finish lamely, well aware that I haven’t been doing much to be saying stuff like that. It irritates me that I’ve become somewhat of a liability to him. I might be afraid and unprepared, but there’s no way in hell I’m gonna let him coddle me like a fledgling in its nest. That’s not how things are supposed to work, even if I hate our missions. This is different. I think… yeah, probably.

“You’re right. Maybe I’ve…been over-reliant…” He mutters something I don’t catch. I keep quiet. I didn’t expect him to agree with me that easily. As I stand awkwardly, his expression clears and he holds out a hand for the bottle of water. I hand it back to him. He smiles a little. This time, it’s resigned, maybe a tad rueful.

“Ready to go?”

“Uh…no, but yeah.”

Stepping over the remains of the wildbeasts, we make it to the entrance to the next Path. A forest of monoliths. I’m not kidding you. Row after row of dull yellow rectangular blocks descend from the ceiling like stalactites, leaving a uniform gap of half a metre from the ground. Towards the centre, a cluster of monoliths glow bright pink, as though some omnipotent being had decided that it didn’t like that spot in particular.

“This is T21. We could’ve come via T8, but T17, the Path we just came through, is usually an empty Path,” Ray says as we slip through the gaps between each monolith. “That’s why I wanted to check it out. It’s an important Path, especially as a sort of rest station for Trackers.”

“Are there any wildbeasts here?”

“Seldom,” he says as he gestures to the monoliths. “They find it difficult to move around in here.”

“Wildbeasts can pass from Path to Path?”

“Yeah. Though there are some that almost never do. Like the Gastrynites and Istigoads. Others like the Dromediuses tend to travel quite a bit.”

“I see.”

We arrive at the entrance to our world above. Ray hands me a key. It’s the same as the previous time. I unlock the door and emerge in an empty room. Upon inspection of my surroundings, I realise that we’re on the second floor of a shophouse. There’re bits of plaster all over the floor. A look outside the rough, squarish gap in the concrete which was once a window tells me that it’s nighttime.

“Let’s go. I have the coordinates.” Ray sets off down the stairs, touching buttons on his screen.

In the shop below, an old man sits at the counter. From the stairwell, Ray gives him a nod. The man smiles, baring his toothless gums.

“Dried mangoes? Sour plum?” he wheezes. “Two dollars a hundred grams.”

I step forward, stopped by Ray’s hand on my shoulder. We wait.

After a minute or so, the old man coughs. “Coast is clear now. Customer left. Good luck.”

We hurry past glass containers of dried and preserved foods, and step out onto the road. Those were code words, I realise. The government imposed a curfew at night after the Sierg War. It comes as no surprise that the main streets are empty save the guards on patrol. The precious few shops that remain open do so for the sake of these guards.

“Don’t worry, they’ll leave us alone,” Ray says. “They don’t interfere with matters of the church. Besides, Tina got us fake documents just in case.”

“Documents?”

“To be out after curfew. You have to request permission from the government.”

So it’s supposed to be, but I don’t see any guards actively enforcing it. Most are seated in the brightly lit restaurants enjoying a steaming meal or relaxing in the dimly lit rooms in the company of escorts and engaging in many other forms of debauchery. Drunken voices are raised, followed by the shattering of glass.

“Let’s get off the main street for now.”

“Yeah. No objections there.”

On hindsight, I wish I had objected. The alleys at night are scenes of human depravity. Street peddlers market their merchandise, from drugs to weapons to concoctions. Gangs of thugs gather along the walls of the alleys, their makeshift weapons in plain sight. The disabled, the elderly and the sick, those who’ve been left behind by society, lie on mats as beggars, as decrepit as the buildings around them. But perhaps, the worst things about these alleys are the doors built inconspicuously into the walls. Each opens to a whole new sickening world I’d never have imagined possible. One room offers foetus soup. Another markets sexual services from children. And yet another touts the enjoyment of paying good money to torture a slave.

“They call them Dark Rooms,” Ray explains. “Inside, anything goes. The guards have no control over these areas. They don’t stir up trouble in here.”

“I…can see that.” I gulp hard, repressing my bile as I watch a guard enter one of the rooms. “Oh my god…”

“Many of the victims of these Dark Rooms are what you’d call Pentagons,” he sighs. “No one cares enough to help them. Even ARK has difficulty tracking down cases like these. They’re here one day and gone the next.”

My heart hardens a little, though my gut is still churning. They deserve it. They’re different from us. It’s no wonder they end up here. They don’t deserve to live like a normal human being.

“Where do they even get so many Pentagons? Aren’t they executed at birth?”

“Not all of them are born in hospitals.” His expression brings an involuntary wrench in my stomach. “Some are trafficked or sold from hospitals. They’re children, Zan. Children persecuted because of something they never did.”

“They’re Pentagons,” I insist stubbornly. “Their kind wiped out half our population. And now they’re paying the price for it.”

“They’re cursed by a power they don’t want,” he sighs again. “You know what happens when they use their strength, right?”

“It puts stress on their bodies and they die early.” I shrug flippantly. “Serves them right for using their monstrous power.”

“In a place like this, wouldn’t you?”

That hits a nerve. I stare at him. He holds my gaze, then turns away abruptly. There it is again. The same expression he made when I called him out for trying to protect me.

“I’m sorry,” he says quietly. “I said too much. We should go.”

Without waiting for a reply, he starts off down the alley. I make to follow, only to find my way blocked by two teenage thugs. They’ve got tattoos of skulls on their upper arms. One’s a Cross while the other’s a Snake. Nasty grins on their faces, they fold their arms, waiting to see what I’ll do.

Ray’s boot crashes into the Snake’s side with enough force to send him flying. The thug crumples in an unceremonious heap under a lamp post. I dig my thumbs into the Cross’ eyes. He howls in pain, bringing up his hands to cover his face. I knee him in the groin, grab his hair and slam his head into the alley’s brick wall. An ignominious defeat. I look up to see a brief smile slip across Ray’s lips before he turns and begins walking once again.

“I thought you’d be pissed at me,” I mutter under my breath. “So weird.”

Two alleys down, Ray makes a sharp left and stops at a stairwell.

“Above us,” he whispers. “Prepare yourself.”

If he thinks I’ll change my mind by seeing a Pentagon get abused, he’s dead wrong. I nod. I’m sure he knows that much.

“After you,” I whisper back.

On the second floor is a rickety wooden door. Termites have gnawed their way into the wood, showering sawdust onto the doorstep. A weak cry. It comes from the depths of the house. Ray hears it too. Throwing caution to the wind, he leans back and plants his boot into the door, right where the keyhole should be. The door flies off its hinges with a crack.

Inside, a Pentagon sits beside a table in the middle of the flat. It has the look of a girl, approximately seven years old. Its naked body is covered in festering wounds, its ribs showing through its skin. Blood cakes its face, matting its hair down to its forehead. Its hands have been nailed to the table, bloodied palms facing us. Looming over it is a huge man. Unshaven and reeking of alcohol, he has a belt raised in his hand, a horrendous grin on his cruel lips. By the far wall, a Pentagon, a boy, is crouched in a foetal position, its hands cupped tightly over its ears. They’re Pentagons, I tell myself. They deserve it. This is retribution. I’ve got no sympathy for them, just a faint tinge of satisfaction at seeing them put in their places.

Upon our entry, the man pauses. As if he expected us to pop by, he raises an eyebrow in a challenging manner, his grin never leaving his face. Ray steps forward. His eyes are cold and emotionless. If he attacks the man, I’ll have to stop him, I realise. I’m honestly afraid that I won’t be able to.

“We’re here for the children,” he says quietly.

Ray makes neither movement nor threat, but I see a flicker of doubt flash in the man’s eyes.

“You want the children?” the man sneers, shaking off his uncertainty. “Sure. Take them. But pay up first. Stress relief for the next five years, yeah?”

To my surprise, Ray delves into his pocket and pulls out an envelope, similar to the one he handed me once. He tosses the envelope at the man, who catches it against his chest. The man eyes it suspiciously and pulls open the flap. It’s full of cash. He must be more surprised than I am, for he simply grunts and takes a step back, falling into an armchair. I don’t think he’s ever seen that much money at one go. Wasting no time, Ray removes the nails and bundles the Pentagon in blankets. It offers little resistance, whimpering weakly in pain. Gently, he hoists it into his arms, its arms dangling over his shoulder.

“Zan, the other child.”

“I’m not going near a Pentagon if—”

“Okay, then carry her for me,” he interrupts. “I’ll get the boy.”

Does he really think I’ll carry one if I refused to go near the other?

“Which part of I’m not going near a Pentagon do you…”

My words trail off. The Pentagon’s bloodied hands are in full view. The wound from the nail is still there, dark red blood leaking out profusely. But even so, its sierg is still unmistakable. It’s not a Pentagon! It’s a Star. A bloodied, disfigured Star. A cold wave of shock chills me from head to toe. But why? How? How could I not tell them apart? And I was just thinking that she deserved it… What in the world is wrong with me? But also, who the hell would do this to a Star? And why? About a million emotions are flowing through me, my satisfaction melting into confusion and bubbling into rage, not unmixed with horror.

“Abuse isn’t as discriminatory as you are,” Ray says softly, reading my expression. “And no child in this world deserves something like this. Now, if you would please…”

Numbly, I receive the girl from his arms. She’s horribly light, as though she’s no more than a sack of rice. Her body, thin, cold and shivering against my own, feels so fragile that I dare not hold her too tightly. Ray wraps the boy’s hands in strips of cloth, hiding the Pentagon sierg. At first, the Pentagon doesn’t trust him, backing away with eyes full of fear. Then, its eyes drift to the girl I’m cradling and it cooperates. Ray takes it by the hand and leads it out the door. I glance back. The man is still counting the stack of notes, cackling loudly at intervals.

“Zan,” Ray calls. “Leave it. We need to get out of here.” He could’ve said much more.

He could’ve made me out to be a complete fool. He could’ve taken a stab at every invidious remark I made earlier. But he doesn’t. And that alone makes me feel like I’m trying to swallow a handful of needles. We make it back to the Forbidden Paths without further altercations. On the way, I realise that the area of cloth around my shoulder is wet. She’s crying. As the warm tears spread across my shirt, she stirs weakly.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers repeatedly. “I’m sorry. Don’t hurt him. I’m sorry.”

Involuntarily, my arms tighten around her shivering frame. A thousand thoughts are rushing through my mind, but only one remains, echoing over and over. Ray’s right. No one deserves this. What does it even take for someone to do something like this? I make a concerted effort to unclench my jaw as I feel my teeth grind back and forth. Our journey back to ARK feels like one of the longest yet. Every step I take doesn’t cover enough ground, every Path seeming to stretch on for ages. Ray is as cautious as ever.

“Uh, could we, you know, hurry a little?” I ask somewhat impatiently as I leap from one electric floating rock to another. “She needs help.”

“All the more reason why we have to be careful. I can’t risk an encounter with wildbeasts now.”

“But—”

“Trust me.”

I do. Of course, he’s right. His back, strong and muscular, has become something I’m reliant on. No matter how strange the Path, it’s comforting to have his figure weaving around in front of me. Watching him, something rolls over in my gut. I can’t explain it. It’s the type of feeling that makes me aware and irritated by a stray lock of my hair coming loose.

“Focus,” I mutter, pinching myself on the arm. “Focus.”

Using my free hand, I tuck a lock of my hair back behind my ear. The moment we cross the entrance into ARK, the children are whisked away by a team from the infirmary. There’s quite the welcoming committee, but it isn’t for us. Another pair of Trackers are lying on the floor, their bodies covered in blood. One of them is unconscious, an oxygen mask over his mouth.

“Oh my gosh, you’re back!” Tina rushes through the crowd, beaming at us. “When they sent the Interceptors in ten minutes ago, I thought you’d be back in no time. Since you took so long, I was beginning to think that a wildbeast…”

“We were being uh…really cautious.”

“You don’t have to hide it. It must be because of him, right?” She sticks out her tongue at Ray. “Although I guess that’s one of the reasons for his high success rate.”

“One of the reasons?”

“Tina,” Ray warns.

“Right,” she says, frowning a little. “By the way, I’ve got a little… You need to see this for yourself. Sorry, I’ll be borrowing him for a while, Zan.”

Ray gives me a curt nod before following the spritely Geographer into the crowd. Again, I’m hit by a strange feeling I can’t fully comprehend. It’s like feeling left out and disappointed when there’s nothing to be disappointed over. This, adding to my already confused and frustrated mind, makes me want to bang my head against the edge of my parang. My gaze slips to the torn sleeve on my right arm. It’s probably a good idea to get a new one at ARK’s warehouse. Anyway, I’ll need some time to collect my thoughts before going back to my room.

On B4, the lift doors open and reveal a familiar face. We stare at each other for a couple of seconds, neither knowing what to say.

“Doors are closing,” a robotic voice says.

That seems to do the trick.

“Zan! How did it go?” Jasper asks breathlessly as I step into the lift. He moves to make room for me.

I shrug, wondering what expression I should be making when my mind is anything but okay. “Fine. Better than expected, actually. I came back in one piece.”

He smiles, then frowns when he notices my torn sleeve.

“What happened?”

“Got bit by an ugly crocodile. It’s nothing much. Just a little bruised.”

“You what?” he splutters. “Crocodile…Veranator? That’s not nothing much. How did you even… Where was your partner?”

I tell him what happened and his frown deepens, then changes into confusion. I can’t help but smile. After all, it does sound crazy.

“And so here I am,” I finish. “On my way to the warehouse to get a new shirt.”

“Ah, I see.” He appears to be thinking hard. “Uh…um…I mean, if you’re free…”

It’s quite unlike him to stutter like this. He’s usually cheerful and at the centre of attention.

“Oh come on, just speak your mind,” I assure him. “You don’t have to stand on ceremony after we’ve already tried to kill each other in Ben’s class.”

“Wanna get a drink?” he says quickly, as though he’s mentally deleted the spaces between his words. “I mean, like…after.”

“Sure.”

“Really? Er...great! Meet you at the canteen in 10?”

“Yeah.”

Moments later, I’m sitting across from Jasper in the canteen, which is open nearly twenty-four hours. That’s where we can spend our credits on food or drinks you can’t get from the cafeteria, which is closed at this time of the night. Credits are obtained mainly through good performance in classes. They’re something like a virtual currency down here. Needless to say, most of my credits come from Ben’s classes.

“You sure vodka and coffee go together?” Jasper eyes me warily over his glass of lemonade.

“Not sure,” I shrug. “But I couldn’t decide so I got both. Where’d you come from?”

“Me?” He looks amused. “I just got off training. Rani left early so I had some time for individual training.”

“Oh. Sorry for borrowing her for the evening.”

“Not at all.”

I take a sip of vodka, letting it burn its way down my throat. I don’t want to think about what happened with the Star and Pentagon.

“How’s it going with her?”

“Pretty good,” he says brightly. “She’s a good fighter and a team player to match. We should be fine. She worries about you a lot, actually.”

I wince. Of course she’d worry.

“Jasper, what makes us different from the Pentagons?” I change the topic instead of facing that feeling. I can’t help thinking about it after all.

“Hmm?” He raises an eyebrow. “Well, I guess it’s their strength? And the fact that the more they use it, the faster they’ll die.”

“So they’re burning their lifespans each time they use their powers?”

“I guess you could put it that way.”

“But if they’re so strong, why have they not fought back?” I mutter, my muddled mind focuses on the Dark Rooms we passed. “I mean like…maybe…since the Sierg War…”

I can feel the burning vapour in my nostrils as I exhale. I don’t think Jasper knows what I’m referring to, although he looks like he’s thinking pretty hard.

“A circus lion will learn to sit in fear of its trainer’s whip, right?”

“That…actually makes sense.”

I don’t remember much of our conversation after that. All I remember is finishing my coffee-vodka and making my way back to my room. Rani’s in the shower when I get back. She’s left me a note, though. Hope all went well in the Paths! Can’t wait to hear about it! xx I feel a stab of guilt that I poured my heart out to Jasper instead of her. Then again, she’s always worrying about me and I don’t want to worry her even more. I splay myself on my bed to wait for her to come out, but instead, I fall asleep.








SIX YEARS EARLIER


At the sound of the gunshots, the woman ran to the window, crouched low and peered out. The chatter in the house stopped abruptly, each of the children staring at the door, their eyes cloaked in fear. The only child who did not react was the Dagger. She blinked in confusion and pulled on the sleeve of one of the Pentagon girls. Getting no reaction, she stood and walked over to the woman.

“Stay down!” one of the boys, marked with a VII, whispered.

The Dagger froze, but remained standing, her eyes clearly curious. The boy crept over to the window and joined the woman, his gaze sweeping across the barren streets. He could see all the way down the alley opposite their house. There was no one around.

“Hey—” The woman beckoned softly, bringing a finger to her lips. “Prepare Two. Also, secure Six.”

VII nodded. He and II darted off towards the back of the house. X and one of the girls ran after them. The silence dragged on. The children returned. VII gave the woman a quick nod.

“Now get inside and—” the woman began.

The windows blew inwards, showering them with a million glass shards. Screams echoed throughout the house. The Dagger found herself on the ground, tackled by VII. There was blood. A stark, striking vermillion, painted across the walls and dripping down in tiny rivulets like the wing of a demented angel.

“GO!” the woman screamed.

Something slammed against the front door. The sound of wood splintering jolted the motionless children lying on the ground, real fear on the edges of their eyes. VII pulled the Dagger towards the rear of the house. She was frozen with shock, offering no resistance as he dragged her along. All she could do was stare in horror at the mayhem unfolding in the place she once called home. Her mouth moved, but nothing came out.

“GO!”

Another slam. The door let out a groan. With a loud ping, one of the hinges flew out, skittering across the floor. The woman yelled once more. The Dagger locked eyes with her. She smiled.

“Go,” she mouthed. “Live a life without hate.”

Blood was seeping through the front of her shirt. VII pulled on the Dagger’s arm. The Dagger refused to budge. She struggled, but the Pentagon was stronger. Three diagonal red slashes lit up his face as he lifted her bodily and made a run for it, pulling another Pentagon girl along.

“GET THEM!”

The door sagged even further. Another crash reverberated around the room, followed by gunshots. The Dagger was now screaming, fighting against VII with all her might. By the window, the woman fell to the floor.

“Ten,” she gasped. “Ten!”

Her gaze was fixed on the Pentagon marked X. He stood absolutely still, eyes wide with shock. At the sound of the woman’s voice, he shook his head violently.

“Please,” the woman begged. “Don’t do this to me.”

Again, he shook his head. The door began to buckle. Loud voices could now be heard.

“TEN!”

The Pentagon seemed to be galvanised into action. Howling, he braced himself against the lone pillar in the room. Red lines began glowing across his face. The Dagger screamed as an even louder rumble shook the building. Her muscles went limp. She could only watch as blocks of concrete, plaster and other debris began cascading down, obliterating the room from sight. The room she once called home. And the woman she knew only as Mum.

The scene shrank and vanished. VII was now dragging the Dagger along by the collar of her shirt. It took a second or two for her muscles to come alive and she began to struggle fiercely once again.

“GO BACK!” the Dagger screamed. “WE CAN'T LEAVE HER!”

VII ignored her. He ran towards the back of the house and vaulted over the wall separating them from the next house. There was no time left. He ran to the basement. A battered, moth-eaten rug lay on the floor. He kicked it aside, revealing a trapdoor.

“LET ME GO!”

Still ignoring the struggling girl, VII threw open the trapdoor. Below was a pitch-dark space.

“Go!” he yelled to the Pentagon girl by his side, who jumped without a word, vanishing into the darkness.

Grabbing onto the handle underneath the trapdoor with the Dagger still slung over his right shoulder, VII leapt, slamming the door behind him before letting go and falling into nothingness.

Bright. VII shielded his eyes as he glanced around. They were in a tunnel of some sort. Glowing balls of red light rose from the ground at sporadic intervals, rising upwards and eventually merging with the ceiling. The Dagger was sobbing, her ragged breaths hard against his shoulder. Her eyes were full of pain, sorrow and hatred. The Pentagon girl was crying too.

Something else clamped down on his shoulder. A rough glove. Instinctively, he twisted around, his left hand closing on the rim of a helmet. A knife arced down from his right. His right hand came up, barely blocking the knife which would otherwise have struck the Dagger. Anger rose in his eyes, reflecting off the visor of the soldier who’d followed him into the tunnel. His hand closed forcefully, crushing the helmet. Howling, he flung the man across the tunnel.

The man’s body slumped against the wall, his neck bent at an awkward angle. The back of his uniform bore the insignia of a raven. VII froze, staring blankly at the corpse. The raven stared back accusingly. Ripping his eyes free, he ran for it.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

He slipped through tunnel after tunnel until, at long last, he found another which was locked by a gate on the other side. There were seven others just like it on the other side. He set the Dagger down.

“Both of you stay here, okay? There’s still something I have to do.”

The Pentagon nodded tearily. The Dagger didn’t reply. He bent down and ran his fingers gently through her hair, brushing aside the specks of debris stuck in it.

“She was a mother to us too,” he murmured.

He stood. There was nothing more he could say. He gave her one last look and left. As he went, he heard them whispering, so softly that it was barely audible.

“Za...Zan?”

“Shh…I’ll…be your hero, okay?”








NINE

“NO! TEN, NO!”

“Zan.”

“Ten. The Pentagon…”

“Zan! Wake up!”

“He kill—”

“ZAN!”

I sit up clumsily. Rani shrinks back, dodging my forehead. Blinking hard, I stare straight into a pair of concerned eyes.

“Oh. Rani.” I struggle to calm the palpitations of my heart. “Good morning.”

“Don’t you ‘good morning’ me.” She yanks the covers off my bed. “You obviously haven’t showered since yesterday.”

I’m still dressed in my uniform, weapons and all. The pungent tang of alcohol wafts from my clothes, searing the back of my throat. When I emerge from the shower, refreshed, Rani’s sitting on the edge of her bed, her feet dangling beside the ladder.

“What happened?” she asks.

I meet her gaze. Her eyes burn deep into mine. It’s a simple question, but the way she asks it implores me to spill everything. I can’t help it. I’m so lost, so confused that I just need someone to talk to. And so I do. Once I begin, I don’t stop till I finish. I tell her everything, how I thought that girl got what she deserved, how I mistook a Star for a Pentagon and how I tried to drink away my confusion after that. The only thing I leave out is Ray’s pet dragon. I don’t think he’ll appreciate me telling anyone about it.

“So there you have it,” I sigh, frustrated. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I hate them. They put me in this damn situation. But I…I don’t know…I thought they’d be easier to hate. I mean…I can’t…something’s changed. I don’t know what it is, but it’s different. Maybe I’m going crazy.”

“Or maybe you’re just seeing them for who they are.”

“They’re monsters, that’s what,” I snap without intending to. “Monsters in human skin are still monsters.”

“Then what makes us human?”

“I…I don’t know.”

She smiles, but there’s no brightness in it. There’s only sadness. Neither of us speaks, allowing the topic to drop. It’s some sort of silent agreement we’ve had for ages. If no one says anything, we’ll consider the topic finished and move on to other matters.

“Don’t you have training today?” I ask, breaking the silence.

“Our trainer gave us a break.”

“Okay. Now out with it. There’s something else you want to say, right?”

“How did you—”

“And it’s something bad,” I guess. “I can tell from the expression you’re making, like you’re finding the best moment to break it to me.”

She laughs, genuinely this time. “You know me too well. Guess I’ll give it to you straight.” She hands me a grey card. On it are golden words. Trackers’ Night.

“Oh hell no,” I groan, my heart sinking. “No way.”

“Yes.”

“I have a stomachache.”

“You don’t even know when it is.”

“I’ll have a stomachache whenever it happens.”

“Zan, this is nothing like the socialising events you’ve tried your best to skive. Every Tracker in ARK will be there. It’s like an appreciation dinner for us. And it’s compulsory.”

“When is it?” I ask warily.

“Tonight.”

“All right, I’ll schedule my stomachache—”

“No, you won’t. You can’t. Because every Tracker out there has heard of the new girl who’s strong enough to partner with Ray. They want to see who you are.”

“Insane enough, you mean,” I mutter under my breath. “I don’t particularly care if they want to see me.”

“Ben said he’ll deduct a hundred credits if you don’t turn up, two hundred if you come down with an unexplainable stomachache.” She lays down her trump card expertly.

I stare at her. “Rani, you know I can’t,” I say desperately. “You know what happens when I speak to people. You’re the only one who’s able to deal with what I say. And maybe Ray and Jasper.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be around,” she says. “You just have to sit through it and try your best not to speak. I’m sure you can.”

“Why, thank you for your vote of confidence.”

“Ray will be there too. You’re supposed to attend in your Tracker pairs.”

“I see.”

“Come on, time to get dressed.”

I roll onto my bed, stretching against the silky covers. “What’re you talking about? It barely takes five minutes to put on my uniform. I’ll do it just before the dinner.”

“No, you won’t. There’s no way I’m letting you wear your uniform.”

“It’s not like I’ve got anything else to wear. Shorts and a T-shirt?”

Rani smiles brightly and almost immediately, a bit of me withers inside. This can’t be good. She pulls open a drawer and takes out a white box. Definitely not good. Hesitantly, I take it and pry open the lid. Scarlet silk greets my eyes. It’s that dress I tried on. I forgot all about it when that stupid disc began flashing red.

“Rani, I can’t wear that,” I plead. “I look strange.”

“There’s a pair of heels underneath to go with it.”

“Rani, I’m not wearing that.”

“Yes, you are.”

“There is no way I’m going to sit through an appreciation dinner in that thing,” I say firmly. “Absolutely no way.”

Hours later, I’m wearing the dress and black heels. “I look like a duck,” I complain. “How do people walk in these things?”

“You look stunning.” Rani claps merrily. “C’mon, left foot out.”

“You know, the last person who said that to me was Ray while he was trying to drag my half-dead body out of the Paths after I got kicked by that emu.”

“Shut up and walk.”

By the time I manage to not look like a waddling penguin for a good five minutes, it’s time to go. Rani’s in a dress too, a dark navy blue cocktail dress that stops above her knees. She looks even taller than I thought was ever possible. I’m not gonna lie. She’s gorgeous. Next to her, it probably won’t even matter what I’m wearing.

We head down to ARK’s ballroom on B5. If you’re wondering why an organisation of wildbeast killers as shady as ours has a ballroom, I guess we just enjoy pretending to be aristocracy.

Ushers standing by the twin wooden doors are carrying trays loaded with flutes of peachy, bubbly liquid. I take one immediately, smiling my thanks. This is good stuff.

“We’ll wait for them here.”

“Them?” I raise an eyebrow.

“Jasper and Ray.”

“Oh.”

“Speak of the devils.”

They’re together…but not quite. A curious two-metre distance separates them, with each firmly staring in the opposite direction of the other. They’re both suited up and in bow ties—rather nicely too. Rani waves enthusiastically and they both turn and stare in our direction. I can feel the jealous glares of some of the other girls on our backs.

“Ah, good…evening,” Jasper says.

“Evening,” I reply.

“You uh…you look—”

“Pretty, right?” Rani cuts in excitedly. “That’s what I told her, but she insisted otherwise. Took me hours to get her into that.” “Sounds about right.” He chuckles, then falls silent as Ray steps up.

It’s kinda awkward, given how we parted after the previous mission. His face is expressionless, but his eyes are troubled, as though he’s thinking about what to say. I don’t know what to say either, so I let him think. My spirits lift a little as he gives me a once over.

“You…” He frowns a little. “You seem taller…”

Again, I feel that strange sense of vague disappointment. What in the world is wrong with me? Beside me, Rani covers her face and sighs.

“Puberty,” I say, almost truculently. “I grew.”

Jasper chokes on his drink. Grinning, Rani begins patting him on the back. Ray’s frown deepens slightly before the realisation hits him. He glances down at my heels and faint traces of a smile tugs at his lips.

“Shall we?” Jasper indicates the ballroom, having recovered from his coughing fit.

“Yeah.” Eager to direct the attention away from me, I take a step but stumble, nearly treading on Ray’s toes. He catches me before I fall. His grip is strong.

“Careful,” he whispers, still holding his glass with his other hand.

“I’m fine,” I say hurriedly, slightly flushed with embarrassment. “Thanks.”

And just like that, our awkwardness seems to have vanished. Rani and Jasper are already ahead of us.

The ballroom is vast, fitting at least three hundred people, and illuminated by three glass chandeliers. A stage at the front is surrounded by orchids and jasmine bouquets, and the tables have been arranged in a U shape. I recognise sour-faced Shiria at our assigned table. Her partner is a bubbly girl with large, round-framed glasses perched on her nose. I see a couple of others from Ben’s class. Conversation dies down when we arrive as all eyes focus on Ray and me. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. What surprises me are the questions that follow.

“What’s it like?”

“What happened?”

“Is it true you fought a Dromedius?”

“Are there really floating rocks down there?”

“How many children have you rescued?”

They are all Trackers who are still in training, so the questions come thick and fast. Stunned, I try to answer as many as I can while Ray leans back in his chair, swirling his glass as though none of it concerns him. Fortunately, most of the questions revolve around the Forbidden Paths, so I don’t let anything untoward slip. Eventually, Rani takes pity on me and diverts the conversation.

“Enjoying yourself, are you?” I stare at Ray pointedly. “Care to help out?”

“Why? It’s fun to watch.”

“I’m not a damn information booth. And if you aren’t gonna drink that, give it to me.”

“They don’t know me.” He shrugs, passing me the glass. “Most of them are still…afraid of me.”

“Why would they…”

I remember the words Rani and I exchanged when we found out about Ray joining the Tracker selection. I felt fear when I first met him, when all I had were rumours.

“Ahem.”

The chatter dies down. A young man is on stage speaking into a microphone. He can’t be over thirty. Short hair gelled back, sharp chin and a pronounced jawline. Handsome, I guess. In a mysteriously mature kind of way. Chairs scoot back as everyone rises. Bewildered, I follow.

“Who’s this dude?” I whisper to Rani.

She shakes her head.

“Thank you, everyone. Please be seated,” the man says, waving his arms in a downward motion.

“This dude,” Rani hisses in my ear as we sit, “is the head of ARK, Jinn Huang. His mother, the previous head, founded the organisation and he took over just recently.”

“Oh.”

“You’d know if you didn’t come down with a stomachache every time we have an appreciation dinner.”

“So what’s he gonna do, give a speech?”

“Yeah.”

“Wake me up when it’s over.”

The speech is the type of congratulatory stuff you’d expect the boss of a company to give his employees at a Christmas party, imbued with uplifting clichés. He seems charismatic enough, but his gaze is icy. The odd thing is, he isn’t reading from a script.

“And that brings me to the end of my speech,” he intones to a round of applause. “Now, I have some awards to give out.”

“Shit,” I hear Ray mutter.

“To the fastest mission ever cleared this year…Shaun and Zack!”

Thunderous applause and whistles rock the ballroom. A pair of grinning boys run up onto the stage. They’re identical twins. I watch as the head of ARK hands them a plaque.

“To the—”

By the second award, I zone out, clapping my hands sporadically like a mentally defective seal. Doesn’t matter. These won’t concern me anyway. A slight commotion at the corner of my eye draws my attention. A pair of giggling girls have approached Jasper. They’re year 2 Trackers, I think. One hands him a note before blushing and rushing off, pulling the other along. I’m not surprised. He’s popular after all.

Rani catches my eye and nudges Jasper, who turns and sees me staring. His jaw drops a little and he turns away hurriedly. I glance at Rani, eyebrows raised. She grins and shrugs.

“To the most successful Tracker pair to date…Ray and Zan!”

Instant silence. My hands pause in mid-clap. Beside me, Ray sighs and reluctantly rises. He half-drags me onto the stage and I can feel all eyes on me. There’s no applause…well, except from Rani, who doesn’t seem to care about the silence around her. It’s not respect they’re looking at us with. It’s fear. I hate it. This feeling. The same one I got when I killed the boar in Ben’s class. The only difference between now and then is that I’ve got Ray by my side. We collect the plaque and return to our table. I’m so preoccupied with my thoughts that I would’ve fallen already if Ray wasn’t holding onto my arm.

“Congratulations!” Rani says excitedly.

“Why am I even—”

“My fault,” Ray sighs again. “I have an unbroken success record. And now that you’re my partner…”

I sigh too.

“Want the plaque?” he offers awkwardly. “To…I don’t know, decorate the wall or something.”

“No. It’s yours.”

He lowers his voice. “Please? Otherwise, Firewater will munch on it.”

“No, thanks. You turn your plaques into dragon chow.” I can’t keep an incredulous smile off my face.

At this moment, the buffet spreads at each side of the ballroom are revealed. A live band begins playing, signalling the start of dinner and dancing.

“Come on, let’s go!” Rani pulls me to my feet. “Ray, you know what to do.”

Jasper gives me a quick smile before stepping onto the dance floor with her. Ray looks at me, then holds out a hand.

“Shall we?”

He’s smiling, a kind of faraway wistful expression which somehow makes my heart tense. I don’t know why, but I take his hand. I can’t even dance. I’ll be lucky to not fall flat on my face. Gingerly, I place a hand on his hip and we take cautious sideways steps. I’m glad I’ve got something to hold onto.

“Is it always like this?” I ask softly.

His eyes bore into mine and in that moment, the rest of my world seems to vanish in a foggy swirl. He knows what I’m referring to.

“Yes,” he replies gently, giving me an experimental twirl. “Monsters are defined by the eyes of the beholder.”

His words hit pretty hard. It hurts to think about something like that right now.

“That day,” I say, changing the topic. “Yesterday. What was Tina talking about? Is it something to do with the Interceptors?”

His expression turns solemn. “No, not really. I mean, Interceptors are sent in as…clean up…after a mission.”

“Clean up?”

“To make sure our privacy’s kept.”

“How?”

“They do what they need to do.” He shrugs evasively. “ARK may seem like a benevolent organisation, but benevolence is not always maintained with benevolent deeds.”

I step to my right, wobble and tighten my grip on his hand. I’m still not used to this. He’s thinking hard again. Maybe I’ve hit a nerve. Or maybe it’s something I shouldn’t be asking him about. I want to tell him that it’s fine, but I can’t seem to find the words. It’s none of my business. It’s none of my business, but still, I don’t know why I’m so concerned with what goes on between him and his Geographer. Something’s definitely wrong with me.

“About what I discussed with Tina,” he finally says.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” My stomach flops a little, my words coming out in a rush. I feel like banging my heels against my head.

“No, I think you should know.”

“I should know?” My mouth feels dry.

“Yeah. It’s no big secret, just that we don’t talk about it often—”

“You’re dating?”

This time, he trips over his feet and stumbles. My combat training kicks in and I lean back on my heels, spinning around, countering his weight and whisking him back to his feet. Gasps come from the tables. I ignore them.

“You…you were thinking about that?” he sputters. “Didn’t I tell you that there’s nothing between us?”

“But…then what were you talking about?” I feel the heat rising up my cheeks. “I mean, it seemed that way to me.”

He begins laughing, trying unsuccessfully to control himself. He’s cute like this.

“We were talking about ARK’s purpose,” he explains when he’s done.

“Purpose? To rescue the Pentagons?”

“ARK’s true purpose is not benevolence, but rather, pragmatism.”

“What?”

“Conver—” Ray lowers his voice a notch. “Convergence. Have you ever heard of that term?”

I shake my head.

