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  “Every girl dies – not every girl really lives.”


  ~ Decca Tenderstone


  Prologue


  When I was ten, my mother tried to kill me.


  She held a large glinting knife in front of her in the kitchen, and looked at me as if I was the Cookie Monster. I had just woken up in the middle of the night and snuck into the kitchen to gorge on that delicious red jelly I loved. I knew I wasn’t supposed to, because I wasn't allowed to eat after eight. Weight and heart rates were a big issue where I lived. But I didn’t think I deserved to die.


  Seriously. It was only jelly, mom. It’s much scarier now that I think about it.


  “You’re a disgrace to this family,” my mother cried out in the dim-lit kitchen. “You never listen to a word I say. You break all the rules, and the Summit will punish us for your behavior. I hate you.”


  “Because of the jelly?” I squinted.


  “Because you’re a Monster!” She accidentally spit on me. “A Monster,” she repeated and let the knife fall from her hand before she fell herself to the floor. “What have I done to deserve you?" She moaned.


  I was perplexed, torn between picking up the knife, in case her hysteria returned, and running away with the jelly. At this point, I was used to the absurdness of older people. They always worried too much, as if it was the end if the world.


  But my dad wasn’t one of them.


  He plodded slowly into the kitchen and picked up my mother from the floor. He hugged her and told her that everything was going to be okay. I didn’t know what that meant, really. Was I going to be okay after my mother deliberately sent me surfing through a chronic case of post-traumatic stress as a result of a miserable childhood? Or was she going to be okay and maybe be sent to an asylum? It was a hard choice; for one of us to be okay, the other was going to be in trouble.


  “She’s a Monster,” my mother wailed in my father’s arms. “We have to kill her.”


  I rubbed my ears to make sure I wasn’t imagining her saying this. The jelly must have meant a lot to her. I surrendered and let go of the refrigerator’s door, and went upstairs. I knew my family was nuts. It was time to start planning my way out.


  Even in my room, my mother wouldn’t stop panicking all night. My father calmed her down and told her that I was going to be alright, that I was going to be something called a “Seven.” She told him about a letter she'd received from school earlier that predicted I’d be a “Five” when I am sixteen, if not lower. Then my father told her I couldn’t be lower that a ‘Five’ because it would mean I will be a ‘Monster.’


  Seriously, what was wrong with these people?


  I took it that they were talking about my grades. But why would my mother want to kill me for my grades in school? It’s not like she was a genius when she was a kid. I heard dad say she sucked in sports, and that he met her smoking cigarettes in the bathroom.


  When she finally gave up complaining and started snoring, my father came to my room and hugged me. He told me to hang tight and forget about anything I had heard.


  “Don’t let anyone tell who you are.” He ran his fingers tenderly upon my cheek.


  “Why would anyone tell me who I am, dad?” I wondered. “I’m Decca. Decca Tenderstone. I know who I am.”


  “That’s my girl.” He smiled.


  “So why does my mother think I am a Monster?” I inquired with an investigative look.


  “Don’t ever listen to your mother.” Gotta love my dad. “You’re not a Monster. The school is wrong about that. Monsters are bad kids who don’t follow the Summit’s rules. You’re not a bad kid, and never will be.”


  “Even if I keep eating jelly?”


  My father laughed. “You need to ease up on the food a bit.”


  “But I am skinny, dad. I will never be fat.”


  “It’s not just that. Just do what I tell you until you’re sixteen, then do whatever you like.” He kissed me goodnight and stood up to leave.


  “Dad,” I stopped him before he closed the door.


  “Yes?”


  “If the school will rank me when I am sixteen, do you think I can be a Ten?” I said with wide curious eyes.


  “No student has ever been a Ten, Decca,” he said. “The school ranks students from Five to Nine. I’d say you’d make an awesome Seven.”


  I smiled broadly. I didn’t know why, but I thought a Seven suited me.


  “Can I close the door now?” his eyes were begging for sleep.


  “No,” I waved my hand. “One last question.”


  “What now?”


  “Are Monsters the kids with ranks lower than a Five?”


  He looked alert all of a sudden, nodding without saying a word.


  “I promise you, I’ll study hard to become a Seven.” I said.


  My father’s broad smile disappeared behind the door he pulled after him.


  Four years later, lying in the same bed late at night, I heard a knocking on my window. It was a boy, a year or two older than me. He had ruffled dirty blond hair and a smeared face, as if something had exploded on it. Never had anyone knocked on my window before. Let alone a boy.


  Reluctantly and curiously, I walked to the window and asked him what he wanted, and how he even climbed up there. He said something I couldn’t hear, trying to open the window with his dirty hands. I noticed his dress was torn and that he was barefoot. He still looked cool in the strangest way.


  “Are you going to hurt me if I let you in?” I asked foolishly, having made no friends at the time.


  The boy's response was rather funny. He exaggerated an evil look on his face and plastered his nose, lips, and palms onto the window, smearing it. I have to admit, he had me with his stupidity. I opened the window and asked him what he wanted.


  The boy, whose name was Woo, gazed at me for a long time. It was as if he had seen someone he’d missed for so long, as if he were seeing sunshine for the first time. I blushed as he pulled something from his bag, and laid it on my window sill. I couldn’t help but smile as I looked at it. It was my favorite food, shaking nervously on a plate.


  “Jelly?” Woo said, titling his head and giggling.


  This was how I met Woo, the boy who changed my life. We sat eating jelly by my window every night for a long time. It was a good time in my life, but it ended too soon. Two years later, Woo was killed in the Monster Show. He was a Monster, and I was never the same person again.
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  I am doing my best not to stumble and fall. The bus is crowded with teens, squeezing and jostling me from side to side. Most of them are stronger, much more popular, and beautiful. Sometimes, I think they don’t see me, that I don’t exist in their world. I can deal with being invisible, but not so much with being unwanted.


  Tiptoeing, I hold on to the railing overhead. It’s embarrassing. If I’d been just a bit taller, maybe I’d have been friends with Faustina, the school’s queen bee, who laughs at me now. She glances back to check out her manicured fingernails on one hand, holding effortlessly to the rail with the other. I can’t hear her, but I know she’s calling me a dork under her breath. When all of us get ranked today, Faustina is most probably going to become a “Nine.” Nines are always mean to me. I’m surprised she even sees me.


  Like my dad said, I was hoping I’d become a Seven today.


  Finally, the bus stops in front of my school, Cubberley High. I’m obliged to wait for the Nines and Eights until they get out first. Predicted Nines are usually the most beautiful. Eights are the most elegant. Sevens like me have to wait in line. At least I get to do most things before the Sixes and the Fives.


  Clumsily, I stumble over a boy’s shoes. My one and only friend, Ariadna, catches me. She is a pre-Nine too, but she’s unlike any other Nine I have come across. She’s been my neighbor since last year. Otherwise, we would have never crossed paths. Ariadna’s family was forced to move to our poor neighborhood because of her older brother, Max. A Monster who died in the same games as Woo, I guess.


  “Pull your chin up and walk like a princess,” Ariadna whispers in my ear, making sure I straighten up my posture.


  “I’m so worried, Ariadna,” I say. “What if I’m not a Seven?”


  “Are you kidding me? You’ll be the most beautiful Seven in Faya. Just hang tight into your dress and don’t stumble in those heels until you pass the checkup. Then we’ll attend the amazing Ranking Day celebration.”


  “Why do we even need this test?” I wonder.


  “It’s just routine. The Summit double-checks our names and data in the system, to make sure we haven’t cheated in any way,” Ariadna says, her blonde hair fluttering in a gentle breeze. “Look at those cute boys getting ranked today. How have I missed those all year long?” She high-fives a couple of boys she is friends with. A lot of boys gravitate toward Ariadna. No one high-fives me. Maybe I’m too short.


  I wish I didn’t have to wear a dress to the ceremony. I miss my pink hoodie, a warm place to bury my head when the people around me make the world feel so cold. Ariadna is still talking to the boys. She is so witty and confident. Max’s death never affected her. Why would it? Monsters are looked upon as germs: unwanted, and having the characteristics of a parasitic virus. We don’t need them in our nation.


  A Gatekeeper, one of the guards who protects our school, stops us at the main door. “Everyone show me their iAm device on their way in, please,” the Gatekeeper demands.


  Eagerly, I show mine. It’s a cellphone-like device that is a little bigger than my small palms. The device collects our body and brain’s data, analyzes it, and posts frequent results concerning our health and habits to the authorities. It’s called Self-Quantifying, and only our government, The Summit has access to the full and detailed results. Mine is Pink, a gift from my beloved father earlier this morning. My mother only pecked me with a dry kiss on my cheeks.


  “Nice device,” Faustina mocks me, standing nearby. “Pink doesn’t look good on you, Monster.” She snickers, and her friends laugh at me.


  The iAms decide the rank of every sixteen-year-old in Faya. It picked Woo and Max as Monsters. Faustina likes to remind me that the iAm predicted I’d be a Monster when I was ten. It was glitch in the system.


  “Don’t respond to her,” Ariadna whispers, and squeezes my hand. “Faustina wants to provoke you to do something stupid that could affect your rank.”


  “Did a cat eat your tongue, Monster?” Faustina teases.


  “I’m going to be a Ten!” I shoot back, although I shouldn’t have. Like my dad said, I know that no one’s ever been a Ten. I can’t imagine what a Ten would look like, or what kind of talent he or she would possess.


  “Speaking of Tens,” Ariadna says. “Who’s that hottie?”


  I follow Ariadna’s gaze, as does almost every other student. Murmurs stir the air around me. Everyone is looking at the six soldiers guarding a criminal. A boy who looks a bit older than us. He is wearing a black leather jacket with silver pins, and is strangled by the soldiers who are struggling to get a grip on him. One soldier buzzes him with an electrical prod so he’ll stop resisting. The boy’s hands are already chained behind his back, and his feet too. He has his knees bent to his chest, so he won’t scrape the asphalt. Something strange inside me longs to see his face. Maybe because Ariadna thinks he is a hottie. Ariadna usually thinks boys are cute. Hottie is a whole other level for her.


  I need to see his face.


  The boy’s thick, silky black hair dangles down his forehead and covers his eyes. His haircut is rather unique in a wildish way, like musicians or motorcycle riders. His ears are pierced, and his arms are lankly but well-built, with a tattoo on each arm. One is of a golden tiger-like figure. But it’s the second tattoo that steals my breath away. It’s a Nine.


  “Who is he?” I ask aloud, my curiosity escaping my lungs. “How can they treat a Nine like that?”


  “That’s Leo,” a boy behind me explains. I know him. He is that sneaky boy with freckles and red curly hair. Timmy. I don’t usually talk to him, but I’m ready to listen if he knows about the hottie whom I can’t take my eyes off. The urge in me to look into his eyes increases. I want to brush away the hair covering his eyes.


  “Is he some kind of a celebrity I don’t know about?” even Faustina couldn’t hold back her fascination.


  “He was a famous singer once,” Timmy explains. “He had that hit song three years ago, if any of you remember it. It was called ‘I Am Alive.’”


  “Really? That’s him? The boy who won the Burning Idol TV show when only sixteen?” Ariadna finally spoke. “I loved that song.”


  “That’s him,” nods Timmy. “He was ranked a Nine that year. Some girls were ready to throw themselves off a bridge for that guy.”


  “I am alive, I’m a Bad Kid, I’m a Monster, and I won’t back down,” Ariadna hums the chorus to the song, as if hypnotized.


  Since I don’t remember the song, I pull out my iAm to search for it.


  “Don’t bother searching for the song. It’s banned,” Timmy says.


  “Banned? Is that why he is chained?” I wonder.


  “Do you actually live here on this planet?” Timmy wonders. “Yes. It is banned because he dedicated the song to the…” Timmy glances around suspiciously, and lowers his voice. “M-M-Monsters,” Timmy usually stutters when excited, or afraid. “His name is Leo Van Ark,” I am falling in love with his name. “A Nine. A celebrity at sixteen who foolishly decided to rebel against the Summit with his song. He was unranked and exiled from Faya for the last four years. I wonder what brings him back.”


  “I wonder why a guy like him chooses to oppose the Summit.” I sigh.


  As if he’d just heard me, Leo suddenly raises his head and looks at me.
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  My heart feels like a ball of fire stuck in my chest. Although it burns, I don’t want to let go of it. Leo is handsome, in a wicked sort of way. There are cuts and bruises under the tattoos on his arms…some healed, some recent. Trying to avoid his piercing eyes, I am looking at his edgy jaw line. It’s as if it was drawn carefully by an ancient artist, fleshing out every detail. Leo’s lips are sealed and tense, as if he is afraid to open them. The visible pressure spreads up to his reddened cheeks and tightened jaw.


  The girls are almost hypnotized by him. The boys want to pick a fight.


  I encouraged myself to stare back at him. Leo has ocean-blue eyes, with a strange shade of honey-color in them, which you could easily mistake for teardrops at first sight. Such strange eyes. I feel like I’m standing in front of an angry hurricane. I have never been looked at so intensely. Of all the girls here, why me?


  His stare doesn’t last long though. One of the soldiers buzzes him again, and Leo moans in pain. Why doesn’t he open his mouth? Ariadna grip my hands as the soldiers pull Leo away. She sensed that I was foolish and could have followed him. I give in to her reason and stand still, but feel parted from something precious to me. It’s illogical.


  “Now look who’s arrived?” Faustina pouts, with all her annoying friends following her act religiously.


  When I turn around, I see Eva Hutchinson and her brother, Don. Eva stands about five steps shy of everyone else. She is slouching, and barely making eye contact with anyone. Her brother is holding her hand. Eva is a pre-Monster, but she insists on attending the Ranking. Her brother pulls out a breathing device from the box. I think it’s called an inhaler. I think she has asthma, or a mysterious illness that only the iAm knows about. And it’s probably what made her a Monster.


  I remember asking my father about the iAm, and how it calculated results. He answered me from behind a newspaper, saying, “The iAm works in mysterious ways.”


  “The Monster must die!” a girl shouts at Eva. Nines and Eights start to throw paper planes at her, urging her to leave. Faustina looks amused.


  “Stop it!” I snap at the students.


  “There is no point in standing up for her.” Ariadna pinches me, trying to hide her embarrassment. She doesn’t like it when I support a pre-Monster. Sympathizing with Monsters is a serious act of defiance against the Summit.


  I ignore Ariadna, and do my best to bat the paper planes away. I can’t stop the insults though. Eva hides behind me, her hands on my shoulders.


  “Don’t let her touch you. Not on your Ranking Day. Bad luck!”


  The classroom door swings open. Mrs. Delacroix, one of our teachers, looks angry with the noise in the hall. I expect her to shush the Nines and the Eights. Instead, she looks at me, as if this is all my fault. “You,” she demands, pointing at me. “Follow me inside.”


  “I told you it wasn’t worth it,” Ariadna mouths, looking sideways at the classroom door.


  As I am about to follow Mrs. Delacroix into the room, I see Eva asking Ariadna if she has seen her iAm, which Eva seems to have lost. Losing one’s iAm is a crime. However, the Gatekeeper claims he has lost his electric cattle prod as well. This can easily downgrade him to a Monster.


  Everyone else shoots me worried looks as I follow Mrs. Delacroix into the classroom. Everyone is afraid of her, and it could be bad luck to have her check my final test. Mrs. Delacroix is a Six. Schoolteachers usually are. She does look like a lovely old woman when you first lay your eyes on her, but she frightens the bejesus out of everyone. She and Mrs. Dunbar, our math teacher, both killed their children last year. Mrs. Dunbar is said to have sent her kids to the Wastelands across the borders. Mrs. Delacroix is said to have taken matters into her own hands. Parents killing their children isn’t big news in Faya. When the kids are officially predicted as Monsters like Eva, some parents decide to sacrifice one child to save the rest. If Woo hadn’t taught me how to work the system, my mother would have killed me by now.


  I follow Mrs. Delacroix. Everyone around, even Faustina, wonders how I am going to stand being alone with Mrs. Delacroix in the same room.
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  Mrs. Delacroix opens the classroom’s door, using a magnetic card that can only be used from outside. As she closes the door behind us, I look at it worriedly. What if she decides to kill me like her children? I roll my eyes at my silly thought. Only Monsters get killed.


  “Hand me your iAm, please.” Mrs. Delacroix stretches out her hand across the table separating us.


  I obey silently as I examine her serious face. However peacefully she poses, I can’t stop imagining her killing her children. How did she do it? Did she drown them? Eat their hearts and livers, like the Snow White Queen? How can someone kill their own child, no matter how monstrous they are?


  “I am sorry about what happened outside with Eva,” I say, as Mrs. Delacroix checks my iAm, connecting it to a master computer to check if I am cheating.


  “Who is Eva?” Mrs. Delacroix says absently.


  “Eva, you know, the…”


  “Ah. The Monster.” She clicks her keyboard, her eyes glued to the screen in front of her. “Who cares about Monsters?” She takes a sip from her cold coffee.


  “How can you be sure she is a… you know?” Sometimes I can’t bring myself to say the word.


  “It’s so obvious. I called her parents yesterday to stop her from attending the Ranking Ceremony, but they didn’t listen. When I assured them that the iAms’ predictions were rarely wrong, and that she was going to be a Monster, they said that Eva attending the ceremony was going to be more of a last wish before dying.” Mrs. Delacroix licks her gummy lips, tasting the sweet coffee. “I hate when parents say that.”


  “I guess her parents saw no use in Eva attending the Monster Show.” I say. The Monster Show is the only way for a Monster to get ranked. A three-day-long deadly game show, that if you survive, you escape being a Monster. It’s pure entertainment that draws tons of money to the Summit. The show is broadcast worldwide, and the games are just sick. No one ever survived the Monster Show, not even Woo.


  “You never know. Maybe Eva is special, and could be the first ever to survive the Monster Show and get ranked.” Mrs. Delacroix chuckles mockingly.


  “How do you expect anyone to survive the crazy games and deadly puzzles in the Monster Show? It’s impossible. Besides, if someone survives the games, how are they going to live among us? Everyone will still humiliate them.”


  “Yeah. And that’s the fun of it,” Mrs. Delacroix nods, as if both of us share a secret. “The Monster has to die,” she whispers.


  “Do you know what’s going to happen to her parents?” I wonder.


  “If they were Eights or Nines, they might have to only move to poorer suburbs. It’s all up to the Summit. Sadly, Eva’s parents are both Fives. They’ll be downgraded to Monsters. The Summit hates when they turn older people into Monsters.”


  “Why?”


  “Older Monsters are not fun to watch on TV. They’re slow, and lack motivation. It makes the show dull and boring. Do you know that Eva’s younger brother might be a Six? If I were her parents, I would have killed her years ago, and saved the family.” She smirks at her reflection in the monitor.


  I start to feel uneasy being alone in the room with her. What if I turn out to be a Monster? Will she kill me on the spot, here in this room? I suddenly think of my family, but I know they will be fine. My younger brother Jack is a pre-Nine. He is the first in our family. We’re all usually Sixes and Sevens. Anything you want to share with me, Mom? I promise I won’t tell dad.


  “The Monster has to die,” Mrs. Delacroix lets out a long sigh, as she checks my name on the computer.


  “Is something wrong with my name?” I ask.


  “Not at all,” she says. “You’re ready to go. I think you will be surprised with your rank today, Decca. Let me just write your name in the system.” She started typing and licking her lips. “Don’t you wish all Monsters would just die? I can’t wait for the day we turn into a Monster-free nation.” She says nonchalantly.


  I don’t comment. My eyes are fixed on hers. I can’t help but feel disgusted by her. Now that I know I am safe, I try and look for a human soul behind her eyes. I can’t stop imagining her killing her children.


  “You have a big chance of becoming an Eight today.” Mrs. Delacroix looks happily at me. “You’re still a Seven though. Your score is very close to an Eight. Who knows? Maybe the iAm changes its mind.”


  I am not pleased with her news. I keep staring at her. “How did it feel, Mrs. Delacroix?” I say slowly, my voice is unusually low and colorless.


  “Excuse me?”


  “How did it feel killing your children?” I feel a beast rising in me.


  “How dare you ask me about—” She doesn’t complete her sentence, as she notices the sudden, dark change in my personality.


  I jump over the table, and shock her with the electric cattle prod that I stole from the Gatekeeper outside. She buzzes like a fly, but I catch her before she falls to the floor. “Don’t you dare fall asleep on me,” I kick her. “I swear if you don’t do what I say, I’ll buzz you to death.”


  “Okay. Okay,” she obeys, drooling uncontrollably. “What do you want?”


  “I want you to switch the results on this iAm with mine,” I demand as I show her Eva’s iAm, which I stole in the middle of the fight outside. “Now!”


  “But that is impossible,” she says, looking at me as if I have turned into a ghost. She wonders if I am the same girl she was talking to seconds ago. “The iAm is connected to a small receptor in your brain, right under your ear. It’s the size of a grain of rice. It can’t be removed, and I can’t change the results.”


  “Don’t bullshit me,” I growl. “That receptor only gathers information about us and connects it to the iAm from the day we are born until we’re sixteen. Right now, the iAm and the Summit know that the owner of Eva’s iAm is a Monster, and that the owner of mine is a Seven. Switching the iAms now will work. I’ve been studying this for a whole year, and I know what I am talking about. There is a program that allows you to divert the iAm to a different receptor, which means a different teenager. This is how the Summit forges the results when they want to get rid of rebellious teenagers.”


  Mrs. Delacroix, although still dizzy from the shock, must be wondering how I know all this. How I suddenly changed from that damsel-in-distress girl to a rebel. She takes Eva’s iAm, opens it, and starts working her magic.


  “You know that this will make Eva a Seven, and you’ll become a Monster. Don’t you?” She locks the iAm, and types on the computer. I see Eva’s data and mine being switched. “Why would anyone do this? Why would you want to be a Monster?”


  “None of your business,” I threaten her by pushing the electric cattle prod closer to her.


  After she finishes, I snatch the magnetic card that opens the door away from her, and tuck it in my pockets, along with the two iAms.


  “I wanted to cry,” Mrs. Delacroix mumbles. “When I killed my children. I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t.” An unborn teardrop seems to argue its way out of her eyes. “You know why I couldn’t? Because the iAm would pick up on it, and I didn’t want that to happen. In our nation, we have to accept these sacrifices, right? It’s for the best interest of us all. It’s our fate that we can’t control.”


  I throw her one last disgusted look, and I don’t hesitate to buzz her to sleep. “I guess I’ll have to sacrifice you now. I’ve decided that this is your fate, child-killer.” I walk to the door with the only magnetic card that opens the door from the outside. Mrs. Delacroix won’t wake up for hours to ask for help, and no one will know she is hurt. They will think she is working inside.


  The first thing I do when I get out is plaster a naïve and innocent smile on my face again, before I stumble intentionally over another boy’s shoes. I’ve managed to fool them all, but that’s only the start.
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  The students in the bus celebrate like crazy. We’re entering Faya’s capital, Sol, the most beautiful city in the world. Sol is a half hour drive from my town, Eve. Everyone is excited as we enter underneath the beautiful palm trees and hills surrounding it. The drones of celebration are euphoric. This year is going to be special. Not just because it’s Ranking Day, but because it’s the tenth year of the Monster Show, which was invented when I was six years old. We pass by a huge effigy of a Burning Man on our way. The Burning Man is no joke. We have to lower our voices and heads, and pay our respects to the symbol of Faya. The Burning Man is a representation of our God Almighty.


  The bus enters the neighborhood where Grand School is located. This is where the graduation will take place. Fireworks will blast against the night sky during the ceremony later, and I see white zeppelins floating and watching us. Teachers and senior students are waving at us from the zeppelins’ balconies, wishing us a happy Ranking Day.


  In front of us, dozens of other buses drive slowly toward the Grand School’s dome. Booming speakers are pumping music that sounds like restless heartbeats on a dance floor. To the left and right, girls are dressed in bright yellow latex trousers, dancing with colorful pink scarves in their hands. Beautiful, muscular boys are playing the big drums that are strapped on their broad shoulders. Senior boys tease and take pictures of us. Ariadna poses for the camera instantly. I shy away, but she pulls me into the frame. I plaster my fake smile on, and let the flashes hit me. I blink like always, and mess up the photo shoot.


  Hundreds of girls, younger than sixteen, jog next to the bus and throw purple and orange flowers at us. Ariadna catches one and sticks it in my hair. It smells surprisingly pleasant. Faustina, sitting with her legs crossed, is blowing kisses from her hand to the crowd outside, as if she is the queen.


  Not far away from Grand School, there is the place no one gazes at. They pretend it doesn’t exist—at least until the games begin. It’s called The Playa, an almost endless city dug twenty-feet under ground-level. It’s where the battles and games take place. It’s surrounded by military troops for now. Even I pretend I haven’t seen it, although I know that in only a few hours, I’ll be fighting for my life down there.


  Looking away from the Playa, I see Eva. She is dancing on her own, but she is smiling. I admire her enjoying herself, even when she thinks she is going to die a couple of hours from now. She doesn’t know she is going to become a Seven. I would love to see the look on her face when she gets ranked.


  Timmy isn’t celebrating like others. He is educating a couple of his nerd followers, telling them about the history of the Monster Show. He is showing them recaps of older games on his iAm. How could he stomach watching all that killing of young people? I hear the Monsters screaming from his iAm’s speaker. They’re shouting from the top of their lungs: “I Am Alive.”


  “The one and only rule in the Monster Games is that you have to report you’re alive on your iAm,” Timmy brags to his awkward friends. “Even when the games aren’t on, a Monster has to scream ‘I AM ALIVE!’ every six hours, or he’s considered dead. The Monster has to shout to the world aloud, so the Summit knows he means it.”


  “We know that, Timmy,” a nerdy boy rolls his eyes. “They all die in the end anyways.”


  “What you probably never thought of is what happens if a Monster doesn’t report he is alive, on purpose.” Timmy winked at the boy, showing him he is smarter.


  “Why would anyone do that?” the boy wonders.


  “Isn’t obvious? To escape the games.” Timmy says.


  “And then what? Everyone knows that no one can survive the Playa after the games.” The boy says. “There is no food, water, or means to live in this place after the games. It’s like trying to survive a deadly jungle or desert.”


  “You’re probably right,” Timmy shrugs his shoulders. “We’d have definitely known if anyone had survived.”


  In the middle of this fest around me, I try not to let Timmy’s conversation distract me. But I can’t. All this talk about a Monster escaping the games reminds me of Woo.


  A day before attending the Monster Show, Woo told me he was thinking of escaping the games and surviving in the Playa on his own. It’s never been done, but Woo thought he could pull it off. I never heard from Woo after, and the Summit never brought it up. In fact, they announced that all Monsters in the games died last year.


  Still, my heart tells me no. I have been trying to live in this stupid world without him for a whole year. It didn’t work. I miss him in ways I can’t explain. After Woo’s death, I played naïve to get under the Summit’s radar. It worked. They think I am a Monster now. I can enter the deadly Monster Show that every teenager in our nation avoids at all costs. It’s my choice. I’m attending the games to find Woo. If I fail, then living didn’t mean much without him anyways.
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  Faya’s symbol is the Burning Man, but our national flag is white with a decagon in the middle. A decagon is a closed shape of ten sides and ten angles, representing Faya’s geographical design. We have ten major cities located between the angles that encompass our land. The ten cities are called Noo, Aft, Eve, Sun, Twi, Dus, Mor, Nig, Mid, Daw, and of course Sol, the capital, in the middle.


  The buses slow down. We get out and enter a huge circular park-like space in front of Grand School. Thousands of students throng everywhere. Two huge screens made of flexible fiber, roll down from two zeppelins.


  “What’s going on?” I ask Ariadna.


  “We have to listen to some boring speech from Prophet Hannibal Xitler,” a boy tells us.


  Prophet Hannibal Xitler is the sole ruler of Faya. The Prophet holds the holy word of The Burning Man, and only he has the power to commune with our God. The Prophet shall never be seen with the human eye for reasons beyond us. That’s why he only speaks to us through speakers, or messages on our iAms.


  The floating screens show another picture of The Burning Man effigy. We have to bow our heads again. Woo used to laugh at this part. No wonder he was a Monster. I don’t bow my head, and smile at the hordes of sheep with lowered heads. Sue me, I am only minutes away from becoming a Monster.


  I hear someone clap in the crowd. Slowly, someone else joins in, and then someone else, hailing the Prophet. Dictatorship is like a disease. It doesn’t hit you in the face. It spreads slowly, until it grows bigger than you think it ever could. Woo’s words.


  Prophet Xitler resonates in the speakers. He has a raw and deep voice, and talks annoyingly slow. He tell us the same boring story of how The Burning Man saved us from extinction after the crimes and horrors The McDonalds committed. The McDonalds, Woo claimed they were called Americans, were stupid enough to destroy their lands with their foolish decisions.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Ariadna pulls me down to bow with her. I wish I could tell her what’s wrong with her, or the place we live in, but I don’t really know. Neither did Woo. We just always felt something was terribly wrong with it.


  “The Ranking system has made us a great nation that the world looks up to,” Xitler rants. “The growth in economy, quality of living, and our place in the world is at its zenith. When we first invented the iAm, no one understood its purpose. The world wondered and questioned our sanity. They questioned how we could possibly benefit from tracking every teenager’s behavior, everyday life, health, food, thoughts, and mood swings.” Xitler stresses on “mood swings.” His tone is on the verge of mockery. “It seemed like an irrational idea; a waste of energy and money in a nation that rose up from the ashes after the Great Disease. But here we were. Stronger than ever, with a ranking system that the rest of world is copying from us. But like always, they are too late,” Xitler laughs. “I am proud to announce that the percentage of Monsters—”


  The crowd starts protesting in a low and scary tone. “The Monsters Must Die!” Ariadna tilts her head and raises and eyebrow, wondering why I am not cursing the Monsters. I pretend I don’t see her.


  “The percentage of Monsters this year is estimated to be only ten percent of our teens. The first year we started the Ranking system, the Monsters were about sixty-five percent.” Prophet Xitler continues. “We plan to have no Monsters in Faya in the coming years. Then we shall live in a world of peace, devoid of rebels and terrorists.”


  The crowd hails the Burning Man.


  “And who knows,” Xitler says. “Many years from now, Faya could be a nation of only Eights and Nines.”


  This drives everyone crazy. Ariadna is jumping. Timmy too. Everyone around me does. I wonder what Woo would have done. I can’t do anything but listen to the rest of the speech, and walk among the sheep as we enter Grand School. I walk among the enthusiastic students in the hallways, looking at the steel doors lined next to each other. Each of us will be called to enter one of these doors soon. I’ve been told the door leads to an elevator-like room, where a machine informs us of our rank. All ranked students get to access a further door onward. Monsters get to slip through a hole in the ground. Woo used to call it the Rabbit Hole.


  It’s the last point of no return. My heart beats so fast, it almost chokes me. I could still change my mind and confess forging the results. But the more I look around me, the more I know I can’t tolerate this world. Either I find Woo, or I die like him, which ironically will lead to wherever he is now, too.


  Suddenly, everything goes quiet in the hallway, as if the world behind me has disappeared. Everyone stops talking for no reason. I stop walking and look at all the students with appalled eyes. They’re looking at me.


  It take me a moment to realize it’s not me who caught her attention. It’s something behind me. A living and breathing thing. I turn around. It’s Leo again.


  Since Woo’s death, I’ve never felt as curious about someone as I am about Leo. His lips seem relaxed now, and slightly parted. The tension in his face is gone. His hands are cuffed behind his back, but his legs are now free. Everyone is looking at him. It seems like no one in the hallway can breathe properly. Leo is scary, and attractive. A wild and unreal combination. One of the tough boys stops him, trying to pick a fight, like usual. Leo ignores him, and keeps on walking toward me. If I had doubts he was looking at me the first time, I was wrong.


  Leo stops before me, and all I see is his face. Everything in the world around him is just gone. I feel as if there is a magnet pulling me from my belly toward him. The features in his face disappear and all I see are his intense eyes, as if we’re both connected through some kind of an invisible tube filled with golden light, the color of the tint in his eyes. I feel dizzy. My eyes shift from his eyes to his lips, and back again. It’s too tense in here. Too hot. I feel like I need to break free from a spell.


  “Are you Decca?” Leo inquires. There isn’t one inch of hesitation in his voice. It’s almost inhuman in the way he demands an answer. I wonder how he’d ever been a musician. He sounds like he wants to punch me, like today is the last day in the world, and we have to do something about it.


  “How”— I clear my throat and crane my neck back — “do you know my name?” My voice is so weak, it might be only in my head. I have never met him before. I haven’t even been a fan of his song. Who is he?


  “Don’t do this.” He says without flinching. For all his beauty, he is so rigid; as if he’s in pain, but trying not to show it.


  “Do what?” I say back to him. I hate beautiful boys. They are mostly dumb. But my body betrays me, and I find myself wanting to get closer to him.


  “Don’t enter the games,” he lets the words seep painfully from between his pressed teeth. “It’s a dumb thing to do.” His eyes move sideways, as if he doesn’t want anyone to hear him.


  My mouth is hanging open, but I am speechless. How does he know about me? I feel as if I am in a dream, and someone is calling to me from the waking world. I start surfacing to the real world, reminding myself that other teens exist here with us. We’re not alone, and I am not supposed to feel attracted to him. Hell, I’m not supposed to feel attracted to anything. I need to focus. I am going to fight for my life in a short while.


  It all ends abruptly when the soldiers arrive. It seems like he’d escaped them to come and talk to me. Me? Why?


  “Stay away from me.” Leo grits his teeth unexpectedly. “You hear me?”


  Okay, I got it. Leo belongs in an asylum, just like my mother. I am shocked and confused. The blood returns to my once-numb hands. It’s like waking up from a beautiful dream with a twist. Or even worse, a bad ending.


  One of the soldiers storms in from behind Leo, and presses a button on a remote control in his hand. Leo snaps, and something happens to his mouth. His lips are sealed again. His cheeks tense, he get angrier. I can’t do anything about it. All I notice is that he was lying when he said he wanted me to stay away from him. His pleading eyes still don’t want me to enter the games.


  The soldiers drag him back, as his hair falls over his eyes again. I think he lets it on purpose. He does not want to communicate with anyone, or be seen.


  “Of all the girls. Leo is talking to you?” Faustina says behind me.


  “Believe me,” I say. “It wasn’t flattering.”


  And before I could replay what just happened, my name gets called to enter the room. I turn around and stare at the door for a moment. But then I walk to it impulsively. I know if I think too much, I might snap and retreat. Let’s do this. I pulled the door open to enter. But before I go in, I turn to see if Leo is still nearby. He isn’t, they had taken him. Just like Woo, I was probably never going to see him again.


  Inside the room, there is a digital screen in front of me.


  “Pick up your iAm and plug it in the wall, please,” a pre-recorded woman’s voice requests.


  I do as she says, and plug my iAm with Eva’s data into the slot in the wall. It only takes seconds before the pre-recorded voice talks back to me.


  “Congratulations,” it says. “You’re a Monster.”


  Some sarcastic machine.


  “You’ll attend the Monster Show, and die in the name of the Burning Man,” the machine says. “We appreciate your cooperation, and wish you a good afterlife. Have a nice day…to die.”


  “No shit,” I mumble, as the floor underneath me parts open. I find myself sliding down into the Playa. It’s a moment when Monsters usually scream. I don’t.


  6


  The opening in the ground leads to a tube-like tunnel. It's made of corrugated metal. I am sliding all the way down. I grit my teeth, opposing the pain in my back. Even though I asked for this, I am still in shock. There is no going back now. Watching a nightmare on TV is one thing; living and breathing it is something else entirely. Especially as bitter and real as this one is. I guess that’s why everyone in Faya likes to sit on their fat asses and watch people dying on TV. Finally, I am dumped into a container, splashing into thick mud-like garbage.


  I pick myself up, wipe the mud from my eyes, and look around. It’s a square room with a sealed metal door. There are about twenty students, most of them pounding on the door, screaming for help. The rest are standing next to me, paralyzed with shock. They look like they have lost the game already. I try to move, but the mud is thick and up to my knees.


  I see a girl with bad yellow teeth and ear-to-ear dental bracing. She calls for me, holding a box in her hands. Although I feel for her, I am reluctant to approach her. As I try to move farther, I notice one of my heels is missing. The other is broken in the mud. I bend over and reach for it, weary of whatever hides underneath. I have no choice. I take off my broken heel and stand barefoot. If I had put on athletic shoes this morning, they'd have suspected my intentions. I know they'll provide us with special shoes for the games. But I can't find them.


  The homeless-looking girl insists on offering me the box. I don’t want her to touch me. All I can think about is that she is a Monster. As if I’m not. Some realities, however imminent, take some time to sink in. Think straight, Decca. You can do this. Monsters aren't contagious. Woo was a Monster, and you chose to be one.


  “You’ll need these,” the girl insists with sincere eyes. “Once the door opens, we don’t have time.” She opens the box for me. A pair of cheap sneakers lay inside. Just what I have been looking for. The word “Monster” is printed on the side of the shoes, next to a logo of a golden tiger. The same one I saw on Leo’s shoulder.


  A boy points at the camera in the upper corner of the room. I want to tiptoe in the mud and wave my hands for help. I want to scream for Ariadna or Dad that I made a horrible mistake. I fist my hand, grit my teeth, and close my eyes.


  I'm not going to scream. I'm not a coward. I’ll stand up to the consequences of my choices.


  Another girl next to me freaks out and yells at me. She pulls her iAm out. "I want to call my mom," she panics.


  “That won’t help,” Shoegirl says. “We’re not allowed to call anyone. The iAm is only used to track our moves."


  “We’re in a vehicle! Some kind of a bus,” someone suggests.


  We hear someone outside say, “Twenty.” We are twenty students in the room. “You take those, and come back for the next lot,” that same voice says. The bus starts to move.


  “I think we should try to break those bars,” a boy says. He has spiky yellow hair, and holds a joystick in his hand. The t-shirt he's wearing reads: Roger This.


  “No use,” another boy, crouched in the corner, replies. “What do you think you’ll do if you get out? There is nowhere to run. We’re all Monsters now. We have to play the game. Lose and die, or win and get ranked.”


  “That’s so cool,” says the Roger This boy. “It’s like Saw, the movie franchise. ‘I want to play a game,’” he imitates the sick killer in those Old American movies.


  “We have to wait and see where they’re taking us,” says Shoegirl.


  “They’re taking us to the Playa, baby,” Roger This educates the girl. He says it as it’s a walk in the park.


  “—and then we'll eventually die, because no one’s ever survived the three days of the game,” the pessimistic boy in the corner says. I can’t even imagine how Mr. Pessimistic and Roger This ended up in the same bus. “What have I been saying all day? No one ever listens to me.”


  “Hey. Be cool,” Roger This says. “We might find extraterrestrials in the Playa. I heard that they exist.” Everyone averts their eyes from Roger This. Who is that boy? Doesn’t he get it? We’re going to die if we don’t do something about it.


  “I hate the Playa,” a girl says. “My brother died there five years ago.”


  “A lot of my friends did, too.” Shoegirl says. “But this is for the greater good of our nation.”


  “What? Are you out of your mind?” I snap. I can’t believe she said that. Her words make me realize the absurdness of my fears. I came here because of this. Because of what Woo taught me about all the nonsense the Summit feeds our minds with. And I thought Shoegirl was some kind of hero.


  “Prophet Hannibal Xitler’s plan is to motivate the nation, and create an almost-perfect society,” Shoegirl says. “In a short time, there will be no Bad Kidz like us, and society will be safe. They call it Utopia. A society where everything is perfect.”


  “I agree,” the pessimistic boy in the corner says. Why do I think that he and Shoegirl would make a great Romeo and Juliet, who would end up stabbing each other on Valentine’s Day? “The rate of Monsters has notably decreased in only nine years. This is only the tenth year. Six years from now, all Monsters will be gone. I agree with the plan. I just wish I wasn’t one of them. We’ll sacrifice ourselves for the Burning Man.”


  “What are you loonies talking about?” another boy yells at them. Finally, some sanity. “This is all wrong. Everyone has the right to live. There is no Utopia. It’s a myth. We’re one nation. We live and rely on each other. This ranking thing is all wrong. We’re not Bad Kidz.”


  “Look at me,” a girl says to the boy in the corner. “I’m ill. How can that be my fault? My IQ is 120.” The girl is also good-looking.


  The vehicle stops and the door opens. Before I get to gaze outside, I hear Mr. Pessimistic say something that I don’t quite understand. “You know what the Playa was in the past?” he argues with Roger This. “I mean in this same location here, which the Old Americans used to call Lost Angeles, this Playa was originally a place designed as an enormous park for kids to have fun. They had a silly name for it. Disneyland.”
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  Outside, there are two soldiers at the door, and one woman, one of the organizers. The woman holds a round object in her hand. She stamps us with it on our shoulders as we walk through a corridor. Students shiver when she stamps them.


  “This is permanent,” says the woman coldly. “Consider it a tattoo…and your rank.”


  The woman stamps my shoulder and urges me to walk ahead. I check out the stamp on Mr. Pessimistic’s shoulder. It’s a tattoo of a golden tiger, the same as the one on my shoes and on Leo’s arm. What does that mean? And who is Leo? A Nine, or a Monster? Is he like me, a foolish volunteer? Is that why he knows who I am?


  I ask Mr. Pessimistic about the stamp. Pessimists always know a lot about everything, yet never do something positive about anything.


  “It’s because of Carnivore,” the boy explains.


  I know about Carnivore. The Monster Show runs for three days. Whoever survives that long has to play a final deadly game with Carnivore, the most dangerous and genetically-mutated creature on Earth. A white tiger with one huge eye in the middle. The Carnivore only feeds on humans. Woo was fascinated with the creature.


  "I know about the Carnivore," I say. "But what is the meaning of the friggin’ stamp?”


  “It means you only win if you kill Carnivore at the end of the games,” Mr. Pessimistic says, walking through the crowd. “The tattoo lets Carnivore know your butt belongs to him. Some silly propaganda to sell more airings of the show. You know how much money the Summit makes airing this show worldwide, right?”


  I know. “But I saw that tattoo stamped on a Nine.” I say.


  “That's impossible. Why would a Nine get stamped? Are you out of your mind?” Mr. Pessimistic shakes his head at my naïvety.


  Our walk leads us to a vast park surrounded by the Faya’s military. They are all Sixes. My dad could have been one of them.


  “Smile,” Mr. Pessimistic say.


  “What?”


  “We’re on live TV. I’ve never been on TV. I’ve always imagined myself smiling at the camera when I am on TV, even if I am about to die.”


  “What are all those Zeppelins for?” I discard the weird optimism of Mr. Pessimistic.


  “The games can be seen up close from the Zeppelins, as long as we haven’t entered the battlefields. The Zeppelins can’t follow us into the Playa. It’s too dangerous for them. Zeppelin tickets are sold-out two months in advance.”


  The park is full of Monsters. How many are there? Two…three thousand? It varies from year to year. The Monsters around me are starting to panic. They are going to squeeze me to death if I stay in the middle. I need to chug my way through toward the soldiers, so I have space to move.


  As I push through, I see Roger This instructing other teens how to play the game in what he calls the Battlefieldz. Everything he tells them isn't true. It's made up. Is this guy cuckoo in the head, or what?


  “Wow,” Roger This says to the teens, looking up at the Zeppelins. “I wish I had one of those ClairVos.”


  I look up where he is looking. The rich kids in the Zeppelins watch us with their ClairVos, which are like binoculars, but they aren't. ClairVos are the latest technology invented in Faya. They’re like the 3D glasses in Old America, except these are 10D, or as some call it, XD. The ClairVos are magical. Let’s say I am driving my car, wearing my ClairVo, and you sit in your home, eating popcorn and wearing another pair of ClairVo glasses. You would be able see and feel exactly what I am experiencing while driving the car. If I get scared, you get scared. If I feel the wind in my face, you feel the wind in your face. The ClairVos are ridiculously expensive. Only Eights and Nines can afford them. Those rich kids watching us from the balconies of the Zeppelins have their friends at home watching them watching us up close, transmitting the same excitement and feelings to them.


  “I wish I had one of those ClairVos down here, so I could show them how scary it feels in here,” I mumble, getting Roger This’ attention.


  “The games can be watched on the iAms too,” he says to me, holding that joystick in his hand. “There are the extended versions of it broadcast on iScreen or TV, where the audience can comment and discuss the events of the games, and vote for their favorite Monster. Like that boy, Woo, last year. He was the audience’s favorite Monster, before Carnivore killed him.” I don’t comment about Woo. I keep pushing through the crowd. Roger This decides to accompany me. “Sometimes,” Roger This says, playing with his joystick, while looking up at the sky again, “if the audience sympathizes with a Monster, the votes are taken into consideration. It could spare your life in a certain game level. It’s like extra bonus ammo in role-playing games.” Who is this guy? He treats this situation as if it’s another new computer game. “Here it is,” Roger This says, looking up. “My beauty.” It turns out Roger This was summoning a small flying toy plane with his joystick. It flies feebly, and buzzes over our heads. Seriously, I have to get away from him.


  As I walk away from Roger This, a soldier shoots his toy plane. Roger This doesn't complain. He claims he has a plan B.


  The teens in front of me are getting aggressive when I try to push through. Suddenly, I get hit in the face. Someone’s elbow, maybe. I don’t have time to realize what struck me. I feel dizzy, and there isn't even room for me to fall on the ground while I'm semi-conscious. I feel betrayed and weak, like a boxer knocked down in the first round. I want to cry, but no tears come out. The warm liquid I feel on my cheeks must be my own blood from my nose. I surrender to unconsciousness over someone’s shoulder.


  I dream of…of Woo.


  Woo looks at me with his peaceful, warrior face.


  “Why are you doing this, Decca?” he asks me.


  “You left, Woo. I am here all alone,” I say. “You’re my only friend in this world.”


  “Why do you think I am still alive?”


  “I remember you saying that if worse came to worse, all you’d have to do is not report that you’re alive on the iAm. You said you could fool them into thinking you’re dead.”


  “But you saw my blood on Carnivore when he killed me on TV.”


  “But they never found your body.”


  “Carnivore could have only left my bones after he finished me.”


  “I have a feeling you’re still alive.”


  “Maybe it’s a delusion, Decca. A figment of your imagination. Something to live with, since you can’t comprehend that I am dead. You know that it is impossible to survive in the Playa after the games. It’s abandoned, and guarded by soldiers all year long. There is no food, no water, and no way out.”


  “I know. But my heart tells me I’ll find you.”


  Woo smiles faintly at me. “Okay. If you’re going to do this, you’ll have to go all the way. You are no quitter,” he says in his low, calm voice. “If this is the path you choose, and you trust your heart, you have to believe that there is a reason for this. Stop your hesitation and questioning your choice. Choices aren’t easy. They are long roads we commit to until we reach the end. My advice would be not to look for me right away. The Playa isn't a walk in the park. Learn how to survive it first, and then look for me. And, Decca, try to be low-key in the eyes of the Summit. Let them think you’re a fool, until your moment shines."


  "I'll do my best."


  "Your best isn't going to be enough. You know how many people do their best everyday?"


  “I want to find you, Woo. I've been planning this. But since I was thrown out here in the real madness, I am afraid I will fail."


  “You should always believe. Never,” he grits his teeth, “never,” he repeats, “not for one moment, should you give up. This is what makes you who you are. This is what makes you human, with no need for a number. I believe in you, Tender.”


  Then he fades away. I want to tell him that he couldn’t survive the games himself. How does he expect me to?


  He called me Tender. I used to love it when he did that. Woo always said he liked the Ten part in the name. He liked the Ten in Tender. In his eyes, he thought I should have been a Ten.


  I have to wake up and face the situation. I am not going to bail out. Let’s play the game. When I wake up I am still on my feet, squeezed between the ones behind me and those in front of me. Shoegirl is behind me, all smelly. She held me up so no one trampled me. I thank her.


  “No time for that. Look at the screen. Prophet Hannibal Xitler is announcing the games.”


  I look up at the screen hung on one of the Zeppelins. I see the Burning Man logo again.


  “The game that’s about to start isn’t just a game,” Prophet Hannibal Xitler says. “Because it’s the tenth game, a particularly special occasion, I have a big surprise for you. We have a guest Monster in the games. Actually, he is a volunteer who betrayed the Summit years ago. After being banned for four years outside the Burning Man, he’s come back, asking for forgiveness. He was a Nine. What a shame. Now he wants to repent. You know what that means, right?” Prophet Xitler laughs. “He will have to attend the games like any other Monster, as punishment for being unappreciative. If he survives, he’ll be forgiven though. This is the first time ever that the games will be attended by a Nine.”


  The audience in the Zeppelins is excited out of their brainwashed minds. The soldiers begin to push us aggressively, as if we were hordes of sheep. I don’t know where we’re going. Then the unthinkable starts to happen. The ranked people from the Zeppelins throw everything they can at us, calling us bad names. They are enjoying this tremendously. They are brainwashed, thinking we are the enemy. Thinking that the likes of us destroyed the Old America. That we are society’s weak link. They hit us with tomatoes, napkins, and bubblegum. I shield my head with my hands. Still, I get one tomato splashed in my face. Tomato, blood, and mud. Surprise me! Can’t you hit me with something white for once? An hour ago, I was showered with flowers and presents.


  In all this mess I can’t take my eyes off the screen, wondering who the guest monster is. The camera pans to the boy Xitler is talking about. I can see him on the screens rolling down from the Zeppelins.


  It’s Leo.
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  Leo is standing, with his tense sealed lips, in front of the Playa’s entrance. The battlefield is dug twenty-feet below ground level. You can still see the upper parts of the fancy rollercoasters and the domes, and many other colorful features from up here. In another world, you would think this is a great place where kids could have fun, not get killed.


  “Wow,” Roger This says, standing a couple of rows behind me. “The Playa looks awesome.”


  Leo must be somewhere in front of me. The audience goes crazy when they see him, especially the girls.


  “Redeem yourself for betraying us, and survive the games,” the senior boys in the audience say.


  I suddenly realize how devious it is bringing A Nine to the show. It promises more excitement and viewership all around the world. It promises money. My curiosity could easily drive me to approach Leo, but I know better. I have to be on my own to find Woo. The cameras will definitely follow Leo in the field. Who wouldn't love to see a Nine? On the other hand, I have to escape the cameras. I don't need the attention. Leo could be a liability. I don't even know who he really is.


  Teenagers are screaming in front of me. I can’t see why. The audience continues throwing things at us.


  “We shall start our games,” says Xitler. “And what a game we shall have this year. For the first time in nine years, we have a new Trickster!” The audience hails. “May I present to you this year’s Trickster.”


  The Trickster is the host of the Monster Show. Caleb Crux was the Trickster for many years, but he was getting old. The younger audience asked for someone their age to host the games. They claimed that Caleb wasn't funny, and made the show depressing. Talk about the looniest logic in the world. Prophet Xitler liked the idea of the Trickster being a sixteen-year-old.


