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Foreword
by Cameron Jace
 
 	
I Am Alive is my first ever published book. If you’ve come this far, then you most probably have read it a few years ago. Written on a whim and without prior experience, I was pleasantly shocked by the number of readers and its overnight success. Over ten thousand downloads in one month for a novel by an unknown dude, if I remember correctly.
In all honesty, some readers hated it, too.
It’s not a perfect story. Far from it. With little character development and contradicting storylines at times, it is what it is. My first attempt to write, and my honor to meet all of you.
And even though the logical thing to do was write a sequel right away, it took forever to happen — almost four years, though it’s been download over 50,000 by now.
But the sequel never happened.
Why? Because of the success of The Grimm Diaries, which took off at the speed of light and ended up being my first venture into the Amazon Top 100 bestseller list.
I Am Alive, being very different in style and substance from The Grimm Diaries — and later the Insanity series — was buried in the back of my mind.
If I show you the number of emails I receive every week requesting book 2, you’d be amazed at me not publishing it sooner. At some point, I did write a long sequel, full of adventure and action like in book one. But I hated it and will probably never publish it.
Crazy, right?
I thought so too. Until one day when I sat writing it from an angle that made sense to me. The trick wasn’t to write another action-packed sequel. It was to develop the wonderful characters from book one!
Who is Woo? What does Leo do in his life? What are his passions? Do nerdy teens like Vern and Pepper get a chance at life and love? Is Faustina really evil? Why did Decca’s mother really want to kill her? What about her brother and family? What happened to them? What are Xitler’s real motives with the Monster Games? Is he an alien? A human? What really happened in the past? Where is the Rabbit Hole?
I knew many readers cared to know of Decca’s new choice, a monster or a ten. It’s explained in the first few chapters of this sequel. But to me, I wanted to know her more. I wanted to know about her past with Woo. I wanted to know how she’d grow into a woman.
This is why I Am Alive 2 isn’t action-packed — though it paints the road for a hell of a ride in further books. It’s is a character study. A glimpse into the lives of the survivors of the Monster Game. How a society treats them, and how they fit in being resurrected from the gutter. And about a serious revelation in the last few sentences, of course :) 
I love this sequel dearly. I hope you will love it, too. It’s a middle ground. A moment to reflect on Decca’s life and choices. That’s why Increscent seemed to be the appropriate name for it. In·cres·cent  (ĭn-krĕs′ənt) adj. Showing a progressively larger lighted surface, as of a planet or the moon.
Decca, in this sequel, is simply becoming the Decca that will change the world…


Prologue
Sometime in the near future
 
 	 
 	Leo pushes the barrel of the gun against the back of my throat. “Goodbye, Decca.” He says.
 	When I try to tongue the barrel into my cheek, he pushes harder, his finger fiddling with the trigger. I am screaming with my eyes, begging him not to kill me. This can’t be how it all ends. This is the worst ending ever.
 	“Ten,” He says, not really talking to me. “Ten is for superheroes who stand out and fight for what they believe.”
 	I tilt my head as slowly as possible so I can look him in the eyes. The glaring sun behind him is blinding me. All I see of him is a silhouette of the boy who wants to kill me, the boy who once loved me, and I… well… I’m very confused right now.
 	How did we end up this way? I thought my life would be way better after winning the tenth Monster Show. Why do good things in life take such a bad turn sometimes?
 	“Nine,” He says. “Is for celebrities, icons, and idols who could make this world a better place, but rarely do.”
 	He pushes harder. I am choking. My hands are tied to the chair behind my back.
 	“Eight,” He says. “Is for TV hosts, talkers, preachers, those who have their voices feeding our ears all day. Those who have a chance to spread the truth but tell us lies instead.”
 	I hear faint voices, coming from below. People are screaming at Leo. They are begging him not to kill me, but I am not sure. You can’t make out what people are trying to say when you’re on the rooftop of the highest building in Faya, where the afterlife is an inch away from a barrel of a gun.
 	“Seven,” Leo says, “Is for the ordinary, the neutral, and the nerds whose are kind and lovable. Their only fault is that they never stand for what they believe, wishing this life had been better.”
 	Leo. What are you saying? I blink repeatedly, trying to send him a message: No, Leo. You don’t have to do this. You got it all wrong. Let’s rewind.
 	“Six is for those who shoot their guns at the enemy in the name of the Burning Man without even questioning anything, blinded by their unconditional love for their families. How can children and women die in the name of peace?”
 	I have to find a way to get out of this. I have seen worse than this. It’s not the first time someone tried to kill me. I have survived worst. I am the only girl who ever survived the Monster Show. I am a hero, and heroes shouldn’t die.
 	“Five is for those who have nothing to say, although they are many and sometimes the most important. They just don’t know how powerful they could be if they united. If they only knew.”
 	I can’t interpret if he is looking at me or not. All I see is a wavy tall silhouette. It suddenly occurs to me that this is a countdown from ten to one. But we don’t have ones, twos, three, or fours in Faya. We have Monsters instead, and that’s the last rank left. I have to figure out how to save myself before he shoots me.
 	Leo! Wake up! You’re not yourself.
 	“Any other number,” He says, “Is for the Monsters,” He stops for a breath, and I see him jerk his wavy head as if the word pulses in his brain. I am waiting for him to say what the Monsters are for. Instead, he says the most appalling words, shattering my existence into pieces, slicing me into petals of the rose I once was, “Decca,” He says with a tone the color of every dead thing. “You have to die. I should have killed you long ago.”
 	I don’t move. Every breath I take is tearing my lungs apart. If he sees my fear, he will shoot me. I want to tell him that I don’t have to die, that he got it all wrong, that this is a mistake. But with the barrel of the gun in my mouth, I can only speak in vowels, like birds that hum because they don’t know the words. It might sound musical but it can’t save their lives.
 	I hear the others pounding on the metal door leading to the rooftop. They can’t break through.
 	“Don’t do it, Leo.” Pepper screams from behind the door.
 	But it seems nothing is going to stop Leo from killing me. If they keep pounding on the door, he will shoot me earlier than expected. I think about kicking him in his knees, but he is a step or two afar. I need him to come closer. Or maybe I should just risk it and kick him anyway. Either I do it first or I die. The hell with love. I am not going to die today!
 	When I look back at all the crazy things that happened the last year, since I won the 10th Monster Show, I wonder what went wrong. What was it that led to this moment? Where did it all start slipping away?
 	I think it all started last week. It’s strange how so many things can change within a week. How lovers could become enemies, enemies become friends, and how much you can learn about yourself and grow up before your time. I thought that all I needed was to stay alive, but it turns out that staying alive is not enough.
 	My mind wanders back a week ago to the moment when I woke up in a bed, not remembering how I got there.
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The Girl with Golden Eyes
  	
 
 	 
 	Flip.
 	I open my eyes.
 	Not Again.
 	Who sedated me this time?
 	I am lying on my back in a big bed, staring at some white ceiling above me. My eyes hurt like hell when I blink. Focusing through my blurry vision, I see a sign drawn on the ceiling. It’s a Decagon, the national symbol of Faya, ten angles and ten lines with the capital, Sol, in the center.
 	Where am I?
 	A strange sound distracts me from the sign. I don’t know what it is but I feel something sinister is approaching me.
 	I can hardly move my stiffened muscles. When I try harder to sit up, I let out a painful shriek. It echoes against the huge glass windows of the room. My back hurts, my mouth is numb, and I feel as if I just woke up from the dead.
 	Please God, let this be a dream. The same way my life felt before removing the receptor from under my ear. Please God, release me from the pain of knowing and opening my eyes to the truth of the world I live in. Let me stay ignorant, a slave to the iAm’s predictions because it seems like I can’t take the truth anymore.
 	Wait!
 	It’s the sound of water. A lot of water. I feel alert all of a sudden. What’s going on?
 	God? Please take that last request back. I am much better with open eyes. I am much better being who I am  -- whoever that is -- with all the consequences that follow. Let me face this. I can do it!
 	Sitting up against the pain in my body, I inspect the room with my eyes. It looks like some expensive honeymoon suite in a five-star hotel. Everything is fancy and colorful. Big chairs, wavy curtains, and what looks like a big wardrobe. I see caviar on the tray table in front of my bed. Even though I am a chocolate-craving girl, my mouth melts for the caviar… but then my eyes hurt again.
 	I lift my hand to rub my eyes which are full of tears. Thick tears that I didn’t cry. They feel like mercury on my fingertips and are the color of gold.
 	Golden tears?
 	A clock ticks nearby. Its ding in my head reminds me of all the dongs I couldn’t remember seconds ago.
 	I remember now. These are not tears. It’s a liquid called Clarine. It’s the ClairVo’s new substitute. The days when the audience needed me to wear the ClairVo to see through my eyes are long gone. Now it’s just a couple of drops of this liquid and we’re connected. It’s the latest technology in Faya. They insert it into my eyes before the show, and it broadcasts everything I see and feel to the audience like when I killed Carnivore. Still, the audience has to wear their ClairVos because the Clarine isn’t compatible with everyone’s eyes. It was invented a year ago, right after I won the 10th Monster Show.