“It refers to a time when hundreds or thousands of entrances to the Forbidden Paths will open at the same time. This will enable hordes of wildbeasts to pass into our world. The last time it happened was a hundred eighteen years ago. Millions of people died then. To prevent such a thing from happening again, the previous head created ARK.”

“Wait, you’re telling me there will come a day when thousands of wildbeasts will rampage our country?”

“Yes.”

“You can’t be serious,” I say loudly in shock.

“I am,” he whispers.

I feel like someone has socked me in the gut. “And how do we stop this Convergence thing?” I ask, softly, sceptically.

“We don’t stop it. We can’t. We live with it.”

“Excuse me, but I don’t see how we can live with a thousand wildbeasts.”

“Have you ever wondered what happens to the children we rescue? Have you ever thought about why ARK’s so focused on using the Forbidden Paths and researching about them? The children with the Pentagon sierg, almost all of them are trained to be soldiers here in ARK’s compound. More specifically, they’re trained to kill wildbeasts.”

“They’re training the Pentagons to kill wildbeasts?”

“Yes. It makes sense. They have immense power that we don’t. You saw for yourself during the fight with the Dromedius. Pentagon soldiers can definitely protect this place.”

Two words catch my attention. “This place? Then what about Singa—”

“Noah’s ark,” Ray confirms grimly. “ARK’s, well, the ark. The wildbeasts are the flood. Everything outside the ark will be vanquished.”

“But why?”

I sound like a whiny little girl. I know. But I just can’t accept everything at the moment. He’s telling me that one day, the world above us will be gone; that one day, millions of people will die and we’re not going to lift a finger.

Ray glances towards the front of the room, where the VIPs are sitting and sipping on Champagne. I follow his eyes and catch a man and his gold-and-jade-encrusted wife (presumably) throwing their heads back in raucous laughter.

“Jinn Huang,” Ray continues, “believes that what must be born shall first have to destroy. When the world outside is destroyed, we’ll establish the human race again. And this time, there will be no discrimination against the people with the Pentagon sierg. There’ll be no militia-controlled state. After all, all that’s left will be us.”

“But why don’t they save the rest of the human population?” I press, unwilling to give up.

“In their shoes, would you?”

I can’t answer him. Because I don’t know. No, it’s actually more like I honestly don’t think I would.

“Is that what you believe too?” I finally ask quietly.

He holds my gaze for a long ten count.

“I’m too insignificant for my beliefs to matter,” he says ruefully. “Anyway, back to what Tina and I were discussing. You see, ARK has the technology to track the states of the Forbidden Paths using electromagnetic pulses. That’s what Geographers specialise in. And Tina happens to be…uh…especially adept. She’s saying that Convergence will happen soon.”

“How…”

“You’ve been to my room, right?”

I nod.

“Do you remember seeing a map? With thumbtacks and red strings all over it?”

Ah, yes. I faintly recall something like that.

“That is a rough map of all the entrances to the Forbidden Paths and how the Paths connect. And recently, more and more new Paths have been appearing around a central location.”

“Where?”

“We believe that this is the Core of the Forbidden Paths. The origin of everything unexplainable. The source which sustains all the Paths and the wildbeasts that roam them. I’ve been down there in search of it, but I’ve never found anything. With only the rough location of this Core, it’s nearly impossible.”

“So what has this Core got to do with Convergence?”

“When a Forbidden Path directly connected to the Core is formed, it will trigger Convergence.”

“How sure are you?”

“It’s just a theory,” he demurs. “The Core, that is. Convergence is real. It happened before and it will happen again. Soon. It’s the reason behind ARK’s existence.”

“And why are we not informed of this?”

“They just need you to do your job. In this sense, ARK’s not so different from the government outside. Most of the Geographers know about it because it’s part of their jobs to monitor these Paths. The rest of us…not so much.”

We stop twirling and he leads me back to our table. My head is dizzy from the information and my feet are aching. I’ve got a good mind to snap off the heels. Ray leaves, only to return with two plates stacked with chicken wings, scallops, satay and spring rolls. Shame that my appetite’s basically gone now.

“You okay?” Jasper asks, casting a distasteful look at Ray while watching me pick at my food.

“Yeah. Just…tired.”

“Those heels, huh?”

“Yeah.” I can’t repress a smile.

He grins and for a moment, I feel relaxed. He does have that kind of effect on people. I stay put for about half an hour, then give up and get to my feet.

“I’ll head back first,” I tell Rani. “You guys enjoy yourselves.”

“I’ll walk you back,” Jasper volunteers, getting up.

“I’m fine.” I shake my head, eyeing a couple of dressed-up seventeen-year-olds hovering in his vicinity. “You should stay. Plenty of people would be disappointed if you left this early.”

Rani snickers sympathetically at Jasper. “She still doesn’t know.”

“Uh…okay,” he says.

I have no idea what they’re on about. I turn to go.

“Take a break or something tomorrow,” Ray says. “You deserve… no, you need it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks.”

I clip-clop my way into a lift. Instead of hitting the button for B1, my finger depresses B6. It’s one of those moments where you feel an impulse to…you know, do something. Like I’m tired, but not physically tired. More tired of knowing stuff, tired of thinking about stuff, tired of trying to figure shit out while more piles on every day.

B6 is empty in contrast to the ballroom. Excellent. This is exactly what I’m looking for. My heels are so loud that if there’s anyone else around, they’d probably think it’s a ghost. I slip into one of the training rooms. Kicking my heels into a corner, I haul over a punching bag. The padded mat feels cool under my bare feet. I give my toes some much needed stretching, bounce on them a little and scrunch my dress up to give my legs freedom to move. Then I get into a stance for a high kick and slam my foot into the punching bag. The thwap is music to my ears. I let loose. I don’t pay attention to form or posture. This isn’t training. This is me beating the crap out of a punching bag. My kicks are sloppy and I’m wearing a dress to boot, but I don’t care. It feels good to blow off steam.

The door suddenly inches open and I freeze mid-kick. I lose my balance and crash headlong into the punching bag. Steadying myself, I glance about in panic. I’m not supposed to be here but there’s nowhere to hide. A girl’s head pops in. Hang on. I know her. Seconds later, I place her face. That strange girl I met that night at the infirmary, the one whose singing lulled me to sleep. It seems like such a long time ago.

“Um…hi? It’s you,” I offer awkwardly, well aware that my dress is probably riding up in a most inelegant manner. “Wanna uh… come in?”

She smiles brightly and steps in as though this chance meeting was prearranged. She’s dressed in ARK’s combat uniform, complete with boots, gloves and two long sickles glinting by her waist. Definitely a Tracker. Which also means that she’s ditching the ceremony-appreciation dinner thing too.

“Practise?” she inquires excitedly.

It takes me a moment to realise that she’s offering to spar with me.

“Sure,” I shrug. “Why not.”

She pulls out her sickles and tosses one to me. It’s heavier than it looks. The blade is weighted such that it’s as heavy as the handle.

“Come.” She smiles softly.

I oblige. My sickle arcs through the air. Instead of blocking it, she grabs for my hand. At the last moment, I let go of the sickle and catch it with my other hand, slashing out towards her arm. Under ordinary circumstances, the fight should’ve ended. But she’s faster than I give her credit for. She catches my blade with the crescent of her own, twisting it and flicking it out from my grasp. I kick her in the stomach, block her next strike and twist her wrist over my head. Her sickle falls to the ground. She grabs for it. I kick it out of reach, trip over my dress and stumble into her, sending us both tumbling onto the ground. It’s over. She’s giggling quietly. I find myself smiling too.

“You’re good,” she says, retrieving one of her sickles.

“You too.” I get to my feet, offering her a hand.

She takes it. I pull her up, then go to pick up her other weapon. In my haste, I grab the blade instead of the handle.

“Ow.”

A tiny drop of blood appears at the base of my index finger. I raise my hand to lick it off. The next thing I know, I’m hugged from behind.

“Don’t worry,” she murmurs, patting my head. “I’ll make the pain go away. It’ll be fine.”

“Uh…yeah, no worries, it’s just a small cut.”

She releases me. Her eyes are wet. I’m the one who’s cut but she’s the one crying? I’m confused, but I don’t dislike her. In fact, I’m gradually warming up to her odd countenance.

“I’m Zan.” I smile. There’s a sort of innocent, childlike trustworthiness in her eyes which puts me at ease. And one more thing, I realise. She isn’t afraid of me. “Nice to meet you, I guess.”

She doesn’t reply. I blink. The smile has slipped from her face. She seems to have zoned out, staring blankly at me. No, that’s not it. Her eyes. They’re not empty. On the contrary, I’ve never seen them so fraught with emotion. I see hurt, pain, fear and most of all, an awful yearning for…something.

“Hey…uh…I’m sorry, did I do something wrong?” I wave a tentative hand in front of her. “Uh…”

She snaps out of it. “Oh, no. You’re all right. It’s nice to meet you too.”

“If I said something I shouldn’t have…”

“You didn’t,” she says quickly. “Really. Sorry for being weird.”

Maybe I unintentionally reminded her of her past or something. She did mention losing her foster family. Sometimes, all it takes is a tiny trigger for someone to shut down completely. I should know. After all, we’re all dealing with the demons from our pasts.

“Uh…you’re ditching too?” I change the topic.

“Ditching?” She seems puzzled. “What?”

“The dinner.”

“Dinner? No, uh, I’m doing chores. Work.”

“Oh. Errands. I see.”

“Not really supposed to be here,” she continues sheepishly. “Heard a noise.”

“Ah.” I glare at my high heels in the corner of the room.

“Oh, um, gotta go,” she says, sliding the sickles back into their sheaths. “Busy. Bye-bye.”

“Bye,” I say, slightly dumbfounded. “Good night!”

“Night!” She vanishes out the door, waving frantically. I pick up my heels. Guess it’s time for me to go too. By the time I get to the corridor, sickle girl is gone, leaving behind nothing but the faintest memory of her smile.








TEN

RANI’S TALKING. I mumble a reply, vaguely stirring in my bed.

“I’m heading out for training with Jasper now,” she calls, opening the door. “Remember to lock the door later. Good luck!”

“You’re the one who needs luck,” I mutter, pulling my blanket over my head as the door swings shut. “I need sleep.”

I squeeze my eyes shut in a bid to continue sleeping. No such luck. Sighing, I undo the human-burrito I made with the sheets and get to my feet, stumbling down the corridor to the shared lavatories to brush my teeth and wash my face.

It’s ten o’clock when I finish breakfast. It feels strange to be simply observing other people hurrying about with their lives. Usually, I’d be one of them. It seems counterintuitive, but having a day off has the opposite effect than its intended purpose. No matter what I try to do, the events of the previous rescue mission come to mind. I wander about ARK’s complex, study a little, attempt various forms of recreation and even clean my room. Nothing seems to work. Eventually, fed up with repeatedly reliving my convoluted thoughts, I head down to the training rooms hoping to empty my mind with combat training.

At the door of my usual training room, the thwaps of a punching bag fill the corridor. Ray? My chest constricts with an odd feeling of anticipation. Did I come here because I knew I would see him? I frown. Annoyed, I quash my feelings viciously. Besides, that could be anyone on the punching bag. Shaking my head, I grab the doorknob and twist.

It is Ray. Again, I’m struck by the weird feeling of…relief ? Elation? I don’t get it. He’s standing beside a full-size punching bag suspended by rusty chains. As I watch, he strikes at it, pivots on one foot and slams his heel into it, sending the bag creaking like an unoiled pendulum.

“I thought I—” he begins without looking in my direction.

“Told me I could take the day off, yes,” I finish for him. “But I can’t concentrate on doing anything. I’m just…thinking about stuff.”

“Stuff.”

“Yeah.”

He knows. There’s no question about it. He steps back from the punching bag, wiping sweat from his eyebrows.

“And…you don’t want to think about this…stuff?”

“Not really.”

He thinks for a moment. “Wanna walk Firewater?”

“Come again?”

“Take Firewater to the Forbidden Paths for a walk. I mean, it beats moping around in here.” He shrugs and grabs his gear, a small towel hanging from his neck. “Coming?”

“Sure,” I reply slowly. “Yeah, definitely.”

“Ten minutes. B7. Weapons and all.”

By the time I arrive, Ray’s waiting with Firewater. It chirps in my direction, belching out a tiny flame.

“Nice to see you again too,” I offer, then wince. “Great. Now I’m talking to the dragon.”

“It’s normal, isn’t it? Like how people talk to pets.” Ray unlocks the last entrance to the Paths. “I do it all the time too.”

“You’re abnormal.”

“Oh, come on.”

I can’t hide the smile on my lips as I follow him into the Forbidden Paths.

Weird. I thought I had my fill of the bizarre with the slugs and their electric rocks but this Path is quite something. The walls seem to be made of a solid rock-like substance. Imagine the fins of a lionfish. Now imagine them magnified five times and stuck together haphazardly in a ball of uneven protrusions. Many of these wildbeasts adorn the walls, ceiling and floor of the Path, each glowing a different colour from bright pink to dull green. Several pulsate randomly, sending out puffs of glitter that are inhaled by the other balls.

I stare at the wildbeasts, my hands in my pockets. I don’t know when, but I’ve taken to assessing if a wildbeast is dangerous before trying to kill it. These wildbeasts obviously aren’t. I won’t deny that I’ve got a persistent urge to draw my parang, though I’m not acting on it.

“Scorpaeroi,” Ray says, releasing Firewater. “They’re generally immobile. Like Cylindrips, you can think of them as the plant life in the Paths. The substance they produce is harmless. Oh, but stay away from the walls.”

Before I can reply, an ominous rumbling fills the air. Over to my right, a gaping maw appears on the wall, bearing numerous vermilion incisors. The wall-mouth yawns, ingests nearby balls, coughs and spits out others. Seemingly satisfied, the wall-mouth snaps shut, vanishing as suddenly as it appeared. Moments later, at another spot, it reappears, repeating its intake, cough and spit before vanishing once more.

“I don’t know what that is.” Ray raises a hand as I turn to him. “We haven’t decided if it’s a wildbeast or a phenomenon which happens in this particular Path.”

“If it’s a wildbeast—”

“That would mean this entire Path is a wildbeast.” He nods. “Other wildbeasts aren’t affected by it, as you’ve seen. The Scorpaerois just get spat out at a different place. Humans, however…well, no one has ever volunteered to try.”

“Haha,” I say dryly, eyeing the wall-mouth now further down the Path. “Is there a chance of it opening up beneath us?”

“It seems to be restricted to the walls and isn’t able to manifest on the ceiling or floor. Then again, anything could be possible.”

“Comforting.”

“Sure is,” he says and somehow, I find myself drawn to the twinkle in his eyes. “Look, Firewater’s enjoying itself.”

The dragon dives willingly into the wall-mouth, only to emerge seconds later from a different spot, pulling out of its dive while purring at the fin balls. We sit on the ground, watching the excited dragon swooping and chirping. Minutes pass. I find myself sneaking glances at Ray. I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

“So…uh,” he begins semi-awkwardly. “How’s life?”

That could mean so many things. But his expression tells me it’s a simple question.

“Fine, I guess.” I lean back, planting my palms firmly on the ground to support my weight. “Things have been going by pretty quickly and I’ve got so many things to think about that sometimes, I’m not too sure where to start. But I’m fine, I guess. Probably gonna get used to it. I mean, being a Tracker’s difficult at first, isn’t it?”

“You could say that.” He shoots me a glance. “What about other stuff? Friends?”

“Rani’s usually at training,” I say. “So we talk at night and stuff. She’s doing fine. She should be.”

A short silence.

“Sorry,” he mutters.

“Huh?”

“It’s because you’re paired with me. Otherwise, you’d be with the rest of the Trackers from your batch.”

“Who cares?” I shrug. “It’s not like I’m close to many of them, apart from Rani and maybe Jasper. Besides…”

My voice trails off and I bite my lip. Somehow, the words I want to say are stuck in my throat. How strange. They didn’t seem that difficult to voice when I was thinking about them not too long ago.

“Besides?” Ray raises an eyebrow.

“I…don’t exactly mind our current pairing.” I look away, feeling a blush creep up my face. “I mean, like, yeah.”

He doesn’t offer a reply. We’re facing opposite directions now, a small mercy I’m grateful for. I don’t know why I’m feeling like this. I lean back further, using his back as a support. He tenses, then relaxes.

“Am I a chair now?”

“Shh. Chairs don’t talk.”

My hair brushes the nape of his neck. I’m staring up at the ceiling, where many of the glowing, glittery wildbeasts have gathered. They are oddly captivating. If not for the yawning wall-mouth, this could easily be one of the most beautiful landscapes I’ve seen. It’s almost therapeutic, sitting here watching the kaleidoscopic exhalations of the wildbeasts spread across the Path like showers of fairy dust. I move to change my position and my arm brushes against his. I shrink away quickly, but not before he does. I can’t help but wonder what expression he’s making behind me. Could he be flushed as well?

“What about your results and stuff?” he asks before the silence gets too awkward. “Like whatever you’re planning to do after leaving ARK.”

“Okay, I guess. Exams will be coming up soon.”

“Do you need time off to study?”

“Nah, I’ll be fine. Geography isn’t that heavy of a subject. Not yet, anyway.”

“Good student, aren’t you?” he says cynically.

“You know very well that I’m not.”

His shoulders rock as he laughs.

We’re momentarily distracted by Firewater, which lands on my shoulder and nips at my hair. I stroke under its chin and it lets out a long purr. Some glitter has stuck onto its scales, giving it a shiny sheen. I see my tiny reflection in the glitter, staring back at me, those troubled eyes betraying my thoughts. The Star whom I mistook as a Pentagon. Trackers’ Night.

“Oh, uh, Ray?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you happen to know a Tracker who uses sickles?”

“That’s…random. Sickles?” His voice sounds guarded.

“Yeah. I met this Tracker. She’s got two sickles hanging from her waist.”

“Well, yeah,” he says slowly. “There is someone like that.”

“You know her?”

“I…do…but probably not in the capacity you’re expecting.”

“Is something wrong?” I ask, concerned by his hesitation. “Are you not on good terms or something? She seemed friendly, though. Gentle.”

“Zan,” he begins.

I can hear his teeth clench. His shoulders are tense. Surprised, I start to get up and think of a way to change the subject.

His hand is on my arm, stopping me. “That gentleness,” he says softly, “is her mind’s method of protecting her from her past.”

“Oh.” My voice is quiet. It doesn’t feel right to press him to divulge any more so we simply sit, watching Firewater. Neither of us says very much. A while later, we return to ARK.

“Thanks,” I say lightly. “I do feel better.”

“I quite…enjoyed myself too.” Ray glances at me, a faint trace of a smile flitting across his lips.

My heartbeat quickens. I wonder, does his too? “Well, then…”

“Meet me at the infirmary tomorrow,” he says. “Eight o’clock. We have work to do.”

“Work?”

“You’ll see.”







ELEVEN

RAY’S ALREADY AT the infirmary when I arrive. In his hands is a basket of fruit.

“Who’re we visiting?” I ask jokingly.

“That girl we brought back. She regained consciousness yesterday. We’re not really visiting, though.” He bites his lip, leading the way through the wards. “More like questioning. For cases that involve trauma like this, the Trackers are asked to question the children since it’s likely that they will trust their rescuers more than anyone else.”

We step beyond a pair of automatic sliding doors into a corridor lined with doors on both sides. These rooms are for patients still under close observation. It’s much quieter in here. I shiver. The silence is stifling. Ray knocks on one of the doors and enters. It’s a small room with only one bed, brightly lit by a tubular fluorescent light on the ceiling. An incessant beeping accosts my ears and my eyes follow the wires and tubes connecting a whole arsenal of machines mounted on the wall to the girl. Her body is wrapped in so many bandages that she would look at home in a pyramid.

“Ah.” The single syllable escapes her lips when she sees us. Her eyes show gratitude, concern and sorrow. It’s clear that she recognises us. Ray gently lays a hand on her shoulder as she struggles to sit up. The left side of my chest aches as though someone’s trying to put a chainsaw through it. They did this to her. The people outside.

“My brother,” she whispers, her voice barely above a rustle. “Where’s my brother?”

“Safe,” Ray replies, setting the fruit basket down on the bedside table. “He’s in good hands.”

“Don’t hurt him.”

“We won’t,” he assures her. “We’re only trying to help. But to do so, we’ll need to ask you some questions.”

“I’ll do anything. Don’t hurt him.”

The more she speaks, the worse my heart aches. I won’t lie. My guilt from that day still haunts me.

“Let’s start with your name.”

“Jasmine.”

“Great. I’m Ray. She’s Zan. We’re both part of the group that rescued you from that man.”

“What’ll happen to us now?”

“That depends on you. We could take you in. Or we could let you go. Frankly, it’s your choice. We won’t force anything on you.”

“Okay.”

“Mind telling us more about what happened?”

“Nesh. That’s my brother. We have different fathers. Our mother…left us.”

“Was that man your father?”

She shakes her head. “Uncle.”

“I see.”

“He starved and beat us. Nesh was hungry so I…I took some meat from Uncle’s plate. He found out and…and…”

“Ray,” I interrupt, unable to bear it any longer. “I think that’s enough.”

He considers for a moment, then nods slowly. “Rest well, Jasmine. Don’t worry, your brother’s in good hands.”

I hold the door open for him, letting it swing shut behind us. Just before it closes completely, I hear a faint whisper.

“Thank you.”

My jaw clenches. A sour taste rises at the back of my throat. I don’t understand it. We’re doing something good, right? So why? Why does it hurt so much?

“Come on.” Ray lays a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Plan B.”

“What the hell is plan B?”

“Her brother.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I still need more information. In fact, we’re missing the most crucial part.”

“You wanna go back and question her?” I ask, a little more fiercely than I intend to.

“No. You were right. Stopping it there was the right thing to do.”

“So what else do we need?”

“First of all, we need to give them the choice. To stay at ARK or to leave. If they choose to stay, the boy will become a soldier while the girl will become one of us, that is, a Tracker, Geographer or Interceptor. But for that to happen, I need information on the boy. I need to know how much control he has over his power. I need to know how much he’s used his power over the last few years and what he’s used it for. It’s usually the Interceptors who handle these things, but, like I said, for certain cases, it’s better for us Trackers to do it.”

“I’m assuming you want to visit the Pentagon next.”

“Yes. And I’ll need you to play along.”

“Play along?”

He doesn’t elaborate. I can’t say I have a good feeling about this. We take the elevator down to B6. All the way at the end of the corridor, past all our training facilities, are two black doors. Each has a number pad beside it and a security camera mounted on the top right corner. Ray pushes the hash button, then backs up and waves at the security camera.

“Hey,” he calls. “It’s me. I have an appointment with number sixteen.”

Clang! The door swings slightly ajar. It’s a magnetic lock, I realise. Inside, through a few small rooms, is a larger room divided into cells, each containing a table, two chairs and a mattress. In front of the barred door of every cell stands a Pentagon in uniform, armed to the teeth. ARK’s child soldiers. They stand stock still, nary a muscle twitching as we walk by. Each has a rifle in its arms and a strange white collar around its neck. Their small statures do nothing to alleviate the dangerous aura surrounding them. The Pentagon guard outside cell No. 16 salutes us sharply, then unlocks the door. We go in. The Pentagon follows us, shuts the door behind it and stands in front of it.

Sitting on a chair is the Pentagon we rescued that day. Its hands have been cuffed in front of its body. With eyes full of fear, it stares at us like a cornered animal. Ray motions for me to sit in another chair. He slams his palms down on the table, giving the rest of us a fright. Even the guard looks perturbed. I’m watching the Pentagon intensely. If it so much as tries to attack us…

“Break the cuffs,” Ray orders.

What? I stare at him. We all do. I’m not sure who’s more confused at the moment.

“Nesh.” Ray’s voice takes on a threatening tone. “Break the cuffs.”

“Ray!” I hiss. “What’re you—”

He turns his head towards me and I become quiet. He means business. The guard eyes us suspiciously. This is crazy. I don’t fancy my chances against an armed Pentagon soldier. As if their monstrous strength isn’t enough. The people in ARK must be nuts.

“Nesh,” Ray warns. “We have your sister. If you don’t cooperate…”

Snap! The sharp noise reverberates in the enclosed cell. Red glowing streaks appear on the Pentagon’s face. Somehow, I’m reminded of the bars of the cells we’re in. The broken cuffs hang limply from its wrists. Alarmed, the guard raises its rifle, pointing the muzzle directly at the Pentagon.

“DON'T MOVE!” it bellows. “DOWN! NOW!”

“Wait,” Ray says and, to my shock, steps in front of the rifle.

The guard must’ve been more confused, for it simply freezes, blinking stupidly at Ray. To my disbelief, the young Pentagon breaks down. It slumps over the table, tears streaming down its cheeks. As quickly as they appeared, the glowing marks have vanished.

“Jas…Jas said never to use it,” it sobs. “Jas said I couldn’t…I’m sorry…I’m sorry…don’t hurt her…”

“Excellent,” Ray nods approvingly.

The Pentagon is so surprised that it stops crying and stares at him.

“Sorry about before,” Ray continues pleasantly. “It was a test. I had to know if you could control your power. Looks like you can. Better than most, actually. All right, I’m done here. Thanks for your cooperation. Now sit tight and wait, okay? Your sister’s fine. If things go well, you’ll be able to see her soon.”

We leave the cell, leaving behind two dumbfounded Pentagons.

“That one’s definitely staying,” he says when they’re out of earshot. “I’ll go inform the Interceptors.”

“How do you know?”

“He didn’t attack me even after he broke the cuffs. He could’ve easily tried to take one of us hostage, but he didn’t. And he has an extraordinary amount of control over his powers. It would seem that his sister’s been teaching him well.”

“I can’t believe you can just strut in here, this tightly controlled prison, and throw everything into chaos.” I can’t hold back a grin. “Do you always do it like this?”

“Sometimes.” He shrugs, heading over to the second black door. “It doesn’t always work out.”

“What happens if it doesn’t?”

“Fight.”

He presses the hash button on this number pad too. The intercom crackles, then clicks silent. Clang! Ray glances at me, hesitates and walks through the door. What was that for?

Oh. This could possibly become one of my greatest regrets as the door clicks shut behind me. The place is crawling with Pentagons. These aren’t soldiers. They’re…I don’t know, monsters under rehabilitation or something. To our right is a counter with a black, marbled top. Behind it sits a woman. A Dagger.

“How is it?” She raises her voice over the din the Pentagons are making. “Sorry about the noise. Malabar is visiting. The children love him, you know.”

There’s an older Pentagon sitting among the lot, its back facing us. It has a bulky, tanned figure, and is dressed in a loose-fitting cotton shirt and slacks. It looks roughly our age. That’s rare. They don’t usually live that long. Maybe it’s got to do with the amount of control they have over their powers. The other Pentagons are clambering all over it, giggling boisterously.

“He’s good,” Ray replies. “The boy, I mean, not Malabar. There should be no issues.”

Something about the way he speaks bothers me. His eyes keep flitting from the Pentagon they call Malabar to me and back to it again. I mean, yeah, I don’t like them, but I’ll be fine if I stay where I am, right?

“That so?” The woman smiles. “That’s a relief. Come on in, stay for some drinks. You too, by the door. Come on, don’t stand on ceremony. The children are noisy, but they don’t bite.”

“Thanks, but we’ll have to decline.” Ray steps away from the counter. “I’ll send you my report soon. Now, if there’s nothing else, we should be going. We’ve got work to do.”

The woman looks slightly disappointed but nods. “All the best.”

There’s a shriek from the Pentagons. One of the little Pentagons slide down Malabar’s back. As it throws up its hands in glee, its fingers catch on the collar of Malabar’s shirt, pulling it sharply downwards and exposing his right shoulder. A chill shoots through my body and my insides freeze. Rivers of ice course through my veins. I stare, rooted to the spot, feeling the rest of my world dissolve into a hazy blur.

Branded on his shoulder, vivid as the day I last saw it, is an X.








TWELVE

MY PARANG IS in my hand. I don’t remember drawing it, but it’s there. The X. It’s getting bigger. I’ll do it. I’ll finish what it started. This murderer. Several of the Pentagons notice me, scream and scatter in all directions. X turns. Those eyes. They lock on mine, taking in my hatred. Closer and closer. Its eyes widen. It doesn’t move away or react otherwise. Three steps. I raise my blade. It’ll be fast. Two steps. One.

Something grabs my hand before I can bring the blade down on the accursed Pentagon. Ray. There’s no other person who can hope to stop me. I don’t fight him. He’s obviously stronger than me. I let go of the parang. As it falls, my left hand reaches over, grabbing it by the handle. I continue the swing, bringing the blade down upon X’s neck.

Clang! Sparks fly. My blade bites into Ray’s dagger, millimetres before it could lop off the Pentagon’s head. He’s shouting something. I can’t hear it. All I can hear is a pounding in my ears and a piercing ringing through my skull. And all I can see is that damning X on the Pentagon’s shoulder. I release the parang, draw my dagger and lunge at it. It doesn’t even flinch, merely watches as death approaches. My dagger falls short as Ray grabs me by the collar and shoves me back.

“ZAN! STOP IT!”

“Get out of my way,” I snarl. “Or I’ll take you out.”

“Zan, listen to me…”

My dagger accelerates towards Ray’s face. He ducks and kicks me in the knee, bringing me down. I roll to my feet, my right hand ripping my bowie knife free from its sheath. Dagger in left, knife in right, I slash at Ray. He backs up, but doesn’t release his grip on my collar. I stab at his hand. He catches my wrist, spins around and flings me over his shoulder. I hit the ground hard, my dagger spinning uselessly across the floor. Before I can get up, I find myself looking straight down the barrel of a rifle.

“Don’t shoot!” Ray roars. “She’s just confused!”

Confused? Yeah, right. This monster killed my mother. And now this one’s about to kill me. What a fitting end. I stare at the Pentagon soldier holding the rifle and smile.

“Hands off the trigger!”

At the sound of the stentorian voice, everyone freezes. My world gradually fades back into place. For once, I can hear alarms blaring in the distance. The Pentagons have scattered, the woman at the counter is cowering beside a large red emergency button. The only one who remains calmly in place is X. It hasn’t moved a centimetre.

“Zan…” Ben’s face swims into focus beside the muzzle of the rifle. “Why did you—”

Bzzt. He stops short. Confusion, exasperation and resignation show in the creases along his forehead. Mine probably looks the same. And so does Ray’s. That stupid goddamn activation disc is glowing red.

“I—” Ben begins.

“I’ll handle this,” Ray cuts in firmly. “We’ll go. I’ll settle it before we return.”

“Ray, this isn’t something—”

“Yes, it is. Trust me.”

“She breached security! She—”

“She did it because she believed she had to! Just this once,” Ray pleads. “Just this once. You know how much my word’s worth. I promise I’ll make things clear by the time we return.”

Ben clearly looks reluctant.

“Ben, we have ten minutes,” Ray presses.

“Okay,” the burly man says at last, defeated. “Okay. Just…do whatever. Tell Tina to issue the keys to the Forbidden Paths in my place.”

He clicks his tongue and the Pentagon soldier steps back obediently, its face devoid of emotion. Without waiting for me to react, Ray grabs me firmly by the arm and hauls me out of the room. I don’t put up a fight. It’s over. I can’t reach that Pentagon even if I wanted to. I sit through Tina’s briefing without paying much attention to what she’s saying. She must know that something has happened between us. As she talks, her worried gaze flits from me to a similarly stony-faced and silent Ray and back to me again. By the end of the briefing, when it becomes apparent that neither of us is willing to speak, she wishes us good luck and lets us go.

We take the same entrance to the Forbidden Paths as we did on our first mission. The one which leads to the field of Cylindrips. My mind is a quagmire of doubt, anger and hatred. For the first time, I march brusquely in front of Ray, trampling over the plants as though they were responsible for everything.

“Zan.”

“What?” I snap, sounding harsher than I intend to.

“Are you angry with me?”

“Would’ve been nice if you hadn’t meddled with my revenge.”

“That’s not—”

“But yeah, I get it. I can’t blame you for not knowing what was going on,” I sigh. “I’m just taking it out on you, okay?”

“Why do you want him dead so badly?”

“He killed my mother.”

I don’t know what kind of reaction I expected him to have, but it definitely wasn’t a hug. I don’t know why either, but I don’t struggle out of it. I can feel his heartbeat against my own.

“He killed her,” I continue in a whisper. “She harboured him for years before soldiers came to our house. She begged him then, calling out his name over and over again. But he…he…”

“I’m sorry.” Ray releases me. “Zan, I’m sorry. I understand it now. I…I’m sorry.”

“Unless you’re talking about stopping me earlier, there’s nothing you’ve done to warrant an apology,” I mutter, keeping my eyes on the ground.

My face is turning a bright shade of red. I haven’t told anyone about my past except Rani and the staff from ARK when they took me in. Honestly, I didn’t intend to. But somehow, with Ray, it’s different. It feels…safe.

“Zan, he’s not who you think he is.”

“He’s not who you think he is,” I growl, anger slicing into my pain once more. “Why am I always the one in the wrong about these Pentagons just because everyone in ARK has a bloody fetish for them?”

“It’s not about his sierg. It’s about who he is. I know him.”

“Well, Ray, I guess you know him a lot better now, don’t you? It’s not every day you find out your friend is a murderer, is it?”

I spit the words out venomously, picking out those I think would hurt him the most. I know it’s unfair. I know he’s trying to talk sense into me. But I’m done. I’m done with people trying to coddle those monsters. I’m done with people telling me I’m wrong just because everyone else is right.

“Just because he’s a Pentagon…”

My rage bubbles and spills. “no! It’s not just because he’s a Pentagon! I saw him do it! This isn’t about the siergs. This is me witnessing him killing my mother!”

“Then why do you hate the Pentagons?”

“You…”

Somewhere in the back of my mind, something clicks, making me pause midway through my tirade. I don’t reply immediately. Because I can’t. My retorts are ready, but they won’t come out.

“Zan, I believe you completely.”

“Then what the hell are you—”

“But believe me too when I say that he isn’t who you think he is.”

“Why? Because he’s your friend?”

“Because I think there’s something more to this than meets the eye.”

“He did what he did,” I say evenly. “A murderer is a murderer.”

“And why do you think he did what he did?”

“How should I know?” I explode. “Maybe he did it to wipe his tracks? Maybe he was afraid my mother would tell the government things about him? Maybe you should ask your good old Pentagon friend? Maybe he was just…just a Pentagon!”

“This goes beyond that.”

“And how would you know?”

“Trust me?”

I feel my anger dissolving into calm and bouts of incredulity. It’s impossible to stay mad at Ray. Because I do trust him; because I know I can trust him. He’s trying to give me puppy-dog eyes, but it isn’t coming off well given the fact that he’s fully armed and dressed in uniform.

“Is everything you do based on those two words?” I glare at him.

“Kinda,” he shrugs. “Because I know the meaning they carry.”

My glare soon becomes too difficult to maintain.

“It’s impossible to argue with you,” I sigh.

“Glad you know that.”

“Shut up. I’m still after that Pentagon. I don’t care how many times you try and stop me. I’ll get him eventually.”

“Did you, even for a second, wonder why he didn’t react at all?” he asks softly.

He’s right. I did notice it.

Reading my expression, he pushes on. “You can’t possibly be thinking that he was frozen in terror, can you?”

“And you know the reason?” I challenge.

He frowns. “Not completely. I intend to find out once this is over.”