  “Did you know that the Trickster is chosen by the iAm?” Roger This popped up behind me like a weasel. “It is said the iAm chooses a Trickster the same way designers find a bug in a computer game. You know when the game you purchased has a bug, preventing you from playing it properly? Somehow, the same thing goes for humans. The Trickster is the bug in the game.”


  “You mean the new Trickster is going to be mentally unstable?” I ask.


  “They put it this way: a genius who is mentally unstable. Whatever that means,” says Roger This. “He has to be cruel but funny, to entertain the audience; like a joker in a king’s palace. He is the direct link between the Monsters, the audience, and the Summit; and he’ll be extremely motivated to make us suffer, since his rank depends on it.”


  I live in a world where you get outranked because of bad grades or genes, and promoted a Trickster if you are mentally unstable. You must envy my life, right?


  “Please welcome our new Trickster,” says Xitler, his voice sparkling with mirth. “Timothy Rabbit.”


  It’s Timmy!


  9


  Timmy appears on the screen. Did he know he'd be the Trickster all day long? Was he just playing us, pretending he was afraid to get ranked?


  “Wazzup, Faya?” Timmy smirks on the screen in a head shot. His nose is long, and too close to the camera. His eyes glitter with evil ideas and a touch of mascara. He wears red lipstick, and his face is covered in silver glitter. He looks like a total loon in a circus. He is a loon. Actually, the role suits him perfectly. The audience welcomes the Trickster with enthusiasm.


  “In the name of the Burning Man, let the games begin!” Timmy shouts. “Play and die!” he follows. “We’re starting with a couple of warm-ups, to eliminate as many Monsters as possible,” the Trickster explains. “You know there is no fun in tracking three thousand Monsters,” his head looks as if it’s buzzing with electricity.


  “Dear clownies — Oh — I mean Bad Kidz. Argghh. I mean little Monsters.” Now he is talking to us. “May I call you Monsters?” He grins again, and the audience laughs. “I hope you know the rules. We’re tracking you by your iAms. We use them to make sure you attend the games when announced. Even though this was not allowed, we’ve changed the rules a bit this year. You can certainly use it if you want to contact us or your families, but only with our permission, which will be granted according to how well you play the game.” He rests his palms on a podium. “The games are deadly. That is the point of it. We want you to die. But we don’t want you to die fast. The slower you die, the more entertaining. It's like in movies. We know the villain is going to get kicked at some point, but not that soon," He licks his lips. “You’re allowed to use any strategy that’ll keep ya alive—” He stops again and acts as if thinking, putting his index finger on his lips and staring upward. “— as long as possible, of course,” he adds, winking at the audience. The audience winks back at him, and nod to each other about how cool Timmy is.


  “After every challenge, you have to push that red button on your iAm, and scream as loud as you can. I repeat. As loud as you can. You know what to say, of course.” He puts his hands behind his ears, pretending to be listening to the audience.


  “I AM ALIVE,” the viewers say in one breath that rocks the ground underneath us.


  “The game only ends,” Timmy explains, “when there is no one left to scream ‘I am alive’, or if you survive the next three days, long enough to be worthy of meeting the legendary Carnivore as your last challenge. If you beat Carnivore, you’ll be the first to ever do it.” Timmy knots his face and claws his hands against the screen, imitating an angry tiger. The audience gets crazy in a way I have never seen before. They love the Carnivore. “The best record in the games ever was accomplished last year. Only the sucker — urgh, I mean the Monster — died in the very last game at the paws of the vicious Carnivore. That Monster’s name was…” Timmy fumbles through some papers. “Ah — here it is. His name is Woo. I mean was Woo. Because Woo, after meeting Carnivore, has gone whoooof with the wind.” The audience laughs. I grit my teeth, and swallow my anger. You never make fun of Woo in front of me, but how am I going to kick all those viewers’ butts? “Who names his son Woo?” Timmy says absently, as if he is talking to me precisely. Timmy used to pretend Woo was his idol a year ago.


  The camera shows a cartoon of Timmy running in a field, wearing sneakers. He is sweating. When he stops to take a breath, he wipes his sweat away and says, “Whoo.” The audience laughs more and more. I feel helpless, unable to stop the world from laughing at my best friend. “Oh — that was how his mother came up with the name,” Timmy says, showing his claws like the paws of a tiger again. So repetitive, cliché, and boring. It sells.


  “Let’s see if you can do better,” Timmy says to us. “Let’s see if we have a Six coming out of the Monsters for the first time. Or better yet, maybe the audience will vote for you to become a Nine! Or maybe a Ten!” The audience boos at him for mentioning a Ten. No one ever jokes about Tens. “All right. All right. I know there is no Ten. I just want to encourage them. That’s all,” says Timmy. “And remember, Monsteries and Monsterellas, you have the right to remain silent because anything you say or do will not even be considered in the court of bfweeert.” He makes the sound of a fart with his mouth. “We’ll start with a brand new opening game unlike the likes of anything you have seen before. The SEBS game,” announces Timmy. The audience is excited and happy, as my world falls apart.


  I have never heard of this game before. Of all the details I studied, this has never been played. What is going on? Are they changing the games this year? This would be the end of me. It means that I have no power in the Playa.


  "For those of you across the sea who might be watching for the first time and don’t know what the SEBS is, it’s the Speed Exploding School Bus game. And yes. This year the games are all fresh and new. The things you will see, you will not believe your eyes.” Everyone is extra-excited. I don’t bother correcting him that the abbreviation should be SESB, not SEBS. All I can think about is that I am toast. Toast! All my plans just flew out the window. Why would they change the games this year? I am not prepared for this. “We all wanted to blow up our school bus so we could sleep the day away when we were kids, didn’t we?” he adds cheerily.


  I am paralyzed with shock, not knowing what to do. All I have planned for has been messed with. Suddenly, someone squeezes my hand. I turn to look. It’s Leo. With his sealed lips, still not saying a word, and my plan thrown out into the ocean, he stares at me. I don’t expect him to talk. He is pushing me forward against my will. Where is he taking me?
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  “Did you hear the rules of the game?” I ask Leo. He doesn’t reply of course, dragging me behind him, and pushing everyone aside. “What is the Speed Exploding School Bus?” I ask the teenagers around me. No answers me. Didn’t anyone hear the rules of the game?


  “It’s a nine-minute-long game, where we race on every vehicle possible,” another girl explains. At least someone listened to Timmy’s words. “We’re not allowed to drive or ride a vehicle slower than fifty miles per hour. We have to survive for nine minutes at that speed. The first ride is on a school bus that explodes after only three minutes. The last six minutes, you have to figure out for yourself. Anything you ride with a fifty-miles-per-hour speed will explode after three minutes, so you have to prepare your next ride beforehand. Nine minutes, three rides, never under fifty-miles-per-hour.”


  I am dragged along, not fully understanding what she just said. This is worse than Chemistry 101. I ask someone else, “Did you hear the instruction? What will you do? You have any idea how to survive this?”


  The girl smirks. “As if I am going to tell you, huh?”


  I see a ramp sloping down the Playa. It is very steep, and it’s the one and only entrance. There is no way we can climb up again. The Playa was built that way to make it harder for Monsters trying to escape. At the bottom of the ramp, I can see tons of yellow school buses lined up, the ones we will have to drive fifty-miles-per-hour for three minutes, before we explode.


  Leo isn’t dragging me toward the slope. We are walking diagonal to it. Oh my. We are walking toward a soldier standing in front of his Jeep, close to the starting point of the descending ramp.


  “Where are you taking me?” I try to free myself from Leo’s firm grip, but he is unimaginably strong. I hate feeling weak like that. The shocking news about changing the games must have let me give in to Leo. I might need some time to focus again.


  Leo approaches a soldier. He hits the soldier hard in the face with one hand, takes his rifle, still dragging me behind him. He throws the rifle into the open Jeep, lifts me up with both hands, shoves me into the passenger seat, and starts driving the car down the slope as the soldiers start shooting at us.


  Okay. First the roses. Then the tomatoes. Then the bullets. I think I have had enough, thank you very much. Can we switch the channel?


  Leo shoves me to the floor. My eyes are wide, and my neck is twisted. I wonder why he is driving down the slope with the teenagers screaming around us. I guess there is no use in trying to escape the games, with thousands of military soldiers surrounding us. The car is going to be useful in the field. We have immunity from soldiers in the Playa. They are not allowed inside.


  As the car slides down, pulled by gravity since Leo doesn’t have the keys, I try not to bump my head on the inside of the Jeep.


  Instead of driving faster, Leo is using the brakes to slow down. Other students are trying to hop inside for a ride as I crawl back up in my seat. I see the battlefield from this high point. It is huge. A city of its own. I can’t see its end. There is an amusement park in the distance. I can see a rollercoaster. There is a forest, a lake, a huge glass dome, a monorail, an area full of industrial buildings, and a main street where the buses are lined up, ready for the race. I turn back to the other students who try to hop in, and invite them to.


  Leo looks angrily at me. He doesn’t want anyone else riding along, which I find mean. If we’re all going to die, we might as well die together. I don’t see the difference, Jeep or no Jeep. We are all going down to the yellow buses.


  The Jeep is full once we reach the end of the slope. Everyone runs to the buses, arguing about who is a better driver.


  "This game is illegal," I hear Roger This yell happily. "None of us is old enough for a driver’s license yet!" Except Leo, I tell myself. But who didn't learn to drive a car behind their parents’ backs before they reached the legal age? I was sure that many knew how to dive.


  Leo pushes the teens away from the Jeep. He takes no prisoners. I should be running toward a bus, but I feel that I am with him. In my head, I sound like we are going to the prom. I am with him. I am with Leo, the mysterious, unethical, Nine-looking, outranked boy. King and queen of the Monsters. Once death comes knocking on the door, you think about those little things you took for granted in life. I realize that I am never going to the prom.


  Leo picks up a bag from the backseat, and fills it with items. Seeing Leo pack a flashlight makes me feel better. It means he has plans to survive until tomorrow morning. That’s a start.


  “You need help?” I ask, wanting him to know that I am not a regular girl. I know he is the one with the rifle, but I could have pulled this off, if only they hadn't changed the games. Should I explain to him that I am here to find Woo?


  Leo throws the heavy backpack toward me. I catch it and straighten my back. Happy I caught it, suddenly a huge girl, like monster huge--pun intended--flattens me to the ground, as she runs me over like a truck. I tilt my head to stand up. Leo is staring at me. He looks disappointed.


  "What?" I shout at him. "Haven't been run over by a truck before?" I pick the backpack up off the ground and stand up.


  “The best way to play the game is to play the game,” I hear Roger This educating the teens. This boy is like all over the place. “Think of it as a video game, and just play along. Never think about dying. Just play. We’re Bad Kidz, after all. We love to play,” he preaches.


  Leo tucks the rifle under his jacket, and picks up a strange instrument from the car. It is like a crowbar that closes full circle, and it has a bent edge that looks like it could pull something hooked to it. It looks pretty heavy, like a train chain that can be used to connect two trains together. He grabs my arm with his free hand so tight it hurts. His fingers feel like wood. He stares at my body from top to bottom, looking at my legs. Is this boy a psycho, or what? He might be a sex offender. Maybe that’s why he was banned. Does the iAm recognize serial killers?


  Leo turns me around like a doll, still checking me out, as if Armageddon isn’t about to start. I am blinking, but I push him away. He smirks, almost parting his lips.


  “Get off me!" I yell. "What kind of girl do you think I am? Do you even have time for this?" It's ridiculous I don't punch him in the face.


  "He is a Nine," a girl says behind him in the middle of the hysteria. "You should be flattered."


  "Runaway before I flatten you to the floor, you little meek," I shout at her, and she runs.


  Leo doesn't respond to anything I say. Bluntly, he reaches for my black dress, an inch above my knees, and rips it apart with both hands, his crowbar set on the floor for the moment. I shriek in surprise, unable to comprehend the madness. But I look down and find my dress is a lot shorter now. I will be able to run faster. I could not care less about my naked, mud-covered thighs. It’s naked or die right now.


  So he's not a lunatic?


  Leo pushes me from behind, urging me to run for a certain bus, and then pantomimes a guy driving an invisible steering wheel. He wants me to drive the bus? I can’t drive that well. There had never been any driving in past games. But Leo doesn’t allow me to explain. He pushes me farther. I run.


  Looking back while I run, I see him drive the Jeep again, park it right behind the bus, and then chain the bus and the jeep with the crowbar.


  Although I don’t fully get it, I admire the plan of having two vehicles. Enthusiasm is tilling my spine. I think Roger This’ advice might help. Let’s play. I find myself getting on the bus, pushing away the teens fighting over the driver’s seat, and magically hug the wheel, marking it as mine.


  This seat is mine!


  I hug the big steering wheel with my arms, barely covering it. Leo jumps onto the bus, waving his rifle and signaling for everyone to take a seat. He is older, more serious, bigger, and doesn’t speak. You can’t argue with someone who is mute. All you can do is obey. He looks like a Terminator. A cute, swoon-worthy one.


  We all get instant stand-by messages on our iAms.


  “Are you ready, folks?” says Timmy in the iScreen, leaning against the wall, and gorging on a carrot. If the carrot is referring to something or someone, I don’t know what it means, but the viewers go crazy, laughing and saying he looks like someone called Bugs Bunny. They say Bugs Bunny is a rabbit. No wonder that his name is Timothy Rabbit. “Nine minutes from now, this could be all, folks.” More carrot-biting, more laughs. “I will count down from five to one, and then the ride is on. Live or explode. Remember, at all moments in the next nine minutes, you have to be on a moving vehicle, driving fifty-miles-per-hour, at the least. Anyone who falls, or walks down the street, not on a vehicle, will be…” Will be what? He doesn’t say. “Unless you can run fifty-miles-per-hour for nine minutes straight. In case you want to risk that, use your iAm to keep track of your speed. Whoever breaks the rules will be electrocuted through his iAm.”


  If I really want to scare myself, I’ll use my iAm to measure my heart rate. It’s shooting through the roof.


  Leo snatches my iAm, and sets it on stopwatch. I want to tell him to use his iAm instead. He waits for Timmy’s countdown, looking straight into my eyes.


  “Those of you who stole the Jeep,” says Timmy. “Not a bad move. But don’t expect us not to blow it up three minutes after starting the engine. In the spirit of the game, I will not count a Jeep being pulled by a bus as a moving vehicle. I will start counting once you start its engine though, if you make it that far. Good luck with the endless number of Monsters who will want to kill you for that precious Jeep.”


  I look up at Leo and smile. He nods. No smile. A calculating stone. A surviving machine.


  So Leo’s plan is to jump from the bus back to the Jeep before the three minutes end. Then we start the engine of the Jeep. That will buy us another three minutes. I can’t think about the last three minutes now. I am sure Leo has a plan. If he doesn’t, I don’t want to panic.


  This is what I have to learn from now on… living life, appreciating it, a minute at a time. Well, in my case, three minutes at a time.


  “Five,” Timmy counts.


  I start the bus’s engine, making sure I have a tight grip on the wheel.


  “Four,” says Timmy.


  I look at Leo for reassurance. I can’t make anything of his serious posture. How long is this guy going to stay silent? Talk to me at least once before we die.


  “Three.”


  Leo starts the stopwatch already, buying us a second or two. He pushes my leg against the gas pedal, firing a shot through the ceiling. We are the first to go. We are cheating to stay alive. I’d rather cheat to pass an exam.


  “Two.”


  The bus shakes a little because of the weight of the Jeep we’re towing. Had we been towing another bus, it wouldn’t have worked. Too heavy. It’s such a smart idea, Leo stealing a Jeep, smaller and lighter.


  “Cheaters!” says Timmy. “I am starting to like these Monsters.” Timmy either doesn’t know it’s us, or is acting as if he doesn’t know us.


  “One.”
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  I can hardly control the bus. It sways left and right on the asphalt. The more I push the gas pedal, I lose control even more. Leo puts his hands over mine on the steering wheel to maintain stability. I look in the rearview mirror. The boys and girls are on the edge of their seats.


  “Wow,” one of the game-loving boys says. “At least we’re not going to school.”


  I don’t think any of us really understands we might die any minute. Somehow, the spirit of play is still in us.


  The bus next to me starts hitting the side of mine, on purpose. The outranked in my bus scream. Why is the other bus hitting us?


  Leo gets to the edge of the door and fires two shots into the air to scare them away.


  “They want the Jeep!” a girl yells from the back of our bus. My bus!


  Of course they want the Jeep. We are almost one minute in. Students in other busses are already panicking, jumping and running away. They are trying to keep up with the speed on their feet, trusting their own bodies better than any other plan. Fifty-miles-per-hour non-stop, are you kidding me? Some run away into the forest, thinking the Summit can’t see them in there. Bad idea. On your feet or not, after three minutes, you have to use a new transportation method. That’s the trick.


  “You fools!” I scream out the window. "The speed is detected by your iAm, not the vehicle you are on. If you are on a bus moving at fifty-miles-per-hour, your body’s speed is the same to the iAm." Uneducated and outranked, I think. I am not here for them. I am here for Woo. But first, I have to stay alive.


  Suddenly, I find out that some of those on foot are running toward our bus. Leo signals for me to close the doors. I hesitate. I can’t. I won’t do it.


  They deserve a chance. There is room enough in the bus. Leo challenges me with that daring look, and I dare to look back at him. I will not shut the door! This is my bus. I can let anyone I want on it!


  He looks at me, frustrated, unaware that I am not just any other girl, submitting to his silent orders. He turns back and blocks the door himself, firing in the air again.


  The back door is still open. A couple of runners jump inside. The others in the bus help them. I see some of them hanging over the edges of the open windows of the school bus in the rear-view mirror. If this was the regular school bus taking us to school every day, I doubt students would be so eager to get on it.


  “You must be wondering why we would want to explode the lovely buses that bring you to school,” I hear Timmy say on the iAm, talking to the viewers. “Are we about to end school forever?”


  The audience says, “Yeaaaah. No school.”


  “Sorry, my friends. Not going to happen. But we’re happy to announce a brand-new set of school buses, a present from Prophet Hannibal Xitler, starting in the new semester.”


  Audience praise. Audience hail. Audience boom.


  Silly crowd. I swear if I outlive this, I will kick them in the loompas. Don’t ask. I don’t know what it means. I heard a girl say it to a boy in school. Still, I am afraid that if I kick them in the loompas, they’ll still laugh.


  Two minutes in.


  I can see a school bus dragging another bus in the rear-view mirror. I guess they replicated the idea of the jeep. Why not? But they are barely keeping up with the minimum speed. Their bus could break down… hopefully not before the three minutes.


  There is also a bus with faces glued to the window, watching us. They are all tattooed and pierced with grinning faces, as if waiting for something. Their tattoos are all the same, as if they belong to a gang. The tattoo is of someone riding something, maybe surfing. No, it’s a picture of a girl riding a flying skateboard. The tattooed boys and girls creep me out. Why are they so calm and silent?


  Thirty seconds to explosion.


  The world around me is a mess. Fights over buses, buses colliding, crazy outranked running in the streets of the Playa. I think I just drove over something. No!


  A girl is panicking behind me. She is trying to choke me with her hands, pulling me back against the pole. I struggle to keep my hands on the wheel. This will mess up everything. What is she thinking?


  “We are going to die!” she screams at me. I see her in the mirror, but I can’t speak. My throat hurts. She has big hands. She is the same girl who knocked me off. Truck Girl is trying to kill me while I am driving the bus. Seeing a girl her size afraid scares me, but I am not going to take my hands off the wheel.


  Leo is shooting at the other buses trying to crash into us. He doesn’t see me, and I can’t talk against the loudness of screams. The other outranked are all fighting each other or counting.


  “We are going to die. You hear me?” Truck Girl screams in my ear.


  I know. I know. We are going to die. What’s the point of killing me before we die? What’s the point of reminding me?


  I finally manage to push her away with one hand, keeping my other hand on the wheel. She falls back. I don’t know where, and I don’t care.


  Back to driving position.


  Leo looks back to me, giving me a sign that he is going to the back of the bus. He suggests I keep driving until he fires a shot or something. In the mirror, I see him walk the aisle to the back, pushing anyone who tries to stop him. He fires a shot to break the rear-window open. He jumps out into the Jeep. I lose track of him, but there is a world war going on back there. Everyone is headed for the Jeep, even those who wanted to get on the bus earlier.


  Leo has a war to fight on his own now.


  I don’t know what to do. Ten seconds to detonation. This bus is going to explode. This is not my bus anymore!


  What should I do? The other buses are too close. Any explosion could affect me as well.


  Suddenly, I hear many shots. Did Leo kill anyone? I wash the thought away.


  “It’s heating up,” says Timmy. “Seven.” He is counting down. He is certainly entertaining the viewers.


  Something bumps against the bus’s door.


  It’s Leo with the Jeep. The Jeep looks like it’s from a zombie movie. Outranked on top, biting each other, hitting each other, some of them dragged to the tail, hanging from a rail. Everyone is protecting Leo though, so he can drive. I wonder what is happening to the other buses. I get closer to the door of the bus, leaving the wheel behind. Leo is barely keeping up with the speed. He can’t lend me a hand. Busy hands. One driving, and the other shooting into the air. He should try doing stunts, if we survive this.


  As I stand at the edge of the bus’s door, we hit a bump in the road. The uncontrolled steering wheel shifts. The bus sways to the left, increasing the distance between me and the Jeep. I can see the hot asphalt underneath. I can’t jump. The Jeep is too far now.


  “Four.” Timmy’s voice echoes in my head.


  I am going to die, just as the girl predicted. I can’t jump, and even worse, the bus I am on is slowing down since no one is pushing the gas pedal.


  Leo steers the wheel to the left, tangent to the bus, looking at me with that intensity in his eyes, almost parting his lips.


  "Will you speak to me if I die?" I joke. Leo's eyes are going to bulge out.


  “Jump, for God’s sake,” they scream from the Jeep.


  I close my eyes and jump. Funny how a ticking bomb makes you do such an irrational thing.


  “One.” Timmy is happy.


  I land over Leo’s lap. Leo pushes the gas pedal to the maximum as the bus explodes. The heat of the explosion burns in my back. A couple of the outranked on the Jeep fall to the ground. Leo is a mess, looking like he’s come out of a coal mine. The air against our faces cools us a little while we’re speeding up. I look back over Leo’s shoulder. There is a huge irregular foam of black smoke reaching up for the sky behind us. This looks worse than in the movies. This isn’t a game. This is war.


  “Boom!” Timmy celebrates. “I love explosions.”


  Slowly, a bus appears out of the smoke behind us. Okay. They made it too. We have about ten teenagers on the Jeep. With that bus, I guess maybe twenty or so others made it. Did anyone else survive?


  Did all those other kids just die? Is this mass murder, or what? All in the name of the Burning Man.


  The floating smoke starts to clear away slowly. I see glimpses of the scene behind us. I close my eyes immediately. It’s unbelievable. Is this what my brother watches on TV and loves so much?


  I hear the sound of motorcycles approaching from behind the smoke. I wait until whatever is behind the smoke shows through.


  It’s not motorcycles. These are like skateboards floating above the ground, with some kind of fire engine underneath every board. Riding them are the calm tattooed guys from the other bus. Riding on the flying boards, they are smirking at us.


  Who are they? Are they trained for this?


  “Hoverboardz,” Roger This says. So he made it to the Jeep after all. “Awesome!” he says, as if this is virtual reality. Somehow, this death game doesn’t bother him at all.


  I don’t want to be sitting on Leo’s lap. Practically, because it feels so good. I am worse than I thought when it comes to this ape. I crawl over to the passenger seat, sharing it with two other boys, but on no one’s lap. The boys keep staring at my ripped dress. What’s wrong with these boys? Doesn’t anyone here get that we’re about to die?


  Leo glances in the mirror, lips sealed as usual.


  “Well. Well. Well,” says Timmy. “We have about a hundred survivors. That’s a lot, and that’s fun. I see that none of them are following the rules though, should we blow ‘em up, do you think?”


  “What does he mean?” I ask around me. Everyone is perplexed. What are we doing wrong?


  It suddenly hits me. I press the red button on my iAm and scream:


  “I. AM. ALIVE!”
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  Everyone in the Jeep says it after me, “I am alive.”


  I hear those in the other surviving bus saying it too.


  The tattoo gang with the Hoverboardz push the button on their iAms. They say “I am alive” in a tone suggesting they are confident and sarcastic, as if they’re used to all this killing. Who are they?


  A number of voices from other places we don’t see say they’re alive too.


  To tell the truth, screaming “I am alive” after such an experience is such an ecstatic feeling. I haven’t felt this sense of victory before. I guess this is what Roger This meant. We’re all teens trying to be adults. We still love to play. If we play and don’t think about dying, we might make it.


  “That’s the spirit.” Timmy is pleased. “You are alive indeed.” He stops, his eyes closer to the screen, “But for how long, Monsteritas?”


  “Yeah. For how long?” a fat boy yells from the audience, with a mouthful of junk food.


  “But wait a minute,” says Timmy. “Someone didn’t say it.”


  Immediately, I look at Leo. He looks back at me. I wonder what keeps him so tight-lipped. I reach for his face and try to force his lips open. He resists and pulls away. It’s like trying to squeeze juice from a stone.


  “Come on, man,” a boy says from the Jeep. “You are the hero. Don’t give up on us. By the way, is Chuck Norris your uncle or something? Vin Diesel maybe?"


  Leo is speechless. There is a glowing in the corner of his eyes, that golden shade I saw earlier. I want to tell them that he is not going to open up for whatever reason. Believe me. I have known him for about two hours, and it feels like we have known each other since middle school.


  My heart sinks into my feet. Leo is going to explode, and I will have no time to survive because I am too near. I will blow up with him. The girls in the Jeep grab for the edges, ready to jump. What will they do then? Run on foot like those other fools?


  The Hoverboardz gang starts slowing down. It is obvious that Leo is all muscle, and no brains.


  “Well, you leave me no choice, mysterious hero.” Timmy is reaching for something, a button, most probably the one that will blow up Leo.


  I grab Leo’s iAm and shout in it. “I am alive.”


  This should work. We are treated as numbers, and we have no real identity, so his iAm is more important than he is. What difference does it make who says it?


  “That’s cheating, you little Monster.” Timmy is looking at the screen, as if he is looking straight at me. He says the word Monster slowly and with pleasure. He knows who I am. He hates me. He would certainly enjoy blowing up Leo, a Nine. Timmy, the envious Trickster. What’s the difference between a Trickster and a so-called Monster?


  “It doesn’t matter who says it,” a girl screams at Timmy from our Jeep. I look at the timer. We have wasted a minute with this conversation, and only Leo knows the rest of the plan. We need him.


  Leo, you fool. You can’t die before I know what your story is.


  “Sorry, Monsterina,” says Timmy, wearing a sad mask with plastic tears on it. “Goodbyeee.”


  I have to do something, and I do. The craziest trick I would ever have imagined myself pulling. I don’t know if it will work, but I am counting on the viewers this time, not the Trickster.


  I hold Leo’s face with both hands and kiss him on the mouth, not taking my lips off his.


  Leo doesn’t do anything back with his sealed lips. Only manages to drive fifty-miles-per-hour, while we are about to die in sixty seconds.


  “He is busy,” I claim in the iAm. “Can’t you see? He is my boyfriend,” I lie, and I get back to Leo’s lips. This boy is mine! “And if we die, we will die together. This is the kiss of death.” I know no one will believe that he is my boyfriend, but I can try. A Nine and a Seven? That’s never happened.


  The viewers go crazy. They shout at Timmy not to push the button. “He is the hero,” some say. “You’re killing the game too fast,” others protest. “This is so romantic,” the girls say. Some girls actually scream Leo’s name from the Zeppelins outside the battlefields, wearing their ClairVos.


  I don’t know if this is exactly what I have expected, or did I just want to kiss someone beautiful like Leo before I die? All I know is that this is TV, Faya's biggest hobby. And even though they will all want to watch monsters die, no one can resist romance. I remember my mother loving the blood in the previous game, and also crying when the slightest romantic thing happened. Blood and romance, the ultimate entertainment.


  Timmy clears his throat in the microphone, feeling a little overruled by the audience.


  “Sweet little Romeo and Juliet — I mean Leo and Monsteriette,” says Timmy, making a silly face with two black teardrops falling off his makeup. “May I pronounce you as Monster and wife — ah — I mean, the audience has voted for you, which rarely counts in the games. But why not, we are only in the beginning, and you will die either way.”


  The audience celebrates the verdict. They even scream my name after Leo. They call me Pixie because I am small.


  Audience tic. Audience tac. Audience toe.


  I am not Pixie. I am Decca, goddammit! Decca Tenderstone.


  I pull my lips away from Leo’s, which I secretly enjoyed, and his eyes look hypnotized. This strong boy, hypnotized by me? I am only wishing. “See,” I say to Him. “You’re not the only one famous here.”


  The boys and girls in the Jeep let out a sigh. Down here, this is no lovey-dovey moment. Everyone knows it is a silly trick.


  One minute left to termination.


  I give Leo a slight slap on his face. “You better have a plan now.”


  He gives me that angry look again. It’s like: How dare you kiss me while I am trying to save the world, driving fifty-miles-per-hour, with one hand on the wheel?


  “I am afraid the love puppets and their friends have one minute left,” Timmy smiles again.


  We are no love puppets. I hope you didn’t see this, Woo. It's not real. I'm coming for you.


  “You should reset the timer,” a familiar voice from the audience requests.


  It’s Ariadna.
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  I go crazy, looking in the iAm and the screens around us. There are plenty of the iScreens on the sides of the road inside the Playa. The camera doesn’t show her, but I know it is her voice. The audience supports her. “Don’t kill the game, you fool,” they tell Timmy again.


  “Okay. Okay.” Timmy ruffles his hair with his hands, sounding like when I first met him, stripped of his Trickster confidence. “B-b-but…” He starts waving his hands around his ears and buzzing again. “Th-th-this is the only exception I’ll make today. Here we go. Three minutes and counting…”


  Here we go again. Leo speeds up. With the wind against my face, my hair stretches back, and I think my cheeks look like they have been sucked in by a vacuum cleaner.


  To the left and to the right, the other bus and the skateboarding teens catch up with us, waiting for Leo’s next move. I bite my lip. I am not used to following someone blindly. I am used to having a plan, but there is so much going on right now. I remind myself of the flashlight Leo picked up from the military bag. I remind myself that he has plans for making it until tomorrow morning. Every minute counts.


  Leo grabs my hand and slams it against the wheel. It's as if I am his beer-drinking buddy. I wonder how an ex-rock star becomes like that. I cross over to the passenger seat and steer the wheel again, noticing he has started the Jeep’s engine by connecting two wires.


  "If I live, I think I’m eligible for getting a driver's license already," I shout against the wind.


  "Your driving sucks!" A voice says behind me. A voice I haven't heard for about ten minutes--which felt like a lifetime already. It's Mr. Pessimistic. "You're going to kill us all!"


  "Wow. You're still alive." I watch him in the mirror.


  "What's that supposed to mean?" he snaps at me.


  "It means I will push you off my car if you don't stop talking." I say.


  Before Mr. Pessimistic objects, Leo turns around and aims his rifle at him. Glad we're on the same page, I think.


  Leo brings up an unfamiliar application on his iAm. The device rejects it at first, showing a window with an unauthorized symbol on it. Leo pushes a number of buttons with one hand. This time, it works. He gazes ahead at the rollercoaster, which starts moving and picks up speed.


  Enthusiastically, the boys and girls raise their hands in the air. The rollercoaster is set to run faster than fifty-miles-per-hour, I think. Leo must have some hacker experience to do this.


  But how are we going to catch up with the rollercoaster’s speed? If we walk to it, we will explode on our way. There is no way we can run fifty-miles-per-hour to it, without stopping. I look at Leo as he is adjusting the rollercoaster’s speed to meet the minimum speed allowed in the game. Still, that’s not enough.


  “Boys and girls, we have a computer hacker here,” Timmy blasts out in the microphone. I am sure he is envious. Hacking computers should be his specialty. I hope he has no time to hack back into the system and stop Leo’s plan. But I still don’t know how we are going to get on to the rollercoaster.


  Two minutes to the final explosion.


  Awkwardly, Leo points his rifle at one of the boys on the flying Hoverboardz. The boy grins at Leo, speeding up, not wanting to stop. It makes sense. Those on their Hoverboardz, flying fifty-miles-per-hour, are the only ones who could make the transition from their Hoverboardz to the rollercoaster, still keeping the minimum speed limits. But I see them flying toward the rollercoaster, leaving us behind.


  Leo urges me to speed up after them. I steer the wheel to the right, chasing the boys. They are our only way out. They have to let us on the Hoverboardz.


  Closer, I see the boy has another tattoo underneath the surfing one. It is a Six.


  Those skaters are military. At least, they were at some point in their lives. They look older than us, and younger than Leo. It makes sense. They were ranked a couple of years ago. I wonder what happened to them that made them have to get a newer tattoo over the older one. Are they banned? Rebels? Why are they in the game?


  In less than an hour, my perspective on life has changed too many times. I don’t have a certain conclusion about anything. All I know is that I want to stay alive, and press the red button at the end of this round, screaming “I am alive,” until I find Woo.


  Leo shoots the boy on the Hoverboard in the arm. The boy falls back cinematically. Leo jumps on the board in his place. The Hoverboardz are easy to drive. You just swing in the direction you want to go, and it swings with you. If you want to speed up, you ride with one leg in the air as if you are riding rollerblades. It’s actually cool.


  “Can I try it once, please?” Roger This pleads to one of the skaters. “I can trade it for my super power D7500 joystick.”


  The skater boy looks annoyed, and speeds up.


  “It’s the best joystick in the world!” Roger This shouts. “It doesn’t make your thumbs hurt.”


  Leo is the only one who has a rifle. He loads it deliberately, so the others can see he has bullets. I try not to think how harsh it was, shooting the boy off the Hoverboard. I try not to think at all.


  One girl with pink hair gazes at the rollercoaster and back to Leo. Then, she hovers toward us, as if reminding him she is doing this in exchange for Leo coming up with the rollercoaster solution. Eventually, we all have to help each other.


  Other skaters follow the girl with pink hair. She seems to be the leader, with all those tattoos on her arms. The Hoverboarderz approach us, and pull us up to ride along with them. They are strong and well-built.


  The girl with pink hair picks me up.


  Leo signals for the rest of the skaters to go save those in the remaining bus, while someone else drives the Jeep. They hesitate for a moment. He fires his rifle, missing on purpose just to scare them. They swing fast toward the bus.


  It makes me wonder what Leo is capable of when he opens his mouth.


  I am clinging to the pink girl from behind, as if riding a motorcycle. She is much stronger and taller than I am. She controls the speed of the Hoverboard from her iAm too.


  We speed up. One minute to explosion.


  I can’t see Leo anymore. He is left behind. But I hear a bang. An explosion. Did someone fall to the ground, trying to run? Did someone mess up the speed?


  It crosses my mind that it could be Leo, but it is unlikely.


  What surprises me is that I tell myself that I don’t care if it is him. Little by little, explosion by explosion, I am starting to learn that everyone’s priority in this game is saving him or herself. Although we are seeking alliance at the moment, it doesn’t mean the pink girl won’t push me off the Hoverboard at any second, if it is her survival against mine. That’s why Leo shot the boy. I cling harder to the girl with pink hair, my short fingernails almost ripping through her jacket.


  If I hadn’t switched the iAms, I would have never known about this world down here in the battlefields. I would’ve never known the truth about the evil Summit. I would have been preparing myself to become a good girl, looking for a boy to go to the prom with, then marry him, have children, and grow old without affecting the world. What a bore. I prefer the deadly adventure I am living now…and I will find you, Woo.


  “Attention, please.” Timmy is standing behind a counter in a hotel, dressed as a receptionist, pushing the bell repeatedly. “Attention, you skater-haters-monkey-flying-slayers.” He is manicuring his fingernails, blowing air bubbles. “Since we don’t know where you got your machines, don’t think they will not explode when the time is up.” He gulps a piña colada and burps.


  Almost twenty seconds left to the next explosion.


  “Hang on,” the girl with pink hair shouts against the wind. Almost all of the skaters arrive. Every Hoverboard has two or three teenagers on it. We are circling around, keeping up with the minimum speed, and waiting for the rollercoaster to arrive at the lowest point of its route, so we can all jump down. Which is an extremely hard thing to do.


  “Your Hoverboardz will explode in about…” Timmy looks at his oversized, loud-ticking watch. “Fourteen seconds.”


  I hear the rollercoaster coming. My heart is racing. I feel something in my throat. I can feel the heat from the girl’s back against my belly. The top of my spine is heating up. Will I be able to survive the jump?


  “Ten seconds.”


  The rollercoaster is coming. The safety bars and shoulder harnesses are already open. Leo must have controlled it from his iAm. But Leo is not around.


  “Now!” the girl with pink hair yells. We jump in the air like fools diving out of a plane without parachutes. What the hell am I doing? Dying on a rollercoaster? It feels like my heart is jumping with me, almost bursting out of my rib cage and throat. On the way down, it falls like a heavy bowling ball, down into my feet. I land upside down in the rollercoaster. The girl with pink hair lands straight in her seat next to me. I am glad I didn’t break my back or neck. I hear people thudding against the seats everywhere, dropping like flies with no wings, and I hear a couple of explosions as well. Not everyone survives.


  I have to admit that if this is an actual and legal game in the world out there, people will pay tenfold for it. The owner of the deadly amusement park will have to mention that the price of the tickets don't cover death certificates and burial fees.


  Everyone for himself. Some people won’t make it until tomorrow morning. Sadly, Leo might be one of them.


  “Five,” Timmy announces. “S.E.C.O.N.D.S.”


  Suddenly, a boy falls from the sky, into the seat in front of me.


  “Four.”


  It is not Leo.


  “Three.”


  It’s the boy Leo shot. He is still alive, but in pain. Someone saved him and brought him along.


  “Two.”


  I look up, and to the side. Leo is flying in the air, landing down like a wrestler doing a five-finger frog splash.


  “One.”


  Leo is in the seat in front of me, next to the boy he shot, then saved.


  A feast of exploding Hoverboardz surrounds us like the worst fireworks you could think of. The rollercoaster runs closer to the point where it takes the slope upward again.


  “This Trickster is mean,” the girl with pink hair says.


  “No kidding,” I mock her.


  “I mean really,” she explains. “According to the rules, those of you who were in the Jeep should not have their Hoverboardz exploded. You changed vehicles with the same speed when you jumped from the Jeep to the Hoverboardz. To you, the board was a new vehicle, just like the rollercoaster.”


  “But it wasn’t just us on the Hoverboardz,” I say. “So it is a confusing situation. Not that you expect this loony Trickster to be fair.”


  “Thank you,” Timmy cheers. “For calling me loony and unfair. Me flattered.”


  The audience cheers too. The viewers love Timmy. They don’t call my name like last time. When the audience is entertained, they forget about you so fast. It’s always about what’s next. Their thirst is unquenchable.


  I see a boy screaming from the crowd that all these rules about the School Exploding Speed Bus game weren’t fair. The camera zooms in on him instantly, and Timmy announces that the boy is a Monster who has managed to forge his results.


  “Traitor,” The crowd screams, pointing the finger at the boy. “Monster!”


  Of course the boy isn’t a Monster. It’s the Summit’s way to play us all. If you object or question the rules, the easiest thing would be turning you into a Monster.


  Leo, panting in the seat in front of us, raises his iAm up high, showing us a message without turning his head back to us.


  The message says: SHUT UP, LADIES.


  The girl with pink hair laughs. My mouth is wide open.


  Leo scrolls down. IT’S BEEN A ROUGH DAY.


  “I never thought he had any sense of humor,” the girl with pink hair tells me. “I am Bellona, by the way.” She has to shout against the speed of the rollercoaster.


  “I am Decca,” I say.


  “I thought you were Pixie three minutes ago,” she muses.


  “No. I am Decca.” I insist.


  “The rules, people!” Timmy shouts in the microphone. “Or me will blow me up some Monsters.”


  The rollercoaster reaches the slope upward, and Leo manipulates it from his iAm and speeds it up more.


  We are rolling high, with blood rushing from my face and the sun shining straight into my eyes. We push the red button and scream:


  “I AM ALIVE.”


  I guess Leo doesn’t have to say it anymore. The audience pardoned him, thinking of him as mute or something. Will I ever know why he never utters a word?


  I let out a big scream and repeat the phrase, since it makes me feel much better:


  “I AM ALIVE, WOO.”


  The question is… for how long?
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  Most of us want to talk about what just happened, and compliment each other for staying alive. But Leo pulls me, as usual, away from the crowd. He has just operated on the boy he shot, pulling out the bullet. Now he writes on his iAm, telling them that he and I have things to take care of. I don’t want anyone to think there is something going on between us.


  I am also curious about Bellona and her fellow skaters. We count sixty-six survivors, so we decide to separate and meet up when the Summit notifies us about the next round of games. The rules demand a ten-hour rest between each game.


  They will not be broadcasting from the battlefields for a while. There is no point in that. Viewers can watch recaps and other shows while we rest. No one wants to watch the Bad Kidz’s boring and uninteresting lives inside the fields. No one wants to see the outranked alive. The cameras are still on though, in case the Trickster finds something interesting to share, and for the die-hard audience.


  The skaters leave together, as I follow Leo into the forest. Even though I don’t really care about whatever he wants, I don’t mind exploring. If Woo is hiding in the Playa behind the Summit’s back, I will have to explore every inch of it in the free time between the games – assuming that I am still alive.


  The Playa is humongous. It’s hard to imagine it was an amusement park for children many generations before. I was told the Playa is much scarier after the games end; so scary that the Summit prefers to close it down for the whole year, until the next games. Where are you hiding, Woo? I should start looking for you.


  Leo trots forward, wearing his backpack, with his rifle tucked under his jacket. He doesn’t look like he had a rough day. He looks like a mad kid with a gun, about to blow up a school. But he also looks like he knows where he is going. Since he was able to manipulate the rollercoaster, there is a great chance he has been here before. I have no idea how, but he could help me find Woo.


  We walk next to a big screen mounted on a tree with a wide base, watching Timmy interviewing ranked teens. They are talking about what they want to make of their bright futures — I wonder how Eva feels about being an Eight right now.


  Most of the broadcasting screens are mute at this stage. We can listen to the sounds through our iAms, though.


  Using eye language, Leo orders me to mute my iAm.


  “But of course, my lord,” I say, playing Cinderella until I figure out who it is. “We have to talk about where this relationship is going.” I try to keep up with his pace. I hope he doesn’t think that the kiss in the Speed Exploding School Bus was real. Boys always get ideas from trivial things like that. It’s not like I am not allowed to kiss a cute boy who I just met on live TV before I die. “By the way, I prefer boys who talk,” I tell him. “Especially those I have kissed to save their sorry asses.” He keeps on walking. “I am kind of your princess charming. I kissed you and saved you from exploding; that’s like bringing you back from the dead.”


  Leo turns around abruptly, snatches my iAm from me, pushes the mute button then gives it back to me, bumping it against my chest. He writes a message on his iAm and shows it to me:


  YOU KISSED ME TO SAVE YOUR ASS.


  “Oh yeah? Then why didn't you open your mouth and say you're alive?” I sneer at him – I find myself checking out his ass, non-metaphorically.


  I blink. He is so athletic. I lose focus on whatever humiliation I was planning to bring down on him. Since I spent most of my childhood with Woo, I didn’t interact with many other boys. I was shy, and utterly invisible to the boys in school. Finding myself in the presence of Leo, a boy who girls swoon over, is really uncomfortable, even in a game of death. I think that's the whole point. Death has made me appreciate things, lust for things. It has made me unapologetically go after what I want. I might have only few hours to live, after all.


  “I came here to save a friend, by the way.” I say with my hands on my waist. I don’t know why I act like that, but I want to camouflage my silly superficial attraction to his looks. "So I don't really have time for you. I mean seriously, talking to a set of chattering teeth is more fun than you."


  Leo writes on the iAm: I HAVE A BETTER IDEA. SAVE YOURSELF.


  “Not funny.” I stick out my tongue.


  OH IT WAS FUNNY. Leo writes on his iAm: YOU KNOW WHAT’S NOT FUNNY? I HAVE A BOMB IN MY MOUTH.


  I gasp, taking a step back, reminding myself that although he saved us, I need to take care of myself. He grabs my arm roughly, squeezes it, and writes another message and shows it to me:


  YOU ARE GOING TO HELP ME.


  I try to free my arm, but I can’t break his grip. I stare at his closed mouth, realizing that I was walking next to a bomb all day--not in an attractive way, but in a Grim Reaper kind of way. My eyelids throb, and my lips heat up. I kissed a bomb, and I liked it!


  One of those flying iSees sneaks up behind me, then it orbits over his head. It looks awful, like an actual eye taken from a dead body, with its tail made of swinging flesh, as though it wasn’t cut off properly. Wait, it is a real eye. When it flies, it sounds like when you press the zoom button on a camera. Leo notices it, and backs off. It is spying on us at a time when televising should be at a minimum. I can see us on the screen. Leo doesn’t hesitate. He loads his rifle with one hand and shoots the eye, then the screen. I don’t mind that. There is nothing on the screen that we can’t see on the iAm.


  “Okay,” I say. “So how does this bomb in your mouth work?”


  Message: IT BLOWS UP IF I OPEN MY MOUTH.


  That explains it: the way he looks like he just came back from visiting the dentist, suffering from a permanent toothache. And of course, why he never speaks. Come to think of it, I’m not sure I will still like him when he speaks. Boys are usually better when mute – and beautiful.


  “Don’t break your vow of silence now, please,” I joke, as he lets go of my arm. “I lied when I said I like boys who talk. In fact, I like tongue-tied and mute ones—” so they have nothing to say after I kiss them forcefully.


  Message: FUNNY! FUNNY!


  “You don’t have to say it twice. I am not deaf,” I say, imagining myself somersaulting back in the air, and kicking him in the face.


  Although I can’t stand him — and he certainly can’t stand me — I feel I can trust him.


  Message: THE BOMB IS A PEANUT-SIZED SENSOR I HAVE ON MY TONGUE. IT'S LIKE A LAND MINE. IT WILL EXPLODE IF I PART MY LIPS. TO DISABLE IT, I WILL HAVE TO SEND AN ELECTRIC SIGNAL FROM THE IAM TO MY TONGUE. IT WILL INSTANTLY STOP IT. HOWEVER, I WILL BLACK OUT BECAUSE OF THE ELECTRIC SHOCK, WHICH WILL LOWER MY VITAL SIGNS, LIKE BLOOD PRESSURE, ETC. IMMEDIATELY.


  I have to know his story. Where he came from, and where he spent the last four years. Did he spend them with apes? I can’t believe the way he treats himself, let alone the way he treats people. He was a rock star one day, a Nine, and incredibly good-looking. What happened to him?


  “Okay,” I say. “You choose to electrocute yourself instead of blowing up. Good choice. How can I help you, then?”


  Like a magician, he pulls out a syringe. It is a cylindrical piece of metal, small enough to hide in the palm of your hand. It has a red button on its side, and several holes where the healing fluid comes out. I remember doctors using similar syringes on me when I was vaccinated. Leo has too many of them in his backpack, and they look like they could buzz and electrocute instead of vaccinate.


  IT IS EASY. ALL YOU HAVE TO DO IS PUSH IT AGAINST MY CHEST AND PUSH THE RED BUTTON. I WILL WAKE UP WITHIN SECONDS. JUST PUSH THE BUTTON ONCE. IF YOU KEEP YOUR FINGER ON THE BUTTON, I WILL BUZZ TO DEATH.


  Buzz to death? Hmm. Not a stylish way to die for a beautiful boy.


  Even though I thought I would have enough time to accept or decline his buzz-me-but-not-to-death offer, I am shocked, watching him throw the rifle away, and push the button on his iAm without warning…


  Leo buzzes like an electrocuted bug. A huge one. His eyes widen, and freeze open. I can see the tiny veins in his neck turning blue. He has his arms stiffened by his sides, as wooden as Pinocchio’s nose. Finally, he slumps down, and thuds on the grass. Some heavy stud.


  I am almost paralyzed.


  “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” I keep repeating the phrase to calm down, stomping my feet on the grass and circling around him, hoping that I haven’t just watched a boy kill himself in front of me. I kissed a boy and I killed him!


  He didn’t even hand me the syringe!


  I kneel down, looking for it. I find it stuck under his right leg. I lift his heavy leg, my veins surfacing on my neck, and my face turning red and sweaty. I pick up the syringe, catch my breath, say “Oh my God” one more time, rip his t-shirt open with my bare hands — love this part — and push the syringe against his naked chest, holding it with two hands.


  The first thing I notice is that his lips have parted. It means I have deactivated the bomb, but nothing else happens. I roll my eyes and replay the scene again in my head, trying to figure out if I did something wrong.


  I forgot to push the red button! I am about to kill this boy.


  I push it. The syringe vibrates shortly in my hands, then I pull my finger away before he buzzes to death. As though he doesn’t look dead enough. When I pull the syringe back, I see five tiny red marks on his chest. He should wake up now.


  But he doesn’t.


  There is nothing else I can do. I hit him hard in the chest again, pull his square jaw open, slap him like a boxing girl in a cartoon, but nothing works.


  Suddenly, he shakes violently. He is alive after all. I would have left him and walked anyway.


  Everyone should take care of themselves.


  I look at him, eye to eye. “Can you please talk to me now? I feel like I deserve to hear a compliment, plus tons of explanations.” And maybe a thank-you kiss? A forced one, so we can be even?


  I am longing for the warm texture of his voice to fill my ears. His first words should be nice. Telling me to stay away from him in Grand School doesn’t count. He is basically like a mute frog turning into a speaking prince right now.


  I wait for him to speak.


  Something is still wrong. He looks like he is choking, grabbing his neck with his hands, eyes almost bulging out. He looks scary. I jump behind him, and hit him as hard as I can.


  Again. Again. Again. I enjoy this for some reason.


  Something small pops out of his throat — it sounds like it really hurts coming out. It’s the bomb’s sensor, or detonator, or whatever it’s called.


  I fall to my knees, taking a rest, and allowing myself to sigh. Leo stands up immediately. He doesn’t say anything to me. He collects his rifle, his iAm, and his bag.


  “We don’t have time,” he says almost to himself. “We need to find water, food, and a good hiding place.”


  To my amazement, he walks away into the bushes.


  “Hey,” I yell and stand up. “Hey, you!” I am determined to follow him, but he shows up again back from between the trees.


  Leo looks at me from top to bottom, and then he looks at his ripped shirt. He sighs. “You were enjoying yourself too much with my shirt,” he says bluntly. “I have no time for your psychotic issues.”


  “What?” I can’t believe my ears.


  “Wait here,” he orders, and jogs away again.


  I am standing with my mouth open, regretting having saved him. I need to forget about him. This boy is a walking, talking ape. That’s not good for me, so I turn and walk the other way, back into the forest. From now on, wherever he goes, I will go the opposite way. I begin looking for Woo.


