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- Episode 23 -

 

It had to be them, the outsiders. Whatever house they’d picked to “sleep on it,” they’d been caught in it.

Bianca watched the villagers change around her, on the fringes of her lantern’s light. Jerry crossed to where Rossi had frozen and put a hand on her shoulder. She sank back to the ground. Fiona was curled up there, her knees to her chest and her hands over her ears. She was chanting something, but her face looked slack and empty.

Stina and Baron clutched each other, and Bianca felt Doc take her hand. His face was pinched and streaked with tears. She sat down in front of him so he could curl his arms around her, and she held his hands in front of her knees. She kept her eyes open, watching the others, watching the doors and the walls, everything but the hungry black sky.

The screams went on, joined by laughter or smashing sounds. Sometimes the gravelly tainted voices would taunt them. Then would come a new string of curse words, followed by another hollow yell of pain. 

Every time a another sharp cry came, Rossi would sit up or stand again. Bianca watched her, lit from below by the lantern, teeth gritted, breathing desperate, fists clenched. It was like there were invisible chains tied to her chest she was pulling against.

Bianca looked around at Corvin sitting next to her, back to the wall. He looked like he was watching Rossi too, or at least was looking in that direction, but his face was empty. 

Across the room, by the loading doors barely visible even to her tainted eyes, Jerry had sat down. His back was to the group, his head thrown back, but his arms and shoulders kept tensing, like he was holding something and twisting or bending it, though she never heard anything snap. Then she realized the longer he sat there, he was shaking. It was just like Doc’s body behind her, shaking like he was crying, except she could see it across the room, and every time the woman, Hannah, screamed, he shook harder.

Bianca couldn’t do anything to stop Rossi between holding Doc and the night sky fucking with her mind. Jerry was useless all of a sudden. So, as gently as she could, Bianca kicked Corvin in the knee. 

He jerked and stared at her. She cocked her head towards Rossi. Corvin turned to look, and though Rossi started back to her bed, she stopped again when there was a particularly long wail.

Looking back at Bianca, Corvin’s brows knitted like he was confused, then he looked at Rossi again, and his eyebrows lifted. He got up and put one arm around Rossi’s waist and scooped the other under her knees, picking her up. He sat them down next to Fiona, then he put one arm around Fiona, the other around Rossi. Still, each time a scream or yell echoed across the lot, Rossi squirmed. 

The tainted here in the suburbs must have been very bored, Bianca thought, or had a lot of practice. The sounds from Hannah lasted a long time. Bianca remembered the people who used to live around the orphan kids’ house, the live ones who stole from each other, fought each other, raped each other if they got the chance, and then waved hello and gossiped with each other the very next evening. The house next door had been much closer than this, and she was glad the villagers wouldn’t hear the other sounds, what a tainted could do to a body while it was alive or after it was dead. 

Back then, next to the kids’ house, it had been daytime, and the tainted had pulled the neighbors outside to play. You could hear almost everything, even through the boarded up windows. She remembered sitting on the floor, a kid on each side of her, their heads pressed against her belly and her hands over the other sides to cover their ears. They hadn’t cried. They didn’t know what was going on. But Doc knew bodies. If the psychic stuff was real—and from what Fiona was doing, it was—Cali could probably hear the outsiders all the way back home. If he hadn’t been so much taller than her, Bianca would have covered Doc’s ears too. But it didn’t matter. They just had to be still and wait.
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Haggard from grief and lack of sleep, Rossi dragged herself off her bedroll, though she clung to Corvin’s hand. Jerry called the huddle not long after dawn.

They re-prioritized. Obviously, finding the crack was still important, but they could barely turn around and make it home without potable water. The plan was to pair off, one person using their dowsing skills while the other kept watch. If they came across other resources or clues to the crack, all the better. There was no mention of the outsiders.

Rossi took out her pendulum, rolling the smooth stone and angular crystal between her palms, watching the chain’s slight shine run between her fingers. She tried to let the energy still rolling over her from last night diffuse, depolarize, instead of burning in her chest, tried not to think on faces embedded in her memory.

Stina and Baron went off to the side with their heads together. Baron put his fist in the palm of his hand, and Stina rolled her eyes and did the same. On the count of three, Stina threw scissors and Baron rock. She stomped her foot, and Rossi heard her snarl, “You get me to fall for that every time.”

Smiling down at her lovingly, he said, “Gotta let go of the scissors, babe.” He kissed her cheek hard enough to make her step sideways, and she smirked. Smoothing her hair, she took position next to Fiona, who was doing a series of qigong moves, unfazed by Stina’s impatient presence. Baron started toward Doc, but then saw he was already walking out the front with Bianca. 

Rossi and Corvin paired up. Corvin, from a pouch of his scouting belt, took out two L-shaped rods seated in tubes on the shorter side, his preferred dowsing tools. He offered them to Jerry, who was tapping two fingers on his chest as he looked around at everyone. 

Jerry took the L-rods with a nod and smile, but stuck them in his belt. He handed one of the cannons to Corvin. Jerry then tapped Baron with the end of his walking stick and used it to point northeast.

But though Rossi and Corvin exchanged brief smiles as he tucked the cannon behind him under his poncho, once they were working, it was all business, no flirting. 

The energy of the environment was brutally empty, spiritually reaching out like being stunned. She found herself focusing her pendulum not just on water but those “bad paths” Fiona mentioned, hyper-aware danger was everywhere.

