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

~ Decca Tenderstone






Chapter 1

A Nice Day to Die




I am going to surprise you. You have no idea… 

Every time the bus hits a patch of uneven pavement, it jostles me from side to side, even though I am holding on to the overhead railing while on my tiptoes. Faustina, the school’s queen bee, laughs at me, while checking out her fingernails. She calls me a dork under her breath. She is predicted to become a Nine today and Nines are always mean to me.

I live in a world where every teen is ranked on a scale from five to nine. Nines are the luckiest, and are the highest rank in our nation. Fives are the lowest rank allowed. I have been told that I would make a perfect Seven.

The bus stops in front of my school, Cubberley High. I wait for the Nines and Eights to get out first. Nines are usually the most beautiful. Eights are the most elegant. Predicted Sevens like me have to wait in line. At least I get to get up before the Sixes and the Fives.

I stumble over a boy’s shoes, but my friend Ariadna catches me by grabbing my arm. Ariadna is a predicted Nine. If she hadn’t been my neighbor since we were kids in Eve, our home city, we would never have been friends. I don’t have any other friends who are predicted Nines or Eights.

“Pull your chin up and walk with grace, princess,” she whispers in my ear, before slapping me lightly on the butt as I straighten up my posture. I wish I had her wit and confidence.

“I am so worried,” I say, walking toward the school’s entrance. “Why can’t I just attend the celebration and get ranked?”

“Don’t worry. It’s just a test before the Ranking Ceremony. They recheck our names and data in the system to make sure we haven’t cheated in any way,” Ariadna explains. “You’ll do all right. It’s fun. Enjoy the moment and look around you. Lotsa cute boys in here.” She high-fives other students as we walk toward the school’s entrance. Nobody greets me though.

Today is Ranking Day, when every sixteen-year-old in our nation gets a number that shapes the rest of their lives.

We’re on our way to attend that last checkup in our local school, then we’ll be heading to the big ceremony in Grand School where the events will be broadcast live on TV like every year.

I pull out a chocolate bar from my pocket to eat it and melt my fears. It’s wrapped in a flame-colored cover, and is labeled: Flambury, the best chocolate bar in Faya.

Faya is the name of our nation.

“Stop that.” Ariadna yanks the chocolate bar out of my hands. “Candy messes with your sugar levels, and it could show up in the test. Why would you want to do such a thing before the test?”

“You’re right.” I shrug my shoulders.

“You’re lucky you’re slim and tiny like you are, even though you eat those chocolates,” she remarks. “Besides, you’ve already had your 500 grams of breakfast today, right?”

“It’s only 300 grams,” I mumble. “I‘m a pre-Seven. I get less than pre-Nines like you.” The amount and quality of food you’re allowed to eat depends on your rank.

“Cheer up,” says Ariadna. “I have a feeling you’ll make an Eight.”

“You think so?” I bounce on my toes with enthusiasm. “We’d be living in a real utopia if that happens today.”

In the middle of my virtual utopia, I sense an impending apocalypse. My mom’s voice wanders into my head.

Don’t expect too much. You’ll be a Seven like your mother.

“I know, Mom. I am a Seven,” I mutter, looking ahead at the school’s entrance.

One of the Gatekeepers stops the students at the main door before entering the school. Gatekeepers protect schools and buildings. They don’t have guns though, only knives and electric cattle prods.

“Everyone show their iPhones on their way in, please,” the Gatekeeper demands.

The students laugh at his request.

“It’s called the iAm, old man,” Faustina says, flashing her pink iAm device at him. “You sound like a hundred-year-old. Fives are so dumb. There is no such thing as an iPhone or smartphone anymore.”

“Or Blackberry,” Sam Shades, a pre-Nine and Faustina’s boyfriend, says coldly while shaking his head. “What were those guys thinking?” he adds. “Stupid names for an old stupid civilization.”

I don’t like the way Faustina and Sam make fun of the Gatekeeper. He’s a Five. Fives are blue-collar workers. They almost have no other choice. They’re the majority of our nation, washing toilets, guarding doors, cleaning streets, building with bare hands, and waiting tables.

But Faustina is right about the iAm…

The iAm is a device that is a little bigger than my small palms. It has a touch screen that connects us to the internet, and it collects data from our body and brain twenty-four-seven. It analyzes, calculates, and posts frequent results concerning our health and habits, which is a process called Self-Quantifying. Additionally, it predicts future behaviors, skills, and impulses. Sometimes, it suggests our romantic interest and matches us with someone for life. Not all results are visible to the iAm’s owner. Only the government, known as the Summit, can access all of these results. It used to be written the Submit, with a silent B, but that was recently changed.

The iAm decides the rank of every sixteen-year-old in Faya.

I am standing before a Gatekeeper when a boy shoves me from behind. I lose balance, bump into the Gatekeeper and fall to the ground. The Gatekeeper makes sure I am all right, but I am angry about wrinkling the dress my father bought me for Ranking Day.

“Out of the way, Monster!” another boy snaps at me, as he walks
down the hallway.

“I am not a Monster,” I shout, still on the floor. “I will be a Seven.”

Every sixteen-year-old whose rank is below Five is called a Monster. Monsters are considered to be teen freaks and the society views them as a danger. The Summit believes that Monsters have nothing to offer the nation. Being called a Monster basically means you’re the black sheep, the scapegoat of society, or the humiliating scar that the nation wants to get rid of. In school, they teach us that the Bad Kidz, or Monsters, were the ones responsible for the apocalypse that ended the civilization before us. A civilization we call the Amerikaz. Teen Monsters are the greatest threat to Faya.

“At least you were bumped by a Nine. That’s good luck, Pixie,” a boy says to me.

I look up from the floor. It’s Timothy Rabbit, sneering at me with his scrubby, red hair, and childish face with freckles. He has all kinds of wires, headphones, and iAm plug-ins crawling out of his white shirt, which he wears under a loose red tie. Timmy is a computer hacker that is trying hard to fit in. He is a predicted Five.

“Don’t call me Pixie,” I say. “My name is Decca, pronounced like the second part of Rebecca.” I have to explain since everyone mispronounces my odd name.

“Okay. Okay,” Timmy grins. “Just making conversation.”

“Buzz off, Timmy.” Ariadna says as she lends me a hand. Faustina, standing next to Sam, calls me a dork again.

“I was just trying to help,” Timmy lies. “The dude called her a Monster.”

A number of students turn their heads and look at us when Timmy says the word Monster.

“The Monster has to die!” a couple of pre-Eights rant with smirks on their faces, showing a V-sign with their fingers. These are the exact words written on the t-shirt that Sam is wearing.

No one likes Monsters. Even though the boy who shoved me said the word, it is perceived differently when uttered by a pre-Five like Timmy who is one rank away from being a Monster himself. Everybody knows that Timmy is a kiss-ass. He would sell his own mother for a higher rank – which is the case with almost everyone else. A higher rank changes your life for the better. After he was arrested by the Summit for hacking the iAm system, Timmy was offered the chance to help them catch teens who escaped schools and homes after being labeled pre-Monsters. It was his only chance of escaping Monster status.

In Faya, teenagers who break the law don’t go to jail. They are given the rank of Monsters, which is far worse than jail. Monsters are punished by participating in our yearly human sacrifice called the Monster Show, where they must compete in deadly games on live TV. 

If they survive, they get ranked. But the truth is that no one ever survives the Monster Show and they’re not meant to. We all know that. It’s a cleansing ritual ,disguised as a live show on TV, where people clap at the sight of blood.

A teacher, Madame Delacroix, calls for Faustina among others to attend her initial checkup in Classroom Z, a special room designed for the Ranking tests. Madame Delacroix is a Six. Most women who are Sixes become schoolteachers. Men who are Sixes become military soldiers. It’s obligatory. My father is a Six, but he is retired.

Even though Madame Delacroix looks lovely like your regular school teacher, she frightens the bejesus out of me. Madame Delacroix and Madame Dunbar both killed their children. Madame Dunbar sent her kids away to the Wastelands across the border last year, but we don’t know how Madame Delacroix killed her children. They did it because their kids were pre-Monsters. Parents get punished and downgraded if their kids become Monsters.

As Faustina walks gracefully toward the classroom, the boys and even some girls in the hall start to drool.

Faustina Flare, what can I say?

Faustina is a Teen-Gene, which is a set of serums, pills, and injections sold to rich parents who want to have Nine babies. Her parents bought her a Teen-Gene package before she was born. They are sold in the pharmacies, but are ridiculously expensive. If parents can afford it, a Teen-Gene is the easiest way for their children to be ranked as an Eight or Nine. Not that beauty is always ranked that high, but the Teen-Gene beauty doesn’t need brains with it. If I describe to you how curvy and sexy Faustina’s legs are, you’d think I was a boy infatuated with her.

“If only I were a Teen-Gene, I would have been a Nine, and I could travel the world,” Timmy says. Only Nines and Eights have a chance to travel abroad, but only if the Summit approves first.

“I doubt it would have worked on you.” I word-slap him back for not helping me when I was on the floor.

Nines have the best opportunities in society. They are celebrities in whatever they do, becoming actors, singers, athletes, and even high-caliber scientists.

Fives, Sixes, and Sevens envy the Nines, claiming Nines are mean, which is usually true. All but Ariadna. She is a sweetheart that is funny, and she loves me unconditionally.

We watch Faustina as she blows a kiss from her hand to Sam. He is our school’s best player at Crazeball, a violent game that I don’t like. I only watch it because Ariadna is a cheerleader. Sam tried to hit on Ariadna before, but she shut him down so he ended up calling her bad names. Thankfully, he never talks to me. I am virtually invisible to most boys in school anyway. Sam bullies students all the time, gets into fights, and harasses girls. The iAm ignores those kinds of things. Bullying doesn’t affect the results negatively.

Ah, yes, I forgot to tell you. The Teen-Gene package comes with the name of the baby on it, so Faustina is actually the name written on the box her parents purchased sixteen years ago. Faustina, the beautiful package, is all beauty and no brains. Ariadna is so right about referring to her as Barbie.

“Shame on you, Faustina,” Ariadna giggles. “Was Sam’s name written on your Teen-Gene box too?”

“Maybe the iAm matched him for her,” I suggest.

“Can’t be,” Ariadna explains. “You can’t get matched with a Teen-Gene. Only pure humans do. It’s called ‘Tattooed’, not ‘Matched’. And it rarely happens.”

“Do you think Faustina could make a Ten?” Timmy wonders, unable to take his eyes off her while she enters the class.

“No way. She’s dumb,” says Ariadna. “And you know that it’s not possible. There are no Tens.”

“Ten is a myth,” I back up Ariadna. The iAm has never ranked anyone a Ten before. Ever.

“It’s not a myth,” Timmy says. “It just hasn’t happened… yet.”

“Speaking of Tens,” says Ariadna, gazing over my shoulder. “Who is that hottie? I’d rank him a Ten myself. Hell, I’d trade my rank to have him!”

I turn around as a breeze of murmuring runs through the students. There are six soldiers walking toward us through the main door. We spread apart to make room for them. Why are there soldiers in school on Ranking Day?

They approach us while guarding some criminal. I can’t see who it is. I can only make out a silhouette of a person that is wearing a black leather jacket with silver pins. I rub my eyes carefully so I don’t mess up my makeup.

It’s a boy. He is held up by two soldiers who grip him tightly. The other four are escorting him. Are they protecting the boy, or protecting us from him?