“How do you even know that Pentagon? Compensated dating?”

He trips, squashing a Cylindrip. An awful, sulphurous stench fills the air. He curses. I wrinkle my nose and increase my pace.

“Who do you take me for? I kinda…”

“Rescued him?”

“Sort of.” He shifts uncomfortably. “Yeah, I guess you could call it that.”

We enter the next Forbidden Path. It’s snowing. The entire ground is covered in snow. Except this snow billows about randomly throughout the Path. And it isn’t cold at all nor does it melt. Yellow umbrella-like things jut out from the walls. The canopies, however, are perforated and pulsate regularly, some are bent at odd angles. Their stalks exude an oily substance which drips onto the snow below, creating a mist upon contact.

“Slow down a little.” Ray lays a hand on my shoulder. “Chymeleo.”

The warning in his voice sends a shiver down my spine. I want to kick myself for letting my anger get the better of me. I can’t be anything but cautious in this deadly world. I bite my lip. Hard. The pain brings back a little of my focus.

“What?”

He points to the snow. The veil of snowflakes makes it difficult to see. Oh. Shit. Another set of footprints in the snow. It’s no human. A set of two-toed Vs as big as Ray’s shoeprints lead off into the snow.

“The hell is that?”

“A wildbeast. Four-headed chameleon that’s two metres tall. It’s uh…un-dimensional.”

“Huh?”

“Meaning it has no top or bottom sides to it. It has four legs each on both sides of its body.”

“So if it falls down from the ceiling, it won’t land on its ‘back’ and flip over, but rather, simply land on its other ‘front’ and just carry on trying to eat us?”

“If you wish to put it that way, yes. Its eyes are along the length of its tail.”

“Judging by how you called it a chameleon…”

“Yes. It has impeccable camouflage. Which also means that right now, it can see us but we can’t see it.”

“How comforting.”

It’s creepy as hell. I’m serious. A billowing blizzard wraps around us like a blinding white cloak. It’s one thing not being able to see properly, but quite another knowing that a vicious wildbeast in the vicinity can see us perfectly fine. Every gap in the snow heralds a wildbeast; every howl of the wind, an attack. The hairs on my arm are standing up straight. Something’s about to happen. Maybe I’m about to die.

“Duck!”

I duck. The snow above me is cleaved apart by…something. I can’t see it. My heartbeat accelerates as beads of sweat gather on my skin. My anger takes a backseat. I’m not stupid enough to sulk when I’m seconds away from evolving into a kebab.

“Over to your right.”

I don’t know how he spotted it, but it’s definitely there. When I focus, I can see a faint silhouette produced by the snow, clinging onto the side of the Path. Two of its heads are turned in my direction, one is pointed at Ray while the last one seems to be asleep. The one pointed at Ray opens its mouth. A nearly invisible tongue shoots out. He slashes it to bits with his tongfa. The wildbeast seems offended by his gesture. It falls onto its other side and charges. We split, diving into the snow as the wildbeast barrels past. Ray gets to his feet first and stabs it. The creature scurries up to the ceiling, taking one of Ray’s tongfa with it.

“Run!” Ray points frantically towards the entrance to the next Path.

“Your tongfa…”

“Leave it. There’s no point fighting this thing.”

I turn to take his advice and there it is. Right in front of me. I throw myself on the ground as a tongue flicks above my head. Too late, I remember that this wildbeast has more than one head. The head that I land next to snaps at me, its teeth gouging trenches in the snow. I roll, chopping at the creature’s legs with my machete. Another tongue comes my way. I raise a knife. The tongue hits the knife, splitting down the middle. I would’ve laughed, except for the fact that the knife, together with my arm, is stuck fast to the wildbeast’s injured tongue. A knife buries itself in one of the wildbeast’s heads. In response, it whips its tail around, catching Ray across the stomach. He, who was running to my aid, has no time to react and is blown away somewhere beyond my sight.

“Ray! RAY!”

“Go!”

“Huh?”

“Leave me!”

“No! Are you okay? Ray?”

“Zan, just go! You’ll die!”

“Shut up,” I yell back. I grit my teeth, trying to repress the undeniable panic rising in my throat. “I’m not leaving you. Not even if I might die.”

“Zan…shit…”

“Ray?”

There’s no response. I recall how it felt being kicked by the emu wildbeast. He must be injured. I have to get to him. Fast. I raise my free hand and hack at the tongue. Splat! Something hits my arm with the force of a sledgehammer. A wet, gooey, sticky sledgehammer. Through sheer willpower alone, I manage to hang on to my parang. But it’s no use. I can’t even swing my arm. I struggle in vain, feeling a hot burning pain as my muscles cramp up. The wildbeast reels me in towards its mouths.

A tongfa comes flying out of the snow, hitting the wildbeast square on its abdomen. A figure comes flying after it, long hunting knives in hand. Roaring, Ray drives the knives through two of the creature’s jaws, slicing them open. It snaps at him. He backs up, rolling under it and chopping through the tongues that hold me in place. I fall, planting my face in the snow. It’s sour. Spitting the snow out of my mouth, I climb to my feet. This is impossible. He just got whipped by that tail moments ago. I saw him fly like a ragdoll. How can he still remain on his feet? And why do his movements seem way sharper, stronger and faster than they did before? Is he even human?

Then, he turns.

Three red, glowing diagonal streaks illuminate his face. They’re unmistakable.








THIRTEEN

I RUN. I don’t know why. I don’t know where. I don’t care.

“Zan! Wait! ZAN!”

I ignore him. His voice fades away. My chest feels so tight that it hurts. It hurts more than any injury I’ve ever had. I feel so…so…betrayed. Ray is a Pentagon. Ray. The one I trusted. The one who told me to trust him. He’s the same as those who murdered my mother. A Pentagon. But it’s not hatred I’m feeling. This is different. It feels like someone has my heart in their grasp and is squeezing it as hard as they can. Is that why he protected X? Because he’s one of them? I was a fool to trust him. I should’ve known. His strength; his strange, unyielding calm. He isn’t human.

I slow, then stop. I’m breathing hard, my hands clenched so tightly that my nails have dug furrows in my flesh. Where the hell am I? Hopelessly lost, that’s where. A set of rocky precipices make up the ground of this Path. Each has a flat, triangular face like the one on which I’m standing. Each side of the rock drops off sharply into a bottomless chasm. The triangular faces are connected by rope bridges. The gaps between each precipice vary. Some are close to fifty metres apart while others are touching each other. All around me, the walls and ceiling are shaped like terraced tea plantations. Glowing white liquid flows smoothly down the otherwise dark brown terraces.

Ray. Damn it. I left him with the bloody un-dimensional lizard. I have to go back. Do I? He’s a monster…but he isn’t…is he? Why do things have to be this way? Just when I decided that I’d trust him, when I allowed him into my life, when I opened up to him. Why? I’m consumed by frustration, agony and hatred.

“Shit!” I curse out loud, yelling across the Path, obviously not expecting a response.

I get one. A horrendous booming noise echoes back. The emus. I must be losing my grip. Shouting was one hell of a stupid idea. This tops the list of how could things get any worse?

“Great. Now I’ve got a goddamn emu to deal with,” I mutter, struggling to quell my feelings and focus on killing the wildbeast. “Talk about hitting rock bottom.”

Almost immediately after the words leave my mouth, several booming noises reverberate across the Path, each originating from a different direction. Fate needs to stop taking my words as a challenge. I glance around. The entrance I came from is three rope bridges to my left. From where I’m standing, I can see two other entrances, one farther off to my right and the other, two rope bridges ahead. Guess I’m going straight ahead then.

Or…not.

The bulbous head of a wildbeast emerges from the entrance in front of me. More booming rings out, followed by several sharp clicks, this time coming from above me.

“I’m dead,” I whisper, allowing my eyes to travel upwards along the terraced walls. “I’m so dead.”

Six, no, seven of them. Three more are lurking around the entrance I came from. Adding the one I saw entering makes eleven in total. Worst of all is the fact that I’ve got nowhere to run. The triangular precipice I’m standing on is connected to three rope bridges. The closest one sways violently as a wildbeast begins crossing it. For a moment, I think of cutting the bridge loose. It doesn’t matter. Before that creature can reach me, the ones perched on the walls will leap down and finish me off, fighting over my scraps.

I ready my parang. Fine. If I’m gonna die alone, afraid and torn to bits by a pack of wildbeasts; if that’s the way it is, I’m gonna take out as many of them as I possibly can. One of me against eleven of them. What excellent odds.

An emu leaps onto my precipice, its claws causing the rock to crumble a little. It gnashes its beak threateningly as I turn to face it. Another one leaps onto the precipice. And another. I move.

I hack at the first creature, scoring a gash across its breast. It tries to bite me and I duck, pivoting on one foot and spinning around, just in time to meet the claws of the next wildbeast. I don’t have time to turn my blade so I whack it with the spine of the parang, rupturing its eye. Claws rake the air where my head once was. I drive my dagger into the heel of the foot. If the creature had an Achilles tendon, it’d have been finished. But it’s a wildbeast. I throw myself out of the way as another razor-sharp beak gouges a hole in the rock, just shy of my left leg. In my peripheral vision, more and more of those freaks are landing on my precipice. My original panic slowly dies as I become resigned to the fact that I’m not making it out alive. It’s a horrible feeling. After all, I’m fighting against the inevitable.

I’m running out of steam. I can’t stop moving. It’s all I can do to avoid being skewered. Sometimes I retaliate, doing damage but not enough to kill. This is it. I can’t keep this up any longer. It was impossible anyway. Even Ray and his Pentagon strength probably can’t handle this many wildbeasts. There’s no shame in giving up now, right? I’ve done everything I could. Despair wells up, cloaking my desperation.

“Back off,” I hiss, slashing a beak clean off. “Go rot in hell.”

Something in me doesn’t want to give up. I don’t know why. I don’t even know why I’m fighting so hard to survive. But a part of me is fiercely struggling, broken, sullied and desperate. Guilt. That’s it. A sinking realisation hits me as I fight the wildbeasts. Deep down, I want to go back for Ray. I don’t want to leave him to die. And on an even deeper level, I want to return to Rani. She shouldn’t have to deal with her worries coming true.

My parang hits the beak of one of the wildbeasts. The impact rips the blade from my grip, sending shockwaves all the way to my shoulder. I draw my bowie knife and stab the same creature repeatedly. It kicks at me, sending me flying into another emu, which tries to take my head off. I wedge a dagger in its beak and plunge the bowie knife up to its hilt into the wildbeast’s neck. It shudders, then goes still. The remaining wildbeasts pause momentarily, backing up to form a ring around me. They’re pissed, I realise. The next time they attack, I’m dead. I bare my teeth. Any time now. The ring tightens around me.

“ZAN!”

A flash of black. I blink. The wildbeast next to me has been cleaved into two. It’s Ray. He’s alive. In his hands is a sleek, long naginata. It’s that cloth bundle he always carries around. The pole is about 1.5 metres long and the crescent blade at the end of it boasts a vicious, serrated spine. There’s only one way he’s able to wield such a weapon. He’s taken off his gloves. Underneath, the blood-red Pentagon glows.

The wildbeasts converge. Ray twirls the naginata over his head, then brings it down sharply, cutting another wildbeast neatly in half. One slips in close, trying to take a bite out of him. He grabs its head and slams it into the ground. It doesn’t rise again. The whole time, the three diagonal streaks never leave his face. He’s using his power. He’s using his power to save my life. The more he uses this accursed power, the shorter his lifespan. My emotions are a mess. I don’t know why, but right now, the pain in my chest hurts more than anything I’ve ever felt.

“STOP!” I scream at him, snatching up my parang and hacking away at a wildbeast. “WHY?”

“You’re important to me, Zan,” he replies calmly. “I’m sorry I hid it from you. I should’ve told—”

“Stop! Just stop!” I’m near hysterical, the tears which wouldn’t flow before now worm their way into my eyes. “Please…stop this…”

“What are you—”

“YOUR LIFESPAN! YOU'RE USING UP YOUR GODDAMN LIFESPAN!”

“I know.”

Something about his tone tells me he does. He means what he says. He isn’t doing this to be a hero. He’s doing this because he wants to.

“Why?” I try my best not to yell. “Why won’t you stop? Why’re you wasting your life on someone like me?”

The naginata falls again and again. He doesn’t reply. A wildbeast flies off a precipice and into the chasm below. My back comes up against something hard. Shit. It’s the post of the rope bridge. I back up onto the bridge as a wildbeast attacks. Poor decision. It follows me onto the bridge, lunging and knocking me off my feet. The next thing I know, it’s on top of me, hell-bent on ripping my face to shreds. The bridge creaks dangerously, sagging and rocking violently. I can see one of the ropes begin to fray as it grinds against the rock of the precipice. Clang! Clang! Clang! The beak of the wildbeast smashes repeatedly into my blade. With one last creak, the bridge snaps.

“No!”

Instead of falling, I’m thrown to one side, barely catching hold of the rope railing. Ray’s holding the rope of the bridge with one hand, his naginata in the other. Unfortunately, the emu hasn’t fallen off either. It struggles to its feet, balancing precariously on the rope railing.

“Ray, let go.” My voice is strangely calm.

“No,” he says through gritted teeth.

“Do it.”

“No!”

Even for him, this is near impossible. His feet are sliding on the rock face, closer and closer to the edge. He can’t hold on, Pentagon strength or not.

“LET GO!”

He glances at me, seems to consider the situation and lets go. Turning, he takes a running leap off the precipice. His naginata impales the wildbeast above me. His arms fold over mine as we swing in a wide arc. We hit the side of the other precipice anchoring the bridge, then fall as the entire bridge is dislodged. I release my hold on the bridge and accelerate into a gut-wrenching freefall.

The rush of air roars in my ear, my hair billows all over my face. Ray is below me, still holding me tightly. I know what he’s planning, but I can’t do anything about it. It’s like watching a movie in slow motion, the lights above gradually getting smaller as we plummet.

Blue. We’re engulfed in blue light. Is this what happens when someone dies? Where the hell is the Grim Reaper or whoever is supposed to collect my soul? Thump! Our fall stops abruptly, jarring me so violently that for a moment, I’m sure that my eyeballs have been jolted out of their sockets. Under me, Ray coughs. Oh shit. I roll off him.

“Are you okay?” My hands are trembling as they make their way over his shoulders. “Ray? Ray!”

“Yeah…” He coughs again, pushing himself into a sitting position. “Built to…withstand…terminal velocity…”

“Ray…I…”

He holds up a hand. “Wait…gimme a moment…”

I look down and see that we landed on some kind of surface with luminous bright-blue veins. Yeah. Veins. They form an impenetrable network that is holding us up like the roots of a particularly gnarly old tree. Above us, the bottoms of the precipices end abruptly about five metres short of the ground and are connected to these glowing veins. It’s eerily silent here. The veins seem to stretch on forever.

Somewhere in the distance, I see blood-red liquid suspended within a mesh of similar veins. I’ve been there. It’s another Forbidden Path, I realise with a start. The one with the giant electric slugs and floating purple rocks. We’re…we’re in a place which sustains the Forbidden Paths. This network of veins must connect in some way to every Path out there. I know I’m right. I can see all sorts of terrains from where I’m sitting, each held up by a host of veins. Some are thinner than others, their glow comparatively weaker than their neighbours’. Is that what determines when a Path vanishes or forms?

Ray props himself up against a glowing tendril. We’re both covered in sweat and grime, but otherwise largely fine, considering the circumstances. The red marks have faded from his face, his Pentagon an odd purple under the blue light.

Looking at him, I don’t know where all my rage from before went. I can’t stay angry at him.

“I’m sorry,” he sighs. “I couldn’t tell you earlier…if I did…we couldn’t have…you would have hated me from the start.”

My heart skips a beat, then clenches in pain. He’s right. I’d have hated him even if I don’t now. But why? Because he saved my life? It’s more than that. But he’s a Pentagon.

“I…I don’t hate you.”

“I know.”

“Why? Why did you save me?”

“I told you. You’re important to me.”

“Why?”

“You…just are.” He manages a tired smile. “Enough such that a couple years of my life is small in comparison.”

“A couple years?” My voice is a hollow whisper. “For that short moment?”

“Approximately. It depends on how much of our strength we exert.”

“I’m sorry.” I’m barely holding back my tears. “Because of me…”

“Don’t be. I chose to use it. The power itself isn’t evil. What’s evil is in here.” He touches the left side of his chest. “We’re human too. There are evil Pentagons, just like there are evil Stars, Daggers, Snakes and Crosses. I’m no different from you.”

“You’re the exception…”

“I’m no exception and you know it. All of the Pentagons at ARK will one day put their lives on the line to save every human being in the organisation. Zan, if you’ll have to admit that you’re wrong one day, you might as well make it today.”

“They’re doing it because it’s their duty to—”

“If an office worker helps an old lady bring her groceries to her car, it’s kindness. But if a salesperson does the same, it’s good customer service.”

“Huh?”

“The act is the same, no matter the position. You’re letting your view of the Pentagons as soldiers cloud your judgement. Knowing someone’s background will affect the way you perceive their actions. They don’t have to stay with ARK, you know. You’ve seen it yourself. We only accept those who want to stay of their own free will.”

“Fine. But none of that changes the fact that my mother was murdered by that one you called Malabar.”

“And I’m telling you that there’s more to that than you understand.”

“You’re asking me to just leave it at that and—”

“I’m asking you to trust me.”

I glare at him. After ten seconds, I falter. He knows he’s got me. There’s no way I’ll say no to that, not when he used his life to protect mine. As horrible a person as I am, even I don’t sink that low.

“Doesn’t change the fact that the Pentagons once started a war that killed millions,” I try.

“That’s a weak argument and you know it. Wars have taken place with or without the siergs. You’re using it as an excuse to fuel your hate.”

His words hit me hard. Sledgehammer-hard. No one, not even Rani, has ever dug so deeply and pierced so accurately. I’ve spent my life giving myself every excuse to hate them but not once have I provided myself a reason to think of them differently. And it hurts. It hurts to admit that he’s right. It hurts to let go of everything that I’ve built my life around for the past years. I can’t do it.

“I…” I’m shaking my head. “I can’t. Not yet. Not while things remain like this…”

“Zan.” He doesn’t break eye contact with me. “I’m not asking you to love them. All I’m asking is acceptance. Give them a chance. Like how you’re giving me a chance right now.”

I can…right? If it’s just that. He’s built the stepladder for me. All I have to do is climb. I sit, leaning back till my head rests on his shoulders, which tense, then relax. I can’t let go of his presence. I don’t know why, but I get the feeling that I can’t. Even if I have to change, I will. Step by step. I should be able to do this.

And so, deep in the bowels of the Forbidden Paths, engulfed in a strange blue glow, I set down my burden of hate.








FOURTEEN

WE SIT AND rest for twenty minutes. We retrieve our weapons and take stock of our situation. It doesn’t look good at all.

“I think we’re in the Core,” Ray says. “The place I’ve tried so hard to find but couldn’t because it was underneath the Forbidden Paths all along.”

He sounds excited. He gets up and begins exploring. Not wanting to be left behind, I follow suit.

“But what about the Pentagon…the mission?”

“This takes priority. If we haven’t found the Pentagon within half an hour in real time, ARK will assume we’re dead and send in another team of Trackers.”

For someone who’s just shaved off a couple years from his life, he seems pretty chill. I, on the other hand, am not.

“If you’re still brooding about me expending my lifespan, forget it.” He waves a hand in front of my face, easily reading my expression. “I told you. It was my choice.”

“Your life isn’t some…some currency to be spent!” I burst out. “It’s precious! If you keep using your power…then you’ll…you’ll…”

“I know what will happen better than most.”

The calmness of his tone infuriates me. I open my mouth to scream some sense into him, then pause. His eyes, damn it. He does understand. He does. And yet, he chose to use it. He chose to save my life when all I ever did was hate him for what he never did.

“I’m sorry.” I drop my gaze, my voice a ghost of my previous outburst. “I—”

“Let’s leave it at that, okay?”

“But—”

“Look, buy me a meal when we get back and call it even, all right?”

“Is your life worth a simple meal?”

He actually has the nerve to smile. “As long as you’re buying.”

I sigh, not knowing what else to say.

We’ve walked under Path after Path, each supported in its own way by the glowing blue network. He isn’t even listening to me anymore. Running ahead like a child among toys, he approaches a sphere made of tightly coiled veins. It’s probably at least five metres in diameter and looks cool to the touch. There’s no question about it. It’s that Core they’re looking for. Without warning, Ray swings his naginata at the sphere.

“Hey!”

“What?”

“Don’t just—”

“Hit it? Doesn’t matter. I can’t damage the damn thing.”

It’s true. The razor-sharp edge of his naginata glances off the veins harmlessly as though it were a plastic sword.

“Well, I mean, if you think about it, it’s holding the entire Forbidden Path network together,” I reason. “Can’t be that easy to destroy, can it?”

“Stand back.”

I know what he’s about to do. The Pentagon on his hand begins glowing, as do three diagonal lines across his face. I wince as he hoists the naginata over his shoulder and brings it down upon the sphere with all his might. Nothing. Not even a sound. It’s like the energy just vanished. Newton’s laws apparently don’t apply here. I’m not surprised. The glow fades from Ray’s sierg. He doesn’t look surprised either.

“I guess we can’t destroy it at the moment,” he muses. “Tina should have other ideas. If there’s anyone who can figure out a way to shut down this network, it’s her.”

“She’s that good?”

“Let’s just say that she’s been fiddling with ARK’s equipment way more than she should.”

“Sounds like her.” I smile a little.

He takes a step closer to the Core, then backs up, eyes wide.

“What?” I frown apprehensively.

“This…I’m pretty sure this is…Temasium.”

“Huh?”

“Malaium, you know, the stuff in our weapons, is a degraded form of the original Temasium.”

“And…what does this…mean?”

He takes a deep breath. “Okay, this is just speculation at the moment, but…this is what created the Forbidden Paths in the first place.”

“Come again?” I can’t believe my ears.

Ray grimaces, as though he’s about to reveal something he really shouldn’t. “I secretly dug through ARK’s archives a while ago. Temasium is a material created by scientists about two hundred years ago. But soon after its creation, they determined that it had a severe mutative effect on anything in close proximity to it. In panic, they buried it. The documents suggest that over the years, it degraded and spread, affecting a large area beneath Singapore and creating the Forbidden Paths.”

“So you’re saying that the wildbeasts were—”

“Wildlife.” He nods. “And animals in the zoo which escaped during the first Convergence. Not to mention, when humans came into contact with Temasium’s and Malaium’s mutative properties…”

“Pentagons.”

“Siergs.” He smiles faintly.

“Oh. Hold up. Doesn’t this mean…that this could one day spread beyond Singapore’s boundaries? And also…we could continue…mutating? Gaining weird powers?”

“In theory, yes. But I don’t know for sure. It could take hundreds of years.”

“Or I could wake up tomorrow with x-ray vision.”

“Well, yeah.”

Brief silence.

“By the way, don’t tell anyone else about the Core. If ARK knew, they’ll try to stop us,” Ray cautions.

“Huh? Why? Wouldn’t this stop your Convergence thing from coming true?”

“ARK intends for Convergence to happen. It plans to rebuild the human race from scratch and establish a new society where everyone lives equally.”

“And wouldn’t you like that?” I ask, then regret almost immediately. “Uh…I mean, being a Pentagon…you know?”

“It’s a noble goal achieved through ignoble means.” He sighs, his expression guarded. “Of course, I’d like to live outside ARK’s compounds one day. But it doesn’t mean I’ll rejoice when the rest of humanity’s destroyed.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know. If anything, when Convergence happens, ARK won’t get away unscathed. I’ll be forced to fight. No, we’ll be forced to fight. And I’d like to try and avoid that as much as possible.”

That’s right. If he continues using his power, pretty soon, he’ll die.

“Speaking of which,” I begin. “Uh…I don’t know how I should say this…I mean like…uh…”

“Spit it out. Tact isn’t your strong suit.”

“Hey!”

“Kidding…”

“How long do you have left? Like uh…how long do you have left to live?”

“Ah. If I carry on the way I am, maybe fifty or so years? But if Convergence does happen before that…well, estimating the amount of power I’ll have to use…I’d say about seven to eight years, assuming I survive the whole thing.”

I can’t think of anything else to say. Seven to eight years? That’s…that’s…so unfair. How can he say it so calmly? How can he be so agreeable to all of this? It makes no sense. Whether we manage to stop Convergence or not, nothing will go right for him. If we stop it, he’ll never be able to leave ARK’s compound. If we let it happen, he’ll die seven years after, without even seeing the new world he helped create. So why?

“All right.” He cracks his knuckles. “Time to get out of here.”

“How?”

“Back the way we came.” He blinks as though it’s obvious.

We lean back and stare at the rocky precipices stretching far above us.

“Now what?” I ask.

“We climb.”

“Ray, I can’t climb that.”

“Hold this for me.” He hands me the naginata.

Removing his left boot, he drives a dagger into its tip from the inside, right up to the dagger’s hilt. Using another dagger, he cuts off most of the dagger’s handle, leaving the blade sticking out of the toe. He does the same to his right boot, creating a pair of…I don’t know, climbing boots?

“I’m so not doing that.”

“You don’t have to. Piggyback?”

I stare at him, realisation dawning upon me.

“Ray…”

“There’s no other way.”

I hate to admit it, but he’s right. I can’t think of another way to get out of this place. Gingerly, I wrap my arms around his shoulder.

“Don’t fall off, okay?”

“You’re asking me?”

He has a dagger in each hand too. He’s using his power again. The daggers dig effortlessly into the blue veins. For some strange reason, I can feel my face burning red, my heart jackhammering away in my chest. I’m glad he can’t see my face, even though I’m sure he can feel my heartbeat.

“Don’t look down,” he says cheerily. “You’ll be fine.”

“Shut up will you?” I mutter. “I’m not scared of heights.”

“Okay.” I can hear him chuckling.

Fortunately, it doesn’t take him long to get back onto a precipice. Only the corpses of the slain emus remain. Many have been cleaved into pieces, the undeniable tell-tale mark of the naginata.

“Uh, Zan?”

“Yeah?”

“Can you walk?”

“Oh…shit…sorry.”

I let go of him quickly, nearly twisting my ankle as I land hard on the ground. I hope he doesn’t notice the blush on my face.

“S’okay. Here, pass me the naginata.”

I pass it to him. “Are we still going after the Pentagon?”

“No, that Chymeleo itself would’ve put the entire mission into jeopardy.”

“But you could’ve dealt with it,” I mutter. “If only I hadn’t run off—”

“Run off? Since when? We dealt with the wildbeast but decided that it was too dangerous to continue.”

“What’re you talking about?” I say miserably. “This is my fault. I—”

“No one needs to know.” His voice is firm. “Nothing happened here. It was too dangerous to carry on. That’s all.”

I swallow my protest and nod gratefully.

We enter that snowy Path once again. The chameleon wildbeast is dead. One decapitated head hangs from the wall, impaled through the centre by Ray’s tongfa. He must’ve left in a rush because I can see several of his weapons lying here, including his precious tongfa.

Back at ARK, Tina clamps her hand over her mouth when she sees us, sweeping me into a suffocating hug. A number of other people have gathered, including Ben. She turns and tries to hug Ray, but he backs out of reach so she settles for me once again.

“Thank God,” she breathes in my ear. “Thank God you’re okay. When we had to send out a second Tracker team…I thought…I thought…”

“What happened down there?” Ben asks, eyeing Ray’s unwrapped naginata.

“Chymeleo.”

A murmur ripples through the others. I see the characteristic fear, grudging respect and even brutal satisfaction in their eyes. Ray, with his previously unbroken track record, has now been brought down a peg. Maybe it humanises him a little. But at the same time, they all know what those wildbeasts can do. The fact that we made it out rather unscathed is a feat itself.

“All right, go wash up. I expect a full report from the both of you after this.” Ben claps his hands loudly, silencing everyone. “The rest of you, go on. Get back to whatever you were doing. Go on, now.”

Rumours will already be flying around ARK, I’m sure.

“Zan, Tina, let’s go too,” Ray says.

“Eh? Me too?” Tina blinks, releasing me.

Ray gives an almost imperceptible nod, his expression serious.

“Uh…I mean, of course,” she says, sounding a little sheepish. “Let’s go.”

Ten minutes later, we’re in Ray’s room. “We found the Core,” Ray says immediately after the door shuts. “It’s here.” He and Tina lean forward in front of his map to study where his finger is pointing. I go to greet Firewater instead.

Tina frowns, running a finger along a red thread that passes over where Ray thinks the Core is. “You sure? T65 isn’t giving out any strange pulses. On the other hand—”

“I’m sure,” Ray says firmly. “Zan saw it too. Firewater, don’t do that.”

The dragon burps, drenching my right ear in warm water.

“Firewater!”

“It’s okay,” I say, laughing. “Just carry on with your discussion.”

They share a look.

“Uh…Zan, Firewater’s spit will give you a rash if you don’t wash it off.”

“Oh.”

When I return from the toilet, they’re immersed in a furious discussion. I wish I could help, but I know next to nothing about what they’re talking about.

“I’ll be needing four coils of copper wire, a circuit board, an AC generator and duct tape,” Tina says. “From any DIY shop up above—”

“You know very well I can’t go.” Ray waves his gloved hands at her helplessly. “Unless you want me to adopt the town hall’s spikes as my new gullet.”

“Well, yeah, I guess I’ll have to find the time then.”

“Uh…if it’s something to do with going out of ARK…I can do it, can’t I?” I break in. “I mean, I’ve been out there before with Rani. If it’s just a simple errand…”

Tina glances at Ray.

“What?” he mutters. “It’s a good idea, is it not? Let her go.”

“But you’re always so protective—”

“Tina…”

“Okay, okay,” she giggles. “Thanks a lot, Zan. I’ll pass you the list of items I’ll need.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll let Ben know,” Ray says. “You can just—”

“Nah, it’s fine,” I cut in. “I’ll go find him now.”

I pat Firewater on the head and pull open the door. Ray looks like he wants to say more, but ultimately decides against it. The door swings shut behind me.

Ben’s conducting a class when I arrive. Seeing me outside his door, he quickly instructs his students to practise a rigorous drill and rushes out. From his expression, he’s clearly expecting bad news.

“I’m sorry about before,” I say. “For what happened in the Pentagon Quarters.”

He blinks, then sighs. “Two hundred credits have been deducted on account of your misconduct,” he replies in a low voice. “You’re lucky. The penalty could be worse but no one knows about the incident yet. So tell me, what happened?”

“You know my past, Ben. You know why I did what I did.”

“No, not that. I know you hate them. I’m referring to after. With Ray. Did you—”

“Find out that he’s a Pentagon? Yeah. He told me to trust him. So I guess that’s what I’m gonna do for now.”

To my surprise, a small smile appears at the corners of his lips. “By the way, Zan, you’re banned from entering the Pentagon Quarters until further notice.”

“Yeah. Okay.” I can’t keep the apathy from my voice. “Uh…I kinda…uh…”

“What?”

“I need to visit the outside world.”

“Visit the…oh, apply for leave, you mean,” he chuckles. “When?”

“Uh…now?”

“Now?”

“Yeah. I kinda wanna…clear my head a little…”

He gives me a long, thoughtful look. “Be back by nine tonight,” he mutters. “If anyone questions you, tell them you’re running an errand for me.”

“Thanks.”

Back in my room, I find an envelope under the door. It’s from Tina. I pull open my drawer to grab the brown envelope of real-world currency nestled snugly inside. I meant to return it to Ray, but never found the chance.

It smells of rain outside. The roads are wet and shiny, a faint mist curling from the rough asphalt. I get on the bus, find myself a seat and promptly collapse into it.

Up until now, the events of today haven’t really sunk in. But, as I lean back in the cushioned seat with air-conditioning blowing in my face, my thoughts run rampant. I tried to kill someone. I almost died. Ray saved me. Ray is a Pentagon. We found the Core. The more I think about it, the more my mind splinters into a muddled kaleidoscope. I may be wrong for hating all Pentagons, but it doesn’t change the fact that one murdered my mother. Frustrated, I lean my head against the window; it vibrates vigorously but I figure that maybe the shaking will do my skull some good.

“Hey.”

Hey? Who the hell…oh, wait. It’s a familiar face, but I can’t place it. I’ve seen this man next to me somewhere before. Those eyes, especially.

“Don’t remember me?” He sounds more amused than hurt. “We bumped into each other in the church that day, remember? Quite literally.”

Ah, that strange man. He’s still dressed in long sleeves and pants despite the weather. On the ground beside him is a plastic bag of glass bottles.

“Oh. Oh, yes, I remember. I’m sorry about that.”

“Don’t worry about it. It was my fault too,” he says with the same friendly smile. “I’m Ling. Nice to meet you.”

“Ling?”

“That’s what people call me anyway.” He offers his hand and I shake it.

“I see. I’m Zan. Nice to meet you.”

The handshake is firm and he’s probably stronger than he looks. His hands are calloused, particularly the area around the mid-section of his index finger. I don’t know if I should be suspicious of him, but somehow, I’m at ease. He has a kind of… comforting aura about him.

“Heading to the city?” he inquires.

“Yeah. Running errands for the church,” I explain. “Yourself ?”

“Running errands for my wife.” He laughs. His avuncular eyes crinkle when he does. He might be older than I thought he was.

“You’re married?”

“With a daughter. She’s turning three next year. Cute little thing. Can’t wait for her to hit her rebellious phase.”

I can’t help it. I smile at the thought of family.

“Finally.”

“Sorry?” I blink.

“You smiled,” he says. “You looked upset before.”

“I…I did?”

“Yeah. What’s wrong? If you don’t mind me asking. If anything, it might make you feel better to talk.”

“Ah, but I’m uh…” I gesture to my garb, “with the church…like, I should be the one doing the comforting thing.”

“You’re human first, church committee second. I mean, the offer stands, but I’ll understand if you’d rather not. Everyone has secrets to keep, don’t they?” He winks. “Even me. Don’t let my wife know I bought brandy.”

I smile. “It’s no big secret. Just some guy I…hate, but some other guy I trust says he isn’t a bad person so now I’m stuck wondering if I should—”

“Hate him or not,” he finishes for me. “That ain’t hard. Trust him.”

“I mean…it’s slightly more complicated than that. Like, this other guy… he’s…uh…”

I can’t say that he’s a Pentagon in public. I’ll be left as a head on the town hall’s fence.

“Doesn’t matter,” Ling says. “If you trust this person enough to doubt yourself, then trust him fully. Not many people can make you do that based on trust alone.”

As I consider his words, the bus rumbles to a halt and its doors hiss open.

“Ah, my stop.”

“Me too.”

We alight and I survey our surroundings.

“Where’re you headed?” he asks. “Need some help? You don’t look familiar with this part of the city.”

“Actually, yeah. I’m looking for a DIY shop. They gave me this list.” I fumble through my pocket and pass him Tina’s list.

As I do, my arm brushes his left wrist. It’s barely noticeable, but he winces. While I’m pondering whether to apologise, his face lights up with a grin.

“This will be easy. The place I’m going to has most of these items. Come on, I’ll take you there.”

“Ah, thanks.”

He guides me through a labyrinth of roads, shops and offices, eventually stopping in front of a department store deep in some shopping complex. He’s right. This place probably carries every item I’ll ever need in life: row after row of household goods, snacks, useless trinkets, and electronic gadgets and parts. Surprisingly, Ling’s hospitality doesn’t end here. He takes me around the store, helping me check off my list of items.