 	Even though I can’t see the audience while they’re watching me now, I can picture them in my mind’s eye, sitting home with their popcorn, lazy as ever, bored, purposeless, hungry for entertainment, and seeing through my eyes.
 	In the past, I used to be your Monster. The little geek girl who goes into a dark alley and gets killed in every horror film. Now, after winning the Monster Show, I am your new television, your movie of the year, your pain, your happiness, your hero, your anti-hero, your ahhs, your oohs, your fears, your tragic comedy, your aspirations, your faults, and above all your favorite TV show. I am everything you want, more than you could handle. I am more than I can handle. Every new episode, you crave for more of me while I am begging for a season finale, hoping this madness will end so I can go home and get back to my real life.
 	The sound of water is getting louder and closer.
 	Wake up, Decca. Stop thinking and analyzing. In this world, every second counts. You know that this is broadcasted worldwide. You made the deal with the Summit yourself. Remember?
 	As I jump out of bed, my memory refreshes. I remember that I am in a reality show on TV. I signed on for this: Ten dangerous epic episodes per year where I fight for my life as the world watches through my eyes. A deal I made with the Summit to save the Monsters from getting killed. A sacrificial substitute on my behalf in exchange for canceling the Monster Shows forever. A decision I seem to regret every passing day.
 	The sound of water gets louder. The walls start to vibrate. Hell. The whole building starts to shake…
 as if a fairytale giant is stomping its large feet outside the window.
 	It gets louder, escalating to what sounds like a major catastrophe, but an unreal one. It’s staged by the Summit to entertain the people. I wonder if the day will come when the Summit stages apocalypse.
 	Can you stage the end of the world? Sure. Why not? Come to think of it, we’re only two heartbeats away from the end of the world. The second end of the of the world, to be precise.
 	I don’t need to get closer to the window to see what’s going on outside. I see it now, not quite believing it. I rub my eyes to make sure I am not dreaming. Water is rising outside the building, and soon it will submerge it.
 	It’s a freakin’ flood!
 	A staged flood, but one that could kill me. I wonder if Noah had seen anything like that. Should I pick a pair of every living thing with me before the floods submerges the building? Why didn’t Noah pick only animals on board? Why did he bother about humans? Those who can’t get enough of TV. A world of animals and plants would have been just right. Humans suck.
 	I remind myself that Noah was tested by God who cared about humanity. I am tested by Faya who seems to care about TV, flashy screens, and big fat money. Too much green and not enough of affection. All in the name of the Burning Man.
 	I watch the water rise outside my room. The pressure is forcing the inner walls to bend. The zigzags and cracks in the other windows are spreading like a chronic infection.
 	Before I know it, the windows in my room will break and the water will rush inside. I don’t even know which floor of the building I am on.
 	There are no iSees or cameras around. I guess my eyes are enough now. The world only needs my eyes. That’s the fun of watching through them. No one cares about Decca. They want to feed on a seventeen-year-old’s pain, angst, and anxiety while she fights for her life.
 	Since when did I address myself in the third person? I guess this is how I feel now. So distant from my own self, watching what’s left of me.
 	But where is my iAm? Where is the headpiece that allows me to hear the audience’s annoying comments? And why can’t I remember things accurately?
 	Stop it, Decca. Fight for your life – and for the Monsters.
 	I stretch my muscles, preparing for another silly game. It’s easy like when you wake up in the morning, sit up in bed, stretch your arms, drink your milk, brush your teeth, and then instead of going to school to have fun you simply fight for your life trying to fit in. No big deal. We all do it every day. Some of us survive it, and some of us spend the rest of our lives with a crooked smile on our faces, one that is a result of life punching us in the face.
 	But I will not fail. I stare right into the heart of danger while the window cracks open.
 	Good morning, Faya!
 	The water rushes into the room, turning it into a canned swimming pool with floating beds, commodes, vases, and that tray table with food on it.
 	Damn. I shoulda tasted that Caviar.
 	Looking at the mess around me, I remember my mother. She would have been super mad if this was my room. I used to shove everything in my closet to please her and show how tidy and obedient a girl I was, and then take it out again when she left. It was my room and I should have been able to do what I want with it. Duh. But that was long ago when I used to have a room – and a mother.
 	If there is one thing I learned growing up, it’s that I can’t shove water into the closet. I can’t take my fears and cram them away in a box. The only way out of the dark is to walk through it all the way to the light. The thought reminds me of Woo’s favorite song by the Beatles: Follow the Sun.
 	Floating next to me, I find my backpack from the previous Monster Show. The memory urges me to feel the cut on my arm, reminding me of killing Carnivore. Somehow, every other wound in my body healed since then. All, but this cut which I had inflicted on myself.
 	Before the water rises up to my neck, I open the backpack and pull out my headpiece and iAm. I start swimming, trying to reach the door. Finally, I can hear the nasty crowd of Faya in my ears.
 	“Go, Decca!” Enthusiastic Kids and moms scream. “We love you.”
 	At least they do love me. They do want to kill me, but they love me. What more can I ask for?
 	“No bleep,” I mutter as I paddle to the door, avoiding the floating bed from knocking me over.
 	No bleep? Yeah, I forgot to tell you. You can’t swear in the games in Faya anymore. Any cuss words come out as bleep. Another Fayan technology. It makes you wonder about the contradicting moralities of our society. Kids aren’t allowed to cuss but you’re allowed to kill them when they do.
 	Bleep this, Faya!
 	‘No Bleep!’ The audience repeats after me, like parrots, laughing, enjoying their time. I swear I will bleep them all someday. Of course, that last one was censored by me, not Faya.
 	As I paddle along, I find a beetle floating helplessly above the water. What’s a beetle doing in such a fancy building like this? I lend it my hand and the beetle climbs on what she must think of as a barren island with no palm trees or grass.
 	“Welcome home, Robinson Crusoe,” I say to it, and the crowd moans in a sentimental way as I tuck it in my backpack. I feel like saving a beetle today. I saved a bee once, now a beetle. It might be worth it, definitely more than saving humans. “You’re lucky I am not Leo or he would have crashed you mercilessly,” I mumble to the beetle and paddle along. The audience laughs.
 	Audience dumb. Audience dumber. Audience, please die!
 	I am not surprised when I find the door is locked from the outside. Typical Summit game-traps. As the water is about to reach the ceiling, I have like thirty seconds to turn the iAm on and ask what this game is about.
 	“Yes, my dear,” the Trickster says. It’s Caleb Crux, the older host.
 	“Where the heck is Timmy?” I ask.
 	You don’t have time for this. Hurry, Decca! The annoying audience scream in my ears.
 	“Timmy is on vacation, sipping Pena Coladas with his new girlfriend, somewhere in the Caribbean.”
 	“New girlfriend? Timmy never had a girlfriend,” I say. “Anyway, wuteva. How do I get out of here? What are the game’s rules?”
 	“This game’s rules are,” Caleb Crux takes his time. “Let me check—“
 	“Don’t mess with me, Caleb,“ I grunt, watching the water rising.
 	“Oh. I remember now. It’s like all the other games. It has no rules. Enjoy.”
 	The water covers my head. I try to talk but only bubbles come out of my mouth. I hope the beetle is still safe in my backpack.
 	The audience laughs in my head, but they pant as well when I start swimming back to the window, looking for a way out.
 	Even though I am about to die, it strikes me how I am a different person from last year’s games – it’s been a whole damn year. I can’t believe how fast time passes. I used to be afraid of death, but it isn’t intimidating like it was before. I don’t fear it, but I fear the loss of all the things that I haven’t done yet, but could still enjoy before I die. It’s not about dying. It’s about what you have done before dying.
 	Like what, Decca? Like being just a normal seventeen-year-old kiddo? I certainly haven’t done that.
 	As I swim through the broken window into the huge swimming pool outside, I think of the things I have done and haven’t. Maybe this will motivate me to live or die.
 	Let’s see:
 	Survived death. Check.
 	Survived death again and again. Check.
 	Kissed a boy. Check.
 	Don’t have my parents like monkeys on my back, telling me what to do anymore. Check.
 	Lived after the apocalypse. Check.
 	Learned how to be a kick-ass girl. Check.
 	Killed someone or something. Check.
 	Saved someone. Check.
 	Became famous. Check.
 	Drove an exploding school bus car. Check. That must be every girl's dream.
 	Took my revenge on bullies. Double check.
 	Made a lot of friends. Check.
 	Lost a lot of friends. Check.
 	Been a Monster. Check.
 	Been on TV. Definitely, Check.
 	Been in love… hmm… half check. This one really confuses me. The things that had happened that last year were crazy. Let’s not think about that now.
 	I swim out of the window and then upward with little air left in my lungs. How far is the surface? I can’t believe I am fighting for my life here while viewers are enjoying themselves with their new features on the ClairVo. It’s called CV-5 these days. You gotta catch up so no one calls you an oldie. Wear it, enjoy the ride, and adjust the sensors to your likes.
 	Dear viewer, while I am about to die, you could easily adjust your ClairVo’s intensity. It’s a new feature that allows you to get your exact dose of fear or excitement of poor Decca. You can also play the background music of your choice. A feature sponsored by zTunes. Choose the song that suits you better, the one that fits the moment. You couldn’t get that option in old 3D movies, eh?