The boy is being pulled by his arms because his hands are chained behind his back. His legs are also chained in such a way that he has to bend his knees. His jeans brush the ground with every step. I wonder why he looks so defeated. His thick, silky black hair dances down his forehead and covers his eyes. His haircut is rather unique in a wildish way, like musicians and magicians. His ears are pierced, and his arms are well-built with a tattoo on each side. One tattoo is a number nine, the one you get when you are ranked a Nine. The other one is a golden tiger-like figure. I don’t know what it means. I have never seen a golden tattoo before.

The boy is not fighting back. He is two strides away from me.

“Who is he?” whispers Ariadna in my ear, standing behind me.

I can’t take my eyes off the boy. I want to see his eyes. For some reason, I want to brush away the hair covering his eyes.

“That’s Leo,” Timmy explains. There is that look of mixed envy and fascination in his eyes. I think I know why he feels that way. The boy, who looks about three years older than us, looks like a celebrity, but is treated like a Monster. “He was a famous singer. He had that hit song three years ago if any of you remember it. It was called I Am Alive.”

“Really? That’s him? The boy who won the Burning Idol TV show when he was only Sixteen?” wonders Ariadna. “I loved that song. I was just too young to notice. He is hot.”

“That’s him,” nods Timmy. “He had just been ranked a Nine that year. I heard stories about girls ready to throw themselves off a bridge for this guy. You know how Faya worships celebrities.”

“So why is he chained?” I ask.

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

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

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

“Banned?” I ask.

“Do you actually live here on this planet?” Timmy wonders. “Yes. It is banned because he dedicated his song to the…” Timmy glances around suspiciously, and lowers his voice. “Monsters,” he almost whispers. “Leo Van Piearcy, a Nine, a celebrity at sixteen, who foolishly decided to rebel against the Summit with his song. Why did a guy like him oppose the Summit? He was unranked and exiled from Faya for the last four years. I wonder what brings him back.”

“I wonder,” I sigh. 

The boy suddenly raises his head and looks at me.

My heart feels like a ball of fire stuck in my chest. Although it burns, I don’t want to let go of it. Leo is handsome, in a wicked sort of way. There are cuts and bruises under the tattoos on his arms, some healed, some recent. Since I still can’t see his eyes through his dangling hair, I am looking at his edgy jaw line. It’s as if it was drawn carefully by an ancient artist, fleshing out every detail and bone so magically and tentatively. Leo’s lips are sealed and tense, as if he is afraid to open them. The visible pressure spreads up to his reddened cheeks and tightened jaw.

The way he is wearing a black leather jacket over a white t-shirt with black leather pants and boots, makes him look like all he’s missing is a motorcycle. I can see how girls would fantasize about him and how boys would be angry and envious of him.

Unconsciously, I take a step forward, inching closer to him. What has gotten into me? I feel as if I’m possessed by him. He stares back pleadingly…

When a breeze brushes his hair off his eyes, I feel like I’m standing in front of a hurricane. The air seems to flow against my face. He has ocean-blue, beautiful eyes with a strange shade of honey-color in them, which you could easily mistake for teardrops at first sight. I’m dumbstruck. My hands feel numb, and I feel I am about to start sweating. Oh, no. I don’t want to do anything foolish. Why can’t I just stop looking at his eyes? Why is he looking at me? It’s all happening a bit too fast, and that unnerves me a little. I know I haven’t been around many boys in school since Ariadna was always the crowd magnet, but there is something striking about Leo.

I am silently mad at myself for being so vulnerable to his gaze. He still looks me in the eyes. I am almost glad he is chained because of the way he disarms me, but I can’t help feeling that he should be set free.

The tension is broken as the soldiers lead him away and lock him in one of the classrooms.

“It’s rumored that he is a member of the Breakfast Club,” says Timmy.

“What’s the Breakfast Club?” asks Ariadna.

“Nooo. Nooo. No one talks about the Breakfast Club,” Timmy is looping his hands around his head again. “Bzz. Zz. Bzz,” Timmy stutters. He tries to say something we don’t understand. He has been like that since forever. I don’t know if it’s some kind of illness, or if he is having some psychotic episode. Maybe it has to do with why he is a pre-Five. “They are th-th-the s-s-secret revolution against the Summit. D-don’t even tell anyone I t-t-told you.”

Sam laughs, watching Timmy buzzing like an electrocuted bug. “Th-th-the B-b-breakfast Club?” Sam mocks him bluntly, hiding his eyes behind black sunglasses and chewing on a match in the corner of his mouth. The name Sam Shades fits him all right. “Sounds more like a junk food club.” Sam steps over and slaps Timmy on the head with his rigid fingers. Timmy stops buzzing instantly, and I speculate that it’s because he is scared of Sam. 

“Take a hike, Sam,” Ariadna blurts out. “If you want to bully someone, better bully Nines and Eights.”

“Is that an invitation?” Sam grins, approaching Ariadna, licking his lips. Ariadna seems to suddenly become aware of herself being a pre-Nine.

I argue with myself, wondering if I should step up for Ariadna. It’s one of the moments when I hate being afraid of Sam because I am so self-conscious about not wanting to lose my Seven rank. Before Sam can hurt Ariadna, a friend of his approaches with an iAm in his hand, while laughing hysterically at a video he found on Zootube. Sam checks the video out and laughs too.

The video is a recap of last year’s Monster Show where a sixteen-year-old was killed by one of the cruelest killing instruments, a white, one-eyed tiger called Carnivore. It’s also the crowd’s most-favored segment of the sacrifice.

“I love those freaky Monsters,” Sam says as a couple of girls walk by and wink at him. “The Monster has to die,” they say.

I take a peek at the video and regret it immediately. I shy  away as tears threaten to roll down my cheeks. Ariadna holds me tightly and pulls me away from Sam and his friends. I am not that intimidated by the brutal scene of the Carnivore killing machine; they broadcast recaps of Monster killing on TV every day. It’s the boy who died in last year’s game that brings tears to my eyes. I know him. He was my best friend since I was seven. His name was Woo. He died in last year’s game.

“It’s all right.” Ariadna puts her arms around me. “Don’t you cry now. Woo wouldn’t have liked to see you cry.”

I nod, while trying not to sob. Woo insisted that I never cry if he stopped saying “I am alive” in the Monster Show.

There is only one rule in the Monster Show. As long as the Monster screams “I Am Alive” into his iAm, the show must go on. Once he or she can’t say they are alive into the iAm, they are considered dead, which makes Sam and the rest of our nation happy.

“I remember,” I say to Ariadna, and dry my tears. “I have to stay strong.”

“That’s my girl,” says Ariadna. “Woo did that to himself. He was a rebel by nature, and he caused the iAm to rank him as a Monster. It wasn’t your fault.”

“I know,” I say. “I just miss him so much.”

“We all do. But if you check Zwitter right now, you’ll see how many teenagers are zweeting about how brave he was,” Ariadna says.

Woo told me that Zwitter and Zootube were not the right names for these social networks. He said the Summit favored the letter Z for some reason, and usually manipulated the words previously known in the Amerikaz without that letter. I’ve always wondered what ‘zweeting’ meant.

“Speaking of Monsters, what is she doing here?” Ariadna says, pointing behind me.

When I turn around I see Eva Hutchinson and her brother Don. Eva stands about five steps shy of everyone else. She is slouched, and barely makes eye contact with anyone. Her brother is holding her hand and a little black box. Guys like Sam call girls like Eva ‘the living dead’ because she is a pre-Monster who insists on attending the Ranking. When I first learned about her, I didn’t get it. There was nothing wrong with her. She looked and acted normal. She used to be friendly and did well at school. Her only mistake, according to the picky iAm, was that she had a short life expectancy due to a rare illness.

Her brother pulls out a breathing device from the box. I think it’s called an inhaler. I think she has asthma or a mysterious illness that only the iAm knows about.

I remember when I asked my father about how the iAm calculated the results. He answered me from behind a newspaper, saying, ‘The iAm works in mysterious ways.’

‘The Monster must die!” shouts another girl in the hall. Nines and Eights start to throw paper planes across the hall at Eva, urging her to leave school. Sam folds his hands and looks amused.

I understand that most of the Nines are spoiled and arrogant and disrespectful to others, but the Eights are supposed to become politicians and work in the media. How can they be so cruel to Eva?

“Stop it!” I snap at the students.

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

I ignore Ariadna and try to swipe the paper planes away before they reach Eva. I can’t stop the insults though.

Eva hides behind me, her hands on my shoulders.

“Don’t let her touch you. Not on your Ranking Day. Bad luck,” a boy warns me.

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

“I told you it wasn’t worth it,” Ariadna mouths, looking sideways at the classroom door. “What do you think will happen now?”

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

Madame Delacroix opens Classroom Z using a magnetic card that can only be used from outside. As she closes the door behind us, I look at it worriedly. What if she decides to kill me like she did her children? I roll my eyes at my silly thought. Only Monsters get killed.

“Hand me your iAm, please.” Madame Delacroix stretches out her hand across the table separating us in the almost-vacant room.

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

I laugh at myself. I remember my mother trying to kill me when I became a pre-Monster when I was seven. Dad had a better idea; to abandon me and let me become homeless so they could convince the Summit they had lost me in the mall.

Mom and Dad. Thank you very much.

It was Woo who saved me at such a young age. Although he had a rebel heart, he cared for me for reasons beyond my comprehension. Woo taught me how to control my instincts and desires, how to force myself to follow the Summit’s orders, and how to please the iAm. That is why I cried myself to sleep every night since he died. I owe him my rank today.

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

“Who is Eva?” Madame Delacroix says absently.

“Eva, you know, the…”

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

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

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

“Why?” I wonder. “She is going to die if she attends the Monster Show.”

“You never know. She could be the first ever to survive the Monster Show and get ranked.” Madame Delacroix chuckles mockingly.

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

“Yeah. And that’s the fun of it,” Madame Delacroix nods as if both of us share a secret. “The Monster has to die,” she whispers. “Besides, the sun in shining bright today. For a Monster, it’s a nice day to die.”

“And what’s going to happen to her parents?”

“Her parents are both Fives. They’ll be downgraded to Monsters. The Summit hates that.”

“Why?”

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

I start to feel uneasy being alone in the room with her. What if I turn out to be a Monster right now? Will she kill me on the spot, here in this room? This reminds me that my brother Jack is a pre-Nine. If this happens, he will be the first in our family, who are all Sixes and Sevens. Anything you want to share with me behind Dad’s back, Mom?

“Ah.” Madame Delacroix lets out a long sigh, staring at the monitor. “I see you might be surprised with your results, girl.”

I don’t comment. My eyes are fixed on hers. I can’t help but feel disgusted by her as I try and look harder for a human soul behind those eyes. I’m still imagining how she killed her children.

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

I am not pleased with her news. I keep staring at her.

“How did it feel, Madame Delacroix?” I say slowly, my voice low and colorless.

“Excuse me?”

“How did it feel killing your children?” I ask her as I feel the beast in me rising.

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

I jump over the table and shock her with the electric cattle prod that I stole from the Gatekeeper outside. She buzzes like a huge fly, but I catch her before she falls to the floor.

“Don’t you dare fall sleep on me.” I kick her. “I swear if you don’t do what I say, I’ll buzz you to death.”

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

“I want you to switch the results on this iAm with mine,” I demand as I show her Eva’s iAm, which I stole in the middle of the fight outside. “Now! I have no time.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 The first thing I do when I get out is plaster a naïve and innocent smile on my face again before I stumble intentionally over another boy’s shoes.