  As I walk into this forest, I am baffled with how big the Playa is. To top it off, this isn’t the Playa I researched. It has nothing to do with older games. How did they change it so much? Where should I start? And I have little time before the new game begin.


  As I walk away, I hear news on my iAm about bad things happening to the Monsters’ families. That’s why my Mother tried to kill me when I was seven years old and she found out I was a pre-Monster. If I hadn’t met Woo, and if he hadn’t told me how to obey the system and stop being stubborn, I'd be dead or living in the Wastelands beyond the borders by now. I owe him more than I owe them. As for my father, I love him. He always stood up for me, but I couldn't tell him what I was about to do, so they wouldn’t hurt him. It’s unlikely they’ll do something to my family because of Jack’s startling rank. How he is a Nine and I am a Seven still puzzles me.


  Then I hear that the Summit will make no exception this year for any families, even if the parents and siblings were Nines and Eights. They claim that they have had enough of the Monster, and they want to speed up the process of eliminating them from society.
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  I stand still in the middle of nowhere, shocked by the news. Does that mean the Summit won't wait one more year for Jack's ranking? Should I confess to the Summit about switching the iAms? Will that help them? What about Eva? Granting her hope and taking it back again isn’t fair.


  I want to call Ariadna, and check with her to see if my family is all right. If they are, I'd feel better, and keep looking for Woo. But Monsters in the games aren’t allowed to initiate calls with anyone outside the Playa. The only way to call someone is to ask permission from the Trickster. I dial three sixes on my iAm, the hotline number of the game’s headquarters.


  It takes forever for someone to answer. I am expecting Timmy to pick up, but he is nowhere to be found. He must be preparing himself to wear a wig, or get into character to answer the call, and entertain everyone.


  Timmy finally picks up. “Yes, sweetie. This is your aunt speaking.” He is dressed in an old woman’s bathrobe with his brown wig in rollers, as if he just came out of the shower. “How may I help you?”


  How much money do they spend on this show? We could use it down here.


  “I need permission to call someone,” I tell him.


  “No can do, dear,” replies Timmy in a high-pitched voice. “No calls allowed before the number of Monsters alive is reduced to ten.”


  “Since when does this rule apply?” I grit my teeth.


  Timmy, looking at his big pink watch, says, “Mmm. Since just before you called.”


  “Listen up, you piece of--” I am losing it, watching him on my iAm. Timmy’s eyes pop out, fixed on two spiral springs, and his ears grow bigger like a rabbit, each shaped like a phonograph. These effects are made using Instant-CGI technology. I’ve seen it on TV. They are CGI effects like in older movies, in real time. I live in a world where reality can be manipulated on the spot. Should I be questioning if any of what I see is even real? “I want to check on my parents. I don’t want anything bad to happen to them. My brother is a pre-Nine. I want to make sure the Summit understands.”


  Timmy is impersonating a judge, wearing a French wig in a courtroom full of wailing Monsters, real monsters: goblins, trolls, werewolves, vampires, ghosts, and more, with full makeup. Timmy’s whole body is shaking when he sobs, “Her brother is a Nine,” he weeps. “A Nine!” He slams a sponge hammer against the desk. It spatters pudding all over his face. “It’s not the court’s responsibility to stop the Summit from whatever they plan to do with your family.” The camera closes in on his face. “Only when there are ten Monsters left — alive — and you are actually one of them, can I grant you a phone call. If you really want to speed up the process…” He blinks repeatedly, his eyes roll like a slot machine. When the rolling stops, they don’t show apples or money bills. They show a gun in each eye. “You might want to kill ‘em yourself. Boo. Boo. Boom.”


  The viewer counter increases dramatically. Almost two million viewers are watching right now. Those are just the national viewers. Worldwide, they might be ten times this number. It really scares me.


  “I am going to hang up now,” Timmy says. “Since your family is broke and is about to be evacuated, I don’t think they will appreciate paying for the phone call. It costs ten times as much calling from the Dizney Battlefieldz. It’s considered long distance, you know.”


  “What? So you know what will happen to them?” What have I done?


  “You will know what you need to know, when you downsize the Monsters to ten. Maybe your zippy-zap boyfriend could help you.”


  “He is not my—”


  Before I could finish my sentence, Leo appears from nowhere and disconnects my call.


  “I told you to wait for me, not gossip on the phone,” he says flatly, and tosses some clothes at me: blue jeans, white t-shirt, and a hair band. He is wearing a new blood-smeared white t-shirt, instead of the one I ripped open. And the leather jacket, of course.


  “I am sure they’re your size. If the pants are a little tight, don’t worry. You'll lose that butt of yours by tomorrow night, running for your life,” he says.


  “I don’t have a big butt,” I protest. I can’t believe he said that. I don’t know who is worse, him or Timmy. I use the hair band, which I think is a good idea, then check out the pants and the shirt. They are blood-stained, but dry.


  “Where did you pick those up?” I am in shock.


  “The pants are from an exploded girl. She had no head and no upper body, so I knew she was a girl from—” He shrugs. “From…whatever.”


  I won’t comment on that. I put on the pants, trying not to think about the blood, or about the fact that I am wearing a dead girl’s pants. I hold my breath and squeeze myself into the jeans.


  “The t-shirt belongs to a boy. He had his legs chopped--"


  “Stop. I don’t need to hear this. I don’t want to hear about your shopping trip in zombieland.” I raise my hands in the air. “The only reason I am doing this is because I know I can’t spend the rest of the games semi-naked in a ruined dress. Now turn around!”


  Leo puts a poker face on, but turns around eventually. I put the shirt on, and throw the dress away.


  “If you don’t like my taste, be my guest and do your own shopping from the dead bodies lying in the streets,” he says. “There is Prada, Versace and—”


  “Not funny,” I fire back. “You can turn around now.”


  “As if I’d wait for your permission,” he mumbles, looking at me. It seems as if something about me amuses him. “Wow. You look good,” he says. Finally, he says something nice to me. “In blood,” he adds. “Here, take this.” He throws a knife at me. It swooshes next to my ear and sticks to the trunk of the tree next to me.


  I am not going to question his sanity anymore. I am worried about my family, and I need to stay alive, and maybe downsize the others.


  “Do you know what happens to our families when we’re outranked?” I interrupt him.


  “All kinds of bad things.” He doesn’t even look at me.


  “Are you for real? What are you?” I try to focus. I can’t seem to put the puzzle named Leo together. “Who are you? Why are you even here? Why did you come back? How do you know my name? Why did you have a bomb in your mouth?”


  “Xitler wanted me to explode. It’s his way of punishing me for rebelling against the Summit.”


  “And why does a Nine rebel against the Summit?”


  “Don’t you ever stop asking questions? My grandma doesn't talk that much. Where is your off-button?” He flips me around like a doll. Is this his excuse to check out my ass?


  “That button is definitely not there!” I purse my lips.


  “So you do have an off-button. It just isn’t there.” He smirks, and marches on. “Come on. I take it that you can pull the knife out from the tree by yourself?”


  I pull the knife out, thinking that I might stick it in Leo’s back eventually. Right now, I have to learn all I can from him.


  Suddenly, I hear a voice behind me in the bushes. When I turn around, I see a young girl.


  Once she sees me, she runs away immediately. I run after her, but then one of the spying iSees buzzes over my head. It’s not a good sign. What if the girl is sent by Woo? I need to distract the iSee, so it doesn’t follow me to his hideout. I trip on purpose in those tight jeans and moan. Nothing easier in the world than convincing it you’re a complaining sixteen-year-old with angst issues. The iSees abandons the pathetic version of me.


  I make sure it’s gone, stand up again, and follow her direction. But I am too late. I am standing on the threshold of the darkness in the forest, unable to find her. The girl looked about seven or eight years old, which doesn’t make sense. If Woo and other survivors from the previous games have managed to survive, they would be older than me, not as young as her. I am such a dork. How could I just trip and fall?


  I call out to the girl, but I get no reply, except the echo of my own, lonely voice. Did I imagine her?


  Standing at the forest’s threshold, I realize that I have blown my chance to find her. It could take hours to scan this place. However, I find a thin white plastic ring on the ground. I pick it up. Did the girl leave it behind? Is it a secret message from Woo to me? When I put the ring on, it feels as if it buzzes slightly. What’s with all the buzzing devices here? But nothing else happens. I rub it with my fingers. “Is that you, Woo?” I whisper to the emptiness surrounding me.
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  I end up following Leo out of the forest, back to where the explosions took place on the Main Street. I try to look away from the dead bodies scattered all over the streets, but I glimpse body parts, which is scarier than a complete corpse.


  “What if some of them are still alive?” The thought hits me.


  “Four of them were alive when I got you the clothes,” says Leo, searching for any weapons we can use.


  “Really?” Making conversation keeps me from panicking. I have to get used to — well, to having dead people all around.


  “I finished them off,” Leo says. “I used my hands. Had to spare the ammo in the rifle.” Who is this guy? “I killed them so they wouldn’t suffer, you know.” Leo explains. I’d love to believe him.


  “I think I saw a young girl back in the forest, but she ran away,” I inform him. “How is that even possible?”


  “What do you mean by a young girl? You’re a young girl,” says Leo, still rummaging through the dead people’s pockets.


  “A kid. Seven or eight years old,” I reply.


  Leo freezes, without turning around. “Are you sure?”


  “I am not sure how old she was, but I am sure I saw someone hiding there that I haven’t seen before.”


  “We could use this info later. Good job. I need you to stay alert and learn things fast.”


  I am flattered that he thinks I did a good job. “My name is Decca, by the way.” Even though I know that he knows my name, I introduce myself.


  “We will have to change that.” Leo kneels down next to a dead body.


  “What do you mean?” I ask. He wants me to change my name?


  No reply.


  “Hey.” I start to lose my temper. “Who are you?”


  “We need to look for anything we can find in the pockets of the dead. Anything we could use,” he mumbles, ignoring my questions.


  “Like what?” I comply helplessly.


  “Use your head. We’re fighting for our lives here. You think I love searching dead bodies? We’re in the middle of a war. Wake up.”


  “Okay.” I am speechless. Maybe I talk too much. My mom said I talk too much. But then, she wanted to kill me. Maybe she wanted to kill me because I talked too much.


  “Try to get us all the money you can find,” he offers.


  I don’t reply. I think he is joking. He is coping with such a crazy world, making silly and dry comments. I think he does it to escape the grim situation we are facing.


  “How’d you like your money? Tens, twenties, or coins?” I mock him, as I start looking.


  “Now we’re talking,” he says. He likes it when I get his sarcastic look at the world. I like that I am getting used to him being mean. No prejudice or criticism, only survival on our minds.


  “I know it is unlikely, but getting our hands on sterilizers or medicine would be really good. Besides, we need to get water.” He mutters the last part.


  “We can find a first-aid kit in one of the buses. School buses should have those,” I remind him.


  “Fascinating.” Leo gazes at the far end of the slope we took down here to the Playa. There is only one school bus left. “I need you to do exactly as I say.”


  “I am listening.” Finally, I feel like I am of use to him.


  “Turn off your iAm.”


  “Again?”


  “I didn’t turn it off the first time. I only muted it.”


  “Are you sure this won’t upset Timmy?” I say, while turning it off. “I am not sure we’re allowed to do that.”


  “We can do whatever we want,” he says. “It’s not like we’re playing capture-the-flag here. They are trying to kill us.” Leo runs toward the bus. I run next to him. He shoots a couple of cameras on the way. His favorite habit. I make a mental note: If you survive this, don’t forget to blow up some of their cameras too. It looks fun.


  “Sooner or later, we’ll need to disconnect from the iAm network, if we want to survive this,” he says. “You know there is a small device like that bomb receptor installed underneath your left ear? A very small one, the size of a grain of rice. It’s how your iAm tracks you.”


  “Oh. I knew that everyone in Faya has one. I never knew where exactly. It is installed right after birth. You don’t get a birth certificate without it, and it’s illegal to remove it. Punishment is as harsh as a death sentence. I know everything. Happy now?”


  “Good girl. Remind me later that I’m starting to like you.” He stops and squashes a beetle on the ground, and then moves on. Boy issues, I guess. “Since we’re already in the game, we could care less about the punishment. To remove the receptor, I’ll need to operate on you. It’s a small surgery, but dangerous. It’s not like this is my main plan, but it’s a possibility, as plan B.”


  “Hmm — so what is plan A?” I wonder, neglecting the fact that a strange boy wants to operate on my brain.


  “Plan A is improvising,” he says.


  “What a plan!”


  “Are you mocking me?” he wonders, ducking as he runs. I do the same. I don’t know what I’m ducking from. “Ever heard Charles Darwin say that ‘in the history of mankind, those who improvised have most effectively prevailed?’”


  “Who is Charles Darwin?”


  “The only dude who can prove that Prophet Xitler is a monkey.”


  It seems like a joke, but I don’t get it. What’s wrong with monkeys? I love monkeys.


  We get on the last unexploded bus, and start searching for the kit. Leo breaks a window in the bus with the back of the rifle, and shoots all nearby screens and cameras. I find the kit. I have no time to check what’s inside. We get off the bus. Leo hides the kit in the bag.


  Once I turn the iAm back on, we hear Timmy cursing. He is mad at us for turning off the device. I can’t understand what he is saying though.


  I hear a rumble in the distance. It looks like everyone is gathering in the front of that crazy-looking huge glass dome. The one I saw when Leo stole the soldier’s Jeep. Leo and I run toward the others as they signal for us to hurry over.


  What’s going on?


  “In case you haven’t heard me, you two sweethearts,” Timmy growls in the iAm, “the second round of the game is on!”
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  “You can’t do that,” I protest. “Ten hours between the games.” I know he is punishing us for turning off the iAms. I don't even have time to look for Woo.


  “Not if it’s for your own good,” says Timmy. “All of you need water for the rest of the games. The next game will earn you that water supply. In case you’re wondering, I will contaminate any lake or water source available in The Playa.”


  I feel angry with myself. This means there are lakes and other water resources in the battlefields that we don’t know about. Even though the Playa seems infinite, I should have looked. Leo said that we needed water and a place to hide. I didn’t do anything about it, but complain.


  Now we are going to bargain with our lives for water. It’s too soon. It’s unnecessary. I am anxious to know what sick game we’re going to play now.


  In my iAm, I see Timmy standing behind a podium on stage in an opera hall. He is dressed in a tuxedo, wearing joker-like makeup, resting his hands wide on the podium, faking seriousness. “Ladies and gentlemen.” He coughs, covering his mouth with one hand, pretending to have said something wrong. “I mean, boys and girls of Faya.”


  Timmy’s show gets the audience’s attention. Teens start posting comments and opinions about the game. The channel broadcasting on the iAm shows anticipatory boys and girls sitting in the sky-high Zeppelins, hanging in the air outside the Playa.


  “Viewership dropped to one and a half million in the last hour, but I promise you that this..." Timmy points at a large screen behind him showing the glass dome, “will blow your mind.”


  Even though I can see the dome in front of me, I prefer watching it on the iAm. The broadcasting is thoroughly detailed, and the dome looks beautiful. It is made of shiny, transparent glass that covers a huge circle of icy floor beneath, which is a little bigger than an ice-hockey field. The glass looks unbreakable. Footage from the iAm shows Timmy earlier, dressed in a military outfit. He is ordering soldiers to fire a cannon at the dome. The bomb simply glides over the dome like a drop of water. Another one of those silly Instant-CGI effects.


  “What you see is state of the art, designed by our genius designers. This dome is made of glass, very strong glass. Its circular base is an ice-skating field. We call it the Breathing Dome. Interested?”


  The broadcast shows videos of bored housewives, barely interested in what’s on TV. The Breathing Dome isn’t attracting a lot of viewers.


  “Not interesting enough?” says Timmy, watching the counter. “I am sure we can work something out.”


  Twenty men and woman start entering the dome, wearing black ice skates. They are muscled and huge, looking awful and scary. They look like wrestlers. The men are shirtless, and the women — who look like angry men — wear metallic bra armors. The men have big stomachs, as if stuffed with giant metal balls, and hairy chests like gorillas. The veins in their necks are visible. Their shoulders look like the curves on top of a mountain. Their wrists are as thick as Leo’s arm. They have implanted horns, sticking out their heads. The men have their heads shaved. The horns make the women look like devils. The horns are implanted into their skulls, not stuck on. All of them wear gas masks with the symbol of the Burning Man on it. The tattoos on their arms are Sixes, but there’s an X on top of the Six. I wonder what that means. And finally, they wear school ties on their bare flesh.


  They look weird. I mean, they are intimidating, but they look like they’re showing off in a circus.


  “Teenies and weenies, let me present: the Bullies.” Timmy points at the weird men and women.


  Still, the crowd isn’t that excited.


  “Wow. Look at those armored bras,” Roger This says. How did he survive the School Exploding Bus? No one pays attention to him.


  “So what is the damn game about?” someone asks from the audience in the Zeppelins.


  “The Breathing Dome has all the water the Monsters need underneath the ice. To get it, they will have to kill the twenty Bullies inside the dome. The catch is that there is no oxygen inside the Breathing Dome.” Timmy laughs. “How ironic. No air in the Breathing Dome.” He claps his hands together like a clown. “While fighting in the dome, the only way to breathe air is from within the breathing booths you can see inside the dome.”


  He points at tall glass boxes that look like phone booths. There are oxygen inhalers inside the booths. The back of each booth is connected to a large blue tube that supplies it with the oxygen. The tubes, wide enough, run all over the icy ground, already posing an obstacle to the ice skaters. We’ll have to jump over them.


  “The Monsters have to survive the Bullies with no air in their lungs. They’re allowed to enter the booths briefly to inhale the oxygen they need, and get back to the killing fields of the Breathing Dome — if the Bullies let them. When the Monsters are in the Breathing Booths, they are immune. I believe this is exceptionally fair.”


  The viewers’ counter is alarming: two and a half million people are watching.


  “Sick lunatic.” Bellona spits on the ground. “I am glad we know how to skate on ice, or we would have lost already.”


  “I can’t,” says Leo.


  Bellona and I can’t believe our ears.


  “Then we’re all going to die in there.” Bellona lets out a painful chuckle.


  “You can’t skate?” I wonder. Really? I thought you were some arrogant superhero who could do anything.


  “Yes,” answers Leo. He is cool about it though. I don’t think he understands how this could hurt us. “I’ll walk barefoot.”


  “You’re such a caveman.” I roll my eyes.


  “You will crack the ice. You are too heavy,” explains Bellona. “This is why the ice skates are thin. It creates as little friction with the ice as possible. With your weight, you can’t fight without breaking the ice. If you break the ice, you’ll drown in the water underneath, and contaminate it. Capiche?”


  “I have clean feet,” says Leo. It's hard to tell if he's mocking her or not. He is in his machine mode again. Seek and destroy.


  “And you said you don’t have enough ammo, right?” I remind him.


  “Two bullets,” he says. “I have a knife. And my bare hands.”


  “We need weapons inside. We can’t fight the Bullies without weapons,” says Bellona. “We have to think of some way to get weapons.”


  Timmy demands that we put on the ice skates and grab the caterpillar tubes provided, which we will use as water containers. They are elastic bottles that look like a big worm, with a fixed curving straw that squeezes up the water from underneath the ice.


  I don’t have a plan, neither does Leo. I am afraid his improvisation techniques are going to get us killed. I know that he will eventually find some heroic way to do his best. I need to learn that planning was in the past. Here everything has to be outsmarted on the spot.


  “Entry to the dome is obligatory, or I will explode me some Monsters.”


  “Can he do that?” I ask Leo and Bellona.


  “It’s more of an electric shock like the one I had in the forest,” says Leo.


  “You had an electric shock?” Bellona admires Leo with her eyes. “And you’re still alive. Man, you are strong.”


  I am starting not to like Bellona. I don’t know why.


  “Did Decca give you a hard time? Did you just want to end your life?” continues Bellona, touching Leo’s arm. Leo puts his poker face on. Actually, Leo has his poker face on most of the time. It’s more of a poker-slash-dumb-slash-Terminator face. How many times did girls hit on you, Leo? Of course, my question applies to your past life, when you were a rock star, before becoming a mindless killing machine.


  “So we enter the dome, get the water we need, and get out?” I ask Timmy, neglecting Bellona's annoying comment.


  “You enter the dome, kill the Bullies, fill your Caterpillars with water, each member has to leave with one, and get out,” explains Timmy. “Or you can take a shortcut: enter the room and die. I wish I could warn you of trying to break the rules. But don't worry; you won't break any, because there aren't any,” says Timmy, peeling off a banana.


  Bellona is talking with the skaters. They are confident they can kill the Bullies, all of them, if they can get their hands on the swords. Which won't happen if we don't use the Breathing Booths effectively. This time, I don't pay much attention to Timmy's comments. I let his voice fade away, like a forgotten nightmare. We are sixty-six outranked about to enter the dome.


  Breathe in. Breathe out. Slowly.


  The skaters know how to ice skate. Bellona orders them to stand second row inside, ten feet away from the Bullies.


  About twenty of us can't skate. They tumble, whine, and ask for help. No one can teach them now. Bellona orders them to stay third row. I wonder why she wouldn't let them be first row. We could sacrifice them. I hate that I even think that.


  Leo is his own master, no one argues with him. He hardly manages to stand still. I don't know what he will do about the skating. I won't ask. All I think about is how to stay alive, wondering if my family is watching the games.


  “The twenty in the back are dead,” Bellona whispers in my ear. “I say they are twenty extra razor-edged weapons. If I can’t get me a sword, I will use their skates as blades after they die.” I thought I was cold-hearted. “You and I will be up front,” she continues.


  I am good at skating. Woo taught me. I was fourteen, and I became even better than him. I will manage, but I don’t understand why Bellona wants me first row. I suspect she is planning to sacrifice me too.


  “No,” Leo interferes. “Decca stays close to me.”


  “Oh, I take the kiss did its magic,” Bellona grins. “While my soldiers get the swords, and probably kill as many as they can, Decca and I will use a collision tactic.”


  “What’s that?” I ask.


  “You will trick one of the Bullies into hunting you. I do the same to another one. We run into each other as they try to catch us, and we both duck at the last possible second. We crouch, and they collide into each other like heavy pigs. We pick up their swords.”


  I think it over. It sounds good. It’s like ducking in Dodgeball. It’s going to be harder for Bellona, since she is taller. I am shorter than most, and lighter in weight.


  “This is not for you, Leo,” I tell him. “You can stay close, considering you can barely skate.”


  Leo doesn’t like it. He nods cautiously though. “Okay,” he says gravely. “You two breathe steadily. Inhale four counts in, hold your breath for one count and let it out for two. Do it now,” he tells us. “This will keep you calm before playing. Right before we put one foot in the grave, inhale as long as possible and give ’em hell.”


  Woo taught me the same technique.


  “All right.” Bellona’s eyes shine. “Twenty Bullies to kill. Easy peasy.”


  “Lemon squeezy,” says Leo, and hits fist to fist with Bellona.


  Suddenly, we hear a loud horn, and the glass door to the dome opens. Leo dashes in before us, and shoots two of the Bullies dead with the last two bullets. He loses balance and falls to the side, yelling at Bellona, “Eighteen left.”


  Bellona’s plan flies out of the window. The horn was a surprise. In the blink of an eye, we're thrust inside the dome. No breathing, no preparing, and no plan. I have to learn this. Planning is not a strategy here. Being alert at all times is a necessity.


  18


  The Bullies collide with the skaters. There is blood on the ice already. Bellona has provoked one of the Bullies to chase her. I find one rushing toward Leo, so I run toward the Bully and punch him in the lower part of his back. He is not hurt. But interested.


  He follows me. The air left in my lungs is not helping. I am slower than usual. My vision isn’t clear. My eyelids throb. Bellona skates in my direction. She doesn’t say anything, only making eye contact with me to preserve energy. I am suffocating. The world around me is in chaos. I can’t seem to understand what is going on. I hear a faint voice creeping into my head.


  The Bully glides after Bellona, until he is close behind her. He tries to chop off her head with the golden sword. He misses, and the sword cracks the ice. This isn’t good. We could all fall and become easy targets.


  Something swooshes next to my ear, leaving a rushing sound like a seashell or heavy wind in my ear. From the corner of my eye the slash looks gold. It’s my predator behind me, trying to kill me. I think he has cut off a piece of my hair. This morning, my hair was my greatest asset. I would have cried if someone did that to me. Now it doesn’t matter.


  I need air. My mind wanders to where I can find a Breathing Booth. I see one, but I shouldn’t give up on Bellona. She is too close now. If I keep steady, we can cause the two Bullies to crash into each other and take their swords.


  The distance between the booth and Bellona is almost the same, about twenty feet. I can’t breathe. Neither can Bellona. I am bending too low, I might fall on my face.


  Closer.


  Eye to eye with Bellona. We can’t speak. I will trust my eyes and hers to time the ducking.


  Now.


  I can’t stoop any lower, so I take a swift detour to the right, gliding over the ice in the direction of the booth. I lose balance and fall on my face, but my body keeps on gliding, the ice cracking underneath me.


  I hear the terrible sound of collision behind me, like two bears pounding against the floor. They let out painful oohs, then I hear the ringing of one sword hitting the ice.


  Bellona is screaming. I hit my head against the bottom of the Breathing Booth with no energy left to look back. I need to pull myself together, stand up, and get into the booth. I need oxygen.


  I try to balance on one leg then pull the other up after me, but the distance deceives me, and I slide down to the floor again. I manage to stand up again. Bellona stops screaming. I don’t know what happened to her. I hear the ice cracking again behind me. I struggle to pull the door of the Breathing Booth open. When I succeed, I hop inside the booth, close the door behind me, and use the inhaler.


  Slowly, the oxygen fills my lungs. I feel like a rose blooming back to life. I should be looking back to see what happened to Bellona, but I am addicted to the oxygen, reminding myself that I am in the safe zone.


  More oxygen into my lungs. And some more.


  I will need it, because I have to go back and pick up a sword.


  Will I have to look for Bellona?


  When I look back in the battlefield of the Breathing Dome, it’s a bloodbath.


  The red color is spreading fast; like growing tree branches, curving, thickening, and thinning onto the white icy floor. I follow a trail of red that leads to Bellona. One of the Bullies has fallen on top of her. The poor girl, although taller and stronger than me, is trapped underneath him, almost unconscious, arms trembling, shivering for help. Her eyes roll back, showing almost all white. Her face is pinkish blue. The Bully above her is dead, with the other Bully’s sword plunged in his neck — the collision trick worked. We just didn’t expect one of them to trip over Bellona.


  The ice around Bellona is cracking open. The zigzags are spreading around her in all directions. Every time Bellona gathers her strength and tries to free herself from underneath the Bully, the cracks spread further in random directions. One of us, from those who couldn’t skate, falls into an open crack in the distance. I can’t save her. It’s too far, and too late.


  The other Bully is gone without a sword. His sword is two steps away from my booth. Although I know I should only care for myself, I can't leave Bellona behind. We promised we would do this together. It’s Armageddon, the world is falling apart, but a promise is a promise. I take one last breath in, and grab for the door.


  It doesn’t open…not wide enough to let me out anyway.


  I hear a thud. I am shaking. I feel like I am in an elevator that has fallen loose from its hinges, and now its door is jammed out of place. I push the door again. It won’t open, blocked by the icy floor outside. The booth is too small. There is no room for me to swing and break the glass.


  The cracks keep spreading around the booth. I could drown in the cold water underneath, trapped inside the booth. The same water I am actually fighting for. I need the ice around the door to melt or disappear so I can open the door, or I will die.


  It’s not my time to die. How can you die before discovering who you really are?


  “Don’t contaminate the water, little Monsters,” says Timmy in the microphones. “There are too many dead bodies falling into the water. Unless you’re okay with drinking blood."


  The booth falls deeper below the ice. The cold water rushes in. It’s up to my knees. I could drown before the whole booth drops in the water.


  Beyond the glass, Bellona is lying still. I can’t let her die. Besides the promise, I just made a new friend. I don’t give up on my friends.


  I try to stretch my right leg through the small gap showing between the door and its metal frame, kicking the ice with the sharp metal of my skate. The ice starts to break but very slowly, because I don’t have enough space to swing my foot with enough power. My leg hits the metal side of the door, and it hurts. I wash the thought of pain away, and focus on the thought of survival. Woo used to say that there is no such thing as pain. It’s all in your head.


  I need a gap wide enough to crane my head out the door, but the ice breaks so slowly.


  Another thump from the booth. More cold water rushes in.


  I am still breathing through the inhaler. I am wasting too much energy here. I need to be in the Breathing Dome. The Suffocating Dome.


  Raising my head, I see that I have caught the attention of a Bully from afar. It looks like he doesn’t consider a booth with an open door a safe zone. He is skating heavily toward me, lowering his pointed horns. He has bruises all over him. The others are doing a good job so far.


  I am going to die now. I just have to decide how.


  A skater and another Bully are fighting next to my booth, which complicates my situation. As the skater forces the Bully down to the floor, more zigzagged cracks spread toward me.


  Another thump.


  Now more water rushes inside, and the door gets harder to push open. The skater kills the Bully, takes his sword, and skates away. He doesn’t help me. Maybe he didn’t see me. My booth might not grab anyone’s attention in this situation, because it is useless. No one can get inside it. I won’t forget the skater’s face.


  I don’t look at Bellona. I will not get frustrated. I have to stay positive. Negative thoughts will kill me faster, and I have learned in a game with bus explosions that every second counts.


  I can do it. I just don’t know how. It will happen. It will be shown to me.


  The Bully is approaching fast, so close now. If I manage to open the door, I think he might eat me alive. I pull the door closed instead, as the water reaches my belly. I have my oxygen here inside. It will buy me some time.


  The Bully is in front of my booth, breathing into his gas mask, producing an awful sound, like an alien from outer space. I inhale, staring straight at him, showing him that nothing can get me out of here.


  A broadcast of me is projected on the inner surface of the Breathing Dome. Timmy must think my situation is most entertaining. I can’t hear his silly comments, because water is already covering my iAm in my back pocket — it’s waterproof. There is no audio coverage inside the dome. Either that, or I have gone deaf.


  The Bully is circling around the booth, looking for a way to shake me out of it. He is looking at the blue oxygen tubes outside, which feed oxygen to the inhaler inside the booth.


  Oh. My. God.


  He raises his sword high in the air with theatrical evilness — all in the name of entertainment. The viewers are holding their breaths in utter astonishment.


  Here, you’ve got your horror movie of the year, your adrenaline rush, your coveted violence and anger release. Hail the system and kill the Bad Kidz.


  In a moment he could cut off my oxygen supply. He should know better, since this won’t get me out. I will only suffocate in here.


  How could I possibly survive this? If I don’t suffocate, I will drown, and if I don’t, a Bastard will stab me.


  Shake the thoughts away. As long as I have one last breath, there is hope; better than hope, there is a way.


  His sword goes down on the blue tube and…


  …the air in the booth cuts off.


  I feel like I have died already.


  The Bully leaves me be, realizing I am as good as dead. He skates away toward another prey. I pound against the glass door, and my heart is choking in my lungs.


  I guess my fear is accelerating my death. Fear is bad. Too much blood pumping, high pressure, lack of reason, and your body can’t help you. I wonder what the graphs on my iAm look like now.


  I have found out how to save us all from the Breathing Dome, the same instant I’ve found out I am going to die.


  The blue tube is the solution. It’s the mockery implemented by the sick designers. The thing that will make them laugh at us when we’re dead: Look at those Monsters. They could have just saved themselves from the beginning. This Breathing Dome is a joke. We could have saved ourselves by cutting the blue tubes, and filling the dome with oxygen. I just found out too late.


  While my eyelids shudder, closing slowly, something blurry, black, tiny as a pebble, fills my vision. As it approaches me it starts to grow.


  It has a golden glow to it and it takes no prisoners.


  It’s Woo.
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  Woo is skating on the ice like a professional. How in the name of…?


  My eyelids surrender. The muscles in my neck flatten. My head falls on one shoulder.


  I hear someone break the glass. I think I can hear him call my name. Maybe I am dying and hallucinating. My eyes are closed between Heaven and Earth…


  I feel something soft and gummy touch my lips. It sticks to my sealed lips for a moment, then it parts my lips.


  It feels so good.


  So good, as if I am blooming like a flower. It feels dreamy. Is that the kiss of death?


  Buh-bye world?


  Hallucinations?


  Air fills my lungs again. I can see the air in my mind’s eye, spreading into every vein in my body. It is blue, the color of the serene sky on summer days.


  My eyes flip open.


  I am breathing.


  It’s not Woo.


  I see Leo in front of me with his serious look. He is holding me. We are standing outside of the booth with all the mess around us. He knocks a Bully down, and gets back to me. There is something sticking to my face. I touch it. I am wearing a gas mask. Was this what I felt on my lips?


  “I got you a mask from the Bully,” Leo says. “Are you functional? There are four more to kill.”


  I have to teach this homeless lion someday that you can never ask a girl a question like: Are you functional? What is that supposed to mean? It’s as if I am a robot or something.


  I move the mask a little to talk to him. “How can you skate?” I know it is not the right time to ask, but it is never the right time when you’re about to die.


  “That’s how fast men can learn.” He bumps me with his fist and winks. It hurts. “Take this.” He hands me a sword. “Don’t say you can’t use it. Think chopping carrots.”


  I take it and pull the mask back. It’s amazing when you can breathe. Such a gift.


  “Stay here,” he says. “I need to find a mask for myself.”


  Most of the survivors are wearing masks. Leo has given his to others.


  I suddenly remember Bellona, and the blue tube.


  “You don’t need to find a mask,” I yell at Leo. “Follow me.” I skate toward the first blue tube I see. “Just kill anyone who tries to kill me.”


  “Wait!” He sounds upset behind me.


  I slice a blue tube open with the sword. This one, and that one. I tell everyone I meet to cut the tubes open. It will take a while until the dome is filled with the oxygen from the tubes, but since most of the booths have been damaged, the survivors can breathe right into the blue tubes. I use all my strength to push the Bully off Bellona, then I pull her to an open blue tube and stick her face to it. She is blue and motionless. I don’t know what else to do. I keep giving her oxygen from the tube and hit her lightly on the back.


  There is a bloodbath all around me. Survivors keep slicing the blue tubes.


  Bellona is breathing again. Coughing repeatedly, but breathing.


  We’ll be able to breathe easily in the dome within minutes, once the tubes fill it with Oxygen.


  Only one Bully left.


  We have to finish him to win the game, before the dome’s floor turns into a big hole of ice-cold water.


  Leo terminates the Bully. When Leo kills the last Bully, I notice they have some kind of mechanical bones under their skin. Are they all cyborgs? How do they bleed?


  “How is that possible?” I ask Leo.


  “Some genetically human-slash-android creation by the Summit,” Leo says. “If I’d known earlier, I would have looked for their batteries and taken them out.”


  We hear the horn again.


  Timmy announces that the Bloodbath on Ice is over. A whole lot of advertising follows. Four million viewers have watched us survive the Breathing Dome.


  “How did you come up with the blue tube idea?” asks Leo.


  I give him the look he has been spreading around all day long. “That’s how fast girls can think.”


  We laugh. We are exhausted. We are back from the dead. Leo, Bellona, and I.


  Only eleven of us survived.
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  After collecting all we can from the dome, we walk to the forest, watching the sun set over The Playa. I have no strength to go looking for Woo at the moment. I wasn't prepared for this. I need to catch my breath.


  Leo starts a fire. He is experienced with what he does. Bellona and her friends bring over a set of sleeping bags and other stuff they kept hidden in the unexploded bus. I have to know who those guys really are.


  We have water, but we have no food. I wonder how long we can survive without food. Leo found a bag full of ammo with one of the dead Bullies. I guess plan B was to shoot us in the dome. Leo shoots all the nearby cameras. ‘Nuff said.


  ***


  We are sitting in a circle around the fire. There is no food though. All we have is candy bars we found in the pockets of the deceased. We can keep up until tomorrow. Strangely, I am not waiting for the next episode of my favorite series on TV. I don’t care about homework, and I am not speculating about whether I should attend college or not. I don’t worry about how to please my mom, be a good child, make my bed, help the family, avoid sneaky boys, make friends, figure out why I haven’t been invited to some party, mourn over my bad luck, or be bored and think about trying cigarettes or drinking for a change. None of that matters anymore. I wouldn’t care if my mom burst into my room, yelling at me for all the troubles I have caused her and my dad, and how I ruined their relationship. My teachers could send me to detention and call me on my behavior. I wouldn’t care, not a bit. I wouldn’t even acknowledge anything they say. If they want to call me a Bad Kid, so be it. I have a life now. A scary and deadly life. Yes! But at least I get to defend who I am, and who I want to be. No one can control me and decide my future anymore.


  Bellona sits next to Leo, showing him her family photos, which she has popped out of her military wallet. I turn away and occupy myself with something else. I am surprised Shoegirl survived the dome. She believes that what happens to us is our destiny, and that it’s for the best interest of the nation. It turns out that Shoegirl’s real name is Pepper.


  “So what’s everyone’s story?” I ask.


  “We’re all Monsters.” Bellona sharpens the edges of her sword with a rock, now that Leo seems uninterested in her photos. Leo and a photo album? Are you kidding me? “That’s everyone’s story,” she says.


  “I am not,” I snap, but I wish I could take it back. Claiming I am not a Bad Kid might sound offensive. Besides, why would I expose myself? Who would believe me?


  “Is that what your iAm says?” Pepper is curious. “Because you don’t—”


  “Look like one?” I wish I could take this back too. Pepper is the least good-looking, the least educated, and the least enthusiastic. Her skin is covered with some sticky brown stuff, as if she hasn’t washed for years. She has yellow teeth, and her stiff hair looks like a broom’s bristles on top of her head. Plus the ear-to-ear dental bracing she wears. I feel for her in a world where she could be bullied and hurt repeatedly for wearing those.


  “You don’t behave like one,” remarks Bellona. “I saw what you did in the Breathing Dome.”


  Leo is silent and observant.


  “I think most of you don’t behave like Monsters,” Pepper elaborates.


  “How about Leo?” Bellona puts a slight smile on her face.


  “Leo is a Nine. We all know that,” intercepts Pepper, almost envious, chewing on jelly cola she has found in a dead kid’s pockets. She is not sharing with anyone. “I just don’t know why he is here with us.” She stares at him suspiciously.


  We look at Leo. We want to know, but he doesn’t flinch. He isn’t surprised or embarrassed, not showing the slightest need to explain himself. He glances at me for a second though. I am surprised, unable to interpret the meaning of that look.


  “He is exhausted,” says Bellona. “Let me tell you about us, the ones you call the skaters.” She addresses Pepper. Six of the eleven survivors are skaters.


  “Were you in the army?” asks Pepper.


  “Yes,” Bellona confirms. “We were ranked Sixes two years ago. After six months in the military, we found out what horrible things the Summit makes the soldiers do. We invaded cities outside Faya to conquer one more town, and add it to Prophet Xitler’s empire. We were ordered to kill women, children, execute and burn, without the right to ask why. All in the name of the Burning Man. They told us these people were our enemies, and that they threatened the survival of our nation, like Bad Kidz do.” I swallow hard. Did my dad do any of that? “The world outside Faya is mostly wastelands, all sand and dust. Still, there is something precious out there that Xitler is looking for. We just don’t know what.”


  “But the world outside isn’t like that,” objects Pepper. “I have seen it on TV. The world is so big. There are countries of different ethnicities on every continent. They watch our games, and pay highly for it. They have technology. Not necessarily like ours, but enough to let them watch the games.”


  “That’s the world beyond the oceans,” explains Bellona. “Faya is located in a continent that was once called North America. We occupy the west coast only. The rest of the continent is deserted and has a harsh climate. We’re not allowed out there. It’s called the Wastelands, and they never talk about it. This is where the real rebels are. Sometimes, they’d send us to the Wastelands to find certain people who the Summit are interested in. They seemed to be regular teens. We arrested them. The Summit tested them or something, and then we never heard about them again. Sixes and their families barely make a decent living. If you disobey orders as a soldier, you and your family get punished.” Bellona gazes into nowhere for a moment, as if daydreaming, as if she is seeing an invisible ghost. “We skaters are a faction of soldiers who refused to cooperate. We have decided to oppose and expose the Summit, but we couldn’t find help. Since everyone in Faya’s main concern is getting ranked, no one pays attention to such things. That’s when we heard about the Breakfast Club.”


  “You know about them?” Pepper sounds eager.


  “What is the Breakfast Club?” I ask.


  “The Breakfast Club is the revolution,” says Pepper. “They are our only hope. You could call them the real Bad Kidz. Prophet Xitler and the Summit are afraid of them. It’s rumored they live in the Wastelands.”


  “True. That’s why we were ordered to hunt them, and kill them and their families,” says Bellona. “They are led by a great leader who is as young as we are. They’re building an army of youngsters, real Bad Kidz, who want to unlearn the bad ideas and habits of Faya. They talk about things I have never even heard about.”


  “Selflessness, fearlessness, hope, abundance, strength, courage, loyalty, honor—” Pepper counts on her fingers. “I know a little about them. My brother was once arrested for downloading the Breakfast Club’s manifesto on his iAm.”


  I have underestimated Pepper. She knows a lot.


  “Bravery, unity, and belief,” Bellona continues. “There is much more actually. The bottom line is that they believe in a no-rank, no-Monster society. They know that Utopia is a lie.”


  “My brother used to say that they don’t live in the Wastelands,” says Pepper. “It’s just a rumor. In fact, it is said that their hideout is so clever, you wouldn’t figure it out.”


  “Sounds crazy,” I say. Leo screws up his face at my comment.


  “It’s not. They have inspired us to oppose the Summit. To say no to what we don’t believe is right,” says Bellona.


  “So were you punished and downgraded to Monsters?” asks Pepper.


  “Yes,” says Bellona. She doesn’t seem to regret it in any way.


  “You fools,” says Pepper.


  Bellona chuckles. “What’s with you, girlie? You sounded like you liked the idea seconds ago.”


  “I do, but I don’t like it when someone does something brave, and finds out it was only foolish. Either you have a real solution, or you stick to the system.”


  “We are no fools,” says Bellona. “Although we know we’ll probably die in here, a soldier dies with honor, standing, not on her knees, never ashamed, as long as she stands for what she believes is right. We know the Summit is an evil dictatorship. We believe that repeated actions of oppositions and uprisings will lead to salvation. Honestly, you don’t know how good it feels being here.” Bellona exchanges serene looks with the other skaters. “We will give ’em hell.”


  “That’s exactly why they call every sixteen-year-old under the rank of Five a Bad Kid,” a skater-friend of Bellona explains. “Because if the iAm ranks you low enough to cause trouble, you’re a threat to the Summit. The slightest hint of you being a teen capable of speaking your mind freely endangers the Summit’s existence. The iAm knows how to spot a rebel.”


  “Since you Sixes seem to know a lot…” Pepper picks up the jelly she spat out earlier. Yuck. “What’s Generation Z?”


  “Good question,” says Bellona. “You know the Old America ended with what we call the Great Disease, right? The Great Disease started as a war, a one-hundred-year-long war between the governments and Generation Z.”


  “Generation Z,” the boy follows, “was the last generation of youngsters before the Great Disease. They were born with the latest technologies around. They were smart, effective, and powerful. Most of all, they started opposing governments all over the world, using technologies similar to the iAm to communicate with each other. Generation Z changed everything in terms of taste in music, movies, arts, politics, free thinking, and free knowledge. Generation Z, in every country in the world, continued to be a major threat to the governments who claimed they were practicing something called democracy, which is just another disguise for a totalitarian system like ours.”


  "This world we live in is based on Xitler's findings after the world ended,” Bellona catches on. “He found an endless amount of information about the past buried in what was called the Nevada Desert. It seemed as though someone in the Old America wanted to make sure that their history and civilization wasn't just going to vanish from the world, so they photographed, videotaped, and documented it, then buried them in the sand in hopes that someone would find them and restore this history. Xitler studied it and passed what he thought would benefit him in creating a new America, and omitted, forged, and changed what suited his system."


  "So all this we live in is an imitation of an old world smitten with Xitler's devious signature?" I ask.


  "Yes," the skater boy nods. "Take the Playa for example. It's a twisted version of a place called Disneyland, which existed in the same address in the Old America. To Xitler, it seemed like the perfect location for his deadly games."


  "And what does the Burning Man have to do with that?" I ask.


  "The Burning Man was more like an x-marks-the-spot for the location of the containers. Originally, the Burning Man was a festive occasion in the Old America. They celebrated freedom of expression. That's all. Whoever left the containers behind didn't just leave it as an effigy in a world that has been totally destructed. Xitler thought the Burning Man made a great God for his nation."


  “If he had all this information at hand, then why was controlling the nation with a ranking system so important?” I ask.


  “We’re not sure,” the boy said. “It looks like it's because of generation Z, the kids who eventually brought down Old America."


  “So basically Faya is a bad movie remake of a once-awful movie.” Pepper considers.


  “How does the Breakfast Club know all that?” I wonder.


  “It’s rumored that they had found the containers before the Xitlers,” the boy explains. “Only they couldn’t collect enough information before Xitler’s family and their army came and threatened to kill them.”


  “I suppose there is a reason why they’re called the Breakfast Club too.” I say.


  “Yes,” Bellona smiles. “It’s named after an old movie. One that will live forever.”


  “Was it about the Monsters?” Pepper wonders.


  “Kind of. It was a movie about teens like us.” The boy explains.


  I sigh for a moment, taking in the information. “I see. "So what happened next?” I ask.


  “What happened next is the story of the iAm itself.” says Bellona.
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  “The iAm was Generation Z’s idea,” Bellona says. “They started it for fun, using what they called smartphones at the time to self-quantify themselves.”


  “It was also called Body Hacking. Just the same as our iAm now,” says Roger This. I notice his t-shirt is too clean for a boy who fought for his life. “But then the applications started becoming more complex. The software started predicting unusual things, like how well the owner of the smartphone would do in his next exam in school, how long the owner was estimated to live, who the owner would fall in love with. Generation Z thought it was fun.”


  “Only the device was controlled individually by each member of Generation Z,” Bellona says. “Meaning that your data was private. You used it to tweak your body and mind the way you liked. It was a logical advancement in technology at the time. It was harmless until—”


  “Until the data was controlled and used by the government,” a skater boy says. “The governments thought: ‘What a magical device. We can control Generation Z with this device, by knowing everything about them. We don’t need surveillance anymore. We don’t even need to spend money on weapons of war. We practically own teens by knowing everything they do twenty-four-seven.’ And that was the end of the world. The end of democracy, freedom of speech, and everything. No one could do anything without the government knowing it. Everyone got spied on, and their future predicted—”


  “That is exactly the same world we live in now.” I remark.


  “So the Monsters are only an equivalent to Generation Z?” Pepper wonders. “The ones who didn’t want to submit blindly to the Summit?”


  The skaters nod.


  “That is definitely not me,” says Roger This. “I loved the Summit. The computer and internet games they make are so awesome. I am only here because I didn’t study or go to school, spending my time playing Zeragon 5, trying to become a top scorer.”


  “Are you for real, or just a figment of my imagination?” Pepper snarls at Roger This.


  Bellona laughs. “By the way,” she addresses me. “You did great in the Breathing Dome, and you saved my life.” She averts her eyes from mine. “Thank you,” she says, almost whispering. I understand that military teens should be saving others, so when I saved her, she felt a little awkward about it.


  “You’re welcome,” I say aloud. I saved somebody and they thanked me. This never happened to me before.


  “So can’t the Breakfast Club help us?” Pepper asks the skaters.


  “The Breakfast Club is hard to reach,” explains Bellona. “They don’t use iAms. They have gone through the dangerous operation of removing the receptor trackers from underneath their left ears. It’s said that some of them died in the process, and they don’t trust anybody easily.”


  Everybody falls silent. It seems the Breakfast Club is not the answer to our fears at the moment.


  “But how about the families of the members of the Breakfast club?” I wonder. “Weren’t they affected by their sons and daughters becoming members of the revolution?”


  Bellona swallows and gazes at the grass beneath her feet. “They had their parents clear their names,” she says.


  “What is that?” asks Pepper.


  “It means they are no longer considered sons and daughters to their parents,” I explain. Finally, something I know about. Clearing someone’s name means that you don’t belong to the family anymore. By doing this, your family will not be downgraded if you get a bad rank, and they are not responsible for you anymore. Also you’re not allowed to meet with them ever again. I know this because I’ve researched it before. I was going to use it, but you’re not allowed to clear your name if your father is a Six and served in the army. I don’t think that Woo cared enough about his father to clear his name.


  “You can do that?” Roger This asks. For the first time, he seems infuriated. He covers his face with his hands, letting out a strange noise, like the moaning of a cat.


  “What’s wrong?” Bellona asks him. Hell, even Leo turns his head.


  “I could have saved my family,” Roger This says. “I knew previously that I’d be outranked, because I am a game addict.”


  “No, you couldn’t have saved them,” I explain to him. “Only the parent of a ranked teen can do this. The parents have to approve.”


  Roger This removes his hands, raises his head, and looks at us. “That makes me feel better. A little. All day I’ve been thinking about what will happen to my parents. They are both Fives.”


  “They play games, too?” Leo asks him, wrapping his arms around his knees pressed to his chest. Of course, he is still holding the rifle. We all turn to Mr. Mysterious, finally speaking.


  “Yes,” Roger This says, a little intimidated by Leo.


  “Zeragon 5. Eh?” Leo mutters.


  “Yep.” Roger This nods.


  “Cool game.” Leo slaps a small insect crawling on his face. He doesn’t brush it away after it sticks to his flesh. Roger This winces. “I couldn’t figure out how to open the Dudgeon Dungeon,” Leo remarks.


  Dudgeon Dungeon? Bellona and I exchange open-mouthed looks.


  “That’s easy,” Roger This says. “You just pick the berries from the forest, give them to the Lady in Black, and she gives you the password.”


  “Password?” Leo wonders. “The Dudgeon’s gate opens with a password?”


  “Or you find the Rabbit Hole,” Roger This says.


  “Yeah? What’s up with all that hype about the Rabbit Hole?” Leo asks.


  Suddenly, we’re all blocked out, watching the two most unlikely characters talk about the most unlikely subjects.


  “We shouldn’t talk about the Rabbit Hole.” Pepper says.


  “I heard about this Rabbit Hole thing,” says Bellona. “I mean, I don’t play computer games, but is this Rabbit Hole you’re talking about what I think you’re talking about?”


  Roger This nods. He seems reluctant to say anything about the Rabbit Hole.


  “Why is this Rabbit Hole so important?” I ask.


  “It’s rumored that there is a way out of the Playa,” a skater boy explains. “It’s called the Rabbit Hole.”


  “Seriously?” I almost jump from my place. “So why aren’t we looking for it?” If this is true, and Woo survived, then he is already out of here. But if he is out, why didn’t he contact me?


  “It’s never been confirmed,” says Pepper. “Someone keeps sending secret messages and codes through the online games about the Rabbit Hole in the Playa. That’s about it. How do you not know about that? It’s like, an urban legend.” Again, I seem to be the only one ignorant of this.


