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“And these children that you spit on
 As they try to change their worlds
 Are immune to your consultations
 They're quite aware
 of what they're going through”



~ From David Bowie's "Changes"

 

“Readers of Battle Royale (by Koushun Takami), The Running Man, or The Long Walk (those latter two by some guy named Bachman) will quickly realize they have visited these TV badlands [ meaning Hunger Games ] before.”

~

 Stephen King’s review of the Hunger Games

 

Author’s note:

 

The Stephen King quote above explains that the plot device of children fighting on live TV in the arena is not exclusive to the Hunger Games books. In fact, they were originally invented in Battle Royale ( book and film ), written by Koushun Takami 1999, who has honorably mentioned having borrowed the idea from several Stephen King novels before. I Am Alive uses that plot device as well.
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Chapter 14

Let me Breathe

 


 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. So was that 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. It is like chopping carrots. Easy.”

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 from the tubes fills it.

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 finishes 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 sick creation by the Summit,” Leo says. “If I’d known earlier, I would have looked for their batteries and taken them out. Philip K Dick would’ve seen that coming.”

“Philip who?” I wonder.

“Zick,” Leo says, as if I am a little kid he just wants to shut up. “Philip Zick. That’s what he must be called in this world.”

“Who is that?”

“Oh—” He raises his eyebrows. “Never mind.”

“You mean Philip Nick? The science fiction author?”

“So he is a Nick now?” Leo looks angry. “Unbelievable.”

We hear the horn again.

Timmy announces that the Bloodbath on Ice is over. A whole lotta advertising follows.

Four million viewers have watched us survive the Breathing Dome.

“How did you come up with the blue tubes 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.

 





Chapter 15

Generation Z


 After collecting all we can from the dome, we walk to the forest, watching the sun set over the Dizny Battlefieldz. 

Leo starts a fire. He is experienced with stuff like that. Bellona and her friends bring over a set of sleeping bags and other stuff they’d 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. The skaters made a deal with Timmy to let us fill the bottles of the deceased so that we have more than enough water. Still, the idea of drinking water that belongs to those who died in the game feels like drinking their blood. There is a huge, yet blurred, line between the moral world I used to dream of and the harsh world here in the Playa.

There is no food though. All we have is candy bars we found in the pockets of the deceased. So it’s not just me who is a chocolate addict. We can keep up until tomorrow. I would like to get some sleep. 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, 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.

It’s true that I don’t have enough time to find Woo, but I am sure I will. To find Woo – that’s if he is still alive – I’ll have to stay alive.

But if he is still alive in here, why doesn’t he contact me? Maybe he doesn’t want to be exposed to the Summit. If there is a way to survive the Playa by hiding in it, he wouldn’t want the Summit to know with all those cameras everywhere, or they will kill him.

Had Eva Hutchinson been a Monster, she would have enjoyed killing the bullies today. I enjoyed it. I am not going to lie. If the law prohibits you from fighting back against a bully in real life, then the best place to lay it on the line is here in the Playa. We gave’m hell in the dome, and oh, it felt good.

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. 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—”

“What?” I feel defensive. “I 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. “Bellona and the skaters, too.”

“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. We spent six months in the military and found out what horrible things the Summit makes the Sixes do as soldiers. 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 sands 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 in every continent. They watch our games and pay 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 Amerika. We occupy the west coast only – our country is designed after the shape of a Decagon. 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 were 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.”

“Oh. Sounds creepy.” Pepper isn’t convinced. If I didn’t want to sleep so badly, I would ask Bellona to elaborate, but since no one asks, I pass. “So back to you. What’s your story? I have had friends who were Sixes. They all died,” Pepper says.

“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, then she comes back to life. “We skaters are a faction of soldiers who refuse 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, remembering Timmy claiming Leo was from the Breakfast Club at Grand School.