I told you I was going to surprise you.  



Chapter 2

Disneyland is Gone





I was born at ten in the morning on the tenth day of the tenth month in the ‘Year of the Ten’ — named after the year a gypsy woman foretold the upcoming birth of the first Ten in our nation. Even though everyone knows you can’t believe a Gypsy, who was a Five, we still loved to believe.

My birthday coincides with the date of the annual Ranking Day, which allows me to attend this year’s rankings or the next’s. I insisted I take it this year. I have my reasons.

In my world, a week is ten days, unlike the Amerikaz who used to have seven days in a week. We cherish the number Ten in Faya. If we could, we would have changed the months of the year to be ten instead of twelve. Ten is the most important number in the world. It’s almost holy, and that’s because no one has ever been ranked a Ten, and no one probably ever
will. Even the iAm gets that.

I sit next to Ariadna and gaze out the window, thinking about what I’ve just done. The students in the bus to Grand School celebrate like crazy.

I played naïve the past year so no one suspected what I was capable of – which wasn’t that much. Now I am fooling the Summit into believing that I am a Monster to enter the deadly Monster Show that every teenager in our nation avoids at all costs. I couldn’t even tell you the story from the beginning. That’s because I didn’t trust anyone, particularly since Woo died and left me alone in this world. I have to be in the Monster Show today because I think Woo is still alive, and I will risk my life to find him. Even if it’s a mere possibility.

Ariadna socializes while I watch the highway absently. Timmy educates other students about the history of the Monster Show. Sam keeps watching recaps of older games on the iAm with his friends. I can hear the Monsters screaming from his iAm’s speaker. I can hear them scream ‘I am alive’ every now and then.

Again, it’s how the games in the Monster Show work. You have to report that you’re alive every six hours, or you’ll be considered dead, which is reasonable. Why wouldn’t you declare you are alive unless you’ve been killed in the games?

Although the show is broadcast worldwide, the cameras can’t cover every inch of the battlefield that is called the Playa. Woo told me that the Playa is a new name for what the Amerikaz once called Disneyland. It’s located in a neighborhood called Zanaheim, near the capital of Sol.

I don’t understand when people consider the Monster Show a game, because it’s not. This is a ritual our nation believes in. A sacrifice to the gods. To the god we call Burning Man.

The highway to the capital of Sol is beautiful, filled with fancy cars, and lined with palm trees. We don’t have those in the city of Eve. Everyone is excited. We can hear the drone of celebrations from far away. The celebration this year is going to be a special one because it is the tenth year of the Monster Show, which was invented when I was six years old. Every step closer, my heart beats louder, and gets bigger in my chest.

We pass by a huge Burning Man effigy on the way. Students have to lower their voices and heads when passing, paying respects to what we treat as god.

The bus enters the Dizny neighborhood as fireworks blast against the daylight. I see white zeppelins in the sky, occupied with teachers and senior students waving at us. They are last year’s graduates that are greeting us and wishing us a good Ranking Day from the balconies in the zeppelins.

The Grand School dome is a little lower in the sky than the zeppelins. With the sunrays reflecting from its curving surface, the dome seems to be radiating outward. In front of us, dozens of other buses drive slowly toward the dome. Huge, booming speakers are pumping music that sounds like restless heartbeats on a nearby dance floor. To the left and right, girls are dressed in bright yellow latex trousers, dancing with colorful pink scarves in their hands. Beautiful, muscular boys are playing the big drums that are strapped on their broad shoulders. Senior boys tease and take pictures of us. Ariadna poses for the camera instantly. I shy away, but she pulls me into the frame. I plaster my fake smile on and let the flashes hit me. I blink, like always, and mess up the photo shoot.

Hundreds of girls, younger than sixteen, jog next to the bus and throw purple flowers at us. I recognize these flowers. They’re called Passiflora; passion flowers that have ten petals. I told you we’re crazy about the number ten. Orange and green flowers also adorn the buses. Stray, single flowers fly through the windows. Ariadna catches one and sticks it in my hair. It smells surprisingly pleasant. Half of Timmy’s body is out of the window as he waves like crazy at the crowd and blows kisses to the girls. Ariadna tries to pull him back in, but she ends up with one of his sneakers in her hands instead. Faustina, sitting with her legs crossed, is blowing kisses from her hand to the crowd outside as if she were a queen. Sam is silent and unimpressed, and doesn’t take off his shades.

When I look at Eva, my eyes almost pop out. She is dancing on her own, but she is smiling. I admire her enjoying herself even when she thinks she is going to die a couple of hours from now. She doesn’t know she is going to become a Seven today. I would love to see the look on her face when she gets ranked, but I won’t. I will be fighting for my life by then, if I’m not already dead.

Oh. My. God. What have I done?

Have you ever planned for something for months, wished for it to happen, and counted the days? Then when the moment comes and you make your brave move, the one you were so sure was right, you suddenly discover that you were a coward, and not up to what you had planned?

Even though I desperately want to find Woo, I am somewhat regretting my actions. All this celebrating makes it harder for me to stay strong. This emotional euphoria feels like the huge party I have never been to. The one I wish I was invited to if I were ever popular at school. If I had stayed a Seven, I would have been dancing and enjoying this ceremony.

Stay strong Decca. Don’t give in. You can do this!  I think to myself.

I see girls waving flags with Faya’s national sign on it. It’s a closed shape of ten sides and ten angels, called a Decagon. This is how Faya is geographically designed. Ten major cities, each one located between two angles. The ten cities are called Noo, Aft, Eve, Sun, Twi, Dus, Mor, Nig, Mid, and Daw. The city in the middle of the decagon is called Sol, the capital.

The buses start to slow down.

“What’s going on?” I ask Ariadna.

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

Prophet Hannibal Xitler is like what they used to call a president in the Amerikaz. His name is pronounced Zitler with a Z. The X is a symbol that represents a Ten – which he is not. He is a Nine, but he is the prophet and can do what he likes. We are told X equals ten in some ancient pre-Amerikaz language.

We get out of the bus into a huge circular park-like space in front of Grand School. Thousands of students throng everywhere. Two huge screens, made of flexible fiber, roll down from two zeppelins.

A beautiful woman appears on the screen greeting all teens, reminding us that this is the most important day of our lives. She is a Nine. Her name is Eliza Day.

Eliza introduces Prophet Xitler. “On such a fabulous occasion, and on a day that has shaped the history of Faya, here is a word from our Prophet Xitler!”

Prophet Xitler is ugly. He has a large irregular nose, white stiff hair, and resembles a mad scientist. He is tall but chubby, and loves to chuckle at every silly comment. It is rumored that he has never actually attended college. One of the privileges of Eights and Nines is that they get to
attend college. Sevens have to have a scholarship. All the others will not get a higher education because they are the brute workforce of Faya.

Someone claps in the crowd. Slowly, someone else joins in, and then
someone else. Dictatorship is like a disease. It doesn’t hit you in the face. It spreads slowly until it grows bigger than you think it ever could.

Finally, we hail Prophet Xitler, spreading our arms making a V sign, imitating the Burning Man’s two arms reaching for the sky.

Prophet Xitler starts his annual speech. It’s the same story we hear every year. The story of Faya, the country that rose out of the ashes of a place that was once called the Amerikaz. He recites how his ancestors, the Xitlers, rebuilt this nation after finding a large wooden effigy of a man set on fire in the Nevada desert, where the remains of Amerikaz’s civilization had been collected in large containers and buried in the sand underneath. The effigy of the man on fire is called the Burning Man. It was more of an x-marks-the-spot sign, as if the few survivors of the last days of the Amerikaz left it for us on purpose. They wanted us to dig and find the containers, which contained everything about their civilization. They wanted us to avoid the mistakes that caused their extinction. They wanted someone to use their experience and rebuild a new Amerikaz after the world had ended. They wanted to warn us of the Bad Kidz who caused the uprisings against the governments of Amerikaz. That’s why we have our ranking system and the Monster Show ritual, so we don’t allow the little Monsters to bring down our nation with their recklessness and irresponsible behavior like in the Amerikaz.

We call the containers the Arc.

People in Faya worship the Burning Man and think of it as God. The Monster Show is the killing ritual that cleanses the nation’s sins, like a human sacrifice for the gods.

“It is an important day for the nation of Faya,” notes Xitler in his gushy voice. “The tenth year since we’ve developed the Monster Show sacrifices for the Burning Man.”

This is the thirty-fourth year of the Ranking system. The Summit developed the Monster Show only ten years ago, when they found out that all uprising attempts were led by teens with ranks lower than Five. Before that, rankings went all the way down to Four, Three, Two, and One. All old Ones, Twos, Threes, and Fours are called Nones now. Nones are not treated as Monsters. They are considered Fives until they die, but we don’t have many more of them left. The youngest None is twenty-six. I don’t have friend that old.

“The Ranking system has made us a great nation that the world looks up to,” rants Xitler. “The growth in economy, quality of living, and our place in the world is at its zenith and it’s all  thanks to you, Burning Man!”

Xitler thanks all teens.

The crowd is going wilder and wilder.

“When we first invented the iAm, no one understood its purpose,” Xitler says. “The world wondered and questioned our sanity. They questioned how we could possibly benefit from tracking every teenager’s behavior, everyday life, health, food, thoughts, and mood swings.” Xitler makes a grumpy face, stressing on the ‘mood swings’ phrase. Everyone knows that teens’ mood swings are the worst. “It seemed like an irrational idea; a waste of energy and money in a nation that rose up from the ashes after the Great Disease.”

No one knows why it’s called the Great Disease. It’s just another word for the apocalypse.

“I am proud to announce,” says Prophet Xitler, “that the percentage of Monsters—” 

Suddenly, the crowd starts protesting in a low and scary tone. “Boooooo!”

I am surprised Ariadna and Timmy are booing as well. I wonder how Eva feels about this.

Prophet Xitler gestures for the crowd to calm down. “The percentage of Monsters this year is estimated to be only ten percent of our teens. The first year we started the Ranking system, the Monsters were about sixty-five percent.” He pauses as his eyes scan us slowly. “We plan to have no Monsters in Faya in the coming years. Then we shall teach the world that they can have no Monsters too; that we can live in a world of peace without rebels or terrorists.” Again, the crowd applauds. “Imagine a society without Monsters!” Prophet Xitler’s voice tunes into a higher pitch. 

“Yeah!” The crowd is in tune with him.

“Many years from now, the Burning Man nation will be…” Prophet Xitler takes his time to finish the sentence as if he is confident of hitting the jackpot. I see him reach for a glass of water, take a sip from it, then wipe his mouth.

Don’t burp, please!

“— a nation of only Eights and Nines.”

This drives everyone crazy.

Ariadna is jumping. Timmy is too, and I start jumping with a fake smile on my face. Sadly, the Utopian idea itself will drive the nation to hate Monsters more, and give them better excuses and motivation to kill them.

Again, what have I done? What will happen to my family when I become a Monster?

Sorry, Mom. Sorry, Dad. I have to do this. I have no choice. Besides, I vaguely remember you both wanted to kill me when I was seven. I owe Woo more than I owe you.

Faustina isn’t quite so enthusiastic about Prophet Xitler’s statement. Where, and what, will she be in a world full of Nines?

Suddenly, our iAms beep. It’s time to step in for the ranking.

 








Chapter 3
Grand School





We step into a long hallway in Grand School. The sun is shining through a skylight above and the full-length windows on the right. A cafeteria is visible at the end of the hall. Black metal doors, leading to the interviewing rooms, are on the left. Ten doors.