  “Not just someone,” says Bellona. “It’s Wolf who sends the messages. We trust him.”


  “Who is Wolf?” I wonder.


  “The leader of the Breakfast Club,” the boy says. “It’s his nickname. He encourages teens to look for the Rabbit Hole. It’s a way out that even the Summit doesn’t know about.”


  “So seriously, why aren’t we looking?” I say.


  “Because we are going to face another deadly game tomorrow,” says Bellona. “And we’ll need all the sleep we can get now. We don’t have the time to look for a myth like that. Be real.”


  “Stop it, girls,” one of the skaters demands. He is heavily tattooed, and is lying on his back with his hand behind his head, chewing on some grass. I remember him. He is the one who left me behind on purpose in the Breathing Dome. Strangely, he has his name tattooed on his arm, under the Six: Orin.


  “Since you have spoken, Orin…” I can’t help myself. I have to express my anger. “I want to tell you that you could have saved me today. You killed the Bully next to the Breathing Booth I was trapped inside, and I was dying. I was screaming for you, and you didn’t save me. You didn’t even look at me. I can’t imagine you didn’t hear me. You were so close.”


  “I heard you,” says Orin bluntly. “It’s just I am not here to save anybody. I am not in the military anymore. This is me taking care of me.”


  There are two or three minutes of silence, except for the sound of flickering fire, and me gulping water. The eleven of us are still. What Orin said needs little explanation. Are we going to be there for each other, or is every one of us on their own? Is this going to be a fight within a fight, or should we stand united?


  Orin is a soldier. His mind is more tuned to the situation than most of ours. He is practical.


  “Hey,” Leo interrupts the tension, talking to Roger This. “I didn’t get your name, fellow gamer.” Leo has his chin up, not smiling.


  “I am Vern,” Roger This says, looking at all of us, suddenly remembering he never introduced himself — and none of us asked. “Don’t worry. I know all of your names from the Breathing Dome.”


  “What’s your nickname in Zeragon 5?” Leo says. It still boggles my mind how and when Leo had time to play computer games.


  “I am RogerThis.” Vern points proudly to his clean t-shirt with two fingers. He looks flattered that Leo asks him. “RogerThis007, actually, since Roger This was taken…”


  “I get it,” says Leo, chewing on a match. “If we survive the Monster Show, I’ll nudge ya.”
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  “So why did you dedicate your song to the Monsters?” Pepper asks Leo, dropping the real question no one dared to ask until now. “You know, you being a Nine, coming from an all-Nine family… It doesn’t make sense.” Pepper is forward. I like her.


  Leo looks like he has a sudden lump in his throat. Since I met him, I haven’t seen him hesitant and embarrassed, until now. “You’ll be surprised to know that I am no hero,” says Leo. “I did it because I wanted to make myself look like a rebel. I was sixteen, you know. Talking about Bad Kidz was prohibited. So I, in my rock star mode, wanted to do something outrageous. To sell more records, and win the Burning Idol. But I have to admit, I am glad I did. My life took such a crazy turn since then, especially when Xitler and the Summit banned me. I understood then what kind of a dictatorship we were living in. I turned against the Summit and went searching for the Breakfast Club everywhere, wanting to join them. But like Bellona, I never found them.”


  “So, you’re just like every one of us,” says Bellona.


  “If Leo is just as hopeless as we are, what’s the point of playing the game?” Pepper says. “We are all going to die.”


  “Especially if none of us has a reason to form an alliance with anyone else.” It’s the first time I agree with Pepper. Not that I feel like giving in, but I need to see where this is going.


  “The more we try to live — and eventually die — the more the audience is entertained,” explains Pepper. “Like in a horror movie, you can’t kill all the actors in the first scene.”


  “In a horror movie, the hero never dies.” I beg to differ. I don’t know what kind of horror movies Pepper watches.


  “The Monster never dies,” says Vern, with his knees pulled up to his chest, and his head buried between his legs. He thinks we didn’t hear him, then raises his head, surprised we’re all staring at him. “What? It’s a Stephen Zing quote.”


  “King,” Leo sighs. “Stephen King, not Zing. Zing sounds as if he were a Samurai or something.”


  “What’s a Samurai?” I ask.


  Leo rolls his eyes. He is not going to answer me. Mr. I-come-from-outer-space.


  “I am just messing with you. We killed the Bullies with Samurai swords, remember?”


  “I agree with Vern,” says Bellona. “The Monster never dies. Not that I like them calling us Monsters. But since they do, let’s show them how strong-willed us Monsters can be. Let’s bond together and show them that this year, at least one of us will survive. We have to teach them that the Monster never dies.”


  “How are we going to do that?” I ask. I am not here to win. I am here to find my friend.


  “Military style,” answers Bellona, looking at the skaters.


  “You sure you want to do it that way?” a skater boy asks.


  “Yes,” Bellona says. “But no one else can know about this but us.”


  “What’s going on? What does military-style mean?” asks Pepper.


  “First, I want your iAms turned off now.”


  Pepper nods. She seems convinced, or is playing along. We all nod too. How is a Monster never going to die?


  “What I am going to ask of you is a technique we use in the army,” explains Bellona. “It is called La Roche: a tactic for survival in extreme situations.”


  “Yes?” I prompt her.


  “We will have to create an internal ranking that no one knows about but us. A ranking from one to ten. One is the one we sacrifice first, ten is the one we sacrifice last.”


  “What does that mean?” Pepper asks, with a furrowed brow. She only has one eyebrow; the other is missing.


  “When we go back to the Battlefieldz tomorrow, the Summit will try to turn us against each other with all the psychological tricks they have. They will push us as much as they need to, so we lose the games.”


  “Okay?” I say.


  “If we want at least one of us to win the games, here is what we will do. We will give each other numbers that will tell us who sacrifices themselves for the rest. It’s going to be our secret code.”


  “This is awful.” I can’t believe my ears.


  “We are likely to die anyway,” says Pepper. “And don’t worry. I’m ready to be number one. I was raised with the idea that I am going to die to save others for sixteen years. It’s going to be easier for me.”


  “It is going to be our internal rank, to know who is worth the risk to save, and who is to die for the rest of us at any given moment,” Bellona repeats.


  “How are we going to choose?” Orin asks.


  “We vote,” Leo answers. He likes the idea.


  “No,” Vern says, raising his hand. “We toss. If we vote, I will be number two.”


  “And Decca will be number three.” Orin grins. This guy hates me.


  “I saved all of you in the dome today,” I yell at him.


  “Hah.” He shakes his head.


  “Okay. We toss,” Bellona says. “But leave Leo out of it.”


  “Why?” Vern asks.


  “He is the strongest, and most experienced,” says Bellona. “If he dies, I don’t see how we can make it.”


  “And if I don’t like my result?” Orin asks.


  “Then you are not one of us. You leave and play on your own, like you did with Decca in the dome,” Leo explains firmly.


  None of us asks Leo to participate. We all know that with him around, as silent and obnoxious as he is, we feel a little safer.


  We all agree. Leo takes the lead and carves our names on big leaves with his sword. He collects them in his bag. We start picking our numbers.


  Vern is number one, the first to be sacrificed. Pepper is two. I think she is okay with that. Orin is three. I would have wanted him to be one. Four, five, six, seven, and eight are skaters. Bellona is number nine.


  I am number ten.


  I wonder.


  Did Leo cheat in my favor?
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  The next morning, we pack the water caterpillars we need, and bury the rest under a tree in the forest. Leo marks the tree with a letter D using his knife. He says D stands for Decca, which is the number ten in Greek.


  “Are you saying my name is a number in some old language?” I raise an eyebrow.


  “Not exactly. The number is written as Deka in Greek, pronounced as Theka, but the resemblance is very close.”


  When I ask him who those Greek people really are, he says, “Interesting people with too many gods.”


  “Ah,” I muse. “You mean like the Burning Man?” I am just teasing.


  “Burning Man isn’t a God,” he sighs. “He is just a man who…got burned.”


  “Call me D from now on,” I say to Leo, swooshing my sword in the air, and posing like a warrior. Sleep has put me in a great mood, I guess.


  Leo shakes his head. Sometimes, he looks insulted by my existence.


  “Goooood morning, Faya!” Timmy cheers in our iAms. He is posing theatrically with arms outstretched, and plastering that devilish look on his face. “With four million viewers yesterday, this was the best opening day in ten years!” he announces proudly.


  Right now, only one million viewers are watching. People need to wake up, eat breakfast, wash their hands, check their iAms, and then go watch some kids fighting for their lives. Life is so hard for them. Duh.


  We gather and sit by the edge of the forest, closer to the main street, waiting for today’s game. Leo looks irritated, pointing his rifle at Timmy on the big screen.


  “Yesterday in the woods,” Timmy says to the camera, “the Monsters awarded themselves numbers.” Wait. How did he know about the numbers? We shot all cameras, and tuned off the iAms. “Numbers like ours,” Timmy starts mocking us. The audience is making jokes about us wanting to be cool like them. “You know like seven, eight, and nine.” Timmy counts on his fingers.


  “Booooooo.” The audience is insulted. How dare we Monsters call ourselves by numbers?


  “They have even given one of them the number ten.” Timmy cries bubble tears. They look like they’re causing him great pain as they come out of his eyes. The tears are rolling down his cheek, then they float in thin air, turning into shampoo-like bubbles. “A ten,” he repeats dramatically. He sounds torn apart by the appalling news, slamming two fists against the floor, bending his body dramatically. “Aahhhhhh!” It amazes me why the audience is offended by our actions. They are just numbers.


  Leo is signaling for us to move toward the main street. Then he whispers to us, saying we need to go out into the open, in case something crazy happens after Timmy’s speech. Although we don’t know who sold us out yet, Leo is scanning everyone with sharp eyes. I grit my teeth, feeling his anger. When he figures out who sold us out, he is going to do something crazy. Who is it? The only one Leo doesn’t look sharply at is me. I am surprised he doesn’t consider me among the suspects.


  Timmy dries his tears and sips green tea in the garden with legs crossed. He calms the audience down. Within two minutes of nonsense and crying, we have one million three hundred thousand viewers watching us. People surely love crap. “But it’s okay,” says Timmy. “Their misbehaving gave me an idea. Something that has never been done before in the Monster Show. It’ll be such an entertaining game today.”


  I imagine the next game will be extra brutal. It’s going to be punishment again. We are standing at the edge of the forest, waiting for instructions. Wherever I go, I remind myself to look for a clue for the Rabbit Hole, or the girl I saw yesterday. Where could she be? What is the Rabbit Hole? Is it a real hole? A portal? A vehicle? An opening hidden behind something? Is it a hole we have to dig in the earth for? Will I find Woo beyond it?


  Timmy gives the audience time to text each other on their iAms, and spread the word about today’s “supertastic show.” Pepper is amusing herself, checking out Monsterpedia.com. She says we’ve become famous, our names shining like stars on the website.


  “Today, the name of the game is…” Timmy whispers to the audience, sticking out his fat and bubbly lips. “Choices and Priorities.” He backs away from the camera. “I know, I know. How genius of me. Life is all about choices and priorities, so let’s see if our Monsters have got what it takes to choose and prioritize.”


  The counter shows two million viewers.


  “Monsterapocalypsers!” Timmy is knocking on the microphone. “Pay attention, please. We would like you to walk toward the Monorail station. In the meantime, I have secrets to share with the audience.”


  Suddenly, we lose connection with the outer world as our iAms stop broadcasting.


  I feel a soft shudder go through my body. The feeling of being disconnected is unpleasant, as if I am grounded for the weekend with no internet or iAm, locked up in a dark cellar.


  “How can they just disconnect us?” One skater boy freaks out, rubbing his arms with his hands as if he is cold. The sun is scorching.


  “Wow,” says Vern. “This is like the game Zombocalypse 8, where you play the last teen on Earth.”


  “They can do whatever they want,” Pepper answers the skater, ignoring Vern. She steps ahead of us on the asphalt of the main street. This is where we survived the speed exploding buses yesterday. It’s all cleaned up now. The street looks empty, abandoned, and creepy. I remember hearing the military choppers yesterday, sent to clean up. None of us dared to approach. They have the right to shoot us if we do. “Here we are,” shouts Pepper with open arms, looking at a flying camera above. “What are you waiting for?”


  “I have a bad feeling about this,” says Bellona. “It feels like a city of the dead.”


  “It is,” I say, looking at the sun shining in the sky. On any other day, this would have been beautiful.


  There is a silly sign on the left that says, “It’s a Nice Day to Die.” I believe it’s a part of the Summit’s mockery. Cautiously, we follow Pepper, crossing the main street. We should be looking for the Monorail station, but we’re distracted by the loneliness the situation imposes upon us. Walking the vast, spacious streets on our own makes us feel lost, as if we’re the last bunch of friends left on Earth. Too many choices, too many directions. None of them feel safe.


  Choices and priorities.


  To my right, I see the Breathing Dome, clean and shiny, as if none of us fought for our lives inside. To the left, the street leads to the ramp where the journey first started.


  Climbing the ramp up is impossible. It’s too steep, twenty feet high, and there is a fence above it. I remember someone getting electrocuted, trying to escape in a previous games. Behind the fence, there are soldiers waiting for us with a license to kill. That’s why the only way out of the Playa is the Rabbit Hole. If I understand correctly, the Rabbit Hole is a way to escape Faya, not get back inside. I am assuming it leads to the Wastelands.


  There are buildings that look like shopping malls in front of us. Entrances are locked, and windows are blackened. I wonder if there is someone inside, watching us.


  We see the Monorail in front of the buildings, arriving from beyond the Breathing Dome on the right. It’s orange with black, red, and yellow waves painted on it, drawn like horizontal flames. It draws to a halt. Where is the station to get on? The station should have some kind of an elevator to lift us up to it. We keep on walking, watching ourselves on the screen, which adds to the scare.


  “Face your fear,” says Bellona, addressing the rest of us. “Don’t focus on escaping it. Look it in the eye. Take a deep breath. Countdown from five. That’s how long you allow it to take hold of you. Then release. Breathe out. Free yourself from it, and override it.” Even though her words sound clichéd, they work just fine.


  The cameras stop televising. We can’t see ourselves in the screens anymore. We are locked out, and my heart sinks deeper. Are they doing this to scare us? Well, it works.


  I count.


  Five.


  I feel like I’m being watched, but I don’t know by whom or from where.


  Four.


  I don’t think I can survive this.


  Three.


  I feel abandoned, away from home.


  Two.


  A stranger in a strange land.


  One.


  I am afraid one test, one judgment, one action, or one choice will shape the rest of my life. I think this is what they call growing up.


  I exhale.


  It’s working. Now that I have filled my mind with my fears, I remind myself that I am alive. I am here. I have survived so far, and there’s no point in letting the fear take hold of me. My mind is clear.


  “Here it is.” I point at an elevator. Bellona is right behind me. Pepper must have slowed down, or bailed on leading the way. I find myself the first in line.


  We take the elevator and arrive at a metal ledge about five stories high, leading to the Monorail’s door. It opens automatically.


  We get in.


  The Monorail’s electric double-doors slide closed behind us. The ride is on. The train takes a slight bend upward and accelerates. The Monorail works on its own. No one is driving. Spooky.


  The Playa looks safer from this high. I can’t imagine how vast it is. I’m unable to see the real world from here. It is huge. I see a cowboy-themed neighborhood, which looks like a Western movie set. Right after the second curve in the rail, we see a vast desert with never-ending white sands that turn into canyons after a while. The sunrays fall through the Monorail and onto our faces. I remind myself that it’s a beautiful day. Stay positive.


  The Monorail stops over what looks like an artificial lake. The doors open, and Leo is looking anxious. Although the game itself hasn’t begun yet, we are prepared for the worst.


  Nothing happens. The doors close again. A female voice announces the next station: CARNIVORE.


  My heart pounds again. This is where the last game will take place, if we ever survive.


  “As if we will make it this far.” Pepper’s pessimistic voice is annoying.


  The Monorail doesn’t stop at Carnivore, but we can see it from above. It’s scary. It’s a huge coliseum, a large theatre for open-air sports and entertainment. It’s oval, and has tiers of seats rising from the central open arena, where the deadly games are held. The Summit calls it the Monsterium. What’s crazy about the Monsterium is that it’s covered in white sand. All of it. The arena is like a huge waving carpet of white sands and dunes. The seats and the structures are all white. There’s no way a contestant can hide in it, unless he is as white as the sands. The rule of the games is to send the contestant wearing red out into the fields, while somewhere, hidden beyond all of that white, awaits Carnivore, a white tiger with one eye. This is where I believe Woo fooled everyone, letting them think he was killed by the paws of Carnivore. Then again, maybe he didn't. Maybe he died, and I'm just a hapless fool chasing a mirage.


  The female voice announces the next station: the Rabbit Hole.


  I exchange alarmed gazes with Leo and Bellona. It’s a weird coincidence. It doesn’t seem right. It could not have been that Timmy overheard us yesterday.


  But of course, I remind myself that we have a traitor among us. It might be that Timmy doesn’t know what the Rabbit Hole is — or where it is. He just got the name from the traitor. He is only fooling with us, so we turn against each other.


  The Monorail speeds up, then it stops, almost ten stories above the ground. I don’t feel like looking down now. In front of us, we see a dark tunnel that looks like a huge hole in the air.


  And…


  We are back to life. Connected. Screens, iAms, and Timmy’s voice are back online.


  “Welcome back, Monsters,” says Timmy, now dressed casually, sitting on a couch, playing a video game, pushing buttons with his hands. “Or should I say, welcome back, Timmy.” He points at himself. The audience applauds. What did he tell them while we were offline? “Hey, Roger This. I beat your top score.” Timmy presses a button on his joystick, making fun of Vern, letting us know that he overheard every word yesterday.


  Two million seven hundred thousand viewers are watching.


  “I just had a little chat with the audience. Believe me. This is going to be fuuuuuuuuun.” He leans back on the couch, his legs pedaling in the air.


  Timmy is holding his gaming device in his hand. He looks sharply into the screen, at us, his thumb caressing a button. “Welcum to ze Rabit Hawl.” He imitates a German accent. “Isn’t zis wut you arre looking vor?”


  Leo is making a strange low noise, like an engine about to explode, holding tight to the metal edge of his seat. I think Leo’s ancestors might be German or something. He looks offended. “Traitor,” Leo grunts.


  There is no time to deal with that. Someone sold us out to Timmy. Why? For what price? Is it Orin? Vern? A skater boy? Is it Pepper?


  It couldn't be Bellona, could it?


  “I had a little conversation with one of you yesterday while you were asleep,” Timmy is talking straight to us. “We made a deal. He or she told me about your conversation, and I gave them something in return.”


  “Who is it?” demands Pepper. It’s not like her, with her negative attitude, to be curious.


  “Later, Monsters,” says Timmy. “Now I welcome you to the Rabbit Hole. Not the one you’re looking for, but the one I made for you. Hold on tight. Once you finish the ride into the Rabbit Hole and reach the other side, the game instructions will be given in real-time, while you are playing.”


  “This can’t be,” Bellona protests. “You are supposed to tell us the rules of the game before we start playing. This is unfair.”


  “Shoulda. Woulda. Coulda,” says Timmy. “Stop whining. Here is my first hint: It is all about choices. The faster you reach a decision, the longer you stay alive. And the word to keep in mind is: ADAPT.”


  “Five,” Leo says aloud.


  “Four,” Bellona follows.


  “Haha.” Timmy rubs his chin. “Take in the fear. You Monsters and your mind games.”


  “Three,” I say, holding tighter to my seat.


  “Two,” one of the skaters joins in.


  “Push the damn button!” Pepper screams at Timmy. I guess that is her way of saying, “One.”
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  The Monorail speeds into the tunnel. My heart is plastered to the back of my seat. My spine hurts. The flesh in the back of my neck is burning. If I ever wanted to say stop, the muscles in my jaw wouldn’t allow me to open my mouth. My face is crumbling, like a paper bag in front of a vacuum cleaner. I hold on tight.


  First, the journey into the dark tunnel goes up, and then the monorail leans to the left, then down, gaining speed.


  Down. Down. Down.


  Finally, it slows down in the dark and maintains a slower speed for a while, like a train drawing into the station. I see tiny dots of light at the end of the tunnel, like small light bulbs, shimmering in the distance. They get bigger as we come closer. The sun starts shining through. We emerge from the tunnel, and the Monorail stops under the sunny spot.


  It feels like we have entered an alternate reality. One door opens to the left. We hurry to it, as if this crazy Monorail is about to explode. Above us, the sunny sky is a little different, as if missing its heart and soul. It looks as if it’s not real.


  “I present to you, Artificial Sky,” says Timmy. “The latest invention, exclusively designed for Faya, on the other side of the Rabbit Hole.”


  Beyond the door, there is a metal ledge in front of us, with star-shaped holes drilled in it. I can see the endless air underneath us, leading to oblivion. It’s hard to tell how high we are. I am afraid we are so high, we can’t see the ground through the holes.


  “Please walk forward,” a female voice says from the microphones.


  Leo starts walking in front of us. I cut in, wanting to be the first.


  “Not this time, sweetie,” Timmy interrupts. “In fact, you will be the last in line.”


  “No. She walks next to me,” says Leo, holding my hand.


  “Oh. So the cat didn’t eat your tongue like I was told,” says Timmy. The crowd laughs and starts hissing. The crowd favors Leo. Is it because he is a Nine? Or because he is just tediously hot – and dumb sometimes?


  “Not this time, Leo,” says Timmy. “I promise you, in the presence of over two million viewers, nothing is going to happen to her walking last in line.”


  Reluctantly, Leo lets go of my hand and keeps walking.


  “Stop,” says Timmy.


  Leo stops in front of a huge vertical circle made of iron. I can’t see what it is exactly, but it looks like a ring-shaped hole, surrounded by an iron structure.


  Farther beyond the circle, there is another metal ledge leading to a huge round clock made of wood. It looks rusty and old, with all kinds of swampy plants covering it. The clock is numbered from one to ten.


  An old woman in a red cloak stands before the huge clock. Her long silver hair shows from under the veil, fluttering in the light wind passing through. She is using a wooden cane to help her walk, as she hunches her back forward. Her eyes have a silver shade to them. When I look closer, I discover that she is blind.


  “Please say hi to Dame Fortuna,” says Timmy. No one says anything. “It’s true that Dame Fortuna is blind, but she is the Goddess of Fate,” Timmy laughs happily. “And Fate needs to be on the Monsters’ side today.”


  “That’s the gypsy woman who foresaw the Year of the Ten,” Pepper says.


  “So?” I ask.


  “So, she is a liar,” Pepper says. “Can’t you see? We’ve all been already ranked, and there is no Ten this year. All this Year of the Ten thing was a lie. God knows what this creepy woman has in store for us now.”


  “Please step carefully into the circle, and take your seats,” Timmy says to us. “What you see there, and what looks like a clock, is a Wheel of Fortune, although it rarely makes one fortunate.” Timmy smirks at the camera. “The horizontal metal ring in front of you has seats attached to its edges, circling around the huge void in the middle. Take your seats in the ring. You’ll find a blue box in front of you. Lay your palm flat on it, and Dame Fortuna will rotate the wheel. When the wheel finally stops, it will show your number.”


  “Why are they giving us numbers?” I ask.


  “It’s better we give you numbers, than you give them to yourselves,” Timmy responds bluntly.


  Leo takes a step down into the ring, and we follow.


  The ring itself has a metal floor, wide enough to walk upon without panicking about falling into the hole in the middle. I can’t see the bottom of the hole. It is infinitely deep. When I squint, trying to look harder, I see only fog and smoke. What is this place?


  I see the metallic seats attached to the ring. Haphazardly, we pick seats.


  Every seat is the shape of a vertical cylinder. It’s like a barrel. I stand in it, waist deep. It barely fits one person, and it’s like my own private balcony, allowing me to look over at the others, sitting in similar balconies attached to a ring.


  Everyone takes a place. We are all standing in a circle, so we can see each other. Tight metallic belts buckle around our waists and shoulders. None of us can leave the balconies now.


  On the right, I see the box Timmy told us about. It has a blue substance inside that looks like jelly. This is where we are going to place our palms so the Wheel of Fortune can spin and give us a number.


  “What are the numbers for?” asks Pepper again, as if I haven’t already asked.


  “I will explain later,” says Timmy. “After each one of you places their palms on the blue jelly.”


  “So cool,” says Vern. I am glad that’s all he says. He can be distracting at times.


  I am dying to know what happened between Timmy and the audience when we were offline. It’s starting to bother me.


  “The only problem is that there are eleven of you, and only ten numbers on the wheel,” says Timmy. “The audience has the right to spare one of you from this part of today’s game.”


  This hasn’t happened before. The audience’s vote has never been taken into consideration.


  The screen shows the votes. With the iAm, you can get results within seconds. The screen shows that the crowd has favored Leo.


  “Leo, the crowd’s favorite, will be spared,” says Timmy. “So let’s play. Let’s start with Pepper.”


  I have a bad feeling about this numbering thing. Leo looks puzzled. We all do. What kind of crazy game is this? How much does this setting cost?


  Pepper places her palm on the blue jelly. She doesn’t hesitate a bit. Sometimes I forget that she has a death wish. Dame Fortuna gives the wheel a slight push.


  I could have imagined anything happening at the point when Dame Fortuna pushes the wheel, like the blonde host you see in lottery shows.


  Anything.


  All, but what I am actually seeing.


  How do they do something like that?


  I can’t believe my eyes.
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  “Boys and girls.” Timmy jumps up and down on his couch. “May I present to you… Artificial Sky and the Wheel of Fortune. I have experienced Instant-CGI,” continues Timmy. “I have heard about weekends on the moon. I have seen the most breathtaking visual effects. But this?” He keeps jumping. “This is what you have never, ever dreamed of. Artificial Skyyyyy.”


  Every time the Wheel of Fortune rolls, seasons change. I mean it.


  Dame Fortuna pushes the wheel for the first time. The first change is from the sunny morning to autumn.


  Brown leaves start falling upon us from the artificial sky, spiraling around us in circles. Cold and windy weather sends chills up my spine. I can smell the distinct crispness in the air. Trees grow out of the circular hole through the middle, like Jack Beanstalk’s famous tree; growing out of nowhere without soil or land, but out of air. The leaves are yellow, orange, and red.


  I am standing open-mouthed, unable to express my excitement.


  The wheel keeps turning. Dame Fortuna gives it another nudge, and the wooden fortune wheel starts to creak its way to the second season…


  It’s winter. Nighttime. Freezing cold. My nose is kissed by a slight touch of frost. White snow falls from the sky, lighting up the darkness. Naked trees, frosted leaves, and snowflakes that look like falling stars glittering in the artificial night. My cheeks hurt from the cold. I look at the camera, and I see they are rosy. Vern sneezes.


  “I can’t believe this,” Orin screams in disgust. “Rabbit hole my—” I can’t hear the rest because of the whirling wind.


  “Again!” yells Pepper, sounding euphoric. “Give me spring. I love spring.” I wonder if Pepper has ever thrown snowballs at her friends in winter, chased butterflies in spring, or tanned at the beach in summer. “If this wheel rotates one hundred times, I am going to be a hundred years old, like no one in my family ever got to be.” Pepper spreads her hands in the air. Her stiffly curled hair circles around her, making her look like a witch.


  The Wheel of Fortune turns one more time.


  It’s spring: warm sunrise, flowers blooming out of the hole. Fresh air, clear sky. Birds are singing around us. There are butterflies fluttering next to pink roses at the edges of the ring.


  In one minute, we have experienced three seasons, and now we are back to summer.


  The wheel stops, and its cursor settles on a number.


  The cursor on the Wheel of Fortune stops at number three.


  Pepper is number three. She shows up on the screen licking jelly off her hand. “It’s actually jelly. It’s delicious,” she says.


  Now it is Vern’s turn to be numbered…


  “Veeeerrrrrn, let’s tuuurrrrn!” Timmy wouldn’t miss out on such a rhyme.


  The rest of us follow, one by one, seasons changing with every number.


  Bellona is number nine. Vern is number one — again. Orin is number two.


  Leo has immunity from this game’s level. He is the crowd’s favorite, so he doesn’t get a number.


  I am last, and I know one number is left for me. I am number ten.


  Is that good or bad?


  If Leo had changed the numbers in my favor yesterday, who did that today? Or is it that I am destined to be number ten?


  After this is over, we hear the sound of buzzing machines from our balconies. A bow gun appears, attached to every balcony. Mine is set high enough that I can easily pull the trigger from where I stand. Orin is the first to reach for his gun. He points his gun at me, and pulls the trigger.


  What?


  Why does he want to kill me?


  Nothing happens. I reach for my bow gun and try it. It can swivel over a rotating base, so you can choose your target. The trigger is locked. That’s why Orin couldn’t shoot me.


  Timmy is the only one who can unlock the trigger.


  Woo taught me how to use bow guns. How is this possible? Did Woo spend his life teaching me how to win the games?


  “Is that it?” Bellona protests. “Are we going to end up shooting each other in this game?”


  “This is brutal. You can’t do this.” Even Pepper, with her death wish, doesn’t approve of such cruelty.


  “Who are these people?” Vern looks up at the huge iScreens around us. “What have we done? Why are they so happy killing us? I just played computer games, for God’s sake.”


  A box with a round red button on it rises mechanically from the metal balcony. It is covered with dust and spider webs. I clean it with my free hand.


  “So what are the numbers for?” asks Leo.


  “Cool down, Leo,” says Timmy. “I will explain in a minute.”


  “All set, boys and girls,” says Timmy. “Before we play today’s fantastic game, for the first time in history, we are happy to announce your UCP, Up Close and Personal tickets.”


  An orchestral piece of music is played with marching drums somewhere. This is not a death game. This is a carnival of silliness. This is a circus of the damned. Hallucinations from the other side. The dark side of the loon.


  We hear the drone of approaching aircraft. They roar in the air above us.


  It’s the Zeppelins.


  A New kind of Zeppelins I have never seen before, with power engines and glass balconies you can actually open. They are flying a little too low and getting closer, right above and around us. Everywhere. The game is going to be watched, not just on live TV, not just in real-time, but up close and personal, as if we are monkeys in a zoo.


  Four million national viewers are watching. One hundred thousand UCP tickets are sold instantly for tomorrow’s show. This means we won’t die today. Not all of us.


  “Now that we’re ready, let’s play,” says Timmy. “I want to show you something, Decca,” says Timmy in the microphone. Why is he addressing me? “I want you to stay very calm when I show you this, because the first part of the game is about you.”


  Why about me? I try not to look surprised. What’s going on?


  “I want you to look at this.” He pushes a button. There is a new video being broadcast on the iAm. It’s showing on the iScreens everywhere.


  The broadcast shows a woman who wants to talk to me. It’s my mother.
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  My mom sits, talking into the camera. I can’t tell where she is, but it is a live feed.


  “Hi, baby,” she says eagerly. She looks like she’s been crying.


  “Hi, Mom. Are you all right?” I don’t need to count down from five to let the fear in and breathe it out. I have no fear. I am going to stay strong.


  “I am,” she says. She is lying.


  “How’s my brother, my—”


  “Everyone will be okay.” She wipes tears from her eyes. “If you do as they say. If you play the game.”


  Transmission is fading.


  “Mom!” I want to jump out of the balcony, but I am buckled in from my waist up.


  “We love you, baby,” she says lastly, hiding somewhere beyond the transmission’s waves.


  Is that the last time I’ll hear from my mom? I turn to one of the flying cameras. “What do you want, Timmy?” I shout.


  “Me not want anything, dear,” Timmy puts a hand over his heart. “The audience wants.”


  “I am listening,” I say. “If I play the game, will you let my parents be?”


  “Hey,” Timmy protests. “I am not the bad guy here. I am just a messenger.” The audience goes into an instant silence. What did Timmy just say? Did he call the audience bad? Was it a slip of the tongue? Those watching us all over the world think that we are the bad ones, the Bad Kidz, the irresponsible brats who will cause this nation to fall. They think they are good, but Timmy knows different. He knows that we are the good guys, and that they aren’t necessarily the bad guys. That they are brainwashed.


  “What?” Timmy raises an eyebrow at the sudden silence. The iScreen shifts to Prophet Xitler, looking angry. “It’s good to be bad, isn’t it?” Timmy tries to force a chuckle. A few among the crowd breathe out in relief, but millions are still silent and angry with him. Timmy disappears from the screen.


  He appears again within seconds, sitting on an oversized couch in a fun house, playing a video game, wearing a bandana that says, “It’s good to be bad, when you’re dealing with the bad.” He pushes buttons and kills zombies, vampires, and all kinds of real monsters on a huge TV screen. The audience starts to laugh. Then the monsters start to walk out of the screen at him, their faces changing into our faces. He keeps shooting, and we start to die, looking for brains. The audience laughs harder. Prophet Xitler laughs. The camera closes on him as he says, “It’s good to be bad.”


  Timmy is forgiven. That’s what the crowd wants you to be: a clown. Although the incident has passed, I wonder how they will sleep at night.


  “So back to you, Princess Decca,” says Timmy, sweating. “I promise you, if you play the next game, I’ll let your mother go free.”


  “No. That’s not enough,” I bite back. If I am going to risk my life for my family, I want the best for them. The best.


  The audience makes a worrying sound, as if offended. I see them in the Zeppelins, faces plastered to the glass, with widened eyes, their breath sticking humidly to the inside of the windows, looking at me face to face.


  They live up there in Heaven. I live down here in Hell.


  “Do you think you’re in a position to bargain?” Timmy wonders.


  “I am the bad one, remember? I am the Monster,” I grunt. “I can do whatever I like. If I play the game, you give my family immunity, as if I have never been born. They clear my name. I know it can be done.”


  “It can be done, but it only applies to the ranked teens, not to Monsters. Besides, your dad was in the military. It doesn’t apply to you.” Timmy sighs impatiently.


  “Then I won’t play. You can simply shoot me,” I say. “It’s obvious that this part of the game depends on me and my family’s tragedy. So here is the deal. You can have your show and spare my family, or eat your rotten eggs in poop sauce.”


  Timmy is silent. He looks disgusted. “Poop sauce.” He clears his throat angrily. His lips twitch nervously. I think he will lose it again, and start bzzz-bzzzing himself.


  The audience is talking. Each viewer has different opinions, and is debating.


  “Poop sauce?” Leo raises an eyebrow. “Seriously?”


  “Don’t listen to him. You’re doing just fine,” says Pepper. “Timmy better eat poop sauce, before we sauce the poop out of him.”


  “Now that is disgusting,” I say.


  Timmy doesn’t answer me back. For three minutes, he keeps staring at me in the iAm.


  One thousand viewers have stopped watching.


  “Go, girl,” says Bellona, showing me her fist.


  “Okay,” says Timmy. “Your family is spared — only if you play this round till the end.” He relaxes back. “But believe me, I have a feeling this is way out of your league.”


  “We’ll see.”


  “Don’t do this, Decca.” I hear my mom cry out, but I can’t see her. They have blocked her transmission, so she must be in the crowd.


  “It’s okay, Mom!” I scream aloud into the void, fighting the tears. I won’t show the audience one drop of vulnerability. “I can make it. I’ll see you soon.”


  I shrug. If they clear my name, I won’t see my family again. It’s the law, even if I win the games and get ranked. But if it saves them, brings back the house they need, and provides a decent living for them, I’ll do it.


  “Silence is golden,” Timmy muses. “So shall we begin?” Timmy claps his hands together, and rubs them back and forth.


  “You wanted to know what the numbers are for. So here it is. The numbers are based on the votes the audience has given you when you were crossing the main street to the Monorail, disconnected from the outside world. That was when you, Decca, stepped out of your fears before everyone and found the Monorail station. Since your little sacrificial lottery last night, the crowd decides we play your game — but the crowd’s way.” Timmy begins to explain.


  “The audience has decided, on a scale from one to ten, who is most likely to die first, and last. Leo has been spared, because the audience considers him a repentant, not an actual Monster. They want to see him in the game tomorrow. And he is so gawd-damn sexy. Aww,” Timmy screams and does a 360-degree round flip, as if he were James Brown. “Ten is most likely to die last, the strongest link. The audience loves you too, Decca.” Timmy takes a deep breath, looking envious. “One is most likely to die first, the weakest link.”


  “No,” Vern screams, trying to free himself from his balcony. He is number one. “Not me. Why always me?”


  “What’s wrong with you people?” I yell at the screens. “You think we’re some kind of lab rats?”


  “Tsk, tsk.” Timmy wiggles his index finger. “You don’t want to upset the audience. They’re beginning to love you.”


  “So the numbers were pre-determined?” I wonder. “Then what was the entire Wheel of Fortune thing for?”


  “That was for overseas audiences.” Timmy munches on a Mango. “They didn’t get to vote, so we gave them something to munch on. Foreign politics, you know. Mango?” He stretches out his hand, offering me a bite.


  “So what is the damn game?” I sigh.


  “Look in the hole again, please.” Timmy means the circular hole in the middle of the ring.


  Now that the fog and smoke are gone, I can see what awaits us down in the hole. There is a large elastic net like the one you see in a circus underneath the flying trapeze performers. The one that allows performers to fall safely into it if they miss a catch, or fall off the bar.


  Welcome to the next game…


  This net is hung from the ring, and looks like an inverted cone. Its base is far below. Underneath it, there is a swimming pool full of crocodiles — or some genetically manipulated creatures that look like crocodiles.


  The tip of the inverted cone, which acts like a base far below, has another hole in it, big enough for a person to fall through right into the pool of crocodiles. The pool is only five feet below the base of the inverted cone, which is made of net fabric.


  Those who design these games have some twisted imaginations.


  “As you see,” says Timmy, “we are going to ask you to jump down there. The net can only handle a certain weight before it stretches down toward the pool. If the sum of your weight exceeds a certain limit, the net will stretch farther. If it does, you will fall into the pool, and the crocodiles will eat you alive. Yum. Yum. Yum.”


  “What’s the maximum weight the net can carry, before it is pulled down enough for the crocodiles to yum-yum us?” asks Leo.


  “The maximum weight the net can carry? That is the question,” Timmy speculates, acting as if thinking. “I thought ‘to be, or not to be’ was the question, you know.” Timmy is torturing us. “But it turns out Shakespeare was wrong. ‘What is the maximum weight the net can carry?’ That’s the question.” Timmy stops again for effect. I have the feeling I am not going to like the answer. “I’d say ten of you,” says Timmy finally. “More than that, the net will definitely stretch down. That’s if none of you ate two bags of French fries, and a double Burning Burger with extra mayo and ketchup yesterday.” Timmy bites down on a Burning Burger, the most famous hamburger I know of. It comes with live fire on top of it, that fades out once you open your mouth. Hunger tickles my throat when I see this. I clear my throat, wishing for a bite.


  Even when dying, a burger or chocolate still counts. None of us have eaten since the games started – except for the candy bars we found in the pockets of the dead. Timmy throws the burger in the garbage without finishing it, then claps his hands clean. “So are you ready to die? Or to live? It’s all up to you.”


  Our hearts are racing again. We’re looking at each other, looking for the one we’ll be forced to sacrifice so we save the rest. If the eleven of us land down on the net, all of us will die. We need to get rid of someone. That’s what the numbers are for. To remind us that the least favorite in the crowd is the one we should get rid of. The least favorite is Vern. Number one. Woo used to say that in the Amerikaz, the number one was the number of the winner. No wonder they got apocalypsed. It’s a no-brainer that a Ten is a winner.


  The bow gun in front of me is unlocked now. I hear the click, as it swivels freely in the breeze. I am the only one with an unlocked gun. Everyone stares at me with Goosebumps on their arms – and under their pants, I guess. I wouldn’t want to go there.


  “The choice is yours, Decca,” says Timmy, licking a trail of ketchup off his lips. “You shoot one of your friends with the bow gun, the rest of you can freefall safely into the net, and your family is spared.” Timmy stops, thinking for a moment. “The audience thinks you’re the most likely to die last. That means they think you can save this game and maybe, just maybe, get ranked. Vern is the most likely to die first, so the choice is yours. You’ve seen the numbers the Wheel of Fortune has given you. I think everyone agrees that Vern is our first scapegoat.”


  I can’t speak. The words are too heavy on my tongue. The weight of the world is stuffed in my throat.


  “You have other options as well.” Timmy plays devil’s advocate. “If you don’t want to get rid of number one, then maybe number two.”


  I am still speechless. I want to switch balconies. Maybe this is the right time to switch places with Leo. He is the one who is usually heartless and could do this.


  “Here is another tip.” Timmy keeps pushing. “You can forget about the numbers and trust your instincts. For example, you may as well choose to shoot Bellona. She keeps hitting on Leo, you know,” Timmy teases. “If it were only you, Leo, and her on Earth, she would not hesitate to kill you – of course, you could just let the dinosaur tiptoe on her and squash her, but that’s another thing.”


  The viewership meter peaks: four million seven hundred thousand viewers, and ten times that number is watching me worldwide.


  “Don’t believe him, Decca,” Bellona pleads. I flirt with the trigger. I am going crazy. Ever wanted to shoot another girl? Even better, ever had legal permission to shoot one?


  Advertisements start showing on the screen. Even inside the battlefields, in front of the Zeppelins, large sponsored fliers orbit the area.


  Timmy stands in front of the camera, hands folded, wearing the latest designer shirt and jeans, all branded with prices showing on the screen. He has a lollipop in his mouth, and a grin on his face. Even the lollipop is branded. The message on the screen says: “You want to wear Prada and be cool like Timmy?”


  “This is a freak show,” Leo growls, trying to free himself from the balcony, but he can’t. You’re not Hercules, Leo. His face is red, with the veins in his neck showing through.


  “What if I don’t shoot anyone?” I dare Timmy.


  Timmy lowers his head, acting disappointed. “Then the eleven of you will fall into the net. Believe me, if this happens, you will kill each other down there before the crocodiles get to you. Your family will not be spared, and who knows what will happen to them.”


  Even though my parents wanted to kill me when I was seven, they are still my weak spot. I can die, but I can’t die causing my parents a living hell. My brother could be a Nine next year. My mother has always been there for her family – not particularly me. She sometimes loved me to death, and Dad’s priority was to get Mom off his back, even if that meant sacrificing me. Besides, who doesn’t have family you want to kill from time to time? It’s all family business. Kill me today, kiss me tomorrow. It’s okay. I need to save my family, or who else is going to annoy me every day?


  “I think it is an easy choice to make,” says Timmy. “Shoot number one. Vern.” Timmy stresses on the numbers again. ”Everyone’s voted for him to die first. He is a nerd, and of no use to anyone. He complains and cries, and survived the Breathing Dome by hiding like a coward in the booth, without fighting next to any of you. That’s cheating. Besides, you don’t even know him. Just pull the trigger of your bow gun, Decca. Pull. Pull. Pull.”


  “Shoot him,” the audience yells at me from the Zeppelins. “Shoot him.”


  Am I their favorite now? What about when it is my turn to die, will I still be their favorite?


  I will be just like Vern, ordered by someone else to be shot dead.


  I can’t. I can’t.


  “Okay. Shoot Orin,” says Timmy, trying to make it easier for me. “He is absolutely unloved. He is number two. The crowd doesn’t love him, and he didn’t even try to save you in the Breathing Dome. In real life, he would be the bully in your school, who just wants to hurt everyone else because he is big and brainless. He left you to die. If it was Orin’s turn, he would have shot you already.”


  The audience agrees again. Timmy is right about Orin. He didn’t save me. He would have shot me cold-heartedly by now, if it were his turn. He has already tried to shoot me once with the bow gun. He is trying it again now, but his trigger is still locked. He grins at me, sweating evil all over his forehead.


  My mind is about to explode. I know I have told myself that everyone stands for themselves in this game, but I think I meant everyone taking responsibility to survive, not killing someone else. Why would I be a weapon to end their lives?


  I am suddenly aware of how the games are changing me. I have certainly learned a lot in one day, but changing is different from learning. I want to grow. I want to be better. I don’t want to be brainwashed by the Summit. I want to be who I want to be, not who they force me to be. I want to be who I am.


  I remember Woo telling me he wished he could see through my eyes. He was fascinated with my eyes in a strange way. He said that he only saw the dim and grey in the world, but I saw the stars hiding beyond the fabric of the midnight sky.


  My eyes are dimmed now, Woo. I see in blood shades and flames. What can I do? But I remember Woo told me to never let them change me. To become what I am. What I really am. What I want to be. It’s my choice. I want to be part of everything. I want to have my shot at the world, while everyone else has theirs. Is it so hard to ask for a fair world? I don’t want to win these games and become part of the Summit. I don’t want to win these games and find myself a lonely winner. I want to have my friends cross over and win with me. I totally understand now how this iAm world is so wrong, with everyone living alone within the crowd. Everyone is living for his number. I am not a number. I am part of the whole. I am going to find Woo eventually.


  “My patience is wearing out,” Timmy bluffs. “Pepper. How about Pepper?”


  When he mentions her name, I look at her straight in the eyes. She looks back at me without the slightest fear. All her life, she was brainwashed that she deserves this. She will not complain if I shoot her now – well, no one really complains when they’re dead.


  “Do it,” she says, pointing to her chest. “At least I will know I’ve died saving the others.”


  “How sweet.” Timmy is faking tears. He isn’t funny anymore.


  “I can’t!” I scream with closed eyes, worried that my fingers will betray me into shooting someone.


  “How about the skaters?” Timmy suggests. “You don’t know anything about them. They don’t mean anything to you. You can save yourself.”


  “Why would I hurt someone I don’t know?” I have discovered that my hands are already on the trigger, fiddling with it.


  “What is she talking about?” the girls in the audience ask each other. “You kill anyone to save yourself. Why don’t you do it?” the ranked girls from the Zeppelin scream at me.


  Five million viewers are watching the show; some are screaming and cursing; some are driven to tears. The camera shows shocked moms with knives, preparing dinner in their kitchens, a gas station where everyone has stopped working to watch the games, cars parked in the middle of the streets watching on their iAms. People watching from France next to the Zeifel Tower, from England, next to Big Zen, Africa, next to the Zyramids. And from Asia, next to the Zaj Mahal. Every viewer has his or her mouth wide open in disbelief, wondering why I am not shooting someone else to survive. What is wrong with me, they ask. How does a Monster have mercy, emotions, and the ability to hold back their anger?


  “I suppose that there is no point suggesting Leo.” The audience boos at Timmy, especially the girls. “Okay. No hassle,” Timmy waves his defensive hands at the audience. “But he has to die at some point, you know.”


  “Shoot Bellona!” someone suggests from the audience. They are a bunch of rich blonde girls with their pink-yellow-cyan makeup on, all Nines, all Teen-Gene. It’s a merry-go-round all over again.


  I am not surprised that Faustina Flare is one of them, standing behind the glass of a Zeppelin with Sam Shades next to her.


  “I won’t do it.” I have made up my mind.


  “But someone has to die, so we can survive,” says Leo. I won’t argue with his do-or-die attitude. Bellona backs him up, Pepper too.


  “What if I tell you that Orin is the one who sold you out, and told me about the details of your conversation yesterday?” Timmy exposes him finally. “He told me all about every one of you, about Leo, about the Rabbit Hole, and about the Breakfast Club.”


  I stare at Orin, my hand fiddling with the trigger. I should have known.


  “Shoot him,” Leo says angrily, his Terminator attitude showing.


  “He is lying,” Orin says, meaning Timmy.


  “I am sorry to shock you, Orin,” says Timmy. “But this is exactly what I do for a living.”


  “What could you have possibly asked for in exchange?” Pepper wonders.


  “He asked me to spare his family too,” says Timmy. “Which I did, but—” Timmy is looking up and to the left, trying to remember. “Yes. Surprisingly, all of them died in a bus accident this morning. What a shame.”


  Orin’s face is heating up. Like all of us, he tries to free himself, but can’t. He keeps pulling the trigger of the bow gun at me, as if it will unlock itself if he pulls it again and again. Only mine works, and I have every reason to eliminate Orin and save the day. I will be saving ten of us. What more can I ask for? What better excuse do I need?


  But I can’t. I won’t. I pull away from the trigger.


  The crowd is sad and confused. Timmy is going crazy, waving his hands around his head nervously. “Bzzzz. Bzzzz. Buzzer nutter!” he swears.


  “I think you lost this round, Timmy,” I tell him. “What will you do? Kill us all, and lose your airing for tomorrow’s show? I will not shoot anyone, even if some of them were mean to me. Not under these circumstances. We’re all losing here.”


  “Don’t you ever think a Monster is smarter than a Trickster,” he yells, showing his angry side. “This is so easy to solve, you wouldn’t believe it. And it will prove you don’t deserve the number ten.” He pushes a button.


  I am expecting the ground underneath me to part, causing all of us to freefall into the net. It doesn’t happen.


  I look around fiercely, wondering what that button Timmy pushed actually does. What did he activate or deactivate? My eyes lock with Orin’s. He is smiling wickedly at me. His finger is on the trigger. Timmy has unlocked Orin’s bow gun to eliminate me.
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  I’m watching the arrow spring out toward me. I don’t have enough time to reach for the trigger and shoot Orin.


  I close my eyes, thinking it might not hurt so much that way.


  Nothing happens. I open my eyes again.


  I don’t know what is happening. I can’t see the arrow, or what happened to it. As a reflex, I pull my trigger anyway, counting the milliseconds it takes to reach Orin. It should be soon, but it feels like days. All the time the arrow takes to reach Orin, I am holding my breath. I don’t think I will be able to let it out if the arrow fails to hit him.


  Orin takes my arrow in his neck with a surprised look on his face, as if wondering, like me, why his arrow never reached me. Maybe I am invincible.


  The crowd celebrates Orin’s death, standing up and shouting, like in football games. The audience is so unbelievable. All they want to see is blood.


  I look for Orin’s arrow around me, thinking he was a lousy shot.


  Leo points at my left side. Orin’s arrow has hit one of the skaters next to me.


  The crowd is going crazy. The ground underneath me opens abruptly, and the nine of us freefall safely downward into the net.


  The fall is long. Being in the air with nothing to hold onto feels like sinking into a dream with the rare possibility of waking up. My stubborn mind refuses to accept that I have no control of anything here in the air. I keep trying to reach for something to hold on to. The screams of others are faint and distant, but I glimpse Vern drop like a fly before me. He is shorter than I am, but he is heavier. Even though I don’t see clearly, I am concerned about how I will hit the net. Things are blurry in front of me. I am not sure if I am upside down or what. While falling, the sky and the ground look similar. I have recognized Vern from his clothes. How will I hit the net? On my back? On my face? What does it matter?


  I gasp for air, before I finally bounce onto the net. I fall on my face, my hands clawing the net, so I don’t fall farther down. Looking to my right, Bellona lands on top of Leo. I wonder if it is coincidental.


  I need to stop thinking of Leo. I have more important things to do. You and I need to talk, brain-to-heart, off camera. That’s me talking to myself.


  The net stretches to the max, leaving us safely about three feet above the creatures in the pool. They are ugly and scary, and want to eat us alive. That’s all I know.