 	You can pan right and left, up and down. You can zoom in and out. Decca’s eyes, at your service. Just make sure you have enough money to pay for the service, or you could be downgraded for not paying the bills. Did you think watching people die was for free? Even watching people live isn’t.
 	Remember that you’ve signed a contract for this option, because a lot of people die from anxiety, watching Decca. She’s that good!
 	I remember an old man died from laughter watching me a month ago. His blood pumped up and he had a heart attack. I still don’t get what’s so funny about watching people fight for their lives or getting killed, but it seems amusing for humans; so amusing you could die with a smile on your face, but still in debt, and still pretty dumb.
 	An oxygen tank comes out of nowhere and hits me in the back while I am swimming upward. It has something written on it: Breathe me.
 	I pull the mask attached to the tank and start breathing underwater.
 	The Summit doesn’t want me to die. They want me to entertain – which means I should suffer to the max instead of dying. It’s one of the privileges you have when you’re the only one in history to win the Monster Show. You suffer, and people love you more as if your suffering is purging their sins as if your suffering is so sweet in their eyes.
 	I know. I know. They called it privileges, you call it disadvantages. In Faya, these are only semantics.
 	The audience’s relieved voices in my ears make me want to laugh underwater. It’s as if they were really swimming with me, and have just found the oxygen tank. I am glad that the Clarine doesn’t allow them into my brain, or they would have been confused by my scattered thought process. I know I am supposed to be perfect, but I am not. I can win games, I can be a hero, but I can’t tailor my thought process for your needs – maybe they will invent a technology that does that in the future. I am just a seventeen-year-old and all I want is to survive my teenage years so the world might finally believe in me and take me seriously when I grow up. If you haven’t been in a Monster Show, then you have no idea what I am talking about.
 	Finally, I reach the surface of this artificial swimming pool. I see the rooftops of other buildings next to me. The sum of money the Summit spends on this stuff isn’t surprising anymore.
 	But this isn’t the Playa. I’m in Burniversal Studios, a place where they used to shoot movies at before they were prohibited.
 	There is a canoe next to me that has, ‘get on’ written on it. I do. Still, I can’t see anyone nearby. The viewers are cheering my name in my ears so I take my headpiece off. In the distance, my fans are waiting for me outside the gates of Burniversal Studios. Moms and kids who want to meet their superstar.
 	“And that was the end of today’s mini-episode,” Caleb Crux tells the people enthusiastically. “Don’t miss the next episode of I Am A Ten with the Girl with Golden eyes.” He says proudly, and the viewer's bim, boom, and bam right back at him.
 	That’s what they call me now: The Girl with Golden Eyes. Not only because it was my idea to chose the ClairVo in the show, but because no one can do it but me. Even when they invented the golden Clarine, it seemed it couldn’t work with anyone’s eyes.
 	A helicopter hovers above me and a rope dangles from it. I raise my head, squinting against the sun. My favorite chocolate, Flambury, is wrapped at the end of that rope.
 	“Roger This, baby.” I hear Vern say in my iAm. Remember Vern? The Roger This dude? He is actually piloting the helicopter. It’s amazing how fast he learned that stuff.
 	“Didn’t I say I wanted the crispy chocolate, the one with honey inside it?” I say as I take a bite. “Can’t you be a useful assistant for once?”
 	“Don’t blame it on a Seven,” He laughs. “I got you a whole box of crispies up here. All you have to do is climb up, Girl with Golden Eyes.”
 	“Just don’t fly any lower or you’ll chop my head off,” I mumble, reminding myself that’s physically impossible unless the chopper flies upside down.
 	Vern was excused as a Seven after I won the 10th Monster Show. All my other friends who refused to declare they were alive and preferred to live in the Playa with Woo have been ranked as Monsters. They weren’t considered winners because they didn’t kill Carnivore, but they were definitely survivors, and survivors deserved to get ranked. But Pepper, Woodsy, and Bellona refused to go back to Faya and preferred to be Monsters next to Woo. If they hadn’t been so stubborn, Pepper and Woodsy would have been ranked Fives, and Bellona a Six. It’s been the Summit’s wish to grant them ranks since they were survivors. Leo returned to Faya though and was ranked a Nine, of course. All other Monsters, and especially Woo, prided themselves on staying Monsters. They said they didn’t want to be part of the Summit’s system. And since Pepper, Bellona, and Woodsy adore Woo to death, they didn’t want to live outside the Playa. “The Playa feels very much home now,” Pepper told me once. “Faya itself with its bright cities doesn’t mean anything to me.”
 	But Vern didn’t want to be a prisoner of the Playa – Monsters aren’t allowed to leave the Playa, even those who have complimentary ranks, unless they declare their detachment from the Monster world. Vern wanted to get a second chance at a better life full of video games. Woo didn’t like Vern because he acted cowardly in the 10th Monster Show anyway.
 	“So should I pull you up to the helicopter or are you enjoying yourself down there?” Vern asks. “I am tired of working, and I got that new game I want to try. It’s called Bazooka Hero, kind of Guitar Hero with a Bazoo—”
 	“Who wants to play video games after being entertained by me?” I wonder.
 	“Your games are deadly, Decca. I do love games that hurt, yes. But not that much.”
 	“You mean you love games that hurt your thumbs,” I tease him and lick the chocolate on my fingers. “So how many people did watch this episode?”
 	“Ten million. You still got a recap and the worldwide rights. You’re doing fine. Don’t worry.”
 	“And how much did this crazy setting cost?”
 	“What do you care? This place will turn into an amazing tourist attraction in a couple of days. I think they will market it as the actual place the Girl with Golden Eyes has set foot on.”
 	“I feel like peeing in the water to leave them a souvenir.”
 	“Wow. What’s with that attitude since you removed the iAm’s receptor?”
 	“I don’t know, Vern,” I say, looking down at the infinite number of kids and parents waiting for me outside the gates of Burniversal studios for an autograph. “I guess this is my real personality that was kept from me with the iAm’s receptor in my brain. I am not very nice now, am I?”
 	“I guess you just feel trapped being a celebrity and such,” Vern says, but I can sense when he sweetens the words. I haven’t been feeling like the old Decca lately
 	“That could be it, too.” I nod.
 	“Wanna switch places for a day? I can use it to get a girlfriend.”
 	“You still don’t have one?”
 	“Can’t find a good nerdy and quirky girl with strong thumbs on the joystick. Those are really hard to come by these days.”
 	“Well,” I say, unable to imagine myself meeting up with fans today. I am so burned out. “I can switch place with you but we’ll have to switch cars too.”
 	“Seriously? You’re going to let me drive your Tenbourgini?”
 	“Yes. Let’s see how you deal with the fans running after your car thinking it’s me in it. What car do you drive?”
 	“Hmm,” He shrugs. “It’s a Camaro.“
 	“How do you live with that kind of a car? You’re better off on foot.”
 	“If you raise my salary, I could buy a better car.”
 	“Shut up. I pay you good. You just spend it on vintage games and badly dubbed Kung Fu movies,” I crane my neck up at the helicopter. “Just go take my keys, leave me yours at the gate. Today, I will drive your car and wear a hood or something so no one knows it's me.”
 	“Alright, baby.” Vern turns the helicopter around, causing the water to ripple and splash me in the face, then disappears.
 	As I stand to wait for the workers to get me down, I see a young girl in a row next to me. She is from the crew, the first to arrive to clean up the mess and take care of me. I am hoping she is not going to ask me for my autograph. I am really not comfortable with the celebrity mode.
 	“You finished the chocolate?” She asks with an innocent smile. She looks like she comes from a family of Fives to me.
 	“Sorry,” I shrug my shoulders. “I did. Bad habit. I am like the Cookie Monster when it comes to chocolates.”
 	“It’s OK,” she says, trying not to sound disappointed. She really wanted that chocolate. “It’s OK.” She lowers her head.
 	“Hey. What are you listening to on your iAm?” I am trying to make conversation, feeling guilty. “Is that David Bowie?”
 	She laughs hysterically. “It’s Zowie. Bowie just sounds funny.”
 	“But Of course. My bad,” I say.
 	“And no, it’s not him. It’s that new song by the Beatles. It’s called Follow the Sun. You know it?”
 	Of course, I know it. It’s Woo’s all-time favorite song. Although he isn’t allowed to leave the Playa, the songs spread around in Faya somehow. The Beatles are one of the bands no one in Faya knew about it because somehow their music wasn’t there in the arc when the Xitlers found it. Woo had one copy on a mini-drive and used to listen to it since we were kids. He only decided to spread it out lately. That’s why the girls consider it a new song, sung by dead people. History should thank Woo for honoring the Beatles, though.
 	“I’ll follow the Sun,” The girl sings along with the song. “So you’re the Girl with Golden Eyes?”
 	“Yup,” I raise a hand. “Guilty as charged,” I smile with pursed lips.
 	“My sister wants to become like you. A Ten.”
 	“Wow. That’s amazing.”