“Oh my.” I bend over an insulated container, more excited than I’ve ever been in quite some time.

Ahead, Ling halts in his tracks, turning around curiously. “What is it?”

“A twelve-pack coffee costs five-ninety. That’s…that’s…”

“Fifty cents a can,” he says before I can even wrap my head around the numbers. “Yeah, they do have discounts like this sometimes. You like coffee too?”

“I’d die without it.”

“My wife says the same thing about me,” he chuckles. “Says there’s got to be more coffee than blood in my body by now.”

Just as I straighten up with two twelve-packs of coffee, a man walks past and the straps on his backpack catch on a display of soda bottles. It topples, sending a cascade of 1.5-litre bottles rolling off the shelf and down upon my head. And in that moment, I swear Ling’s eyes black out. It’s as though someone threw a curtain over them. His left hand sweeps around, grabbing me by the collar and pulling me out of the way. When the noise of the crash dies down, Ling blinks and it’s gone. He’s back to giving out those avuncular old man vibes.

“You okay?” he asks.

I nod hesitantly. “Thanks. Those were some quick reflexes.”

He places a finger on his lips and winks surreptitiously. “I’m old on the outside but young inside.”

We help pick up the bottles, assuring the profusely apologetic man that I’m fine.

Ling and I end up having a coffee later and he tells me about his family. An hour passes easily.

In some sense, I think on the way back to ARK, both of us needed a stranger to talk to.

When I return, I drop the stuff off at Tina’s lab. She’s still there, stares at the two twelve-pack coffee cans in my arms and bursts out laughing. I wave good night, heading back to my room for a good rest.

I’m exhausted. If that stupid activation disc were to flash red right now, I’d drown it in the shower. At my door, I find it locked, and my pockets are emptier than a Dromedius’ soul. This day just keeps getting better and better. Guess I’ll wait for Rani to return. Sighing, I sit on the floor and slump against the door.

At that moment, the door is flung open. I lose my balance and fall flat on my back, finding myself staring at Rani. Her hair’s wrapped up in a towel.

“Zan! Oh my gosh, we went down into the Forbidden Paths for the first time today! It was so surreal, standing in that strange, otherworldly place we’ve been taught about all our lives but never saw until now.”

“Which did you go to?”

“Fifth from the left.”

“Ah, the one with the blue plant-things.”

“You’ve been in there?” She blinks, surprised. “The Path with the Cylindrips?”

I nod, lying back in bed as she dries her hair with the towel. “Don’t squash them.”

“Jasper did,” she giggles. “He’s still trying to get the smell off his clothes.”

“Things are working out with him, huh?” I smile.

She pulls a face. “He’s good and all, but sometimes he gets a little…thoughtful about a certain…someone…”

I stare blankly back at her and she lets out a prolonged, exaggerated sigh.

“Zan, he likes you.”

“Huh?”

“Gosh, how dense can you be? He’s been dropping signs all over the place.”

“No, wait. No. How can that even be possible? What signals are you even talking about?”

“Who else would stay up late and watch you drink and rant without a single complaint?”

I feel my face colour. I mean, that kinda did happen, although I’ve never thought of it that way.

“That was just him being nice,” I say firmly.

“Yeah, right. And you being dense.”

“Come on, you know that he’s got plenty of admirers. He has no reason to like someone like me.”

“Not everyone can beat him in hand-to-hand combat.”

“You’re saying that he likes me cause I nearly took his head off ?”

“No,” she groans. “I’m trying to say you’re special.”

I shake my head. “Can’t be right.”

“This is painful to watch,” Rani says. “By the way, don’t tell him I told you. He’ll freak out.”

“I don’t…okay yeah fine.”

I don’t know how to feel about this. It’s one more thing to add to my list of things I have to worry about. I mean, I can’t deny a part of me feeling a little…elated? Flattered? I can’t think of the right word. At the same time, a part of me feels disappointed. The more I think about it, the more complex it gets.

We chat a while more before turning in for the night. I don’t tell her about my crazy day. I don’t want to burden her, not after her first foray into the Forbidden Paths. A distracted mind could mean the difference between life and death down there. There’s something else too, I realise as I lie there, listening to the somnolent whirling of the fan above my head. I don’t want her to hate me. Despicable, aren’t I?







FIFTEEN

BREAKFAST. I DON’T have enough credits for a freshly brewed cup of hot coffee in the canteen, so I queue up at the cafeteria’s coffee machine. Today will be another tiring day. Ray’s got me booked for training almost the entire day. I wonder how I’m gonna face him, given…you know. I mean, he is not the type to get awkward because of things like this, but this isn’t just about him, is it? How do I face someone who willingly gave up a part of his life for mine—and refuses to tell me why?

“Zan!”

Speak of the devil. I turn, pretty sure that my facial features are arranged in an odd way, somewhere between a frown and a smile.

“Out. Now.”

My weird frown-smile melts into a scowl. “Hey! What?”

“No time,” he huffs, out of breath. He grabs me by the arm and drags me out of the queue. “Zan, please. Just come with me.”

“But coffee…”

Coffee is probably the least important thing right now, judging by the worry lines on Ray’s forehead. He thrusts a warm cup into my hand.

“Happy? Now come.”

“You… What’s going on?”

“He’s coming.”

“He?”

“Zan, we don’t have time. I’ll explain later, okay?”

An audible gasp ripples through the cafeteria, followed by silence. The crowd parts, revealing a tanned, bulky figure. X. The Pentagon sierg on his hand glows bright. Despite Ray’s efforts, I stop dead in my tracks. In the Pentagon’s hands is a keris. And it’s meant for me. I know because the blade isn’t Malaium-black. It’s grey, its gentle curvatures are adorned with intricate designs and end in a razor-sharp point. A shiver runs up my spine. Automatically, I grope for my own weapon. Ray groans.

“Zan! ZAN!”

I snap out of my daze. “What, is he trying to kill me?”

“No…”

“Sure looks like it.”

“Zan, please. Listen, head down to B7 and wait for me, okay?”

“If he wants a fight, I’ll finish what he started—”

“That’s exactly what he’s trying to do.” Ray gets between me and X. “Finishing what he started. I’ll explain everything later, okay? I promise. I will. Now go.”

“Ray—”

“Please.” He sounds so desperate that I oblige. I owe him that much at the very least. Tearing my eyes off the Pentagon, I run, shoving my way through the crowd. Behind me, I hear X bellowing something and Ray shouting. Fantastic. So my day begins with an enraged Pentagon hunting me down. I would stand no chance against him. That, I know for sure. He could rip me apart with pure strength alone.

I arrive at B7, half-expecting the Pentagon to rush at me out of nowhere, but there’s no one around. I pace the lobby anxiously, waiting for Ray. What if he fights the Pentagon? What if he gets injured? What if he uses that power for my sake once more? That thought sends a jolt down my body. No way. Half-panicking, I hit the lift button. I’m going back.

Ding! I rush to enter as the doors open but collide into someone exiting the lift. Ray.

“Whoa, what’re you—” His eyes narrow suspiciously. “Going back?”

“Ah, I…” I say, flustered. “When have I ever listened to anything you say?” I retort, trying to ignore the relief flooding through me. “Where’s the Pentagon?”

“Later.” He shoots the lift a dark glare, as though expecting the Pentagon to come bursting out at any moment. “For now, just follow me.”

He takes a key from his pocket and unlocks the first Path from the left.

“Hold on, we’re not on a mission, right?”

“No, we’re not.”

“So where’d you get that?” I jerk my chin at the key in his hand.

“Perks of the job,” he says. “Pretend you never saw.”

“Like Firewater?”

“Yeah. Like Firewater.”

I follow him from Path to Path, each as bizarre as the next. In one, the walls are covered in millions of tiny creatures that look like octopuses with tentacles coming out of their bulbous heads. Another Path has ice-cold green fire blowing from vents while pink flames in the shape of humanoid figures frolick about.

“Let them be,” Ray says as a flame edges dangerously close to us. “They’re just curious.”

The figure burns bright red, then transforms into a deep blue.

“Curious, huh? These are wildbeasts…right?”

“Dizurhong,” Ray nods. “They’ll leave us alone if we leave them alone. Wildbeasts are an entire ecosystem of their own. They don’t exist to kill us. They exist to be.”

“Many of them kill people, though.”

“True, but not all of them are packs of nasty claws and teeth. We aren’t meant to coexist, but it doesn’t mean that all of them are thirsting for blood.”

A year ago, heck, even a month ago, I’d have scoffed at this notion. But after everything I’ve been through, I know he’s right.

“Why are they shaped like humans, though?”

“They’re shapeshifting flames. They take the form of the last thing they encounter.”

“Oh.”

“So if you see an emu-shaped flame, it would be a good idea to turn back.”

We pass through more Paths. I don’t know how he finds his way around. He isn’t following instructions on a screen as he usually does. We go through another entrance and he stops.

“All right, we’re here.”

The Path is poorly lit, as if it were dusk on a mountaintop. We’re in a meadow of some sort, a heavy fog hangs in the air. I can make out orchid-like flowers, each one connected to a single stalk in the ground. Each one a different colour, with neon green stamens wriggling around in the centre.

“Get ready,” Ray says softly. “This place experiences a sunrise every seven minutes. And by sun, I mean a glowing ball of fire imprisoned in the Path’s walls.”

“Are the flowers wildbeasts?”

“Yes. We call them Pentagone. Because beneath each flower lies the body of a Pentagon.”

As he speaks, the Path brightens. In the distance, a faintly glowing ball rises on the left wall. It illuminates the Path, shrouding everything in mist. My breath catches in my throat. The Path is full of Pentagone. The field of flowers stretches as far as my eye can see, thousands upon thousands of beautifully tragic wildbeasts swaying silently in the mist. The silence is almost suffocating. I press my tongue hard against the roof of my mouth, trying to repress the sour ache at the back of my throat.

“This is Path T103, also known as the Pentagon cemetery,” Ray continues quietly. “The first Pentagon who died here was said to have fallen in love with a Dagger. Of course, it was an impossible love that tragically ended in a double suicide in this Path. A Pentagone grew to honour the memory. To date, that Dagger is one of only two people here who does not have a flower. That story spread and soon, this became the place where Pentagons come to die.”

“They…why?”

“Many come when they’re at the end of their lives, having exhausted their powers. Others come with the intention of never seeing the outside world again, even if it’s not their time. They’re children who take their own lives.”

“But…why?”

“There’s no one in this world who hates us more than we hate ourselves.”

I don’t speak. I can’t. I’m afraid I might cry if I do. In front of me, Ray’s tortured expression devastates me. The Path dims again as I struggle to take in Ray’s words. The ball of fire is now on the right wall, close to the horizon.

There’s a strange rustling sound. Why the hell is he taking off his shirt?

“Ray, what are you—”

“I promised to explain everything, didn’t I?”

“But must you take off…oh…” My voice freezes in my throat.

His back is muscular, perfectly contoured and marred with white scars. Under normal circumstances, I’d be too embarrassed to stare, but now, my eyes are glued to a spot on his back. A single scar in particular.

VII.

We’re both quiet, my brain working in overdrive.

I get it now. His behaviour. From that cryptic remark he made when we first met, to his resigned acceptance when I spoke about my past with X. He knew it was me. There’s no question about it. He knew all along.

A part of me, the more emotional part, is screaming not to trust him; another, the more practical part, reasons that he didn’t have a choice. And yet another part of me, a part I never knew existed, calmly recognises that whether or not he told me, he knew it wouldn’t have made a difference anyway.

As dawn breaks again, Ray hands me a folded piece of paper. It’s torn around the edges, yellowing and stained with what looks like dried blood. I unfold it. A handwritten set of instructions greets my eyes. Contingency. That’s the word at the top of the paper. My eyes travel down the spidery scrawl. They’re numbered one to ten. The last one catches my attention.

10) If I am too injured to flee, finish me before they can.

I stare at the words, uncomprehending, feeling my heart sink. I know who wrote this. Mum. In a flash, my memories of that night come rushing back. Blood. A stark, vivid red. She wasn’t calling his name, nor was she asking for help. She was referring to contingency number 10. She was begging him to kill her.

“Your mother never addressed us by our numbers,” Ray says softly, seeing the realisation in my eyes. “She always said that was what scientists in a lab would do.”

I try to quell the violent heaving in my chest.

“I…no, we were from a government-controlled facility. They were still conducting experiments on Pentagons then. There were twenty of us, a mix of boys and girls,” he continues. “Your parents were scientists who broke us out of there. It was an insane thing to do. Eleven of us died in the attempt, along with your father. And despite everything, your mother took us in. She took on the world for some kids she didn’t even know. She…she did for us what no one else ever would. She became our mother.”

His voice cracks. I’ve never seen this side of him before.

“After that incident, the government suspended lab testing of Pentagons. She knew that they’d be hunting for us. She knew that we’d be in danger. And so she came up with that list. Our roles were predetermined. At the first sign of danger, I was to take you and flee to ARK. They’ll take care of you, she said.”

“So after…after she…died…the lot of you escaped to ARK?” My voice is a hollow whisper. “The others are here too?”

“There are only three of us left. Malabar, Gwyneth and me. The rest didn’t make it out. I…I went back for them after I left you at one of ARK’s entrances. And I brought them here.” His gaze sweeps across the Pentagon cemetery, pausing at certain intervals. “I…I…”

He knows exactly where they’re buried. He knows which flowers are theirs.

“Remember when I said that the Dagger who loved the Pentagon was one of two people here without a Pentagone?”

I nod.

“The second…is your mother.”

The walls turn a deep purple, casting a shadow over Ray. Still, I can make out the tears on his face.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I promised that I wouldn’t…that I would tell you this properly but I…I…she meant a lot to us too, you know.”

I nod once more.

“There’s not much left to tell after that. I stayed in this Path for close to a year. I was trying to starve myself and die a peaceful death, but it didn’t quite work out. When Pentagons came to die, I spoke with them and listened to them. I guess I was searching for a reason to live. Eventually, a Tracker team from ARK found me.”

We watch several cycles of sunrises and sunsets, lost in our own thoughts. I didn’t know Mum. I didn’t know what kind of person she was. I’m such a failure of a daughter, aren’t I? She risked everything for the Pentagons and I demolished her love with my hatred. My chest feels tight, as though it’s being crushed under a truck.

“So…uh…” I begin awkwardly, shattering the silence. “Do you hate the world above?”

“No,” he says immediately. “They’re misguided and they—”

“Ray.”

There. A slight curl on his lips. He clenches his jaw, then relaxes, his shoulders slumping.

“Yeah,” he admits in a defeated whisper. “Yeah. I hate it. I hate it so much. It took everything away from me. It…”

“Is that why you joined ARK?”

“Not…not exactly.”

“Then why?”

He looks me in the eyes. I’m almost certain his face is reddening, but in the dusk, it’s hard to tell. He breaks eye contact before I do.

“You,” he finally replies.

“Huh?”

“I fought the Trackers off when they tried to take me back to ARK. Malabar came for me next. He told me about you and said that if I wanted to honour to your mother, I should be protecting you in her stead. Not mope around in here. He was right, of course.” He smiles ruefully. “And since I could control my powers better than most, ARK allowed me to become a Tracker on the condition that I refrain from using my power unless absolutely necessary.”

“I…I see.”

“Zan…” He falters, then seems to make a quick decision. “Do you want to visit your mother?”

“Yes,” I say after a moment’s hesitation.

He wades through the field of flowers and I follow. The flowers come up to my waist. Ray stops at an empty spot. We are surrounded by six Pentagones. It’s here. This is where he laid her to rest.

“I’m sorry,” he mutters. “I couldn’t leave anything here to mark her spot. The ground in this Path consumes everything immobile from our world after an hour or so.”

“Oh.” I stare fixedly at the empty space. My emotions are running wild, twisting and morphing so quickly that I can neither decipher nor capture what I’m supposed to be feeling at the moment. All I can do is stare.

“I’ll be by the entrance of the Path,” Ray says. “Take your time.”

“Okay.”

I should say a few words or shed a few tears, but both won’t come. Maybe I’ll stand here so still that the ground will swallow me up. It’s futile. In utter frustration—mixed with confusion and hurt—I eventually turn and leave, without a word.

We make our way back to ARK in silence. Ray lets me have the rest of the day off. I’m glad. I, for one, am not in the mood for sparring.

Instead I head to the cafeteria for lunch. Almost immediately, I sense that something’s wrong. It’s dark and empty. That’s strange. The stall lights have been dimmed and the janitor is putting a chain through the handles of the door.

“Uh…excuse me?” I call.

“Yes?”

“Did something happen? Why is the cafeteria closed?”

He gives me a strange look. “It always closes at this time, does it not?”

My gaze drifts to a clock on the wall. 8.56pm.

“Miss?” He looks concerned now. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Uh…yeah, no, it’s nothing. I must have lost track of time...”

The Forbidden Paths. If time can pass faster in some Paths, then time can also slow underground too. Maybe I should check if this is even the same day.

My stomach growls, but I’m left with no choice. So I head back towards my room.

Midway down the corridor, something grabs me by the shoulder. On reflex, I whirl around and lash out with my right foot, burying it into something soft. I hear a cry of pain.

Jasper’s clutching his stomach.

“Oh gosh, I’m so sorry,” I gasp, helping him to his feet. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine,” he says, grimacing. “Lost in thought, huh? You didn’t even react when I called your name earlier.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t see you. Busy day, I guess.”

“Uh…you’re heading back to your room?”

“Yeah.”

“Wrong way.”

“Oh.”

Silence. Then my stomach decides to let out a rumble. I give him an awkward smile, hoping he didn’t hear it. No such luck.

“You hungry?” He’s trying not to laugh.

“No,” I mutter. “My stomach’s working out.”

“Canteen?”

“I would, but I’m poor now.”

“Why?”

“Ben deducted two hundred credits for misconduct.”

“Misconduct?”

“Long story,” I sigh. “One I don’t want to get into.”

“All right, let’s go.” He seizes me by the wrist and pulls me towards the lift. “Dinner’s on me.”

“There’s no need…I mean, I can’t accept…”

“If you’re so bothered about it, pay me back in cash.” He shrugs. “They’re almost the same thing anyway.”

“You say that but you’re thinking of a way to reject the money.”

He blinks, then grins. “We’ll argue about it when it happens, deal?”

I don’t want to accept, but I’m seriously starving here.

“Fine. Thanks. You can let me go now. I promise I won’t run away.”

“Oh, sorry.” He releases his grip a little too quickly. Rani’s words come rushing back to me. He likes me? Impossible. At least I don’t think so.

Twenty minutes later, I’m stealing surreptitious glances at him over the rim of my coffee mug. I mean, he really is a great guy. Good-looking, kind, trustworthy and reliable. But I just don’t see him that way. Is that strange?

“Thanks again for the food,” I mumble, pretending not to notice the empty plate of pizza, most of which I’ve eaten. “Sorry if I ate a little too much.”

“That’s not something you should be sorry for.” He laughs.

I look away. I’m letting Rani’s words get to me. Come on, Zan, I reprimand myself silently. You’ve got bigger things to worry about.

“Something bothering you?” he asks.

The concern in his eyes makes me feel guilty somehow, as though I’ve done something wrong by making him worry. I’m drowning in stuff to be bothered about. I want to scream. If only I could curl up in bed and forget about the world around me.

“Not really,” I mutter unconvincingly. “It’s just uh…like…”

“Go on.”

“I mean, I was just wondering…like…uh…”

“Yeah?”

“Do you like me?” I blurt out.

He chokes, spending the next few minutes doubled over and coughing as if I had kicked him in the solar plexus. Puzzled, amused and slightly embarrassed, I let the question hang in the air. I’m not sure why I said that. Jasper recovers, his face redder than the tomatoes on the pizza we ate.

“Did Rani tell you?”

“Uh…yeah.”

“Thought so.”

He seems to be thinking hard. “Yes,” he finally says and he holds my gaze.

“No, I mean like—”

“Romantically, yes.” He smiles a little. “I know what you mean.”

“Ah…uh…” I feel self-conscious. “Can I ask why? I mean…I’m not very uh…refined…and I’m kinda rough…not very nice either… and I hated Pentagons.”

“That’s exactly why. You’re you. You’re honest. Most people will put up a front. But with you…you’ve never bothered with it, have you? I mean, you beat the crap out of me.”

“Uh…huh?”

“What I’m saying is that I can feel at ease with you because I know that the Zan in front of me is the real one. You’re not forcing yourself to act a certain way to preserve our relationship. Like… you’re so honest it’s almost…scary? Something like that.”

“Kinda explains why I’ve got so few friends.”

“I’m not saying it’s completely a good thing.” He laughs. “But it’s something I’ve come to appreciate and admire.”

The more he speaks, the more embarrassed I get. I’ve never had the luxury of thinking about things like that. I’m not quite sure if my brutal attitude is worthy of praise either.

“Jasper, I uh…” I begin, struggling to think of a good way to say this.

“Don’t feel the same way about me,” he finishes for me. “Yeah, I know.”

“That’s not—”

“Not?”

“I mean, yeah, it is, but—”

“Zan, you don’t have to feel bad about something like this, okay? Honestly, I already know that you don’t feel that way about me. I know and yet I still told you.”

“But how do you know?”

“You already have someone else you like, don’t you?”

“Huh?”

“Huh?” For the first time, he looks confused. Then, he starts laughing softly. It’s bitter around the edges.

“You’re just like Rani,” I complain. “All riddles and no answers.”

“Where’s the fun otherwise?”

“This isn’t fun either.”

He grins. I can see the pain behind his eyes. Of course he isn’t okay. It’s one thing to know, but quite another to actually hear it. I couldn’t give him the reply he wanted.

“So…uh…we cool?” he asks, awkwardly. “I mean, I don’t want this to affect—”

“Yeah. You’re a good guy, you know.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Having second thoughts?”

His smile is infectious. I find myself laughing, despite my initial reservations. The awkwardness slowly fades as we talk and joke around. Eventually, we part ways. He waves, disappearing down the corridor. It doesn’t feel like closure. In fact, it feels like I’ve opened a can of worms that won’t close no matter what I do.







SIXTEEN

“GUESS WHAT?” RANI leans over the table in the cafeteria eagerly. “They finally taught us the true aim of ARK yesterday.”

“You mean…Convergence?”

“You knew?” She blinks.

“Yeah. Ray told me. Oh, so they do teach you.”

“I don’t agree with it, though,” she says, frowning. “It can’t be right.”

“There’s no other way,” I say, surprising even myself. “They want to erase all semblance of discrimination against the Pentagons. As horrible as it sounds, letting the rest of Singapore fall to ruin could be the only way to achieve it.”

“Still,” she protests. “There must be some other way. To prevent Convergence or something. We’re talking millions of people here.”

I consider telling her about the Core, but decide against it. Not here, where there are dozens of ears all around. Besides, I’m not even sure if I want to stop it now. I mean, why should I? Call me callous, but why should I give a damn about anyone outside ARK? The nation which made me an orphan and filled my life with nothing but hatred. And Ray. How can I knowingly desecrate the promised society he’s given his whole life up for? Wouldn’t that be a little too cruel? Speaking of which…why is he even doing this? He hates the world above, right? There’s something contradictory here, but I can’t seem to wrap my head around it.

“Oh and the children”—Rani’s still talking—“I’d really love to work with them. I mean, just think, they’ve got to be frightened, right? In a foreign place with no one to count on. If I weren’t a Tracker, maybe I… Zan?”

A hand waves in front of my face. I blink, shaking off my trance. “Uh huh?”

“Something bothering you?”

I decide to change the subject instead. “Jasper confessed last night.”

Rani’s eyes grow wide like saucers. I can almost see the spark light up the depths of her eyes.

“He what?” She blinks not believing me. “No way! I made him promise to let me watch!”

“You what?”

“Nothing.” She coughs hastily. “But how? How did that even happen?”

“I kinda asked him if he liked me and he said yes.”

“And so?” She pushes her face right in front of mine. “You’re dating now, right? Right?”

“Uh…no. I told him the truth. I don’t see him that way.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” I frown uncertainly.

Her incredulity softens, dissolving into a somewhat knowing look.

“I see,” she says, a glint in her eyes. “Good luck then.”

“Is there something I’m supposed to know?” I grumble.

“Not particularly.” Her smirk tells me there is. “But you might want to— What the heck is that?”

I turn. It’s X. He’s headed straight for me, the keris swinging in his left hand. What the hell am I supposed to do about this? That’s right, I’d almost forgotten. Ray telling me about the past hasn’t erased the angry Pentagon baying for my blood. I guess I should apologise. If he lops off my head, then so be it. At least I tried.

The crowd parts before him. The keris glints threateningly under the cafeteria lights. I know all too well from fighting with Ray that I stand no chance against that overwhelming power. He isn’t using it yet, but he probably will soon.

“Zan?” Rani’s voice is full of worry. “He’s coming this way.”

“About that,” I sigh. “I kinda got into trouble. I’ll tell you about it later. If there is a later.”

“Zan, he looks angry.”

“And he has every right to be.” My eyes are fixed on the Pentagon.

He comes to a halt three paces away from me. My parang’s hanging by my side, but I don’t even think about going for it. There’s no point. He’ll slice me up in an instant. Anyway, this is my fault. It’s a misunderstanding on my part. I’ve got to do something about it.

I open my mouth to speak. Before I can, X slaps the flat of the blade onto the palm of his right hand and, to my utmost confusion, extends both arms in my direction. He’s offering me the keris.

“Please,” he says softly, his eyes boring into mine. “Do it.”

“Do what?” I ask, aghast. “Kill you?”

He nods.

“Why the hell—”

“You know what I did to her,” he says, his voice trembling and his features twisting in pain. He inhales deeply. “I’m sorry. As her daughter, you should finish this.”

I finally understand what he’s getting at. He hasn’t forgiven himself for what he did all those years ago. He can’t. He bears the burden, the guilt and the suffering, hating himself yet unwilling to settle for a premature conclusion. And here I thought I’ve had my fill of fate.

“I won’t,” I say firmly. “I won’t kill you. No way.”

At my vow, he doesn’t look merely disappointed. He looks broken. Like a thirsty nomad chasing the mirage of an oasis in a desert.

“But I can forgive you. In her place. You did what she wanted you to. You saved my life. Ray’s. And the other Pentagons here at ARK. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now. Ray told me everything. Including this.” I unfold the crumpled piece of paper Ray gave me that day. “Yes, you killed her. Yes, I wish you hadn’t. It’s not that I don’t want to hate you. I can’t. Because in your shoes…”

I can’t bring myself to continue. The words won’t come.

“She would’ve done the same.” Rani’s voice cuts in, finishing my sentence for me. “Isn’t that right, Zan?”

I nod. Her hand squeezes my shoulder.

“Let it go,” I say, my tone barely above a whisper. “If you can’t let it go, I’ll take it from you. You were never in the wrong. The circumstances were wrong. It’s about time you left the past behind and live the life she would’ve wanted you to live, isn’t it?”

He simply regards me silently. Then, he bursts into tears. His blade falls to the ground with a hollow clank. I step forward and hug him. It starts off slightly awkward, but turns cathartic when I realise I’m not embracing Malabar but X—the helpless child who was forced to extinguish the one and only ray of light in his otherwise dark world.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur. “I’m sorry.”

He steps back. People are staring. I guess we must be quite the sight: a large guy like him bawling into the shoulder of a scrawny girl like me. For the first time, I notice Ray standing behind him. He whispers something into Malabar’s ear. Malabar nods. Slowly, he reaches into his trouser pocket, withdraws something shiny and offers it to me. A silver bangle. My breath catches. I know that bangle. It’s the one she always wore on her wrist.

“No.” I shake my head.

His teary eyes widen with surprise. Behind him, Ray’s expression changes ever so faintly, as if he expected this all along.

“You…are you sure?” Malabar asks.

“Keep it. You loved her as much as I did. You’re not the disappointment here…I am.”

Ray’s expression darkens.

“Don’t say that.” Malabar seems dangerously close to crying again. “You’re the only kin she’s got left. If you…if you…if anything happens to you…we…”

We? Something twists in my heart. His words hit me harder than if he’d stabbed me with the keris. I can’t explain it. I don’t understand it either. It’s not anger or sympathy or anything like that. It just…hurts. I don’t get the chance to reply. Several adults are on the scene. I recognise the woman who was behind the counter at the Pentagons Quarter and the bald guy who was in the room during one of my mission briefings. They pull Malabar away. We don’t say another word. I watch as he vanishes out the cafeteria doors.

“You might want to get out of here,” Ray says in a low voice.

I take his advice. As we leave the cafeteria, I hear the crowd erupt into excited chatter, heated discussion and furious debate. I’m glad I’m no longer in there.

We find ourselves in Ray’s room. We being Rani and me.

“You’re incorrigible, aren’t you?” Ray gestures to the large mug of coffee I brought out of the cafeteria.

I shrug. “Wouldn’t want to waste good coffee.”

“But the canteen has better…oh right, you don’t have credits.”

“You trying to pick a fight or something?”

“Excuse me, guys, is that a wildbeast?” Rani’s fascinated eyes are fixed on Firewater.

“That’s Firewater,” Ray and I say in unison.

“It’s a Dracollian, right?”

She is more excited over it than I was when I first saw it. This is what I admire most about Rani: the fact that she’s terrifyingly open minded. My exact opposite. She tries to understand and accept everything while I try to kill everything. She even accepted my hatred for the Pentagons. I don’t understand her train of thought. It could be because that she was abandoned as a child when her father turned to alcohol after his wife left him. The more I think about it, the more I start to feel that maybe our unique outlooks aren’t something to be proud of. They’re nothing but deep scars we’ve been carrying for years.

“So what’s going on?” Rani turns her attention away from Firewater, snapping me out of my thoughts.

I share a look with Ray.

“You do the honours,” he says. “You don’t need to leave anything out. If you trust her, then so will I.”

I trust her. And I tell her. Everything. About the Core, about my past, about my attempt to put my parang through Malabar’s head and how I ran away from Ray when I found out he’s a Pentagon. Just in case she doesn’t believe my story, Ray removes his gloves while I’m talking. He didn’t have to. I can tell from the look of rapture on her face that she believes every word of it.

“Oh.” That’s all she says when I’m done talking.

I brace myself for the barrage of questions to follow, but there are none.

“Tina believes she’s close to finding a way to prevent Convergence,” Ray says when he realises that Rani isn’t about to speak any further. “She’s a Geographer, by the way. She—”

Bzzt. Ray slips on his gloves. Without looking at it, I know that the disc in my pocket is glowing red. And I know what this means. But for the first time since I became a Tracker, I don’t loathe that noise. It’s taken on a different meaning.

This time, it means work.








SEVENTEEN

TINA IS ALREADY in the Briefing Room. I can tell from the mood that this mission isn’t going to be easy. The atmosphere is heavy and stiff as if this were a funeral.

“It’s a pursuit.” Tina launches into the case without her usual pleasantries. “Take Paths T56, T28 and T72.”

“We got the call six minutes ago,” an Interceptor says. “The Ravens have been activated. We’re trying to delay them by any means possible.”

“The target is believed to be from a Pentagon gang,” another Interceptor continues. “He’s fleeing through the back alleys fifty metres south of T72’s entrance. He’ll probably—”

“Got it,” Ray interrupts. “Let’s go.”

We enter the Forbidden Paths via the third door on the left. T56 is filled with yellowish clouds of acrid gas. The clouds look like the typical fluffy variety in the sky, except they’re solid and rubbery to the touch. They drift across the Path, emitting a pungent odour that makes my eyes water.

“Careful!”

I duck as something dark whistles past my head. The faint breeze on my back lets me know how close I came to being shredded.

“Cumulopanthera.” Ray points to the wildbeast.

It looks like a dark grey panther with six long, scorpion-esque tails arching high above its lithe figure. Each of its four legs has some sort of large sickle-shaped claw protruding from its heels; the claw digs into a floating cloud, allowing it to stand on it.

“There are more of them,” I observe. “Fight?”

“No. They’re highly territorial, but seldom pursue beyond this Path.”

“Run?”

“Run.”

We dodge and weave our way through the clouds, diving to the ground as the occasional cloud-panther takes a swipe at our heads.

The next Path, T28, is a maze with bright-green perforated walls.

“Follow the right wall,” Ray says.

“Are you serious?”

“Never more.” He grins. “It works.”

It does work. We enter T72 and Ray stiffens. I whip out my parang, hacking a Veranator in half. The skeletal crocodile wildbeast falls away. Ray beats one over the head with his tongfa and stabs another in its hollow eye socket. I whirl and fling my dagger at the last one skulking by the wall.

“Wow,” Ray says, ripping his weapons free. “Good shot.”

“I practise with darts on your picture all day.”

“Never knew I deserved that honour.”

“Very funny,” I mutter, but I’m smiling a little.

T72 is an empty Path, its tunnel-like walls are shimmering and translucent. Those crocodiles probably enjoy hanging out in places like these.

“Masks on,” Ray cautions as we reach the end of the Path. “We’ll be operating in full daylight here.”

We slip on our masks, tuck our weapons under our clothes and step into the world above. Darkness. We’re in a cellar of some sort, lit by a lone lightbulb peeking out horizontally from the wall. A flight of concrete steps to the right leads to the ceiling. Ray climbs up the first three steps, reaches out and fumbles with a trap door.

Click. Sunlight floods into the cellar. I squint my eyes against the glare. We’re in someone’s bedroom. Moth-eaten curtains do nothing to hide the rays of the late morning sun.

“Keep it down,” a low female voice warns.

A middle-aged woman is sitting in an armchair in the corner.

“They told me you were coming.” She beckons us closer. “Two Ravens went by minutes ago. They were headed north.”

“Thanks,” I say.

We head south as instructed, navigating through the alleyways. Think as the children would, Ray had said when I first came out here with him. The Interceptors mentioned a Pentagon gang. I assume that means there are Pentagons living in these ruins. If so, they wouldn’t be hampered by a simple foot chase, would they? With their powers, it wouldn’t even be much of a chase, whether Ravens are involved or not. Maybe this Pentagon couldn’t control his powers. I’m about to ask Ray when something catches my eye.

“There.” I tug on Ray’s sleeve.

A bloodstain. It’s unmistakable on the wall of the alley. Ray takes a sniff.

“Please don’t lick it.”

“What do you take me for?” he protests. “I had a blocked nose that day.”

“Uh huh.”

“Now…I think he went…” He looks further down the alley.

“That way.” I point in the opposite direction he’s looking, towards an abandoned building.

He looks surprised. “If you were injured, wouldn’t you want to get further away from the scene before hiding?”

“If you were alone in that situation, wouldn’t you just fight back? He’s protecting someone or something. I…I think so, at least. I mean…I’m just guessing...”

Without another word, Ray heads for the building. My heart swells a little, but I quash it quickly. What is this weird lightness in my chest?

If I’m wrong about my hunch, I’d have wasted precious minutes investigating a random building. Not to mention we’d be beat by the merciless hit squad that can arrive at any time.

Shadows enfold us as we approach the building. The shattered windows look out like forlorn eyes on an empty husk. Somewhere inside, a dog barks. I scan our surroundings worriedly. There’s no one on the first floor. My heart sinks.

“Up.” Ray jerks his head towards the staircase.

“Ray, maybe I’m wrong. I mean, it could be—”

“Won’t know until we find out. Come on.”