  There is a catch though. There is still that opening in the middle of the net that looks as if it was cut with scissors.


  We hang on tight, clawing at the net, hands and feet gripping. The net keeps swinging and stretching, responding to our weight shifts and hysterical movements.


  “Stop moving,” Leo demands. “If you keep moving, we’ll fall.” He tilts his head from under Bellona’s arm, looking at me. “Are you all right?”


  I pretend I don’t hear him. It’s not like I am not happy with him asking me, but it feels awkward when Leo acts like a big brother on live TV, with over five million people watching. I don’t know why I feel that way.


  Vern is the one nearest to the hole, and the crocodiles. I catch my breath, asking if everyone is all right. Leo asks me if I am all right again, with Bellona still clinging to him, like a monkey on his chest. This time I say yes.


  Tall iron poles hold up the far sides of the circular net. I can see that the net looks like an inverted cone from down here. If I let go for a second, I will trot my way down to the center, to the hole, and eventually the open mouths of the crocodiles.


  “I am alive!” Bellona screams, hitting the red button on the iAm.


  I feel jealous. I hit my red button as fast as I can and say, “I am alive!”


  I guess we’re still kids. Death games or regular games, we still have the enthusiasm to compete and play. Maybe this is what they can’t take away from us. The power to play.


  The Summit might be full of grownups, older and more experienced. But they don’t have the energy, or the magical love for life we possess.


  Vern is the last to say he is alive.


  “Indeed you are,” Timmy replies enthusiastically, which worries me. Why would Timmy feel good about us surviving? My fears are confirmed when I hear the following sentence... “But only because it is still summer.”


  I roll my eyes. What does he mean by that?


  “Let’s test your survival rate in winter time,” he says.


  What?


  The screens show a close-up of the creepy Dame Fortuna, rolling the Wheel of Fortune one more time. The smirk on her face shows awful yellow teeth, with a golden one in the middle that scares the kitty-kats out of me. The noise the wheel produces is deafening, squeaking and crackling slowly as it rolls. I feel like some evil creature is scratching its long nails against the wall, to scare us all before it attacks.


  The wheel turns, and it’s winter again…


  The Artificial Sky changes. In a flash, it is raining heavily from above. I hate this.


  I spit the pouring rain out of my mouth. It’s getting harder to hang onto the net in the rain. It’s irritating, and we might get a cold if it doesn’t stop soon. Other than this, I don’t see the danger of it. The net is just getting a little slippery. That’s all. What does Timmy have in mind?


  The rain falls onto the Zeppelins too. The audience likes the scenery, shielded behind the glass. Some walk out to the balconies, holding umbrellas. So classy, I must say! This must be the pinnacle of entertainment for humankind in all their history, watching people die up close and personal, in such an unimaginably fake and artificial atmosphere. It’s even better than movies. And in the past, they thought 3D was the pinnacle of entertainment. Life itself has become an enormous, deadly 3D movie already. Anyone for a sequel?


  But that’s not all. One of the iScreens shows a boy wearing the ClairVo, feeling so excited, standing out on the balcony without an umbrella, shivering in the cold. The ClairVo, strapped around his head and covering his eyes, is all white, looking cool and fashionable. One of the iScreens shows his friends sitting miles and miles away in their homes, wearing their own ClairVos, connected to the boy standing in the rain. His friends at home are as excited as him. They are shivering exactly like him, as if they were standing in the rain alongside. Whenever he feels anxious, they feel it too. It shows on their faces. Whenever he shudders, they shudder. What is this ClairVo thing? Can I send someone else my feelings from miles away?


  Suddenly, Pepper shifts her position, lending a hand to Vern, who is about to fall into the pool. She is hanging upside down, with her legs close to my face.


  Stupid me. I see Timmy’s dangerous trick now. The rain will raise the water level in the pool, which has walls high enough to meet with the hole at the bottom of the net. It’s only a matter of minutes before the crocodiles surface on the rising water, and reach for Vern.


  I don’t know if I should support Pepper, and help Vern. I couldn’t shoot him because I believe no one has the right to end anyone’s life. But when it comes to him dying on his own because he can’t save himself, I don’t know if I should risk my life for him. It’s a survival game, after all. I’ve done all I can.


  Pepper tries harder, stretching her arms. “You can do it, Vern,” she spits out, not mentioning that the crocodiles behind him are only two feet away from his legs. She amazes me sometimes, believing she is destined to die, yet having the will to save others.


  “I don’t like this game at all,” Vern shouts. “Where is my bonus life?”


  I crawl on all fours like a spider, to shift my weight, until I am upside down like her, hooking my legs through the gaps in the net to hold on, while I stretch my hand out to help. The crocodiles are so close to Vern. There is no way he can make it. I stretch my arms and they hurt, but I get a grip on Pepper’s foot, my other hand, like my feet, tangled in the net.


  “Stop thinking you are disposable!” I scream at her in the rain.


  I am sure the viewer meter is picking up. The viewers must be having the time of their lives in their homes, with the popcorn and beers on their laps. You won’t see this kind of stuff in your latest Zpiderman movie.


  “Life is precious. You could have an amazing life,” I scream at Pepper.


  She doesn’t listen to me, trying to kick my hand away. “You can do it, Vern. You can do it!” I hear her scream. She doesn’t preach about life being precious to him. “You can do it. Take my hand!” That’s all she says.


  “It strikes me as odd that life is still precious.” Timmy’s voice is barely heard through the rain. “To a Monster, a Bad Kid, who will eventually die in a day or two, I say life is entertaining.”


  The crowd has mixed feelings about this. I can tell from their voices. It’s not all hailing and clapping anymore. Something has changed. Just a little. That tiny voice of reason we love to kill like a cockroach, has started crawling into their heads.


  Still, most of them are surely entertained.


  “Stop the rain,” Bellona screams. “Turn back to summer.”


  I have never imagined hearing such a sentence. It sounds as if Bellona is talking to God. She is only talking to the Summit, who has sewn the fabric of a nation, pretending to be gods.


  Pepper succeeds in shaking my hand away. I wriggle, managing to keep my balance on the net, with her one left shoe in my hand. It’s her and Vern now. How many people will shout “I am alive” when this ends?


  Pepper risks crawling closer to Vern. Their hands finally meet.


  The audience in the Zeppelins moan. Most of them stand up again.


  Holding onto Pepper, Vern climbs up finally. Clumsy and helpless as he is, he climbs past Pepper without even thanking her, using her like a stepping-stone. Raindrops run out of his ears. The crocodiles down there are getting frustrated, trying to stretch up to catch Vern. Then they turn their bad breath toward Pepper, who is now last in line, a foot away from their open jaws.


  I climb down to her, trying to get hold of her feet again, but she is too far. Soon, the water will rise high enough for the crocodiles to reach her.


  Some boy from the audience shouts Pepper’s name. “She doesn’t deserve to die!” he rants.


  It strikes me as a one-in-a-million voice that no one would listen to. “She saved Vern!” The single sound keeps screaming in from the audience and his iAm.


  In the middle of the mess, I remember Bellona again. They need us. The fact that they remember our names after just two days is something I don’t think has happened in previous games. Are they growing attached to us? Can we really use this? Can you use your enemy? Can we persuade them we are not the enemy?


  I tilt my head and look at one of the iScreens soaked in the rain. The boy is short, grumpy, with thick sunglasses, wearing overalls with a famous construction company’s logo on them. He looks like a Five to me. He is about seventeen.


  “The game is over!” the boy says. “You have to stop the game now, before she dies. I need to talk to her.”


  Timmy isn’t paying attention.


  I remember Pepper mentioning a boy last night, one who’s been raised like her, prepared to die at sixteen, but was surprised he got ranked a Five a year ago. They have been separated ever since.
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  The audience’s hearts stop…


  The rain stops…


  The crocodiles are suddenly locked behind bars in the pool.


  The crowd is not looking at us anymore. They are all looking at the boy who claims he loves Pepper on the iScreens, and on the iAms, in front of more than five million viewers.


  “You love her?” Timmy raises an eyebrow. “Her?” The camera closes in on Pepper, tangled in the net, with her once-stiff-and-dirty hair clinging to her temples. With her bad teeth, braces, and missing eyebrow. “Her?” Timmy repeats his question. “Don’t you see what she looks like? She is bad. She is useless. What could you possibly love about her?” Timmy shakes his head.


  “I love her!” the boy insists.


  “Mmm. That is an awfully bad-looking Monster you love,” says Timmy.


  I adjust myself on the net, lay on my back, and catch my breath. Looking at an iScreen from down here, I see all the Nines, Eights, Sevens, Sixes, and Fives; they all seem human for a second. Something glows in their eyes. An invisible aura — I convince myself that I can see it — surrounds everyone. Imagine Faustina and her Teen-Gene friends. They have never experienced a moment like this: a boy from the ranked side of the world declaring his love to an outranked, a Monster, in public, on TV, and after such a heart-wrenching moment during the games.


  The Wheel of Fortune turns back to normal and summer shines through again. Real summer, artificial-free. The sun warms my wet face from the rain. Even Dame Fortune has a single tear rolling down her ugly cheeks.


  Imagine all of the Teen-Genes, the Nines, the Eights, and even the Sevens, watching this precious moment belonging to Pepper, in her honor. It doesn’t matter that the boy is a Five, bad-looking, or low-status according to the shallow rules of Faya. All that matters is the precious, ethereal emotions of this moment.


  Whatever Timmy and the Summit will do to the boy, they can never erase this incident from the mind of the public, or from the books of history — I hope they won’t change Pepper’s name to Zepper. But if they do alter the truth in history books, how will they erase it from every ranked young girl’s memory, heart and soul? One day, they will be grandmas, and they will tell it to their children’s children.


  “Did I ever tell you about the story of the boy who gave up his rank for the love of a Monster?”


  Boy, this makes a better story than Cinderella.


  The camera shows Prophet Xitler in distress, smoking his pipe, fidgeting on his throne impatiently. Timmy feels the tinge. He will crush the boy as punishment and revenge. I know it. It is the only way to keep his job. The only way the audience will not wake up tomorrow questioning the system.


  “Well, I guess love carrots — I mean conquers all,” says Timmy sarcastically, biting on one of his carrots. “I say if you love a Monster that much, you might need to join her.”


  We find out that the boy is already on his way to the Playa, having asked to join Pepper to tell her that he loves her. He had been watching the games from home. It will take him less than a minute to arrive in one of those speed planes provided by the Summit.


  “To love a Monster, you must be a Monster,” says Timmy. The audience suddenly agrees, most of them. They have woken themselves up from the state of trance called love. “Our records show that this boy has bribed the interviewer into manipulating the iAm, and giving him a rank.”


  I knew this would happen. Their system can’t be wrong. They will forge the boy’s history, and claim he is bad to please the crowd. The screens show the boy’s worst moments, sleeping in the gutter, footage of him in fights, holding a knife in public. Of course, the fabrication makes sense to the audience. From where he comes from, the same as Pepper, he can be easily mistaken for an outlaw. The audience doesn’t question how the boy from the poor neighborhood got his hands on enough money to bribe anyone. How could the invincible iAm possibly be manipulated? Nah, they wouldn’t use their heads on this one. They’d prefer to stay in the dark.


  Should I expose myself now? Should I tell them that I am the one who switched the iAms?


  I was mistaken. The Summit doesn’t play God. It’s the iAm. The illusion and misconception that you can know all you need to know about humans by gathering their data.


  I am not my heart rate. I am not my skills. I am not my sleeping problems. I am not my stress. I am not my fears. I am not how I look. I am the very essence of me. I am my will. I am my passion. I am my beliefs. I am how much I can give and receive love. I am infinite and possible. I am my soul. How can the iAm ever measure this?


  Most important of all, I am not that predictable.


  It is this moment when the idea fills my head. After two days as an outranked, I feel so strong. If you want to rank me, if you insist on ranking me, I will show you what ranking is about. I will not be a Five, a Six, a Seven, an Eight, or even a Nine. I will be human. I will become a Ten, which everyone in the Faya thinks is a myth, because they are far from being human.


  The boy’s name is Woodsy. Woodsy Brown. He is transported in a steel cage, rolled down from a plane into our battlefield.


  Having left the net, standing on the asphalt on the streets, Pepper looks at me while we are waiting for Woodsy. She is mesmerized. She averts her eyes from me, and looks at the boy standing in the middle of the street, holding a single red rose.


  Six million viewers are watching Woodsy and Pepper. That’s better than a royal wedding. Who wants to watch a prince and a princess, when they have Monsters in love?


  “Go to him.” I slap her on her butt, like Ariadna used to do to me. “You’re being ridiculous. Run to him.”


  All of us encourage her to, except Leo, who is Mr. Cool. He is brushing something out of his eyes.


  “But look at me,” she says. “My clothes are all wet. I need to take care of my hair.”


  I almost chuckle. “Since when do you even care?” I push her.


  She walks slowly, as if she is walking a rope in a circus, tilting her head to the side. He stands rigid and indecisive. Should he walk toward her? This will be painfully slow. They keep taking one step after the other, until Pepper loses control and actually runs to him. He is finally encouraged and runs to her too, dropping the rose on the way, then stopping a couple of strides away, turning back to pick up the rose and run back to Pepper.


  They run toward each other and collide with a kiss.


  The audience is going out of their minds. Today’s movie program has been full of action, gore, scares, blood, and finally, some romance. Talk to me about movie blockbusters, and I’ll tell you that you haven’t seen anything yet.


  Monster or no Monster, no one can resist love. Timmy pushes a button, unwillingly, sending roses down from the Artificial Sky — the roses are branded as a gift from Les Fleur Flowers. Timmy will do anything to have a successful show, anything for the viewers. Even Prophet Xitler is clapping now. As long as the system stays untouched, he doesn’t mind a little puppy love. Secretly, I know every girl wishes she was Pepper. Who would have thought?


  I know one thing though: the Summit, Timmy, and Prophet Xitler will give us hell for this moment. At least we are back again to ten survivors. Woodsy is our new member.


  “What an awfully nice day in Dizny Battlefieldz,” Timmy mumbles. Although he’s jealous and irritated, the audience still loves him. “First a kiss in the Breathing Dome, and then this fluffy sacrifice thingy.”


  Kiss in the dome?


  The audience goes “Ummmmm,” as if Timmy shouldn’t have said that.


  What is going on?


  “Wait!” I say into my iAm. “What kiss in the dome?”


  Bellona furrows her brows. “Did I miss that?”


  “Don’t look at me.” I take a step back. “I know nothing about this. Who kissed who in the dome? It was all blood and gore.”


  “In the middle of all this fighting?” Bellona wonders.


  The crowd goes, “Awwww.”


  I blink.


  “Timmy?” I demand. “Timmmyyyyy!”


  “Okay. Okay.” He kicks the empty air, giving up. This drives him crazy. “You have been kissed in the dome, sugar-bear. What? You didn’t feel it?”


  I am blushing red. Did this really happen? What? No. I wasn’t kissed in the Breathing Dome. I was fighting for my life. They are talking about me as if I wasn’t there. Did one of the Bullies try to kiss me?


  “You sneaky girl.” Bellona nudges me.


  Suddenly, the memory hits me right in my chest, like an arrow of fire.


  The gas mask!


  When Leo saved me, and I was almost unconscious. When I thought he was Woo. That gummy sweet feeling on my lips, and I thought it was the rubbery part of the inside of the mask.


  I feel mad all of a sudden. I turn back to Leo. “How dare you?” I tap my foot against the ground.


  Pepper, holding Woodsy’s hand, laughs at me.


  “What?” Leo says with his unemotional, unanimated posture.


  “You kissed me while I was unconscious?” I accuse him. “Without my permission? Who do you think I am? Snow White, being kissed by a pervert prince?”


  The audience laughs. I know most of the girls in the crowd favor Leo, and restrain my anger.


  “You believe this loon? Grow up, will ya,” Leo says monotonously.


  “I can’t believe you kissed me while I was dying.” I punch him in the face. He doesn’t move.


  The crowd laughs more and more.


  “This show is turning into a Bachelor show,” Timmy grunts. “Where is the blood? Where is the hatred? This show needs an extreme makeover.”


  “I saved you,” Leo says. “Why in the world would I kiss you behind your back?” He laughs at himself, as if the thought is so preposterous to him. “If I wanted to, I would have done it. Why would I deny it?”


  The audience goes nuts, especially the girls. “Go, Leo.”


  Go, Leo? Didn’t they see him kiss me?


  “Not that I really want to,” Leo adds.


  Why is he so mean to me?


  “Can you please play the scene again, Timmy?” I ask politely, secretly kicking myself in the head for needing Timmy to help me.


  “No can do,” says Timmy. “I have seven million viewers online. Half of them didn’t see the show yesterday, so I can’t lose them on recap. They will be searching for this scene all night long.” I am amazed he says this aloud. He does not shy away, even one bit, from letting everyone know that this show manipulates people’s emotions in every way to make money. “And I stopped anonymous uploading into the network so none of you, my lovely audience, can share the scene before the recap.” He scratches his chin. “If there were actually a scene, and I wasn’t bluffing.”


  “But you said—”


  “Oh, you’re taking my word for it now?” Timmy interrupts me. “I’ll leave this between you and Leo. All night long, you’ll have to push him to admit what he did — if he did. I love my job.” He pulls two hands into a fist.


  “Welcome to the Playa,” Vern says to Woodsy. “From now on, you won’t have time to catch your breath.”


  “Okay,” I tell Timmy. “I am not going to whine and ask you to show the recording. Just promise me, my family is all right.”


  “No, they aren’t,” says Timmy.


  “How dare you? I shot Orin eventually, and we entertained all of you like you have never dreamed of.” I talk to the nearest camera, hoping the audience will help me.


  “Your family is not all right, because you don’t have a family anymore,” says Timmy bluntly. “That was the deal. As for those you once used to call family, they are perfectly all right.”


  I let out a sigh, one that comforts me and hurts at the same time. I’ve saved my family by declaring I am not one of them. What matters is that they are all right, and that my actions will not affect them anymore.


  As for me, I am on my own now. As Leo said, this is the time when I have to grow up.


  Timmy announces the end for today, although the audience wants more. Timmy convinces them that we, the Monsters, need to catch our breath so tomorrow’s game won’t be boring. How thoughtful.


  What more can he ask for? All that fame and success, and ten members guaranteed to show up for the games tomorrow.


  “I still have a question—” I raise my hand at the camera.


  “Not again.” Leo’s face knots, as he grabs my arm. “I told you I didn’t kiss you.”


  “Who said I have a question about you?” I look at him and pull his hand away. “How about food?” I ask Timmy. “Can’t you see we’re starving here?” I say. Leo looks embarrassed. “A girl needs to eat, you know.” I grin at Leo. “It’s not all blood and kissing.”


  “Woodsy has two bags full of snacks,” says Timmy. “That will do until tomorrow, because tomorrow is going to be really meaty. Really meaty.” Timmy stops for an effect, and raises his hands. “Tomorrow we have our favorite part of the game. Carnivore!”


  The audience complains to Timmy that as much as they love the Carnivore part, they hate it too, because they don’t get to see the real action in the white surroundings. They complain that all they do is watch the white Monsterium with vague movements, until they see the red blood on the sand and know that the game is over.


  “Don’t worry, Faya,” says Timmy. “I promise you. We’ve fixed that. Tomorrow’s game has slight changes, and you will love it.”


  I don’t want to hear about Carnivore now. I don’t want to know if Leo kissed me. All I care about is that I am starving.


  We stare back at Woodsy, as if he is food himself. “Where is the damn food?”
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  After we take the Monorail back through the tunnel, we settle in the forest, emptying Woodsy Brown’s bags full of canned food, drinks, and candy. It turns out the bags were Woodsy’s idea, not the Summit’s.


  “How come there are no animals in this forest?” wonders Woodsy.


  I turn to Leo. Although I don’t want to talk to him, he must have an idea. Leo’s story still doesn’t make sense to me, let alone his behavior. I am still not sure if he did kiss me in the Breathing Dome. I can’t hide it. I’d be happy if he did, but his distance and secrecy are intolerable.


  That would have been the strangest first kiss ever.


  “I don’t know,” says Leo. “We haven’t been into the heart of the forest. If there are animals, and they aren’t hungry and dangerous, they must be hiding from us.”


  If there are animals, that would be where Woo is hiding.


  “I doubt the forest is inhabited in any shape or form,” says Bellona. “The Summit would be giving us hope to survive in the Playa. We could hunt and eat animals and stay here forever, hiding from them. This Dizny Battlefield is an abandoned place with only deadly toys to play with, like a haunted house in one of those old horror movies.”


  “But there was that incident in the fifth Monster Show when people from the Breakfast Club had snuck into the battlefields with buckets full of planting seeds, and ten pairs of animals,” Pepper, the educated, claims. “Like Noah's ark, you know? The animals were never caught though.”


  “The animals could have easily died,” says Vern. “There is nothing to feed on here. I think it was a foolish attempt from the Breakfast Club.”


  “How do you know that stuff?” Bellona asks Pepper. “You were what, eleven, in the fifth games?”


  “We’re taught everything about the games from the day we’re born,” Woodsy says, holding Pepper’s hand. “We were taught that this is our fate, written on a stone called the Rosetta Stone, in the highest place of the Royal Tower, where Prophet Xitler lives.”


  Leo puffs again, gritting his teeth, and looking upward at the night sky. “God help me not to kill myself,” he prays.


  “Calm down,” Bellona laughs. “My guess is that the Rosetta Stone is the name of something so different from what they said it was, and has a greater purpose, and its history has been altered by Prophet Xitler. Right?”


  “You’re damn right,” says Leo.


  “Since we don’t ask you how you know all of this, or where you were the last four years, or what you’re really doing here in the games, please stop complaining,” says Bellona.


  I would have said that myself to Leo, but I am not talking to him.


  “I am here because I am being punished.” Leo shrugs his shoulders, sounding defensive, which he never does. “I tried to escape Faya, but I never did. I hid here and there, homeless on the streets, never knowing how to escape. Finally, I decided I’d better surrender myself to the authorities, and declare that I was wrong for singing the song. I had to do it to survive, since I couldn’t find help, being banned and on my own. So when I did, Xitler decided to send me to the games as punishment. That’s why I am here.”


  The one obvious thing that proves to me that Leo is lying is how long his speech is. He barely says a couple of sentences at a time. I don’t think any of us believe him, but we won’t push it. We trust him, and he does protect us. Whatever secret reason he has to attend the games, we will deal with later, if we stay alive.


  Everyone has his own secrets. No one knows that I switched the iAm.


  “So what’s the name of the faction you and Woodsy come from?” I ask Pepper.


  “We don’t have a name,” Pepper says nonchalantly. “Why would we? We’re losers. You might as well call us Zero. Can’t you see my name is Pepper? I come from a place where you could be called pepper or salt. It doesn’t matter, really. You’re an add-on to the main dish, after all.”


  I don’t want to go there again with Pepper, now that she has found true love. I guess she can’t escape the things she was told when she was younger.


  “By the way,” I say, trying to divert from where the conversation is going. “I think I saw someone the other day in the forest.”


  “Someone?” Bellona wonders.


  “A little girl, about seven years old.”


  “That’s impossible,” says Pepper. “All players are sixteen. If, hypothetically, someone survived and lived down here, they would be older than us.”


  “How would someone survive when we have to say ‘I am alive?’” Vern asks.


  “You can just pretend you died, and not say anything,” Bellona suggests. “Then hide in the forest.”


  That’s exactly what I hope Woo did.


  “And do what?” Vern asks. “That’s not an option. It’s just a slower death. There is no way to escape this place, and no way to survive in it.”


  “How about the Rabbit Hole? The real one?” Bellona reminds him.


  “I don’t believe in that crap. It was just a joke that went viral on the gaming network,” says Vern. “You’ve seen for yourself, the only Rabbit Hole we know of was in the game today. There is no way out of here, and I can prove it.”


  “How?” I wonder.


  “Would you agree to pretend we’re dead tomorrow, and not reply to the iAm saying ‘I am alive?’” he asks.


  Silently, we exchange looks. What a crazy idea. No. They won’t do it, of course.


  But Woo did. Right? He told me he would do it. Otherwise, my being here has no meaning at all.


  “See.” Vern looks disappointed, as if he wished we’d said yes. He would have preferred it if there were a way out of here. But there is none. “There’s no Rabbit Hole.”


  “I guess you’re right,” I lie. I know I saw someone in the forest, but Vern made his point, and I don’t want to expose myself. I am supposed to find Woo secretly. “I must have been tired and hallucinating.”


  “I agree.” Leo breaks his silence. What? You agree? Although I doubt there is a Rabbit Hole, I have been counting on Leo claiming there is one. “I don’t care about the Rabbit Hole anymore. I think we have something better than that,” he says.


  “We have?” Vern wonders with a mouthful of beans.


  “We have each other.” Leo scans us with his eyes. “When I first came here, I thought I was the only one who could fight and survive this. In two days, I’ve learned otherwise. I’ve seen how courageous everyone is. I think we have another alternative than the Rabbit Hole. I think — no — I know we can survive tomorrow. It’s the last game, anyways. If only one of us survives, it will be like we all have.”


  Vern spits the beans out of his mouth. Pepper and Woodsy stare at each other. Bellona and I too. The rest scratch their heads. What a moment: Leo, the walking killing machine, telling us that we can make it.


  “So, why did you confess your love for Pepper?” I ask Woodsy, changing subjects again, and stopping Leo from elaborating. He doesn’t usually speak much. If I let him, he will most probably say something stupid. Let’s sleep tonight believing we can make it tomorrow. “Why now?”


  “We’ve always loved each other,” says Woodsy. “But since our parents told us repeatedly that it was our fate to become outranked in favor of the rest of society, Pepper never saw the point in us. Sooner or later, we’d find ourselves in the games, and we wouldn’t be able to survive it.”


  “So on Ranking Day, he insisted that he might have a chance,” Pepper takes over. “He bragged about his endurance and strength, and I made fun of him.”


  “I was almost sure,” confirms Woodsy. “For two years before the games, I was monitoring my iAm. My results were so bad, grades in school, IQ, sleep disorder, everything. But I was great in the area of strength. When I was only ten, I could climb up ten flights of stairs with a fifty pound sack full of sand on my back. I could just keep doing this all day. My father was a builder, and I used to help him. I guess that’s how I got my strength.”


  “Then when I was outranked, and he was ranked a Five,” says Pepper. “There was nothing we could do. However, Woodsy told me that if this happened, he would ask to be outranked to be with me, under one condition.”


  “That she starts to have faith, to have hope, to believe that we can make it together,” says Woodsy.


  Of course, Pepper wasn’t that person. I could have died myself listening to her negative views yesterday.


  “Faith?” asks Vern. “I don’t know what that means. Is that when you’re out of ammo in the game, but you still keep pushing the fire button? Because it never worked out with me — you see, I heard that—”


  “We’re not really going to tell you what faith is. Eat more beans. You’ll need it for tomorrow,” Bellona cuts in, being military-harsh with Vern. He can be a drag sometimes, I admit. “So what changed today?” Bellona asks Woodsy.


  “I saw how she did her best to save Vern,” says Woodsy. Vern tries to hide his face behind the can of beans. He certainly doesn’t know what faith is. All he cares about is food. “No one goes so far as to save someone else, if they didn’t have it inside. A big dose of hidden will and faith. What she did today was pure awesome sauce.”


  I grab a chocolate from the bag, and stare at it. It seems strange eating chocolate in these circumstances, but Woodsy’s words need some silent celebration. We made it today. One way or the other. And I want to have faith in tomorrow. I lean back against a solitary tree, a little bit away from the fire, and decide to treat myself to a private moment with that delicious chocolate bar, rewarding myself for surviving the second day of the games. Just like I did three mornings every week on the beach behind our house. This reminds me of Mom again — who is legally not my mom anymore.


  Don’t have too much fun. You’re a —


  I am a Monster now, Mom. Haha. I should laugh at this. That was in the past, Mom. The past was only two days ago, when I chose to hide in the shadows, in between the corridors of my school, walking like a living dead corpse, hoping for a Seven. No, pleading for a Seven.


  No, Mom. I will have as much fun as I can. I will embrace life and cherish each moment, as long as I know that I stand for what I believe in. And as long as I am a part of something, and think of others as much as I think of myself. I will have fun.


  I might not find Woo, and I might die foolishly, but the experience here is worth it. One day alive is better than thousands of days pretending.


  I let the chocolate slide into my mouth so slowly, I feel hypnotized. I feel its taste on my tongue, melting like a slow song with a good chorus and a brilliant singer. Never has a chocolate blessed me with such a feeling before. Today it’s different. Its taste feels deserved.


  After I indulge the taste fully, I open my eyes, and look back into the forest. There is someone in there. That girl is looking back at me from behind the bushes.
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  “Hey!” I stand up and start following her.


  When I reach the bushes, she is gone again. It's too dark to see behind those bushes, away from the fire. I call for her one more time, touching the white ring on my finger, the one I found before. I think it buzzes slightly again. Or maybe not.


  Leo’s flashlight shines on me from behind.


  “What did you see?” asks Leo, resting one hand gently on my shoulder. I pretend that I so don’t like his touch. I pretend.


  “The girl I told you about. She was watching us.”


  “Do you want to go look for her?” His voice is too gentle to be Leo.


  “So you believe me?”


  “Of course I do,” he says. “I was only concerned that searching deeper into the forest could open up Hell’s gate. We need to rest. We have a big day tomorrow.”


  “You’re right,” I lie again. I have a feeling the girl could help me find Woo.


  “I know what you’re thinking.” He gets a step closer. Too close. Goosebumps rise up on my arms. Good goosebumps. The kind you feel when the boy you like approaches you.


  “Yeah? What am I thinking, hotshot?” I ask.


  “That the girl might have a way out. If she had, she wouldn’t be here. She might be a vagabond or a gypsy from another region, using this place like a refuge.”


  I am not convinced at all. I am just worried about why he is being so gentle. Do we need to be alone for him to be affectionate and human? He has that musical voice when he talks again. Those James Dean eyes. In all this mess, he looks so perfect.


  “Are you a Teen-Gene package?” I ask spontaneously.


  “What?”


  “Bad idea,” I murmur. “Never mind. It’s just that you act like you’ve known me for a long time.”


  “A little longer than you think.” He brushes the back of his hand against my cheek.


  “Okay.” I take a step back. “You are being creepy now. What do you mean longer than I think?”


  “I’ll explain when the right time comes.”


  “And when is the right time for you? Dying time?” I flash back. “Oh. I remember. You kiss people right before dying, right when you finally realize they will no longer be here, and you’ll be all alone and miserable.” I take a step forward again, my finger right under his nose.


  “Are you implying that I like you?”


  “Of course you like me.” I wave my finger.


  “How many times do I have to tell you that I didn’t kiss you in the dome?” Leo bursts out. “Timmy is playing tricks on you.”


  “You’re lying—”


  “Hey, guys?” Bellona calls, searching for us in the dark. “Are you okay, or what?”


  “I didn’t kiss you.” Leo pushes my finger away. “I care for you, yes. But I don’t like the idea of me kissing you spreading around.”


  “Yeah? So you did. Who are you afraid of? What is your story, Leo? Why are you even here? It doesn’t make sense that you’re here with us.”


  “It doesn’t make sense that you are here either. You know that,” he says.


  I swallow. What does he know about me? Can I trust him with finding Woo?


  “I heard that,” Bellona says. “So why are you here in Dizny Battlefieldz? I know I am here because I’ve disgraced the army. Pepper is here because she has no potential. Vern is ill. Woodsy is a Romeo. What about you, Leo?”


  “Pepper is a great singer, by the way. It isn’t right. She does have potential,” says Leo. I am surprised he knows anything about Pepper.


  “Pepper sings?” I ask.


  “Four years ago, I was part of a talent show. I heard her sing. She sings beautifully.”


  “So why wasn’t this shown on her iAm? It could have saved her,” says Bellona. “And why didn’t you recommend her? These things help.”


  “I was a different person then. A selfish jerk. I couldn’t care less about her rank. As for the iAm, who said that this machine could read your soul? Can you tell me the statistics of your spirit? Singing is a talent of the soul.”


  I could pull my hair and scream right now. Singing is a talent of the soul? Since when does Leo talk like a passionate human being?
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  Pepper’s voice is angelic. I can imagine the words like fireflies dancing around the hazy heat from the fire in the middle of the circle. Leo has a broad smile on his face. Every surviving day down here, he starts to show more of his soul and become more human. Pepper’s voice is better than chocolates. Woodsy is using a tree branch for percussion. I am clapping, and Bellona is dancing, military-style.


  Pepper decides not to sing I Am Alive, Leo’s banned song. Instead she sings another tune of his. It’s called: Sometimes.


  There was a time when life seemed so hard


  I thought that I was alone


  No one to cry to and no one to run to


  And no place to call home


  So I said it’s ok now


  Run away, I thought I can escape


  But only now I realize


  I’ve got to stick to my fate


  I sneak a glance at Leo as Pepper sings the words. What’s your story Leo, really? I mean, how did this killing machine write such beautiful lyrics, and such a lovely tune?


  Pepper continues:


  Sometime you get it right


  Sometimes you get it wrong


  Sometimes you got to give it all you got


  And just fight for your rights


  I remember the song now. I caught Woo singing it once. It was his third favorite. His first was called “Follow the Sun” by the Beatles.


  “The hell with the banning,” says Bellona, still dancing. “Down here we can do whatever we want.”


  Down here we are actually free to do what we want. I believe Leo. The Playa was designed to be a much better place, but Prophet Xitler flipped the coin to its ugly side.


  A tingle of euphoria in my spine urges me to turn my iAm on. Leo gives me that look again.


  “Turn yours on, everyone,” I say. “Let them hear us dance and sing. Let the world hear your banned song.”


  “I like that!” Bellona turns on her iAm, and transmits the song to an international feed: a function that allows you to send your song anonymously to the world, to whoever is interested. Still, this doesn’t allow you to call or contact anyone outside. It shows an instant chart of how many people are listening, voting, and commenting. It’s illegal to stream a song that is banned, but we are illegal teens, anyway. What does one more illegal thing matter? So be it. The beauty of the international feed function is that once the song plays, there is nothing illegal about hearing it or commenting on it. The blame is only on the sender.


  Blame it on the Monsters. The song is online.


  “Right here from Dizny Battlefieldz…” Woodsy mimics a radio host’s attitude, talking to a stone instead of a microphone. He is mimicking Timmy a little. “We have an exclusive stream of the number-one song in Faya: I Am Alive.”


  Ten listeners in a few seconds.


  More fireflies gather around the fire, with flickering colors. I hear movement in the forest. Animals, I guess. Even if it was the girl who keeps hiding from me, I wouldn’t mind.


  A squirrel suddenly passes through, jumping over the fire, and escapes to the other side. And we thought there were no animals in here. There definitely are, but I guess there is something that scares them.


  We have one thousand listeners, and over three hundred comments.


  Leo grabs my hands all of the sudden, pulls me up, and we start to dance. His big hands are on my back, and his legs move swiftly. I am a horrible dancer. He is a master. Our eyes meet in the flickering light, and I see through them. Just like the stars I used to tell Woo about. Although it feels confusing, remembering Woo while in the hands of Leo, I convince myself that I haven’t found Woo yet.


  I see the child behind Leo’s eyes for the first time. The one you could imagine splashing water at you while swimming in the ocean, riding a motorcycle for fun, sleeping deeply, and holding someone he loves next to him, instead of a rifle.


  “Twenty thousand listeners, in only a couple of minutes.” Bellona can’t help herself. She stands between me and Leo, dancing with us. “We should stream our own live show.”


  Pepper signals for me to check the listeners count for the song we’ve just streamed. My iAm says eighty-seven thousand listeners, over thirty thousand likes, and two thousand comments.


  “They recorded the live version we just sang, and are rotating it on Zootube,” Pepper notices. The song is spreading through the network.


  “What can I say,” says Leo, with his eccentric smile on his face. “I was a superstar once.”


  “Does that mean we have fans?” asks Vern.


  I feel like a light bulb is shimmering above my head. Do we have fans? Isn’t it time to use this in our favor? Since when do outranked have fans?


  “Interesting point,” says Woodsy. “Those fans are Fives, Sixes, Sevens, hopefully Eights and Nines. And they are fans of the Monsters.”


  Leo poses like a body builder, showing off his six-pack — it’s a four-pack, actually. Pepper and Woodsy pose behind him. Vern crawls between them, as if they are taking glamour shots. The skaters laugh, and continue gorging on canned food. They barely nod their heads to the music, as if dancing will strip them of their soldier identities. Can’t they see their leader, Bellona, dancing like a duck?


  I take a photo of all of them, gathered and posing, with my iAm.


  Pepper keeps dancing, spreading her hands to the night sky. “I am so happy,” she says. “Shouldn’t they send us more flowers from the sky or something?”


  “Come on, Timmy,” I say in my iAm and look up at the midnight sky. “I know you can hear us.”


  “Come on,” Bellona says. “A little Artificial Skyyyyy.” She knots her face and squeaks her voice, imitating Timmy. I laugh hysterically at this. “Send us some dandelions down here from your artificial sky.”


  “Where is an artificial sky when you need one?” Leo mutters.


  “Come on, Timmy,” I insist.


  “No can do,” Timmy joins in on the iAm. “We don’t have Artificial Sky where you are. I could drop a bomb on you though. We have those.” He sounds sleepy. I think we woke him up.


  “Noooo!” we all scream, and continue dancing.


  “I thought so,” Timmy says. “Can I please get some sleep now?” He yawns. “I have to kill me some Monsters tomorrow,” he says, and hangs up.


  Suddenly, I get a phone call. How is that possible? Everyone stops in their tracks.


  I check the caller’s ID. It’s Ariadna.


  “Ariadna?” I pick up before cautious Leo stops me.


  “Hey.” Ariadna sounds worried, but she sounds happy to talk to me too. “How are you, girlie?”


  “Ariadna?” I say. “Where have you been?”


  “Celebrating, you know. Being a Nine is such a responsibility.” She sounds like she’s mocking herself. “My family is truly happy. We’re moving to a new house in the Boulevard. My sister is getting a scholarship for a ballet school — and a new boyfriend. Everyone rises and shines.”


  I shrug, not knowing if I should be happy for her, being in the situation I am in. But come on. She is super lovely. I am happy for her. None of this is her fault.


  “So listen,” says Ariadna. “I know I have not been there for you for the last two days. They threatened me to revoke my rank if I did something stupid—”


  “Like calling me now?” I cut in. “That’s very stupid of you, Ariadna. They’ll track you.”


  “I know,” she sighs. “I am calling through something called an iCoder, sold by the Monsters-to-be in the poorer neighborhoods. A new device the Breakfast Club is trying to spread out to people. I was told I had only a minute, before the Summit can track me. But I had to hear your voice, Decca.”


  “Oh. Ariadna. That’s so—”


  “I had to hear your voice before—”


  “Before what, Ariadna?”


  “Listen,” she says. I wonder how much is left of the minute. “My sister’s new boyfriend turned out to be from Eliza Day’s family. Eliza day is the only woman in Faya who sometimes speaks on Xitler’s behalf when they need to see a face instead of a voice. You must have seen her before. He told her an hour ago that Prophet Xitler announced in a secret meeting that this year’s games was the most profitable, but they also spent ridiculous amounts of money, like on Artificial Sky. They can’t spend more money on the games. Besides, a lot of viewers are starting to have a sweet spot for you guys. This never happened during the games before. The Summit won’t let that affect the show.”


  “Ouch,” I say. “I guess that means that the banned song we uploaded now is going to get them that much madder.”


  “Definitely.”


  “So?”


  “So tomorrow…” Ariadna pauses. “They’re planning to finish you off. Literally. The game will be brutal, and unfair. They won’t abide by the rules. They don’t want anyone to win. It just can’t happen. If someone wins, the system will be compromised. Tomorrow, Carnivore and two other genetically manipulated tigers will be out to kill you. I have to go, Decca. Take care.”


  “I understand,” I say, letting my hand freefall with the iAm in it, exchanging looks with the others. I remember that I want to say good-bye to Ariadna, so I pull the iAm up again. “Thank you, Ariadna,” I say, but she is already gone. None of them heard the phone call yet. How am I going to pass on the ugly news?


  “Don’t tell me,” says Leo. “There is free ice-cream tomorrow before the game.” Leo looks like he was expecting this. What else do you know, Leo?


  I stick out my tongue at Leo. How can he be so calm? Anyone seeing the horror on my face knows I have bad news.


  “Ice cream?” Vern asks Leo. “All of us?”
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  In my dream, I am looking through Woo’s eyes. I see him fighting for his life in the ninth Monster Show. It feels like I am wearing his body, like a tight dress, making it harder for me to breathe inside of him.


  He is fighting a one-eyed, white tiger on white sands underneath white skies. He is fighting Carnivore in the Monsterium.


  I see Woo’s hands swinging as if they were mine. But how can this be? They are a boy’s hands; tough, muscular, and full of hardened veins. I can’t control them, but they are swinging with a sword at the white tiger.


  Is this a dream, or a nightmare? Have you ever dreamt your hands weren’t yours, doing things without your control?


  Woo slashes at the tiger while I am inside him, trying to control his hands. He does it all wrong. I have better ideas and tactics than his, but I don’t know how to control his hands, or how to tell him. I scream inside of him, telling him I know how to win, that he doesn’t have to die. Woo doesn’t listen, and my hands are tight because they are not mine. They are his.


  Woo is strong. He is counting on his strength. I would rather rely on my mind, on my intuition. I wish I could talk to him, maybe insinuate my thoughts, so he follows my advice. Although I am inside his body, seeing with his eyes, I am still so far away from him. So far.


  “I am seeing through your eyes,” I whisper to him, but he doesn’t hear me. I feel like I’m talking to myself in a narrow closet I can’t get out of. I want to remind him that he wished he could see through my eyes, and now I am the one who sees through his eyes.


  The only way for Woo to differentiate between sand and sky is by observing the curves in the sands, the tops of the sand dunes. They only show when they change slope or direction. They have a darker shade, but they are so hard to see. There is also the sun, blistering onto the sands. Other than this, everything else is white. It’s so blinding. Woo needs to find the tiger hiding in the white sands and stay alive, before the tiger finds him.


  Helping me stay alive as well.


  Helping us.


  Woo and I used to never be apart.


  I don’t care what happens to me, if the tiger kills Woo. Woo and I are one. If he lives, I live. If he dies, I die with him.


  “You and I am one. It’s not ‘are,’ it’s ‘am,’” Woo used to say.


  Although Woo doesn’t talk to me, I can hear his thoughts occasionally. He is thinking about me, calling me Tender. He says he loves the ‘ten’ in Tender. He thinks that if he dies, I will be able to kill Carnivore, because I am a Ten. In a world where Tens are a myth, he thinks I am a Ten.


  “Foolish Woo. Thinking about me will get you killed. I am far from a Ten. I am just a girl, and maybe I don’t want to be a Ten.”


  “No matter what they rank you, you are my Ten,” he thinks.


  Woo once told me about his mother. She was mute when she had him. She had left his father, who was a vicious man. Woo’s mother gave birth to him at sea, having escaped from Faya, because she found out he had some deficiency in his genes too. She didn’t want him to be ranked, afraid he could be a Five, or worse, a Monster.


  When the sailors found him, they asked her about his name. She said, “Woo—” and didn’t complete the sentence. And even if she did, only vowels would have come out. When I think of it now, I think that Woo might not have even been his name. For some unknown reason, his mother uttered two vowels that sound like someone in pain to me.


  The sailors didn’t argue. Woo he was.


  His mother went into a ten day coma. For ten days, the sailors called him Woo, wondering what she meant by calling him such a strange name. He told me that when he asked her about the incident later, she claimed she didn’t remember. She was lying, Woo said. What did she mean? What was his real name?


  Then she died, and he did what she would not have allowed him to do. He sailed back to Faya.


  It didn’t matter that he never found out his real name, or the meaning of it. That was the best thing about him. He was here to enjoy life with no big premise, as long as he did what he felt was right. He was a mess like all of us.


  The tiger roars at Woo again. Woo roars back with the swinging of his sword. He can’t see the tiger. I can’t see the tiger. I am thinking we should be able to see a tiger with one big blue eye staring at us from the sands. But this tiger can turn its blue eye all white, like chameleons change the color of their skin.


  So maybe we can see its mouth when it roars. Its mouth is definitely not white. But seeing its open mouth would be too late. The tiger will be too close by then.


  “If the Carnivore’s fangs are visible to you, don’t ever think he is laughing,” Woo used to say, staring at Carnivore’s picture in his tree house.


  A gust of wind blows. Woo loses balance, but regains it fast.


  Suddenly, the tiger knocks Woo down, then disappears. It hurts me when I fall with him, inside of him. However, we gain back power, pick up the sword, and stand up again.


  “Listen to me, Woo.” I wish he could hear me. “Don’t look for the tiger. Listen to its breathing. Feel it. If I could only swing instead of you, maybe I could save you.”


  But Woo doesn’t listen to me. He never listens to me, and I will have to go. I will have to leave Woo because I can’t help him, just the way I can’t find him in the battlefields.


  I leave Woo’s body, and watch him from afar, as the tiger attacks him. I look away. I am ready to wake up from this horrible dream.


  As I surface back from the dream world to the real world, I hear Woo’s faint voice: “If I could only see with your eyes.”


  The first thing I see when I wake up is a pair of beautiful green eyes. It’s Leo.


  He is holding a bar of chocolate in his hand, and he doesn’t have a sleeping bag. I crawl sleepily out of mine.


  “Are you okay?” he asks.


  “I had a bad dream,” I yawn.


  “Really? I thought I heard you cry out.”


  “So? Can’t a girl have some privacy in a bad dream? Why are you awake?” The rest are asleep.


  “Just checking on you.” He smirks, a little better than usual, with a smile hidden somewhere. “I brought you chocolate,” he offers.


  I take it abruptly. “You found my weak spot.” I bite hard. The chocolate tastes funny. “So what’s yours?”


  “Mine?”


  “Your weak spot.”


  “I don’t have one,” he says bluntly.


  “Not even me?”


  “That, we have to talk about when we get out of here alive.”


  “What if we don’t? What if you die tomorrow, and you find yourself in Hell with all those badass gunfighters, and you discover you never told me that you love me?” I bite again, feeling confident, like Ariadna.


  “What if I die and go to Heaven, and we have eternity to continue this conversation?” he offers.


  “Doesn’t sound romantic enough,” I tease. “Don’t promise me big stuff forever. Promise me anything right now.”


  “I am sure they have chocolate in Heaven.”


  “Nah. I don’t want to wait that long.”


  “Wait that long?” He raises an eyebrow. “We could die tomorrow. That’s not that long.”


  “Tomorrow is too far away.” I chew. What’s gotten into me? Since when do I not let the chocolate melt in my mouth? Am I nervous because he is so close, leaning forward? “I mean, look at us now. Everyone is asleep, the light from the fireflies. We are alone in a forest—”


  One of those flying iSees roams nearby. Leo throws a big stone at it. The eye takes the hit and spirals down into the fire, making a sound like crickets clapping their wings in the middle of the night.


  “Could you please stop killing those things?” Vern moans out of his sleep. “I have a game tomorrow.” He is actually throwing punches at the grass, while dreaming.


  “See?” says Leo. “Chocolates in Heaven are a better idea than here.”


  “Don’t change the subject.” I lean forward, and grab him by his shirt. He gives, wanting to. I feel powerful. What has happened to me, waking up from this dream with a dose of confidence?


  I close in, an inch away from his lips.


  “Are you taking advantage of me?” says Leo. “I am just a shy boy, you know.” I can feel his warm breath on my face. “This is illegal, even by Monsters’ standards.”


  If he keeps teasing me and doesn’t kiss me, I will scream in frustration. I already feel the electricity between our lips and a chill in my spine — horror and romance are eternal friends, I guess.


  “Why are you always avoiding me?” I don’t want to be the one coming closer, adding the final touch. I want him to do it, so I stall by talking.


  “There is something I have to tell you, Decca.” I don’t like his serious tone. Not now.


  “I like it when you say my name,” I whisper.


  Then silence. I should be aware that he wants to tell me something, but I am just in the mood for something else, less serious.


  “I am here because—”


  I lift my fingers to our lips, so he stops babbling. My hand almost connects the electricity between our lips, between our souls.


  “What are you waiting for?” I whisper, smoothing my voice the best way I can, and lowering my hand.


  “Just for one of those things to come flying by,” he says. “I want to make sure the whole world sees this on camera.”


  Our lips meet. I shudder. He kisses me as if his life depends on it. I think I am momentarily deaf and blind. All my senses turn into one sweet anticipated feeling, like twilights of energy rushing through my body. My heart races, and I don’t mind. Let it beat the hell out of me.


  We part slowly, with our lips still sticking a bit. I bite his lips as we part.


  I laugh.


  I am shocked, in a good way.


  I catch him with his eyes closed for a tenth of a second. If I tell him he closed his eyes while we were kissing, he will deny it, so I stay silent.


  To my left, I see about four of the one-eyed iSees hovering around, and buzzing like flying squirrels. This is going to look crazy tomorrow on TV. At least if we die, this will make a memory indeed.


  But suddenly, I feel dizzy. What’s with that guy? Does he have hypnotizing lips, or what?


  I fall back on my back, and sink back into my dream, like drowning in water. The grass feels fluffy and spongy underneath me.


  Is this what’s supposed to happen after a first kiss?


  Lights out.


  The chocolate!


  Leo sedated me.


  But why?
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  Flip.


  I open my eyes.


  The sky is blurry. I think it is blue, with a tint of orange. The sun rays struggle to reach me, blocked by thick brown branches and green leaves. The thinner straight sun rays make it through, looking like piercing light behind shutters. My head feels heavy. I am still lying on my back. The earth underneath me feels like water; it helps me float, and prevents me from falling deep. I realize that I am hallucinating. No. I just woke up from a drug-induced dream.


  I gather my strength to sit up, looking at the forest. It’s definitely morning, if not noon already. There is no one with me in the forest. There is an unfinished, melted chocolate bar next to me. Leo’s chocolate bar.


  What happened to me? Am I still dreaming?


  I don’t think so. The air I breathe feels so alive, and the world doesn’t feel secure like in dreams. This is the real world, as in-your-face as it gets.


  No, I am not dreaming. But I am deaf.


  My head feels so heavy. I shake it violently, hoping I can hear anything, but I can’t. The back of my head hurts. I look back at the chocolate bar, trying to resist the conclusions my brain comes up with.


  I remember now. The chocolate bar. Leo sedated me.


  Why?


  Where is everyone?


  What time is it?


  Maybe all of this is just a bad dream. Maybe the Monster Show is just a constant nightmare, and all I need to do is wake up.


  I walk around, lost, not thinking straight, wondering where everybody is.


  Why would Leo do this? Is Leo my real enemy? Did he betray me?


  No, I don’t believe this. We kissed yesterday. It felt right.


  But the chocolate was an ambush. Why sedate me, Leo?