 	“I am trying to tell her that you’re the only one who is a Ten in Faya, but she doesn’t listen. I want to be a Seven myself.”
 	“Oh. Why don’t you want to be a Ten?”
 	“To become a Ten, I will have to play the deadly games and Win,” She says. “And I can’t win the games. So let’s stick with being a Seven. You always look tired since you became a Ten.”
 	“Good point, ” I say, brushing my hair, and enjoying the sunlight.
 	“And Dame Fortuna hasn’t predicted my year to be the Year of the Ten. It only happened once and it turned out to be you.”
 	“Hasn’t she?” I am not a fan of fortune tellers anyway.
 	“You have beautiful hair.” The girl says.
 	I giggle when she says that. She didn’t see me a year ago. All bald, covered in sand and honey… and blood. My hair has grown longer now and I take precious care of it. No one cuts and slashes at it anymore. It’s awesome. Thank you for asking.
 	As the rest of the crew arrives, I fumble with my iAm. There is someone I want to call. Someone who matters a lot to me. Someone, I think I am in love with and have risked my life for.
 	I scroll through my phone list and stop by Leo’s name. Only reading his name makes me smile.
 	But he is not that someone.
 	I know, you might want to shoot me now. But the heart wants what the heart wants.
 	I scroll down and stop by Woo’s number. I don’t hesitate to push the call button. The problem is that he is going to avoid me and not pick up like he’s been doing all year long.
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Comfortably Numb
 
 	 
 
 	Vern’s car is horrible, but it does the job.
 	I drive out of the Burniversal Studios, hiding my face underneath a yellow hood I got from one of my co-workers, looking like some boxer girl after a tense fight. I don’t know how Vern will deal with all the annoying fans, driving my car, but I am happy I can be without them. They have been in my eyes and ears for too long.
 	I sneak my wheels through the streets of Faya, watching my fans chasing poor Vern driving my Tenburgini in the rearview mirror. It’s only a couple of minutes before I try calling Woo again, knowing he still won’t pick up. 
 	What’s wrong with you, Decca? Leave him be. Since when do you chase boys?
 	The problem is I can’t help it. It’s weird but it’s true. Since I discovered he was alive a year ago, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Even though I thought Leo was all I wanted, things changed knowing that Woo was alive. It made sense in a way. I risked my rank and my life to find Woo in the Playa. It’s true that I had thought of him as a dear friend that I couldn’t live without, but now I know he’s more than that to me. The problem is that the Woo who came out of the Playa is so different from the Woo I once knew. It’s almost as if someone has ripped his heart out and replaced it with a black stone full of anger and revenge and an obsession with the Rabbit Hole.
 	My iAm rings suddenly, waking me up from the inner dialogue. I pick up. It’s Faustina.
 	I forgot to tell you. Faustina is my PR assistant now. Let me hear a big ding and a bigger dong for that one. A year ago, I was jealous of the Teen-Gene girl. Now she works for me. Yay! Who would have thought?
 	But I have to admit that she’s not dumb like she pretends to be. She is damn smart. She wouldn’t survive for two seconds in the Playa, though. I hired her because she knew how to deal with advertising companies and how to talk to the media on my behalf. I am just bad at stuff like that. I‘m not made for being a celebrity.
 	Reluctantly, Xitler agreed on Faustina working for me, but under one condition: that she gets downgraded to an Eight. Nines are celebrities. It’s never appropriate for a Nine to become someone’s assistant or secretary, even if it were for a Ten.
 	I was amazed when Faustina accepted the job. It didn’t sound like her at all. I guess it was the large paycheck I promised her. But sometimes, I get the feeling she admired me after the games and wanted to be closer to me. It’s just a feeling and I could be wrong.
 	“Nice show, Decca,” Faustina cheers. “Everyone is extra happy. The viewers, Xitler, and the Monsters.”
 	“Yeah. I am all for being a crowd-pleaser,” I chew on the words. “I am like a Zenergizer Rabbit playing the drum for everyone’s pleasure. Still, no purpose for its existence whatsoever,” Sorry Leo, it’s Energizer, I know.
 	“Wow,” Faustina says. “What’s with the attitude? You’ve done an amazing job. Don’t be hard on yourself. I heard you cornered Vern in a crazy situation. He just called me, telling me that he is being taunted by your fans for driving your car. They thought he stole it.”
 	“He said he wanted to get a girlfriend, and he said chicks always dig the car. Chicks always dig the car, right?”
 	“Chicks like me dig the car,” Faustina says. “Superheroes like you don’t need to dig a car. You can get any boy you want,” Wow. Who would have thought Faustina would be saying that to me? “And Vern doesn’t need a girlfriend. He needs a screen-saver of a girlfriend so she pops up only when he is taking a break from his video games. I was thinking I should get him a pillow with happy eyes and smile sewn onto it for his birthday so he hugs it to sleep every night.” Faustina could still be cruel to those with lower ranks. Some things never change.
 	“Enough with Vern. Did you transfer the money to the Playa?” I ask.
 	Part of my deal with the Summit obliges them to take twenty percent of the I Am A Ten episodes’ profit and spend it on the Playa where the Monsters now live. It was an add-on for the Monsters, or else how could they have survived being trapped in the Playa? Even though we had all agreed on the deal, I still wondered why we couldn’t get the dumb world to understand that no one should be labeled a Monster. The best we could do was to persuade them that they didn’t have to kill the Monsters, but that keeping the Monsters away from the rest of the population was good enough. Now the Monsters live in their own little neighborhood, and I play Ten to get them the supplies they need, until further notice. It never registers with the people of Faya that the one who is a Ten was once a Monster. Want to talk to me about flawed human logic? Visit us at Faya.
 	“All done,” Faustina replies. “Woo wanted certain supplies this time. We bought everything he needed, and the tanks are on their way to the Playa.”
 	“That’s a relief.” I sigh. Woo has been picky about the supplies lately. It is no secret that he has no intentions of stopping the revolution, even though Xitler has him imprisoned in the Playa. We’re all playing peace here, knowing that this is only the calm before the storm. I know it’s not the best of deals but there was no other solution at the time. Part of the Summit’s belief in me being a Ten was based on my choice. If I had chosen to stay a Monster, trapped in the Playa and waiting for the 11th Monster Show, Xitler would have never thought of me as a prodigy and the Monster Show would have been still going on until he found his Ten, and we probably would have been killed by his soldiers.
 	“Remember, you’ve got a meeting in two hours with Zoozle Inc. They want to discuss a new endorsement project with you.” Faustina says.
 	“Please no, Faustina,” I reply. “You know I hate that stuff. You do what you see best and pays handsomely. Alright?”
 	“I could do that,” Faustina says. “And how about the flowers filling the office here?”
 	“Flowers? Again?” I wondered, steering the wheel to the left.
 	“Your secret admirer, you know? The one who always sends tons of Deccadia flowers to the office after every game you win?” Deccadia flowers were originally known as Plassifora flowers, but then the Summit named it after me to create another new product that sells like crazy in Faya. The only difference is that Plassiflora was a natural flower. Deccadia is genetically manipulated to smell like a combination of many other flowers.
 	“Oh?” I smile. The flowers had been an amazing gesture for some time. “I’d say take care of those flowers. Don’t let them die.”
 	“I knew you’d say that,” Faustina laughs. “After all, we all know who your secret admirer is.”
 	“No again? Faustina. Please.”
 	“It’s Leo, Decca,” Faustina kinda blames me. “We all know it’s Leo. Remember him? That gorgeous boy you dumped after the games?”
 	“Come on. It’s not him, Faustina. And you know I didn’t dump him. What happened in the game was a little weird. Now we’re back to real life and this insta-love doesn’t work out anymore.” I ramble on, not sure if I am telling the truth.
 	“It is Leo. And you dumped him for that Woo,” Faustina sounds really pissed. Sometimes, I want to tell her she can have Leo if she wants to – Sam, her Nine bully boyfriend, dumped her after she was downgraded to an Eight. He even tried to hurt her. Sam’s bullying habits have increased dramatically lately. But I know Leo isn’t interested in Faustina. “What’s it you like in this Woo of yours? I really can’t understand that.” Faustina follows.
 	I look at my reflection in the mirror, wondering the same. I know what I used to like about Woo before he entered the games, the way he took care of me and would have fought the world for me. He practically saved my life in the past. But right now, after he has changed into another person, I really don’t know what still attracts me to him. It’s as if I am bonded with him. When I see him I can’t take my eyes off him. My heart longs for being just close to him. I dream of him and I just can’t let go.
 	“By the way, Decca,” Faustina changes the subject and kills the uncomfortable silence on the phone. “Don’t forget your checkup with Dr. Hoor.”
 	“Of course. It’s on my schedule.” I say, taking another left on the road toward Dr. Dave Hoor’s clinic. It’s mandatory that I check in with him after every episode because of the Clarine liquid I use. It’s never been tried before until I was declared a Ten. Other than the fact that I feel a stinging burning upon application, there seem to be some side effects, like when I didn’t remember where I was at the beginning of today’s episode. A recurring lapse of memory and disorientation is also one of the symptoms. It also affects my vision for a while sometimes.