“The Breakfast Club is the revolution,” says Pepper. “The Breakfast Club is our only hope. You could call them the real Bad Kidz. Prophet Xitler and the Summit are afraid of them. It’s rumored that 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. I notice the many tattoos on her arms. Leo has a couple of tattoos. “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’m hell.”

Sometimes I feel like I am the only one upset that I am going to die in here. Not that I am in any way saner than them. I have changed the iAm’s results, for God’s sake.

“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, then 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. Look at the things they sell while broadcasting the games. Look at everything they make money from. It’s sold basically to the teens. We, the teens, are the number one consumers of their products in the whole world. How can they control us if we have free minds of our own? 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 Amerikaz 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 of the Amerikaz and Generation Z.”

“Generation Z,” the boy follows on, “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. In fact, the Amerikaz was the last government of all. At sixteen, each teen of Generation Z had the knowledge and experience of a fifty-year-old of the time.”

“How was that possible?” I ask.

“Because there were no cell phones, no internet, and no networks before Generation Z. The elders never really comprehended the sudden and fast changes the youngsters had learned. When the elders were teens themselves, it was much harder to communicate and spread information, harder than all of us could imagine.”

“What do you mean they had no internet?” I ask again, not minding if I sound like an idiot.

“It’s hard to imagine. I know,” Roger This says. Although he seems invisible sometimes, I am astonished that he is still alive. “Before the internet, they had to go to a library full of stuffed books and keep on searching for days for whatever they wanted to know about. Can you imagine flipping through papers to find what you’re searching for without search engines like Zoogle and sites like Zikipedia?”

”Come on,” Bellona says to me. “It’s not like the internet grew up like trees when elephants first roamed the earth.”

“It’s not elephants that first roamed the earth,” Pepper objects. “That’s a rumor. It was dinosaurs.”

“I don’t care if it was Michael Zackson who first roamed the earth. Stop being so picky,” Bellona fires back at her. I don’t see a friendship ever happening between those two.

“Easy, girls.” I wave the tip of my white t-shirt as a flag in the air — why I am not surprised it’s covered in blood? “So there was this Great Disease war between Generation Z and the elders. And?” I ask.

“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.”

“Wow,” I say. “How do you know all this?” I don’t understand half of what she just said.

“That’s why we’re here,” the skater boy says. “Because we know all of this. You’re not meant to know stuff like that, not when you occupy yourself with getting ranked.”

“I am starting to see why you don’t belong here,” Bellona tells me. “You’re just like every other teen out there, working desperately for approval, so your mommy, daddy, teachers, and friends think highly of you. In short, you’re a slave to your rank, which shows me that Prophet Xitler’s plan is working.”

“Is that why everything usually has a letter Z in it?” I ask, ignoring Bellona’s army-girl aggressiveness. Should I reveal my heroic act of entering the show to save my best friend? I want to tell Bellona that pink hair and green army outfits don’t really match. But if I do, she might stick a knife in me. Didn’t I just save her life, or was I dreaming? “Xitler being pronounced Zitler, Dizny, Zeinstein, all those words that start with a Z?” I have no idea what’s wrong with these names, but Woo said the Summit was fond of the letter Z. My favorite oldie musician is called David Zowie. Woo said his name was Bowie.

Pepper exchanges looks with the other skaters. “She is getting smarter. I think she isn’t that bad after all.”

“Yes,” the skater boy says. “Xitler is afraid of the teens of this generation. The summit has been changing a letter in everything to a Z. We don’t know why yet, but it has something to do with Generation Z. Also I read on the Breakfast’s club forum that the letter Z has not always been relegated to the end of the alphabet. In the Greek alphabet it came in at a quite respectable number seven.”

“Who are the Greeks?” Pepper asks.

“A civilization that lived before the Amerikaz,” The boy answered. “And then there were the Romans, who were also a pre-Amerikaz civilization. They adopted the letter Z later than the rest of the alphabet because ‘z’ was not a native Latin word, adding it at the end of the letters at the end of their list of letters and using it rarely. Then the Amerikaz simply imitated the Roman’s conventions of placing z last. To sum it up, there has always been a problem about the letter Z since the beginning of Western alphabets.”