Twenty-four thousand sixteen-year-olds will be ranked today.

A small flying object that looks like a single human eye with a trailing optic nerve floats in the air above us. Those are the latest surveillance cameras, invented by the Summit. They are actual human eyes of dead Monsters from previous games, regenerated and turned into biotech cameras. Monster organs are used in scientific experimentation – if the organ still functions after their death. Each surveillance eye is called an iSee. 

I am not disturbed by the iSees. Sometimes I see them in the grocery store or the parks in Eve. We treat them like flies — you can wave them away, and the iSees will leave but they’ll usually come back later.

Other than broadcasting and spying, the iSees do check barcodes and fingerprints, and can identify your iAm. They can do a biometric identity check on your eyes if necessary, which is taking a picture of your retinas to confirm your identity.

Ariadna jumps and screams when we see ourselves on the iScreen. They call us the city of Eve candidates. We cheer louder and louder for our school.

Another teacher comes out of one of the rooms and explains that we will be ranked ten students at a time. The ranking is done in a weird way. Each student opens one of the ten doors and enters a cylindrical room where he connects his iAm to a plug in the wall. Within seconds, you are notified of you rank. If you get ranked, the door opens again, allowing you to go back out and brag to your friends about your rank while another student enters after you.

If the iAm ranks you as a Monster, the door behind you doesn’t open and the cylindrical room acts as an elevator sending you down to the Playa to die.

The teacher calls the first ten names. Faustina and Eva are on the list.

Eva nods at me before she grabs for the door handle. She looks happy, having had fun at
the ceremony. I nod back, trying hard not to utter a word. This is my last chance to expose myself. Once she enters, I am as good as dead.

I smile back at her. She thinks I am pitiful. She has no idea that her life is going to change for the better. As for me, as scared as I am, I am determined to enter the show and find Woo.

Sam decides to go to the cafeteria. Ariadna follows him. Timmy throws me a suspicious look. Poor Timmy thinks Sam is flirting with Ariadna. Ariadna and Sam, behind Faustina’s back? What a joke.

I continue watching the events on the screen, with my back to the students.

Suddenly, everything goes quiet in the hallway as if the world behind me has disappeared. Everyone stops talking. Silence floods my surroundings.

I look behind me and see why everyone’s so silent. It’s Leo. He is walking amongst
the students again.

 



Chapter 4

A Boy Named Leo







Since Woo’s death I’ve never felt as curious about someone as I am about Leo.

His lips seem relaxed now, and slightly parted. The tension in his face is gone. His hands are cuffed behind his back, but his legs are free.

Everyone is looking at him. It seems like
no one in the hallway can breathe. We watch him push one of those iSees away.

One of the boys stops him, trying to pick a fight. Leo ignores him and keeps on walking.

Somehow, I take a couple of steps forward and stand in his way. What has gotten into me? I stare at him with my chin held up high. He stops in front of me…

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

“Are you Decca?” Leo asks in
a musical voice. Although he sounds like he wants to punch me, his voice has a certain texture; like fine wool. It has soul, as if sandpaper could sing. It’s just the kind of fine voice that makes you want to brush your cheeks against it. What’s happening to me?

“How”— I clear my throat — “do you know my name?” My voice is so low it might be only in my head.

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

“Do what?” I grin back at him. I hate beautiful boys. They are mostly dumb, but my body betrays me and I find myself leaning forward again.

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

My mouth is hanging open but I am speechless. How does he know? Words refuse to come out.

I feel as if I am in a dream, and someone is calling to me from the waking world. I start surfacing to the real world, reminding myself that other teens exist here with us. We’re not alone and I am not supposed to feel attracted to him like that.

Someone is calling for Leo. It’s the soldiers. He is not pleased, as if he doesn’t want the soldiers seeing him talking to a normal girl from Eve, the same way most Nines do when they talk to me. That look that says that I am a Seven and they are Nines. I could be one of their fans and they could play superstars, but we couldn’t really be friends — except Ariadna. Why is this happening? How does he know my name? How does he know about me switching the iAms? Why doesn’t he want the soldiers to see me with him?

“Stay away from me.” Leo grits his teeth. I have to tiptoe to look him in the eyes. Suddenly you don’t want to have anything to do with me? Boys will be boys. He feels like a monster to me. Ariadna says that all boys, sooner or later, turn into monsters.

I am shocked and confused. The blood returns to my once-numb hands. It’s like waking up from a beautiful dream with a twist, or even worse, a bad ending.

One of the soldiers storms in from behind Leo, and presses a button on
a remote control in his hand. Leo snaps, and something happens to his mouth again. His lips are sealed again. His cheeks are tense. He is angry but can’t do anything about it. His eyes are still fixed on mine.

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

Ariadna and Sam run back toward me. Leo is out of sight.

“What happened to you?” Ariadna holds my hands. “You look like you’ve been struck by lightning.”

“Of all the girls,” wonders Sam, “Leo is talking to you?” He checks me out all over with his cold eyes.

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

The doors open again. Faustina comes out and says it as loud as she can. “I am a Nine!”

“No shit. I am so happy for you I am going to explode,” murmurs Timmy. “In fact, I am Timmy’s so-surprised lack of excitement.”

Faustina comes running toward Sam. Kiss-kiss moment. Sam is a living statue.

There are also five Fives, one Six, one Seven. One Monster. Eva comes out screaming that she is an Eight.

I was going to be an Eight!

Everyone in the hall looks at her suspiciously.

“What?” Faustina wonders. “An Eight? I am surprised she came out of the room in the first place. What’s wrong with this stupid iAm?” She claps her device against her palm as if it will answer her.

They announce the second round, calling my name.

While Eva comes running at me, wanting to hug me, I ignore her and enter the ranking room. I did it on purpose. I hope she will forgive me. Even though I am glad for her, congratulating her would be like killing myself twice.

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

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

I do as she says, and plug my iAm with Eva’s data into the slot in the wall.

It only takes seconds before the pre-recorded voice talks back to me.

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

Congratulations? Some sarcastic machine.

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

“No shit,” I mumble as the floor underneath me parts. I find myself sliding down into the Dizny Battlefieldz. 

That’s the time when teens usually scream. 

I don’t.

 



Chapter 5

Down the Rabbit Hole


 The door leads to a tube-like tunnel, all the way down.

The tube I am sliding through is made of corrugated metal sheets. I grit my teeth, opposing the pain in my back, but still  managing not to scream. Even though I asked for this, I am still shocked. No matter how much I complain and kick the air, there is no going back now. Dreaming about the nightmare is one thing, and living the nightmare is a totally different thing. Especially a nightmare as bitterly real as this one.

At the end of the slide I fall into a container, splashing into thick brown mud.  

I pick myself up, wipe the mud from my eyes, and look around. It’s a square room with another sealed metal door. There are about twenty students like me inside, most of them standing closer to the door, screaming for help.

The rest of them are standing next to me, paralyzed with shock. They look like they have lost the game already. I try to move, but the mud is thick, up to my knees.

A girl with bad yellow teeth and ear-to-ear dental bracing, calls for me, holding out a box in her hands. I manage to take a slow step backward in the mud, trying to stay as far away from her as possible. She looks weird and homeless.

As I try to move farther, I notice that one of my heels is missing, and the other is broken. I bend over and reach for my heels in the mud, not trusting whatever hides underneath, but I have no choice. I take off my other heel, and stand barefoot. I wish I wore my other outfit with pants and boots, the one I had prepared for entering the games, but my mom didn’t allow me this morning, saying I looked weird – Ariadna said I looked suspicious and I didn’t want to attract attention to me.

That bad-looking girl approaches me, insisting on offering me the box. I don’t want her to touch me. All I can
think about is that she is a Monster. As if I am not.

The girl smells bad; her hair is awful, her dress is cheap, and her teeth — oh no. How did she even make it to the interview? She has Bad Kid written all over her face. Eva is a princess compared to her.

I take another step back, which brings me closer to another homeless-looking boy. I am in hell.

“You’ll need these,” the girl insists with sincere eyes. “Once the door opens, we don’t have time.” She opens the box for me and I see a pair of cheap sneakers inside. They have the word Monster written on the side and the logo of a golden tiger with strange eyebrows, like the one I saw on Leo’s shoulder.

The other teens, although not as ugly as this Shoegirl, nod their heads. A boy points at the camera in the upper corner of the room. I tiptoe in the mud and wave my hands for help. I think I can’t do this. It’s my destiny, but I can’t.

“Ariadna,” I yell. “Dad. Anyone! I made a horrible mistake.”

“She is still in shock,” one boy tells another.

“Give her some time. We all were at first,” the other replies.

“No one is coming to help,” the girl says to me. “Take the shoes, please. We’re on our own now.”

I refuse to take the shoes. I try to dial Ariadna’s number on my iAm instead.

“That won’t help,” Shoegirl says. “We’re not allowed to call anyone. The iAm is only used to track our moves. Now put on your damn shoes.
We’re all wearing them. We found them in the mud. I guess if we search again, we could find other things.”

I am not going to search for anything else in the mud. I need to get out and confess what I did. Suddenly, I hear the sound of an engine.

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

The opening I fell from has been sealed with iron bars. It’s just a part of the ceiling now.

The room starts to move.

We can hear someone outside say, “Twenty,” We are twenty students in the room. “You take those and come back for the next lot,” that someone says.

Sunlight splays into the room through the bars in the ceiling. I am caged like a monkey in a zoo. They’re right. This isn’t a room. We’re in the back of some vehicle, and we are driving away.

“I think we should try to break those bars,” a boy says. He holds a joystick in his hand and he’s wearing a t-shirt that says: Roger This.

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

“That’s so cool,” says the Roger This t-shirt boy. “It’s like Saw, the movie franchise. ‘I want to play a game,’” he imitates the sick killer in those Amerikaz’ movies.

What’s wrong with this Roger This boy? I think I am going to have one of those heart strokes my dad used to have from smoking.

“We have to wait and see where they’re taking us,” says Shoegirl. She acts as if she is some kind of a leader.

“Shut up!” another girl says. “You know where they’re taking us.”

“Where?” I ask immediately. Forgive my ignorance, but since it looks like we’re going to die, can you tell me, please?

I get slapped with their irritated looks back in my face, as if I am out of this world.

“To the DB.”

“Oh, that explains it.” I roll my eyes.

“The Battlefieldz. The Dizny Battlefieldz,” the girl says. “Or what the Summit likes to call the Playa, where we attend the Monster Show.”

“— and eventually die because no one’s ever survived the three days of the game,” the boy in the corner says. “What have I been saying all day? No one ever listens to me.”

“Hey. Be cool,” the boy with the Roger This t-shirt says. “We might find extraterrestrials in the Playa. I heard that they exist.”

Everyone averts their eyes from Roger This. Who is that boy? Doesn’t he get it? We’re going to die if we don’t do something.

I take a deep breath and remind myself that I am ready for this. I have been planning a whole year for it. I know each game and how it’s played, including the last epic part about Carnivore. It’s just that being in a horror movie is so different from watching it from outside. There is
no remote control button I can push to stop this from happening now.

My mother used to say that I’d start to appreciate the moral of the games after I get ranked. That Faya is such a fair nation, rewarding those who work hard and deserve a rank. That there is redemption in punishment and sacrificing the Monsters. She said that I would understand how much damage Bad Kidz can cause to our nation, symbolizing the laziest, most worthless and most harmful to our society. The fact that none of them ever survived the game never bothered her.