My foot catches on loose plaster on the edge of the second step and I stumble, kicking up a cloud of dust. I try my best to repress my sneeze as the dust billows about me. The second floor is similarly desolate. I’m wrong. There’s no one here.

“Check the rooms.”

At the doorway of a nearby room, Ray grabs me by the shoulder and pulls me back. His palm rises to absorb the damage from a fist aiming for my nose. The Pentagon. I know instantly it’s him. The only question is who else is in here with him. Ray grabs the fist, locks down on the Pentagon’s wrist and flings him over his shoulder. The Pentagon hits the wall, grunts and lunges, grabbing Ray’s thigh while pivoting such that he ends up behind Ray. I hit him with a palm strike to the chin. He releases Ray, his foot knocking a chunk of concrete from the wall beside my shoulder, exposing the iron rebar beneath. I spin around and bury my foot into his stomach. Coming out of the spin, I recover quickly, shifting back to dodge his next attack. It doesn’t come. He’s standing still. So is Ray, with his mask removed.

“You!” they both shout in surprise.

Ray knows this guy? I’m relieved. That will make things easier. The Pentagon’s eyes narrow into a menacing glare. Okay, I take it back. Recognition and cooperation are two different things. A gasp from the corner of the room. A girl. She’s hurt. There’s blood all over the back of her shirt.

“Uh, maybe have your staredown later and help me with her?” I rush over to the girl, snatching the first-aid box from Ray.

“Let me do it.” He replaces his mask and tears his gaze off the other Pentagon. “You suck at first aid.”

“Tactful,” I snort.

The other Pentagon is watching us like a hawk, but he’s not about to attack. His shoulders are relaxed, his hands by his side.

“Your…uh…sister?” I ask.

He nods somberly after a moment of hesitation. “Picked her up in a dump a couple of years ago.”

“What happened?”

“Who’re you? Ray’s girlfriend?”

“I’m a Tracker from ARK,” I snap, feeling my face redden. “Ray’s partner for the time being. The name’s Zan.”

“Daryl.” He turns to Ray. “This is the organisation you were talking about?”

Ray nods, gingerly wrapping a bandage around the girl’s back. I see a long, ugly gash running from her shoulder blade to her side. She’s young. Can’t be over ten. Her sierg is a marred mess of scarred tissue, but I have no doubt she’s also a Pentagon. I squat beside Ray and snip the end of the bandage for him.

In a flash, Daryl grabs my wrist, his grip so tight I can’t wriggle free. The scissors fall from my hand. Before they hit the floor, Ray’s fingers are hovering centimetres from Daryl’s right eye, his expression hard and unforgiving.

“No, wait!” Daryl flinches, letting go of my wrist. “I wasn’t trying to…she…she’s a Dagger?”

“Yeah, so?” I blink, confused.

“Why would a Dagger—”

Gunshots. As one, we dive below the windowsill. Daryl cradles the girl to his chest. She groans weakly.

“Shit.” Ray peeks out, then ducks as more deafening shots follow. “Already? We need to get out of here.”

“She—” Daryl begins.

“She’ll be fine. The gash is long, but it isn’t deep. And she hit her head? Looks like a very slight concussion.”

“She was chasing her dog,” Daryl says with a sigh, raising his voice over the gunshots. “That stupid mutt ran onto the streets. Someone saw her and the next thing she knew, they’d hit her. She was lucky I found her.”

A shower of plaster rains down from above. The retort of gunfire echoes throughout the building and I see a series of bullet holes appear in the wall opposite us. This ranks pretty high up on my list of places I don’t want to be at the moment.

“They don’t know our exact position,” Ray hisses. “Stay down. They aren’t shooting to kill. Not yet.”

“How’d you know?” Daryl asks, hugging the girl closer.

“If they were, we’d be dead.”

“Comforting.”

“So, uh, any ideas?” I yell over the gunfire.

“Sit tight for now.” Ray presses his back against the wall. “There’s a chance they’re trying to provoke a reaction.”

We wait. The gunfire continues, pummelling the lifeless husk of the building. I lean my head on the wall and exhale loudly. Daryl gives me a strange look.

“What?” I snap.

“Why’re you doing this?” He sounds genuinely confused. “You’re a Dagger, aren’t you?”

“The same reason you’re risking your life for a girl you picked up from a dump.”

Ray coughs discreetly, attempting to hide his laughter.

“But you’re a Dagger,” Daryl insists. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“How about I run you through with my parang and donate your head to the nearest town hall right now?” I offer cheerily. “That would make more sense, wouldn’t it?”

Lost for words, he gives me a long, contemplating look before turning his attention back to the Pentagon girl.

“What’s her name?” I ask.

“Sharon. She’s our little sister.”

“Our?”

“He’s the head of a Pentagon secret society,” Ray explains. “The only one left, actually.”

“How did you two meet?” I press my head closer to the wall. “Rescue mission?”

“The Pentagon cemetery,” Ray says. “Back then, there were three rival Pentagon gangs feuding over Singapore. He lost his entire brotherhood in a turf war and was looking to die in the Forbidden Paths. I thought it’d be a waste so I challenged him to a fight. If I won, he’d have to live on. But if he won, I’d end it for him.”

“Bloody hypocrite,” Daryl sniffs. “You were down there for the same reason as me. You just couldn’t bring yourself to do it.”

Is it me, or did something flicker across Ray’s eyes? Something… dangerous? I blink and it’s gone. Must’ve been my imagination.

“Except I saved your life. And look where you are now.”

“He made me promise to unite the other secret societies. Said we had enough enemies to be fighting amongst ourselves,” Daryl tells me. “And to prove it was possible, he picked one of them at random and took it apart, member by member. Following which, he vanished back into the Forbidden Paths claiming he still had something to do. I can’t figure out what goes on inside his head.”

“Why’d you even promise such a thing?”

“He beat me till I did,” Daryl scowls.

I believe it. Ray may be smiling serenely while bullets pound the walls around us, but I’ve seen what he can do when he’s riled up. I shiver. There’s so much he’s been through that I can’t even begin to comprehend. Even Daryl. His eyes tell me that he’s seen more than his fair share of horrors.

“So you guys rescue Pentagons?” Daryl changes the topic.

“Yes,” I reply.

“Why?”

“So that you don’t have to live the rest of your lives looking over your shoulder,” Ray says simply. “To offer you sanctuary.”

“At what price?”

“Obedience. You’ll fight and lay down your lives for ARK when the time comes.”

Daryl grunts in reply. The gunfire becomes sporadic, then stops. It feels like the entire area is holding its breath. Insistent ringing reverberates through my eardrums, amplified by the sudden screaming silence. Ray tenses and holds up three fingers. He points to the floor, then to the staircase we came up from. Looks like the Ravens are on to us.

“What now?” I whisper.

“They only know that Daryl’s here. They don’t know that I’m here too.” Ray grins, the type of grin an alligator gives to a lamb. “I’ll draw them out. Daryl, take Zan with you to Heaven’s Gate. I’ll meet you there.”

“No!” both Daryl and I say in unison.

“We don’t have the luxury of choice. This is the most sensible solution and both of you know it. Daryl, Sharon needs you. Zan, you’re not fighting half the Raven squad on your own. It has to be me.”

“You’re not either,” I snarl. “Your life’s at stake here. We should both go.”

“You’re not a Pentagon. You know that as well as I do.”

His decision is final. I don’t want to admit it, but deep down, I know that it’s our best option at the moment. He turns to go.

“Ray!” I can’t help but call out softly.

He turns back.

“I…uh… Be careful, okay? You’d better be at that Heaven’s Gate or whatever.”

“What, you think I can’t handle these Ravens on my own?” He smiles.

No one is fooled. He knows it as well as we do. The Ravens are trained to deal with Pentagons. Not to mention, he mustn’t risk exposing his identity or injuring any civilians. He marches over to the outside wall, twists and slams his fist into it. With an ear-splitting roar, the building’s entire façade gives way and crumbles in an avalanche of rubble. Without hesitation, Ray leaps out of the building. I hear alarmed shouting, followed by prolonged gunfire. Every shot I hear rocks my heart. It means that he’s still alive. It means he hasn’t been shot. Yet. My fists are clenched so tightly my nails have dug into my palms.

“Trust him,” Daryl says unconvincingly, looking like he needs convincing more than I do. In his own way, he cares for Ray as much as I do. “He’ll be fine.”

We sit in awkward, worried silence, listening as the shouting and gunshots fade into the distance.

“Let’s go.” Daryl gets to his feet, cradling Sharon in his arms.

He seems even more eager to leave this place. I peer down the staircase. It’s empty. Cautiously, we proceed. A flash of light in the corner of my eye. I throw myself at Daryl, knocking him onto the ground. Bang! A single shot rings out, chipping the concrete near my right knee.

“Move!”

Daryl needs no further prompting. We duck into the nearest alley, weaving through the shadows. It’s strange. That shot shouldn’t have missed. I get the feeling something isn’t as it seems. Whoever’s shooting at us either isn’t a professional or was distracted or injured. By the time I saw the sunlight reflect off the rifle’s scope, I should’ve been dead.

Daryl leads me through a series of small roads and alleys, keeping ourselves against buildings as much as possible. Through scattered bits of conversation, I learn that Heaven’s Gate was where Ray took out the head of one of the secret societies and where Daryl’s group hangs around nowadays. It’s a set of old, disused train tunnels that the Pentagons have exploited and expanded on their own, so fraught with danger that the government hasn’t yet succeeded in raiding the place.

“How many of you are there?” I ask out of curiosity.

“Slightly over two hundred,” he replies. “Not all of them are close, though. And we lose members almost every other day. I try my best to keep everyone together, but accidents still occur. Like Sharon.”

I can hear the bitterness in his voice and I understand why he was so surprised when he saw my sierg. To them, no one with a sierg other than a Pentagon is an ally. They’ve been purged since birth by everyone else. In their eyes, I’m an anomaly. They’ve been forced to hate everyone without the Pentagon sierg, just as I once hated everyone with the Pentagon sierg.

“Why not come to ARK?” I suggest tentatively. “We—”

“No.” He shakes his head. “There’s no way we can live with people of other siergs. We learnt that the hard way. Paradise doesn’t exist. Not for us.”

“You’re talking fine with me, aren’t you?” I press. “Would it be so far-fetched to believe that more people like me do exist?”

“You…are a strange one.”

“But—”

“We’re almost there,” he interrupts, looking conflicted. “Stick with me. They don’t take kindly to…outsiders.”

I see a slight movement in the shadows of a dumpster. I move. My hand shoves the handguard of a rifle aside as the first shots are squeezed off, burying themselves harmlessly into a wall. My assailant is a Raven, his helmet and mask covering most of his face, leaving two glaring eyes beneath protective goggles.

A fist slams into the side of the rifle, denting the metal. The weapon jams, clicking uselessly. Daryl swings his fist once more, aiming for the Raven’s head. The Raven moves out of the way ever so slightly, his sidearm already in hand. Daryl dives behind the dumpster as more bullets singe the air. I draw my dagger, stabbing at the Raven, who deftly blocks the blade with his pistol and swings the butt of his rifle upwards.

Crack! My vision swims and I collapse to one knee, a throbbing pain in my head where he hit me. That’s it. He’s gonna shoot me at point blank. Before he can, Daryl rips an iron rebar from the wall and hurls it at him. It smashes against the Raven’s helmet, causing him to stagger back. He turns his pistol on Daryl, but the Pentagon is no longer where he once stood. He’s on top of the dumpster. Launching off, he brings his knee down heavily upon the Raven’s head. The helmet splits down the middle. The Raven stumbles, windmilling his arms to keep his balance. His sleeve rides up, exposing a bandage on his left wrist. I was right. He’s injured. But something about that bandage bothers me. It seems…familiar?

“I’ll handle this,” Daryl pants. “Go to Sharon!”

I glance around, finding the still-unconscious girl lying against the wall. Moments later, something comes flying past the both of us. It’s the Raven. He lands in a heap, rolling to his feet with his hunting knife in one hand and pistol in the other. He shoots at Daryl, then pauses when he sees the marred Pentagon on Sharon’s hand. The pistol turns towards us.

“NO!” Daryl yells.

He’s too far away. I step in front of the girl with my hands raised, shielding her with my body. In doing so, I come face to face with the Raven. His eyes focus on my sierg, then drill into mine. In shock, I realise I know him. His eyes, once kindly, are now cold and business-like. They widen a tiny fraction. He knows too.

And just like that, the moment to pull the trigger passes. He breaks eye contact as Daryl lunges. Grimly, he empties the rest of his bullets at the furious Pentagon, backing away as he does. By the time Daryl emerges from behind the wall, the Raven is out of reach. Daryl doesn’t pursue.

I watch helplessly as the silhouette of the Raven—Ling—melts into the shadows, vanishing as though he never existed.







EIGHTEEN

“WHAT THE HELL happened to her?” Ray demands, striding over to my side.

His face appears in my vision and to my relief, he looks like he’s no worse for wear. I’m lying on an old mattress in the place they call Heaven’s Gate. Several Pentagons are nearby, though none of them come within five metres of me. I don’t remember much of the journey, only that I could barely walk on my own.

“Raven,” I mumble. “Clocked me in the face with his rifle.”

Ray gently runs his hand along the side of my face. His fingers brush against the purplish welt below my temple and I wince.

“Sorry. Does it hurt?”

“Take a guess.”

He smiles faintly.

“I owe you guys,” Daryl says gruffly. “This wouldn’t have happened if I had kept a closer eye on Sharon and—”

“That’s enough,” Ray says firmly. “It’s over.”

Not quite, I think to myself. Daryl doesn’t know about Ling. All he thinks is that I saved Sharon’s life and the Raven hesitated because I have a Dagger sierg.

“It’s a debt,” Daryl insists stubbornly.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Ray shrugs.

“Can we go now?” I ask hopefully.

“Can you walk?”

“I don’t know. Haven’t tried because they made me lie here till you came.” I sit up, allowing my surroundings to swim into focus. The network of tunnels stretches as far as my eye can see. The place is dimly lit, but I can see twenty to thirty Pentagons gathered. One rushes towards us and hugs me tightly. Sharon. She attaches herself to my leg, burying her face in my stomach.

“She likes you,” Daryl says. “That’s her way of saying thanks.”

“Uh…no problem.” I pat her on the head.

Most of the Pentagons are younger than Daryl. With a sinking feeling in my gut, I realise that a vast majority of them will not live past my age. They walk us to the entrance of Heaven’s Gate, which happens to be a pair of ordinary wrought-iron gates, decorated with a statue of an angel on each side. Beyond the gates is a flight of steps leading aboveground.

“Thanks for everything.” Daryl grudgingly shakes Ray’s hand. “If you ever need anything—”

A murmur of approval goes up from the Pentagon crowd.

Ray nods. “Let’s hope we never meet again.”

“Never a good thing,” Daryl agrees.

As we walk out, I turn to Ray. “Shouldn’t we bring them back to ARK? I mean, isn’t that the whole purpose of sending us out here?”

“It’s no use. I’ve tried. They know about ARK’s existence. They just don’t believe that it’ll work out. Besides, there’s also a matter of pride. They’ll never vow to protect anyone with the Star, Cross, Dagger or Snake siergs. In their eyes, it’s simply another form of exploitation.”

“What about you?”

“Me?” He’s silent for a while.

“I think differently from them,” he finally says. “I don’t fully agree with ARK’s ultimate goal, but…I do have my reasons to be here.”

“Reasons?”

“It’s complicated,” he sighs. “They’re complicated.” He gives me a rueful look.

“What? That I’m the last remnant of my mother you’ve sworn to protect?” I scowl. It comes out harsher than I expect it to. He winces and I feel bad.

“It’s not like that.” He looks away. “If only it were.”

He walks a couple more steps, shakes his head. “You know, maybe you were right to hate us.” He thinks for a moment, a faraway look in his eyes. “You know who I am. You…remember, right? That day I took you and ran into the Forbidden Paths.”

“Yeah.”

“The…that…the Raven…”

“You didn’t have a choice,” I snap. “Ray, you can’t—”

“I did,” he interrupts. “I knew what I was doing. I was angry. It got the better of me. No, I let it.” “Saints don’t exactly walk amongst us either,” I argue. “The circumstances were terrible. And yet you’re trying to protect the world above right now. You’re a better person than you think.”

“I’m not the person you think I am, Zan. I have my demons too.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“That my reasons for doing what I do are more selfish than they may sound.”

We walk the rest of the way back to the Forbidden Paths in silence. I want to tell him about Ling, but I don’t know how. Eventually, I give it to him straight.

“Ray, I think one of the Ravens recognised me.”

He stops so abruptly that I walk straight into his back. Spinning around, he grabs me by the shoulders and pushes his face up close to mine, his forehead creased with worry.

“Say what?”

“I know the identity of one of the Ravens. And he knows mine. I stabbed him in the wrist during our first mission. Then I met him again when I was running errands for Tina.”

“He saw your face?”

“No, but I’m sure he knows it’s me.”

“How sure?”

“Very.”

“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” he demands, sucking in a deep breath of air. “We have to get back to ARK. Now.”

I explain the story of how I met Ling on the way back and how I realised that it was him behind the Raven goggles. Ray links up with Tina and the Interceptors the moment we arrive at ARK. We’re whisked away and taken straight to B6. We’re ushered into the Pentagon Quarters, then, to my amazement, we keep walking and enter another facility almost as massive as ours. Five levels, each set aside for a different purpose.

In a meeting room, important-looking people file in while we sit and wait. I see Ben and Ms Xuan in the crowd.

“You’re gonna have to tell them what you told me,” Ray whispers in my ear. “I’ll fill in the rest about the mission.”

“What’s gonna happen to me?” I whisper back. “Execution?”

“Don’t even joke about something like that.” He frowns, uncharacteristically worried. “I don’t know.”

Click. The door to the room opens and shuts for the final time. It’s him. Jinn Huang. The Head of ARK. He takes his place at the head of the oval table, the only spot left empty in the room, directly opposite Ray and me.

“Forget the pleasantries. What happened?”

We explain. He doesn’t look impressed. In fact, his facial expression hasn’t changed since the beginning.

“Lock down the entrance to the main building and post the guards on active duty,” he says when we’re done. “Cease all Tracking and Intercepting operations and transactions with the outside world temporarily. The church will remain as is. Dismissed.”

He’s speaking normally, but his words come out as commands. Everyone files out of the room as quickly as they came in. I’m stunned. That’s it? He barely said three sentences.

“Aren’t the two of you going to leave?”

I blink. We’re the only ones left in the room with Jinn Huang. There’s something disconcerting about him that I can’t place.

“I…uh…” I stammer. “What happens to me?”

He shrugs. “Go train or something. If you’re hoping for punishment, there’s none. It’s not uncommon for something like this to happen.”

“It isn’t?” Ray stares at him, surprised.

“Happened last year too. Now, if you’d excuse me.”

He leaves. I swear I see a gleam in his otherwise cold gaze. Ray seems as confused as I am. Left with no choice, we return to our accommodation block.

“Lunch?” Ray offers.

“Lunch,” I confirm.

We arrive at the canteen, which is empty at this hour with most people in the cafeteria, and place our orders. Something’s definitely up with him. Even when we’re sitting directly opposite each other, he’s avoiding eye contact.

“How are your classes going?” he asks out of the blue.

“Classes?”

“Like normal education classes. You know, for when you’re done with your five years.”

“Oh. There haven’t been any more this month since we’re all supposed to be getting into our new positions as Trackers, Geographers and Interceptors. They’ll resume soon.”

“Your grades?”

“I…I didn’t fail,” I say evasively.

He squints at me suspiciously.

“Okay, not too good, but…I didn’t fail.”

“You can let me know if you need time to study, you know,” he says. “I’ll adjust the training schedule.”

“Nah, I won’t study anyway,” I snort. “I’ll laze around and drink coffee.”

He frowns. “Shouldn’t you put in a little more effort considering you’ll have to work after you leave this place?”

“It’s a three-year course stretched out to fill five years. I won’t fall into despair just because I’m not chugging textbooks for a week.”

“Uh huh.”

“You know, I’m not even sure what I’m gonna do once my five years are over,” I muse. “Right now, it seems so far away.”

“It’ll come quickly. And hit you like a speeding truck. I thought the same when I was given the choice to stay in ARK’s military or become a Tracker.”

“Maybe I’ll stay.”

“What?” he sputters. “I thought you were intent on leaving the moment you’ve completed your service?”

“That was then. Now, I…I don’t really know.”

It’s true. Before all this, I just wanted to get the hell out of ARK and away from the Pentagons. But things have changed. It’s been a long time since I last checked my release counter.

“You should go. Being a Tracker is dangerous work.”

“Do I have to stay as a Tracker if, for argument’s sake, I actually do stay?”

“Well, no,” he muses. “There are plenty of positions you could take. Instructors, for example. There are requirements to be fulfilled for every position, of course.”

“So, you mean, like, a teacher-caregiver kind of thing?”

“Yeah.”

“Rani will like that,” I smile. “She’s into that kinda stuff.”

“And you?”

“Not so much,” I pull a face. “But it’s not like my options are bright anyway.”

“Why not? You could get an actual job outside.”

“Living on my own outside ARK is dangerous too, isn’t it? If I ever get found out, I’ll be killed.”

“You won’t,” he says confidently. “If there’s one thing ARK prides itself on, it’s keeping in the shadows. They don’t want you exposed either. You’ll have a falsified past so solid it may as well be real.”

“And if I decide to blow the whistle on them?”

“You won’t. ARK isn’t a benevolent organisation. By the time five years are up, they know that you’ll have enough attachments here to keep quiet about this place. In fact, they take in young orphans so they can raise them in isolation, and so—”

“These orphans will eventually fulfil their purpose,” I finish for him. “That’s how they achieve a Pentagon-loving society beneath a Pentagon-hating one.”

He smiles bleakly. “Yes. It has a noble goal. But at the core, ARK is no different from the government. It’s cold, authoritarian and manipulative.”

“And effective,” I add. “I didn’t think it’d be so easy to turn a bunch of kids into undercover wildbeast-killing machines.”

“Sounds easy when you put it that way. Probably cost the first head of ARK an arm and a leg to put all of this together.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

I brush a lock of hair out of my eyes. He’s staring straight at me, thoughtfully munching on his fried rice. Oh shoot. My hand flies to the spot where Ling’s rifle hit me. It throbs when I touch it, probably all purple and bruised by now. I must look quite the sight. Almost unconsciously, I move a lock of hair to cover the bruise. It’s difficult to look him in the eyes, so I focus on the hand where his cheek is resting. He has the habit of doing that when he’s thinking. I notice something on his neck, below his right ear. A stray piece of thread. Without thinking, I make to brush it off but startle him instead.

“Ah…” I begin to apologise, then stop. “Wait, that…”

It’s not thread. It’s a trail of dried blood. His fingers touch the spot I’m pointing to.

“Oh. Yeah, one of the Ravens nicked me with his knife,” he says. “It’s nothing major.”

“Right. You’re dropping by my room. Now.”

“What?”

“You’re done with lunch, right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Come. Now.”

Five minutes later, we’re in my room and I’m pointing at my bed.

“Sit.”

He thinks for a while, then takes a seat on the edge of the bed. “You can be scarier than Rani, you know,” he comments. “I don’t know if you’re gonna stab me or just talk.”

“Turn around.”

He does as he’s told, crossing his legs. I drag a chair over and sit facing his back. From here, I can clearly see a gash on the back of his neck. The blood has coagulated, forming a hard layer. I pull open the cover of my first-aid box.

“Zan, are you trying to do first aid?”

“Yes.”

“I appreciate the effort, but I think it’d be safer if you just left the cut alone.”

“Shut up.”

“Alcohol swabs are in the top left corner of the box,” he says. “Antiseptic is that little pink bottle at the bottom.”

“I’m gonna make this hurt as much as possible,” I say, but I’m smiling too.

I press an alcohol swab to his wound and clean it gently. He doesn’t make a sound, although I see his muscles tense a little.

“You can cry, you know,” I jest.

“The only thing I’m gonna cry over is your skills.”

“Oh, whoops, I think I accidentally used burn cream.”

“Are you serious?”

“No.”

“Remind me never to get hurt in a place I can’t see,” he says. “After antiseptic is gauze and micropore tape.”

Wiping the blood away, I’m relieved to see that the wound is shallow. It’s more of a messy laceration than a clean incision. The knife that did this had a serrated edge. Wait a minute.

“Ray,” I ask uneasily as he turns around to face me. “The guy who slashed you will have your blood on his knife, right?”

“If you’re afraid of DNA testing, all records of my existence have already been wiped from government records. The Interceptors are in charge of that as well. Even if, by any chance, any trace does remain, all they’ll know is that I’m still alive. They won’t know what I look like right now nor where to find me. The same goes for you and any other member of ARK.”

“Oh.”

We head over to ARK’s training rooms for practice. That’s all we can do right now anyway. Absorbed in my thoughts, I pull open the door to the training room, only to find an entire class of teenagers staring at me. Two are locked in close combat, frozen in place like comical figurines.

“Uh…sorry,” I say, backing up. “Wrong door.”

“Zan! Ray!” A familiar figure rises from a chair at the corner of the room.

“Oh no.” I back up even more and try to shut the door. “Please, no.”

Too late. A foot wedges itself in the doorway.

“Good to see you,” Ben says as he flings the door open. “Mind dropping by for class?”

“Uh…we’re kinda…”

“You owe me, remember?” He drops his voice. “For that impromptu leave application.”

I sigh. I can’t argue with that. I do owe him after all. For more than that one time.

“And you too,” he adds, reaching for Ray, who’s trying to sneak off undetected. “Don’t even pretend you don’t owe me.”

Reluctantly, we follow Ben into the training room. This one is padded like the sanatorium, but not as big. Instead, there are wooden dummies and other equipment strewn all over the floor.

“All right, settle down,” Ben says, clapping his hands to quell the murmurs following our entrance. “Gather around.”

I see Rani and Jasper at the back of the crowd. She smiles brightly and waves. I return a wan smile.

“Are you okay?” Ray whispers in my ear. “You look constipated.”

“Shut up.”

“Four volunteers please,” Ben calls. “Come on, don’t be shy.”

I don’t think they’re shy. They’re afraid.

At the back of the group, Rani’s hand goes up. Oh no. Jasper’s shoots up too. Oh hell no. Another hand goes up. Shiria. That small, quiet girl who’s always glaring at me. The last volunteer is a boy who’s almost as muscular as Ben. His name is Afiq, I think, the one who partnered with Rani when they fought the wildbeast during Ben’s grand finale.

Ben grins. “Great. The rest of you, please step back. Ray too. Zan, are you ready?”

“Ready for what?”

“To fight.”

“Yeah…sure. Who’s going first?”

“All of them.”

An excited chatter rises from the audience. They aren’t even bothering to hide their glee. Bets are placed. And the odds are a hundred to one against me. I don’t blame them. I’d bet against me too. At least Ben will stop them.

“A hundred on Zan,” Ben says loudly, shocking the entire room into silence.

“Why’re you joining them?” I demand. “What kind of teacher does that?”

“Two hundred,” Ray adds.

I glare at him. He pretends not to notice, faking a sneeze to hide his grin.

“All right, weapons away,” Ben instructs. “We’ll do this unarmed. Avoid the eyes and try not to kill anyone, okay?”

“Why am I doing this?”

“It’s good training,” he replies, suddenly serious. “And they need to know the difference between reality and practice. Besides, it’s not like you’ll ever get another opportunity to train under such circumstances, right?”

“I guess,” I admit.

“Well then, let’s begin!”

The four of them fan out, forming the corners of a square around me. I keep Jasper and Rani in my view. They’re the ones I’m most worried about. They’ve probably got down some pretty serious teamwork. Shiria’s behind me to my left while Afiq’s to my right. Dead silence. There’s only one way this can go.

I lash out, my right foot aiming for Jasper’s head. He ducks. I spin around, my left foot catching him on the shoulder. It knocks him back, breaking the square surrounding me. Rani’s fist. I dodge, kicking her in the thigh, followed by a knee to her stomach. I dive behind her as Afiq makes a grab for me. Jasper recovers, striking at my head from the left while Shiria moves in on my right. I hit Jasper’s forearm with my right elbow, spinning around to block Shiria’s foot with my left arm. I kick Rani once more, then drive my right fist into Shiria’s shin. She winces. I know from experience that it hurts like hell.

“That’s right,” Ben says in the background. “Know where it counts.”

I pull back my hand for another shot, only to find it stuck in a vice-like grip. I twist around, grabbing Afiq by the collar. He doesn’t let go. I stamp down hard on his foot. He yelps and the pressure on my wrist weakens for a second. That’s plenty. I leap, using his thigh as leverage. His head rocks back as my elbow cannons into his nose. I kick off his broad chest, twisting around to knee Jasper in the face. He sees the knee coming and rolls out of the way such that it only catches him in a glancing blow to the shoulder.

“Always watch your back,” Ben says.

Less than a second later, I find out why. Something hits the back of my knees. I gasp as they buckle, sending me tumbling to the ground. Rani’s arm goes around my neck, her legs around my torso. I get one arm inside her choke, rocking my head backwards such that it connects with her face, and kick Shiria in the shin with my right leg. Rani releases the chokehold and I roll. Before I can get to my feet, a knee slams into my stomach, knocking the wind out of my lungs. Shiria leans her weight onto her knee, keeping me on the ground while she tries to break my face. She’s on my right side, one knee buried on my stomach while the other finds purchase on the padded floor. I get one leg into her guard, catch her right arm and sit up, throwing her onto the ground.

I scrunch myself into a ball as Afiq’s foot whistles past my head. I don’t have time to put Shiria out. Afiq spins around, his other foot lashing out at me. It hits me on the shoulder. Hard. There’s more force in it than I expect, but I somehow manage to grab it. I twist savagely, kicking his other ankle out from under him. He falls, trapping Shiria under his bulk. I get to my feet, backing up as Rani and Jasper press forward, striking at me cautiously.

I lash out at Jasper with my right fist. He brings his hands over his face. Instead of pulling out of my punch like he expects me to, I drive my fist down even harder, burying my knuckles into his forearm. I can tell from his expression that it hurts. Allowing my momentum to carry my weight, I pivot on my foot and slam my heel into Rani’s head. Her guard is up, so my kick simply knocks her back instead of ending the fight.

“All right, stop!”

We freeze. The four of them are now in a semi-circle in front of me. I’m breathing hard, rivulets of sweat are running down my forehead. My shoulder throbs where Afiq hit me, as does my stomach. As my world melts back into focus, I hear relieved sighs from the crowd, followed by a round of raucous cheering.

“Okay, okay, keep it down,” Ben yells. “We’ll call it a draw today. Remember the stuff I pointed out and…”

I zone him out. I’m exhausted. It’s hard to believe that just this morning, I was fighting for my life in a bullet-ridden abandoned house.

“Hey.”

I blink. Shiria holds out her hand.

“Ah?”

“You did well,” she mutters. “You would’ve won if Ben hadn’t stopped the fight.”

“I…” I shake her hand dumbly. “Nah, I’m too tired to continue.”

There’s no fear at all in her eyes, only respect. I’m sure mine looks the same. Rani grins, rubbing her temple where my heel struck her. Jasper and Afiq are talking animatedly. I don’t know why, but there’s something comforting in this moment. Something I never felt before. Something…humanising.

There are no siergs. We just do what we do.








NINETEEN

THE LITTLE RECTANGULAR object on the table whirls, crackling with a strange blue light. Ray, Rani, Tina and I are in one of ARK’s equipment-testing laboratories. It’s night, a few hours after Ben’s class.

“When it comes in contact with the Core, it’ll emit an electromagnetic pulse strong enough to disrupt the function of the Core,” Tina explains. “Hopefully, it’ll last long enough for the Paths to collapse irrevocably.”

“Hopefully?” Ray raises an eyebrow.

“There’s only so much I can do,” she says. “Without an actual sample of the Core, I can’t be sure of how this works.”

Ray clicks his tongue in frustration. Rani seems intrigued by the device, scrutinising it from different angles. I can’t deny feeling a sense of relief at Tina’s words.

“Even if it does work,” I ask cautiously, “what happens to the user when the Paths collapse?”

Tina’s expression is grave.

“He or she will…most probably die in the Core.”

“Is there no way to activate it remotely?” Rani asks.

Tina shakes her head. “It’s triggered by the impulses emitted by the Core. And I can’t guarantee that there won’t be disruptions to signals down there.”

“Right, even compasses don’t work down there,” Ray adds.

“Maybe we should just give up,” I suggest.

They stare at me.

“Why?” Rani seems the most surprised. “Zan, this concerns millions of people. You know that, right?”

“So?”

“These are lives at stake! Lives like ours!”

“We owe them nothing,” I snap, beginning to feel annoyed. “Yes, I’m horrible, I know. But I’m no hero. There’s no reason we should try and save those who’ve spurned us.”

“Zan,” she protests. “It’s not like that. You can’t see it because you’re biased towards—”

“I’m not,” I cut in fiercely. “You’re the one who’s blinded. You can’t see past your pretentious save-the-world-and-live-happily-ever-after bullshit.”

“And why can’t I think that way? What’s wrong with seeking an alternative to having everyone murdered by wildbeasts?” “Because not everyone will live happily ever after!” I shout.

“Because you’re telling me to give up something I care about for something I don’t!”

“You’re being selfish.” She glares at me. “We’re talking millions of lives here. We…”

I’ve never seen her this riled up before. I should give it a rest, but I’m too irritated to care.

“I don’t care about your millions of lives,” I snarl. “Call me selfish or whatever you want. But get real. We don’t have a bloody obligation to please the rest of the world. We’re not superheroes in a comic book.”

“Why’re you being like this? You’re not being reasonable here. Wasn’t it the same with the Pentagons?”

That hit a nerve. “Screw reason!” I’m shouting again. “You know nothing! You don’t know me!”

Hurt blossoms in her eyes. She storms off, the door creaking slowly shut behind her. Pangs of regret pile up in my gut as I watch her leave. Tina and Ray are standing at the table, mouths agape.

“Sorry,” I say.

I leave too. I hear footsteps coming after me. From the heaviness and stride length, I know it’s Ray. I quicken my steps. I don’t want to talk to him, not after causing such a scene. A hand comes down on my shoulder. I spin around sharply.

“Coffee?” he asks. His eyes sport an incomprehensible childish innocence, overlaid by deep-seated understanding.

My shoulders slump. “Yeah, okay.”

It’s only when we’re seated, two mugs of ice-cold coffee between us, that he finally speaks.

“I’ll give it to you straight,” he says bluntly. “I’m with Rani on this.”

“Yeah, I figured.” I sigh.

“But I’ll hear you out.”

“We owe it to no one to do this, Ray. You, especially, don’t have the obligation to save millions of people who’d rather see your decapitated head mounted on the town hall’s fence. Don’t throw your life away for that. The world you want to see, it isn’t the world above us.”

“Zan, this is bigger than me.”

“Okay. Let’s say we stop Convergence. Then what? You plan on living out the rest of your days, if at all, underground in ARK’s facility? And what happens to ARK once the Paths are gone? At best, it’ll become a Pentagon shelter. At worst, it’ll be gone! Gone like the equal society you’ve worked all your life to create!”

“You don’t have to worry about me. I know what I’m fighting for.”

“What you’re fighting for? What the hell are you fighting for? The world above? You said it yourself! You hate them, don’t you?”

“I do.”