“I am confused,” I say. “What does this have to do with the Summit inserting the letter z in every word possible?”

“You don’t get it, do you?” Bellona says. “This,” She waves her hands in the air, pointing at our surroundings. “All this nation is a big hoax. Nothing has to really make sense. When Xitler found the containers under the Burning Man in the desert, half of it was stolen. Vagabonds and marauders have been searching for these containers for years after the Great Disease, but none of them wanted to build a new nation and become its prophet. Only Xitler and his family had this crazy idea that if they found the Arc, they could learn and build a new nation from it using the information. It took years to watch the videos, read the books, and search the hard drives. We’re talking about the history of a nation buried in containers…”

“Incomplete history.” the skater boy remarked.

“It was a mess, and Xitler’s ancestors were hungry to become rulers so they decided to mash up a nation from the incomplete info they got. Basically, they didn’t really know what they were reading so they made a lot of things up. The most important thing they found and studied was the science behind making cell phones so they can control the nation with idea of ranking through the iAm.”

“Why was controlling the nation so important?” I asked.

“We’re not sure,” the boy says. “But we believe that the Xitlers read in details how the Amerikaz ended with rebellions from the younger bad kids. The point is we’re sure that if there was one guy from the time of Amerikaz still alive, he’d be laughing at the culture mish mash we’re living in. If you think of it, how do know about people like David Bowie, Rambo, or Zootube? This stuff happened more than hundreds of years ago. It was passed to us by the Xitlers. And how did they know it? They saw and found it in the Arc containers. And I have to repeat myself, they passed it on incomplete and mish mashed. You know when someone whispers a word in their friend’s ear and they whisper it to the next? What do you think happens to the word when it reaches the tenth friend? It might be a whole different word, derived from the mishearing of the original. It’s the bets way I can explain it.”

“Like why we have Ten days a week for instance,” Bellona says. “I know we worship the number ten in Faya, but there is another reason, also mentioned in the Breakfast Club’s forum. It’s that the French in the ancient times used a different calendar than the rest of the world. In that system, they counted a week as ten days.”

“Are you saying that Xitler only stumbled on this info in the Arc containers and said, ‘Wow. This sounds unique, let’s do it Faya’?” I ask.

“Yes. Stupid and Superficial I know. But the answer is yes,” Bellona said without elaborating, as if she wanted her shocking answer to sink deep in me. How awful is it to find that your world is based on mashed up, incorrect jokes left to you by your ancestors?

“So basically Faya is a bad movie remake of an once-awful movie.” Pepper considered, almost speaking to herself.

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

“It’s rumored that they have found the Arc 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 in the Amerikaz. 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 all the information, and reminding myself that I didn’t know much about the world. “I see. So what happened next?” I ask.

“What happened next is the story of the iAm itself,” says Bellona. I know this story from Woo, but wouldn’t mind hearing it again from Bellona to confirm the facts. “Believe it or not, the iAm was Generation Z’s idea. 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,” the 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—”

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

“Not exactly,” the skater boy says. “Let me explain. When the government started to control Generation Z by spying on and controlling their data, there was a war going on. It wasn’t possible to brainwash Generation Z and convince them that they had to spend their teenage lives trying to get ranked.”

“And that is what Prophet Xitler did to us,” I nod.

“See?” says Bellona. “Now you’re getting it. No one knows how the Great Disease wiped out most of the population of Earth. Some claim the disease was not a physical one. They say it was a virus spread through phone applications. What we know is that Generation Z decided they should warn us. They decided they would send a hidden message to the future.”

“A hidden message?” Pepper wonders.

“What the Summit calls the Arc, the containers they found buried underneath the Burning Man,” explains Bellona. “The Burning Man is no god like Xitler wants us to believe. It was left for us by Generation Z as a sign to dig underneath and locate their legacy. Like X marks the spot, you know.”