 	I have become Faya’s experimentation doll, not really knowing which side I am on, and who I really am.
 	“And how is your wound?” Faustina asks.
 	“Wound?” I wonder.
 	“Yeah. The wound you got from the oxygen tank.”
 	“What are you talking about? I am perfectly ok.”
 	“Decca,” Faustina sounds serious. “I can see you bleeding from my iAm’s camera already. Don’t tell me you didn’t feel that wound?”
 	Faustina’s voice hits me like an electric surge, strong enough to stop the car in the middle of the road. I check my arm and see the wound she is talking about. No, this is not the one caused a year ago when facing Carnivore. This is a fresh one, and I am bleeding badly. In fact, my driver’s sear is smeared with blood that has been dripping for a while.
 	How long have I been bleeding? And how come I don’t feel anything? I am totally numb to this wound. What I see and how I feel doesn’t match at all. Is that me becoming superhuman?
 	“I am superhuman, you know,” I tell Faustina in the iAm, trying to sound casual about it. “It did hurt a little but you know I can take it.”
 	“Decca, be honest with me,” Faustina says. “If you haven’t been able to feel the wound that would be a problem.”
 	“I am totally alright. Don’t worry. I have almost reached Dr. Hoor’s clinic. I am sure he will agree that nothing is wrong. I am just becoming stronger,” I can’t confess that I am numb to the wound. I am a Ten. I am expected to be almost superhuman. Being numb to pain will damage the ClairVo sensors and I won’t be able to transmit my feelings to the audience. If that happens, I won’t be able to perform the shows and save the Monsters. I have to keep this a secret for now. 
 	I hang up.
 	As I drive to Dr. Hoor’s clinic, I notice the numbness has spread to my right arm. The radio is playing, ‘Comfortably Numb’ by Pink Floyd. I slam my hand against the wheel several times and don’t feel a thing. The numbness is spreading to the rest of my body. Is that what a Ten feels like? 
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Check Up
 
 	 
 	“You’ll be fine for now,” says Hoor. He is twenty-four years old, married, with fair blonde hair and a well-built body. A perfect Eight. Even though I have a consulate of doctors looking after me, the Summit has Dr. Hoor assigned specifically for me. “But we’ll need to look into the matter closely in the coming days.”
 	“I can’t imagine I didn’t feel that Dave,” I say, preferring to call him by his first name. I rub my bandaged arm, relieved that the numbness is wearing off. “And it’s not the first time. Two episodes ago I was wounded in my left leg and didn’t feel anything.”
 	“I know,” He nods. “I was there, remember?” Dave eyes me, making sure that this was just a slip of a tongue. Of course, he knows. He does his check up on me after every game. I just can’t bring myself to tell him about the little amnesiac episodes I get after I use the Clarine. Somehow, whatever happens to me doesn’t matter because I think of the Monsters first. “The blood and tissues samples I took from you will tell us everything,” Dave says calmly, tilting my head so he can examine the Clarine fluid in my eyes. “Just don’t put too much thought into it. You’re our only Ten. We can’t live without you.” He smiles.
 	“Do you think I’ve become superhuman?” I muse.
 	“Like Scooby Doo?” He says, using a flashy device in my eyes. It almost blinds me but I have to open my eyes so he can clean it from the Clarine’s sticky liquid.
 	“Scooby was a super doggy, Dave. Not superhuman. He wasn’t actually human in the first place.”
 	“You’re right about that. I mentioned Scooby because I like that even though he can solve mysteries and people love to watch him, he has his flaws, and he accepts that,” He raises an eyebrow, making his silly but a kind-hearted joke.
 	“Hmm,” I feel better, now that the gold-colored Clarine is sucked out of my eyes. “Are you trying to say even though I am a Ten, I have my flaws?”
 	“I am saying we all come with our flaws, and that’s what makes us human, Decca. You don’t seem to understand that since you’ve become a Ten.”
 	“I never said I was perfect. I was just given the perfect number.”
 	“But you insist on pretending to be flawless,” Dave says. “You insist on giving Faya what they want by pretending to be stronger than you are, by doing things a seventeen-year-old shouldn’t, by taking the weight of helping the Monsters on your shoulders. You can’t even surrender to loving the boy everyone thinks you should be with.”
 	I know Dave means Leo. He is the second person today to remind me of Leo, but I don’t mind that. I need someone to talk to. Doctors are usually safe to talk to. They see you naked, know everything about you, and see things inside your guts you have never seen. Dave is alright. I have no friends to talk to now. Standing on top of the mountain feels so lonely, even when all eyes are craned up looking at you. I never knew I could be lonely within a crowd before I became a Ten. “You mean Leo?” I play as if I don’t know.
 	“Everybody knows you broke up,” Dave says.
 	“Everybody assumes we were together in the first place.” I bow forward a little, daring his eyes.
 	“What happened in the Playa a year ago was more than enough, Decca. You fought a one-eyed tiger to save the guy for goodness sake.” Whenever I hear someone say, ‘for goodness sake’ in Faya, I instantly know they are secretly questioning the system, because everyone else usually says, ‘in the name of the Burning Man’.
 	“It’s complicated, Dave. Leo and I were on the verge of dying. This relationship was based on survival more than anything else.” I explain.
 	“And what is love but two people deciding to survive the world together?” I think Dave should abandon his job and become a preacher or poet, but I know he cares for me.
 	“The thing is that I thought I fought Carnivore in exchange for saving Leo, but the truth is that I did it because of Woo,” I watch Dave’s disappointment. That’s Dave, who usually never takes sides, favoring Leo this time. It sometimes irks me that Leo has the approval of everyone I meet, even boys. Maybe that is why I sympathize with Woo more. Whatever he does, he is considered a black sheep by ranked Fayans, like I‘ve always been. “Don’t look at me that way. Who do you think I risked my rank and entered the games for? It was Woo. Always Woo.”
 	“The guy is a mess, Decca,” Dave says in his nonjudgmental tone. He checks my pulse and looks for any other wounds in my body. “I know he is the Monsters’ leader, but whenever he shows up on TV no one loves him. He is aggressive and looks like he has childhood issues.” Dave says this from his Fayan superficial point of view. Even good people in Faya still judge people from their outside looks and ranks. It still confuses me how they never, ever, mention that I was once a Monster.
 	“He’s been through a lot, and the Monsters adore him—“
 	“Does he even have parents?” Dave asks.
 	“His mom died bringing him to the world, and he has a dad he hates. Actually, his dad is a mystery to me. Even though I spent my childhood with him, I have never met his dad.”
 	“How long before the game did you apply the Clarine?” He sounds serious all of a sudden, abandoning the previous conversation.
 	“About two hours ago. Why? What’s wrong?”
 	“The color of your eyes is still the color of Gold. Even after I sucked the fluid out. It’s one of the Clarine’s undesired effects.”
 	“So?”
 	“The liquid seems to stick longer than desired to your eyes. Thus, your nervous system. It could be caused by the audience’s intensity. When they watch through your eyes, it’s not just you affecting them. Their tension is affecting your eyes as well.”
 	“Should I worry?”
 	“I don’t know. It might be that we need to decrease the Clarine’s doze, or limit the number of viewers watching through your eyes per episode.”
 	“We can’t limit the viewers,” I say abruptly. “You know that this will anger the Summit, and I need them to pay for the Monsters’ supplies.”
 	“And your eyes?” Dave wonders. “Your eyes don’t belong to the Summit or to the Monsters, Decca. You’ve done more than one girl can provide.”
 	“At least, we don’t want to stir such problems before the next Ranking Day. It will be the first time since the game was canceled. I don’t want the Summit to change their mind about it because I might not be able to provide another ten TV episodes next year.”
 	“OK,” Dave pats my hand gently. “Just for now. But you know that sooner or later, they’ll have to find someone else. I don’t think your human physique could tolerate the Clarine’s effect forever. They should find someone else. You can’t do all of the episodes.”
 	“So what’s the treatment? There must be a treatment, right?”
 	“How can I know? We have never tried the Clarine on anyone else before. You’re the first person in the world to substitute the ClairVo with Clarine.”
 	“Don’t you guys test these things on others before you put it out on the market?”
 	“No. Who would we test it on? No one has your eyes, Decca. When we call you the Girl with Golden Eyes, we mean it. Your eyes send signals through your body to the ClairVo in a way we have never seen before. You’re one of a kind.”
 	I am tired of hearing this. I don’t want to be one of a kind. “Are you telling me that there are no other people who could use the Clarine effectively?”
 	“There are, but none of them are Tens.”
 	“How about Nines and Eights?”
 	“Why would Nines or Eights want to be injected with Clarine? What’s the use? Why would they enter deadly TV shows when they have everything they want in life being in their rank? They are living happily and they don’t feel the need to bargain with the Summit for the Monsters like you do.”
 	“Are you saying that me being a Ten is a curse?”
 	Dave says nothing.
 	“And how about Fives and Sixes, they would love to become celebrities, playing deadly games on TV. Right?”
 	“But the Summit wouldn’t want them to. Why give hope to all Fives in Faya, making them believe they could become stars? There is a pecking order to our society, and it can’t be compromised. This would be like saying that the iAm system is all wrong.”