  I see Leo’s backpack on the grass, closed and stuffed. As I kneel down to open it, I start to hear again. There is a faint sound coming from afar. The same sentence repeated over and over by different people, something that ends with the word knife.


  I am not sure, hitting my head with my hands, looking around. The voices are approaching, but I can’t see anyone around.


  I hear screams.


  I get up, ready for anything. What is going on? I feel like something just popped out of my ears, like a huge amount of air pressure that blocked the sound from coming in.


  I hear them now. They are screaming: “I am alive.”


  The voices are coming from my iAm.


  It’s Leo, Bellona, Woodsy, and Pepper. They are in the game. Why am I not there?


  They look awful. Leo is cursing behind steel bars. There is a dead animal or some creature behind him on the ground. The picture is not clear. It’s phasing. Bad transmission. Why did they do this to me? Why did they leave without me? Anger fills my veins. Not because they left me, but because I am not fighting with them. I hear Timmy make fun of them.


  So it’s almost noon, the third day of the games, and they decided to save me from dying? Whose idea was it to leave me behind?


  Why didn’t I get an electric shock? No outranked can escape a game. They would be shocked instantly through the iAm.


  Although I can hear, my left ear hurts badly. It hurts more in my neck, right under my ear. I reach for it. There is a wound with little traces of some liquid. I look back at my hand. It’s blood.


  The first-aid kit! The one Leo and I got from the bus. He removed my receptor. Didn’t he say it was dangerous?


  I look at the iAm in my hand. I am not connected to the network or the Summit anymore. They can’t track me. Leo and the others must have told them I died. This must have been their way of saving me, disregarding how I would survive here alone in the battlefields.


  This is exactly what Woo would have done. Even though I doubt his survival. I am starting to believe that he couldn’t survive the Playa.


  My stubbornness walks me out of the forest. I am not going to live a boring life down here. A life with no meaning. I am going to catch up with the others. I stop and look back at the bag, and go pick it up. I still feel dizzy and my head still hurts, but I have to fight, and I will give them hell.


  The Monorail is not in its place, so I push the button to call it from a station called the Mirage. Why are they in the Mirage? Isn’t this supposed to be the Carnivore game in the Monsterium?


  I keep thinking about Leo’s story about the Rabbit Hole. What is it that his mentor, Wolf, knows that we don’t? Does the Breakfast Club really exist, or is it only built in our minds? I don’t care. No turning back. I remind myself that if I die today, I will not die on my knees. I came here to bury myself in the Playa and hide forever with Woo, but today I will bury someone else.


  The Monorail arrives. I jump in, watching the games. Timmy announces that two of the skaters are dead. What does this mean? Who is dead, and who is alive?


  Timmy can’t track me now, so the Summit doesn’t know that I am coming. It wouldn’t be a good idea to call Timmy and declare that I am alive. The Monorail arrives at the Rabbit Hole, and takes the dive into the tunnel. After the usual crazy ride, it continues to the Mirage station. I can see the Mirage battlefield in my iAm. It’s like a huge desert with too many waterfalls, muddy earth, and… white tigers.


  Is this what Timmy was talking about yesterday, when the audience said they were bored with the game in the Monsterium? The game is played now in this Mirage desert?


  Timmy announces that the game is still on: they have only caged one tiger, and two are left. The game is about catching and caging the tigers, dead or alive.


  Brutal and uncreative. That’s the plan. Brutal and raw enough to kill us all. It’s just like Ariadna said. The Summit doesn’t want to spend more money on the games, so they brought us a trio of tigers to chase us to death today. No more Artificial Sky or Breathing Domes.


  There are eight million viewers watching today. That’s without me attending, I try to flatter myself. I need to boost my confidence even if my confidence is just imaginary. Belief and faith are the only things that are going to get me there.


  I arrive. The Monorail doesn’t stop five stories high. It opens straight in front of the sandy desert, filled with the sound of Humvees and roaring tigers. I don’t have time to catch my breath.


  “There she is,” Timmy screams through the iAm. An external camera must have caught me. So I am still connected to the network? At least they can’t trace me through the iAm anymore. “I know what you want, Decca,” Timmy claims. “I know what you want. You want to take a break, since you’re surprised you’re in the game already. But here is my advice to you: take a break when you are dead.”


  34


  Suddenly, a Humvee steers in front of me, spattering mud all over my face. It has the word “Super-V” written on it, and it has a huge cage for hunting animals in the back.


  The Super-V keeps circling in front of me, without stopping. If it stops, the wheels will be stuck in the thick mud, and it won’t be able to pick up speed again.


  Leo sticks his head out of the window while circling the Humvee. “What the hell are you doing here?” he shouts.


  “Miss me?” I ask, making sure his backpack is strapped tightly on my back. This is just like going to school, I tell myself. You’re unlikely to come back dead from school, right?


  “We lied to the Summit and told them you were dead, to protect you,” Leo says. “Seriously.” His voice fades as he circles again. “What is wrong with you? You want to die?”


  “No.” I shake my head. “I want to kill.”


  “Please, God,” he screams, taking another round. “Help me to keep from shooting her for her stubbornness.” He struggles with the wheel for a moment, then gets hold of it again. The way he drives, he looks like he is riding a raging buffalo. I don’t know how he manages to control the Super-V, driving in such muddy earth. “Anyways. Now that you’re here, you have to jump in. I can’t stop. Mud is too thick,” he explains. “Come on. Shake your lazy butt. We have tigers chasing us.”


  I step out of the door. The mud is so thick, it covers my ankles. At some spots, it covers up to my knees. The shallow parts of the mud are lighter in color. I try to stick to them, chasing the circling Super-V, hoping Leo won’t lose control and run me over with it.


  As I am running next to the Super-V, I hear a roar in the distance behind me. I think my heart is going to stop before the tiger even gets me. How fast is it? How big is it? How could this even be happening, tigers chasing me?


  Leo drives the Super-V closer to my side, but stops circling and drives straight, so we get away from the tiger as fast possible. He kicks the passenger side door open for me. I run as fast as I can, reaching out. He is leaning down across the passenger’s seat, reaching out for me as well. The tips of our fingers touch briefly, but I can’t get hold of him. He can’t get hold of me.


  How come the tiger didn’t get me yet? It must be a thousand times faster than me.


  “I can’t drive any slower,” Leo shouts. “Or we will be stuck in the mud.”


  I keep running.


  “I have sedated this tiger,” Leo screams against the wind, the sound of Super-V’s engine, and the roaring of the tiger. “That’s why it is slow.”


  “You sedated it?” I wonder while running. “I’ll bet you kissed that tiger too!”


  “Nah,” Leo says, gripping on the wheel. “It’s not my type. Hurry up. It won’t stay sedated forever. I think it can’t see well.”


  “So your buzz-to-death syringe only sedated him?” I can’t believe we’re having this conversation while I am running away from a tiger.


  “I couldn’t buzz it long enough to kill it. The mud will slow it down. It’s sliding like crazy.”


  Reluctantly, I twist my neck back to look at the tiger. Leo is right. It’s slowed down by the mud, sliding left and right, and roaring like a drunken cat.


  It is obvious I can’t keep up with the Super-V’s speed. The more I run, the more tired I get. There is a protruding ledge on the side of the Super-V. It looks like it is made for someone to stand on it, maybe to carry extra people, or a place for snipers to jump on. I gather my strength and jump. One foot is on the ledge; the other is fighting the wind whirling against it. My hands get a good grip on the bars of the cage in the back of the Super-V. All I need is to get my other leg back, take two steps forward, and jump into the passenger’s seat. The tiger is still roaring behind me. It’s impossible to twist my neck to look back at it again. I pull my other leg in, take two fast steps on it, and jump recklessly into the passenger’s seat.


  I crumble in the seat with my head upside down.


  “Hi,” I say, happy to see Leo, holding out my hand, so he can shake it. “666 Monster Street, please.” Since I woke up free of the iAm’s receptor, I feel so confident and funny. I feel unplugged of my fears. What’s that all about? “I’ll tip you well. Only if you’re nice to me, handsome.”


  “Close the door, you little brat.” Leo doesn’t wait for me, and pulls the door in. I sit up straight.


  Seeing the white tiger in the rear-view mirror, although smeared with mud, reminds me that I am lucky I am still alive.


  “That’s not Carnivore, right?” I ask, noticing it has two eyes.


  “No. That’s Manticore,” Leo says, bumping into the roof of the Super-V.


  “Family?” I still feel funny, rocking in the passenger’s seat.


  “You sure love to talk. I can’t drive and talk at the same time,” Leo mumbles.


  “What’s with that? Boys not being able to drive and talk?”


  “Because usually a tiger is chasing them, and if they stop, they will be eaten alive,” Leo shouts. “So stop talking. You shouldn’t be here anyway.”


  “Yeah?” I say. “So you can have all the fun alone?”


  He gives me that look again. He thinks I am irresponsible.


  “We need to talk about your sedative chocolate, crazy boy ,” I fire back at him.


  Leo dismissed whatever I just said, and reaches for the backseat, and comes up with a bow gun. “You know how to use this,” he says, and hands me a bag full of arrows.


  “How do you know I can use these?” I ask. “The ones in the Wheel of Fortune were fixed. This one is different. It needs skill.”


  “Just do as I say.” Leo avoids the question.


  The problem isn’t that he is avoiding it. It’s that I suddenly know exactly how to use the bow gun and the arrow.


  “So what’s the game exactly?” I ask.


  “Simple,” says Leo. “We lure the tigers into the cages and lock them in, before they eat us.”


  “So let’s do it.”


  “Not before I find the others. Woodsy, Pepper and Bellona are in another Super-V. I need to find them. They were really struggling. Woodsy is a horrible driver.”


  Leo speeds up as the relentless Manticore still chases us. The Zeppelins are lagging behind us in the sky. Zeppelins are slower. They can’t keep up with such speeds and circles.


  “Hang on tight!” shouts Leo, and speeds up toward the edge of a cliff.


  “Are you crazy?” I shout. “You’re going to get us killed.” I try to hang onto my seat. The Super-V is about to drive straight over the cliff.


  Leo steers the wheel at the last second, and takes a sudden right. When I look back, I find out it is a steep cliff. The tiger takes the bait and falls off the cliff, after struggling briefly with the mud.


  “That was impulsive,” I tell Leo, listening to Timmy saying something in the iAm. Leo and I couldn’t care less about Timmy right now. This is a straight do-or-die game. We don’t need Timmy.


  “Let me worry about impulsive,” says Leo. “You worry about finding our friends.”


  I am amazed Leo said “our friends.” That’s so unlike him, caring about them.


  Leo drives freely for a while into the muddy desert. It occurs to me that this must be artificial mud, since there is no rain, and it’s a sunny day.


  In the distance, I see a Super-V stuck in the mud. It’s upside down, like it has crashed into something. There is smoke coming out from the engine.


  “That’s their Super-V,” says Leo, and speeds up more towards them.


  “What?” I feel dizzy again. “Where are they? I can’t see them.” Leo grits his teeth, his hands on the steering wheel.


  There is one tiger, roaming slowly around the Super-V. It stops somewhere, and starts biting on something.


  Leo pulls me to him tight, so I won’t see. “Don’t look, Decca. Don’t look.”


  “What!” I scream, trying to free myself from him.


  Leo is circling around the Super-V, but as far away as possible, knowing the tiger is busy with its prey.


  I free myself from under his arm and look. I am looking for my friends. This can’t be.
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  “Pepper,” I scream. “Bellona!” My heart is pounding. “Woodsy. Vern!” I could lose my voice screaming their names. “Where are they? I can’t see them,” I say to Leo, who points at what the tigers are feeding on.


  “Well… This might be them. I can’t know what the tigers are gorging on with all this mud. But that’s their Super-V.”


  It’s true. I can’t make out what the tigers are eating in the mud. What happened to them?


  “Don’t panic,” says Leo. “They might have escaped or something. The tiger couldn’t have killed all four of them. It just doesn’t make sense.”


  “Last two survivors,” says Timmy in the microphone. “They look like Romeo and Juliet.”


  Leo hugs me tighter again. “Don’t think about it,” he tells me, as I am about to burst into tears. “Stay strong. Stay focused.”


  “But they all died.” A teardrop trickles down my cheek. I try so hard not to cry. I still can’t believe it.


  “I don’t believe him,” says Leo. “Have faith. I don’t believe him.”


  “But we saw them.”


  “We saw nothing,” says Leo. “The mud is covering bodies. It could be anyone. They might have escaped. They might be hiding in trees. They might have removed the receptor from under their ears. Anything.”


  “You are just trying to make me feel better,” I say.


  “Stay strong. Trust me, I have this feeling. They are alive. At least, one or two of them are. Don’t listen to this maniac. In any case, we still have each other. We’ll always have each other.”


  Leo pulls my head to his and kisses me suddenly, with the salty tears on my mouth. “Stay alive, Decca,” he whispers, then he stops circling and drives ahead. “I need you to catch Carnivore.” He points at the opening in the roof.


  “Is that it?” I ask.


  “Yes. Climb up and you’ll find two levers. One opens and closes the main door to the cage in the back. The other opens a small window on top of the cage.” He points at a box full of large chunks of meat. “Take some of this and throw it inside the cage from the opening on top. Then pull the other lever to let Carnivore inside, while I slow down as much as possible, so it enters the cage thinking it will get that piece of meat. Once it takes the bait, you pull the lever back and it is trapped, and we win this game.”


  I am confused, trying to absorb and understand all of these instructions at once. Or is it that I am still shocked by the fact that my friends might be dead?


  “Look,” says Leo. “I could do this, but you won’t be able to drive the Super-V like I do in all this mud. I know you can do it. You have more reason than ever to catch Carnivore.”


  He is right. I look back at the genetically mutated white tiger. The one that might have killed my friends, including Woo, I assume. I will catch it. I will do it.


  I climb up through the shaft on top of the Super-V. I imagine I’m a tiger as well, clawing at whatever I can on top of the rattling and bumping Super-V. I have to keep my balance. The wind slaps my face every now and then. The wind whips at my back and legs, as if it is the enemy. I cry out this time, catching Carnivore’s attention. Its eye turns all white, staring at me. What kind of mutated creature is it?


  It starts to hunt the Super-V. Leo keeps circling and curving, to splash mud onto Carnivore to blind it. It works, but Carnivore wipes the mud away with its paws as if it were human, and keeps chasing the Super-V. I am still clutching at the top of it. The mud causes Carnivore to slip; it picks itself up, and continues after its prey. Leo and I.


  Crawling on my hands and knees, I reach the small opening on top of the cage. I open the bucket, pick up a heavy piece of meat, and prepare to drop it into the cage. It’s so heavy, I am afraid a bump in the muddy road will knock me down into the cage with the meat. I let it fall, thudding against the bottom of the cage in the back of the Super-V.


  Carnivore roars. I think the trick is working. I keep pounding against the roof of the Super-V, so Leo will open the cage. He has a controller inside to open it. The wind is so loud, I don’t think Leo can hear me, even if I shout. I need to get my breath before I make it back to the passenger’s seat. I am glad I made it so far. With all those bumps and slides in the road, I am afraid I will fall on my way back.


  I pick up my iAm, wondering why I can’t hear Timmy. The wind and the sound of the Super-V is too loud. As the wind curls what’s left of my hair into my mouth, I see Timmy and Faustina talking, but I can’t hear them. What’s Faustina doing up there? Has she become the Trickster’s helper?


  I look up at the Zeppelins in the sky, trying their best to follow us. The audience stands up there, taking pictures.


  Flash. Flash. Flash.


  Little kids pull their parents’ hands to come look at the white tiger.


  This isn’t a zoo! I want to scream. Or maybe the world has come down to this, becoming one huge zoo.


  “Can you hear me?” Leo shouts. Finally, and faintly, I hear him.


  “Yes. Yes. Yes!” I yell as loud as I can.


  “I can’t open the cage,” Leo screams, struggling with the wheel. “There’s some malfunction in here. Something is not right. I think Timmy did this.”


  “So what now?” I shout.


  “You’ll have to open the cage!”


  “What?” I stare back at the panting Carnivore, getting closer and closer.


  “We don’t have time, Decca,” Leo screams. “I am going to be out of gas very soon. You have to open the cage from the inside.”


  “What do you mean open it from inside?”


  “It’s how it opens manually,” explains Leo, sounding disappointed with himself. “From the inside. There is a lever that you have to pull from the inside.”


  I turn back and look between the bars of the cage. I see the lever inside of the cage. How am I going to do this?


  Staring at my iAm, I see Timmy dancing polka with Faustina. When the camera closes in, it says the words, “from inside.” Timmy winks at me. He looks so happy with my misery. The screen shows the subtitles of the phrase in other languages.


  I look at the audience standing behind the bulletproof glass in the Zeppelins, not knowing what I am looking for. Maybe I am looking for humanity in their eyes, some evidence that shows they are not robots. That they still have some of that something that makes us human, whatever that is. Although most of them are laughing, voting, and betting, I do see little faces here and there. Those who feel confused about this. Those who have that inner voice troubling them from the inside. The problem is that they do nothing. They don’t want to oppose the Summit. I think this is the greatest mistake of all, wanting so bad to be part of the crowd, whatever the price is.


  “How are you going to close the cage on the Carnivore when I trap it inside?” I ask Leo, trying not to think about what could happen to me when I am in the cage with it.


  “You just open the cage, get back on top through the shaft, and leave the rest to me,” says Leo. “You can do it, Decca. You can do it. This is the last day and the last game. If you pull it off, you’ll be the first one to outlive the games. You’ll be a Ten!”


  I drop myself like a sack of potatoes into the cage, and the audience goes crazy. Every bad thought, every shred of fear, every negative comment, I just kill it with an imaginary gun and puff the smoke off the end of the barrel. As I stand inside of the cage, Carnivore roars at me from outside. It must be enticed by the amount of meat behind the bars, including me. I step forward and grab the lever, while staring at Carnivore one more time, up close and personal. The flashes of the cameras coming from the Zeppelins above me are blinding, even in daylight. Every flash cuts through the air, as if I am a celebrity being chased by the paparazzi. Is this how the Nines feel? Chased everywhere? No privacy? Every time they bleed does the audience feel better?


  The flashes of the cameras might make a celebrity out of me in this bleeding daylight, where man has nothing to be entertained with but the misery of another.


  The flashes don’t bother Carnivore. It is hungry. It’s natural and animalistic. It wants to feed. Come to think of it, it is no different from those in the Zeppelins. The only difference I can think of is that it has no rank, which makes us both Monsters.


  “Are you the one who killed Woo?” I whisper through the bars. I wonder what will happen if I cut through Carnivore. Will I find a set of wires and metal bones?


  I take a deep, deep, deep breath and pull the lever. The cage opens.


  “Open Sesame,” I mumble.
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  Carnivore comes running, wilder, fiercer, and hungrier than ever.


  I trot back and try to jump up, reaching for the small opening I came down from. It’s absurd how it suddenly seems too high. I can’t get a grip on the bars at the top to pull myself up through the opening. I pound on the inner bars of the cage as hard as I can, to let Leo know that the cage is now open.


  Leo is trying to slow down as much as possible, to allow Carnivore to leap into the cage.


  “Jump up!” Leo screams from inside. “Why can’t I see you on top of the cage?”


  I guess his rear-view mirror covers only the roof. How am I going to explain that I have miscalculated things? The cage’s roof is too high. Like many other things, it’s easier to get in than to get out.


  I run from the middle of the cage to one side, and start climbing up the bars with my bare feet and hands.


  Flash. Flash. Flash.


  The audience in the Zeppelins must be labeling me today’s favorite dish.


  Climb, Decca, climb!


  Carnivore is panting at the threshold of the cage. Seeing it this close pumps panic through my body. I let go of the bars, and fall down onto my back again.


  Carnivore is looking straight at me. So close. It’s pawing at the edge of the cage. Why am I paralyzed? I don’t know. The piece of meat lies right next to me. All I can think of is to pull it up and throw it out of the cage at the beast, so it forgets about me. Its paws reach for the cage. Before it has the chance to leap in, Leo takes a hard turn and Carnivore slips out again.


  I throw the meat out of the cage. It flies in the air like a heavy pie. Carnivore doesn’t bother looking at it, or running back to catch it. It wants me. Only me.


  Running to the side again, I climb the bars on all fours like a monkey one more time. When I reach the top of the barred cage, the opening is too far in the middle, so I have to climb the cage’s ceiling, again, like a monkey, but upside down. Gymnastics wasn’t my favorite class in school, but neither was math, which I ended up studying and passing. Math is horrible. I can’t imagine there is anything else to teach beyond 2 + 2 = 4. That’s all math is about. The rest is some complex gibberish that the average girl never uses. Ask Carnivore. It’ll tell you how much math sucks.


  Carnivore jumps into the cage while I am hanging upside down like an amateur spider. It lashes out at me with its paws from down there, trying to reach me. I am amazed that the cage’s ceiling is so high, even for it.


  Show me how you can climb the bars like a monkey now, you heavy miserable white creature!


  Although its paws can’t reach for me, it slashes through my hair, scraping a big chunk of it away. I pull myself flat to the bars of the ceiling while reaching for the opening.


  What’s with everyone in this world tearing at my hair? I am not just dying. It’s even worse. I am balding in here.


  “Thanks.” I grin at Carnivore. “How’d you like it if I rip out your white fur?”


  The audience in the Zeppelin right above me claps and laughs. Such an awkward position for me to watch the Zeppelins from.


  “We love you!” a couple of kids say behind the glass, as if I were the clown in the circus, pulling my latest tiger trick.


  “Go get a life!” I scream at them. “Go fall in love. Break your heart. Meet somebody. Go live, instead of watching live video games of people being killed!” The kids are taken aback.


  Finally, I reach the opening and pull myself up. Carnivore slashes one last time. Once I am up, I discover that he slashed at my right arm. It hurts like hell, but I don’t want to look at the wound. I’ll consider it Carnivore’s signature on my body.


  I pound on the roof for Leo to take notice.


  “Thank God!” he yells. “You jump out of the Super-V now. I’ll take it from here.”


  How is he going to take it from here? He can’t pull the cage shut from where he is driving. What keeps Carnivore in the cage is me. As long as I am standing on top of the cage, it thinks it can get me. If I jump out, it will jump out too and hunt me. I can’t leave. I have to stay here, until we find a way to kill it.


  When I raise my head, gazing in front of me, I see one of the steep cliffs up front. One of those cliffs Leo used to kill the other tiger, making it chase us and steering the wheel back at the very last minute. It won’t work now because Carnivore is inside the cage.


  Leo is speeding up toward the cliff.


  “Jump, Decca,” Leo shouts. “Jump!”


  Now I know what Leo is thinking. He is on some kind of crazy suicide mission, driving with the Carnivore in the cage over the cliff, ready to die with it to save me.


  No!


  “Don’t do it, Leo,” I scream, trying to crawl back to him.


  “I am just dropping it off the cliff,” explains Leo. “I can steer the wheel and turn around in the last second after it’s thrown out of the cage and off the cliff. Trust me.”


  “No!”


  “I just can’t do it when you’re still up there. Jump off the Super-V, Decca.”


  We’re getting closer and closer to the edge. The stupid Carnivore is still trying to reach for me from inside, not knowing what is about to happen to it.


  “We can do this,” Leo insists. “Don’t mess this up by staying with me. If I die it won’t matter, because you will survive the games. Don’t you give up at the last second.”


  So close to the edge.


  Even the Zeppelins are slowing down. I can’t imagine what is scaring them, when they’re flying in the air. Dumb audience.


  Watching the edge of the cliff approaching, I crawl back into the passenger’s seat. Sometimes my stubbornness is my only friend.


  When Leo sees me back in the seat next to him, his eyes widen with anger. But it’s too late. I can see the hollow void leading all the way down over the cliff.


  “Leo!”


  He steers the wheel with all his might to the right, and hits the brakes so the Super-V slows down a little. I hear the sound of Carnivore banging heavily against the bars of the inside of the cage in the back. It’s a mix of roaring and moaning. I think it fell out of the cage, and off the cliff.
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  The Super-V stops sideways at the last minute, with Leo’s window overlooking the cliff. I hear the audience hail in the iAm, which I can hear now in the absence of the roaring of the Super-V, Carnivore, and the wind.


  Leo looks back at me from the window overlooking the cliff. He shrugs.


  “How close are we?” I ask.


  “Right on the edge of the cliff,” he says. “Right on the edge, Decca.”


  “So we made it?” I say, feeling like I’m finally waking up from a nightmare. “So let’s go.” I reach for Leo’s hand.


  He pulls away. “You go first, Decca,” he says.


  “What’s wrong, Leo?”


  “Listen to me carefully,” he says. “There are things that I need to say to you before—”


  “Before what?” I gasp.


  “Just listen.” Leo is panting. Is he hurt? What is it? “You always ask me why I am here. You always say it doesn’t make sense. You’re right.”


  “I don’t want to know now, Leo,” I interrupt. “Just take my hand, and let’s get out of the Super-V.”


  “I can’t,” he says, looking at his left leg. Oh my God. It’s stuck in the bent metal of the side of the vehicle. How did I not notice this? He can’t pull his leg out. If he does, the wound will get bigger and bigger, and cut through his thigh. “Just listen to me,” he insists.


  “Leo—”


  “Just listen. You have to know the truth.” He tries to shift his weight, as he aches from the pain in his leg. The Super-V shakes and slides a little closer to the edge of the cliff. We’re going to fall from the cliff because of the shifting mud if we don’t get out soon. “I was sent here for you. That’s the reason why I am back in the games.”


  “What? Me? Why?”


  “I was sent here to protect you, and keep you alive,” he pants. “My mission was to either get you to survive and win the games, thus stay alive, or if I fail at that, I have been ordered to keep you alive in the battlefields by not saying I am alive.”


  “Mission?” I mutter, my hands falling on my lap. Leo is here to protect me. What about how I felt about him? Was he just acting? “I don’t understand. Who sent you?” I say.


  “Wolf, the leader of the Breakfast Club, sent me,” says Leo, trying to avoid my eyes.


  “The Breakfast Club?” I swallow hard. “Why? Why me?”


  “I don’t know,” says Leo. “I was sent to help you win the games, or find the Rabbit Hole and escape. At all costs, I had to keep you alive until they contact you.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I removed the receptor from you yesterday.”


  “Why?”


  “Those were my orders. First of all, to disconnect you from being tracked by the Summit. Second, to make you remember your skills.”


  “My skills?”


  “I don’t know. That was my mission.”


  “So the Breakfast Club sent you to save me when it was my time to enter the games? How did they know that I was going to be outranked?”


  “They didn’t. But it was a possibility. They said you might find a way to enter the games to save a friend of yours who actually taught you all the skills you’re remembering since the removal of the receptor.”


  “You know about that?”


  “Yes. So I convinced Xitler that I wanted to be forgiven by the Summit, and came back.”


  “What if I hadn’t been outranked?”


  “I would have been stuck playing the games alone,” Leo says with that toothache-like smile.


  “It doesn’t look like you could have survived,” I say. “Not without me.”


  “You’re right.” He laughs, then winces, reaching for his leg. ”You made it, Decca. They were right about you.”


  The mud shifts underneath the Super-V again, and Leo’s side slides lower toward the cliff.


  “It’s time for you to get out, Decca,” says Leo.


  “Not without you,” I insist.


  “My leg is stuck in the metal of the Super-V. Besides, our weight is what’s slightly keeping the balance. Once one of us steps outside the weight will shift, and the car will fall from the cliff. Only one can survive this.”


  “We can jump out together.”


  “I can’t, goddamit!” Leo yells at me. He wants me to leave. He believes I am more important than he is. Although I want to ask about this mission thing, I don’t think it’s the right time. Leo has been here for me all through the games. He might be some kind of guardian sent to save me in this crazy and unbelievable story of his, but I can count on what I feel for him to be genuine and true.


  “How about the kiss?” I ask.


  “Not again, Decca,” he says. “Time is running out.”


  “Did you kiss me in the dome?” I want to know.


  “You’re about to die, Decca. And all you want to know is whether I kissed you in the dome?”


  “Yes,” I say. “I know we kissed before you sedated me, so I take it that it was all business on your side, trying to save me. I know we kissed before we were going to die in the Super-V minutes ago, so I might believe it was a last kiss before dying thing. I know that everything you have done for me might have been part of the mission you were sent for, pretty soldier. But when I think about the dome, you had already saved me. You weren’t afraid of anything. You knew that your actions would be caught on live TV. You did it without letting me know. I understand why now. Because you thought you shouldn’t. You believed you were my guardian, sent for me on a mission, following your leader’s orders. So did you kiss me in the dome or not?” I have to admit, I think kissing me in the dome was a little weird on his part — if it actually happened. But it’s the only way I can make sure that what I think he feels for me is true.


  “Why do you need to know, Decca. Really? Why?” Leo’s questions resonates with me for a while. I even lean away from him. His stare is piercing through me. “We both know Woo isn’t just a friend,” he says, aching from the pain in his leg. My sinister mind wishes he aches from the pain of thinking I love Woo. “You don’t risk your life like this for just a friend. Knowing if I kissed you or not, isn’t going to get us anywhere. Your heart is his. Besides, this is a goddamn killing game. We’re not supposed to discuss this.” He let out an aching laugh.


  “This still doesn’t answer my question.” My stubborn brain is annoying, even to myself.


  “Yes,” says Leo, looking right into my eyes, sweating from the pain. “And it’s what makes me not regret dying anymore.”


  I let out a long sigh and lean forward again. This is not a reasonable move. My weight toward the cliff can kill us both. This isn’t a reasonable move. I should be in love with Woo, who I came to find or die with. This isn’t a reasonable move. I only know Leo a day or two ago, and you can’t say we even dated. This is not a reasonable move. This is my unreasonable gut feeling, pulling me toward someone I barely know. But wait. There is nothing left to know about someone you fought for your life with. All I know is I came here to die with Woo, but ended up living with Leo. “So you didn’t admit you did it because of Woo?”


  “Not just that. I am not supposed to. To the Breakfast Club, you’re like a princess, and I am just a guardian. Us? Together? That’s prohibited. And I am on a mission that could be part of saving our world from the Summit.”


  I smile with excitement when he says that. The Super-V shifts again. The audience holds its breath.


  “I won’t leave you,” I cry out. “You hear me. I won’t leave you. Just give me a minute, and I’ll find a way out.” I look up at the Zeppelins. “What’s wrong with you?” I yell at them. “Can’t you send us any of your tech-stuff to pick us up? We won the game already. Please!”


  “No can do,” says Timmy. He sounds different, as if he has been listening to our conversation, and feeling sentimental. Faustina is drying her Teen-Gene tears behind him, but she shies away when the camera closes in on her. “I am sorry, Decca,” says Timmy. Where is all the Bad Kidz, Monsters, and sarcasm attitude? “Believe me, a lot of the audience voted for you. A lot of them consider you to have won the game, but the Summit believes you have to continue the game. Killing Carnivore isn’t enough, if you can’t pull yourself out of the Super-V.”


  “I won’t do that,” I say.


  “He is not going to make it,” Faustina yells angrily at me. “What kind of Monster are you! Stupid, unreasonable, and weird. That’s why you’re an outranked. Get out of the damn Super-V. He won’t make it.”


  The thought that fills my head is what if I win now. What will happen to me? Will I just follow the system, labeling people and marking them? I won’t get out unless Leo is with me. I need someone with me in this harsh world of Faya. Someone to accompany me and love me.


  “Decca,” Leo says softly. “I changed my mind. I am coming out with you.”


  “Really? How?”


  “There is a metal rod attached to the outer side of the Super-V,” Leo explains. “If you get it for me, I could push away the metal that is trapping my leg. I can do it. Trust me.”


  “Of course,” I say and turn around. “Right next to the door?”


  “Yes. All you have to do is open the door as slow as you can, and reach out for it.”


  I reach for the door and pull it open, then stretch out my hand, slowly looking for the metal rod, with my back to Leo.


  That’s when I know that he has betrayed me.


  He kicks me in the back out of the Super-V. I fall into the mud outside. The mud shifts like lava from a volcano down the cliff, pushing the Super-V to the edge.


  “No!” I scream, reaching out.


  “I love you,” Leo mouths, drawing the words silently with his lips. I see he has freed his wounded leg. I don’t know if he really does love me. I don’t know if he’d seen me since long before the games. I don’t know if the pressure of the games and the fear of dying made him say it. But even if it’s half a lie, I will believe in his words. I need to believe in them, so I have enough strength to survive. I don’t care if it’s a lie. My whole world has been a lie.


  Leo tries to jump down on his own, separated from the Super-V. But will he make it? It happens so fast. The mud feels like a magic carpet sliding away that I can’t pull back, however I try with all my might. Leo is falling over the cliff’s edge.
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  I crawl on all fours. But I am too late. The Super-V has fallen off the cliff, and Leo isn’t here anymore.


  Leo is gone.


  I cry so hard, I think tears will burst out of my bones.


  “Congratulations, Decca,” says Timmy flatly. “You’re the first to ever survive the Monster Show.”


  What? I won the games and lost Leo? Lost all of my friends? Lost my family? What kind of a victory is that? How can this be called winning?


  I keep crying on the edge of the cliff, trying to crane my head to look for Leo.


  But suddenly, the audience shrieks behind me. I turn around helplessly, tears on my face, wondering what the fuss is about. Isn’t it enough that Leo died? Didn’t they want a winner of the tenth Monster Show? Here I am, all broken-hearted.


  But that’s not why they shrieked.


  It’s Carnivore.


  It didn’t fall off the cliff like I thought. It’s staring at me with its white eye, breathing heavily, about to roar in my face before it finishes me off.


  Standing helplessly and shocked, I don’t know whether to give in to it or not. I take a cautious step back, while Carnivore stares at its last victim.


  If it kills me now, will I still be considered a winner?


  If he kills me now, will it send me to where Leo and Woo are?


  But it doesn’t kill me. It doesn’t need to. The mud underneath me shifts again and I slide down off the cliff.


  Freefalling sucks.


  I don’t know how far I am falling or what’s going to happen to me, watching the world I know escape me. The blue sky is abandoning me, and Carnivore is looking down at me from the edge of the cliff as I fall backwards, knowing it’s not a long flight down before I am gone. Is this how it ends? Falling? Just like that? Without a fight? Without a scream?


  I feel betrayed, like a strong and brave soldier who slips because of a banana peel all the way down in the middle of war, facing a disgraceful end he doesn’t deserve.


  No. Not like that. Not banana-slip style.


  I can do better than that.


  But how?


  I’m thinking that I still have time, even as my body hits the ground. Isn’t this too fast? I thought the cliff was steep.


  Before I faint, I find myself hanging between Heaven and Earth.
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  I wake up to a damn intolerable headache, with the sound of Leo and Woo’s voice saying: ‘If I could only see through your eyes.’


  Leo and Woo are gone. One is dead and the other, well, I hope not.


  I sit up wherever I am. All I see is a waterfall in front of me.


  Heaven?


  I have a headache, which turns out to be a good thing. It means I am still alive.


  Foam-like water is cascading down from the top of an enormous grey mountain in front of me, gliding like silver strings of silk, deep down into a river that runs to my left and right. Black rocks stand bravely against the white foaming current in the middle of the river. Amidst the rocks, I see Leo’s Super-V, turned onto its side, crashed and broken, and stuck between the rocks.


  I can’t see Leo though.


  I cover my eyes with my hands, afraid to get a glimpse of his corpse. A vision I don’t think I can handle.


  Where am I?


  I stand up, and the ground beneath me crackles. Boulders roll from under me and slide over the edge, down, deep down, into the river. My whole body aches. I spare myself from checking out the bruises. As long as I am still alive, it doesn’t matter. My right arm stings from where Carnivore slashed it.


  Taking a minute to get my bearings, I realize I am standing on a narrow ledge sticking out from the side of the mountain, midway between the cliff above me and the river below me. Looking up, I see the cliff’s edge about twenty to thirty feet above me. That’s why I am not dead. I was saved by crashing onto this small cave-like part sticking out of the mountain. How lucky is that?


  The mountain is grey and curvy. To my right and my left, I see a number of other ledges and caves. They are too far away though. I can’t jump that far. There is no way I can climb up either, since there is nothing to hang on to on the side of the mountain. Its surface is too smooth. Besides, with my right arm hurting so bad, I can’t use it for climbing. Even if I could climb, Carnivore is waiting for me up there.


  Looking downward is just as scary. It’s a long way down to the river. If I look long enough, I’ll go into a daze, faint, and fall. Having removed that iAm receptor from under my ear still makes me dizzy occasionally.


  I let out a long sigh, not believing I am actually still alive, but grateful that I am. I could have landed on my neck or on my head, but somehow I’ve landed on the backpack I am wearing, padded with all those things stuffed inside, absorbing some of the impact.


  I can’t believe this. I am standing in the middle of a large mountain, hanging midway between earth and sky. How am I going to get out of here? There’s no way I am going to jump into the river — although it could be done, but I don’t think I can bring myself to do it, and I am afraid I would hit one of those black rocks down there.


  Wow. This is an even better setting than the strangest you could possibly imagine in the games. Speaking of the games, where are the Zeppelins? Where is the damn audience, those who never get enough of the entertainment?


  I feel so alone with only the wind next to me, whispering through what’s left of my messed-up and scraped hair.


  Carnivore roars for me from above.


  “If you want me, come down here, if you dare,” I shout at it.


  “What does it take for you to stop following me?” a voice moans behind me.


  I snap and turn around. It’s Leo, lying on his back, his leg bleeding badly.


  He is sprawled back in the small cave behind me, too small and too low. You’d have to crouch or lie on your back like him to get inside.


  “Leo!” I scream with joy, and duck to hug him in the cave. “You’re alive.”


  The cave is too narrow, so I stretch my body on top of him, with the cave’s ceiling only a hand-span above me.


  “Even Hell is too crowded,” he mumbles, feeling my body over his. I think he is hallucinating. His eyes flutter, and his breathing is irregular. He has lost a lot of blood.


  “Leo.” I grab his head with my hands. “It’s me. It’s me.”


  “Who?” He cranes his head a little, and winces when he does. “God?”


  “It’s Decca, Leo. Please wake up.” I shake his head and discover it’s a bad idea, since his eyes slip shut and his head falls back. I wipe the sweat and dirt off his forehead, trying to wake him up again. “Leo,” I moan one more time.


  He wakes, opening his weary eyes again. “Hi, God,” he says, looking at me, but not really seeing me. “It’s me, Leo.” He stares at me, but he looks as if he has forgotten everything.


  “I am not God, Leo,” I yell at him, shaking him. “Decca. I am Decca. D. Pixie. The girl you were sent to protect.”


  “I hear you, God,” he mumbles, and lets his head fall back again. “I hear you. You don’t have to yell at me. I tried my best, you know.”


  “This can’t be happening,” I say to myself, part of me wanting to wake him up, and another part so glad he is still alive. “Please God, help him.”


  “I am not God, God,” says Leo, as if he were drunk. “You’re God. Stay brave, God. We need you.” He is out of this world.


  “I am not God!” I insist, and hit his head accidentally against the boulders on the ground again. This time, my heart aches. “I can prove it to you,” I say, and plaster my lips onto his, tasting him and the blood trickling from his wounded head.


  After I kiss him, his head rests in peace with closed eyes, and a broad smile fills his face. All he needs is a tuxedo and a rose between his hands, and this will officially look like his funeral.


  I am glad he smiles.


  “That was weird, God,” he says, still smiling. “But nice.”


  “That wasn’t God,” I repeat. “Just to let you know. That was me.”


  “I know,” he says with closed eyes. “I know.” He falls asleep, and starts snoring.


  “Leo!” I scream again, not shaking him anymore, since it’s already proven useless to do so. “Wake up. I need you. What can I do to help you?”


  “Get off me, so I can breathe?” he suggests, narrow-eyed and angry all of a sudden. At least I know two new things about him now. For one, he snores, and two, he talks in his asleep. Not the best qualities for a future boyfriend.


  “Oh—” I shake myself off him and sit next to him on the ledge. “That.”


  He breathes out and opens his eyes, tilting his head and grinning at me. “What the hell are you doing here?” he manages to say, although he looks weak. I look at his leg. It’s a mess. He has been bleeding badly.


  “Let me help,” I say, and open my backpack. I pull out a t-shirt and wrap it tightly around the wound in his leg, then knot it as tight as I can. It might help stop the bleeding for a while. When I knot it tighter, he screams, and his head falls back. I think he’s fainted this time.


  Looking desperately at him, I can’t believe this is the guy I thought to be Terminator-like. Hell. At some point in the games, I thought that if I opened him up, I’d find him all wires inside. He isn’t weakened much by the fall, since I have survived it. He is weakened by the amount of blood he has lost from the wound in his leg, and maybe something else that I can’t figure out.


  As he lies silently on his back, a bee flies over his head, then rests on his nose. Leo, lying down, helpless with a bee on his nose, looking funny. He breathes, up and down, and the bee stays put on his nose.


  Before I can try to wave it away, it flies over to the edge of the ledge and settles between two single yellow flowers sticking out of the grey mountain. It amazes me how these two flowers have made it, rising out of this dead and cold mountain.


  Still, I wonder why I am so disconnected. Where are the Zeppelins? Where is Timmy?


  I pull my iAm from my pocket, and check it. It’s turned off. I must have pushed the button accidentally, and Leo must have lost his since I can’t find it.


  When I push the on button, it doesn’t work.


  What? Am I going to spend the rest of my life in here?


  I push. Push. Push.


  The green light finally turns on.


  Even technology needs a little first-aid revival.


  “Don’t forget to watch the recap.” Timmy is talking to the audience. “DVD’s will be out soon, and ZVD’s. Decca’s exceptional outfit and backpack will be available on the market in two days and—”


  What is going on?


  The words under Timmy’s on the screen read: End of the Tenth Monster Show. No winner this year.


  What?


  “No!” I scream into the iAm. “I am alive!”


  Timmy’s face turns red. He turns around, and pushes some buttons. The camera shifts to Prophet Xitler, greeting his guests with the clinking glasses of champagne. Now, he will have a lump called Decca in his throat. Instead of the crowd leaving the Zeppelins and going back home, they’re standing still in front of the iScreens. Kids raise their heads from their video games. Mothers drying their hands in the kitchen stare back at the TV. The world is looking back at me. Why am I not on TV? No cameras nearby?


  “Come again?” says Timmy reluctantly into the microphone. The sound of his drooling saliva is audible. He is afraid that a Monster will pop out of his microphone, and eat his heart out.


  “I am alive, Timmy,” I repeat. “Can you hear me?”


  “Oh. Boy.” Timmy covers his face with disappointed hands.


  “Is she for real?” Faustina furrows her thin and fake eyebrows.


  “Holy monkey.” That’s Sam, still wearing shades, smoking a cigarette. He is not angry. He is chuckling with admiration.


  “Is this a joke?” Prophet Xitler wonders.


  The audience is back in their seats in the Zeppelin. The viewership meter peaks from one million to six million in seconds. I caused this. I am supposed to be dead, but I am alive. Clueless, heartbroken, and tired, but I am alive.


  “Put me on camera, Timmy,” I demand.


  “We can’t,” says Timmy. “Our cameras don’t cover this side of the Playa beyond the cliff. How are you even alive?”


  “So you’re only hearing my voice?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Don’t give up, Decca!” some kids scream from their iAms. They’re about ten or twelve years old.


  Timmy mutes their voices. “Kids. Kids. Kids,” he mumbles, sounding like the evil witch from Hansel and Gretel.


  I turn my iAm’s camera on, noticing that two-thirds of my battery is already empty. I’ve got about ten hours left, before I need to charge. I don’t have a charger.


  The audience can see me now.


  “Here,” I say. “You can see me. I am not dead.” I move the camera around so they see the cliff and the river.


  The audience is astonished.


  I move the camera toward Leo. Although he is unconscious, it’s easy to tell that he is breathing.


  The audience is speechless. Six million people watching, no one is saying a word.


  “I have won!” I say. “Admit it.”


  “You haven’t killed the Carnivore,” says Timmy.


  “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “The Monster Show is three days long. Whoever survives the three days is the winner. I don’t have to kill anyone. Those are the rules.” Timmy has another lump in his throat. I did it. “Let the audience vote,” I demand. “They’ll declare me a winner.”


  “You’re not a winner yet,” Faustina suddenly interrupts. “The third day isn’t over yet. It will end at midnight. You’ll still have to survive the next ten hours until midnight. I doubt your iAm’s battery will last that long.” I shrug, hearing her words, while rummaging through my backpack, looking for a charger. I find none. “And even if you find a way to survive until midnight, still capable of announcing that you’re still alive, you will still lose.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What do you think the definition of staying alive is?” Faustina wonders. “To me, staying alive is to still have a beating heart, and be capable of moving wherever you want. Look at you. You’re far from having your freedom. You’re stuck in what looks like a cave in the middle of an enormous mountain. At midnight, you will only have survived this game by mere luck, standing where you are. Can you tell me how you will survive the next days where you are, after you win? How will you get out of that cave? It’s not our job to pick you up. You’re dead. You just don’t know it yet.”


  My whole world collapses in front of my eyes. Faustina’s words are harsh and twisted.


  “Seriously,” Faustina muses. “Can you climb up? Can you jump down to the river and survive? If you can, you’re certainly the first one to win the games.”


  Timmy touches his nose proudly, admiring Faustina’s attitude.


  She is right. I can’t jump down or climb up. What good is it going to be if they declare me a winner, and leave me behind in this cave?


  “I don’t care,” I say. “The rules state that as long as I am still able to say ‘I am alive’ in the iAm, the games haven’t ended yet. And I am alive!”


  “You’re right about that,” Faustina says. “Smart girl. But how long can you keep it up? How long before your battery gives up on you, and how long before you starve, or get bitten by a snake? How long, Decca? Be smart and give up. Every girl dies, Decca. You’re not that special.”


  “I won’t,” I say firmly, feeling the pain from the cut in my arm. “I didn’t come this far to give up.”


  “You know, this is exactly the problem with Monsters. No reason at all. All talk, talk, talk. But if you feel you have to keep on going, then I guess we’ll have to wait for you to give up,” says Faustina. “From now on, you’ll have to report that you’re alive every hour. There’ll be no game. No anything. Let’s see how a Monster can survive, being trapped in a cave with nowhere to go.”


  “Every hour? Why?”


  “We can’t send cameras to where you are. We can’t watch you with the Zeppelins, and we don’t trust your camera on the iAm. All that tells us that you’re alive is hearing your voice. Every hour, Decca, ‘I am alive,’ until midnight. Or until you can’t anymore.”
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  If the world still remembers me after the games, they’ll remember me for keeping ten million viewers awake, glued to the TV, waiting for me without any games being played. Sitting there rotting for hours with their junk food, their fizzy drinks, and recharging their iAms impatiently, like watching a silent movie where no one speaks or acts. You can’t leave before knowing what happens to the hero in the end. Will she die? Will she live?


  I am sitting in front of my cave, helpless, looking at an unconscious Leo, still hanging onto the frayed rope of life, although I have every reason not to.


  Every hour, I will report that I am alive. That’s like having to call your mom or dad every hour while you’re out with your friends, just so they can make sure you’re all right. “Hello, Daddy. I am all right. I am not doing drugs, not flirting with boys, and no one has kidnapped me yet. I just have a little problem. I am in the Monster Show, and if I don’t make it back for lunch, please tell Mom not to be angry with me, because I will be dead.”


  I blow out a laugh at this one. It echoes between the two mountains, playing ping-pong with my voice.


  Every hour, I have to say I am alive.


  The first hour is like waiting for your best friend to pick you up in her car so you can go to the school dance together. An hour passes and your friend doesn’t show up because she has met that handsome boy in class she always wanted to talk to, and totally forgot about you. You tell yourself it’s okay. An hour late isn’t that late. You can go to the dance by yourself. Not that it’s the best of choices on a day like that, but why not?


  But I have nowhere to go now. No dance, no school, and no nothing. It turns out that having nothing was an asset before. I am trapped in this semi-cave in the middle of a huge mountain, unable to go anywhere. This is my new home away from home. Even if I risk climbing up and succeed in killing Carnivore, I still have nowhere to go: no friends, no home, and no family. What’s a winner without friends or family?


  And in regards to Woo, I have to face the truth. Woo is dead. He was killed by Carnivore. He didn’t have time to escape and pretend that he was dead. And if he did, there is no way he survived this battlefield. And there’s no Rabbit Hole. There is no Wonderland. Sorry, Alice.


  I push the red button on my iAm and spread the word. “I am alive.” I say it without feeling, like that song I had to sing in the school’s assembly, knowing everyone would laugh at me because I can’t sing, but the school insists you participate.


  The audience is silent. Timmy is silent. They just write it on the screen that the latest contestant is still alive.


  What about Leo? He is still alive, but can’t confirm it. I shake him. He grunts and moans as I clamp my iAm to his mouth.


  “Say I am alive, Leo,” I whisper softly, on the verge of pleading. “Please.”


  “I am alive,” he mumbles with closed eyes. “God.”


  The audience laughs at Leo. Or maybe at God.


  I have made it through the first hour.


  The second hour is like the first. You’re lost, but hope isn’t. It’s like when you’re standing all alone on that lonely street, after your friend bailed on you, thinking how to get to the dance in that dress you’re wearing. Should you walk to the dance, and not care what happens to your dress on the way? A car splashing water from the street onto it maybe? People hissing behind your back about why you’re walking the streets alone in a soirée dress, with no Prince Charming accompanying you?


  You could call a taxi, but you don’t want a lousy driver to spoil your mood today, talking, asking questions, nah, you’d better keep on walking. Let the clockwork of your heart walk you to your destination. Your heart is like time, unstoppable, whatever happens. So are you. You are going to the dance on foot. Let them hiss behind your back. You don’t care.


  Here I am with the world watching me, praising me when I entertain them. Booing at me and crossing the threshold of my privacy when I don’t, when I am only trying to be me.


  I sit cross-legged like a Buddha and hit the red button.


  “I am alive,” I say, as if asking for one more cube of sugar in my coffee. Within the next hour it will be sunset, so it won’t be just Leo and I hung between Heaven and Hell. The sun will join us briefly, before it sinks into its bed to sleep.


  “Leo.” I shake him again. “God wants to know if you’re still alive.” I can’t think of anything better to grab his attention.


  “He knows,” says Leo with closed eyes, hiding that stubborn fighter behind them, “that I am alive.”


  The last three words are all that matters. Timmy nods that he has gotten the message. He thinks it’s only a couple of hours before I give up. I fetch my backpack, looking for something that could help Leo. I find a bottle of water, and force him to drink.


  The third hour is when you think you’ve made it. Yes. After you’ve walked alone for some time, not caring about what the older people say about that young girl walking alone in the street, avoiding whatever could harm your dress on the way, you feel braver and more confident. It doesn’t matter that you’re walking alone. You’ll get to the dance, and maybe you’ll find Prince Charming – or actually just dance.


  But the sun, your only friend now, sinks, and you walk with the burden of the weight of the darkness on your bare shoulders.