Again, something doesn’t add up. His actions are contradictory. This doesn’t make any sense…or does it? Slowly, almost insidiously, a horrible realisation dawns on me. Daryl’s words coupled with Ray’s expression haunt me. Ray’s circumstances. He couldn’t bring himself to commit suicide.

“You…” My voice is shaking with dread. “Your goal isn’t to save the world. Your goal…it’s death, isn’t it?”

The light from above reflects off the rich earth-brown of his eyes. Different expressions flash across his face. But I recognise the predominant one. Shame.

“You’re no hero,” I continue blankly in a hollow whisper. “You’re afraid. You’re using a noble death to escape a world you don’t want to live in. You…can’t forgive yourself for being a Pentagon…you’re the one who hates yourself the most.”

His words from when we were back in the Pentagon cemetery echo in my head. I know I’m right. He’s trying to give himself a noble end to fix a crime he never did commit, to use death as currency for an unforgiveable prejudice. He doesn’t meet my eyes. Somehow, I’m grateful for that. I’m afraid of what I’ll see if he does.

“You’re the first to ever say something like that,” he says with guilt. “What can I say? I’m only human.”

“You—”

“My existence alone has hurt many people. Your family. My friends. That…that Raven. And…you. I can’t forgive myself for that. I…I just…can’t.”

“You bloody hypocrite! So is everything you’ve been saying all lies? Is that it? All you want is a noble…worthwhile…whatever… death? You pretend to champion equality for Pentagons but deep down, you know you’re lying to yourself?”

“I want to believe in them too.”

My throat constricts, squashing my retort. He’s forcing himself into a reality he thinks is right. I’ve been so preoccupied with my own problems that I never noticed it. I never noticed that right by my side is someone who’s more broken than I am, someone who somehow set me right despite the yawning abyss within his own heart.

“You know,” he says gently. “You’re right. I must be insane to want to do things this way. But you know something else? Your mother knew about ARK and yet she wasn’t a part of it. She believed differently and so do I.”

“She’s gone,” I say.

“But there’re more like her out there.” He leans forward, his eyes glowing. “There are good people out there. Would you condemn all of them?”

“Now you’re making excuses.”

“It’s a good excuse.”

I say nothing. That was exactly what I said to Daryl. How pretentious. I want to kick myself. I don’t know why, but Ling comes to mind. Not the bloodthirsty Raven, but the friendly man who gave me advice, the way he showed me around the city and most importantly, the way he spoke about his wife and daughter. My heart feels heavy. I don’t know if I can accept it. But it’s not as though he’s giving me a choice. I can’t heal his darkness. For a moment, the only sound in the entire canteen is of Ray’s spoon as he stirs his coffee.

“I need to apologise to Rani,” I say eventually. “Should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

“What exactly happened? She isn’t the type to get hurt so easily.”

“You can tell?”

“I mean, she put up with you for six years. Must be pretty tolerant.”

“Stuff it.”

“I’m kidding,” he says.

“But you’re right,” I mutter miserably. “I went too far.”

“Her past?”

“Her father was an alcoholic,” I say. “She…she couldn’t take his drinking habits anymore one day and she shouted at him. He struck her across the face and yelled at her in Chinese.”

I repeat the words for him.

“You don’t know me. I wish you’d never been born,” Ray translates.

I nod. “But she did. And on that day, he left and never returned.”

“Hold on, Chinese? I mean,” he adds hastily, “isn’t she—”

“Mixed. Her mother was Indian, her father Chinese.”

“I see.”

“I hurt her,” I say, wishing I could go back in time and cram those words back into my own damn mouth. “I knew what would hurt her the most and I said it on purpose. I should’ve kept my bloody mouth shut.”

“It’s not too late to fix it.”

I stare at him. “I gotta go,” I say.

I find Rani in one of ARK’s training rooms, fighting wildbeast holograms. She sees me enter and stumbles, her knives flashing harmlessly through the air. I whip out my dagger and fling it at the hologram. The neon boar shimmers and dissipates, leaving me and Rani alone.

“Rani, I—”

“Don’t say you’re sorry,” she interrupts. “Because I shouldn’t have brought up the Pentagons either.”

“I’m sorry.”

She takes a deep breath. “Stubborn, aren’t you?”

“Damn right I am. And I’m sorry. I went too far. Hit me if you want.”

She stalks up to me, pulls her fist back as far as it can go and swings it at my face. I brace myself, hoping my nose stays intact at least. A breeze. Rani’s fist stops in front of my face and her finger flicks out, hitting me on the forehead.

“There,” she says, smiling.

“You aren’t angry?”

“Sure I am,” she answers. “At myself. I knew what you were getting at but I still called you all those things and brought up your past on impulse.”

“What are you going on about?”

“You weren’t being selfish exactly. It was about Ray, wasn’t it? You were speaking for him, weren’t you?”

“No, I wasn’t…” I begin to deny it, then pause. “Was I?”

She chuckles. “I knew it. You don’t even realise it yourself. Come on, with him being a Pentagon and us knowing about ARK’s goals, it doesn’t take a genius to put two and two together.”

“But—”

“Being selfish means that you’re also fiercely loyal. You’d give up the world for someone you love.”

I can only blink, confused. I thought she’d be pissed. I mean, I’m glad she isn’t, but this is almost as perplexing.

“You like him, right?” she presses. “Riiight?”

“Hold it, you mean—”

“Yes, the same way Jasper likes you.”

“I…”

She sees the look in my eyes, hears the hesitation in my voice and gets her answer.

“It’s not that you don’t care about the millions of people out there,” she finishes triumphantly. “It’s that he alone means more to you than all those people put together.”

“That doesn’t mean I like him,” I protest. “You mean more to me than a million people too.”

“Then why did you reject Jasper? And why did you decide to trust Ray despite everything? Because he saved your life? That’s not all there is to it, isn’t it?”

There she goes. She’s reading me like a book. The most frightening thing is that she might be right. And she knows it too. She’s just waiting for me to admit it.

“Well, I…I…I don’t…dislike him,” I say weakly.

“Try again.”

“I mean, I do admire him a lot.”

“Nope, wrong one.”

“Okay fine, I like him.”

I can feel the fiery blush on my cheeks as the words leave my mouth. The colour of my face tells her she’s right.

“Excellent,” she beams. “The next thing is, does he know?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, tell him then.”

I stare at her. “I’m not—”

“You don’t have to tell him you like him. Just ask him if he has anyone he likes and poke around. It won’t hurt, will it?”

“That’s as good as telling him straight.”

“No, it’s normal to want to find out more about your partner. Or just pass it off as part of your daily banter. Come on, you’ll be fine.”

We switch off the hologram controller, pack up the room and leave. I evidently don’t think I’ll be fine. Rani’s smirking away, looking more excited than she’s been in a long time, including when I told her about Jasper’s confession. She looks like a proud mother bird tossing a fledgling out of its nest to see if it can fly.

“How about this,” she flings open the door to our room, “if you don’t think he feels the same way about you, then make him.”

“Make him?” I echo, entering and shutting the door behind us.

She nods, digging through her cupboard for her towel. “Go after him.”

“Go after him?” I’m beginning to feel like a parrot. “Go after?”

“Woo, pursue, whatever.” She finds her towel and drapes it over her shoulder. “Appeal to him with your charm.” She flutters her eyelashes in my direction, then bursts out laughing.

“It’s hopeless,” I sigh. “I’ve made myself out to be a complete idiot in front of him, haven’t I?”

“But he should know about that better than most,” she reasons.

I hope she’s right.







TWENTY

“SO…UH…YOU patch things up with Rani?”

“Yeah.” I nod.

We’re alone in a training room, having a short break after a couple bouts of light exercise. New day, same old story. Okay, not really the same. In fact, I’ve never found it so difficult to look someone in the eye before. Somehow, openly acknowledging that I like him changes things in a stupidly subtle manner that I can’t describe. It’s like a problem that isn’t a problem until you recognise it’s a problem.

I must sound like a lunatic.

“I have something to show you,” he says, shifting nervously. “It’s a place, actually. Somewhere outside…I think you should see.”

“We’re under lockdown, aren’t we?”

“Well, technically yes, but…” He meets my eyes and I look away, too quickly for comfort. I can feel heat rising up my collar. Is this a date?

“Okay, sure. You know I love breaking the rules,” I finally say.

“B7?”

“Ten minutes.”

For once, I find myself wishing that I had more than two casual outfits to choose from. I change into a T-shirt and shorts, then stop. Should I bring my weapons? I think for a moment before grabbing two daggers and slipping them under the waistband of my shorts. That should conceal them pretty well.

Ray is already there when I arrive. He looks…different. He’s wearing a plain shirt and jeans, his fringe neatly swept out of the way. And…glasses. I guess I’m just used to seeing him in uniform. His sierg is hidden by a bandage which goes all the way up his forearm. I blink. We’re staring at each other.

“Uh…hi?” Already, I’m turning an interesting shade of pink. I hope he doesn’t notice. “What’s with the glasses?” I ask quickly.

“They’re a good disguise.” He tips them at me comically. “Makes me look smarter.”

“You need to be smarter, not just look smarter.”

“Hey now, you’re hurting my feelings,” he says as he turns and enters the Forbidden Paths.

“Oh dear.” I can’t help smiling. “What a shame.”

I don’t know how he finds his way down here. His memory must be pretty damn good. Two Paths in, I realise I still have no idea where we’re going.

“By the way, where exactly are we headed?”

“Just treat it as some sort of outing.” He waves me closer as we cross over to another Path. Here, the ground is gravel-like and trees are growing downwards from the ceiling. “Like a…a…”

“A date?” I blurt out.

You know, many people, if given the chance to go back in time, would do great things like stop a world war or something; I, for one, would very much like to go back two seconds and give my mouth a good smack with a slipper. The ensuing silence drags a little too long for me to attempt to control the damage. I glare at the rocky ground, digging my heels in while trying to pretend that my fiery red cheeks are a sign of my vibrant youth. Ha.

“I was going to say field trip, but, well, I guess you could kinda… call it that…” Ray’s voice trails off. He’s not looking at me either. I can’t tell if he’s embarrassed or feeling awkward.

This is one of the few moments I’m praying for a Dromedius to appear and save me from this situation. I glance around at the craggy landscape. Nope. No such luck.

Instead, in my hopeless search for a mutated emu, I walk right into one of the hanging tree things.

“Oomf!” I get a mouthful of purple bristles and lose my balance. Ray catches me before I hit the ground. My skin tingles at his touch and I have to make a conscious effort not to shrink away as soon as I’m back on my feet.

“You’re laughing at me,” I say, my eyes narrowing.

“No, I’m not,” he says, trying to maintain a straight face. “How’s it taste?”

“Sweet. Like nectar.”

“Wait, really?” He raises an eyebrow. “You’re kidding.”

“Try it.”

“No, thanks. What kind of Tracker offers her partner a wildbeast to eat?”

So he says, but he licks one of the bristles anyway. His expression of delight cracks me up.

Eventually, we reach the outside world.

“Quietly,” Ray warns, placing a finger on his lips.

The air is musty. We’re in a cellar of some sort. Precious little sunlight filters in from a wooden door directly above us. Hang on.

“Ray,” I whisper. “Where…”

Something clicks. I know this place. I know because six years ago, I was dragged through this opening into the Paths, kicking and screaming after watching my home ravaged by the Ravens.

“Shh… There’re guards above us.”

“What’re we doing here?”

“Wait.”

His fingers dance across a wall and he depresses a portion of it. To my amazement, it swings open slowly, revealing a passage barely large enough for a person to crawl through. Ray motions for me to follow and disappears into the passage. There’s a tiny handle built into the inner wall and I pull the door shut, plunging us into darkness. The ground is cold and rough. It’s a good thing I’m not claustrophobic. All I can hear is the scrabbling of Ray’s feet in front of me. The passage bends, then straightens once more. The scrabbling stops. I hear a soft grunt. A crack of light appears.

We climb out and I know exactly where we are. Our house. Everything has remained as is. The shards of glass are scattered across the floor like pearly raindrops; the mangled, broken furniture; the bullet-riddled walls and couch; the sinister blotches of dried blood. It’s as though someone took a snapshot of that fateful day and preserved it for six years. The only difference is that the windows and front door have been boarded up. My breathing is heavy, a storm of emotions brewing in my chest. Ray sits on the ruined couch, staring fixedly away from the bloodstains. He looks…torn.

“It’s fortunate that the Ravens didn’t find that secret passage,” he mutters. “I used it all those years ago when I came back for them…to take them to the Pentagon cemetery.”

He turns his head slightly and catches me looking at the empty shelves.

“She never kept any photographs around,” he says. “Your mother. Well, except…”

He delves into his pocket and pulls out a folded photograph. With trembling fingers, he unfolds it and passes it to me. It’s a wedding photograph, faded and torn around the edges. Mum and Dad. At the bottom corner are tiny words. The happy couple, Jasper & Kai Li. My stomach does a flop. They look so blissful, immortalised in that very moment.

“I wanted to frame it on the shelf,” Ray sighs. “But I was afraid the Ravens would take it.”

I listen quietly, well aware that every word he says must be a vicious stab into his own heart. Anguish, anger and sorrow culminate above the other emotions, spreading across my body like wildfire.

“You know, the facility your parents rescued us from was just two blocks down the road,” Ray continues blankly. “In a sense, we were hiding right under their noses. I thought it was dangerous but it worked. I did suggest moving several times…I just didn’t want to go back there…”

He breaks off for a second, his fingers digging into the edge of the couch.

“It was horrible in there. Experiments. Tests. Torture. Some of us became…damaged. We didn’t know that the world hated us so. We didn’t know the possibility of living a normal life. Not until she showed it to us. And because of that…because of us… she’s gone. She even chose…death over the possibility of being captured and giving away information about us. Till the end, she…she protected us and I…should’ve done…done…more… should’ve been…better.”

On impulse, I embrace him from behind the couch, pulling him close. He’s warm, his ragged breaths matching my own.

“Stop,” I whisper. “Just…stop. You’re holding yourself accountable for something you could never have changed. You did your best and…and that’s…enough.”

I feel his fingers tighten over my arm, then release just as quickly.

“I…” he mumbles.

“It’s enough when I say it’s enough,” I say fiercely. “And I haven’t properly said it, but I’m…grateful. I’m grateful for everything you did. Really.”

He sighs, but his shoulders aren’t as slumped as they once were. Just that alone brings me relief. Slowly, I release him.

“Zan…”

I freeze, my face bright red.

“Thanks.”

A soft smile finds its way to my lips.


Back at ARK, we split up to head to our rooms. On my floor, I turn a corner and run straight into someone.

“Ah, sorry…hey, wait!”

My heart leaps. Sickle girl. The one who sparred with me in secret when I ditched Trackers’ Night. And the one who sang to me in the infirmary. She pauses in the midst of turning away. She looks almost guilty.

“Hello,” she says shyly.

“Hey, uh…” I begin, not really knowing what to say next. My mind is still on Ray and the stuff I couldn’t bring myself to tell him. For some reason, I spill.

“Uh…have you ever…ever uh…wanted to tell someone something, but you can’t?”

Silence. I’m not really expecting a response to such a strange question.

“Yeah.” Her voice is a broken whisper. “I know the feeling… I…I found her. I want to tell her. But…but…I can’t. I…she’ll only be hurt if I do…I…don’t want to hurt her…”

Her eyes are full of sorrow. I get the feeling that even though we’re talking about different things, somehow, we understand each other. I open my mouth to speak.

“But it’ll be fine,” she says. “It’ll be fine. There will be people… like there are now. It’ll be fine.”

I think she’s trying to reassure me. And I’m grateful for it. My problems have been piling on one after another. I need this more than I think I do. She gives me a small hug and runs off down the corridor. There’s a certain finality about the gesture that I can’t explain.

The next morning, with the cafeteria’s microwave mysteriously busted, I find myself hiding my face behind my coffee mug instead of my usual slices of toast. Ray, on the other hand, doesn’t seem to be acting any differently. We head down to the Forbidden Paths to walk Firewater after breakfast. He really does seem fine. I’m the one who’s overthinking things. I unlock the sixth door while Ray retrieves Firewater from his room. How he manages to sneak a sizeable fire-breathing dragon from the accommodation block, I’ll never know.

The Path we enter is warm. Smooth, round things grow from the floor like corals, each one glowing light orange with a strange blue star-shaped pattern on its surface.

“Cyprov,” Ray says. “They’re like wildbeast snails.”

“Snails?” I stare at the nearest one, which happens to be as tall as me and thrice as wide.

“Super slow ones.” Ray grins. “That one has moved about five centimetres since I last saw it two weeks ago.”

“I don’t know whether to be impressed at their lack of speed or the fact that you actually measured it.”

Firewater, which was perched on Ray’s shoulder, takes flight, its fanlike wings whirling as it swoops along the Path. It leaps from snail to snail nipping at their edges in an almost friendly manner.

“I usually use Paths that are deeper in,” Ray says, taking a seat on one of the snails. “But since all Tracking activities are on hold for now, there’s no chance anyone will find us here.”

“Kinda puts you at ease, doesn’t it?”

“Hmm?”

“Not having to worry about that disc buzzing.”

“True. Although I’m used to it now.”

Conscious of every step I take, I walk over and sit down beside him. There’s definitely an awkward distance between us, but I’m hoping he doesn’t notice. Recalling Rani’s coaching, I work up the nerve to ask him if he likes anyone, but something catches my eye. Something black, just round the corner behind a group of snails. Pitch-black.

“Ray.” I get to my feet uncertainly. “Over there.”

He hears the unease in my voice and reaches for his naginata.

“A…an entrance to another Path,” he says.

“Pretty sure that wasn’t there before. Unless I’m going crazy.”

“You’re not. The Paths do change occasionally. We should inform the Geographers about this.”

“Except we’re not even supposed to be in here,” I remind him. “We—”

Yet another entrance appears metres away. This time, I see it clearly. A small pitch-dark rectangle slowly extending along its edges and sucking the light from its surroundings until it finally stops when it’s longer and wider than I am.

“Shit.”

I cast my gaze down the Path. Oh. At least four more entrances are forming. Firewater glares at one of them and hisses. I share a look with Ray, taking in the dread and horror in his expression, which I know is mirrored in my own. He opens his mouth to speak, but I beat him to it.

“This…this is Convergence?”

“We need to go back.” Ray whistles at Firewater. “Fast.”

“Uh, Ray…” A Dromedius has appeared at one of the entrances.

“Zan! Let’s go!”

“Grab your dragon?”

“No, leave it,” he says. “It’s not a pet. If it doesn’t follow me on its own volition, then so be it. Let’s go!”








TWENTY-ONE

WE ARRIVE AT ARK in the nick of time. As we lock up the entrance we came through, eight Pentagon soldiers come storming in. Each is carrying a metal frame with bars criss-crossed like a chessboard. Massive Malaium spikes protrude on one side of the bars. We watch as the soldiers form a barrier with the frames, the spikes facing the eight entrances.

“Ingenious,” Ray remarks.

We don’t have the time to stay and admire their efforts. Sirens are wailing throughout the compound. An announcement blares over the loudspeakers, repeating itself over and over again.

BAND TOGETHER AND ASSIST IN SECURING ARK'S COMPOUND.

“What the hell are we even supposed to do?” I turn to Ray.

“They’ll split us up to secure each of the levels. Just listen.”

True to his word, the loudspeaker begins dividing ARK’s manpower.

YEAR 1 TRACKERS, SECURE THE TRAINEE ACCOMMODATIONS. YEAR 2 TRACKERS…

“Are you one or two?” I ask.

“Two, by right. But I’m coming with you.”

We dash up the stairs. I can tell from the yelling and screaming that the “banding together” isn’t going so well in the building. Halfway up the stairs, a Pentagon soldier falls from the floor above us, crashing into the railing before crumpling onto the landing in front of me. He gets to his feet, raising his bayonet to impale an Istigoad. Another of those eight-legged water-cat wildbeasts leaps at him. I slice it out of the air. An emu comes next, its claws gouging a hefty chunk out of the wall. The soldier punches the wildbeast, rupturing its eye. The wildbeast makes the fatal mistake of turning in Ray’s direction. Ray grabs its neck and flings it down the stairs, leaping after it with his naginata drawn.

We leave the emu in three pieces on the stairs, climbing up the rest of the way with much difficulty. Several times, I press myself against the wall to avoid being hit by falling wildbeasts.

“You okay?” Ray asks, ripping apart a Cumulopanthera.

“I hate stairs,” I reply.

Another panther perched on the staircase railing swipes at my head. I block its claws with the flat of my parang and kick it off the railing. I hear a surprised yell from someone below us, followed by the angry hissing of the wildbeast.

“Whoops.”

“Zan…”

A second later, he wraps his right arm around my waist and jumps into the stairwell while holding the railing with his left hand. Barely another second later, I find out why. A Hylozaghen barrels down the stairs, its great bulk filling the staircase. Screeching like a banshee, it rams its tusks into the wall, raining plaster on all of us. Ray swings me back onto the staircase, then lets go of the railing. He falls right onto the wildbeast, running his naginata through it. The damn pig has the gall to scream for an ear-splitting minute before dying.

The door to B1 has been blown off its hinges, presumably by the boar. The wood is splintered, splattered with what smells sickeningly like blood. It’s chaos. Human and wildbeast are locked in combat, each fighting for their lives. The corridors are painted with blood, the ground littered with weapons and body parts belong to both human and wildbeast. This isn’t the ARK I know. Simply supressing the urge to hurl is a monumental task.

We enter the fray. My blade rises and falls repeatedly as I lay into the wildbeasts. There are Pentagon soldiers around too. Everyone’s shouting at the same time, not to mention, the infernal noises those wildbeasts are making. From where I am, I can see six entrances to the Forbidden Paths. Two have Malaium barriers in front of them. The other four are unguarded, leaving wildbeasts to stream through freely. The Trackers and Pentagons fight back vainly, trying to force a way through the hordes of rapacious wildbeasts. With a sinking feeling, I realise these Trackers are people I know. They’re from my class.

“Ray!” I yell, ducking under a set of claws and putting its owner out of commission. “Do you see Rani?”

He shakes his head.

“Zan!”

I spin around. There. There she is. Relief floods through me, turning into anger as I see an emu run at her. I fling my dagger at the wildbeast, hitting it squarely in the eye. It skitters to a halt, changes direction faster than something of its size should be able to and stabs at me with its beak. My parang slams into its beak, the impact nearly jarring the weapon from my hands. It lowers its head. How convenient. I grab my dagger and twist savagely, ripping it out of the wildbeast’s eye socket. It kicks at me. I dive out of the way, scoring deep gashes along its body with my blade. There’s a flash of black and the emu topples onto the ground, its head rolling a good few metres away.

“Good to see you,” Jasper pants, scanning our surroundings. “Where’s…oh my goodness, he’s a freaking Pentagon?”

“Long story,” I sigh. “No time.”

Rani gives me a quick hug, then turns to deal with another wildbeast.

“Ray!” I call.

He can’t hear me. His naginata is twirling like the blades of a ceiling fan. Cursing, I throw my parang at the wildbeast beside him. He recognises the blade, retrieves it and scans the corridors until he sees me beckoning. I don’t know why, but the frantic worry in his actions makes me a little happy. Okay, I know why. It’s because I like him. But this is no time for me to dwell on it.

“The entrances,” I yell, loud enough so Rani and Jasper can hear too. “We need to clear the way so the soldiers can put those barriers up! We’ll start with that one!”

I jab my finger at the closest entrance.

“I’m taking point,” Ray says, handing me my weapon.

No one argues with that. He’s using his power, obviously.

Jasper and Rani fan out to Ray’s right while I stick to his left. He bears the brunt of the assault from the wildbeasts, chopping wildly at the onslaught in front of him. The situation is so bad that we don’t have to aim our strikes anymore. There are too many of them. I push Ray out of the way as a pointed tail arcs towards us. It belongs to a…land-stingray. I’m not even kidding. It moves across the floor like a piping hot iron sliding over clothes. The worst part is that it can glide effortlessly up the walls and the ceiling as well. The blood-red back of the wildbeast splits open to reveal a mouth full of jagged protrusions.

“Trygonotoro,” Ray says as he skewers it with his weapon. “Thanks.”

“There are more. And I can’t reach those things if they’re on the bloody ceiling.”

“I can.”

A sharp, familiar voice makes me pause for the shortest of moments. It’s that voice that lulled me to sleep as a trainee.

“Ms Xuan?”

“Damn right.” My ex-wildbeast-theory teacher takes up position to my left. “Why am I not surprised you don’t know how to kill a Trygonotoro.”

Dangling from each of her hands is a chain connected to a small, thin Malaium blade. The chains themselves are adorned with razor-sharp spikes at strange intervals. I’ll say one thing: she may be old, but that just means she’s had more time to accumulate rage against the wildbeasts. She twirls the chains, setting the tiny blades into slick gyrations. The blades accelerate until they vanish from sight and all I can hear is a horrendous whistling noise. Any wildbeast foolish enough to attack her is sliced to bits. She takes aim and sends a blade towards the ceiling, killing a stingray. I swear she’s smiling.

A crocodile snaps at Ray. He kicks it in the face, splitting its skull down the middle. I follow with a swing from my parang, finishing off the wildbeast. Three more come for us, gnashing their skeletal jaws. I dodge the teeth, ramming my blade into the base of a skull. I pull. Nope. Stuck like my love life. I leave it in there and draw my daggers.

I don’t fully remember the next few moments. All I can feel is the lifting and plunging of my arms, my heart jackhammering away on overdrive while adrenaline courses through my blood. I’ve killed too many wildbeasts to count, their butchered corpses strewn all over the place. In such a confined area, their numbers work against them. In fact, they get in each other’s way and, more often than not, end up killing each other.

“Almost there,” Ray roars. “Hang on!”

Five steps. Three steps. One. The entrance to the Forbidden Paths looms in front of us. This one floats a good thirty centimetres off the ground.

“Finally,” Rani says, huffing. “Goodness, my arms are killing me.”

“Uh…we don’t have the barrier,” Jasper notes.

An awkward silence falls upon us. No one replies, pretending to be focused on fighting the wildbeasts.

“Okay, hold the fort.” Ray backs away from the entrance. “I’ll get it.”

“Hold the fort?”

“Yeah. Ever played whack-a-mole?” He pats me on the shoulder and dives back into the corridor.

“I’ve got your backs,” Ms Xuan growls. “Don’t let anything come through the entrance—”

“Ms Xuan!” Rani screams, noticing her for the first time. “You’re here!”

“My scars aren’t for show, young lady. Now shut up and do your job.”

Rani, Jasper and I play whack-a-mole for a good ten minutes. Every time a wildbeast pokes its foul head or appendages through the entrance, we beat it back. Eventually, Ray arrives with the barrier and we all dive out of the way.

“One down, three to go.”

More Pentagon soldiers arrive, each of them ferocious, battle-weary and covered in blood. I’m guessing they’ve secured some of the other levels. The trainees are huddled together in one of the rooms, trying their best not to get killed. On the other side of the corridor, two soldiers and a group of Trackers try to use a barrier as a battering ram. The wildbeasts try to avoid it, but the sheer stampede of their numbers makes it impossible. The plan works for the first five seconds, until the lengths of the Malaium spikes are covered in wildbeast corpses. Several wildbeasts scale the mountain of corpses and launch themselves over the top.

“Zan! Let’s go!” Ray yells.

We fight our way to the second entrance. This time, closing it off seems easier. Maybe it’s because the people on this level are aware of our plan. Trackers and Pentagons alike have joined us, forming a V with Ray at the head. Painstakingly, we block the entrances one by one. When the final entrance is sealed, we set about killing every wildbeast that has come through.

More help arrives, wiping up the remains of the wildbeasts. When we’re done, the loudspeakers crackle.

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WE HAVE DONE WELL TO SURVIVE THE FIRST PHASE OF CONVERGENCE. WHAT COMES NEXT IS OUR RECOVERY. TAKE CARE OF THE INJURED. REST UP AND REMAIN VIGILANT. THE ENTRANCES WILL BE GUARDED BY THE SOLDIERS OF ARK. AS FOR THE REST OF YOU, FOCUS ON YOUR RECOVERY EFFORTS. WE SHALL REBUILD THE COUNTRY WHEN ALL THIS IS OVER.

The loudspeakers go silent. All I can hear are vague murmurs, sorrowful sobbing and cries of pain. I can’t imagine what’s going on in the world above us.

The Geographers and Interceptors take care of the clean-up. Rani, Jasper, Ray and I sneak off. There’s something else we need to do. Rani fills Jasper in about the Core while we walk.

“It’s good to see you,” Tina says, suffocating me in a hug the moment we enter the laboratory. “And you.” She hugs Rani too, then makes a grab for Ray, who backs away quickly.

“Who’s this?”

“Ah, this is Jasper,” I say, introducing them. “Rani’s partner. Jasper, Tina.”

“He knows?” Ray sighs.

“Okay. Here’s what I’ve got so far. I’ve tested Kai-Li on devices which emit any sort of electromagnetic pulse. It works.”

“Kai-Li?” Rani asks.

“The device we’re using to destroy the Core.”

My stomach does a somersault. I glance at Ray, who smiles faintly.

“But…?” Jasper interrupts.

“But there’s no guarantee with the Core. And there is no remote activation either,” Tina finishes.

“Fine by me,” Ray says. “Before we do anything stupid, can I confirm that everyone here is in agreement of going against ARK and saving the people in Singapore above us?”

“Yes,” Rani says immediately.

“Of course,” Jasper seconds.

Rani, Ray and Tina stare at me while Jasper simply looks confused. I bite my lip. I know that if I remain vehemently against the plan, they might call it off. I steal a glance at Ray. I can’t. I can’t take this away from him.

I nod. “I’m in.”

“We’ll have to sneak out of ARK,” Ray says, as though he expected me to agree all along. “There’s no way they’re going to let us out.”

“The Forbidden Paths?” Rani suggests. “There’re still new ones slowly popping out, right? If we wait a bit…”

Tina shakes her head. “Too dangerous. Convergence seems to have affected the wildbeasts too. They’re way more active than they were previously.”

“So what do we do?”

“Travel over land.” Tina gestures to a map she’s laid out on the table. “I’ve pinpointed the location of the Path that connects directly to the Core. And it isn’t far from this place. There’s a newly opened Path, T167, near the Merlion at the mouth of the Singapore River.”

“How far do we have to go?”

“Nine and a half kilometres.”

That’s nine and a half kilometres of wildbeast-infested territory. Not to mention the others who are hunting us down: the Ravens and Singapore’s military. This is sounding more impossible by the minute.

ATTENTION ALL INSTRUCTORS. GATHER AT THE BRIEFING ROOM NOW. I REPEAT, ALL INSTRUCTORS, GATHER AT THE BRIEFING ROOM NOW. THE INTERCOM CRACKLES AND DIES. I RECOGNISE THAT VOICE. IT’S THE HEAD OF ARK.

“What’s going on?” Jasper says.

“Let’s find out.” Tina reaches over to her laptop. “Hang on a minute…”

She clicks on an icon on her desktop and a video appears. It’s a live video of the Briefing Room, filmed from a corner in the ceiling. We spot Jinn Huang seated at the oval table, and people everywhere packing the room. He’s drumming his fingers on the wood.

I look at Tina. “How did you—”

“Hacked the security camera,” she says. “Now, some audio…” She cranks up the volume on her laptop and at first, all we hear are heated discussions. Then, Jinn Huang stands up and everyone falls silent.

“You may have heard the rumours already,” he says. “It’s true. While Singapore battles for her survival, the rest of the world will not stand by and watch. The last time this happened, they voted to come to our aid. This time, they chose to destroy us.”

“Destroy us!” Jasper exclaims. “What does that mean?”

Tina shushes him and points to the laptop. “Listen.”

“As we all know, the appearance of the Paths and the siergs is a problem currently unique to Singapore. The wildbeasts have been deemed a threat serious enough to warrant elimination by any means. In other words, Singapore has been given three days to take control of her own situation. Failing which, the other countries will blanket bomb the island and erase us from the map. I don’t know if bombs will kill the wildbeasts,” he smiles cruelly, “but that’s not our problem. If we leave things as they are, the government troops will fall. Singapore will fall. ARK will fall.”

“So what are you suggesting we do?” Someone pipes up from the alarmed crowd.

“Deploy our forces to protect Singapore,” Jinn Huang says grimly. “It will probably be impossible with such a small force of people. Perhaps, this is the price we’re paying for condemning all those who live above us.”

His secretary calls for a break. No one leaves the room. After all, it’s not every day you’re told that you can struggle all you want, but you’ll probably die anyway.

“Wait, how does this change things?” Rani asks. “We’re underground, aren’t we?”

“Supply lines,” Ray sighs. “And if the other countries are going to blanket bomb the island, we’ll most likely be hit as well. This entire compound could collapse.”

“Besides, once they do that, ARK’s aim is shot anyway,” Tina adds. “If they annihilate every bit of infrastructure above us, not even ARK’s full force can hope to rebuild it. We’ll simply flicker out and die like a flame in the wind.”

“Oh. So what do we do now?”

“We offer them a solution,” I say. “A solution only we’ve got.”

Ray nods. “Let’s go.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

Tina packs Kai-Li into a cushioned case and we burst from the lab, sprinting down the corridors. Some of the wildbeasts have fought their way past the metal barriers and are being contained by the Pentagon soldiers. We ignore them and run. We pass a newly formed entrance.

“Go on first,” Jasper calls, doubling back to search for the nearest Pentagon soldier.

“Don’t die,” Rani calls back. She falls back a little to keep pace with me. She elbows me and lowers her voice surreptitiously. “So…did you ask him?”

“Ask him?”

“Ray. About who he likes, duh.”

“What are you even thinking about at a time like this?” I hiss, keeping an eye on Ray.

“Your love life.” She grins.

“And why?”

“It’s interesting. More interesting than…death.”

I should’ve known. She’s putting up a front. It’s getting to her, like it’s getting to all of us. The injured, the dying and the dead. Any one of us could go next. I’m getting a strong sense of déjà vu from my first mission into the Paths. I’m pretending not to notice, but I don’t know how long I can keep this up.

They’re discussing something ahead of us. Ray and Tina. Watching them, I feel a pang of jealousy. It also hurts a little, but I put that away for now. There’s no time for this.

Up ahead, Ray pulls open the door to the Briefing Room and several people who were leaning on it tumble out. He marches to the head of the table amid the gasps of surprise. The head of ARK stares at us. This is more terrifying than I expected. Ray doesn’t seem to care.

“I’m here to offer a solution,” he declares. “The only solution that might lead to an outcome where not everyone dies.”

Not a soul makes a sound. It’s so quiet we can hear the battle cries of the Pentagon soldiers in the hallway beyond.

“Oh, right. I’m Ray, the first Pentagon Tracker in ARK. In fact, just two years ago, you were gathered here to vote on allowing me to become a Tracker.”

“Wait,” Jinn Huang says. “How do you even know what’s going on? Why should we listen to you?”

“I’m sorry,” Tina admits sheepishly. “I hacked the security feed.”

“This,” Ray ignores his question, unwraps Kai-Li and places it on the table, “is a device that could potentially destroy the Core and bring down the Forbidden Paths.”

His statement is met with outcry.

“What the hell are you saying?”

“You don’t even know that the Core exists!”

“Are you insane?”

“How do you know it will work?”

“No one has ever seen the Core!”

“I HAVE!” I yell.