“Originally, the Burning Man was a festive occasion in the Amerikaz where they celebrated freedom of expression. It took place in the Nevada desert,” the skater boy explains. “They built that big structure of a man and set it on fire and celebrated for weeks every year. Unfortunately, Xitler’s ancestors found it. Hundreds of huge containers were buried in the desert, full of the world’s history.”

“That’s like Zikipedia buried in the sand.” Pepper thinks aloud. 

“Exactly,” says Bellona. “The Xitlers read the legacy and watched the videos and analyzed the data of the Amerikaz. They decided to create the ranking system and call the device the iAm to build a new nation blindly obedient to their rules. They did it to avoid the mistakes of the Amerikaz, protecting themselves from another emerging Generation Z, which they call the Bad Kidz, or Monsters.”

“So that is who we are?” Pepper speculates. “The Monsters are only an equivalent to Generation Z? 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 though. “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 family’s of the members,” I wonder. “I mean it seems that some of the Breakfast Club members volunteered as Monsters.” I remember Woo. Even though he was a rebel, he sought for becoming a Monster and entering the games, which really puzzles me. “Those were hurting their families who defiantly got downgraded. I don’t think this is good.” I also remember Woo’s mother was dead. His father was alive but Woo hated him, and I have never seen him too.

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 any more. 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 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 – and don’t think that Woo cared enough about is 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 is 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.”

Worse than mine. I bite my lips.

“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. Leo plays computer games?

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

“The 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 from the geeky talk between the most two unlikely characters to have a conversation.

“We shouldn’t talk about the Rabbit Hole.”

“I heard about this Rabbit Hole thing,” says Bellona. Does she play games too? “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 Dizny Battlefieldz,” the 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 battlefields. 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 message. We trust him.”

“Who is Wolf?” I wonder.

“The leader of the Breakfast Club,” the boy says. “It’s his nickname. He encouraged teens to look for the Rabbit Hole. It’s a way out that even the Summit doesn’t know of.”

“So seriously, why aren’t we looking?” I demand.

“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.”

If Orin had said such things to me this morning, I would have protested, jumping up and down and called him all the bad names I know of. But as selfish as his statement sounds, I understand. To be fair, this is what I have been trying to program into my system all day long. I only saved Bellona because she saved me first, I tell myself.

There are two or three minutes of silence, except for the sound of flickering fire and me gulping water to clear my soul. The eleven of us are still. What Orin said needs a little comprehension. 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 brains 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 when 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.”





Chapter 16

La Roche


 “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-Nines family. It doesn’t make sense.” Pepper is just cruel. 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 like 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 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?” the 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 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 the one 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?

 

 



Chapter 17

Choices and Priorities


 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, knowing that the Burning Man isn’t a god.

I don’t suppose my parents knew about that. They weren’t that godly educated to know about Pre-Amerikaz languages.

“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.

Leo shakes his head. Sometimes, he looks insulted by my existence.

“Call me D, or I will call you Thor,” I insist, poking him with the sword. He doesn’t flinch.

“Okay,” he mumbles. “Thank God he is still called Thor. Not Zor.”

“Goooood morning, Burning Man!” Timmy cheers aloud in our iAms. He is posing theatrically with arms outstretched, and plastering that innocently devilish look on his face. “With four million viewers yesterday, this was the best opening day in ten years!” he announces proudly.

Right now 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, you know. Life is so hard for them. Duh.

“While me, Timmy the lemony, the joker who wins at poker, and the trickster that is a k-k-kickstar, was thinking yesterday, all night long, thinking, researching, bringing out those little crazy ideas out of my unstable head, I found you s-so-summ—” He starts stuttering again in front of the camera, waving his pointed fingers next to his ears. I can’t believe people like this loon. “Something,” he finally manages to say before he puts a finger to his lips, looking sideways as if trying to conceal a secret.