When I think of Mom’s words, I really don’t understand why Woo helped me to avoid becoming a Monster. But then, even when I was saved and was about to become a Seven, I chose to become a Monster.

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

“A lot of my friends did, too.” The Shoegirl bows her head as if she is ashamed. “But this is for the greater good of our nation.”

“What?” I burst out. I can’t believe she said that.

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

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

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

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

I shrug, putting a hand over my heart, wondering what they would think of me if I told them that I am practically a volunteer. I fight the tears that threaten to fall and force myself to inhale in four counts. I take as much air as I can into my lungs, and let it out in two counts, slowly. I learned this from Woo.

The vehicle stops and the door opens. There are two soldiers at the door and one woman: Eliza Day.

It suddenly hits me that if my parents had sold everything they owned and gotten me a Teen-Gene, then starved for sixteen years, I would have been a Nine.

Eliza holds a round object in her hand. She stamps us with it on our shoulders as we walk through a corridor. Students shiver when she stamps them.

“This is permanent,” says Eliza coldly. “Consider it a Tattoo… and your rank.”

I walk through, and she stamps me. Before I can complain, she pushes me forward.

Once I walk out into a big white hallway lined with mirrors, I check out the stamp on my shoulder. It’s a tattoo of a golden tiger, the same tiger as on my shoes and on Leo’s arm. What does that mean? And who is Leo? A Nine or a Monster? Is he like me, a foolish volunteer? Is that why he knows who I am?

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

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

“How is the stamp connected to Carnivore?” I wonder.

“The Monster Show runs for three days. Whoever survives that long has to play a deadly game with Carnivore, the most dangerous and genetically-mutated creature on earth. It takes its life from the pain of the people it kills. It’s a new technology—”

“Okay, I get it.” I stop him from elaborating. “Spare me the details. What it is the meaning of the friggin’ stamp?”

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

“But I saw that tattoo on a Nine,” I say, remembering Leo.

“Wake up, girl.” Mr. Pessimistic shakes his head at my naivety. “That’s impossible. I say wake up from this dreamy world you live in and prepare to fight. I am Glum, by the way.”

“What?” Glum? No wonder.

“Peter Glum,” he adds. I am not interested.

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

“Smile,” Glum says.

“What?”

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

“What are all those Zeppelins for?” I ask Peter.

“The game can also be seen up close from the Zeppelins, as long as we haven’t entered the battlefields. The Zeppelins can’t follow us into the Playa. It’s too dangerous for them. Zeppelin tickets are sold out two months in advance. Did you know the games used to be called Bad Kidz Games in the past?”

“I know.” I nod while I walk. Peter is starting to get on my nerves.

“It was changed due to protesters claiming the name was shocking to the good kids, since it had the word kids in it. Sending teenagers to the death games isn’t a crime, but the name is an issue. Welcome to Faya.” Peter claps his hands as if he is protesting against himself.

If I don’t find anyone sane to talk to, I won’t be able to think clearly.

The park is full of Monsters. How many are there? Two… three thousand?

I try to push my way toward the soldiers, but it is not easy.

The Zeppelins hover above us. Peter explains that these are the VIPs’ Zeppelins. Either they’ve paid for the entertainment, or they are Nines and Eights who have complimentary tickets. That means Ariadna and Faustina could be watching me. If Ariadna sees me she can help. Did Madame Delacroix wake up yet?

I am going crazy pushing the students again, getting as far as possible from Peter Glum. As I push my way toward the soldiers I notice that the Zeppelins above me aren’t that high. They have balconies to watch the games from with their expensive binoculars.

As I walk, I see Roger This instructing other teens how to play the game in the Battlefieldz. Is this guy cuckoo in the head or what?

At least he is not gloomy like Mr. Pessimistic, Peter Glum.

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

I look up where he is looking. The rich kids in the Zeppelins watch us with their ClairVos. 

ClairVos are the latest technology invented in Faya. They’re 3D glasses, except that they are not only 3D, like in the time of the Amerikaz. They’re now 10D, or as some call it, XD. The ClairVos are magical. Let’s say I am driving my car, wearing my ClairVo, and you sit in your home, eating popcorn and wearing another pair of ClairVo glasses. If so, then you can see and feel exactly what I am experiencing while driving the car. If I get scared, you get scared. If I feel the wind in my face, you feel the wind in your face. 

The ClairVos are ridiculously expensive. Only Eights and Nines can afford them. Those rich kids watching us from the balconies of the Zeppelins have their friends at home watching them watching us up close, transmitting the same excitement and feelings to them.

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

“The games can be watched on the iAms too,” he says to me, holding that joystick in his hand. “There are the extended versions of it broadcast on iScreen or TV, where the audience can comment and discuss the events of the games, and vote for their favorite Monster. Like that boy, Woo, last year. He was the audience’s favorite Monster before Carnivore killed him.”

I don’t comment about him knowing Woo. I keep pushing through the crowd. Roger This decides to accompany me.

“Sometimes,” Roger This says, playing with his joystick while looking up at the sky again, “if the audience sympathizes with a Monster, the votes are taken into consideration. It could spare your life in a certain game level. It’s like extra bonus ammo in role-playing games.”

Who is this guy? He treats this situation as if it’s another new computer game.

“In a world without movies, this is the movie of the year,” Roger This elaborates, still playing with the joystick, looking up. What’s he looking for? “No box-office speculation, no Oscar nominees, and no editor’s picks.”

The thing he says about the movies rings a bell. Movies are prohibited in Faya. The whole movie industry is on hold. Woo taught me that the Summit is afraid of rebellious messages conveyed in movies. So the three days of the Monster Show are actually the Movie of the Year in Faya. The one and only movie. With all the side stories of the Monsters and tragic kills in the game, they can keep selling recaps and spin-offs all year long. This is a totalitarian government where even the winning movie is predetermined. The audience gets entertained, raising bets on who is the public’s favorite Monster, or who will die last, then spend the rest of the year gossiping about it.

“Here it is,” Roger This says, looking up. “My beauty.”

It turns out Roger This was summoning a small flying toy plane with his joystick. It flies feebly and buzzes over our heads. Seriously, I have to get away from him too. This is an asylum I am in. Everyone here is crazy.

As I walk away from Roger This, a soldier shoots his toy plane.

The teens in front of me are getting aggressive when I try to push through. “The other way,” they say. “They want us to go the other way.” 

I look behind, trying to stand on tiptoes to see what’s the other way. I can’t see anything. I just need to sneak past a couple of students to reach for the soldiers. I call for help, but no one hears me. I stretch my hand out and grab one soldier by his sleeve.

“My name is Decca, Sir,” I shout. “Please. I don’t belong here. It is a mistake. I forged my iAm results to attend the game on purpose. I wanted to find my best friend, Woo, who I believe is still alive, hiding in the Playa. I thought if I forged my results, I could save him. I was wrong. This is a mistake.”

The soldier looks closely at me, examining my body. I am spattered with mud all over, wearing Monster-branded running shoes. I don’t know how to explain this. Do I still look like a Seven?

Suddenly, I get hit in the face with another soldier’s rifle. The last thing I hear is: “If I had a zollar for every time I’ve heard that.”

As I am rolling back with no room for me to fall because of the density of the crowd, all I want to do is cry, but no tears come out. The warm liquid I feel on my cheeks must be my own blood from my nose. I don’t know if I am strong enough to go through with this.

I surrender to unconsciousness over someone’s shoulder.

If I sleep my day away, will I wake up and find everything solved?

I start dreaming… of Woo.

Woo looks at me with his peaceful, warrior face.

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

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

“Why do you still think I am alive?”

“Because I remember you saying that if worst comes to worst, all you have to do is not report that you’re alive in the iAm. You said you can fool them into thinking you’re dead.”

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

“But they never found your body.”

“Carnivore could have only left my bones after he finished me. Also, some predators literary eat everything including the bones because bone marrow is nutritious.”

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

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

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

Woo smiles faintly at me. “Okay. If you’re going to do this, you’ll have to go all the way. You are no quitter,” he says in his low calm voice. “If this is the path you choose, and you trust your heart, you have to believe that there is a reason for this. You will pass through this. Remember everything I taught you.”

“This is a dream,” I say to him. “All you have taught me is just a dream. No one ever survived the Monster Show. This is a killing game. What should I do?”

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

Then he fades away.

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

He called me Tender. I love it when he does that. My name is Decca Tenderstone. Woo used to say he liked the Tender part in my name because he liked the Ten in Tender. He thought that I should have been a Ten.

I have to wake up and face the situation. I am not going to bail out. Let’s play the game.

When I wake up I am still on my feet, squeezed between the ones behind me and those in front of me.

Shoegirl is behind me, all smelly. She held me up so no one trampled me. I thank her.

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

I look up at the screen hung on one of the Zeppelins. I see his dirty face. Xitler.

“What a day today,” he says. “Every faction from Fives to Nines has increased tremendously from last year.” Everyone in the Zeppelins make their happy noises. “And the Monsters’ percentage has decreased from last year.”

Praise. Praise. Praise.

Down here, we, the little Monsters, are silent.

“The game that’s about to start isn’t just a game. We’re celebrating the dedication of our nation’s youngsters, to aspire to better things,
to live a good life, and to grant our children an
even better life. I salute all teens in the nation of the Faya,” he says proudly. “In the Burning Man we trust.”

I want to zip my ears with my hands.

“The games will remind the next year’s generation of how hard they can still work. It is not too late. One year can change your rank, if you work hard and follow the rules.” He drinks a sip of something from what looks like a huge grail and then clears his throat. The sound resonates in the microphones. “I know there are those unfortunates who have been Monstered because of diseases they could not do anything about. But that will remind every father and mother to do whatever it takes to bring us healthy children into the world. Bring them healthy or don’t bring them at all. Some sacrifices have to be made to reach Utopia.”

Prophet Xitler signals to the soldiers who push us aggressively as if we were hordes of sheep. I don’t know where we’re going.

Then the unthinkable starts to happen.

The ranked people from the Zeppelins throw everything they can at us, calling us bad names. One kid calls me a muggle. I don’t know what that means. It doesn’t sound like a bad word to me. But they are enjoying this. They are brainwashed, thinking we are the enemy, thinking that the likes of us destroyed the Amerikaz. They hit us with tomatoes, napkins, and bubblegum. I shield my head with my hands. Still, I get one tomato splashed in my face.

Tomato, blood, and mud. Surprise me! Can’t you hit me  with something white for once? Just an hour ago I was showered with flowers and presents.

“Because it’s the tenth game I have a surprise for you,” Prophet Xitler announces. “We have a guest Monster in the games. Actually, he is a volunteer who betrayed the Summit years ago. After being banned for four years outside the Burning Man, he’s come back asking for forgiveness. He was a Nine. What a shame. Now he wants to repent. You know what that means. Right?” Prophet Xitler laughs. “He will have to attend the games like any other Monster as punishment for being unappreciative. If he survives, he’ll be forgiven though. This is the first time ever that the games have been attended by a Nine.”

The audience in the Zeppelins is excited out of their brainwashed minds.

The camera pans to the boy Xitler is pointing at. 

It’s Leo.

 



Chapter 6

The Trickster


 Leo is standing, showing his tense sealed lips, in front of the Playa’s entrance. The Battlefield is dug twenty feet below ground level. You can still see the upper parts of the fancy rollercoasters and the domes and so many other colorful features from up here. In another world, you would think this must be a great place for having fun, not a place to kill kids.