Instant silence once more. I sweep my hair behind my ear and feel the regret pooling inside me.

“We have,” I continue numbly. “It exists. It’s beneath the Paths and supports the entire network.”

“And where did you get this device?” Jinn Huang asks, gingerly picking it up and examining it.

“I made it,” Tina says.

“You made it.”

“Yes.”

“She’s good enough to hack your security feeds,” Rani points out. “That has to count for something.”

“It disrupts anything that emits an electromagnetic pulse,” Tina explains. “I’ve tested it.”

“On?”

“The cafeteria’s microwave.”

A ripple of disbelief runs through the crowd. They’re turning against us. I don’t blame them. It does sound crazy after all. No, not just crazy. In their place, this is something I probably wouldn’t believe even if I had heard it from Jinn Huang himself.

“How certain are you that this will work?”

“Fifty per cent.”

“And you’re proposing…?”

“That you send a team with us to go down to the Core.”

Jinn Huang considers his options for a good minute or so. I’m not sure what he’s thinking. I mean, if a bunch of teenagers busted out an outlandish plan like this, I’d have dismissed them without question.

“Fine.”

“Huh?” Maybe it’s because they don’t have any better ideas. That says a lot about our situation.

“But it’ll be dangerous. To head into the Forbidden Paths during Convergence is likely suicidal,” he says. “Any takers?”

“Oh, and the person who activates the device will most likely die when the Paths collapse,” Tina adds. “Just…you know, fair warning.”

Yet another long silence. Well, what was I even expecting? It’s obvious no one would risk their lives for an insane mission like this. There’s no way they’ll help.

Jasper chooses this precise moment to arrive, panting and covered in blood. He glances around the room awkwardly as everyone stares at him. His face turns red as he shuts the door behind him and shoots us a look of confusion. The crowd turns and ignores him.

“I’ll do it.” The familiar, sharp voice belongs to Ms Xuan, her ferocious gaze daring anyone to challenge her.

“So will I.” Ben’s deep, volcanic rumble rings out. “I don’t care how stupid it sounds. I trust my trainees.”

A bloody tomahawk axe hangs on his right side. Another double-headed battle axe is strapped to his back.

“And me.”

“Me too.”

“Me.”

Hands begin going up. I watch in awe, mixed with undisguised incredulity as almost everyone in the room voice their support. I feel a little dizzy gazing at the sea of hands before me. There’s no turning back now.

“Decide amongst yourselves,” Jinn Huang orders. “The rest will keep to our initial deployment plan. Until the specialised team succeeds, if at all, we have to keep up the façade that Singapore’s not down for good. You will be divided into groups consisting of yourselves, Trackers and soldiers. The groupings and area of operations will be released soon. As for the specialised team…”

“Meet us at the cafeteria,” Tina whispers to us. “I’ll outline the plan.”

“That is all. Dismissed.”

Once again, I see clearly why this man is the head of ARK. His entire countenance and pure decisiveness are terrifying. It’s as though he has his eyes fixed only on a distant goal and everything else disappears.

Strangely enough, the cafeteria still functions as usual. The only sign of mayhem is a pitch-black entrance behind one of the stalls. It’s been secured and is guarded by four soldiers, but it’s not difficult to imagine the creatures lying in wait on the other side.

While we bring Jasper up to date, we eat and wait for the rest of our team to arrive. I can feel the fatigue setting in, my lack of sleep last night catching up to me. Fortunately, coffee is still being served and I find myself gulping down copious amounts, much to the amusement of my companions.

“Zan…Zan!”

Oops. I must’ve fallen asleep. I rub my temple where there is probably a red imprint of something I’d been leaning on. Yeah, something. Ray’s shoulder, that’s what.

“You okay?” Ray asks.

“Yeah,” I mumble, glaring fixedly at my feet. “Splendid.”

Across from me, Rani’s grinning ghoulishly while Jasper and Tina are, to my relief, asleep. My face feels hot. I pull my hair over my face, then brush it back behind my ear again. I don’t know what I’m doing.

“Nice being young,” Ms Xuan says crisply before whistling loudly and pretending not to have said anything.

She’s beside Tina, who suddenly jerks awake, kicking Jasper in the foot. Ray is talking to the six new members of our team, Ms Xuan and Ben included. Three of them are Pentagon soldiers. I recognise Malabar. Ray’s frowning at him.

“This is my place, Ray,” Malabar replies firmly, as if answering Ray’s hostile look.

I blink. I thought they were friends?

To my surprise, I recognise another Pentagon. Sickle girl. Fair-skinned, short hair. Her name is Gwyneth. I finally know it. And after all this time, I never knew she was a Pentagon.

Gwyneth catches my eye and smiles faintly. “Hi, Zan.”

I notice that Ray is also frowning at her.

“You know her?” I ask.

“Zan, she—”

Gwyneth lays a hand on his arm. “Ray, my place is here too. As is yours.”

“You…” Ray falls silent.

Gwyneth’s countenance is comforting when she smiles at me.

The last Pentagon has a small build and a familiar solemn face. Shiria.

“You—” I stare. “Aren’t you—”

“In transit,” she replies without missing a beat. “I was a soldier until Ray became a Tracker. Then, ARK began sourcing Trackers from the Pentagons. I’m one of those.”

My mind is racing through every single word I’ve ever said in her vicinity. Does she know what I was like before? Most definitely. Is that why there always seemed to be an impenetrable wall between us? I want to kick myself.

The remaining non-Pentagon is the dumpy middle-aged man whom I’ve seen at several briefings, his bald head shining under the fluorescent light. I would’ve thought him a pushover if not for the brutish scar running across his entire scalp. His name is Shaun, one of ARK’s best at wildbeast combat. There are rumours that he headbutted a Veranator until it released its jaws on his arm.

“Ms Xuan! Ben!” Jasper rubs his eyes. “It’s good to know you’re with us.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Ms Xuan scowls.

Ben hands out earpieces to each of us. “Switch it on and stuff it in your ear,” he instructs. “Tina, you’ll be giving us directions from ARK’s lab, right?”

Tina nods.

“Once you’ve entered the Forbidden Paths, I won’t be able to contact you. So right before you enter, I’ll provide one last status update on the Paths. I’ll need two people to remain outside T167. In case of any emergency, I’ll contact the two of you and you’ll have to go in to retrieve the rest of the team.”

“Jasper and Rani,” Ms Xuan says. “In addition, Rani will carry the device until we reach the entrance, following which she’ll pass it to—”

“Me,” Ray interrupts. “She’ll pass it to me.”

They accept the decision. Tina shoots Ray a look. Before I can make anything of it, the loudspeakers blare and thus begin the announcements that will spell the fate of every one of us. We’re being deployed.








TWENTY-TWO

IF I THOUGHT the scene inside ARK was bad, it’s utter pandemonium out here. We’re gathered in the courtyard, which has been left miraculously untouched. Not for much longer. I can hear a feral screeching coming from the adjacent church building. All around me, I see despair, fear and most of all, heart-rending reluctance. They’ve seen hell. And they’re about to see it again. The enormous courtyard is filled with Trackers, instructors and soldiers. As the last group files in silently, the passage to ARK rumbles ceremoniously shut. We move.

Our team heads straight for the main roads. We hear the mayhem before we even hit the scene. Gunfire, screaming, screeching, roaring and explosions. The air smells of acrid smoke. Thunder roars across the sky, chasing the veins of crackling lightning while the wind howls with rage, whipping dust and debris into a frenzy.

The sheer number of wildbeasts stuns me. They’re everywhere. Soldiers from Singapore’s armed forces are trying to make a stand, but are losing ground. People are ripped to shreds right before our eyes, torn into blood-soaked parts by ravenous wildbeasts. Soldiers empty clip after clip of ammunition into the wildbeasts, which shrug off the hail of lead as if they were no more than marshmallows. The soldiers have Malaium bayonets, but that’s it. In front of the marauding wildbeasts, they’re nothing but fodder. They haven’t been trained well for this. Civilians have taken refuge in whatever buildings they can find. The wildbeasts seem to know this. They hurl themselves at the buildings, tearing into crowds of petrified people while the soldiers try in vain to stop them. Everything dissolves into grey, accompanied by a stark, bright red. It’s almost too gory to stomach.

Ray is at the head of our team. I’m on his left, Ben striding along on mine. The rest of us fan out as we had while securing ARK’s compound, only this time, Rani’s at the centre of the V formation, a few paces behind Ray. Malabar, Gwyneth and Shiria, the three Pentagon soldiers, bring up the rear.

“Take a left,” Tina’s voice says in my ear. “Get onto Bishan Street Twenty-One. Two hundred metres ahead, you should see the ruins of Raffles Institution.”

All I see are wildbeasts. The school’s been abandoned since the Sierg War, but now, it’s been repopulated. With emus. Gnashing their beaks, they converge on us. Ray doesn’t even slow down half a step. He merely raises his weapon and begins cutting them down. As we plunge into the wildbeasts, a narrow, barbed tentacle-thing strikes from above. Ben beats it with the side of his tomahawk.

“Gastrynites,” he roars. “Watch your heads!”

“The electric slugs?” I ask, focused on stabbing a damn emu.

He gives me a curious look. “Yeah…the electric slugs.”

On the other side, Ms Xuan looks offended.

The road ahead bends to the right, then straightens. We make another left turn. I can see the skeletal remains of the Bishan governmental office tower on our right. What was once a magnificent skyscraper is now a blazing inferno, plumes of smoke drifting towards the dark grey skies.

“Chymeleo!”

I watch as Ray cuts off one of the creature’s heads, ducking as another tries to take a bite out of him.

“There’s more than one,” Rani cautions. “Right side, building behind the junction.”

“I’ll redirect you,” Tina says. “Turn left and go through the housing estate.”

We veer off the road and into a cluster of buildings. Whap! Shaun is pulled off his feet. Cursing indignantly, he cuts off a well-camouflaged tongue wrapped around his ankles. One of the wildbeast’s other heads spits out the remains of a soldier it was chewing on, giving us an offended glower. The second wildbeast is not far behind, leaving claw marks down the side of a building.

“I’ll catch up,” Shaun calls. “If I don’t, it means I’m dead.”

“Good luck,” Ms Xuan says.

That’s it. That’s all it takes for her decision to be cemented. Shaun breaks off from the rest of us, drawing the wildbeasts away. Shiria moves up to take his place.

“He’s got a good chance,” Ray says, noting the expression on my face. “He just has to hold out until it rains.”

“Until it rains?”

“Makes their shape visible,” Ben grunts. “No matter how good their camouflage is.”

A crocodile slithers towards Rani. She stabs it, then dodges as it lunges at her. Howling with wrath, Malabar gets between them and kicks the creature straight through a concrete wall, causing the entire building to collapse on itself. He doesn’t have weapons like the rest of us. He doesn’t need them. All he has are Malaium-spiked gauntlets. And brute strength.

We exit the housing estate and find ourselves at another road junction. A faded, weather-beaten signboard dangles from a rusty nail on a post. I can’t read the remaining letters. A streak of lightning, a clap of thunder and the heavens open up right over our heads.

“We need a recovery stop!” Ben roars over the howling wind. “Tina?”

“Got it,” she replies. “Continue down Thomson Road… hang on, back up. There’s a newly opened Path, T203, along Lornie Road which can take you straight to Little India. It’s not connected to any other Forbidden Path—yet.”

“We’ll take it,” Ms Xuan says sharply. “Tell us if there’re any changes in the Path.”

“Okay, turn right onto Lornie Road. Follow it for another three hundred and fifty metres, then make a sharp left into Bukit Brown cemetery. There’s a town hall there where you guys can make a stop. The new entrance is south of the town hall.”

“I can’t even begin to tell you how glad I am that you’re on our side,” Ben says, grinning.

I can almost hear Tina blushing over the earpiece.

The road is chock full of abandoned cars. Some are lying on their sides while others look like they belong in a scrapyard.

“Stay away from the cars!” Jasper yells. “Shit!”

A water-cat leaps out of a shattered car window. He brings up his hunting knife, too late, as the wildbeast cannonballs into his face. Faster than the wildbeast can take a bite out of Jasper’s jugular, Shiria rips it off and slams it onto the road. I hear a loud splat and see a piece of asphalt fly into the air. Another approaches. Gwyneth slices it in half. Jasper crawls to his feet, the stream of blood running down his forehead quickly swept away by the rain.

“I’m fine,” he gasps. “Thanks.”

Shiria nods curtly. A booming noise. Dromedius. It’s jumping from car to car, its claws digging effortlessly into the metal. Ray flips the car in front of him upwards as the wildbeast slams into it, crumpling the vehicle as though it were no more than an aluminium can. As the wildbeast struggles out of the wreckage, Ray swings his naginata. Both car and emu split apart. Malabar places his hands on a pick-up truck.

“Get down,” Ray instructs the rest of us.

The truck goes sailing over our heads, smashing into a double-decker bus. Wildbeasts of all sorts come spilling out like cockroaches. Our formation shifts. Malabar takes the lead, shoving vehicles aside and using them as shields or wildbeast-hammers. Ray is on his left, Gwyneth and Shiria on his right. It’s painstakingly slow progress, but it’s progress. With glowing red streaks across their faces, the Pentagons do even more damage than the wildbeasts did. I’m truly glad I’m not a wildbeast.

“Left turn now,” Tina says.

I blink the rainwater out of my eyes. Left turn? Beyond the railing of the roadside is a sheer drop into an ostensibly impenetrable forest. I can’t even see the ground from up here.

“I’ll take two,” Malabar volunteers. “Simplifies things, aye?”

Take two? Seconds later, I find out. Pulling off his gauntlets, he hangs them on his waist, stalks over and hoists both Ben and Rani onto his broad shoulders, one on each side. Without warning, Ray takes me by the right hand, bends down and slings me over his shoulders, his other arm wrapping around my thigh in the perfect fireman’s carry. My world turns sideways, my wet hair falling over my eyes.

“Brace yourself,” he says.

I barely have time to sheath my parang. He jumps. Three seconds of freefall, then the rustling of leaves and snapping of twigs. The ground appears with a jolt. When he lets me down, I push my hair out of my eyes and hope I’m not as flushed as I think I am.

“Doing okay?” he asks as the others land beside us.

“Yeah,” I say. “Always wanted to go on a wildbeast killing spree.”

“In the rain,” he adds. “With all of Singapore at stake.”

The lush forest opens up to reveal hundreds upon hundreds of graves. Broken headstones, moss-covered bricks and toppled altars stretch as far as my eye can see. Overgrown grass and vines smother the graves as though the earth itself is trying to swallow them up. The wind slows, leaving the pitter-patter of the rain as the only sound we hear. It’s the type of eerie atmosphere that makes you want to keep a close watch over your shoulder for… something.

Ms Xuan’s chain-blade soars over Shiria’s head, taking out a…a wildbeast. It has an iridescent, flat head with barbels like that of a catfish; its long, slender body is connected to what appears to be a red stalk and a network of roots. Its mouth is full of teeth. As my eyes adjust to the shadows cast by the trees, I realise that the network of roots is spread across the entire cemetery. Every so often, an inconspicuous red stalk can be seen rising out of the ground. Even as I watch, the red stalk ejects the catfish portion, leaving it dangling on Ms Xuan’s blade. Immediately, a new head sprouts from the stalk, lunging at her leg. Gwyneth grabs it and rips it apart.

“Pangasimus,” Rani explains. “The entire root system is one wildbeast.”

“Can we kill it?”

“Too difficult,” Ms Xuan says. “And we have other beasts to worry about.”

She points to a fiery wisp. A Dizurhong. It has taken on the shape of a boar. Fantastic. The flaming wildbeast floats past Jasper, pauses, morphs into human form and continues floating erratically across the cemetery. We make our way over the treacherous roots. Every time we get near a red stalk, a grotesque head springs out and tries to take a chunk out of our flesh. One manages to clamp its jaws around Shiria’s calf, but she slides her knife in between its jaws and slices it open neatly.

The town hall comes into view. So does a herd of Hylozaghen. I squint my eyes. There are figures battling the wildbeasts. Gunfire rings out, accompanied by shrieking.

“Ravens,” Shiria spits. “Those are Ravens.”

Subconsciously, my hand flies to the fading bruise on the side of my face. Ray glances at me, realises that I’m looking back and quickly adverts his gaze.

“Approach carefully,” Ben cautions. “They might mistake us for targets and—”

Malabar plucks a broken headstone from the ground and hurls it at a wildbeast, under which a Raven is pinned. The headstone smashes into it, breaking three of its tusks and knocking it over. The Raven scrambles to his feet, yelling with surprise. As Malabar picks up another stone, Gwyneth leaps onto his shoulder. He flings her towards the nearest boar. The stone lands first, breaking over its head, followed by Gwyneth, who buries her sickles into its eyes.

“Okay, yeah, whatever,” Ben sighs. “That works too.”

We fan out, simply attacking anything that isn’t human. The Ravens seem taken aback, first with shock and then with relief. Some raise their rifles on the Pentagons, but not a single shot is fired.

“Rani!” I pull her back just as a boar tramples over the spot where she stood. The wildbeast spins around and tries to gore me with its tusks. I bury my blade in its snout, holding on tight as it tosses its head in rage. I curl my body as I’m lifted up into the air. Releasing my parang, I draw my daggers as I land with one foot on each of the topmost tusks, plunging them up to their hilts in the wildbeast’s head. It screams and breaks into a run. Ripping my daggers free, I jump off, botch the landing a little and end up on my elbows and knees while the wildbeast smashes into the town hall’s fence, its screams growing weaker as it dies.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Malabar rip the tusks off another Hylozaghen with his bare hands. Ben finishes off the beast, hacking at it with his tomahawk. Malabar turns to deal with another one. It’s just for a second, but I see it clearly. His right foot slides a little off its position and he teeters, his entire body trembling. Then, the wildbeast attacks him and he proceeds to beat the life out of it.

A burst of gunfire. And another. The Ravens are getting over their initial surprise.

“DON'T SHOOT! ALL UNITS, HOLD YOUR FIRE!”

My head snaps around so quickly I hear a crack and an ache burns through the base of my skull. I ignore it. That voice. Ling.

“ZAN!” Rani’s scream probably saves my life. I spin around to find a hundred kilograms of malicious pig bearing down on me. I barely have time to stab it viciously with my daggers. If I were Ben or any one of the Pentagons, I probably could’ve stopped the wildbeast dead in its tracks. But I’m Zan. The momentum of the rampaging wildbeast sends me flying. My daggers are ripped free from the wildbeast’s flesh and I curl myself up into a ball, hoping I don’t land on any of the headstones.

I do. And it hurts. Well, on the bright side, I didn’t hit my head. I gasp for breath, clutching my side. A scream of rage. Gwyneth sails through the air, cannonballing into the wildbeast and throwing it off course. She rakes it with her sickles, then turns to deal with another. Struggling to my feet, I see Rani finish off the Hylozaghen. In a flash, she’s beside me, Ray running over from my right.

“I’m fine.” I take a deep, shaky breath. “Yeah, I’m good.”

“Get her inside,” Ray says.

“No,” I growl, shaking off Rani’s arm. “If you’re staying out here, then so am I.”

I fling my dagger at a passing wildbeast. It punctures its eye, sending it squealing right into the embrace of Gwyneth’s sickles.

“Not gonna argue with that.” Rani raises an eyebrow in amusement. “Uh oh, pig alert behind you, Ray.”

He slices it in half without looking back.

The battle dies down gradually. When the last Hylozaghen is killed, silence falls over the area. The rain has lightened up to a feeble drizzle.

“Hello? Hello?” Tina sounds worried. “I’m sorry about the Hylozaghens. I chose the spot because there weren’t any entrances nearby yet. There shouldn’t be that many wildbeasts there, right? Hello? Anyone?”

“We’re fine,” Ben says in a low voice. “Just a little…tense situation.” That’s putting it really lightly.

We’ve regrouped into our initial V formation, with Ray and his naginata taking point. The Ravens, aside from those guarding the other side of the town hall, have gathered too. Six of them, their rifles locked and ready. They have Malaium swords hanging from their waists and Malaium bayonets. I recognise Ling at the back of the squad. The intimidating spiked fence looms in the background. There are no rotting heads on this fence, but it reminds me of my own mistaken hatred. I wince a little.

For a good two minutes, no one moves a muscle. Then, Ray slings his naginata behind his back and walks towards the Ravens. I follow. We all do. The Ravens stare silently. When Ray reaches the muzzle of the lead Raven’s rifle, there’s a short pause. They stand stock still, neither willing to back down. This is it.

The Raven lowers his rifle. His squad follows suit. They step aside, allowing us to enter the town hall. Ray pulls open the door, revealing a group of terrified men and women, who let out cries of shock upon seeing the Pentagons and retreat into the shadows of the building. We ignore them. The inside of the building is a stark contrast to the carnage outside. A chandelier hangs from the ceiling, casting its bright glow on the polished, white marble floor. We crash into the chairs and benches along the wall, intent on getting much needed rest. The Ravens fan out across the room, looking more confused than ever.

“State your business,” the lead Raven barks. “Who are you, where are you from and what do you want with our government?”

“What government?” Ray seems taken aback. “We’re here for a quick rest.”

“Ray.” Rani points to the huddle of people at the corner. “Those are the government officials.”

“What the hell are they doing here?” Ray demands. “Aren’t all their people dying out there?”

An awkward silence.

I sneeze. “Ah, sorry,” I squeak. “Carry on.”

“You have no business with our government?” The Ravens can’t seem to believe their ears.

“We don’t negotiate with cowards who abandon their people,” Ms Xuan says loudly.

“They are the key decision makers of this country,” the lead Raven snarls. “They must be protected at all costs.”

“And who told you this? Them?” she snorts. “Fat lot of decision making they’re doing there while people are dying.”

“The world is ugly,” the Raven says. “It’s something you’ve got to accept.”

“The world isn’t ugly,” Ray spits. “We are.”

The Ravens are still on their feet, but not one of them has their finger on the trigger of their rifle. Looks like we’re safe for now. There’s a toilet round the back so we take turns to squeeze the water out of our sopping clothes. The hand dryer does a decent job afterwards.

“…and so, we’re heading into the Forbidden Paths to try to destroy the Core,” Ben is saying when I return from the toilet. “If we succeed, we’ll be able to end this. If not, well…we’ll die.”

“Don’t trust him!” a man yells from the corner. “They’ve got Pentagons with them! They’re evil! Traitors!”

“The same people you call evil traitors are putting their lives on the line for your country,” I snap. “While you vile sacks of Dromedius shit fester in your bloody little sanctuary. You—”

“Zan,” Ray says, stifling a smile. “Enough.”

“That’s right, Zan,” Ms Xuan cackles. “You tell them.”

Ben frowns at her, clicking his tongue loudly. She rolls her eyes in response. So much for that strict, austere teacher I once knew.

“Whether you choose to trust us is up to you,” Ben continues. “I can’t decide things for you. But we’re saving lives here. The least you can do is not get in our way.”

No one speaks after that. I notice Ling standing the farthest back from the group, his expression unreadable. He doesn’t show an inkling that he recognises me. Maybe it’s better this way.

While Jasper helps Shiria with the Pangasimus bite on her calf, Malabar bandages the wound on Jasper’s forehead. There it is again. A slight, barely noticeable tremble in Malabar’s hand as he fumbles with the bandage. He’s trying to tuck in the loose end, but he keeps missing the spot.

“Ray,” I say softly, taking a seat next to him. “Can I ask you something?”

“Yeah?”

“Outside?”

“Ah, okay.”

We head out the front door.

“Nice being young,” I hear Ms Xuan whisper loudly behind us.

“What’s wrong?” he asks once we’re behind the building, within the confines of the town hall’s fence. Concern is written all over his face. “Are you hurt?”

“It’s not me,” I say urgently. “Is there something wrong with Malabar?”

Instantly, I know I’ve hit a nerve. He purses his lips tightly until they form a thin, purple line. Creases line his forehead and his hands grip his naginata so tightly his knuckles turn white.

“It…it’s the price we pay for using our power,” he finally says. “Malabar is exceptionally strong, which also means…”

“He uses up more of his lifespan each time,” I guess.

“Exactly. His body has already begun showing signs of deterioration. I’m not even sure how much longer he has left. That’s why I didn’t want him coming with us in the first place.”

“How do you tell? Like how much he has spent.”

“When we start coughing up blood, that’s a pretty good indicator of having five years or fewer left.”

“Oh.” My voice is small. “I’m sorry.”

“Ultimately, it’s his choice,” Ray sighs, casting his gaze onto the ground. “We’re all the same after all.”

“Are you?”

His lips curl slightly, revealing tightly clenched teeth. “Unfortunately, yes.”

Static—then we hear Tina’s voice in our earpieces. “Uh, guys,” she says. “There’s an unstable pulse coming from T203. I’m afraid a new entrance might be forming within that Path soon.” Ray and I exchange looks and we race back to join the others.

Tina continues, “I’ve also just received news that Shaun is in ARK’s infirmary. Eight broken ribs. He keeps trying to escape from his ward.”

Inside, Ms Xuan is standing and geared up. “Get your stuff,” she tells us. “We’re moving out.”

“I’m coming too.”

Ling.

We, no, the entire room stare at him.

“Are you insane? You’ll side with them?” someone on his squad says.

“I’m just…tired.” Ling locks eyes with me and, for the first time since we’ve met today, a flicker of recognition crosses his expression. “I’ve already lost everything. At the very least, I know for sure that she’s not a bad person.”

“He’s the one?” Ray whispers in my ear.

I nod.

“You’re making a big mistake, traitor,” a government official snarls from the corner.

“My only mistake was coming here,” Ling replies calmly.

“You’re asking us to trust you?” Ms Xuan says slowly. “On what basis?”

“Ms Xuan,” I begin. “He’s the one who—”

Without warning, Ling draws his knife, rolls up his other sleeve to reveal his injured wrist and stabs viciously. I wince involuntarily. An audible gasp echoes around the town hall. When I dare look again, the point of his blade has dug into his skin and a splotch of red is spreading across his bandages. The only thing preventing the blade from going any further is a short length of chain wrapped around it. On the other end of the chain is Ms Xuan.

“I have only one usable arm anyway,” he says, sliding the knife free from Ms Xuan’s chain. “It’ll be easy to get rid of me.”

“No one will carry your weight,” Ben warns. “If you fall behind—”

“Leave me,” Ling says. “I have nothing to live for anyway.”

Ben gives almost imperceptible nod. “Let’s go.”

The rest of the Ravens glare at us as we go. Ling falls into step behind Gwyneth, who’s the only one welcoming him with a smile.

“Tina?” Ben prompts.

I can hear a brief commotion in the earpiece, people yelling and things breaking.

“Okay, sorry about that, minor altercation.” Tina sounds breathless. “Head south. Three hundred and twenty metres.”

Back in the cemetery, we see a pitch-black rectangle right over a gravestone. Something’s definitely wrong. There are no wildbeasts in sight.

“We’re going to walk into a Forbidden Path, just like that?” Ling asks, hanging back.

“Yeah,” Jasper nods. “You’ve never…?”

“Ravens used to too,” Ling sighs. “Until one of ours never came back out.”

Instinctively, I glance at Ray. He tries to hide it, but I see him wince, his hand unconsciously rubbing his shoulder. I can’t even imagine how much hearing that hurts him. There isn’t time for further conversation.

“Be careful,” Ben says.

“Time works slower in this Path compared to the outside world,” Tina sighs. “So get out as quickly as possible.”

“Ready?” Ms Xuan raises an eyebrow.

“Yes,” Ling replies. He’s the only one.

“Excellent,” she nods approvingly. “Come on.”

We go in.







TWENTY-THREE

THE GROUND IN T203 is shimmering and narrow. If we fall off the sides, we’ll plummet straight down to the place with the glowing blue veins. Above us, suspended like a hanging ocean is an opal liquid. Waves travel lazily along the surface of the liquid, lapping somnolently along the walls of the Path even though there’s no wind in here.

“Khacropeltes,” Ms Xuan says immediately. “Watch your heads.”

“The heck is that?” I whisper to Ray.

Right on cue, the surface of the liquid erupts above Jasper. A fish-like wildbeast launches itself out of the liquid. It’s close to five metres long, with a mouth full of tiny, conical teeth. A long pink projection sprouts from the top of its snake-like head; on the end of it are many tiny mouths, each possessing four fangs. The wildbeast snaps at Jasper, who cries out in alarm and ducks. It screeches defiantly, the type of sound you’d expect from a dying parrot. The liquid swallows up the wildbeast as it splashes back into it.

“That,” Ray mutters, “is a Khacropeltes.” He spins around and chops one right in the face with his naginata. To my surprise, his blade shudders to a halt halfway through the wildbeast’s head. As the dead wildbeast falls to our feet with an unearthly splat, Ray rips his weapon free, kicking it off the side of the Path.

“It’s got some sort of armour plating on its head,” he explains, seeing my look. “Don’t bother stabbing its head.”

Within seconds, the liquid above us stirs and froths as wildbeast after wildbeast leap from it, snapping at us with their nightmarish jaws. I cut off a pink projection at the stem but the part responds by latching onto my parang with its tiny, devilish mouths, wriggling angrily even though it’s been severed from its host. Another one lunges at Rani, who sticks her knives into its gill slits, slashing outwards with all her strength. The wildbeast shrieks, bleeding black blood as it plummets off the Path.

“Shiria! Behind—”

Jasper’s warning comes a moment too late. A set of jaws close on Shiria’s waist. She cries out in pain, rupturing the beast’s eye with her fist. Bang! Ling’s rifle goes off. Annoyed by the noise, the wildbeast releases Shiria and swings its head towards Ling. Malabar grabs it before it can bite Ling in half, tearing its lower jaw right off its body. Shiria takes one step, stumbles and falls to her knees, pressing a hand to her side. I can see several gruesome teeth marks in a semicircle from her collarbone all the way down to her thigh and some lacerations at places where the wildbeast’s teeth ripped across her flesh. Gwyneth steps in front of her, baring her teeth, her sickles flashing dangerously.

“Keep moving!” Ben roars. “Jasper! Carry her and switch with Rani!”

Jasper complies. A wildbeast jumps at Ben. I stick my blade straight into its torso, letting the momentum do the work for me. Ben hacks off its head with his axe. We’re nearing the end of the Path.

“Go!” Ben shouts. “Hurry!”

He ducks under a creature, pivots on his left foot and marks its back with a deep gash. Behind us, another entrance begins to appear. I hear a roar coming from within. Fortunately, the wildbeasts hear it too. Distracted, they lose interest in us. We give them the slip and emerge from the Path.

It’s night. The rain has stopped. The wildbeasts haven’t. I barely have time to study our surroundings. We’re in the city; skyscrapers surround us from every side. I see a squad from ARK defending a building while terrified civilians huddle inside. Some have their hands pressed over their ears while others move their lips incoherently, whether in prayer or cursing fate, I’ll never know.

“She has to get back to ARK!” Jasper yells desperately, his hands crimson with Shiria’s blood. “I’ll take her back!”

“No,” Shiria growls. “Leave me here. I’ll hold them off.”

“The only thing you’re holding off is bleeding to death.” I pass Jasper a first-aid box. “You have to go back.”

I sit her up while Jasper frantically applies bandages to her wounds. They look deep.

Shiria jerks her chin to our right. “They’re coming.”

In the dim light cast by the few unbroken street lamps, I see figures gathering. They look like bears, if bears had two heads and six limbs. There must be at least a hundred of them, each standing as tall as Rani. What’s different about these wildbeasts is that they aren’t attacking us. Yet. They seem to be waiting.

“Ursthibets,” Ben says. “They’re pack hunters.”

“You need to leave before they surround us,” Shiria reasons. “And you can’t drag me along.”

“Is there no other way?” Jasper pleads. “Ben? We can’t leave her to die.”

“I’ll buy you at least five minutes.” Shiria gets to her feet, gritting her teeth against the pain. “This is farewell.”

“No, it’s not,” Ms Xuan calls sharply. “Not if I’m with you.”

It takes only seconds for the full impact of her words to sink in.

“You can’t be serious,” Malabar says.

“What, you don’t think I can handle a couple of wildbeasts on my own?”

Right. A couple. My gaze roves over the countless shadowy lumps. Definitely just a couple.

“Are you sure about this?” Ben asks.

“You know it’s the only way, Ben,” she replies without a sliver of hesitation. We hold our protests. Ben has to make the call. He’s next in line in terms of seniority.

“Let’s go,” he orders.

We obey. Shiria holds my gaze. And smiles. Our V is now significantly smaller than when we first started out. Ray is still at the lead, followed by me, Ben and Ling on the left flank and Jasper, Gwyneth and Malabar on the right. Rani stays at the center. We veer off towards our left.

Ray breaks into a jog in an attempt to barrel through the converging line of Ursthibets.

We hit the line of wildbeasts. Ray cuts off a head of an Ursthibet. It keeps coming, its remaining head snapping wildly as it gallops on all six limbs. Ling stabs it with his bayonet as it passes by, sending it careening into its brethren.

“Tina!” Ben roars. “You there?”

“Ah yes! Gosh! You’re out! Is everyone okay?” Tina suddenly speaks. “Sorry, there’s been a…situation.”

“What’s going on?”

We break through the wildbeasts. Several try to pursue, discouraged only by Rani’s knives.

I glance over my shoulder. Two silhouettes facing a hundred. Stubbornly, fearlessly, they stand. One has a length of chain attached to a blade dangling from her arm. The other has long hunting knives in each hand. I tear my eyes away.

“We’re losing ground,” Tina explains. “Our forces are spread too thinly. At this rate, we won’t even last the three days we’ve been given. There’ll be nothing left to save. The other countries will probably hit us the moment they feel we’ve lost control.”

Our faces go ashen and Rani fills Ling in, since he doesn’t have an earpiece. We pass the ruins of a Hindu temple. The intricate carvings, probably once breathlessly prepossessing, are now damaged beyond repair, scattered as dust in the wind. We’re out of options, aren’t we? There’s no other way we can bolster ARK’s forces.

“Ray!” I tug on his sleeve.

Our eyes meet and it seems we’re thinking the same thing.

“Tina,” Ray says quickly. “Direct us to the nearest disused train station. Part of the network abandoned after the Sierg War.”

I feel my heartbeat quicken. I want to tidy my hair a little, but I know it’s pointless. I must be a captivating sight, covered in blood, grime, sweat and dirt. Tina catches on quickly. “That’ll be Bras Basah station. Follow Selegie Road till you see the junction with Bras Basah Road and Prinsep Street. I’ll direct you from there.”

Ben doesn’t question us. As we run, I find myself glancing at Ray every so often. Where is his limit, I wonder. When will he start losing his strength? He’s been bearing the brunt of the wildbeasts’ assaults ever since we left ARK. How much more does he have left? How much longer can he live?

That’s not the only thing I worry about. I can feel the exhaustion creeping up on me too. My muscles ache and my eyelids feel like sandpaper. A quick look around tells me the rest are feeling the same. We’re pushing on obstinately. The howls, cries, shrieks, screams and yells subside into a muted orchestra as my mind begins losing focus. All I’m aware of is my constant dodging, slashing and running.

“Turn left,” Tina says. “Bras Basah Road. The station is up ahead.”

A palace-like colonial building comes into view. Once known as the Singapore Art Museum, it’s now one of the government’s town halls. This one has been overrun by wildbeasts. Beside it is the inconspicuous entry we’ve been looking for: a dingy flight of stairs leading down to a dead end.