He looks to the left; the camera pans to the left. He looks to the right; the camera shakes to the right. He signals for the camera to close in, and the camera zooms in. “It is a secret,” he whispers to the audience. “I don’t want the Monsters to hear it,” he says, eating cookies. “Because they want to eat my cookies.”

We gather and sit by the edges 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. 

“Don’t shoot that screen, please,” Bellona pleads to Leo. “Screen crasher.”

I think the time Leo and Timmy meet will be Timmy’s last chance to meet anyone.

“Yesterday in the woods,” Timmy says to the camera, “the Monsters awarded themselves numbers.” He is wearing a Burning Man diamond ring. I hear such rings are very expensive and are given exclusively to Prophet Xitler’s friends. Timmy must’ve been rewarded for yesterday’s show.

Wait. How did he know about the numbers? We shot all cameras and had the iAms turned off.

“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 that look like as if they’re causing him great pain coming out of his eyes. The tears are boiling and roll down his cheek then float in the thin air, turning into shampoo-like bubbles. “A ten,” he repeats dramatically. He sounds as if torn apart by the appalling news, slamming two fists against the floor, bending his body dramatically. “Aahhhhhh!”

Suspiciously, Leo and Bellona stare at us. We have a traitor, a rat, a snitch among our team. Who sold us out to Timmy? I can’t think of how this could hurt us, him knowing about the numbers, but it will make us start to distrust each other.

Bellona’s idea about numbering ourselves in a sacrificial order seems to have been the right thing to do. They have already started to push us to doubt each other by revealing that there is a traitor among us, telling Timmy about yesterday’s conversation in the forest.

It amazes me why the audience is offended by our actions. They are just numbers.

“There is no ten,” cries Timmy. “Giving someone the number ten is so insulting. Even Prophet Xitler is no Ten.”

“Yeah,” the audience whines.

“Eliza Day is no Ten.” Timmy cries out pink tears that splash against the studio walls behind him and smear it in the shape of pink frogs.

“Yeah.”

“Never did the iAm grant anyone a Ten. How could they do this to us?” Timmy doesn’t stop.

Leo is signaling for us to move toward to the main street. He whispers that 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 that Leo 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 dramatic crying, we have one million and three hundred thousand viewers watching us.

“But it is 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? Moreover, where the hell is the rabbit? If there is a rabbit hole, I expect to see a rabbit.

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 while someone plays the fake sound of audience clapping. Timmy plays an ancient horn-like trumpet that sounds noisy and awful. He acts being humble and modest. “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.

One thousand viewers are watching from the Wastelands, where the Breakfast Club members supposedly live. Whether it is true or not that the Breakfast Club occupy the Wastelands, the region has always despised the games. Since it’s not run by the Summit, they can do what they want. It’s strange how they can send their votes living in the desert without iAms. Do they have their own technology? I am beginning to think the Breakfast Club is real, and that they can save this world.

“Monsteropocalypsers!” 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.





Chapter 18

The Monorail


 I feel a soft shudder in my body. The feeling of being disconnected is unpleasant, as if I am grounded for the weekend with no internet or iAm in a dark cellar.

“How can they just disconnect us?” The 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 your role is to 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 when they were sent to clean up the place. 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 a beautiful day.

There is a silly sign on the left that says, ‘It’s a Nice Day to Die.’ I believe it’s part of the Summit’s mockery toward the Monsters. 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, 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 ever fought for our lives inside. To the left, the street leads to the ramp where the journey first started.

I know what you are thinking. Climbing the ramp 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 game. 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 can see the Monorail in front of the buildings, arriving from beyond the Breathing Dome on the right. It’s orange in color 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. I feel as if we’re the last eleven sixteen-year-olds left on earth, like Vern said. 

“Face your fear,” says Bellona, addressing the ten of us. “Don’t focus on escaping it. Look it in the eye. Take a deep breath. Count down 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 any more. 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 breathe out.

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 up 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.