 	“So what now?”
 	“When is your next episode scheduled?”
 	“About a month from now.”
 	“I think that’s long enough to know what’s wrong with you. I will postpone my report to the Summit under one condition. That you visit me, taking blood analysis tests every three days, so I can see if this is getting worse. I will count on my physician’s instinct to judge when this becomes so dangerous that I have to report it.”
 	“Thank you very much,” I sigh. “I have to keep the TV show running. I am the only Ten.”
 	“Yeah, I forgot. You still insist on pretending you’re a god in Faya. We’ve talked about that, but how many times did the worshippers wear out their own god?”
 	“Don’t go philosophical with me, please. I am from Faya.”
 	“I’m not. In regular circumstances, I should advise you to take three months off from the episodes. But since I know that the Clarine doesn’t work with anyone else but you, I will wait for a little while.”
 	“I heard there are other people the Clarine works well for other people’s eyes though.” I wonder.
 	“That’s true. In fact, they are many, but they are no Tens. If they are Nines and Eights, they wouldn’t risk their lives doing this. Also, the viewers want you, Decca. Can’t you see how crazy they are about you since you killed Carnivore.”
 	“I didn’t kill him,” I say. “I buzzed him to death. There is a difference.” I look at the wound on my arm from when I was fighting Carnivore.
 	“Buzzed him to death, huh,” Dave laughs. “Now let me go get you some vitamins and painkillers,” He says and turns around, walking out.
 	As I sit, dangling my bare feet from the bed, I see people walking around in the clinic. There is a notable number of older people here today. Most of them have dogs with them. The dogs seem strange in a way that I can’t explain. A lady looks at her dog who is showing signs of hunger, then she goes to buy herself a sandwich and eats in front of it, not offering it a bite. But the dog seems satisfied as if it was the one that just ate the Burning Burger.
 	“Who are those older women with their dogs?” I ask Hoor when he arrives.
 	“Oh. That,” He raises an eyebrow. “Why did they catch your attention?”
 	I tell him about what just happened with the dog and the burger.
 	“I don’t know how you will feel about this if I tell you,” Dave hesitates. “What you have seen is Faya’s latest crazy biotechnology.”
 	“What is it?”
 	“This dog you saw is a Pain Feeler.”
 	“Pain Feeler?”
 	“You know how older people tend to grow numb and lose certain physical feelings? Due to age, it could be dangerous to them. In some severe cases, an old woman could die, not noticing that her blood pressure suddenly hit the roof, or that she was wounded climbing the stairs because her skin has grown old and numb. Thus, not taking the right medicine at the right time.”
 	“OK? How can those dogs help then?”
 	“Like I said, they are injected with certain chemical complexes that connect them to their owner, so they can actually feel the pain of their owners. These dogs can sense when their owner’s temperature raises for instance. All the owner has to do is watch his or her own dog closely. If the dog is in pain, then she is too because he is actually reflecting her emotion, but she just can’t feel it due to the numbness.”
 	“Wow,” my eyes widen. “Are saying you might pair me with a dog like that if I grew numb again?”
 	“Of course not,” He laughs. “You’re young. This is meant for older folks.”
 	“So when that dog I saw was hungry, it was actually the lady who was hungry, and he was just saying that she needed to eat? How about when the dog itself is really hungry? This could be a little confusing.”
 	“We are working on that. Don’t bug yourself with the Summit’s crazy endeavor to create a perfect human race.”
 	“If you can’t feel, we’ll feel it for you.” I murmur.
 	“Exactly.”
 	“That’s one crazy invention. At least, it’s one of the few things that are actually useful.” I chew on the words, wondering if my numbness is serious enough to have a need for such a crazy solution.
 	“The problem is that it’s not entirely applicable,” Hoor explains. “To connect the owner’s human emotion to the animals, we need a third party, another human.”
 	“Why?”
 	“Dogs, in their own animalistic nature, can’t decipher human emotions, so we need a third person who volunteers to be genetically connected to the animal.”
 	“Now, you lost me.”
 	“A human volunteer whose genes we inject into the dog to make the connection. It basically means that the volunteer human suffers the pain of the other, older numb woman but since she can’t walk around with a human on a leash, she uses a dog that is paired to that human. Also, it doesn’t work without the animal in between for some scientific reason.”
 	“Still, why not just connect the healthy volunteer to the older woman directly. Human slavery doesn’t sound disturbing to the Summit.”
 	“Don’t push your luck, joking about that. The Monsters were going to be considered for that, but it didn’t work for some reason. You have no idea what the Summit might have in stores for the Monsters. At some point, they wanted to sell their body parts for the ranked patients in Faya.”
 	“So Woo is right,” I almost speak to myself.
 	“About what?”
 	“About Xitler not keeping his promises. This Monsterland solution might be a trap.”
 	“I wouldn’t be surprised.”
 	“But you say this Pain Feelers invention is still underdeveloped, right?”
 	“Yeah, and even when it’s fully developed, there some problems.”
 	“Like what?”
 	“Decca,” Hoor leans forward, adjusting his glasses. “Do you know one person in this world who would volunteer to feel the pain of someone else?”
 	I don’t reply to this one. I don’t know if Hoor noticed, but this is how the world is treating me already. They’re having their pleasure and entertainment through my eyes and my suffering in each game.
 	“You know this was why Carnivore was created in the first place before you buzzed him to death?”
 	“Really?”
 	“It’s true. Carnivore was the first to be experimented on. Remember when they marketed it as the animal that feeds on the pain of others? Carnivore was an experiment to feel the pain of other humans, but something went wrong that made it what it is—I mean was.”
 	“How did our world come to this?” I ask, preparing to leave after Hoor had injected me with another liquid to ease the pain in my eyes.
 	“To what, Decca?”
 	“To a time when what was meant to serve a greater cause and more humane purpose ended up becoming Carnivore?”
 	“I tell you what,” Dave looks at me, sensing my doubts and confusion. “Why don’t you forget about all the responsibilities, endorsement offers, and the Summit and just go visit friends and have fun for a while. I haven’t heard you talk about having any fun times in the last year.”
 	“Friends?” I say the words and stare into an empty memory. “My only friends left are those who survived the games with me.”
 	“The Monsters, you mean?” Dave wonders. “So be it. Why don’t you just go give them a visit? Actually, I am wondering why you never talk about meeting them anymore. I know Monsters aren’t allowed out of the Playa, but you are allowed to visit. What happened?”
 	“I kinda lost my friends. God only knows how.” I sigh.
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Monsterland
 
 
 	Leaving Dave’s clinic, I drive to the Playa. He is right. I need to reconnect with my friends or I will go crazy. Even though Monsters love me, I still prefer to hide under my yellow hood. I don’t feel like talking to too many people. Let’s only settle for meeting my fellow survivors.
 	One person figures me out at the gates though: Bellona.
 	With her pink hair and her green soldier outfit, I’d say the only thing that changed about her is that official new Monsters tattoo on her arm – it goes almost unnoticed with all the other tattoos she’s got. The new tattoo is quite different from any tattoo you’d have ever seen. It’s done with a simple knife, a straight short diagonal cut on your left arm like mine from the day when I killed Carnivore. It gets sprayed instantly with some liquid so the cut doesn’t heal.
 	I should be proud of myself. I made kids in Faya cut their arms to brag about being Monsters as if they were proud Ninjas. Duh. Things like these confuse me. I don’t want to feel responsible for a nation’s behavior. I am just a girl who fought for her life, and I am starting to question what my responsibly as a Ten really is.
 	“Bellona.” I muster a smile on my face. Things took an unexpected bad turn for us since last year. I don’t know why she doesn’t like me anymore. It seemed like she always liked Leo, but since we’re not together, I can’t understand why she’s still angry with me. I try to make peace, though.
 	“Decca,” She leans over and rests one hand on the car’s roof while peeking inside. I see her machine gun strapped on her other shoulder. “Or should I say Pixie. Or wait. Ten… der?”
 	Her words feel like an invitation to a verbal fistfight. I pass. I don’t fight girls. I feel their pain. “Did you guys receive the things Woo asked for?” I ask politely.
 	“We did, princess,” She says the words as if she’s just tasted bad apples. “Are you here so we can thank you for what you do for us?”
 	I grip the wheel harder so I don’t lose my temper. “Not at all,” My jaw is starting to hurt from keeping that fake smile on my face. “Just a regular visit. I’d thought I say, ‘hi’ to Woo, Pepper, and… you.”
 	“Stop acting like you’re one of us,” She loses it finally. “You know what you are.”
 	The way she says it makes me feel like I am a prostitute or something. Why is she like that? What did I do? “And what is it exactly that you think I am?” I roll my eyes.
 	“You’re a Ten, Decca. One of them. You’re not one of us. You know that.”
 	“Why are you saying this to me? You know that I do my best to keep the Monsters alive. I am not one of them. I belong here.”
 	“You could have been one of us if you hadn’t insisted on attending the game in the Mirage after Leo sedated you. You could have just stayed in the Playa.”