“Ray.” Ben fights off the wildbeasts at the mouth of the stairs. “This better be good.”

“Hold the front,” Ray replies, slinging his weapon over his back. “It should be somewhere here…here? No…maybe here? Ah!”

His fingers scrabble over what seems to be a solid, grimy boulder. Click. With a grumble, the boulder retracts into the wall, revealing a tunnel beyond, dimly lit by hurricane lamps.

“Get in,” he says, ushering us in one by one. He hesitates when it comes to Ling, then shrugs and seals the secret door behind us. The passage leads us to an old train platform. It’s eerily quiet, a stark contrast to the ear-splitting noise of the outside world. My head is spinning. I’ve got no idea how we’re gonna convince the Pentagons to help us. In the first place, if they were willing to help, they would’ve assimilated into ARK long ago. The more I think about it, the worse this idea sounds.

“Ray, I—”

“I’ll do the talking,” he assures me. “And the fighting, if necessary.”

We take big steps down an escalator that has long ceased to function. The place has been obviously damaged from the Sierg War: tiles are cracked and glass is broken and scattered all over the floor. A lift has been flung through a set of glass barrier doors and onto the train tracks. We slip through the hole in the doors. The tunnel itself is treacherous, with the iron rebars supporting the tracks lying mangled and the wooden slats above them rotted through with termites.

“This way.” Ray begins walking down the tunnel.

“How do you know your way around Hydra’s den?” Ling asks curiously.

Ray shrugs. “You call the Pentagon secret society Hydra?”

“We’ve tried to purge these tunnels many times to no avail,” Ling says darkly. “It’s like trying to fight a many-headed beast. No matter how many you cut off, they keep growing back.”

“They might not take kindly to you.”

“I know. They’ve killed many of ours.”

Ray winces. “So have I.”

Ling blinks, then shakes his head. “Later.”

“Yeah. Later.”

Before long, we hear the first echoes of turmoil. Rounding a dingy corner, we encounter an entrance to the Paths guarded by two Pentagons. They stand at the ready, beating anything that comes through until it retreats back into its hellish den. Another pair of Pentagons stand further back. Reserves, I guess, in case something goes wrong. As we come into view, they shout in alarm, turning to us with nasty-looking iron rebars in hand.

“Hey. Nice day. Could you please take us to Daryl?” Ray asks amiably. “It’s important.”

“Who’re you?” one of the Pentagons demands, hesitating when she sees Ray’s sierg. “You’re not one of us.”

“I’m not,” Ray confirms. “But I’m not here for trouble.”

“How do we know?”

“A few days ago, Daryl ran into some trouble with this little girl, Sharon. Got nailed by Ravens. We were the ones who got him out of there. I believe you know this as much as we do.”

The Pentagon considers. Then, she spins around and waves us forward. “Follow me.”

They seem fatigued, for not a single word is raised against Ling. I’m not even sure if they noticed the Raven emblazoned on his uniform. We pass more entrances, each one guarded by two pairs of Pentagons. Finally, a flicker of light appears, getting larger and brighter until we arrive at another disused train platform. This one is well lit and filled with Pentagons. They mill about, clutching handmade weapons while speaking in hushed tones.

“Ray!” Daryl leaps from the second floor of the train platform, landing deftly in front of us. “What brings you…why is he here?” His eyes narrow into a menacing glare directed at Ling. The change in his tone is terrifying. His tired smile melts off his face, replaced by a hard, unforgiving mask.

“He’s helping us, Daryl,” Ray sighs. “He’s on our side.”

“He’s a Raven!” Daryl snarls, spitting the word out like it’s a vulgarity. “You know very well that—”

“I don’t want to be here either,” Ling declares loudly. “But here I am. And I haven’t tried killing anyone, have I? So why don’t you listen to Ray for a moment?”

A boy nearest us strikes out with a steel rod. Malabar catches it and snaps it cleanly in two. Gwyneth steps in, just in time to deflect a slab of rock hurtling Ling’s way. It smashes against the wall of the tunnel in a shower of debris. At the speed at which it was travelling, it would’ve taken Ling’s head clean off. Both of them draw their weapons. Throughout the entire spectacle, Ling doesn’t move an iota.

“Stop!” Daryl and Ray shout in unison.

There’s a pause.

“He’s right,” Ling says, squeezing Malabar’s shoulder. “Stand down. Don’t waste your energy on this.”

“You’re gonna regret that when the next one comes along,” the girl who threw the rock promises loudly, glaring at Gwyneth and her confused smile.

“Don’t miss.” Ling stares her in the eye.

She frowns.

“Grace!” Daryl snaps.

“Yeah, yeah,” she mutters.

“You’re not welcome here,” Daryl says to Ray. “Leave. We will not tolerate a Raven in our midst.”

“You are all about to die,” Ray says, his voice echoing around the train station. “Singapore will be bombed to dust three days from now.”

There are cries of disbelief at his statement. Pentagons are rising to their feet, shouting across the station.

“Shut up and listen!” Ray roars. “If we cannot bring the wildbeasts under our control, we’ll all be wiped out.”

“You’re asking us to help those people?”

“Yes. At least until we venture into the Forbidden Paths to try and halt Convergence.”

Ray explains our plan. They listen, but I can tell they’re not convinced. It isn’t about whether we’ll succeed. It’s about their hatred for everyone in the world above theirs. That’s why they refused to join ARK in the first place.

“We’d rather die than help our enemies,” Daryl says slowly. “You know this, Ray. You know how we’ve suffered all these years. You know how many of us they’ve murdered. How can you still ask this of us?”

“I hated Pentagons.” My voice rings out over the furore that follows, silencing everyone.

My voice. Shit. Ray looks like he’s panicking more than I am. Rani catches my eye, winks and mouths encouraging words. I need to say something. Fast. Something that won’t make things worse.

“I…I…” I begin, then fling my reservations out the window. “I watched my mother being killed by a Pentagon. And because of that, I became an orphan and ARK took me in. I was forced to put my life at stake to rescue the very beings I hated. I hated them to the core. I hated you to the core. Until someone showed me a different way. Until I met a Pentagon who made me see deeper than my prejudices.”

Ray doesn’t say anything. He looks like he wants to, but for some reason, can’t bring himself to.

“I hated the Ravens too,” I continue. “They attacked my family, killed the people I loved. But again, I met one who showed me another way. One who broke through our fated circumstances.”

“You sure hate a lot of people, don’t you?” Daryl says nervously.

A titter of laughter springs up, then dies almost immediately.

“Then I hated the people above us. I wanted to leave them to die like you do. Yet now, I’m working with both Raven and Pentagon to save those in the world above us. My point being,” I raise my voice as murmurs ripple through the train station, “it was stupid of me. I made the exact same mistake three times. You can hate anyone without knowing the true nature of people. But once you do, and I believe many of you have, all it takes is one encounter to throw everything into chaos, doesn’t it? One encounter with someone on the other side that doesn’t turn out all nasty like you’d expect. One encounter that left you thinking, ‘what if?’”

I stare Daryl straight in the eye. He knows what I’m talking about. I can still remember the shock on his face when he saw my sierg. There are uncomfortable murmurs all around.

“You focus on your hate because it’s the easy way out. You’re judging an entire spectrum of people by the actions of a few. People aren’t things you can categorise with labels and compartments. They’re much more than that. We are much more than that. If you can’t see that, then stay here and die with the rest of Singapore.”

I turn, meaning to walk out on them, then remember that we’re here as a team. So I stand awkwardly, returning the piercing glares thrown our way.

“I don’t think there’s more to be said.” Ray claps his hands once, loudly, startling us all. “We’ll take our leave now. Don’t bother showing us out.”

The Pentagons remain silent as we file out of the station and back into the train tunnels. I doubt any of them are convinced. If anything, all I’ve done is made them angrier.

“I’m sorry,” I say when we’re out of earshot. “Should’ve just kept my big mouth shut.”

“S’okay,” Ray replies. “If you didn’t, I would’ve. At least we tried our best. Whether they choose to help, that’s no longer our business. We need to focus on stopping Convergence now.”

“He’s right, Zan,” Malabar says. He looks like he’s about to burst into tears. “You did good. It was touching.”

I smile faintly.

“Tina,” Ben says. “Reroute.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Ray grins.

“Yes.”

“Follow the tunnel. You can get as far as Esplanade station,” Tina advises. “Any further and you’ll be hampered by cave-ins and blockages.”

“Thanks,” Ben says. “We’ll head there, rest up and carry on. Any update on—”

“Ms Xuan and Shiria are still fighting. They haven’t been talking much, but I can hear Ms Xuan yelling insults.”

It’s a sombre reminder of what’s going on above us. We make quick progress through the tunnel, mainly because the Pentagons have most of the entrances to the Paths under control. It may be peaceful now, but I’m not sure how long they can maintain this. It’s been almost a day since Convergence began and new entrances are still appearing.

Esplanade station is in worse condition than Bras Basah. Parts of the roof have caved in, entombing the entire station in darkness. Though muted, the sounds of the massacre above carry through the concrete. We sit against a wall, getting what precious little rest we can get.

“I’m surprised,” Rani says, sitting down beside me. “Didn’t think you’d say something like that.”

“Fat lot of good it did,” I mutter. “I convinced a grand total of zero people to help.”

She plucks the earpiece from her ear, reaches over and takes mine too.

“What’re you—”

“Why don’t you just tell him?”

“That again?” I groan, glancing at Ray to make sure he doesn’t overhear. He’s talking to Ling. It looks serious. “Rani, now’s not the time.”

“Now’s as good a time as any,” she counters. “When else are you gonna do it? When all this blows over and we skip into a new dawn hand in hand?”

She’s got a point. We’ve basically been given three days to live.

“It’s not just that,” I protest. “What’s the point if he already likes someone else?”

“There isn’t even anyone else.”

“There’s Tina.”

“Oh come on,” Rani says. She picks up her earpiece and whispers into it. “Hey, Tina? Are you busy or something? Could Zan and I have a moment in private? She’s got questions for you.”

“Hang on, Rani, what are you—”

She stuffs my earpiece back into my ear.

“Sure.” Tina’s voice comes in through the earpiece after a series of strange, clicking noises. “So…ask away.”

“Do you think Ray has a crush on you?” Rani asks bluntly before I can do anything to stop her.

“Absolutely not,” Tina says, almost sounding cross. “That oaf never lets me even hug him.”

I can’t tell if she’s being serious or not.

“There you have it,” Rani says.

“That’s not—”

“Zan,” Tina interrupts. “He doesn’t want to hurt you.”

“Huh? But he—”

“And I’m not sure what’s bugging you, but if it’s about his probation for hurting a Cross, he didn’t. The Pentagon child he was rescuing did. He took responsibility so the child could begin with a clean slate at ARK once they—”

“All right, guys,” Ben says, getting to his feet and stretching his arms over his head. “Time for business.”

I hear another series of clicks as I try to absorb the news. We’re not in private-conversation mode anymore. Rani clamps a hand over her mouth in a bid to hide her giggles. I glance over at Ray and see him in a new light.

But seconds later, the moment is over and we get to our feet. Malabar doesn’t look so good. He staggers slightly as he stands, shaking his head as he leans on the wall for support. Gwyneth notices it too. She looks worried.

“Are you okay?” I whisper to her.

She smiles faintly. “Yeah.”

“Why?” I can’t help asking. The thing with Malabar is bothering me.

“Why?” she echoes curiously.

“Why do you Pentagons do this? You don’t have a reason, do you? Your lifespans…”

“I do.” She smiles wistfully. “I want her to be happy again. For that, Convergence must end.”

“This ‘her’,” I say carefully. “I don’t think she’ll hate you.”

She blinks, looking startled for the first time since we met. The small, gentle smile returns to her lips, giving her a rare look of bliss. We don’t have time to speak further. Jasper seems enervated; Ray, Ben and Ling, impassive. We move back into formation as Ray runs his hand along the wall. Under his fingers, a brick sinks inwards and with a screech, the entire section of wall swings open.

“Welcome back to hell,” he says dryly.

“Cross the road and head south through the memorial park,” Tina says. “Keep going until you see Stamford Road and follow Nicoll Highway from there.”

As we cross the road in front of us, I spot an entrance nearby. This one is parallel to the ground, hovering about five metres in the air. Wildbeasts pour out of it, falling through the entrance onto the ground where they shake off their confusion and go on a rampage.

“Look out!” Jasper yells.

He needn’t have. There’s a bellow. It’s louder than anything I’ve heard before, the sound you’d get if nightmares had audio. Then, what I thought was a building moves. It’s the largest wildbeast I’ve ever seen, taking the form of a bipedal lizard. It would be apt to describe it as a Tyrannosaurus Rex if it didn’t have such a nasty-looking head. Instead of the snout and jointed jaws which most creatures possess, this wildbeast’s mouth splits open in eight directions like the petals of a grotesque flower. Inside its mouth is a second set of extendable jaws, resembling that of a moray eel. Two monstrous pentadactyl limbs sprout from its back, bearing freakishly enlarged human fingers. In place of eyes, the creature has one giant nostril. To make things worse, it’s fully encased in bony armour plating.

“Sarcoptermuraen,” Ben says in equal amounts of shock and awe. “This was what scarred Ms Xuan’s eye. I never thought I’d see one in my life.”

“Run?” Jasper offers hopefully.

“Run,” Ben confirms.

We run. On hindsight, maybe we shouldn’t have. There’s nothing more obvious than a group of people sprinting across an open road. The wildbeast turns towards us, letting out an earth-shaking roar. I hold my breath, expecting a foul odour to come from its cavernous mouth, but to my surprise, it smells like flowers. Frangipani. I think I’m going crazy.

The dinosaur thing gives chase, trampling over a bus like it’s a mere pebble. The memorial park is devoid of cover, save a massive pentagon-shaped cenotaph with the sculpture of an axe splitting it down the middle. A monument for the Sierg War. Within moments, it becomes obvious that we can’t outrun this thing. It leaps, launching itself over our heads and landing squarely on the sculpture, breaking the handle portion off the axe.

“Okay, kill it,” Ben sighs. “Try to, at least. Ray, if things get nasty, go with Zan to the Forbidden Paths.”

“But…”

“No objections. Just do as you’re told.”

Even if we’d like to say more, we don’t have the opportunity to. The wildbeast lunges, its human hands grabbing for Jasper while its mouth bites at Ray. They dive, pressing in for a counter attack. No such chance. It turns faster than they can move, lunging once more with incredible speed. Ben steps in, slamming his battle axe into the creature’s torso. The axe barely sinks a centimetre. Ray swings his naginata, shaving off armour plates from the wildbeast’s side. Rolling under its feet, I leap, stabbing my parang into the spot that Ray exposed. My blade sinks in, then stops. The wildbeast thrashes around, taking me for a most insane rodeo ride. I lose my grip and start to fall; monstrous hands grab for me but come up short as Malabar tackles the creature.

I hit the ground hard, scrambling out of the way as the wildbeast wrecks the cenotaph in an effort to crush Malabar. He breaks one of its fingers, punching it in the jaw with all his might. The force of his punch sends it reeling, only for it to lash out with its clawed feet, kicking him into a pile of debris. Gwyneth rakes her sickles down its hands, slicing them to ribbons. Roaring, it lunges once more. Its jaws would’ve clamped down on Ben, if not for Ling, who stabs it with his sword, twisting the weapon viciously to maximise its damage. He runs in the opposite direction, emptying his rifle at the creature to draw its attention. Ray circles in from behind, hacking at it with his naginata.

“I think we just made it angry,” I huff, drawing my daggers.

Jasper swallows. “Definitely.”

We charge at the beast. Our weapons can’t penetrate its armour. Only Ray, Malabar and Gwyneth have that power. Rani sneaks in close, slashing the creature in the legs. It swipes at her and she backs off. A boulder, which must’ve been half the original cenotaph, sails through the air, smashing over the wildbeast’s head. Enraged, it turns its attention back to the burly Pentagon. Malabar socks the creature as it lunges, then staggers and takes a wild step to his left, clutching his chest. I intercept the wildbeast before it can turn back to him, stabbing it in its petal-like jaws. To my consternation, a second set of bony jaws shoots forth from its throat, attached to some sort of muscle and lined with razor-sharp teeth. I’m screwed.

“NO!”

Someone knocks me aside. I hear a gut-wrenching crack as the teeth sink into something. Someone. Gwyneth hisses in pain as she’s wrenched into the air, swinging from the jaws like a ragdoll. Howling, Ray slices through the muscle that holds the second set of jaws. As Gwyneth falls, the jaws release her and I catch her, sending both of us tumbling across the ground. Roaring in anger, Malabar re-enters the scene, hoisting a lamp post he ripped out of the ground over his shoulder like a jousting pole. He rams it down the wildbeast’s throat like he’s making the largest kebab in the world. The wildbeast thrashes about in a frenzy, but he holds his ground, keeping it in place with the lamp post, straining his muscles till his veins bulge.

“Ray!”

Ray’s naginata hits the unprotected hinge of the creature’s petal-like jaws and keeps going, splitting it wide open on one side. Malabar leaps out of the way as the wildbeast convulses violently in its death throes. I drag Gwyneth behind a block of rubble. It’s bad. Real bad. The teeth have gone right through, her uniform soaked through with blood. It’s on my hands, everywhere, its iron tang filling the air. Her eyes are glassy and unfocused.

“Gwyneth? Hey! Gwyneth!” I yell, feeling tears rising to the corner of my eyes. “Why did you do that? Why?!?”

Her body shudders as she breathes in deeply, her eyes swimming back into focus with monumental effort. Her trembling hand caresses my cheek, her fingers tracing their way down the side of my face.

“Zan…” she whispers weakly. “This time…I’ll be…your hero.”

And with that, it all comes rushing back. I realise who she is. Her hand goes limp, her eyes wide open, a serene smile on her lips. I’m crying now, my tears streaming down my cheeks and onto her lifeless hand.

“I’m sorry,” I sob. “I’m so sorry.”

Gently, I close her eyes. Lying peacefully under the grey skies, she simply looks asleep. The final Pentagon who survived that fateful day. The innocent little girl who played with me all those years ago, who cried over a tiny cut on her finger, whose lullaby made me sleep peacefully, who bore the pain of her existence alone so she wouldn’t hurt me. The hero I never deserved.

I don’t know when, but the others have gathered. For a full minute, no one speaks. Ling drops my weapons beside me, then backs off and watches for wildbeasts, which seem to have deserted the area when the Sarcoptermuraen turned up. The silence is broken when Malabar begins coughing, collapsing to his knees. There’s blood on his lips.

“We need to go,” Ray says, his expression pained.

“This is the end for me too, brother,” Malabar says. He slumps against the remains of the cenotaph. “You know this as well as I do.”

Ray remains still, staring into Malabar’s unblinking eyes. He clenches his jaw, barely managing to speak the words which must be tearing him up inside.

“Now go do what you have to,” Malabar replies. “And I’ll do what I have to.”

Without another word, Ray spins and runs, leaving us with no choice but to follow. Rani kisses Malabar on the forehead before she runs after us. I chance a look over my shoulder. Malabar’s cradling Gwyneth’s head in his lap, his fingers brushing her hair from her forehead. His lips are moving. He’s singing softly to her. It’s the same haunting melody she sang to me before. Behind them, the wildbeasts begin to gather once more. I tear my gaze away and run.








TWENTY-FOUR

THERE AREN’T MANY of us left now. Ray, Rani, Jasper, Ben, Ling and me. Ray and I are crying openly. There’s nothing much to be said. In the distance, the head of the Merlion comes into view.

Crack! Ling takes a shot, scaring us all. A Dromedius on top of the Merlion rears up, loses its footing and tumbles down to a Khacropeltese-infested watery grave. The snakeheads pool around the entrances to the Paths, feasting on anything they can get their mouths around. Even with one hand, Ling’s deadly. I should be grateful for getting away with a mere bruise on my head after tangling with him. Beneath the Merlion, I can see the entrance to the Path. Wildbeasts are flowing out in a grotesque stream; those that don’t fall prey to the waiting Khacropelteses head towards the city to wreak havoc.

“Rani.” Ray holds out his hand.

She hands Kai-Li over. It’s hard to believe that Singapore’s fate lies with that little device. We round the end of the bridge, cleaving our way through the wildbeasts until we arrive at the foot of the Merlion. Jasper splits off to one side of the entrance.

“Zan.” Before I can react, Rani wraps her arms around me and squeezes tight. For that one short moment, I can almost believe that everything’s gonna be all right. I return her embrace, hugging her as tightly as I can. I just hope it won’t be the last time. When we part, she takes the other side of the entrance.

“We’ll be back,” Ben promises. “Keep your wits about you. I taught you well. You’ll be fine.”

Jasper and Rani nod.

Ben turns to the rest of us. “We’re ready. Any last words, Tina?”

“When you enter, take the last entrance all the way at the back of the Path to enter T712. You should be able to access the Core from there. The only other Path leading out of T712 is T167. Other than that…good luck.”

“Let’s go.”

A vile mess of claws, teeth, stingers, beaks and other equally horrible appendages greets us. We stand in a square, Ray and me in front with Ling and Ben at the rear. Craning my neck over the horde of wildbeasts, I see an entrance all the way at the back of the Path. No wildbeast enters or leaves it.

We fight for several minutes, making absolutely no progress. For every wildbeast we kill, two more take its place. I glance around wildly, hoping to find something we can use to our advantage. There’s nothing.

“Ray!” Ben yells. “Switch with me!”

Ray complies. Ben hefts his battle axe, burying it into a Hylozaghen. Instead of ripping it out, he drags its carcass along, beating the other wildbeasts with it. As the wildbeasts back off a little, Ray seizes the opportunity to cleave his way into their midst. We get about halfway through the Path when we realise Ben isn’t following us. He’s backed up against the wall of the Path, right beside one of the other entrances, surrounded by wildbeasts. They howl in a frenzy, lunging at this insolent human. I see Ben crack a bittersweet smile. He intended for this all along.

“Go!” he roars. “Hurry!”

I start moving in his direction. No way in hell I’m losing another.

“I won’t die,” he yells. “Now go!”

Ray grabs Ling and me and drags us towards the end of the Path. The number of wildbeasts diminish visibly the closer we get. I’m not sure why, but it probably means trouble. We arrive at the entrance to T712. Behind me, I can hear Ben roaring threats at the wildbeasts, the heavy woosh-crack of his axe singing.

We step through. Darkness. I wait. Something’s wrong. The darkness doesn’t fade. Something grabs me. I open my mouth to scream, only to find a hand clamped over my mouth. I struggle, then stop. A flicker of red light. It grows minimally brighter, barely illuminating Ray’s face. He’s using his activation disc. This Path is pitch dark. Another light appears, this one much stronger than Ray’s. It’s a torch taped to Ling’s rifle.

Ray releases his grip on my mouth. He presses a finger to his lips, then raises his second, third and fourth fingers with the third slightly bent. I frown in confusion. No, wait. I know this sign. I vaguely remember Ms Xuan saying something about venom. Right. Imperatus. It’s a solitary, scorpion-like wildbeast. Once stung, a victim has only six or seven years to live. Ling doesn’t understand the gesture, but he knows enough to keep quiet when asked to.

It knows we’re here, Ray mouths. I don’t know where it is.

Ling shines his torch around the Path. Black rocks covered in bristles protrude from the ground, the walls and the ceiling like stalactites. Even the light from Ling’s torch can’t fully penetrate the claustrophobic cloak of darkness. My mind is in complete panic. What if the wildbeast stings Ray? His lifespan is already cut short. Does that mean he’ll die immediately?

It’s quiet. Deafeningly so. The only sound is a constant drip, drip, drip. Ray motions for us to gather, pressing his finger to his lips for extra emphasis. Slowly, he mouths. We creep from hairy boulder to hairy boulder, keeping our eyes peeled for even the slightest indication of movement.

Ray’s eyes widen and he spins around, flinging himself at me and throwing us both to the ground. Something whistles over our heads. Startled, Ling steps back. Crunch! His boot comes down on the surface of one of the rocks, crunching the bristles like a bag of newly opened potato crisps. He dives as something strikes at him. His rifle, together with the torch, skids across the Path, clattering against another rock. Quick as a flash, something hits it hard. All I hear is a loud crack, followed by perilous silence. The torch is still working, its beam falling on a slab of rock.

Did you see? I mouth desperately to Ray. He shakes his head grimly. I didn’t either. The all-encompassing darkness hides the creature better than any form of camouflage ever could. We make our way towards the torch. The rifle is damaged beyond repair, a hole punched right into its bolt-carrier. Ling cuts the tape and retrieves the torch. But even that slightest noise triggers a response. I grab him by the collar and pull him back as a bulbous stinger appears and stabs into the ground. Ling drops the torch and it rolls away, casting a haphazard beam of light onto the ceiling. This time, I get a glimpse of the Imperatus. It’s above us, scuttling quickly out of sight with its five pairs of legs. Each leg ends in a sickle-like point. A long tail arches over its back, bearing the fearsome stinger we’ve been warned about.

That way, Ray mouths, pointing further down the Path. He pulls his arm back quickly as the scorpion attacks him. He blocks a leg with his tongfa and swings his naginata in a savage arc, hoping to finish it off. No such luck. The naginata smashes into a rock and the wildbeast strikes again. This time, I cannon into him, sending both of us flying. Rolling to my feet, I slash blindly in almost total darkness, feeling my parang bite into something. Something grabs my hand. I freeze.

It’s Ling. Did I stab you? I mime, eyes wide with shock. Ling shakes his head reassuringly, then points to his right. He pulls me behind a boulder, ducking as the tip of the rock is sheared clean off. I pick up a piece of rock and hurl it as far as I can across the Path. The scorpion chases it and hacks it to pieces. Ray turns in our direction, reaching for the torch.

He doesn’t manage it. Abandoning the torch, he kicks off a rock, sliding out of the way as several of those sickle-shaped claws rake at him. He’s on the far side of the Path now, the torch lying between the both of us. The only problem is, the wildbeast knows where he is. Wide-eyed, I scan our surroundings desperately, hoping to get a brief glimpse of the beast. Then, it makes the mistake of walking into the beam of light cast by the torch. It’s going after Ray, who’s staring intensely in the opposite direction. I have to tell him. I have to…shit. It raises its stinger and a couple of legs. I lunge from behind the boulder. I’m too late. The stinger falls.

“RAY!”

My scream reverberates through the Path. With lightning-quick reflexes, the stinger changes direction in mid-air. I feel the needle-sharp point pierce my left shoulder. At the same time, Ray whirls around towards my voice and dodges the leg-scythes, his naginata hewing the creature asunder. An ice-cold feeling spreads from my shoulder across the rest of my body. The venom. My legs lose their strength and I collapse. Ray is shouting my name, his voice raw with…I don’t know…anger? Sorrow? Then, as quickly as it came, the icy feeling subsides. I don’t know why, but I’m not as upset as I should be. No crushing despair despite my death sentence.

“Ray?”

He pauses mid-yell.

“I like you, Ray. I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time,” I say, smiling faintly. Maybe the venom has made me oddly confident. “But we don’t have a long time now. At least we have the same amount of time left to live.”

Ray stares in shock as the realisation hits him. He sweeps me into a hug. I can feel his warm tears falling drop by drop onto my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers. “Zan, I’m so sorry.” There’s an unspeakable agony in his tone. He doesn’t ask me why I did what I did. He already knows why. He knows because he’s been doing the same thing for me.

I stand, pulling him to his feet. “Don’t be. Ray, we still have a job to do. Convergence, remember? Let’s end it all.”

Still in shock, he simply nods mutely. We make our way to Ling, who has found the entrance to the Core. Without another word, we step through.

Blue. We’re inside that blue sphere. Blue veins emerge from the sides of the sphere, growing and elongating like willow branches, drooping and, finally, vanishing, replaced by another generation of new veins. At the centre of the sphere is an orb the size of my fist. I share a look with Ray.

“Together,” I say. “We don’t have the time to argue over this.”

Ray turns to Ling. “Thanks for everything. Now get out of here before—”

Ling’s elbow slams into Ray’s face, knocking him back. Faster than any of us can react, Ling snatches the device from Ray. As Ray makes a grab for it, Ling dangles it above the orb.

We stare at him.

“Sorry,” Ling says. “Can’t let you do it.”

“Why are you—”

“Ten minutes,” the Raven interrupts. “I’ll give you ten minutes to get back to the world above. I’ll destroy the Core then.”

“You’ll die!” I cry. “You… Don’t you have a family? What about your daughter? She needs you, Ling.”

“They’re gone,” he smiles sadly. “Taken by wildbeasts. I’ve got nothing left. You…have each other.”

“I’ve been stung by that scorpion,” I argue. “Ray’s been using his power since forever! Our combined lifespan will still be shorter than yours alone!”

“Then let them be blissful years.”

Ray inches a little closer. Ling notices and lowers the device a tad. Ray freezes.

“But what about the people above? How many will die in those ten minutes?”

“I’m no hero,” he shrugs. “I’m just doing…what I do.”

His eyes are filled with pain. Reaching over his injured wrist, he keys in something on his wristwatch. I see a glowing 10:00 change into a 9:59. The countdown has begun. Ray looks as though he wants to jump Ling.

“Ray…” I begin. “A worthwhile death…why not make it a worthwhile life? ”

He stares at me, at Ling, then at me again.

“My mother, Malabar, Gwyneth.” I swallow, remembering the Pentagon’s words. “They would’ve wanted you to live. And me,” I add quietly. “I’m not leaving without you.”

Slowly, agonisingly, he nods. Ling relaxes visibly, a small, conflicted smile passing over his lips.

“Save the rest of the world for me, okay? And tell those Pentagons…I’m sorry.”

I nod, grit my teeth and run, pulling Ray along. Our footsteps thunder through the pitch-dark Path.

“Zan,” Ray huffs.

“Yeah?”

“Did you mean what you said back there?”

“What did I say?”

He falls silent for a moment. “That you like me.”

I’m grateful for the darkness. Otherwise, he’d see the burning flush on my face.

“I like you too, Zan. And it’s not because of your mother or our past. It’s you. You and only you.”

He grabs my hand as we step through the entrance to the last Path. In the split second of darkness, I feel his lips on mine. At this point, nothing in the past matters to me anymore. I just want to savour this moment.

Bright. I glance about the Path, firmly keeping my eyes away from Ray. He’s doing the same, so I’m glad I’m not the only one. Utter carnage meets our eyes: mountains upon mountains of corpses made out of every wildbeast imaginable. And in the corner of the Path, right where we left him, is Ben. He’s bloody and beaten, but breathing. A Dromedius bites at him. I fling my dagger at it, nailing it through the eye socket. He looks up, sees us and starts to ask a question.

“Ling! We’ve got seven minutes to go!” Ray shouts, laying into the wildbeasts with renewed vigour.

Ben’s mouth snaps shut. We make a run for the alluring black rectangle just a couple hundred metres away. Two minutes later, we make it to the entrance.

“Go!” Ray yells.

I shove him and Ben through. Just as I’m about to step through, I’m yanked backwards abruptly by the collar of my shirt. A Veranator. I slash at the crocodile, my shirt in its jaws. It doesn’t let go. I’m running out of time. I hit it once. Twice. Thrice. It drags me back, then lunges for my arm.

A screech. The creature is knocked aside. Instantly, I’m buffeted by gusts of powerful winds. A large dragon-like wildbeast with four wings hovers in the air before me. Still screeching, it emits a prolonged breath of fire, torching the crocodile until it retreats in pain. It’s grown, but it’s unmistakable.

“Firewater!”

“ZAN!” Ray appears. He wastes no time hauling me through the entrance and back outside. Fortunately, Firewater follows, swooping out of the Paths and dive-bombing the other wildbeasts.

The scene that greets me is one I never thought I’d see. Daryl is pounding a wildbeast with an iron pipe, screaming bloody murder. Over by the Esplanade bridge, a Raven guts another creature with her bayonet, dragging an injured Pentagon to safety. Pentagons who are not in ARK uniforms scale buildings after wildbeasts, ripping them off and tossing them onto the street below where a group of Ravens wait.

“You’re back!”

“ZAN!”

Jasper and Rani grab me by the arms and drag me out of the way.

Daryl catches my eye, pauses and makes his way over. “I repay my debts,” he says simply.

Tina’s speaking rapidly in my ear. It’s all too confusing for me to keep up. A rumble silences everyone. It’s the sort of noise one would expect a very angry, very active and very hungry group of Sarcoptermuraens to make. As one, the wildbeasts scatter, making a break for the Forbidden Paths.

We watch in awe as the grey skies froth, and the clouds split and reform repeatedly as though some omnipotent being stuck them in a massive blender. Ben briefly touches his right hand to his forehead. We follow suit, a final salute to the Raven who gave his life for us. A blood-red glow spreads across the sky, branching out into shades of orange and yellow and forming Singapore’s very own aurora. Faster and faster they prance. I start to wonder if we did the right thing back there.

And then, with another earth-shaking rumble, the entrances shrink and vanish as though they never existed at all.

It’s over.







TWENTY-FIVE

WE’RE STANDING IN a field of flowers, watching the first scintillating rays of the sun pierce the heavy mist besotting the area. No, not flowers. Pentagone. Somewhere in the middle of the field is an octagon of Pentagones. They were heroes. Raven, Pentagon, all of them.

“Shall we?” Ray asks.

Firewater chirps and nibbles on his ear. After Convergence, the pet wildbeast gradually shrank until it returned to its original size where it could still sit comfortably on Ray’s shoulder. The rest of us laugh. We leave the Pentagon cemetery and return to Singapore. We being Tina, Shaun, Shiria, Ms Xuan, Ben, Jasper, Rani, Ray and me.

It’s been a year since ARK vanished. Sure, we stopped Convergence. But the Forbidden Paths still exist. We were wrong about the effects of destroying the Core. All we did was spark the birth of another Core somewhere deep in the Paths. Not all of the entrances vanished, only the ones spawned during Convergence. Well, at least we’re not eating bombs for breakfast.

The Ravens, the Pentagon secret society, ARK’s Trackers, Geographers and Interceptors; they’ve all become one. One Singapore. Pentagons voluntarily serve two years as soldiers who contain and control entrances to the Paths when they appear. People of the other Siergs either serve as Geographers or Explorers; the latter are paired with a Pentagon soldier and explore the Paths in hopes of finding a way of getting rid of them once and for all.

As for us, well, Tina’s leading the research team on the Paths. Most of us have become instructors for Singapore’s new programme. I guess neither Ray nor I will live to see Singapore free of the Forbidden Paths. But somehow, in a roundabout way, we’ve achieved what ARK sought: the establishment of a society that doesn’t discriminate against Pentagons. And after everything, we’ve still got each other.

“Zan?” Ray waves his hand over my eyes.

“Hmm?”

“Penny for your thoughts?”

I grab his hand, intertwining my fingers with his.

“Nothing,” I say lightly. “Nothing, really.”

“Nice being young.” Ms Xuan’s voice rings out, drawing a bout of laughter.

We arrive at our new compound, a facility like our previous one except it’s aboveground.

“Gotta go,” Ben grimaces. “Duty calls.”

“Later, Zan.” Rani gives me a hug. She’s working in Rehab, in particular training the Pentagon children who were orphaned before Convergence. I’m happy for her. She got the job she always wanted.

Soon, Ray and I are the only ones left. We exchange looks.

“Coffee?” he offers.

“Yeah,” I smile. “Coffee.”
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