Dizny Battlefieldz looks safer from this high up. I can’t imagine how vast it is. I’m unable to see the real world from here. It is so huge. I see a cowboy-themed neighborhood, which looks like a Western movie set. Last year, I saw The Nine, the Five, and the Monster, a classic movie in Faya, and the last movie ever made before they had stopped making them. This is the kind of neighborhood they would shoot such movies in.

Right after the second curve in the rail, we see a vast desert, never-ending white sands that turn into canyons after a while.

The sunrays fall into 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 gets anxious. Although the game itself hasn’t begun yet, we are prepared for anything.

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 troubling.

The Monorail doesn’t stop at Carnivore, but we can see it from above. It’s scary. It’s a huge colosseum, 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 game is that they send the contestant wearing red into the fields, while somewhere, hidden beyond all of that white, awaits Carnivore, a white tiger with one eye. How can you ever survive that?

This is where Woo fooled everyone, letting them think he was killed by the paws of Carnivore. Maybe Woo didn’t fool anyone. Maybe he died, and I am only chasing my shadow.

Carnivore. Where are you hiding? I wonder, staring into the white.

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.

Who is the traitor among us? There is no time to waste on that right now.

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 and 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 in the couch, his legs pedaling in the air.

SPONSORED BY ZNEABOCK SNEAKERS is written on the screen, which is the brand of the sneakers Timmy is showing off with.

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? The skater boy? Is it Pepper?

It could not be Bellona, or 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 back 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.”

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.

Like riding a rollercoaster all the way down, afraid it won’t stop and will drive into the earth instead.

Finally, it slows down in the dark and maintains the 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 get out of 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, Zambo,” says Timmy. Zambo is a famous character from an old movie where Zambo is outrageously brave, and rebels against the Bad Kidz. “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 arches 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 yourself,” 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 balcony 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 rolls and gives 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.

“Zambo, 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 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.

When the wheel turns, the seasons change.



Chapter 19

Wheel of Fortune


 “Boys and girls.” Timmy jumps up and down on his couch. “May I present to you Artificial Sky and the Wheel of Fortune.”

The cameras show Prophet Xitler in his Royal Tower, with Eliza Day and a bunch of senators next to him, clapping hands enthusiastically.

“I have experienced Instant-CGI,” continues Timmy. “I 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, 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 the snowflakes 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.

The camera shows Prophet Xitler clapping. I wonder if it is the same weather wherever he is. I see it’s still summer where he watches the game from. This is only happening here, beyond the rabbit hole.

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 game?

“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, Zambo,” says Timmy. “I will explain in a minute.”

“All set, boys and girls,” says Timmy. “Before we play today’s fantastic game, and 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 airplanes. 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. I remind myself of Bellona’s words. They need us. We are the monkeys. We are the Monsters.

“Now that we’re ready, let’s play,” says Timmy.

“Catch the kiss or die, Thor,” Bellona mumbles.

“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 mom.



Chapter 20

Shoot Me Shoot Me Say that You’ll Shoot Me


 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 in 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 to me, 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 game 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 games 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 predetermined?” 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 so 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 about 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 a chocolate still counts. None of us has 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 a 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 next 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 can 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 and seven hundred 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 Zrada 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 parents 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 has 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 at 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 game is 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 this game and become part of the Summit. I don’t want to win this game 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 for 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 game; 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 the 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 killing Don Zuan.” Timmy means 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 in 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, although 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.

“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.

Now it’s only Orin and me, and he has pulled the trigger already.



Chapter 21

Love Knows No Numbers

 


 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 shooter.

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 and we are 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 kittykats out of me. The voice 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, wearing 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 just it. One of the iScreens shows a boy wearing the ClairVo, feeling so excited, standing out in 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 like him. Whenever he feels anxious, they feel it too. It shows on their faces. Whenever he shudders, they shudder. What is this ClairVo thing? I can 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 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 any more. Something has changed. Just a little. That tiny voice of reason we love to kill like a cockroach has started crawling into our 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 moans. 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 madder, 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 an overall with a famous construction company’s logo on it. 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.