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

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

“Yes. A Monster!” the older boys in the audience say. “For betraying us. Redeem yourself. Survive the games.”

“This is going to be entertaining.” Xitler chuckles. Bringing a Nine to the show promises more excitement and viewership all around the world. It means more money.

I should approach Leo. He is the only one I know from before the Rankings. Not that I really know him – and for some reason, he wants me to stay away from him. But it feels better seeing someone I met before being outranked. He is also a Nine, so he might be helpful.

Teenagers are screaming in front of me. I can’t see why. The audience continues throwing things at us. “We shall start our games,” says Xitler. “And what a game we shall
have this year. For the first time in nine years, we have a new Trickster.” Xitler opens his arms. The audience hails. “May I present to you this year’s Trickster…” Prophet Xitler raises his hands in the air like a magician, proud of his latest trick. He is holding a long snake-shaped cane in one of his hands.

The Trickster is what we call the host of the Monster Show. Caleb Crux was the Trickster for many years, but he was getting old. The younger audience asked for someone their age to host the games. Prophet Xitler liked the idea of the Trickster being a sixteen-year-old.

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

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

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

I live in a world where you get outranked because of bad grades or genes, and become a Trickster if you are mentally unstable, since you’ll be considered useful.

“Please welcome our new Trickster,” says Xitler. “Timothy Rabbit.” 

It’s Timmy!

 



Chapter 7

Speed Exploding School Bus


 I see Timmy on the screen.

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

The audience welcomes the Trickster.

“In the name of the Burning Man, let the games begin,” Timmy screams. His squeaky voice is like that of a small lab mouse, trying to be as big as an elephant. “Play and die!” he follows up. “We’re starting with a couple of warm-ups to eliminate as many Monsters as possible,” the Trickster explains. “You know there is no fun in tracking three thousand Monsters.” He laughs like a mouse again, as if his head is buzzing with electricity. 

“Dear clownies — Oh — I mean Bad Kidz. Argghh. I mean little Monsters.” Now he is talking to us. “May I call you Monsters?” He smirks again, and the audience laugh. “I hope you know the rules. We’re tracking you by your iAms. We use it to make sure you do attend the games when announced. Even though this was not allowed, we’ve changed the rules a bit this year. You can certainly use it if you want to contact us or your families, but only with our permission, which will be granted according to how well you play your game.” He rests his palms on a podium and grins. 

“The games are deadly. That is the point of it. We want you to die. But we don’t want you to die fast. The slower, the more entertaining.” He licks his lips. “You’re allowed to use any strategy that’ll keep ya alive—” He stops again and acts as if thinking, putting his index finger on his lips and staring upward. “— as long as possible, of course,” he adds, winking at the audience. The audience wink back at him, and nod to each other about how cool Timmy is. 

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

“I AM ALIVE,” the viewers say in one breath that rocks the ground underneath us. This is the rule of the game. You have to report repeatedly that you are alive, after every challenge, and sometimes when they ask you to.

“The game only ends,” Timmy explains, “when there is no one left to scream ‘I am alive’ anymore, or if you survive for the next three days, long enough to be worthy of meeting the legendary Carnivore as your last challenge. If you beat Carnivore, you’ll be the first to ever do it.” Timmy knots his face and claws his hands against the screen, imitating an angry tiger. The audience gets crazy in a way I have never seen before. They love the Carnivore, the genetically mutated white tiger. 

“The record for the
most time ever survived is three days. That was one year ago. Only the sucker — urgh, I mean the Monster — died in the very last game at the paws of the vicious Carnivore. That Monster’s name was…” Timmy fumbles through some papers. “Ah — here it is. His name is Woo. I mean was Woo. Because Woo, after meeting Carnivore, has gone whoooo, woof with the wind.” The audience laugh. I grit my teeth and swallow my anger. You never make fun of Woo in front of me, but how am I going to kick all those viewers’ asses? “Who names his son Woo anyway?” Timmy adds absently as if he is talking to me precisely. Timmy used to pretend Woo was his idol a year ago.

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

“Let’s see if you can do better,” Timmy says to us. “Let’s see if we have a Six coming out of the Monsters for the first time. Or better, maybe the audience will vote for you to become a Nine! Or maybe a Ten!” The audience boos at him for mentioning a Ten. No one’s ever a Ten. “All right. All right. I know there is no Ten. I just want to encourage them. That’s all,” says Timmy. “And remember, Monsteries and Monsterellas, you have the right to remain silent because anything you say or do will not even be considered in the court of bfweeert.” He makes the sound of a fart with his mouth.

Suddenly, someone squeezes my hand.

It’s Leo with his sealed lips, still not saying a word. I don’t expect him to talk. He is pushing me forward against my will. Where is he taking me?

“We’ll start with a brand new opening game the likes of ehich you have never seen before. The SEBS game,” announces Timmy. The audience is excited and happy. What is a SEBS game? I wonder. This was never played before. What is going on? Are they changing the games this year. “For those of you across the seas who might be watching for the first time and don’t know what the SEBS is, it’s the Speed Exploding School Bus game. And yes. This year the games are all fresh and new. The things you will see, you will not believe your eyes,” Everyone is extra-excited. I don’t bother correcting him that the abbreviation should be SESB, not SEBS. All I can think about is that I am toast. Toast! All my plans went out the window. Why would they change the games this year? I am not prepared for this. “We all wanted to blow up our school bus so we could sleep the day away when we were kids, didn’t we?” he adds cheerily.

I try to listen to Timmy as he explains the game but the noises around me prevent me from hearing clearly. Also being pulled against the crowd by Leo is very distracting.

“Did you hear the rules of the game?” I ask Leo. He doesn’t reply of course, dragging me behind him and pushing everyone aside. “What is the Speed Exploding School Bus?” I ask the teenagers around me. No answers me. Didn’t anyone hear the rules of the damn game? “It’s a nine-minute-long game where we race on every vehicle possible,” another girls explains. Thank God someone listened to Timmy’s words. “We’re not allowed to drive or ride a vehicle slower than fifty miles per hour. We have to survive for nine minutes at that speed. The first ride is on a school bus that explodes after only three minutes. The last six minutes, you have to figure out for yourself. Anything you ride with a fifty-miles-per-hour speed will explode after three minutes, so you have to prepare your next ride beforehand. Nine minutes, three rides, never under fifty miles per hour.”

As I am dragged along, not fully understanding what she just said, I ask someone else, “Did you here the instruction? What will you do? You have any idea how to survive this?”

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

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

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

“Where are you taking me?” I try to free myself from Leo’s firm grip but he is too strong. I hate feeling weak.

Leo doesn’t reply as he approaches a soldier. He hits the soldier hard in the face with one hand,
takes his rifle, still dragging me behind him. He throws the rifle into the open Jeep, lifts me up with both hands, shoves me into the passenger seat and starts driving the car down the slope as the soldiers start shooting at us.

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

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

As the car slides down, pulled by gravity since Leo doesn’t have the keys, I try not to bump my head on the inside of the Jeep. Isn’t Leo supposed to be able to use the wires to turn the engine on? I’ve seen it in some old movie.

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

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

The Jeep is full once we reach the end of the slope. Everyone runs to the buses, arguing about who is a better driver. Ironically, this game should be illegal since no one is old enough for a driver’s license yet — except Leo. Their parents must have taught them how to drive. Well, who am I kidding? I wouldn’t be surprised if many of them stole cars for a living.

Leo pushes the teens away from the Jeep. He takes no prisoners. I should be running toward a bus, but I feel that I am with him. In my head, I sound like we are going to the Prom. I am with him. I am with Leo, the mysterious, unethical, Nine-looking, outranked boy. King and queen of the Monsters.

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

“You need help?” I tap my foot against the ground. I am a goddamn volunteer, not one of those damsel-in-distress type girls. Should I explain to him that I am here to find Woo?

He throws the heavy backpack toward me. I let it slip through my fingers and it falls o my feet. He gives me that look. I feel guilty. What is wrong with me? I’ve never been a brat. Looking at him is just distracting. I pick up the backpack up off the ground.

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

Leo tucks the rifle under his jacket and picks up a strange instrument from the car. It is like a crowbar that closes full circle, and it has a bent edge that looks like it could pull something hooked to it. It looks pretty heavy, like a train chain that can be used to connect two trains together.

He grabs my arm with the other hand so tight it hurts. His fingers feel like wood. He stares at my body from top to bottom, looking at my legs. Is this boy a psycho or what? He might be a sex offender. Maybe that’s why he was banned. Does the iAm recognize sex offenders?

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

“Look. It’s flattering that a Nine is checking me out but could we make sure we live first?” I blurt out, trying to sound sarcastic.

He reaches for my black dress, an inch above my knees, and rips it apart with both hands, his crowbar set on the floor for the moment. I shriek in surprise, but I look down and find my dress is a lot shorter now. I will be able to run faster. I could not care less about my naked, mud-covered thighs. It’s naked or die right now.

Leo pushes me from behind, urging me to run for a certain bus, and then pantomimes a guy driving an invisible steering wheel. He wants me to drive the bus? I can’t drive that well. He doesn’t allow me to explain. He pushes me farther. I run.

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

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

This seat is mine!

I hug the big steering wheel with both of my arms, barely covering it. It looks like I am hugging my big pillow on my bed. Why did I get myself into this?

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

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

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

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

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

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

I look up at Leo and smile. He nods but doesn’t smile.

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

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

“Five,” Timmy counts.

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

“Four,” says Timmy.

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

“Three.” 

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

“Two.”

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

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

“One.”

 

 



Chapter 8

This Bus is Mine


 The bus shakes. I can’t control it. It sways to the left, and to the right when I push the gas pedal faster. Leo puts his hands over mine on the steering wheel to maintain stability. I look in the rearview mirror. The boys and girls are on the edge of their seats, willing to help.

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

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

The bus next to me starts hitting the side of our bus, on purpose. 

The outranked in my bus scream.

Why is the other bus hitting us? We are all in the same league.

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

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

Of course they want the Jeep. We are almost one minute in. I see others panicking from the other buses, getting out and running away. They are trying to keep up with the speed on their feet, trusting their own bodies better than any other plan. Fifty miles an hour non-stop, are you kidding me?

Some run away into the forest, thinking the Summit can’t see them there. Bad idea.

On your feet or not. After three minutes, you have to use a new transportation method. That’s the trick.

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

Suddenly, I find out that some of those on foot are running toward our bus. Leo signals for me to close the doors. 

I hesitate. I can’t. I won’t.

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

He looks at me, frustrated, then he turns back and blocks the door himself, firing in the air again.

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

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

The audience says, “Yeaaaah. No school.”

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

Audience praise. Audience hail. Audience boom. 

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

Two minutes in.

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

There is also a bus with faces glued to the window, watching us. They are all tattooed and ear-pierced with smirking faces as if waiting for something. Their tattoos are all the same, as if they belong to a gang. The tattoo is of someone riding something, maybe surfing. No, it’s the picture of girl riding a flying skateboard.

The tattooed boys and girls creep me out. Why are they so calm and silent?

Thirty seconds to explosion.

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

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

“We are going to die!” she screams at me. I see her in the mirror, but I can’t speak. My throat hurts. She has big hands.

I am not going to take my hands off the wheel.

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

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

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

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

Back to driving position.

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

Leo has a war to fight on his own back there.

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

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

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

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

Something bumps against the bus’s door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

I close my eyes and jump.

“One.” Timmy is happy.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Who are they? Are they trained for this?