 	“That’s a good question,” My suppressed anger is reddening my face. “Let me see. Why did I do that?” I put a finger on my mouth. “Oh. I remember. Because Leo sedated me without my permission, and because none of you bothered to tell me what was going on, and because I thought that you were my friends, and I cared for you, wanting to save you?” Ok. I admit it. I lost it, my voice a pitch higher now.
 	“You always try to play the hero.” Bellona shakes her head.
 	“I don’t really understand, Bellona. Really. Why does this part bother you so much?”
 	“Because if you had just stayed where you were and didn’t follow us to the Mirage, you wouldn’t have won the Monster Show. And if you didn’t win, Woo wouldn’t have given in to exposing the Monsters hiding in the Playa. We could have joined them, kept this awesome secret, built an army inside, and surprised the Summit with a revolution with none of them even knowing that we survived in the Playa by not saying that we’re alive. But look at us now. We’re playing peace with the Summit, living in our own city, which is nothing but a huge prison. What use is it, all that money you spend on us when we can’t leave the Playa? When everything that we do, the Summit knows about?”
 	“If you’re so mad about Woo exposing the Monsters, then why don’t you fire all that anger out on him? Why me? We used to be friends. Why me?”
 	“Because he did it for you,” Bellona says in a tone of mixed anger and frustration.
 	“What do you mean he did it for me?” I shrug.
 	“You know exactly what I mean. Woo wanted you next to him. That’s why he sent Leo after you. That’s why he made Leo sedate you, so you’d stay in Faya with him. When he saw you winning the game and leaving, with the probability that you would never see him again because you never knew he was still alive in the Playa, he surrendered to the other Monsters’ requests to declare that they were alive. It was a foolish thing to do, but the unexpected romance between you and Leo made him weaker because he cared for you. He did it for you, Decca. The whole secret revolution was exposed because of his love for you.”
 	Words are stuck in my throat. I really want to believe you, Bellona. I want to believe that Woo exposed himself and the Monsters because he couldn’t watch me leave the Playa and never see me again, even if this would pigeonhole his image as a leader of Monsters. I want to believe it because this will explain the reason why I can’t give up on him even now. It would explain why I gave up on Leo. It would explain why I came this far to find Woo in the Playa. But the last year proves different. Woo rarely talked to me. He treated me flatly and I was lost here on my own.
 	Before I could build a coherent sentence to talk back to Bellona, my passenger door opens and Pepper hops in.
 	“Missed me?” She smiles at me, still looking the way she always did, but in a cleaner and tidier way. She is actually wearing a dress, which Monsters rarely do.
 	“Of course, I did,” I say and lean forward to hug her, not knowing why I feel so emotional. Maybe because of Bellona’s speech. Being a Ten made me lonely, and I needed my friends back.
 	“Drive on,” Pepper taps the wheel, looking at Bellona from the corner of her eyes. “Or the Evil Witch will shoot us.” She stares at Bellona.
 	I gun the car into the Playa, down the famous slope where it all started, not knowing if I should consider Bellona’s words or feel bad about her. Why do we all carry our own baggage after surviving the Monster Show? Shouldn’t we live happily ever after?
 	“I am not an evil witch!” I see Bellona yell in my rear-view-mirror, stomping one foot. Part of me wants to drive back and remind her that she is only nineteen. She shouldn’t be a soldier. She should be doing everything else that’s fun in this world. But I start to see it now. We might have survived the Playa, but not without the sticky pain and confusion that stains our souls after the experience.
 	“Doesn’t she look like a witch with her green outfit and pink hair and all those tattoos?” Pepper giggles. “All she needs is a broomstick. Oh. Wait. She’s got one. She just calls it a machine gun.” It’s amazing how funny Pepper has become after meeting Woodsy. She is the most enthusiastic since the games were over. Pretty good for a girl who was raised to grow up as a scapegoat.
 	“You look amazing in that dress.” I avert from mocking Bellona.
 	“Did you see my new dental bracing?” She points at them. “They are made from pure silver.” She brags.
 	“Was that Woodsy’s idea?” I wink at her.
 	“Nah,” She says, and I could sense a bitter taste on her lips. Is it possible that she and Woodsy are having a rough time, too? “I worked hard in the Playa, and Woo gave me a bonus.”
 	I can’t help but think that Woo paid her from the money I bring to the Monsters. It’s not that I feel like doing them a favor. I just don’t want anyone to hate me for being a Ten.
 	“So how is he?” I ask her.
 	Her face knots a little. “You know, Decca. Woo is working so hard, becoming more blunt and distant day by day. Everyone is counting on him. He is the revolution’s hope, the only one left from the Breakfast Club, yet he feels like he’s stuck in here. I don’t know what we were thinking when we agreed to Xitler’s offer.”
 	“There was no other way,” I have to explain again. What’s with everybody questioning this? It’s not like they weren’t there when we made the deal. “I had to become a Ten and do the show so the Monsters live. Had I chosen to become a Monster, the Summit would have finished us a day later in the 11th Monster Show.”
 	“I know. At least there will be no more Monster Shows in Faya,” She nods. “It’s just that after one year, we all feel stuck. Do you know that the Summit announced that the newly ranked Monsters will be sent in here right away this year? That is almost another two thousand new Monsters, which will be a burden to us. We really need to get away. That’s why I support Woo in finding the Rabbit Hole.”
 	“Not again,” I pursue my lips, driving slowly through the Monsters working and building things here and there. God know what Woo makes them do. “There is no Rabbit Hole. It’s a false hope, Pepper.”
 	“No,” Pepper sounds defensive. “If Woo says there is one then there is one, and we’re going to find it.”
 	“OK. OK,” I wave a hand. “We’re not going to fight over this. I’ve had a rough day already,” I can’t seem to persuade anyone that we can’t keep on following Woo’s obsession with the Rabbit Hole. As long as Woo doesn’t tell me why I am special and what his real story is, I can’t follow a false dream. I have so many questions about him, me, the Breakfast Club, and some memories that are still lost somewhere in the back of my mind. I prefer to live with the fact that Xitler fooled us by dragging us into this deal we made. “Speaking of Woo, there is something that Bellona was telling me,” I say. “She was saying Woo exposed the Monsters last year for me. I have always thought that this was the Monsters’ request, that they wanted to scream, ‘I am alive’ in their iAms when I won. What do you know about that? Did he say anything about that?”
 	“You’re asking me?” She laughs. “The Monsters were definitely inspired by you so they wanted to shout it out, but Woo could have stopped them since everyone trusted him, too. Besides, you should be the closest person to Woo in the world. You should know if he had other motives.”
 	“But believe me, not anymore. The last year, he keeps avoiding me as much as possible. I can’t talk to him anymore. Sometimes, I think he is a replica or something. I am not even sure this is the Woo I… liked… when I was a kid.”
 	“You’re still a kid,” Pepper taps me on the shoulder. “You’re going to be seventeen a week from now. Happy birthday by the way. I know it’s still in a couple of days but I am not even sure I will see you that day, busy girl. You know we’re not allowed to leave the Playa. Besides, you’re born on the Day of the Ranking. You got the whole world to celebrate with you.”
 	“How I wish I could still feel like a kid.” I sigh as I stop the car at Woo’s office – which is a huge tent – under the Monorail. I haven’t heard most of Pepper’s last sentence, except the fact that she reminded me of still being a kid.
 	“I think Bellona is right though. Woo exposed the Monsters for you. He couldn’t watch you walk away with Leo. He just wouldn’t admit it. We all believe that. Somehow, he is just too proud to admit it. He love…” Pepper stops in the middle of the word.
 	Suddenly, a number of Monsters come running in front of my car, holding Woo. He is injured badly in his leg. What did he do?
 	I jump out of the car and follow them into his office.
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Woo
 	 
 
 
Woo was shot at by a sniper while searching for the Rabbit Hole in the Playa, as usual. Gladly, the bullet only scratched his leg. Again, I am not going to question his sanity about insisting to find the Rabbit Hole. What concerns me is knowing who shot him and why. I know that Summit gave only a part of the Playa to the Monsters – the part near the Breathing Dome where we fought the last show, and the Monsters love to call it Monsterland. But there are other parts that are still controlled by the soldiers. One of them is the Monsterium. Since the Monsters had built their own camps in the abandoned forest in the Playa, the Summit didn’t want to hand all of the Playa to them. The Monsters only needed a place to live so they thought the forest plus the Monorail and Breathing Dome area was just enough. The Monsters were also busy enough and cared less for a rollercoaster ride. They were trying to figure out how to make the revolution happen.
 	“Tell me you’re OK,” Bellona holds Woo tightly with Pepper. I could have been closer to him but Bellona just yelled at me when Woo was shot so I made some peace again. They were all taking care of him already. Woo never uttered a single moan while they bandaged him.
 	“I am OK,” He says. “Don’t worry. I am just puzzled about the sniper.”
 	“It’s the Summit, of course,” Bellona says. “There are places in the Playa they don’t want us to see. Why did you even go there?”
 	“I will tell you later,” Woo says.
 	It’s somehow strange to me the way Bellona and Woo have become close the last year. The way her stiffened warrior features are more relaxed and caring now is really something.