Moving stealthily through the suburbs had been hard, but weaving between shopping strips, corner restaurants and big boxy stores without being seen was nearly impossible. In the residential area, the tainted had mostly been behind walls and fences, or alternately, the group had snuck behind things to avoid those walking the streets. Here, there were nothing but streets and parking lots, broken up only by brittle saplings and eroded ditches. There was no cover but buildings, taking their chances with who might be inside. 

Here, tainted people lurked, wandered, and ran wild everywhere. 

Rossi was distracted amidst the sounds, bangs, crashes, screams, and laughter. Yesterday, the noises had been merely strange and worrysome. Now, every cackle wrenched her heartstrings right back to the night before. 

On top of that, she kept catching herself staring. While the washed-out non-colors of the suburbs had gnawed at her artistic brain, she hadn’t realized how similar to New Village the suburbs were. Or maybe childhood memories gave them that modicum of familiarity. This part of Downtown might as well be a different world.

Rossi had watched every film reel Doc preserved in his Geek Network library, and several were in cities. Downtown looked nothing like those movies. City buildings looked taller, closer together, lacked trees or even car lots. Still, this reminded her of those places, not home. Everything was rectangular, no peaked roofs. Textures Rossi had only ever seen on this or that old building, in nearby settlements, were literally every surface: big cinder blocks, crumbling concrete, corroded metal, flaking stucco, and dusty glass. The only wood was overgrown but dead trees. And every building had a sign, or used to have, now broken or twisted by unknown forces.  

Just as disconcerting was that none of the tainted were really doing anything. There would be one flailing his arms and yelling, or one chasing another. Rossi saw one snatching things from piles of trash, clutching them to her chest and looking around as she scuttled away with her prizes. Most of them were either sitting or lying in the street, or perched on the curb, or just meandering. Their black-rimmed eyes didn’t seem to be looking for anything, at anything in particular. Their gray-scarred arms dangled at their sides, or they waved them idly. Sometimes two or more would be talking, but more often they’d shout at each other. Anything or nothing could trigger their burbling, cackling laughter, and the next moment they’d have a fit of ranting and cursing.

Corvin kept nudging her or whispering, “What’s wrong?” She would just be gawping or flashing back to last night and forgetting what she was doing.

She shook her head at her pendulum, “I can’t focus. Everything is so…”

“Creepy,” Corvin finished. 

He wasn’t even looking at her, but watching the buildings like he was less worried about tainted than the buildings themselves. No, he had to mean the tainted. 

“Heh, they’re more than creepy. I keep trying to clear myself of what happened…” she trailed off.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah…them…” He looked at the ground.

“Nothing we can do now,” she murmured. “The buildings are interesting, at least. Really wish I had a film camera.”

“If you say so. Just try to think about water.”

“Right. Water.” She lifted her pendulum again, letting it swing freely. It never really settled in a directional swing, though, just circled clockwise.
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Ultimately, they returned to their de facto strip mall base with nothing but sketches on her map. 

Doc was just sitting down with a huff. He took off his shoes to rub his feet. “I have not ached like this since I was with the Geeks before I met Cali.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

Fiona came in, but instead of stopping to talk to Rossi or Doc, she went straight to her bedroll and sat on it, back to the wall, eyes closed.

“Either she found something she needs to process on,” Rossi whispered to Corvin, “or it was a really bad day.” He just nodded.

Stina wasn’t far behind, dragging her feet. “Fucking nothing. We got an old stupid well.”

“A well?” Surprised, Rossi glanced at Fiona. “Isn’t that good?”

“No! It’s broken!” Stina flopped on her bedroll and buried her face in the pillow end. She let out a muffled but long, bedraggled scream into the padding.

Doc sat forward. “Broken how?”

Stina lifted her head enough to growl, “It’s all torn up, stuffed with trash and bones.”

Bianca was nodding. “Tainted. Fucking with the live ones living here before.”

“Live ones?” Rossi blinked at her.

“What tainted call normal people,” Doc explained. He put a hand to his forehead. “Destroying resources out of pure spite. Ridiculous. I mean, if we had time, maybe we could fix it.”

Corvin said in a low tone, “It’d draw attention to us.”

“That’s something too.” Bianca brought Doc what little hard cheese they had left. “You guys are kind of a big group. You’re good at hiding, but it’s harder to hide with more people, even just more than one. If they see you at all, they can tell you’re live ones.”

Stina was all but biting into her pillow, her eyes squeezed shut. “And what the fuck are we supposed to do about that?”

“Okay, okay,” Doc held out his hands. “Let’s calm down. I’ll bring it up with Jerry. We’ll figure something out. Just rest for now.” Then he too lay back, not even bothering with his bedroll, just stretched out on a flat spot of the fallen roof.

An hour later, Rossi was wondering if they should go to the kitchen to get a fire going when Jerry and Baron returned. 

As soon as he was inside the cover of the walls, Jerry leaned against one of them. Baron offered his water skin, which Jerry took, and Baron went straight to his and Stina’s gear and started packing.

Stina lifted her head to glare at Baron, but then turned to Jerry, still standing, and she sat up.

As Bianca nudged Doc awake, Rossi sat forward too. “Did you find something?”

“Ayuh,” Jerry wrung the last out of the water skin, “a restaurant somebody converted into a barn way back. Sink was converted into a trough and looked like a pipe run down from the roof to catch rainwater
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