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

I don’t want to be sitting on Leo’s lap, so I crawl over to the passenger seat, sharing it with two other boys, but on no one’s lap. The boys keep staring at my ripped dress though. What’s wrong with these boys? Doesn’t anyone here get it that we’re about to die?

Leo smirks in the mirror, lips sealed as usual.

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

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

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

“I. AM. ALIVE.”

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

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

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

A number of voices from other places we don’t see say they’re alive too. It means there are more survivors. I am glad.

To tell the truth, screaming “I am alive” after such an experience is such an ecstatic feeling. I haven’t felt this sense of victory before.

I guess this is what Roger This meant. We’re all teens, trying to be adults. We still love to play. If we play and don’t think about dying, we might make it.

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

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

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

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

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

Leo is speechless. There is a glowing in the corner of his eyes, that golden shade I saw earlier.

I want to tell them that he is not going to open up for whatever reason. Believe me. I have known him for about two hours, and it feels like we have known each other since middle school. 

My heart sinks into my feet. He is going to explode, and I will have no time to survive because I am too near. I will blow up with him. The girls in the Jeep grab for the edges, ready to jump.

But what will they do then? Run on foot like those other fools?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I don’t know if this is exactly what I have expected, or did I just want to kiss someone beautiful like Leo before I die?

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

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

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

Audience tic. Audience tac. Audience toe.

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

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

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

One minute left to termination.

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

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

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

We are no love puppets. I hope you didn’t see this, Woo.

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

It’s Ariadna.

 



Chapter  9

Hoverboardz


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

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

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

To the left and to the right, the other bus and the skateboarding teens catch up with us, waiting for Leo’s next move. I bite my lips. I am not used to following someone blindly. I am used to having a plan, but there is so much going on right now. I once had a plan to be a Seven. Some plan.

I remind myself of the flashlight Leo picked up from the military bag. I remind myself that he has plans for making it until tomorrow morning. Every minute counts.

Leo grabs my hand and slams it against the wheel. I wish he would treat me like a girl for once, instead of grabbing me and pushing so hard. Silly me. What is wrong with me? We are almost dying here.

I cross over to the passenger seat and steer the wheel again, noticing he has started the Jeep’s engine by connecting two wires, one blue and one red. I told you I saw it in an Amerikaz movie.

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

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

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

“Boys and girls, we have a computer hacker here,” Timmy blasts out in the microphone. I am sure he is envious. Hacking computers should be his specialty. I hope he has no time to hack back into the system and stop Leo’s plan.

I still don’t know how we are going to get on the rollercoaster.

Two minutes to the final explosion.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The skater boy looks annoyed, and speeds up, away from him.

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

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

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

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

The girl with pink hair picks me up.

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

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

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

We speed up. One minute to explosion.

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

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

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

If I hadn’t switched the iAms, I would have never known about this world down here in the battlefields. I would’ve never known the truth about the evil Summit. I would have been preparing myself to become a housewife, looking for a boy to go to the Prom with. What a bore. I prefer the deadly adventure I am living now… and I will find you, Woo.

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

Almost twenty seconds left to the next explosion.

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

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

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

“Ten seconds.”

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

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

I have to admit that if this is ever a legal game in the world out there, people will pay tenfold for it. The owner of the deadly amusement park will have to mention that the price of the tickets do cover the death certificate and burial fees.

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

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

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

“Four.”

It is not Leo.

“Three.”

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

“Two.”

I look up, and to the side. Leo is flying in the air, landing down like a five-finger frog splash or the men in wrestling games do on TV.

“One.”

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

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

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

“No kidding,” I mock her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“The boy is dead,” Bellona murmurs after we watch him being dragged into the Playa as punishment. “Can you believe this?” She points at the screen of her iAm where it shows that the boy has arrived near the roller coaster, but we see no one there.

“You mean he is…” I swallow hard. “Dead?”

Bellona nods. 

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

The message says: SHUT UP, LADIES.

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

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

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

“I am Decca,” I say.

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

“No. I am Decca,” I insist.

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

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

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

“I AM ALIVE.”

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

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

“I AM ALIVE, WOO.”

The question is for how long.

 

 



Chapter 10

I Kissed a Boy and I Killed Him


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

I am also curious about Bellona and her fellow skaters.

We count sixty-six survivors, so we decide to separate and meet up when the Summit notifies us about the next round of games. The rules demand a ten-hour rest between the games. 

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

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

The Playa is enormous. It hard to imagine it was an amusement park for children to have fun many generation before. I was told that the Playa is much scarier after the games end, so scary that the Summit prefers to close it down for the whole year until the next games. Where are you hiding, Woo?

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

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

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

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

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

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

YOU KISSED ME TO SAVE YOUR ASS.

I never learned to write italics in a phone message. Should I ask him how?

“Oh yeah? And how about your ass?” I sneer at him – I find myself checking out his ass, non-metaphorically.

I blink. Oh my God. He is so athletic. I lose focus of whatever humiliation I was planning to bring down on him. Since I spent most of my childhood with Woo, I didn’t interact with many boys. I was shy and utterly invisible to the boys in school. Even though I was Ariadna’s best friend, they always had their eyes on her. Only on her. I didn’t even manage to become a third wheel. In that department, my rank was even lower. Finding myself in the presence of Leo, a boy who girls swoon over, is really making me uncomfortable. Even if this is a game of death.

“I came here to save a friend, by the way.” I said with my hands on my waist. I don’t know why I act like that, but I want to camouflage my silly superficial attraction to his looks. Look away, Decca. Later. If you survive this.

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

“Not funny.” I stick out my tongue.

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

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

YOU ARE GOING TO HELP ME.

I try to free my arm, but I can’t break his grip. I stare at his closed mouth, realizing that I was walking next to a bomb all day. My eyelids throb and my lips heat up. I kissed a bomb, and I liked it!

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

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

Message: IT BLOWS UP IF I OPEN MY MOUTH.

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

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

Message: FUNNY! FUNNY!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I am almost paralyzed.

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

He didn’t even hand me the syringe. 

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

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

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

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

But he doesn’t.

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

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

Everyone should take care of themselves.

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

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

I wait for him to speak.

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

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

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

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

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

To my amazement, he walks away into the bushes.

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

He looks at me from top to bottom, and then he looks at his ripped shirt. He sighs.

“You were enjoying yourself too much with my shirt,” he says bluntly. “I have no time for your psychotic issues.”

“What?” I can’t believe my ears.

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

I am standing with my mouth open, regretting having saved him. I need to forget about him. This boy is a walking, talking ape. That’s not good for me, so I turn and walk the other way back into the forest.

From now on, wherever he goes, I will go the opposite way. 

As I walk away I hear news on my iAm about bad things happening to the Monsters’ families. Once you become a Monster your family gets downgraded. How bad? That depends on their rank. If they were Nines and Eights, they will be downgraded to Sevens and Sixes, and they will survive. But if they were Sevens and Sixes, serious bad things can happen to them. I suddenly realize the damage I have caused my family.

It’s not like I have never thought about it, but my parents tried to kill me when I was seven years old, for God’s sake. If I hadn’t met Woo, they would have killed me. I owe him more than I owe them. Besides, my brother Jack is a pre-Nine. If they can persuade the Summit to wait a year, their lives will be boosted up generously. No one cares about me.

Still, they are my family, and it will drive me crazy if something bad happens to them. Should I confess to the Summit about switching the iAms? Will I be forgiven? What about Eva? Granting her hope and taking it back again isn’t fair. The tragedies that happen to families of the Monsters are horrifying. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Timmy, looking at his big pink watch, says, “Mmm. Since just before you called. Had I picked up the call a second sooner, you could have gotten your permission.”

“Listen up, you—” I am losing it, watching him on my iAm.

Timmy’s eyes pop out, fixed on two spiral springs, and his ears grow bigger like a rabbit, each shaped like a phonograph. These effects are made using Instant-CGI technology. I’ve seen it on TV. They are CGI effects like in older movies, but they can be applied in real time. I used to like it, but not anymore.

I stop myself from cussing. I still believe I am a Seven. Sevens are polite.

“I want to check on my parents. I don’t want anything bad to happen to them. My brother is a pre-Nine. I want to make sure the Summit understands.”

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

The viewer counter increases dramatically. Almost two million viewers are watching right now. Those are just the national viewers. Worldwide, they might be ten times this number. The Summit is making huge money. Two million viewers in Faya are watching me. It really scares me.

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

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

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

“He is not my—”

Before I could finish my sentence, Leo appears from nowhere and pushes my disconnect button.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“The t-shirt belongs to a boy. He had his legs—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh?” His eyebrows furrow. I think that is by far the best reaction I got from him all day. “So you do have an off-button. It just isn’t there.” He smirks and marches on. “Come on. I take it that you can pull the knife out from the tree by yourself.”

Suddenly, I remember why I miss Woo so much.

Before Woo died in the Monster Show, I never complained about being a Seven. All I wanted was to find my place among all the other teenagers, even though there were certain things I could never get and never be. I kept looking at those who were given lesser choices than me, and I was thankful for what I had been destined to have. Like my mother said, I tried so hard not to enjoy to the maximum, not to aspire for more. That way I could finally get what I was promised, what I worked hard for: to be accepted as a Seven.

Look at me now. I made a choice to enter the show and find Woo. If he isn’t alive, or if I don’t find him, I’ll be close to having nothing. Two inches below nothing.

I promise myself I will not die in this game. Not before I find out what happened to him.

I pull the knife out, thinking that I might stick it in Leo’s back eventually. Right now, I have to learn all I can from him. I know that no one has survived this game before. But if Woo did find a way to survive in the Playa, I wouldn’t mind spending the rest of my life here with Woo.

Why am I reminding myself of this? Oh, yes. I am attracted to a jerk called Leo in the middle of a survival game. Shoot me, please, if not for being a Monster, then for being a hapless romantic.

Suddenly, I hear a voice behind me in the bushes. When I turn around, I see a young girl. Once she sees me she runs away immediately. Leo is gone and I don’t want to risk going deeper into the forest after her. Who knows what lurks in there. It might be one of the Summit’s deadly tricks.

Confusion. Confusion. Confusion.

Sometimes I feel that the worst thing in the world is making decisions. Wasn’t it enough that I decided to enter the game to find Woo.

What the heck is wrong with you, Decca. This girl might lead you to Woo. Decisions are not all planned. Sometimes you have to act on a whim. If you really know what you want in your heart, the right decision will come to you.

The girl looked about seven or eight years old, which doesn’t make sense. If Woo and other survivors from the previous games have managed to survive, they would be older than me, not young like her.

I am such a dork. After wasting my time thinking and hesitating about it, I decide to run after her. This could be a way to find Woo. The young girl could be Woo’s friend.

No shit. Told you so about five half a minute ago!

I feel like have this other Decca inside me that knows what to do, but I foolishly manage to suppress repeatedly.

The forest is dense and dark in midday, which also doesn’t make sense. How does the Summit do this? What kind of technology is this?

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

Standing at the forest’s threshold, I realize that I have blown my chance to find her. It still might be some trap or another silly part of the game.

However, I find a thin white plastic ring on the ground. I pick it up. Did the girl leave it behind? Is it a secret message from Woo to me?

When I put the ring on, it feels as if it buzzes slightly. What’s with all those buzzing devices here? But nothing else happens. The ring looks cheap and useless. I might have imagined it buzzing as well.

I rub it with my fingers. “Is that you, Woo?” I whisper to the emptiness surrounding me.