  ***


  I crouch slowly next to Leo under the cave, and wrap his heavy arm around me.


  “I know. I know,” he moans. “I am alive.”


  “You better stay that way,” I say, and hit him lightly on the chest, making sure I can feel the warmth of his body against the chill of the night. His body isn’t warm enough. He is getting colder, losing blood. The t-shirt I tied around his leg isn’t effective. I think of the fire we sat around in the forest, and try to feel it on my body. With it comes the image of my friends, Pepper, Vern, Bellona, and Woodsy. They’re all dead now. Did Carnivore kill them all, like it killed Woo?


  A tear falls onto Leo’s blood-stained chest. Somehow, it causes him to wriggle, then faint again.


  The fourth hour is like when you try to get used to the dark, when your pupils widen like a cat’s, and the dark becomes familiar. Not so bad after all. We dream in the dark, don’t we?


  All you have to do is to remind yourself of where you’re going, and just keep on going. There will be dark alleys that you can’t see through. There will be red eyes looking back from the dark. There will be strangers you have never met, and they might want to harm you. There will be familiar faces that change into something else, more sinister, in the dark. There’ll be monsters — I chuckle lightly at the thought.


  Monsters. What are they? Are they good or bad? Am I a monster, or is it that the iAms are one big, one-eyed monster, like Carnivore?


  I remember a song Woo used to love called People Are Strange by the Doors, a band from the days of the Amerikaz. I feel the same way the singer felt in that song.


  Yes. There’ll be monsters. Only real monsters. Is it a necessity that to fight the monsters, you’ll have to be a monster?


  You tell yourself no as you keep walking, breathing deeper, letting the air in your lungs drive you where you want to go. The school dance. Keep going.


  “Are you there, Decca?” Timmy’s voice in my ears.


  “Yeah—” I snap, discovering I have napped on Leo’s chest. “Is it time?”


  “I could have just let you sleep away, and I would’ve considered you dead,” Timmy notes. I wonder why he hasn’t. It’s not like him to do such a thing. What was I thinking, falling asleep? “The audience reminded me. Some of the audience actually wants to know how you can pull it off.”


  “I am alive,” I say. “I am alive.” I shake Leo to wake up and say it again. Leo doesn’t move.


  “It’s God, Leo,” Timmy laughs. “Timmy, the God.”


  The audience laughs, but not all of them.


  “Leo.” I shake him harder, and try to give him water. Leo isn’t answering. “Don’t you die on me,” I yell at him. “Don’t you die, Leo.”


  The audience starts to feel worried like me.


  I slap Leo on the face. “Wake up!” I slap him again. “You can’t do this to me.” The cave is too narrow for me to hit him harder. I slide myself from under his arm, and try to push him out to the small landing. I don’t know how to apply first-aid, so this is all I can think of, to push him where I can sit on his chest and hit him as hard as I can to wake him up. Isn’t that what they do on TV?


  Leo is heavy. I try to push him with my feet. Finally, he moves a little, but not enough. I take a deep breath and push harder. He finally glides from inside the cave to the ledge.


  The audience shrieks. How can they even see me?


  Leo is on the edge of falling. What have I done?


  I crawl out of the cave and start to pull him back. One of his arms is dangling over the edge into the void.


  As I pull, I notice there are a couple of iSees floating in the air, televising me. So they’ve found a way to watch us again. Hungry TV watchers. They never get enough.


  I pull Leo back. My arm feels out of place. It starts bleeding like Leo. The cut has torn deeper.


  “It’s getting a bit too late for him to say it,” Timmy interferes. I totally neglect his existence, sitting on top of Leo’s chest, pounding on him. I try to breathe into his mouth.


  Nothing.


  Girls from the audience begin to send me first-aid tutorials about how to save him on my iAm. As if I can’t search for it myself. It’s not about what to do. It’s about how to do it.


  I rest my ear against his chest. He is still breathing. That’s good. So what’s wrong with him?


  Hysterically, I search the backpack again. My last hope. As I rummage through it, I find one of Leo’s strange syringes, like the one I used to wake him with the electric shock after defusing the bomb in his mouth.


  Blindly and irrationally, I pull a syringe and stab his neck with it. Leo shudders in place, then goes to sleep again. I wait a little, knowing it has a delayed effect. He breathes again, as if longing for all the air in the world after drowning.


  The audience lets out sighs of relief. Timmy must be gritting his teeth.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Leo furrows his brows, staring at me, looking fresher. That syringe is magical. Will its effect last against his pain?


  The crowd laughs at Leo’s reaction. He looks around like he has never seen this place before.


  “What do you mean what’s wrong with me?” I bounce back at his foolishness, camouflaging that I am so freaking happy to see him come back. “I just saved your sorry ass!”


  “How can you save my ass standing on top of me?” he says like he has no heart. It means he is back, and he is functioning.


  He looks around, dazed. I think he is looking for his gun. I don’t know what to say to him. He’d been hallucinating all that time. The syringe kicked him back to life again. At least he doesn’t think I am God anymore.


  “Where is my Super-V?” he demands, like a drunken madman.


  Wow. This is so out of place. Maybe he is hallucinating again. Only in a different form. I gaze at his leg, and wish he wouldn’t look at it. It’s bleeding more than before. How much blood did he lose?


  “Forget about your Super-V,” I shout back. “Just smile at the camera, and say I am alive.” I push the iAm, almost against his nose.


  “You know damn well that I am alive!”


  Good. That’s all I needed. I stare at Timmy, and he nods reluctantly. “Okay. Okay. That counts,” says Timmy. “Although, I wonder if he actually remembers his own name.”


  “Where is the camera?” says Leo, looking into the nowhere.


  “Why?”


  “I want to say cheese.” He slurs the words out of his mouth, showing his big white teeth for a second.


  Audience laugh. Audience tic. Audience tac. Audience toe.


  That’s when Leo’s head falls back abruptly, as if someone has just pulled the plug out of him. I check his pulse and make sure he is alive. I won’t try to wake him again before the next hour.
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  The fifth hour is like when you’re still walking, halfway to the dance, stuck in the middle between the shelter of your parents’ home, and the unknown of the dance. It’s when everything becomes equal. It’s only then that you realize that going back and continuing on is the same amount of effort and the same distance, so you might as well keep on going.


  I kneel next to the unconscious Leo, staring at the dark of the void in front of me. Although the waterfall in front of me isn’t that visible, I can see it with my ears; the sound of the water rushing down, hitting against the surface of the mountain, crashing into the river, every sound creating an image in my mind, mostly in black and white.


  If I can only see through your eyes. I remember Woo saying that. What did you mean by that, Leo? What did you mean?


  “It’s time,” says Timmy, yawning. “Fifth hour.”


  “I am alive,” I say, wondering if I am lying to myself. Leo starts to shiver. His body is so cold.


  “Can you hear me, Leo?” I ask. “Are you awake?” I repeat, tightening the shirt on his bleeding leg. I wish I had any kind of medication in the backpack. I pull his head up and let him drink some water, but he doesn’t want to open his mouth.


  “What’s wrong again?” I wonder, impatiently.


  “How many bottles of water do you have?” he asks. For the first time, he sounds sane enough to start a conversation.


  “Just this one,” I answer. “Why?”


  “Keep it then,” he says. “You’ll need it. I can do without it.”


  “What do you mean? There is enough for both of us here. You’ve been bleeding all night.”


  Leo doesn’t acknowledge me. Typical him. He tries to move his leg with one hand, while on his back. It hurts. He lets out a painful cry that echoes back and forth between the mountains in the night. A couple of birds flutter away in the dark.


  “I guess I have an awful voice,” Leo mumbles at the birds, talking as if he still has that imaginary toothache. Well, he has more than a toothache. He has a leg that he can’t move anymore, and he still sounds dizzy.


  “Did your mom make you some sandwiches for school this morning?” he asks.


  I am confused. Is he hallucinating, being serious, or is he just practicing that edgy sense of humor of his?


  “What? No. Why?” I manage to say. “Don’t you remember where we are?”


  “Ah—” His eyes close again. “Of course, I remember.” He is trying to sound strong. “It’s those electric shocks. You have no idea what they do to me. I’ve been buzzed twice in twenty-four hours. Those buzzers are made to kill.”


  “I am sorry, but you didn’t want to wake up.”


  “They’re the main reason I faint. I didn’t want to tell you in the forest, but they have bad side effects. You got a bar of chocolate in that bag?”


  “What?” I almost laugh. “You don’t want water, but you want chocolate?”


  “Water is for survival, you’ll need it, and I probably won’t make it,” he says. “Chocolate strikes me as one last thing I would want to taste before—”


  “Hey,” I interrupt. “Don’t say that.” I pull out one of the candy bars from the bag. Vern’s favorite: Flame, the burning chocolate. It’s my favorite too.


  Leo unwraps it with his teeth, and takes a bite.


  “I hate chocolate, you know,” he says, chewing painfully on it.


  I laugh. “So why did you ask me for one?”


  “Because you like it,” he says without even looking at me. I wonder what is wrong with this guy. Is this supposed to be romantic, that he wants to taste something he doesn’t like because I like it? But he is so stiff when he says it. “I thought if I tasted it, I’d understand what keeps you ticking. How you just don’t give up.”


  I can’t believe Leo is telling me that. So far, he has been Mr. Survival, not me.


  “It’s awful.” He spits it out, and falls back again. Those electric shocks have messed with his mind. I have one syringe left in the bag. I’ll have to think twice before I use it next time.


  I hit him on the chest. “Don’t fall asleep before you talk to the camera.” He has to say “I am alive.” I wonder why Timmy hasn’t been pushy about this in the last few minutes.


  His eyes flip open suddenly, looking up at the night sky. “Am I alive?” he wonders, and his head falls back again.


  “That counts.” I look back at Timmy in the iAm. “The rules are to say ‘I am alive.’ It never specified it couldn’t be in question form, and never specified that the words had to be in the right order.”


  “All right. All right.” Timmy is still yawning. “Don’t get philosophical on me. You sound like my English teacher. See you in the sixth hour… if you make it that far.”


  The sixth hour is like when you know you’re getting closer to the dance, having kept your dress neat, having cared less about what people think of you, and having gotten used to the dark. Although you hear every strange sound in the night, you meet a homeless dog, a cute one who doesn’t scare you. It’s obvious that the dog just wants to walk along with you, keep you company. That’s when you learn that not everything in the dark of the night is so dark. Good creatures live in the shadows sometimes.


  Leo keeps wincing while asleep. I tighten my grip on the syringe in my hand, hoping I won’t need to use it to wake him up.


  “Bee,” Leo moans. “Bee.”


  What is it now? Who is Bee? Is this the part when I discover that he is in love with another girl named Bee?


  I can’t help but wonder how things like this interest me, when all I have to focus on is staying alive.


  “Who is Bee?” I ask, trying to sound as uninterested as possible.


  The viewer meter spikes a little. Leo is far more interesting to them than I am. I bet those are the bored girls who have nowhere to go to tonight, crashing at home on their beds, watching TV, looking for the next soap opera, the next unbelievable but heart-wrenching love story, the next princess, the next Prince Charming, ready with their popcorn, ice-cream, and tear-friendly napkins. I bet some of them sit barefoot on the edge of the bed, dressed to kill, with no one to go out with. TV and games: the perfect substitute for real life.


  “Who is Bee?” I repeat my question.


  Girls comment about how stupid I am on the iAm network, how I thought Leo could be interested in me, now that it is apparent that he is moaning for Bee. What’s her name, they ask. Some say Beatrice, Bianca, and many other names.


  “Bee—” Leo moans again. “Honey.”


  Okay. Now it’s official. Bee and Honey, the love of Leo’s life.


  The girls moan on the network that their boyfriends don’t call them “honey” enough. Boys in Faya, they all have to follow the footsteps of hotshot Leo from now on.


  “Honey…”


  I grit my teeth. Press harder on the syringe. I could get rid of Leo right now. I don’t want him to die of a heart attack. Should I push him over the edge, and get rid of him? It’s a killing game anyway. Another one bites the dust. The audience will be so happy that the game is about to end — but the girls won’t.


  Nah. Pushing him over the edge is too harsh. I still like him. I could just give him another electric shock from the syringe, buzzing him a little, not enough to make him die, pretending I am waking him up for the next “I am alive,” with him shivering in pain. Muahaha. I think I am starting to hallucinate, like him.


  Who the hell is Bee?


  “Honeybee,” he moans.


  Suddenly, I notice that flying bee again, the one that used to sit by the two lonesome flowers at the edge of the cave. It has landed back on his nose. Leo says I can’t wave it away, or it will sting him. Nothing good in that. He will suffer more pain, and the poor bee will die, instead of sucking on the honey in the flowers.


  Ah. Honey. Bee. Stupid. Me.


  “Should I kill it?” I ask Leo.


  “Nah,” he says with closed eyes. “Shake the flowers a little.” He is talking as slow as possible. “Remind her of what’s important to her.”


  “Her? How do you know it’s a her?” I ask.


  “It’s not like she is naked or anything.” Leo speaks slow, afraid to disturb the bee, so she doesn’t panic and sting him. “They’re queen bees, right? I never met a king bee.” He sounds funny when talks, like Donald Duck, because of the bee on his nose.


  I shake the flowers a little. The bee flies back, and starts sucking on the flowers.


  I look at her and the flowers, being here, so far from her kingdom and other bees, still hanging on, sucking on the flowers restlessly, and not giving up. I remind myself that not everything in the dark is so dark. And that not every girl dies like Faustina said.


  “I am alive,” Leo says, trying to smile at me. “How about you?” he asks.


  “You know damn well I am,” I shoot back.


  When I look back at my iAm, there are thousands of comments and questions. One of them intrigues me. I decide to share it with Leo.


  “A girl on the iAm has a question for you, Leo.” I read it out and look at him. “Is your nose made of honey?” I stick out my tongue.


  The eighth hour is when you and the dog become friends. You start telling it about your unlucky night, and it keeps sniffing the pavement as you walk, looking for something to eat. You’re both walking the same direction, different interests, but it will do. It’s called company.


  “It’s very cold,” says Leo. “Very cold.” His face is turning a little blue.


  I don’t know what to do. “I know,” I say. Just hang on. “Two more hours to go, and we win this.”


  “I don’t think so,” he says. “I can’t feel my leg.”


  I look at his leg. It’s turning blue. This isn’t working. He will need medication.


  “Tell me what you want me to do.”


  “Come here.” He stretches out his hand. “We could keep each other warm.”


  I stretch out my hand. “Don’t you think this is a little clichéd?”


  Leo pulls me close to him. I notice how weak he’s gotten. His pull is not like him at all. I lay in his arms on the landing, with stars glittering in the dark sky above us.


  “That,” he says, wrapping his arms around me, “feels so good.”


  I can hear his heart beating. I wish the little warmth I still have in my body could help, because this does feel so good.


  “You know what?” he says, as his voice resonates against my cheek from the inside of his chest. “This is worth it.”


  “Worth what?” I ask, enjoying his voice, low, resonant, and musical.


  “Worth the fight,” he says. “You’re worth the fight, Decca.”


  As my tears break out on the edges of my eyes, I look at the iAm network. It’s ten in the evening, but the world has exploded awake, commenting on this scene. I look over the landing. There are about ten iSees, broadcasting from all angles.


  Comments swarm the internet: Photoshop-made pictures of Leo and me, websites, forums, Zootube videos, Zwitter, and all other possible ways to communicate are talking about this scene of me and Leo. Here we are, lying between Heaven and Hell, him saying that I was worth the fight.


  Fourteen million viewers are watching us, and no one is even fighting, no one is dying, no one is killing, just two Monsters on the edge of victory.


  “Do you really mean it?” I ask, holding him tighter.


  Leo doesn’t reply. I think his heart has stopped. I can’t hear the beating. I look up from his chest. His head has fallen back again.


  Leo is dead. That’s what they start writing on the iAm.


  I slap him hard again. I have to admit I enjoy it sometimes, especially when he wakes up like now.


  “Of course,” he snaps, opening his eyes, looking at me. “Of course I mean it.”


  “What about all that talk about me being a princess, and you the guardian sent by the Breakfast Club? What happened to that?” I wonder.


  “The hell with the Breakfast Club,” he says. “Where is the Breakfast Club when you need them? Watching us almost dying, without being able to help us?”


  I wonder about that again. Why has the Breakfast Club sent Leo to protect me? How could I be special in any way to them? A Ten? Come on.


  “Lovebirds,” says Timmy irritatingly in the iAm. “Are ya alive? I need some confirmation. It’s the eighth hour.”


  “So alive,” I say. “I am so alive.”


  “And you, Honeybee?” Timmy purses his lips at Leo.


  “Hey Timmy,” says Leo, addressing Timmy for the first time, ever. “There is something I need to confess to you.”


  “And what could that be, Zambo?” Timmy picks his nose intentionally.


  “I am afraid you might be sensitive about it.” Leo winks at me.


  “Just hit me. I am sensitive-less,” says Timmy.


  “I wanted to tell you…” Leo picks up the iAm and looks Timmy in the eyes. “Bzzz. Zzz. Bzzzzz.” Leo glares and blows him a kiss.


  About five million girls wish that they could catch that kiss.


  The ninth hour is the ultimate test. It’s when you feel safe and sound, walking next to your loyal dog. You think about how you will brag at the dance about what a great night you just had. How you will tell them about how you survived everything and faced your fears, not knowing what was in store for you.


  This is when it suddenly starts to rain.


  You stop in your tracks, all wet. A car passes by and splashes you with dirt from the street, and you ask yourself: how did this happen? I am only two blocks away from the dance.


  It rains heavily on me and Leo, and it gets colder and colder.


  Leo is passed out now, with a curving smile on his face. The rain washes over his leg. It’s so blue. He is not talking anymore.


  The rain lets the mud slide down from above, sticking grossly onto the walls, like slow blobby creatures coming to drown you. The mud splashes on us from above. I spit rain and mud out of my mouth, and wipe chunks of it off my face.


  “It’s almost the ninth hour,” says Timmy. “Let me hear you say I am alive.”


  “Leo,” I scream. “Wake up.” I pound on his chest. “Wake up!”


  Leo is gone.


  I rest my head on his chest. I don’t know if I can hear his heart beating. The sound of rain and mud is distracting.


  “Don’t you bail on me now.” I sit on top of him, and slap him left and right. He used to wake up this way, but it doesn’t work anymore. “Leo.”


  I raise my hands high with the syringe and hit it into his neck. He shudders, but he doesn’t wake up.


  I wait a little while for the syringe’s effect to kick in, but it doesn’t work.


  Pounding on his chest, I start to cry.


  “He is dead,” says Timmy. “Accept it.”


  “No,” I insist, and check his wrist for a pulse. His heart is still beating. Very slow. “He needs medication,” I scream into the iAm. “Please send us help.”


  The iAm is swarmed with comments and requests to send help for Leo.


  “I can’t,” says Timmy. “That’s the game. Accept—” I can’t hear the rest from Timmy.


  I look at my iAm. It’s turned off.


  I am out of batteries.


  “No.” I spit against the rain again, trying to push the button on. It doesn’t work. Why? Usually, it works for another minute or so. What’s wrong with this iAm?


  Did Timmy disconnect me? But he can’t control the battery of my iAm.


  I push the on button again.


  It doesn’t work.


  Push.


  No use.


  Push. Push. Push.


  No light comes out of the dead iAm.


  I raise my hand, wanting to smash the iAm against the rock of the cave. I stop halfway from smashing it when I see the bee again. Still, in all this mud, hiding in the cave.


  Although I give up, I don’t smash the iAm.


  What am I going to do now?


  I look at a dying Leo, and sit down with my back to the cave’s wall. As the rain is pouring from above, I cry.
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  “Hello!” I scream, standing over Leo on the edge of the ledge. The rain shatters my words into shards of splintering hope, falling from the sky into the river.


  I inhale deeper and deeper, filling my diaphragm with all the air I can, and scream “Hello!” again into the void. If I am a bad singer, I am not a bad screamer. The void that once echoed back and forth is now dead, blunt, and too wet to resonate. No word echoes. No scream awakens the fluttering birds hiding in their caves from the rain. No Monster is heard in the rain.


  But I scream for help again, staring right into the eyes of the dead iSees hovering around me. The world can watch me and see me, but I can’t communicate back. Saying I am alive in the cameras of the iSees doesn’t count. It has to be in the iAm.


  My iAm is dead, but I am not.


  I am alive.


  I scream for help again. There must be someone here who can help me. Maybe the girl I saw has a family that lives here. The battlefields can’t stay abandoned all year. It doesn’t make sense. Like an abandoned building, closed amusement park, and all empty haunted schools in every town and city, there is always someone living inside for some reason. I don’t mind if they are ghosts, let them answer me.


  But no one answers me. No one is here, but me and Leo.


  Only one other creature hears my scream. It’s the only one who could be interested in me. It’s Carnivore.


  Looking up, I see it roar at the edge of the cliff, sticking out its head, looking for me. The rain has washed it clean. It is all white again. What kind of creature is it? How genetically manipulated is it? It looks so beautiful — the one eye aside — yet it’s so vicious and lethal.


  “You’re a coward, you know that?” I say to it, as rain trickles down my throat. “I dare you to come down here. Spend one hour in this cave.”


  Carnivore grunts at me. It’s astonishing how it understands. It wants to get wings and fly down here, and rip me apart. Who created this creature?


  I kneel down beside Leo, begging him to wake up. Leo is gone, but breathing.


  I sit back in the cave with the bee floating heavily in the air around me. Its wings must have caught the rain. I used to be afraid of bees. She won’t sting me though. We’re friends.


  “Hang on, Honeybee,” I say to her. “You mind if I call you Honeybee?”


  The bee buzzes around and flutters its wings twice.


  “I take it that twice is yes, once is no,” I mumble.


  The bee flutters its wings twice.


  “Do you like the rain?” I ask for experimentation.


  The bee flutters once.


  “You like Carnivore?”


  It flutters its wings once.


  “You miss your flowers now that they’re soaked in the rain?”


  It flutters twice.


  “Okay,” I chuckle. “I guess it’s working.”


  It flutters twice.


  “You think Leo’s nose is made of honey?”


  The bee flutters twice, and circles happily.


  I laugh, my chest shaking.


  So it’s Honeybee and me after all. I wonder how I’d feel if I got transported back in time, and my mom crashed into my room reminding me of my homework. How much would I laugh at this?


  I look at the iAm lying dead on the cave’s floor. Even the iAm dies. How about that. The machine that decides for us who we become lies dead with its battery empty.


  I remember Woo telling me to never give up. Never give up.


  What have I got to lose?


  I pick up the iAm again, and hold it tightly in my hands.


  “Do you think I’ll make it?” I ask the bee. It flutters twice.


  My thumb flirts with the button on the iAm. I swallow. Maybe this is what they call faith. I push the button.


  The green light flashes on.


  “I am alive,” I shout into the iAm. Timmy is staring at me. “I am alive, Timmy. Hello world. I am alive,” I repeat, holding the iAm tightly in my hands.


  “I know. I know,” Timmy replies. “The world is not deaf, you know.”


  The world is welcoming me back onto the network. They’re not asking about Leo. They think he is dead. I check Leo’s pulse. He is not.


  “And Leo is alive,” I say.


  “Leo doesn’t count anymore,” says Timmy. “He has to speak. Bzzz. Bzzzz. You know.” Timmy’s sweet revenge.


  “But he is alive,” I insist, my thumbs pressing harder on the screen, as if wanting to choke Timmy through the iAm.


  “If he can’t talk, he is no use,” explains Timmy. “For all I know, only one is still alive in this game. It’s you.”


  “What if we trade places?” The words just slip out of my mouth.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Leo needs medication right away,” I explain. “His leg is hurt, and turning blue. I am afraid it will have to be amputated if he isn’t saved now. I saw this once on TV; a man was stuck alone in the mountains like us, and was bitten by a snake. If you send someone to save him, I’ll give in.”


  “What?” Timmy scratched his head. “You want to be left behind in that cave, to save him? How many times do I have to remind you that this is a survival game, so you can finally be ranked? This is not about love and stuff.”


  “Timmy,” I plead. “Please—” The iAm’s battery indicator starts flashing and fading. I have no time.


  “No,” says Timmy firmly. “The Summit doesn’t approve. Besides, what fun will that be? The audience wants to watch a game, not another episode of ER.”


  Think, Decca, I tell myself, holding the iAm as gently as possible, as if that will prevent the battery from giving up for good.


  “Let’s face it, Decca,” says Timmy. “You have got nothing the audience is interested in anymore. Nothing but watching you trying to survive in that cave. Even that is starting to become boring. It’s over, Decca. The iAm’s battery is going to give up on you any minute now. Unless you have a spare battery, you’re toast. And I really want to go home and get some sleep.”


  “There must be something I can do, Timmy,” I say. “Please. I want to save Leo.”


  “What could you possibly have that you could bargain with?” Timmy sighs.


  I hear Carnivore roar again through the rain. An idea pops into my head. A deadly one, but I have to save Leo. “Let me fight Carnivore,” I offer.


  Timmy stares at me again, not saying a word. He looks as if he wants to look at me closer through the iAm, to see if I am for real. He can’t believe I’ve asked for it. I can’t believe I have asked for it either, but I did, didn’t I?


  Timmy moves off camera for a moment, summoned by someone. What’s going on? I have no time for this. The iAm will give up.


  “Think of it this way,” I try to persuade the Summit. “Another last game. The infamous Carnivore game. The whole world will be watching,” I say, implying that this will bring them so much money. Besides, they know that no one can survive Carnivore, so they will find a good ending to the games. Only Leo will survive. Leo is still a Nine to the audience. If he misbehaved, then he has been punished in the games already. They won’t mind making him a winner.


  “It’s a generous offer, Decca,” says Timmy, showing back on the screen. “But the Summit has to say no. Although the audience loves the Carnivore game, they hate it too, for they can’t see it clearly. You know its theme is all white. Carnivore is white, and the sands are white. Our cameras can’t broadcast it properly. There is nothing to see until the contestant dies and we see the red blood. We love Carnivore, but we’re considering cancelling his part of the show. This is why we have invented the game you played this morning with Carnivore and the mud.”


  “I can make this game better,” I say without thinking.


  “How so?” Timmy is fed up, praying my iAm just dies on me right now.


  I don’t know what to say, staring at the iAm, waiting for a genie to pop out of it and help me. The iAm shows my screen saver. It does that when I don’t talk into it for a while. The screen saver shows Woo’s favorite words:


  If I could only see with your eyes.


  I touch the screen saver away, and then something strange happens. The Summit broadcasts footage of the kids who were watching the game from their Zeppelins this morning, wearing their ClairVo glasses so their friends could watch the game with the exact same emotions from far away.


  It finally clicks. If I could only see through your eyes.


  “How didn’t anyone ever think of this?” I whisper to myself.


  “Excuse me?” says Timmy.


  “I have it, Timmy,” I say enthusiastically. “I have it, world. I know now what I have that I could bargain with.”


  “Enlighten me, princess,” says Timmy.


  “My eyes,” I say. “My eyes, Timmy.”


  “Are you hallucinating there in your cave?” Timmy mocks me. “Please give me some of that stuff you’re smoking there, because it seems really wacky.”


  “What if I enter the Carnivore game wearing the 10D glasses, the ClairVo?” I say. Timmy shrugs. “What if I fight Carnivore with the glasses on? What if you can see me, and feel the same fear and anxiety the Monster feels while playing the game?”


  The world shrugs.


  So does my iAm. It gives up on me. I’ve used its last dying breath. I throw it to the side and lean back again, not knowing if I have been persuasive enough.


  “Not good, huh?” I ask Honeybee.


  The bee flutters its wings once.


  “I know,” I say. “I was just one hour away. Just one hour, and I could have won the game.”


  The bee flies closer to me. It lands on the tip of my nose.


  I laugh again. “So my nose is honey now?” I mumble.


  The bee flutters twice.


  Carnivore roars from above.


  Wait. That is not Carnivore.


  It’s the sound of an engine. It’s one of those Zeppelins.
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  The Zeppelin hovers in front of me between the two mountains. Behind the glass, I see Prophet Xitler. A woman in her thirties, Eliza Day, is standing next to him. She is as beautiful as a doll.


  The rain has stopped.


  The glass opens, and I am face to face with Prophet Hannibal Xitler. I don’t know how I know who he is, but my heart beats faster. I am surprised he is even real.


  Prophet Hannibal Xitler is sitting upon a fancy throne made of glass inside the helicopter. He is wearing a golden-striped robe, an outfit out of this world, and he is holding a strange cane with a snake crawling around it in one hand. The snake is alive. I see him pat it on the head. Xitler has long fingernails, like a woman. His hair is long, white, stiffed though. He must be like a hundred years old. A thousand? The lines underneath his eyes are nothing but grooves that could hold something in between them. He has a scar on his cheeks, and his eyes are the color of maroon. He looks ill, yet strong. Although he sits, I can see he is a tall man.


  “Are we off camera, Timmy?” Xitler asks in his iAm.


  “Yes, my Prophet,” I hear Timmy say.


  “Hello, Decca,” says Xitler. “Now we can talk. Face to face, and away from the world.”


  “I suppose I am the first to ever see your face. What do you want from me?” I ask.


  “I want to know who you really are.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I want to know what keeps you alive. What keeps you hanging on? What makes you refuse to shoot your friends for the price of your life? What makes you keep insisting on saying ‘I am alive’ in the iAm, even when the battery dies on you? What makes you want to save Leo and stay behind? What in the Burning Man’s name makes you want to fight Carnivore?”


  “It’s a survival game, isn’t it? I am surviving. Until I win or lose.” I shift my eyes between him and Eliza, not trusting them.


  “So you’re just playing?” Xitler chuckles, gazing at Eliza. “Didn’t I tell you? They’re just kids. They still think this is a game like any other,” he says to her.


  “I am not a kid!” I snarl at him.


  “I know, I know.” He bows his head slightly, as if paying his respects.


  “What do you mean by us still thinking this is a game?” I wonder. “Isn’t this sick Monster Show designed for us outranked kids to get a second chance, so we might get ranked in your stupid system?”


  “It’s a stupid system indeed.” Xitler nods.


  I am puzzled by his honesty. He looks at me for a moment. I can’t make out what the look means. When I stare back at him, I feel like I am staring at a void, an emptiness, not a human being.


  “Everyone in my nation has a number, Decca.” Xitler licks his reddened lips. It’s not lipstick. Could it be the blood of the outranked shed in the fields? “A number that lets me understand who they are, what they are made of, what they need the most. It’s called stereotyping, if you’ve ever heard of that. It’s a word that was cherished by the Amerikaz. I like stereotyping. I can control my nation with stereotyping, because now everyone has a number. So here is what I want to know. What is your number, Decca?”


  “What’s the number of the human spirit?” I say, wondering where that came from.


  Prophet Xitler considers my sentence, not looking happy. He takes off one of the fancy white gloves on his hands. As he does, Eliza tries to stop him.


  “It’s all right,” he tells her. “We’re off camera.” He takes off the glove, and stretches out his bare hand.


  Then he easily peels off the flesh of his hand, the way you peel skin off a banana. No blood comes out.


  I shriek, hand on mouth.


  “It’s all right,” he says to me. “I am not going to hurt you.”


  Underneath his flesh, I can’t believe what I see with my own eyes. It’s a mechanical hand. It’s silver, wired with green liquid. It’s as if he is a robot or something, but there is also what looks like living tissue between the steel of his hand. It’s like he is a mix of both: machine and man.


  “My whole body is like that,” says Xitler, pulling his flesh back over his hand, and pulling the glove back on.


  “And you call us monsters? Huh,” I say.


  “We’re all monsters, Decca,” Xitler elaborates with that plastic smile on his face. “Some of us have numbers, some of us don’t.”


  “Why are you showing me this?” I wish I could get further back away from him. “Is everyone like this? Oh my God. Is the whole world like this?”


  Xitler chuckles again, exchanging looks with Eliza. “No. No.” He — or it — waves his hands. “It’s only me. Even Eliza is human — I am also human, but let’s just say I am modified. The world is still human. Don’t you worry. If they weren’t human, they wouldn’t have fallen for my numbering system like lab rats running after a cube of cheese every day. I give them the same piece of cheese, and they just go get it, and wait for the next. Only, when you pull the cheese away, they start asking: who moved my cheese?” Xitler’s extra white teeth show through when he smiles.


  “Who are you people?” I try not to stare at him too long. Xitler is like a contagious disease.


  “We’re what the Amerikaz called the future.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “It’s hard to, if you ask me,” he says. “Humans becoming so aggressive, youngsters fighting for their lives to get a number. If my ancestors had foretold that to the Amerikaz more than a hundred years ago, they would have been called madmen. People would have claimed that human nature is good and blah blah blah. They would have insisted that human evolution would never go down that ugly path. But anyway,” Xitler stops for a sip from a glass nearby. “What’s done is done, and my new system works. For the Summit, at least.”


  “You mean you don’t approve of the games?” I ask.


  “I mean they are not only games. They certainly do look like games, and make our nation ridiculously rich and dominant, but they’re not just games. The games have a greater purpose that has never been met in the last ten years. A purpose only I know about. I have a feeling it could be fruitful this year.”


  “You mean all those kids and my friends have died for your… purpose? How sick are you?”


  “Very.” Xitler chuckles.


  I am speechless. Why is he talking to me? What is he?


  “My sick purpose of the game is to find the—” Eliza touches him on the shoulder again, as if not wanting him to spill out the secret. He pats her hand for reassurance. “Ten,” he says to me.


  “What?”


  “I am looking for the Ten,” he repeats. “The number we all believe is a myth. The pinnacle of human power. The one and only. The zenith of what the human creature can become.”


  “Ten is a myth.” I chew on the words, trying to avoid the million other conclusions in my head.


  “What’s a myth, but a god turned fictional? What’s a myth, but a human turned monster, or a monster turned human?” says Xitler, cocking his head with amusement. “Why do you think we all love movies and stories about heroes? Why do you think we’d love to be like them? Because deep down inside, we know they exist. Somewhere. Somehow. The problem is that they don’t know who they are. Most humans don’t know who they really are, if you ask me, but that’s not the point. How can you know if you’re a Ten, if you don’t play the games?”


  “You mean a Ten is one who survives the games?” I ask.


  “Indeed,” Xitler nods proudly.


  “How so? If there is a Ten, they should be smarter, brighter, and genetically better than a Nine.”


  “Those stupid numbers,” says Xitler. “Didn’t I tell you they’re lab rats? None of them can be a Ten. They’re just disposable parts of the clockwork. The more you stick to the number the iAm gives you, the more you lose your humanity. A Ten has to rise up from the ashes, from a Monster.” Xitler claws his hand and raises it with his palm up, gritting his teeth. “A Ten is all human in a world where humans have become numbers. He — or she — is the one you leave behind in the jungle for dead, but then they come back like Tarzan, after killing the lions, the wolves, and the tigers. They come back and shout in your face that they are still alive,” says Xitler theatrically. His last sentence pretty much sums up all the levels in the game.


  “But if your ranking system works just fine for you, what do you need a Ten for?” I ask.


  “Who isn’t looking for a superman?” Xitler chuckles again. “Besides, that’s none of your business.”


  “Yeah? So what is my business? Why are you here talking to me?”


  Xitler leans back in his flying throne, resting his hands on his big belly. “I am here because there is a possibility you are a Ten, Decca.”


  “Me?” I let out an exhausted sigh. Everyone thinks I am a Ten now. The Breakfast Club, Xitler, and God knows who else. “I am a barely sixteen-year-old girl who wishes she could sing. Which reminds me, I am a Seven.”


  “You are.”


  “You mean you know that I am a Seven?”


  “Actually, you’re an Eight, because your friend Ariadna, who is a Nine, had some extra points in her results, and gave them to you.”


  “Ariadna did that?”


  “Yes, she did it. But I don’t want to talk about her now. It’s beside the point. I mean that if you didn’t switch the iAm and enter the games, I would have ordered them to throw you into the games anyway. Some of the Monsters in the games are not monsters at all. Some of them are potential Tens.”


  “What?” I jump out of my place to the edge of the cave, wanting to punch him in the face, but the Zeppelin is still far from the edge. I couldn’t do it.


  Eliza clicks her fingers, summoning soldiers, but Prophet Xitler stops her again, staring admirably at me. “Let her show me what a Ten can do,” he says.


  “I am not a Ten,” I say, still clenching my fists.


  “That’s not what Dame Fortuna, the gypsy woman said,” Xitler says. “Did you forget that this is the Year of the Ten? The prophecy could be right.”


  “You design a strict nation built on the iAm’s calculations, and end up believing that old creepy woman?” I wonder.


  “It’s human nature, Decca, to look for the unknown, and the unpredictable,” Xitler replies.


  “You really confuse me with your answers. Forget about all that Year of the Ten thing. Tell me why you did this to me?”


  “Because of Woo,” says Xitler.


  I let my fist relax. Woo?


  “I know you think that Woo is alive. That he has fooled us by not answering the iAm and saying ‘I am alive.’ But he is dead. Before Carnivore killed Woo, I asked him if there was someone he thought was a Ten. He denied it. But I knew better,” says Xitler. “You might not know, Decca, but Woo was one of the few left of the Breakfast Club.”


  “The Breakfast Club?” I mumble to myself, wondering why I am so surprised. The Breakfast Club was the revolution, and Woo certainly loved that. “What do you mean by left?”


  “In their last days, the Breakfast Club lived in ships out at sea, like pirates,” Xitler explained. “I am sure your soldier friends told you that they found the containers in the Arc before me, but they had to escape when I arrived, because I had an army ten times stronger than them. We chased them out of the Wastelands, and out of Faya, out to the sea.”


  “So?” I find it strange that Xitler is telling me this. I am just a disposable girl, who could die at any moment.


  “The Breakfast Club’s priority was to find the Tens. It seems to me that it was foretold to them through information they got from the Arc that they have to find Tens, as if it’s a prophecy or something. It made sense to me too. How could you oppose the Summit, if you can’t find the Tens? And you were one of those they believed were a Ten. Woo believed you were a Ten.”


  “I don’t believe you.” Even though I know Woo did believe I was a Ten, I opposed Xitler, hearing Woo’s voice in my ears, “Tender.” “If Woo thought I was a Ten, he would have told me.”


  “Woo lied to you, Decca,” Xitler explains. “Remember when you were seven years old and the iAm predicted you to be a Bad Kid, at a time when Monsters were called Bad Kidz? Remember when your mother wanted to kill you, and your father eventually sent you to a homeless neighborhood, so he could later report you as a missing child?”


  “Vaguely, but yes,” I say reluctantly. I have a feeling that what I am about to hear will sound crazy.


  “The iAm was right. We’ve added some factors to determine if certain kids are capable of becoming Tens. Since we’ve never met a Ten, the iAm results showed us that a Ten has to be a rebel. A rebel has to be one of the four lower ranks, Four, Three, Two, and One, which makes sense. A Ten is technically a threat to the Burning Man system, if not dealt with properly. To become a threat, you have to be one of those Monsters: those kids who cause hassles, those who do whatever they please, and those who are just kids like their parents made them, unwilling to do things except in their own way. You know that everyone who has ever done something useful in the world had those characteristics when they were kids?”


  “That’s how all kids are,” I say. “It’s just you who doesn’t know that. I take it you’ve never been one. You, with your steel skeleton. What are you, Xitler? An alien? A machine? A monster?”


  “A Monster?” He laughs, which gets on my nerves. “Believe me, I wish I were. And to answer you, yes, all kids are like this. But not all kids defy the rules they’re taught, and those are the ones I look for. The Monsters who could be Tens.”


  “And how about those who were ill?”


  “It’s a system, Decca,” says Xitler. “I never said I didn’t like my system eliminating each kid who doesn’t fit into my plans. I never said I don’t like making tons of money from people loving our games worldwide. In fact, I like it a lot. All I am saying is that there is a greater possibility that the Ten is one of the Monsters. And I want the Tens. I have great use for them. I will not tell you about it, and I will not tell you what I really am. At least, not before you prove that you’re a Ten.”


  “I am listening.”


  “So back to when you were ranked a Monster at seven. Your parents were going to send you away, and your mom wanted to kill you — I am not the only evil grownup you know.” He winks. “Woo decided that you were worth saving. I should add that he might have loved you as well, but that is off the subject. So Woo gave you his Woo-Chocolates.”


  “What about them?”


  “They’re not just chocolates, Decca.” Xitler bends forward. “They’re expensive biometric substances, disguised in chocolates. They manipulate your brain into following the system. It stops you from being a rebel, so you got fair results on the iAm. Woo gave them to you because he knew you loved chocolates, and those were pretty addictive. The Woo chocolates have the same taste, but they aren’t real chocolates.”


  “No way,” I say, while actually believing Xitler. I was a rebel when I was young. I remember standing by the refrigerator, and my parents debating about killing me. I remember.


  “Although Woo knew you were a potential Ten,” says Xitler, “it’s my belief that he wanted to save you because he loved you. But I could be wrong too. The Breakfast Club might have ordered him to keep you out of the games.”


  “Why would they do that?”


  “To keep you hidden as a Ten. Hidden from me. They must have figured out that my optimum purpose in the games is to discover a Ten.”


  I feel dizzy. Woo, did you keep me from the games because you felt for me, or did the Breakfast Club order you to? If you did it for me, should I be thankful for you deceiving me into obeying the system? Or should I be mad at you for being overprotective and interfering with what should have been my own choice? And if it’s all about this mysterious Breakfast Club that believes that I am a Ten, what is so special about me? Who am I, really? I have the right to know who I am.


  My inner talk about who I am reminds me of Alice in Wonderland. Considering all the talk about the Rabbit Hole that supposedly can get us all out of Faya, I feel pretty much like Alice. I don’t know who I am. I do know that I want to stay alive, but what then? Will I finally know why Woo did that for me?


  “You know those dreams you get of Woo training you?” Xitler asks, daring my eyes, almost slanting beyond my soul.


  “How do you know about those?”


  “Those are no dreams, Decca,” says Xitler. “They were real training sessions that took place before Woo attended the Monster Show. Woo trained you to become everything a Ten would be, if they were really a Ten.”


  “What are you talking about? Those are only dreams.”


  “No dreams are so vivid. You only think they are dreams because Woo fed you the chocolate after each training session, so you forgot about them and thought they were dreams. The chocolate interacted with the receptors we plant in every newborn’s head under the ears, and prevented the iAm from detecting the training sessions. When Leo removed it in the forest, you started remembering. Bit by bit. That’s why your full potential hasn’t surfaced yet.”


  Oh my God. He is right about that. This was why I remembered how to use a bow gun when we were playing Wheel of Fortune, and why I found myself knowing how to shoot Carnivore in the Mirage if I got a chance, and how I felt funny and more confident since Leo removed the receptor. And … there are some blurry memories waving before my eyes now, like watching something in the rain. I know there is something happening, but I can’t interpret it.


  “Why do you think you have good survival skills? Why do you think you can shoot a bow gun? How did you make it so far when I changed this year’s games to blow up all that preparation of yours? It’s all coming back to you, Decca, and I want to see how far you can go.”


  Words escape me. I am silent. All I can remember is how reluctant I was after I switched my iAm with Eva’s. Looking back at it now, I should be laughing at myself. Look how far I have come. Look how far my path has changed from finding Woo, to becoming the only Monster left to win the games. Is this how I should expect the rest of my life to become? I plan one destination, and end up somewhere else?


  “Is that why I feel confused?” I ask Xitler. What a great idea! But when the angels are gone, there is no one left to talk to you but the devils. “Is this why I felt contradicting emotions all the time?” A tear is about to roll down my cheek, but I hold back. Not in front of Xitler. “Is this why I feel like my thoughts are all over the place? I mean, all this time with Leo here in the cave, I have had thoughts about pushing him over to save myself. It’s not what I want to do, but the thought crossed my mind.” I hate myself for telling this to Xitler. I make believe that I am talking to myself.


  “No,” Xitler purses his lips, seemingly irritated by my moment of weakness. I forgot he wants a superhero. They don’t cry. Do they? “The iAm didn’t cause those feelings. It’s called growing up, Decca. Something that I wish to spare the people of Faya of in the future, because it’s one of the hardest things to do.”


  It occurs to me that, no matter how creepy and evil Xitler is, there is a shadow of humanity hiding behind his metal skeleton. The last words he said evoke questions about him and his childhood.


  “However, there is still one thing that I don’t understand,” he growls. “Why did you have to switch the iAms and enter the game? Why?”


  “You know why. I thought Woo was alive, and wanted to find him,” I slam back. Is this dude a douche, or is he a douche?


  “You see. This explanation doesn’t add up, because you were still eating Woo-chocolates like I told you. One chocolate per week. Let alone that eating the chocolate for about seven years had already changed your inner system. Obeying the Summit had become a normal thing for you too. So planning to enter the games for a year, and risking your life is a very strange behavior that I can’t figure out.”


  Finally something that Xitler doesn’t know the answer to. But I know. I didn’t enter the games because I had an epiphany of how bad the Summit was, and that I had to rebel against it. Nor did Woo tell me to do it before he entered his games. Xitler is right. The moment I entered the games, I was still thinking I was a Seven, and the memories of my mom trying to kill me were only vague and unimportant. There is one other reason I had to find Woo, and I will keep that to myself. It’s personal.


  “I guess you can’t stop a Ten from doing what she has to do?” I wink, spreading my arms slightly, acting lightly so Xitler accepts it as an answer. “So tell me, Xitler,” I follow before he has a chance to think it over. Also I don’t call him Prophet Xitler to mess with him. “If Woo refused to tell you, then how do you know about me?”


  “Because we know everything,” says Xitler. “We’ve been watching him train you, and let him think he was fooling us. The iAm detects everything, even Woo’s chocolates. We waited for you to see if you were a Ten, Decca. We’ve waited for others before, but they’ve all failed us, and died in the games. We even waited for Woo, thinking he could be a Ten, but he gave in to Carnivore.” Xitler spreads his hands. “Carnivore is the ultimate test, Decca. Even Woo didn’t know how to kill it. If you can kill Carnivore, you’ll be the one.”


  “What? Why Carnivore?”


  “Because Carnivore is my fiercest weapon. The optimum of my genetically mutated creations. And because of a prophecy.”


  “Prophecy?”


  Xitler leans back in his throne. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to talk about this. “There’s some kind of prophecy I found in the Arc containers I found under the Burning Man. It claims that whoever survives Carnivore is probably a Ten.”


  “A Ten?” I wonder. “They couldn’t have prophesized that, since they didn’t have the ranking system.”


  “Smart girl.” Xitler is impressed. “They didn’t say Ten. They said rebel. The ones who are capable of bringing down my system. I call them Tens. But don’t worry, I am not going to hurt the Tens, or I could have just killed them on sight. I have better and bigger plans for them. That’s all I can say for now.”


  “So you’re accepting my offer? That’s why you’re here?” I ask, tiptoeing on the edge.


  Xitler nods seriously. “How can I refuse, after you came up with that crazy ClairVo idea? We’ve sold about ten million glasses worldwide in the last hour. You know how much each one costs? If you weren’t a Monster, you would have been good in the marketing department in the Summit.”


  “Will you save Leo? Can you save his leg?”


  “Whatever you wish,” says Xitler. “We could buy your parents a better house too. Anything you ask for, as long as you put on the ClairVo glasses and fight Carnivore. I mean, I would dig up the presidents of the Amerikaz from their graves and tell them: ‘Look. Did you ever see anything like this with all your 3D movies and stuff? Here is the real future.’”


  “You know I can’t kill Carnivore, right?” I say, wishing I could.


  Carnivore roars from above, and Xitler chuckles.


  “Shut up!” I shout desperately.


  “He wants you, Decca,” says Xitler. “He wants you so bad. Maybe he knows you’re the one.”


  If I can save Leo, I have to stick with what I have started. What difference does it make if I die? My parents wanted to kill me when I was seven. The Summit will not pick me up if I win, and I will die eventually in this cave. If I save Leo, he will be the winner of the games, and he will stay alive. Maybe that is what being a Ten is about. If I am a Ten.


  “Okay,” I nod. “But you have to supply me with all the weapons I ask for to kill Carnivore, even if I ask for a bazooka.”


  “Others have asked for it, and it never worked. But I promise you, I’ll give you whatever you think you need to fight it,” says Xitler. “I believe you have never seen the Carnivore games.”


  “No.”


  “Not even the one with Woo?”


  “Not even that.”


  “There is nothing to see, since it’s all white over white shades. The only one who sees what’s going on is the one who plays the game. Now we have you with the ClairVo inside the battlefieldz. How didn’t any of my lazy assistants think of that before?” Xitler grins at Eliza. “Imagine this headline: ‘One hundred million viewers watching with only one girl’s pair of eyes.’ My soldiers will save Leo, while I’ll send a special Zeppelin for you. You will spend the night in my Royal Tower, until the fight.”


  “Spend the night? I thought I’d fight Carnivore.”


  “Of course you’ll fight him, darling,” Xitler says happily. “It’s just, no one fights Carnivore at night. His powers are in fighting in the morning, so it’s all overly bright and white. This is going to be the best show in the history of television.”


  “Okay. I could use the time to rest,” I say.


  “Remember one more thing when you’re down there in the Monsterium fighting Carnivore.” Xitler leans forward again, closer to me. I feel like I am going to vomit. “They say whoever gets to see Carnivore in the game with his own eyes never lives to tell about it.”


  “Yeah.” I pout at him and Eliza. “How about I teach you something? Especially Eliza.”


  “Huh. Me?” she utters, pretending to be checking her nails.


  “Yes. You. Remember when you told me every girl dies?”


  “You’ve got such a black heart.” She raises her thin eyebrows and Xitler chuckles. “Yes. I remember. What about it? It’s true. Every girl dies.”


  “Wrong,” I object. “You only got half of the sentence right.” Woo has taught me the full phrase. “Every girl dies. But not every girl really lives.”
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  The servant girls in the Royal Tower want to get rid of Honeybee. I tell them to buzz off and leave the poor bee alone.


  Yes. I brought Honeybee along with me. I need a friend to accompany me, if I am going to spend the night in here. If the world comes down to this, that my last friend on earth is a bee, so “bee” it, and just let it “bee.”


  The servant girls are all giggly at how dirty and blood-spattered my body is. Blood seems to make girls giggle these days. Like cybernetic Geishas, they point at my messed-up hair and laugh at each other. I look in the fancy, curvy mirror in this fancy, white-motif royal room and laugh too. My hair — or should I say, what’s left of it — is all dust, mud, blood, and mostly scraped out. I lost bits and pieces of it in every game I played, especially the last one when Carnivore slashed at it, and ripped some of it away.


  I turn back to the girls and laugh. Poor beautiful Nines working as servants for Xitler, washing his clothes, rubbing his feet, and who knows what else. They are all dressed in white fluffy transparent dresses, have red manicures and wear red lipstick. All giggles, no brains.