“I love her!” he shouts out of the blue.



Chapter 22

A Kiss Before Dying


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 game.

The Wheel of Fortune turns back to normal and summer shines through again, real summer, artificial-free. The sun warms up 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 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 like. 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.



Chapter 23

A Better Kiss Before Dying


 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 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 “Uhmmmmm,” 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 emotion 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 Zambo. 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, raising one knee in between.

“I love the way you’ve entertained us so far,” a low grungy voice drops in. It’s Prophet Xitler.

The crowd is quiet. They all stand in respect for Prophet Xitler. They make a V sign with their fingers.

“Not again,” Leo mumbles, hitting fist into hand. “This sign is a peace sign. You don’t salute this goblin with it. What has happened to the world?”

“Shut up,” Bellona whispers. “Get a hold of yourself. We need you with us.” I don’t know how Bellona feels about the kiss.

Woodsy responds with a V sign. Pepper stops him. “We don’t do that here, baby,” Suddenly there is a passionate sweet-talker in her. I love it. Not that the presence of a new boyfriend turned her into a new person. It just helped the awesome person inside her to surface.

“Sorry,” says Woodsy. “I just arrived down here.”

“Welcome to the Playa,” Vern mutters. “From now on, you won’t have time to catch your breath.”

Prophet Xitler sits back in his throne. Now we all feel more comfortable.

“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 any more,” 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 games 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 that 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 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 were food himself. “Where is the damn food?”



Chapter 24

Sitting by the Fire


 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 sneaked into the battlefields with buckets full of planting seeds and ten pairs of animals,” Pepper, the educated, claims. “Like Zoah’s ark, you know? The animals were never caught though.”

“It’s Noah’s ark,” Leo corrects her impatiently. Pepper and Woodsy roll their eyes as if Leo doesn’t know what he is talking about.

“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 game?”

“We’re taught everything about the game 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.

“Come 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 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 believes him, but we won’t push it. We trust him, and he does protect us. Whatever secret reason he has to attend the game, 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 me 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 can 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 game 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 game, 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 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 awesomesauce.”

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, 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.



Chapter 25

Who’s that Girl?


 “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 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 refugee.”

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 realise 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?

“This is good news, Thor.” Bellona smiles. “What better to do the night before you die than listen to a talented voice?”



Chapter 26

The Sound of Music


 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 a lovely tune.

Pepper continues:

Sometime you get it right

Sometimes you get it wrong

Sometimes you got to give it up 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 on yours, 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 listing, 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 to 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 schoolship 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. He told her an hour ago that Prophet Xitler announced in a secret meeting that this year’s games were 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 game 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 madder and 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?”

 



Chapter 27

Dream  a Little Dream


 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 Ten is a myth, he thinks I am a Ten.

Foolish you, 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 the 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 have not 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 see tigers with one big blue eye staring at us from the sands, but the 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.”



Chapter 28

Who’s that Boy?


 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 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?


 End of I AM ALIVE Episode 2

Episode 3 is called Through Your Eyes. 

Available now.

 

The song, ‘Sometimes’ mentioned in the episode is available on my blog. Contact me to get your copy if you like itJ

 


 You can contact me at

Goodreads

or

Facebook

or 

my blog

or

Twitter

@cameronjace

or send me an email


camjace@hotmail.com

( I answer all emails personally )

 

List of other books by Cameron Jace available so far:

 

1 Snow White Blood Red

narrated by Snow White Queen

available HERE

 

2 Cinder to Cinder & Ashes to Ashes

narrated by Alice Grimm

available HERE

 

3 Beauty Never Dies

narrated by Peter Pan

available HERE

 

4 Ladle Rotten Rat Hut

narrated by Little Red Riding Hood

available HERE

 

5 Mary Mary Quite Contrary

as told by the devil

 available
HERE

 

6 Blood Apples

narrated by Prince Charming 

coming out in mid October

 

7 Jawigi

narrated by Sandman Grimm

coming by the end of October
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