 



Chapter 11

Shopping 


 I follow Leo out of the forest, back to where the explosions took place on the main street of the Playa. I try to look away from the dead bodies scattered all over the streets, but I glimpse body parts, which is scarier than a complete corpse.

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

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

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

“I finished them off,” Leo says. “I used my hands. Had to spare the ammo in the rifle.”

Who is this guy?

“I killed them so they wouldn’t suffer, you know.” Leo explains. I’d love to believe him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No reply.

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

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

“Like what?” I comply helplessly.

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

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

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

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

“How’d you like your money? Ten-zollar bills or coins?” I mock him as I start looking.

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

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

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

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

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

“Turn off your iAm.”

“Again?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hmm — so what is plan A?” I wonder, neglecting the fact that a strange boy wants to operate on my brain. Question: If you’re a girl in my situation and a boy offered to remove something from your brain for free, what would you choose?

“Plan A is improvising,” he says.

“What a plan!”

“Are you mocking me?” he wonders, ducking as he runs. I do the same. I don’t know what I’m ducking from. “Never heard Charles Darwin say that ‘in the history of mankind, those who improvised have most effectively prevailed’?”

“Who is Charles Darwin?”

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

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

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

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

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

What’s going on?

“In case you haven’t heard me, you two sweethearts,” Timmy growls in the iAm, “the second round of the game is on!”

 

 








Chapter 12

The Breathing Dome


 “You can’t do that,” I protest. “Ten hours between the games.” I know he is punishing us for turning off the iAms.

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

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

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

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

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

I see all kinds of teens from Nines to Fives.

How much did Fives pay for the tickets in the VIP sections to watch the games? Why would they do that? One ticket is worth a waiter’s paycheck for six months. I guess they want to fit in, making sure they belong to the ranked world, and save themselves from the thought of being on the verge of becoming Monsters.

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

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

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

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

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

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

And finally, they wear school ties on their bare flesh.

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

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

Still, the crowd isn’t that excited.

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

“I think whoever designed those Bullies forgot about the most important thing in the game,” whispers Bellona in my ear.

“What’s that?” I whisper back, not taking my eyes off my iAm. I want to make conversation with her, maybe thank her for saving me earlier. But talking and gossiping would be the old me. The last time I met the old me was this morning, when I still believed that there must be some fair and sane people left in Faya. Now, as much as I want to girl-bond with Bellona, I remind myself that I have to keep her on the edge of her seat, in case I need her later. I think I will need her to help me in this round. She is ex-military or something. I will have to ask her about why she has a newer tattoo over the old one later.

If. We. Survive.

“They forgot that this game is about us,” explains Bellona. “They could design the worst villains and never please the audience. If they don’t make it hard for us to survive, send us through the worst hell they can create, the audience won’t be pleased. In other words, those villains will only shine if we suffer.”

I need more time to comprehend Bellona’s philosophy, and let it sink in. But I have no time.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I can’t,” says Leo.

Bellona and I can’t believe our ears.

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

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

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

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

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

“I have clean feet,” says Leo like a robot.

“Oh. Please,” says Bellona.

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

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

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

I am mad at Leo. I don’t believe he has a plan. His improvisation techniques are going to get us killed. I know that he will eventually find some heroic way to do his best, but I can’t enter the dome with this state of mind.

“May I present to you the great designer of the Breathing Dome,” Timmy announces. “A respectable young scientist of Faya, and a promising Eight. Please welcome… Zeinstein!”

A short boy appears on the screen. He is wearing a yellow blazer jacket that he thinks is so fashionable, and big glasses that almost cover his long irregular nose. His hair is curly and uncombed. His ears are bizarre; no one has ears that long anymore — didn’t mankind evolve from rabbit to man a long time ago? His sick yellowish smile bothers me, and the fact that he is an Eight kills me.

On my iAm’s screen, the Summit announces that Zikee, the reputable sneakers manufacturer, is offering Zeinstein a multi-million zollar
contract to acquire the rights to the Bullies’ ice-skating shoes. Half of the money goes to the Summit. Every rich kid in Faya will buy the skates after we die.

“Zeinstein my—” mutters Leo.

“You know him?” asks Bellona.

“I know Einstein,” mumbles Leo, acting like he is an intelligent alien from outer space while we’re just silly humans here on earth.

“Are they brothers or something?” asks Bellona.

Leo shoots Bellona that look. Again, he looks like an alien, aching perpetually from living among us. “I will explain later,” he says. I don’t know what upsets him so much about Zeinstein. His reasons are definitely different from mine.

“I’d like to announce that these are not filter masks. They are tethered to the oxygen tanks.” says Timmy to the audience. “We just wanted them to look cool. They’re designed by Zersace. The implanted horns are courtesy of Lady Mama, available in all stores after the games. Go get yours before they sell out, kids. I’ve always wanted a couple of horns on my head, and maybe elf ears as well.”

“This game is a money fest,” says Bellona. “Like I told you, they are worth nothing without us.”

Timmy demands that we put on the ice skates and grab the caterpillar tubes, which are used as water containers. They are elastic bottles that look like a big worm with a fixed curving straw that squeezes up the water from underneath the ice. The company that manufactures them brands it the Caterpillar.

“I think your Bullies suck,” I say in the iAm. We are allowed to say whatever we want on game time. It will only be picked up if they think it is important. This is different from calling.

I never said the word suck before, but always wanted to. This is the perfect situation, with an edge.

I turn to Bellona. “Tell everyone not to wear the skates until we get what I am asking for,” I say. Bellona complies. Her skating friends don’t like it though.

“What will it be, Zippy-Zap’s girlfriend?” asks Timmy.

“We don’t like your Bullies,” I say, reminding myself that I can do this. I have an idea. Leo is grinning at me.

“It’s not up to you. They’re not made for you to like them. They are made to kill you. That’s the point,” says Timmy. “We do like our Bullies.” The audience backs him up. “Please don’t stop your friends from attending the game, or I will explode me some Monsters.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Ding dong,” says Timmy, wearing angel wings with a lollipop in his mouth. “Jealous eyes never lie.” He shakes his head. I am sure his act will get him a couple of hundred more viewers. Who is he calling jealous?

“I am not jealous of you—” I don’t want to offend Timmy. I need to make him feel okay so he takes my bait. “And Bellona isn’t either.” I say this to save myself from sounding defensive. I don’t think it works.

“Look, I think your Bullies don’t look scary enough.” I get my mind back on track “What is it with that over-hyped outfit? Implanted horns in their heads, bare chests, huh? They look so sissy—” Again, I never said that word before, but I never felt the need. I am trying to provoke Timmy. “We’re younger, smaller, and faster. Nothing about them scares us. At least they should have weapons so they can shoot us. This game is going to be boring.”

Leo nods his head. Bellona seems impressed. If Timmy takes the bait, the Bullies will have weapons and Bellona’s friends, the army teens, can snatch the weapons from them. They are ex-military and have experience. This will be better than getting into physical fights with them, which none of us can win, even Leo. The Bullies are big.

The audience demands the Bullies should have weapons, and the viewer's counter is picking up. This is Timmy's greatest weakness. He has to please Prophet Xitler and the Summit by gaining Viewership, thus making money, pleasing the audience, and getting the best rank he can.

“The Monsters seem to actually have brains,” says Timmy. “Boys and girls, it is a trick—”

“If you don't do it, we’ll go suicidal, meaning we will just give up and die. That would make for a very dull show.” I cut him off, counting on the fact that they need us in this money fest.

The audience is upset, shouting at Timmy.

“All she does is talk, blah blah blah,” Leo whispers to Bellona. Is he flirting with her, or is it his unusual way of saying he appreciates me? I don't care. “I wonder where her off button is,” he adds flatly.

“Ok,” Timmy agrees. “But we will not send them guns. These weapons kill instantly. We want slow deaths so we can watch and be entertained. We’ll send you swords. Samurai swords. Everyone loves them.”

The screen on my iAm advertises the new set of swords that will be used in the games The swords look too fancy for a real fight. They are manufactured by NinjaCutz. A couple of days from now, every kid in Faya will ask his parent to buy those to play with.

“NinjaCutz?” Leo rolls his eyes. “Making Samurai swords? In the name of Bushido, God help me.”

Bellona and I eye exchange looks but we decide to dismiss Leo’s irritation. 

“I hope this Ninjacutz company makes real swords because these swords look like they’re made for kids, ” murmurs Leo. “We’re not going to die in there finding out they have sold us lightsabers.”

We send puzzled looks his way again. What’s he talking about? I liked this boy better when he was mute.

“Lightsabers anyone?” Leo furrows his brows at our ignorance. “Star Wars. Darth Vader. Yoda. Hello?”

What’s this dude talking about?

"Anyway. Don't worry Thor," Bellona hits him on the chest playfully. "The Swords are reliable. My aunt works for that company. I remember her saying they produced excellent real swords. She was even planning to chop off her husband’s head with one of them.”

“Oh,” Leo furrow his eyebrows. “What did her husband do?”

“Made fun of her swords,” says Bellona.

I have to learn to be like Bellona. I like the way she called him Thor, and how playful she is with Leo. I hate her for that, but I will learn from her if I stay alive.

“So we enter the dome, get the water we need, and get out?” Bellona asks Timmy.

“You enter the dome, kill the Bullies, fill your Caterpillars with water, each member has to leave with one, and get out, ” explains Timmy. “Or you can take a shortcut: enter the room and die.”

We gather to start entering the Breathing Dome.

“I wish I could warn you of trying to break the rules. But don't worry; you won't break any, because there aren't any.” says Timmy.

“And what happened to the I am Alive rule.” A girl from our team wonders. It's Shoegirl. I want to take her in my arms, since we both survived all the way from the car full of mud, but I back off. No emotions. Emotions are distracting. Leo is enough distraction. Everyone takes care of themselves.

“This is not a rule,” Timmy sticks out his tongue. “This is a lifesaver.”

Bellona is talking with the skaters. They are confident they can kill the Bullies, all of them, if they can get their hands on the swords, which won't happen if we don't use the Breathing Booths effectively.

This time, I don't pay much attention to Timmy's comments. I let his voice fade away like a forgotten nightmare. We are sixty-six outranked about to enter the dome.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Slowly.

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

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

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

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

I am good at skating. Woo taught me. I will manage, but I don’t understand why she wants me first row. I suspect she is planning to sacrifice me too.

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

“Then you stay close to us,” orders Bellona. “While my soldiers get the swords, and probably kill as much as they can, Decca and I will use a collision tactic.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

Woo taught me the same technique as well.

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

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

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

Bellona’s plan flies out of the window. The horn was a surprise. In the blink of an eye, we follow Leo impulsively inside. No breathing, no preparing, and no plan. I have to learn this. Planning too much is not a strategy here. Being alert at all time is a necessity.

 



Chapter 13

Bloodbath and Bullies


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

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

“Blood on ice, like strawberries and vanilla.” It’s Timmy.

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

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

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

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

Closer.

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

Now.

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

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

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

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

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

More oxygen into my lungs. And some more.

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

Will I have to look for Bellona?

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

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

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

The other Bully is gone without a sword. His sword is two steps away from my booth. I take one last breath in and grab for the door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Another thump.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Oh. My. God.

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

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

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

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

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

His sword goes down on the blue tube and…


…the air in the booth cuts off.

I feel like I have died already.

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

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

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

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

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

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

It’s Woo.

 

 


 End of I AM ALIVE Episode 1
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