  Woo told me about those girls. I thought it was a myth. None of them knows she is a Nine. The iAm manipulates them into being ranked Fives, claiming they have some deficiency, so they can be Prophet Xitler’s servants. They are called Malikas. The public shouldn’t know about them. They are Prophet Xitler’s personal faeries.


  The Malikas are here with me to wash me and prepare me, maybe give me a massage, and let me drink pink juice out of dandelion cups. It’s my last night before I die, you know. I can have whatever I want.


  I walk barefoot among them, guiding Honeybee to a vase full of real dandelions I have just ordered — every other flower in the Royal Tower is plastic.


  When the Malikas start to bug me, I ruffle my stiff hair and pose like a monster, clawing my fingers and making faces. They shriek and step back. One of them even cries when I do that.


  “How many seconds would the likes of you last in the Playa?” I say to her, rolling my eyes.


  They don’t reply. Malikas are mute. Don’t ask. I don’t know why. I have a headache from thinking about how to beat Carnivore.


  The barber I have asked for arrives. He pulls out his machine and buzzes my hair away. Yes. All of it. I am bald now. I’d rather have full and beautiful hair, or have none at all. Besides, it will help in the Monsterium. I have a plan.


  I let the Malikas strip me naked and wash me. They are more than happy when they do that. I would have kept the blood of the other Monsters on my body — I would have been honored — but I need to clean and shave every part of my body. Like I said. I have a plan.


  They cut my nails and massage me after that, while I watch and re-watch Carnivore killing the Monsters in the games on my recharged iAm. There’s nothing really to see, like Xitler said. I understand why the viewers love and hate this part. The iSees were sent into the Monsterium to cover the game, roaming around helplessly, blinded by the white of the sands. Only occasionally and rarely does an iSee capture Carnivore running, or opening his red jaws at the camera. Only its roars are audible. But it seldom does, so it can attack its prey. Carnivore doesn’t want you to know where it is, until it attacks. It’s the poor contestants who are sent, wearing a flashy color, into the field, panicking so hard they could die from a heart attack, before Carnivore gets them.


  That will be me, just hours from now.


  Some contestants tried to get rid of their clothes, running naked in the sand. Naked or not, your butt still shines like a diamond in all that white.


  How do you beat Carnivore in such circumstances? Let alone, it’s a fast and vicious tiger. How do you hide from it in the white sands? No matter how white you are, you’re not that white. And even if you are, it can still see the color of your eyes, it can see the color of your mouth, your hair, and your palms. And even if you manage to do all that, do you have the heart to look into the white void, wondering if it is hiding two inches beyond it?


  The more I re-watch the games, the more I start to understand that all white, all bright, is just the same as all dark. No wonder these are the two colors which scientists don’t actually consider colors. The black absorbs all; that’s why they say you get sucked into the darkness. The white reflects all; that’s why I say the white will reflect all of your fears out there in the Monsterium.


  “Hey, you.” I summon a Malika, showing her the white-themed Carnivore game on my iAm. She looks puzzled, with almost nothing to see but an occasional thin curvy line showing the edges of a dune here and there. Then the Carnivore slashes at a contestant, and blood spatters on the iSee. That’s when the Malika giggles.


  I wish I were born in the Amerikaz. I don’t think the Amerikaz went down the drain as far as Faya.


  I order the Malikas to leave the room and call Timmy. Before he picks up, the iAm shows me a world that is all awake, waiting for me. Prophet Xitler wasn’t bluffing. Viewers are seventy million worldwide, and they all bought ClairVos. There are flags sold with my picture on it, and there are ClairVos sold double the price because they are signed by me. I didn’t sign anything. But I am not that mad. Leo’s signed ClairVos are triple the price. Girls hug them when they buy them. Leo couldn’t have signed them either. Last time I checked on him, an hour ago, he was unconscious after they operated on him and saved his leg.


  “Yes, my princess,” says Timmy smoothly. “What can I help you with?”


  “I want my ClairVo,” I demand.


  “You’ll get yours. Patience, my dear. Death is knock-knocking on your door. No need to invite it in now.”


  “I want mine to be all white.”


  “Most of the ClairVos are all white,” says Timmy. “Nice haircut, by the way. Are you trying to show us how bold you are?”


  “Did you see that?” I grin. “All clean and shiny, so blood will look bright on me in the camera. Buzz off, Rabbit.”


  “I cut my ears like you cut your hair.” Timmy sips on something. “I am not a rabbit anymore.”


  “I also need a brand-new bow gun and arrows.”


  “But of course,” says Timmy. “We don’t expect you to kill Carnivore with a five-star frog splash, or a five-finger death punch.”


  “And a pocket knife.”


  “You got it.”


  “And you should know, I will be taking a couple of those buzzing syringes with me.”


  “Sure. Planning to tickle the tiger to death? That I would love to see. By the way, a friend wants to see you.”


  My door opens, and Ariadna comes in.


  I run to her in my robe, and hug her. I think I hug her so hard, she’s choking.


  “They said I could see you if I bring you this,” says Ariadna, showing me the traditional red dress I am going to wear when I play the games. “I am sorry, but it was the only way to see you.”


  “A red glossy spaghetti string dress,” I muse, looking at it. “Dressed to kill, baby. Dressed to kill.”


  Ariadna utters a painful laugh, as if she is a little shy laughing around me in this situation.


  “This is the first time it’s a dress,” says Ariadna. “The last nine times, the Monsters were boys.”


  “That explains why Carnivore wants me so much,” I say. “I’ll be his first girl. How about—”


  Ariadna shushes me instantly. I was going to ask her if they found out about the call she made behind the Summit’s back. How foolish of me. She nods. I guess she got away with it, or how would she be here with me?


  Ariadna checks on the cut on my arm. “This is bad.”


  “They medicated it as much as they could, but I think I can still shoot with it.”


  “That’s why I brought you this.” Ariadna shows me a bottle of pure honey. “Trust me. It’s proven that this can heal the wounds.” She pulls my arm, and starts pouring some of the honey on the wound. “In the Amerikaz, they were on the verge of finding out that honey can heal wounds. Now we know.”


  “I never heard of it.”


  “The Summit doesn’t want us to know these things,” Ariadna whispers in my ear.


  “Hear that, Honeybee?” I talk to my bee friend. She buzzes twice.


  “All you need is to cover it with some huge medical plaster now.” Ariadna looks around for one.


  “You don’t need plaster,” I say. “Bring over one of those thin towels. The honey is sticky by itself—“


  Then suddenly, I stop. A thought shoots through the wires of my brain.


  “Are you all right?” Ariadna wonders.


  “I am. Don’t worry about me.” I keep a mental note in my brain of that thought.


  “So,” Ariadna sighs. “Big hug again?”


  We hug for one last time. This time, she hugs me harder. There are tears in her eyes.


  “Come on,” I say. “It’s not like I am going to leave you and go to college in another town. I am just going to kill a tiger.”


  Ariadna sniffs and smiles. “You promise me that.” She points a finger. “That you’ll kill it.”


  “I promise you,” I say. “It’s just a tiger.” I show her to the door. As she walks out, I slap her on the butt lightly.


  “Move your butt with grace, princess,” I whisper to her.


  It was the last time I saw Ariadna in my life.
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  I lay back on the bed in my room with closed eyes. I need a moment of peace before I enter the games, but I find myself looking into a memory. One that I have always remembered vaguely. Now that the receptor in my brain was removed, it’s clearer.


  I see myself helping my dad with fixing the roof of our house after the heavy rain the night before. We were poor enough, we couldn’t afford hiring someone to fix the house. Dad loved fixing the house to clear his mind, and I loved to help him.


  I see myself hammering a nail next to my dad, wondering if he knew about the big secret in our family. And if he knew, how could he just be so calm about it?


  My mother cheated on my dad, ending up with having my brother Jack. But then again, of course he must have known.


  Jack looked a lot like my mom, but not like my dad. I didn’t look like either of them, but somehow I was sure that Jack wasn’t my brother. Not just because he was a predicted Nine, while no one in my mom and dad’s family had ever been more than a Seven. And not just because Jack was always favored over me in the family – at least no one wanted to kill him. But because I didn’t feel like Jack was my brother. It’s hard to explain, but I always knew he wasn’t. I think mom must have slept with a Nine, to save the family after I arrived. It must have showed on me that I was going to be a Monster, and that the family needed rescue with another child that could not have come out of mom and dad’s Seven and Six genes.


  Did dad just accept that? Was this part of a bigger deal that I didn’t know about?


  I didn’t care. I never felt related to Jack, like my parents never really felt related to me. I was a black sheep. I almost didn’t mind since I had no choice, thinking that one day when I got ranked, I would leave this family for good, and create a real one for myself.


  Protecting my family in the game was more of a duty than heart-felt love. It was ironic how I never even looked like them, even when it was Jack who was an imposter. In Faya, we didn’t trust our logic and instincts. You only trusted the iAm.


  If my mom had cheated, it still puzzled me how another parent gave up on his child who was a Nine. But like the soldier boy, Bellona’s friend, had told me: this is Faya, and it’s nothing but a big joke. It’s like Wonderland. Alice was trying to learn the rules and the logic of it, while there was none. It’s all nonsense.


  So I was a Pre-Monster when I was Seven, but with Woo’s chocolates and training, I became a Seven. Why Woo did that and how it all started still escapes my memory. I guess you don’t remember everything at once when you get your receptor removed. But I remember the suspicious way my mother looked at me the day Woo found me in the homeless neighborhood my dad had sent me to, and brought me back home. I had been eating his chocolates for months, as he took care of me in that little boat by the shore. That was before he had decided to live in a treehouse in an abandoned garden nearby. Even though Woo was eight years old, he fished and ate from the sea by himself. But he was too young to fully take care of himself – although he took care of me – so he still lived with his mysterious dad. I had never seen Woo’s dad, and Woo didn’t allow me to visit his house. Ever. He was just the mysterious rebel boy who found me in the gutter, and taught me how to fool my parents into thinking I’d been following the rules so I could get home.


  I never forgot that look on my mom’s face when she checked my iAm a month later with results of a Pre-Seven. It was as if she didn’t want me to be a Pre-Seven, or as if she suspected Woo’s manipulation, although she never met him but briefly many years later. That was when her looks started easing up. The features on her face were like saying, “Don’t mess this up, Monster, or I swear this time, I really am going to kill you.” Then she would feed Jack the best food she could buy.


  What I remember clearly is joining Woo in the treehouse he lived in. It was a moonless night, but the sky was clear. As usual, Woo was listening to his favorite song, “Follow the Sun,” by the Beatles. He was also fumbling through old books and papers that meant the world to him, while Carnivore’s picture was hung on the wall.


  I didn’t have anyone who cared for me but Woo at this time of my short life. We lay next to each other on the treehouse’s floor, watching the sky above.


  He was fifteen that year, I was fourteen. I gushed all night about how beautiful the stars looked, and he laughed. He believed that everything in this world looked ugly, and although the stars were of the rare beauties, they were far away.


  My eyes were one of the rare beauties, he said, and they were never far away. That’s why he always wanted to see through them, because I was capable of seeing the good in the world, while he claimed he couldn’t.


  I remember the bruise on his face that night. Was it his dad? Was it the Pre-Monsters he insisted on hanging out with? I didn’t know. Woo was always wounded and barefoot, and I doubted I could change that. He once told me he wanted to be like a boy named Peter Pan, who rebelled against the world and had his own followers, the Lost Boys. Peter Pan owned a place called Neverland. Woo owned nothing… yet.


  “You’re messing things up, Woo,” I told him, staring up at the sky. “You don’t follow the rules, have bad grades in school, and insist on spending time with those Bad Kidz who are going to be Monsters. I don’t want you to become a Monster.” I didn’t know I was brainwashed by the chocolates at the time.


  “Maybe it’s my destiny to become one,” he said, also staring at the stars.


  “Don’t you ever say that,” I turned to face him and he turned back, looking at me as if he was crying with those grey eyes. “You promise me!”


  “Promise you what?” he wondered. I could sense he was keeping tons of secrets from me.


  “That you never let me go,” I sighed, and held his hand.


  “That,” his eyes smiled at the thought. “I can promise you.”


  “It means you will work hard this year, so you become the Seven you always dreamed of,” I assured him, and he nodded.


  “I promise,” he shrugged.


  “Promise me what, Woo?” I insisted that he said the words.


  “To never let you go, Tender,” he nodded, and stared back at the stars.


  ***


  By the end of this memory, I feel like my life is a pile of confusing moments and actions. I can’t really say who I am, because I haven’t had a full chance to become who I really am. If that makes any sense.


  For God’s sake, I am only sixteen, and I had my first kiss in a battlefield. In order to know who I am, or who I want to be, I need time. A precious amount of quality time, so I can decide who I want to be, and what I am made of. Not because I am pressured by the idea that I am going to die sooner than I think, but because I made up my mind to be who I want to be, and no one else. I guess that I, and my friends who died today, were driven by the moment of inertia. It’s a concept I learned in school. To me now, it basically means that once someone is pushed to fight for their lives, they might end up doing wrong things like killing other innocent people, still driven by the power of that first strong nudge. And when your life is nudged into the wrong path, all that follows is just a set of random and illogical actions.


  At a young age, we were driven to stay alive, no matter what. All our actions in between were only filling the void. They were not really decisions.


  I am saying this because although I am a sixteen-year-old girl, there is one thing I know for sure right now – and thank God that there is at least one thing that I am sure of. I know that I am not fighting Carnivore to win this game. I am not fighting it to become a Ten, and I am not fighting it for Leo, as I have persuaded Xitler. I am here, fighting Carnivore, for Woo.


  It’s hard to believe that after all that I went through, I can’t give up on wanting to find Woo for the silliest reason in the world, to ask him why he broke his promise. But it’s true. Deep in my mind, the longer the game runs, the longer I survive, I still have a chance to find Woo and ask him: Why did you give up on me, although you promised to never let me go?


  Because if Woo had no reason to let me go, who am I here for? Or with? I am not particularly enjoying this world alone.


  If I die, I won’t have a chance to ask him, and that would kill me much slower and painfully than Carnivore itself.


  So what was all that about with Leo, insisting on knowing if his kiss was true, while he was dying on the cliff? I guess a girl always wants to know why she was kissed, especially if it’s the first. And again, I am not sure that everything between me and Leo was true. I mean, if we had met out of the Playa, things might have been really different. In the real world, in my school, boys like Leo don’t even look my way.


  You put a girl in a death game and put a hot guy next to her, when both of them are destined to die within hours... how do expect them not to want to fall in love before they die. Whether Leo’s emotions are true or not, I can’t neglect that I wasn’t here for him. Ironically, he was here for me, sent by lunatics who think that I am special.


  Another reason for wanting to find Woo might be that I need to win to go back to my life – or what’s left of it without a family. I need to live normal days and weeks, not pressured by screaming that I am alive in some machine. Maybe then I can know who I love, and who I don’t. I mean, the way I was attracted to Leo from the beginning was weird. Even though I don’t know many girls who could resist such a hot – and pretty much good guy – like him.


  So here I am, hours away from fighting a one-eyed tiger who might have killed Woo. If you ask me if I know what I am doing, I will say no. If you ask me how I plan to do it, I’ll say I don’t know. If you ask me why I am doing it, I’ll hesitate and think it over. But I’ll tell you it’s because I am planning on one thing, only one thing is on my mind: staying alive.
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  I am inside a cage, swaying above the Monsterium. It’s pulled with chains, dangling down from a military Zeppelin made of steel, with rotors like a helicopter.


  Looking down between the bars of the cage, I already feel disoriented by the large amount of white sands. There’s one single tall silver pole in the middle that I could use to shoot the Carnivore from, or take a rest at. The pole has metal, ladder-like rods made of steel, sticking out of it on both sides. But if I climb up there, how long can I keep hanging on? The pole seems to bend slightly at any breeze, which makes it look unsafe. It’s not like it’s a stairway to Heaven. It’s just a tall pole in the middle of the sands. It reaches for nothing. The real game is played down on the dunes.


  Where there should be a tier of seats for the audience surrounding the battlefield of the Monsterium, there are contoured lines of sand, sloping up, as if it’s a mountain made of sand. The slope is steep. I don’t think I can get up there to touch the blue sky. At the tip of that slope, there is a tall barred cage-like wall encompassing the Monsterium. The tips of the bars are sharp and deadly. Behind the bars, there are soldiers. This reminds me of what Dad used to call maximum security prison, used for the most dangerous criminals in the country.


  Zeppelins are circling in the sky above the steel bars. Not that they can see anything by being so close, since they will watch me through the ClairVo. It’s just that the tickets for these Zeppelins are the most expensive. Some people like what is expensive, however irrelevant. Higher prices mean better products, which mean higher prestige.


  Numbers here, numbers there, e i, e i, o.


  I am dressed in red, with thousands of people waving at me from their balconies in the Zeppelins, before I disappear into the white underneath. I still don’t understand this audience-contestant relationship.


  Watch me, love me, kiss me, kill me.


  My arm feels much better now, with the honey cure from Ariadna. I make sure the ten bottles of honey I have ordered are in my backpack. Yes. I ordered ten honey bottles, the plastic bottle type you can squeeze the honey out from, like mustard and ketchup. And yes, when you squeeze, it makes that funny sound: fwwwwweeeeeeerrt.


  I didn’t order the honey because I wanted to feel sweet before I die — although that would be cool. When that man dressed in black comes to you and asks for that one last wish you want to be granted before you die, you just say make me feel sweet.


  I ordered the honey because I have a plan. Not sure that I can pull it off, though.


  Today the world is watching me to see if I can kill Carnivore. Today I am playing to know who I am. Am I a Ten? What is the number of the human spirit?


  I clap my hands and rub them together, igniting a surge of courage in my soul. I jump up and down and stretch my shoulders, like boxers do. I have my backpack strapped and my bow gun in my hand.


  I try to think of this like Prom night. Me and you, Carnivore. Prom queen and king. Let’s dance.


  “Seventy million viewers worldwide.” Prophet Xitler announces this game himself. “Watching with one pair of eyes.” So he stuck to his marketing slogan after all. They write everywhere on the iAm screens: Seventy million viewers watching with one girl’s pair of magical eyes.


  Men, women, kids, and everyone worldwide are putting on their ClairVos. I haven’t put mine on yet. I am the queen bee today. I wear it when I want to. The world is going to know what it’s like to be me.


  I’ve never seen seventy million people agree on something; not one religion, not one land, not even the fact they could live on this planet in peace, without killing each other. Look at these monkeys, agreeing on the ClairVo.


  “One girl,” says Xitler. “One girl’s eyes. One girl’s feelings. One girl’s fears. One girl’s coming of age. One girl’s angst.” I hear the audience hail. This is a world ritual, not a game. “One girl’s hopes.” Xitler’s tone of voice changes into a surprisingly happy tone, as if he really wants me to kill Carnivore, as if he really wants me to be a Ten. “One girl’s power. One girl’s strength.”


  “Now I am a girl?” I mumble alone in my cage, fisting my hands. “Not a Monster anymore?” I open one of my fists, and look at the scissors in my hand. I have a plan.


  Breathe in. Breathe out.


  “Are you ready?” Xitler asks, and the world goes crazy.


  My cage starts lowering. I am ready.


  “Wait,” says Xitler. They stop the cage from lowering further. “Is there something you want to tell the world, Pixie?” He knows I am Decca. He just wants to provoke me.


  I look at the Zeppelins all around me, looking at me, waiting for me to speak. Pleading, so I would wear the ClairVo.


  “My name is not Pixie. My name is Decca,” I say, signaling to the steel Zeppelin above me to roll the cage down. “And I don’t have time for you.” I say that to the whole world, putting on my ClairVo.
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  The cage descends down into the Monsterium. The voice of the audience is deafening after putting on my ClairVo.


  As I am descending, I remind myself that once I start my plan, I have to stop listening to anyone. I will be on my own, and many people will criticize me, but I can’t give in.


  I take off my white backpack, and put it next to me. Yes. I ordered a white backpack. Even the zippers are painted white.


  Then I do the unthinkable. The thing I would never have thought I would ever do. Not in front of seventy million people. I take off my red dress, not wearing anything underneath.


  Most of the world doesn’t see this. Not now, since they are concerned about looking through my eyes, not paying attention to the iSee cameras surrounding me, while I am naked in a cage. All they know is that the picture transmitted looks wrong somehow.


  Those who see me fall into a trance of silence.


  I try so hard, not to think of being naked in front of seventy million people.


  I use the scissors to cut the dress into pieces. I throw the red pieces randomly down on the white sands from behind the bars of the cage. The red is shining bright everywhere on the sand. I will use them as a compass to guide me. More important, they will distract Carnivore for a while when it enters the Monsterium, after I complete my descent. He is attracted to the red color. It will buy me some time.


  I pull out the honey bottles and start squeezing the honey out of it, glazing it on every inch of my body. Ten bottles are more than enough to coat myself in honey. The only place I can’t reach is below the upper side of my back. Yeah. I am not that flexible. I guess that is why I am a Monster. I’ll deal with that later.


  I pour sticky honey on my arms, my legs, my belly, my buttocks, my neck, my face, and my shining bald head. Then I rub it all as fast as I can before I descend, leaving out my eyes, my nostrils, my mouth, and my ears.


  People are asking about what I am doing, if I have gone mad, if this is a joke. Some claim Carnivore hates honey. Some say I love honey, and I am on a suicide mission to ruin the game.


  They’re all wrong.


  I keep rubbing. I have to cover every inch of my body, even my eyelids. It’s hard trying to avoid honey in your eyes or in your mouth and ears, but I try my best.


  I am done. All honeyed, all covered.


  The cage descends and lands on a dune, white sand shifting to the inside. I am still wearing my ClairVo. I hold my backpack in one hand. I will not strap it on now. Not yet.


  Once the cage’s door opens, I run into the white sand and take a dive into it, like jumping into a shallow swimming pool with both your hands stretched forward. The audience goes “Woooo!” I roll in the sand until it sticks to the honey on my body, coating every part of my body in white. Even my shiny, shaved head’s eyebrows.


  The only part that is not covered is that upper part of my back. Nothing sticks to it because I couldn’t cover it with the honey. I will cover it by strapping on the backpack.


  I stand up and start running on the sand, as scared as a white ghost. I look like a lizard or a white snake, or just another dune.


  Prophet Xitler says something about me being a hell of a girl. I don’t care about him or about the audience. I am still so far away from completing the mission.


  Suddenly, I hear a loud drone from the audience, then I hear a roar.


  It’s Carnivore. They let him out. I hope the red pieces scattered in the Monsterium will occupy him for a while.


  I run to the pole without seeing it. My eyes have not adjusted to the crazy white yet. I know where it is by remembering my left from right, since I had my eyes on it from when I was in the cage above.


  I run and run, but can’t reach it.


  Then hey, I see it, the silver unstable thing in the white.


  Before I reach it, I hear Carnivore roaring nearby. I might be only panicking, but I think it is too close.


  Disoriented and irrational, I dig right under my feet to hide my bow gun in the sand, just like the Amerikaz buried their history. If I dig further, will I find instructions on how to kill Carnivore?


  I know I am only feet away from the pole. The bow gun and its arrows are the only things I have that are not white. That is why I have to hide them.


  I try not to breathe aloud, since I feel Carnivore is near. Does it see me? Is my disguise not good enough?


  What are you doing, girl? Why didn’t you run to the pole?


  I panicked, hearing its voice.


  I raise my head to run to the pole, but suddenly don’t see it again. Where is it? It’s all so white. So white.


  I turn back at Carnivore’s roaring, and start running aimlessly. As I am running directionless from him, it occurs to me that I might be running toward him, without knowing. I decide to run in circles and curves, as if I am in a maze.


  Running barefoot in the sand is so hard. Running barefoot in the blinding sand when you don’t know what and where you’re running to is even harder. You don’t know what you might bump into. What if I bump into Carnivore accidentally? “Hi, Carnivore. How ya doin’, man? Let’s do this one more time.”


  I keep running, all white, like a ghost; panting, squinting my eyes so their color isn’t visible for Carnivore, trying not to open my mouth too much, so it doesn’t see my red tongue inside. I am invisible, a white ghost in a white world.


  “I am a white, white girl in a white, white world. It would be a black, black thing if you see me.” I find myself humming while running. I hear the audience laugh. I hear them through the ClairVo’s headpiece. Stupid me. I shouldn’t make a sound. What’s wrong with me?


  Run. Decca. Run.


  Every twenty strides, I change directions, for no apparent reason. Let the randomness and utter coincidence of our lives spare me from Carnivore’s fangs. If I do bump into it running like that, I don’t know what else to do.


  As I run, it keeps roaring and running, thudding with its heavy weight against the lush sands. It is looking for me. It must drive it mad that he can’t find me. I am supposed to be like Red Riding Hood for it; all visible, all eatable. But nah Carnivore, you can’t fool me with playing Grandma now.


  I trip over a dune, pick myself up, and run again. Honey sticks to my tongue. With it comes sand. No biggy, as long as it’s not falling down my throat. Which reminds me, I shouldn’t run so fast. I could sweat. My color could shine back.


  My eyes hurt so bad, trying to see in all this white. I don’t know how to describe this feeling. It’s like a massive amount of sunlight in your eyes, so bright that you can’t see anything. It makes you feel like you’re in the dark instead of the light, except that your brain refuses to believe you’re in the dark. Paradox yourself.


  At some curve in the whitey-whites, I start to see. What’s that? My eyes hurt because of the color. It’s red. What the heck is that?


  Oh. No. It’s a piece of my scattered dress. I shouldn’t run near it. I made them to waste Carnivore’s time. It is going to hunt every single piece of those. It could come here now.


  Running away from it, I find another one, and I keep running. I hear its roars. I think it is nearer than before.


  Have I built a trap for myself with that dress?


  I duck and stay put, breathing as slowly as possible. In my headpiece, everything I do is magnified seventy million times. Every time I hold my breath, seventy million people hold it with me. Whenever I feel fear, whenever I pant, whenever I am surprised, I have seventy million bored humans on my back, feeling the same as me. And their emotions somehow strike back at me and magnify my feelings, which is so not cool.


  What have I done to myself, wearing this ClairVo?


  Should I take it off? But I haven’t poured honey under it. I will be exposed. And how am I going to communicate with the Summit? How can they know I have killed Carnivore?


  “Shut up,” I whisper softly, without parting my teeth. I hear the audience wondering whom I am talking to. “I am talking to you, annoying watchers,” I say to them as soft as I can, still ducking. They don’t seem to be insulted. They are amazed by the experience. That it’s not just them seeing through my eyes, but that their voices have an effect on me too.


  Why didn’t I take yoga lessons, to learn how not to listen to people when they keep talking in my ears?


  I make sure I don’t hear Carnivore close enough around me and stand up, but then a thought hits me. Why should I expect it to be such an animal? Maybe it will start playing sly with me, sneaking slowly, until it slashes its paws at me.


  The idea sends a shiver down my spine. A shiver I feel magnified by the audience. Some ClairVo, that is.


  Unable to hear Carnivore’s roaring anymore, I take a deep breath to calm down. Where is it? Why is it silent? Did it expose the red dress trick? Is it starting to play sneaky?


  I feel paralyzed, and suddenly cold, which reminds me that I am naked, wearing white sand on my skin. I wonder if that will make a bestselling fashion dress tomorrow in Faya. Women walking naked, and dressed in white sticky sands. Boys, be happy. The age of disguised nudity is knocking on your doors. Honey sellers will become millionaires by tomorrow. Kids, don’t wait for that pocket money your parents give you. Just go sell some white sand.


  Another deep breath to calm myself. Seventy million take a deep breath with me. There must be no air in the world now.


  I breathe out, expecting a world disaster or a hurricane. Seventy million people breathe out at the same time, and nothing happens?


  Carnivore roars. That’s a good sign. It is still dumb and animalistic, not hiding somewhere.


  “Operation Sand Woman, run,” I whisper to myself, and start running again. The audience laughs. I was just trying to get myself in a video game mood, like when I watch my brother Jack play. Just to forget about the horror of my situation. My dad used to have another operation: Operation Mom is Coming.


  Suddenly, I notice that when I run, my backpack shuffles, and makes those sounds. What? Those sounds are audible in the deafening silence. Carnivore could get me any second now.


  I remember I extra-stuffed everything inside with cloth, so it shouldn’t make noises like that.


  As I take off the backpack, I tremble with the thought that Carnivore might have heard this. Then I feel dizzy with the thought that my upper back is visible, now that I have lifted the backpack.


  Stay focused.


  Wanting to zip the backpack open, I can’t see the zipper since it’s white. Blindly, I run my shivering fingers over it, and pull it open. The sound of it zzzipping open hurts. It’s so loud and so zzzz, like when Timmy loses it. Another mistake on my behalf, to give Carnivore an excuse to come and get me. If I keep being clumsy like that, I might as well send it a telegram, inviting it over to kill me.


  The color of things inside my backpack worries me too. Carnivore could see it. I rummage through and stuff everything tighter, close the bag and…


  Carnivore roars, so close. I think it is somewhere behind me, not that far.


  I dig fast like a cat, and bury the bag in the dune I am standing on, turn around and stretch on my back, allowing the weight of my body to sink into the dune.


  To my surprise, its voice is so near. It might be only strides away.


  Where is it?


  With my back sinking into the white sloping dune, my head can see at an almost vertical level, although I don’t know which is which now. The only thing I am sure of is that the sky is above me, far away, a pale blue.


  I am glad they don’t have Artificial Sky in the Monsterium, or Timmy would have let it rain down on me.


  Carnivore roars again. I see its open mouth in front of my eyes.


  What am I going to do?


  I think the best strategy is to do nothing. I just keep on sinking into the sand, hoping that it won’t cover my mouth, so I can still breathe.


  The fear buzzing from the audience in my ears is unbearable; like a loud, cacophonic song that somehow has reached the top of the charts and is played repeatedly, while I hate its guts. So unbearable that I’d rather take off the ClairVo, and throw myself into the arms of Carnivore. I hope that tiny voice in my ears won’t leak and be heard by Carnivore.


  I watch it approach slowly and cautiously, which means it doesn’t see me. That’s not a bad start.


  But why is it coming in my direction?


  Can it smell me? What’s so distinct about me to smell? Do tigers have extra senses of smell like dogs? Is it the honey all over my body? It has a strong flavor, I have to admit. What is it?


  Since it is not roaring, and his single one big eye above his nose in the middle of its head is turned white, I can’t see it. But I can see something else. The shifts of its weight on the sand. I can see the marks its paws leave on the sand before the sand huddles again. The paw-prints in the sand don’t stick since the sand is soft and shifts easily, but it tells me it is walking toward me, so sly, so slow.


  Why toward me?


  Squinting, I don’t have the guts to open my eyes wider, or close them shut. If it hasn’t seen me so far, I don’t want any changes in its surroundings to alarm it. Maybe it is just walking. I don’t mind if it steps over me, thinking I am just sandy earth, but that will never happen. It will know me.


  The sand starts falling into my mouth. That’s the part I was afraid of.


  Carnivore stops, a couple of strides away from my feet. I want to cough some sand out.


  Carnivore cranes its head down and slashes at something in the ground, a couple of feet away from me. I hold my breath. I don’t even have the luxury of gritting my teeth, or fisting my hands.


  It bites on that something, then roars with its head up to the sky. I see it now, what made it approach me. It isn’t me. It’s one of my red dress pieces.


  Carnivore chews on it then roars again, angrier this time. Not all that’s red is meaty, right?


  The way people panic in my ears when they see Carnivore roar so close with its mouth and fangs visible in front of me is epic, in an annoying way. I am not that scared. Am I?


  But Carnivore seems to trust its genetically manipulated senses that there is meat to be found so close to it. It takes a step forward. Oh my God. It’s so close to my feet now. Please God, let me sink deeper in the sand. I’ll hold my breath.


  Suddenly, something swooshes before my legs. It gets Carnivore crazy. Is that what I think I saw? An animal. A small fast animal with pink ears?


  It swooshes again underneath Carnivore. Some rabbit. Carnivore turns around, and starts running into the dark of the whites after the rabbit.


  What brings a rabbit in here?


  I cough out the sand, and pick myself up fast. I dig out my backpack, strap it on, and start running.


  I make a mental note. A rabbit saved my life… but this is no Wonderland.


  Don’t think and analyze, Decca.


  Run. Decca. Run.


  How long will I be running? I need to organize my thoughts, and complete my plan. First part was successful. Carnivore can’t see me in white.


  I run toward the pole.


  The plan is to run to the pole, dig up the bow gun, climb up and shoot Carnivore from there. I have only one problem. I can’t see the pole. I must have run far away, but that couldn’t be. It’s just that looking into this awful endless white confuses me. The pole is silver and thin. If I am far away, I might not see it.


  I run like crazy. I have to find it.


  Suddenly, my vision gets better, as if I’ve been blind before. I am starting to see thin lines in the sand, lines in the dunes, and the changes in the color of sand. I guess that is what they call adapting. What if the whole world were white like this?


  I see the pole.


  The pole sways to a sudden wind, whirling through the sand. It doesn’t make the long pole with the ladder look reliable at all. And what’s that sudden wind? Didn’t they say they won’t do any more of these effects?


  Digging up the bow gun and arrows, I bring them up with me, climbing up the pole. The wind is still crazy and the pole swings, but I grab it tight and keep climbing, until I can see the Zeppelins hovering around the Monsterium, face to face now.


  If I had some superpower and could jump from the pole to the Zeppelins, that would have been — stop.


  I hold on tight to the pole and get ready to shoot Carnivore. Although I don’t know if a couple of arrows could finish him, this doesn’t seem to be the problem at all.


  The real problem is that I am a failure. I am stupid. I thought I could outsmart that creature, but I am short-sighted. I thought that up here I could see it moving from such a bird’s eye view, and shoot it.


  I don’t see anything. The white stripe-less tiger is somewhere down there, but I can’t see it. I don’t think that I am even seeing the ground with that sudden whirling wind.


  Climbing lower, I see a little better, but not enough to shoot Carnivore. The wind keeps hitting the pole, and I keep struggling for balance. How much lower can I climb, before it can bite me? Shouldn’t it see me by now, with the bow gun and the shaking pole?


  But Carnivore manages to surprise me, bumping against the pole at the bottom. It roars, looking up at me. I am not sure if it sees me, or if it just sensed me being up there as I hold on tighter to the pole. I cross and wrap my legs around the steps sticking out of the pole, as I hold the bow gun with my hands. If I climb lower and focus, I think I can see Carnivore when it bumps against the pole.


  I climb lower. Carnivore gets fiercer. But I can’t shoot it. I don’t get to see it long enough when it bumps against the pole. The only way to shoot it is to get it to roar, looking upward at me. When it roars and shows its fangs, I can shoot it in the throat.


  How can I make it roar when I want it to?


  Carnivore is gone. Where is it? It might be circling around the pole. I don’t know.


  I climb a little lower. The audience holds their breath in my ears, as if Carnivore is going to bite them, not me. I like that. Hold that breath, just don’t scream in my ears. I hit the pole hard with the edge of the bow gun. It produces a cling-cling sound that echoes in the abandoned Monsterium.


  Carnivore bumps into the pole again, and roars. I got its attention, but it is not looking upward.


  “Ding ding,” I shout at it, and hit the pole repeatedly. “Up here!”


  Carnivore looks up and roars. I see its mouth. I aim the cross bow, as I keep shouting at it to provoke it and get its attention.


  “Look at me, pretty boy,” I mumble, as I close one eye and aim at my target. The audience repeats like parrots in my ear, “Look at me, pretty boy.”


  How annoying. “Shut up,” I scream at them.


  Carnivore becomes quiet all of a sudden.


  “Not you!” I yell at it, and start hitting the pole with the bow gun again. Since when does Carnivore follow orders?


  Carnivore roars again, looking upward. It tries to climb up, its nails scratching the bottom of the pole. I point the cross bow at it again. I have to take this shot.


  I shoot.


  I’d like to say “Bull’s eye” or “Tiger’s eye,” but I shoot it in its throat. The arrow plunges into its throat, and it lets out the worst cry I’ve ever heard. It’s so loud and painful, I get goosebumps on the back of my neck.


  The goosebumps make me lose balance. I hang on tighter to the pole, but as I do, the rest of the arrows fall down into the white sands.


  Carnivore keeps moaning and roaring, out of pain and wrath. So I hit it in the throat and lost my arrows. What now?


  Carnivore flees back into the white of the sands. What’s on its mind? The arrow in its throat surely hurt it, but it’s not dead yet. It can survive. I have lost my arrows. Now all it has to do is wait until my muscles give up on me and I fall down from the pole.


  Nice job, Decca.


  Opening my backpack, I rummage through it looking for an extra arrow, which is impossible, but somehow I just cling to the unreasonable hope. I don’t find any. I have clothes, food, a knife, and two buzzing syringes, the kind I used on Leo.


  Even if I have a chance to kill Carnivore with the knife or the buzzers, how will I approach it while I can’t see it?


  The only way to kill Carnivore is to see it. The only way to see it is to mark it or color it. I need some kind of color, something I can paint it with. If I have succeeded in disguising myself with the honey-glued-sand, I can make Carnivore appear. I just need to figure out how.


  Looking at what I still have with me, I don’t know how to make anything colorful with a syringe buzzer, nor with clothes or food. My heart beats faster, as I stare at the knife. A dangerous and crazy thought bleeds in my brain. It’s the only way.


  It’s the hard way.


  It’s what I’d never thought I do.


  It will be either the death of Carnivore, or the death of me.
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  The audience is debating about what is going on in my mind after I passed the beating of my heart to them. Imagine that: your heart is beating so fast and you’re afraid, not having the slightest idea why. The only reason you know is that because Decca is afraid, you’re afraid too. That ClairVo is really something.


  I put everything back in the backpack and strap it on, then straighten up on the pole. I summon Carnivore with its name, climbing down. Why didn’t I think of that before? It is trained, and somehow it does understand like a human. Summoning it by its name provokes it, and makes it curious.


  It shines through the white, running toward me. I climb up again, having just fooled it for a moment.


  “World,” I address the audience. “Take a deep breath, because right now I will show you how this is done.” I look down at Carnivore. “I don’t think you have ever seen anything like this.” That last sentence goes for Carnivore, as much as it goes for the world.


  I close my eyes as I hold out one bare palm, and don’t hesitate before I cut through it with my knife. The pain in my arm is indescribable. I just cut myself on purpose. I scream all alone to the top of the world, while the world screams with me, feeling my pain. It occurs to me suddenly that if I die, shouldn’t they die too through the ClairVo? Nah, it’s not that fantastic.


  “Carnivore!” I scream, holding a syringe in my unwounded hand, and one tucked between my teeth in my mouth. I climb down fast, as close as possible, and swing my wounded and bleeding hand at him, spattering him with blood from my hand on it big ugly eye. Then when it closes in for a tiny second, I spatter it again with my own blood. Its head and its back are spattered with shiny red blood that belongs to me.


  I climb back up fast, as Carnivore roars behind me.


  Looking from up here, I can see it now, marked with my blood.


  “Now I can see you, you ugly—” I say from above.


  Of course, the audience repeats the words after me.


  I take one last breath with both syringes in my hands, and focus on Carnivore.


  “Every girl dies,” I remind myself. And before I finish the phrase, the audience amazingly, and for the first time, finishes for me. “But not every girl really lives.”


  I jump.


  Yes. I jump from this high onto Carnivore’s back. It’s the only way to do it. If you want to fight a giant, claw onto his back, and never let it go. If you’re an ant, and you want to outlive an elephant, climb up onto its head, and tickle it in the ear.


  I have jumped many times before in the game. I don’t worry about jumping anymore. Let the audience go crazy.


  The first thing that hits my face is its back. I am lucky it didn’t slash at me. I wrap myself around it, holding to its coat so tightly that the veins in my hands pop to the surface of my skin. Carnivore goes crazy, surprised by me being on its back, still looking for me. Before it shakes me off its back by running as fast as it can, I hit it with one syringe as hard as I can and push the red button, while clawing onto its coat with my hands and legs. I don’t let go of the red button like Leo taught me.


  “Buzz to death, Carnivore.” I keep my thumb on the button. Carnivore starts to slow down. At least, it doesn’t try to shake me off its back anymore. Since one syringe doesn’t seem enough, I pull the other syringe from my mouth, and buzz it again.


  I keep my thumb locked on the button. Carnivore stops and falls to its knees, rearing vertically with its paws up to the sky, like a mad horse in pain. I guess it’s an unexpected reflex response to the electrocution. I swing straight with it, digging my feet into its coat and wrapping my arms around its neck, not taking my thumbs off the button until Carnivore gives up, and drops dead on its stomach.


  I didn’t want to do this to an animal. I love animals. A rabbit saved my life, remember? I remind myself it is not an animal. It is just some kind of a man/animal/machine like Xitler.


  Almost fainting, I lay on Carnivore’s back, resting my cheek on its coat. Not the worst of beds, I tell myself. I brush my hand gently over it, and pat it. “It’s all right, Carni,” I whisper to it, as it moans its last breath. “We’ve taken the pain away. You’re better off away from this mad world.”


  The audience sings, dances, and talks. Some are shocked, some are astonished, and some are whatever.


  As my eyelids throb from exhaustion, I shake myself awake, and buzz Carnivore one more time. “Don’t take this personally,” I whisper in its dead ears. “It’s like making sure the door is locked before you go to sleep.” I stand up.


  Looking at the cut in my hand with the blood gushing out, I wonder why it doesn’t hurt as bad now. I use the gushing blood, and smear a big number ten on Carnivore’s back.


  As I do, I smell something like a burning wire. I take it that Carnivore was some kind of machine and now that it’s dead, something is frying inside. I don’t investigate it though.


  The audience goes wild after this.


  A voice sneaks through, and talks to me in my ears. “So the Breakfast Club was right about you,” says Leo. He sounds tired.


  My heart flutters. I can almost imagine myself with wings. “About what exactly?” I ask, wondering why I feel like kissing him right now. “About being a Ten?”


  “About being the Monster I am in love with,” he teases.


  I laugh. “So you’re over the God thing now?” I ask, watching the crowd celebrating like crazy up there in the Zeppelins.


  “What?” Leo asks.


  “Nah.” I wave my hand, panting, unable to comprehend the crowd’s enthusiasm. “Forget about it. You won’t remember,” I say, as I’m showered with flowers from the sky all over again.


  “In the name of the Burning Man, the nation of Faya announces…” Xitler declares in the main microphone. “For the first time in history, boys and girls — we have a Ten!”


  Tears are about to spurt out of my eyes, as the audience hails me. I am a Ten? By whose standards? What about all the other kids who died? As overwhelming and euphoric as the feeling is, there’s something not right here.


  But what should I do? If society declares me a Ten, which might seem close to being a god walking among them, what other options do I have?


  I am just a normal girl — abnormal-looking, being bald and blood-spattered now — who just wanted to graduate and go to the Prom. Not that I didn’t have big dreams after that, but I don’t want to be a Ten. I came here to find my friend Woo, and ended up finding who I really am, what I am capable of.


  The world has thrown me to the lions, and I have won.


  Should I stay here in Dizny Battlefieldz, and never leave? What could I possibly do all alone here?


  It’s either the Playa or the world outside. It would be insane if I don’t choose the world outside, with all that it offers me right now.


  In my iAm, Mom is driven to tears, Dad too. Faustina is waving at me, and Timmy is astonished, but plays happy with everyone else.


  “Leo,” I call him on my iAm.


  “Yes?” he says, still aching.


  “Where are you?” I ask.


  “I am on my way out of the hospital, champ,” he says. “The world is waiting for you outside of the Playa. I’ll meet you there. You want anything?”


  “How did you know about the ‘I wish I could see through your eyes’ phrase?”


  Leo stops. He doesn’t answer me. “What do you mean?” he asks.


  “You know the phrase you said to me when you were falling from the cliff?”


  “I said something when I was dying? I don’t remember.”


  “It’s all right,” I say. It might not be the right time to argue right now. “Maybe I just imagined it. I’ll meet you outside.”
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  A Zeppelin picks me up from the Monsterium. The Malikas cover me in a silken robe with golden stripes and a hood. The Malikas want to take care of me and bathe me, but I prefer to go out to the public in my Monster condition. Perhaps if I am a Ten out there, I can help make it a better world.


  We land on top of the slope of Dizny Battlefieldz, back where it all started. When I open the door, the world is waiting for me: my fans. Young kids under sixteen, reaching out for my autograph behind the red rail, as if I am some celebrity. Kids are waving at me with plastic light sabers in their hands.


  I step out on the red carpet toward them. I accept my fate. I am a Ten. I deserve it, in a world where you have to say your number out loud — and sometimes kill for it. What was the number of the human spirit again? I guess it’s a Ten after all.


  A face from inside the crowd. It’s Leo on a cane. I let out a laugh. Leo, bandaged, and on a cane seems like the Tenth Wonder of the World to me. He waves silently at me. “I am your number one fan,” he mouths with his silent lips from a distance.


  A couple of steps across the carpet, I remember that I forgot something. Something important. I reach out and pick up one of the toy swords from a kid who instantly calls his friends to brag about Decca, the Ten, borrowing his sword.


  The sword is plastic and produces green lights when you shake it. It will do. I raise the sword up in the sky, and shout, “I am alive!”


  The world shouts with me, clapping, screaming, and praising.


  As I have my sword up in the sky, the white ring on my finger pulses in a blue color. It’s the ring the seven-year-old girl left behind in the forest.


  Suddenly, I hear other sounds coming through the iAm. No, they’re not the audience.


  “Silence,” I scream at the audience, trying to listen to the sounds. “Silence,” I repeat. Amazingly, the audience stops making noises. “Listen,” I say, looking at my iAm.


  “I am alive,” a girl says in my iAm. The iAm says she is unidentified. Is that the girl from the forest?


  “I am alive,” another boy says. Also unidentified by the iAm.


  Prophet Xitler stands up as his face knots, and the audience is in awe.


  “I am alive,” a third voice says. This time the iAm identifies it: Monster number 1733, from the eighth Monster Show.


  “I am alive,” a fourth voice announces slowly, as if a little intimidated by confessing she is alive. The iAm identifies her as Monster number 463, from the Monster Show four years ago.


  And the hits keep on coming. Tens of teens from previous games, screaming “I am alive” from their iAms. I knew it, there are teens still inhabiting the Dizny Battlefieldz. They have been hiding in previous games, pretending to be dead by not saying “I am alive,” so they can outlive the game. But how did they survive, living inside the Battlefieldz? Does that mean there is no Rabbit Hole?


  “How are you alive?” Xitler grunts. “Who are you?”


  “They’ve been hiding,” a girl says. Oh my God. It’s Pepper. “They refused to say ‘I am alive,’ fooling you into thinking they were dead, game after game, barely surviving in the hidden forest in the Playa. I did the same thing in the Mirage. I preferred to stay alive by not saying ‘I am alive,’” Pepper explains. “Now that one of us survived, we’re not scared anymore. We are alive.”


  I stare at Leo across the distance. His face dims. He shakes his head slightly, as if telling me no, you’re a Ten. Don’t do this.


  I turn around and look back down the slope into the battlefields, then turn back to the audience waiting for me. What should I do? Which direction should I go? Who am I? Am I a Ten? Or am I a Monster?


  Then I hear another voice.


  “Tender?” it says.


  A single tear forms in my eye, like thick clay, wanting to burst out and splash against a rock.


  “Woo?” I ask.


  “What kind of a fool are you, Tender?” he says. “Coming here for me? I devoted my life to saving you from the Playa.”


  “Woo. I couldn’t live without you. I had to find you, but then I gave up.”


  “I am glad you made it,” the voice says on my iAm. “I wish you just won the games without stirring the hearts of the kids surviving in here. We didn’t want anyone to find us. We have gone through a lot, hiding in the last place anyone would think we are at.”


  “Woo?” I say again. I know it’s him. He knows I know it’s him, but he has just become so practical. How is this possible? I can’t believe it myself. “So Wolf, the leader of the Breakfast Club, is actually you Woo? Is that your real name your mother never uttered?”


  “The kids in the Breakfast Club saw what you did, and they decided to oppose me and declare that they are alive,” Woo says without acknowledging my words.


  “How are you ali—” I ask.


  “I sent Leo to save you,” he explains, and I look back at Leo, who tries to avert his eyes away from me. That’s why he didn’t want the Breakfast Club to know about us? The Breakfast Club actually lives in the Playa? Why didn’t they help us? “My plan was to save you and get you out alive. I want you to have a great life, not here in the Playa, preparing for a revolution. The Breakfast Club here believes you have exceptional powers because of some prophecy. Why did you go to fight in the Mirage, Decca? Why? I just wanted you to survive, and then after the games, we would find a way to make you escape.”


  “Woo,” I say. “I am so confused. I can’t comprehend what you are saying now. You’re alive. How did that happen? Why didn’t you tell me? You sent Leo to save me?” I look back at Leo. My God. I can’t think anymore. Do I still love Leo? Was it true on his side, or just part of the act? Why is Woo so blunt with me?


  “I understand you and Leo—” Woo starts to say. The audience moans now. Leo or Woo. I know they want to see more of this. But I am done with the games. I am done with the TV, and entertaining them. “Anyway. This is not the issue. The road is still long, Decca. You have to make a decision now. Go back to the world and celebrate being a Ten and part of the system, and make them win, or—”


  “Or what, Woo?”


  “Or come back here with the Breakfast Club, be part of us, and probably lead the revolution. We have built amazing things here. We are stronger. We can oppose the Summit. There are places inside the battlefields they could never enter. This is why I didn’t want to expose myself and sent Leo to save you, so they don’t know about us. Xitler knew you’re my weak spot, and that I would show up to save you. I refused to take the bait.”


  “But why didn’t you tell me?” I fall down to my knees. “Why?”


  “It’s time, Decca,” he says. “This is just the beginning—” He shrugs. “Or the end. It’s up to you, Decca.”


  “Up to me to do what?”


  “To decide.”


  “To decide what?”


  “Who you are. It’s a choice. Are you a Ten or are you one of us, a Monster?”


  Did I tell you about when I was seven years old, and my mom wanted to kill me because she thought I was a Monster? Yes. I remember I did. I am sixteen now, and it’s up to me to decide whether she was right or wrong. I have to decide now. One choice that will affect who I really am, who I really love, and who really loves me.


  As I decide, I wonder; what’s the number of the human spirit?


  



  TO BE CONTINUED…


  



  Want to read the next part of Decca, Leo, and Woo’s story?


  Just visit: www.Cameronjace.com and enter your email. You’ll get personal updates from me. I promise you’ll be the first to know when Book Two is released! (I know some of my fans have waited so long, but book two is finally Coming Soon!)


  So don’t miss out: www.cameronjace.com


  Thank you so much for reading.


  Love all the monsters,


  Cameron Jace


  Oh, One Last Thing…


  When you turn the page, Kindle will give you the opportunity to express your thoughts on Facebook and Twitter automatically. If you enjoyed my book, would you take a second to click that button and let your friends know about it? If they get something out of the book, they’ll be grateful to you. As I will!


  Wish you the best of holidays and a fantabulous new year,


  Cameron
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