 	“Tell you what,” Pepper says to Woo. “We should leave you alone to rest for a while. Let’s go,” Pepper pulls Bellona along.
 	“And her?” Bellona wonders, pointing at me.
 	“They’re childhood friends,” Pepper grits her teeth. “And they haven’t seen each other for a while.”
 	“But you said, ‘alone’?” Bellona still tries to talk like a polite girl in front of Woo, not the way she usually acts.
 	“Don’t you miss your machine gun outside?” Pepper pinches Bellona and drags her out.
 	“I am glad you’re alright,” I say to Woo, now that both of us are alone in his tent. I love Pepper. She is my favorite hapless romantic. Even though she is more on Leo’s side, she still wants me to be happy either way. “You don’t know how worried I was,” I try my best to show Woo how much I care and have no intentions of asking him why he doesn’t answer my phone calls.
 	Woo limps barefoot with a bandaged leg. I don’t remember him wearing shoes, ever. When we were younger, other outside boys called him Peter Pan for that. Come to think of it, Woo is like Peter Pan, Monsterland is Neverland, and the Monsters are simply the Lost Boys rebelling against the elders.
 	Even while he’s injured he summons his three favorite guard dogs and plays with them a little. They are three female doggies that never treated me well. In fact, his three doggies bark at everyone but Woo. They can be vicious warriors except when they are with their master. Woo calls them: Madly, Lovely, and Deeply. Strange names for dogs but you can’t argue with Woo. Even though not answering me and playing with the dogs instead is insulting, the way he plays with his dogs has a certain magic to it. Woo has always been an animal lover. He loved all kinds of animals more than humans. No wonder I saved a beetle today. I think I learned that from him.
 	Finally, Woo ushers the dogs out of the tent and reaches for a cigarette from his pack, taking his time. He flips his Zippo open and lights the cigarette in a rather James Dean fashion – Woo loved James Dean movies, that’s why I know about them. He takes a drag from the cigarette and brushes his wet auburn hair back with his hand. Even though his eyes have lost that childish gleam to them, the attractiveness lies in their dimmed darkness somehow. Sometimes, I feel like there is an evil haze surrounding him, caging him, and that I might be able to set him free one day if only I knew what really troubled him.
 	“The Summit is building something in the Playa,” He says, neglecting my concern. “I have been trying to check it out. There is an enormous wall surrounding the Monsterium, a place that we, Monsters, could never reach.”
 	“Oh,” I wish we could talk about something else, but what’s new? “I am glad you’re alright,” I repeat myself and pat him on the shoulder. He pulls away smoothly though, pretending to be checking something on his iAm – the Monster still use second-hand iAms as phones to communicate inside Monsterland, Even when he does that, I can’t help but feeling pulled toward him.
 	Stupid, Decca. You’re just stupid.
 	“The Summit’s soldiers are all over the Playa,” He grits his teeth, and presses his fingers hard on his iAm’s screen. “Xitler is not keeping his promises. He is up to something.”
 	“We know he is pretending to be peaceful with us now, and we know his intentions are to kill the Monsters sooner or later,” I say, not really wanting to talk about this.
 	“It’s all about the Rabbit Hole,”
 	“Oh. Not again?”
 	“Listen to me. Two days ago, two of my boys went to secretly explore outside Monsterland and they never came back. The last message they sent me before disappearing was that they thought they had found the Rabbit Hole, but then I lost communication with them and their iAm’s aren’t working anymore.”
 	“Really? How?”
 	“That’s what puzzled me,” Woo says. “They said something about Faya being one big riddle, that when solved you will find where the Rabbit Hole is. They mentioned something about the Decagon sign. It was a live feed message and the transmission was weakening before it just stopped.”
 	“What is that supposed to mean?”
 	“I have no idea. I have been sending too many Monsters secretly into Faya for a long time, I think they have been killed by the Summit.”
 	“Killed?”
 	“What’s so surprising? Monsters die every day. We’re not as precious as ranked people.” Woo stares at me momentarily in a way that seems humiliating to me, as if he thinks I am one of them like Bellona told me. I really wonder how Bellona and Pepper think that Woo loves me – or even likes me. Everything he does proves the opposite. “I don’t want to talk about this now. I will find out what really happened. I am on it.”
 	Still, I don’t want him to become tense while in pain. “So you received the supplies today?” Even though I know they did, I am just calming him down and changing the subject.
 	“Yeah,” He nods, still checking his iAm. “Thanks.” Again. I don’t like the way he thanks me. It’s that, ‘please go away’ kinda thank you.
 	“Hmm. Did you watch the show today? I totally kicked ass.” I am trying to sound cheerful.
 	“I don’t watch that stuff. You know that.”
 	Why do I even like you, Woo? Why?
 	“Now,” I stomp my foot. “You seriously have to stop this.”
 	Woo tilts his head slowly. “Stop what?”
 	“This,” I am pointing my finger back and forth between us. “What’s happened to us? I did everything for you. Why are you treating me this way?”
 	“I don’t know what you mean.” He tries not to look me in the eyes.
 	“You don’t want to talk to me. You don’t answer my calls. You’ve just been bad to me. What have I done? I risked my life for you, Woo. I gave up on my rank and went to find you. And even now, I am doing my best to please you and the Monsters, doing these horrible shows, and you all seem to not like me.  Not even you. What have I done?”
 	“We do like you, Decca,” He says it so flatly it sounds like an insult of indifference. And why does he say, ‘we’? “It’s just because you live out there with the Nines and the Eights that you don’t feel what we feel. We work night and day, preparing ourselves for a revolution with tied hands.”
 	“I can’t believe you said that. You think I am one of them? I don’t even have friends out there. I don’t even have a family.”
 	“You’re a Ten, Decca,” He says. “You’re practically a god. So don’t go saying you don’t have friends. You can have the world out there.”
 	“It’s not true. All my friends are here. All my friends are Monsters. I only became a Ten to save everyone. It’s not like I had a choice. “
 	“Now, you don’t have to remind us.”
 	“What? Where did that come from? Why are you taking this personally? I didn’t mean it that way. I meant I am a Ten because I am actually a Monster if that makes any sense.”
 	Woo turns his back on me and starts texting again.
 	“Don’t you turn your back on me,” I pull him back by his shoulder. If I have to, I’ll kick him where he was just wounded so he never turns his back on me again. “I did this for you. What’s happened to you?”
 	“What do you mean by that? I am perfectly OK.”
 	“No, you’re not. It’s like you have been abducted by aliens or something. This is not the boy I entered the show to find. I can’t take this anymore.” I say, about to let out tears.
 	Woo stops texting and looks concerned for a moment. It’s as if he doesn’t want to show me that he cares. Why?
 	“Please, Woo,” I say in a softer voice. “I am going crazy here. All this stress I am facing outside in Faya is unbearable. I don’t even know why I am considered special. I don’t even know why you saved me when I was a kid. It’s been a whole year and you still refuse to tell me why you helped me. I feel like I am living a big mystery and even though I don’t mind not knowing all about it now in exchange for following you like the rest of the Monsters, I am afraid that if I know I’ll end up living a lie.” I catch my breath after that sentence. I think my words should move him. He could at least tell me one of the secrets I need to know, or maybe just… hold me closer. I’d settle for that.
 	“If you please, I have work to do.” He says, wanting me to leave. Given that I killed a tiger last year, my anger makes me want to punch him in the face right now. But I just can’t, and I hate myself for it. I hate myself because there is another awesome boy who would do anything for me out there and I am here with Woo instead. I think Dave’s advise turned out to be just bad. I shouldn’t have come here. “Don’t you have someone else to go to? A Nine? Someone of your caliber?” Woo says, insisting on making me hate him.
 	“Is this about Leo?” I finally get it.
 	“Well. He is a Nine. He’s popular in your world, and if I remember correctly you kissed on TV so many times that the video of you being kissed in the Breathing Dome is one of the top ten on Zootube to this day.”
 	“It’s Youtube.” I mess with him, feeling a little relieved that all of this is out of jealousy.
 	“I know,” He waves his hands. “I taught you these things when you were a kid.”
 	“Speaking of that, where is the Woo I knew when I was a kid?”
 	Woo doesn’t reply, checking himself in the mirror on the wall, as if looking for that lost kid in him I used to know. But his glance into the mirror is short lived. He turns away as if the mirror would expose the truth he doesn’t want me to know.
 	“I am not with Leo, by the way,” I say to him. “We rarely talk since the games. And all that kissing—or whatever happened—was under different circumstances. We were dying, things were too emotional, and I thought you were dead.”
 	“That doesn’t change the facts of what happened. Maybe if you stayed a Monster and weren’t exposed to the world outside Monsterland, it would have. Last time I checked, the kids were saying you both were dating.”
 	“Where did you get that from?”
 	“This ‘Who Dating Who’ site.”
 	“You check those sites?” I raise an eyebrow. Woo shrugs. I hope his Monsters don’t know such a fact about their leader. “Those sites are horrible. They can say whatever they want to sell.”
 	“And what about the Tango wedding on TV, you and Leo?”
 	“That’s just some stupid commercial we’re planning to do. It should air live on the next Ranking Day. We’re going to dress like a husband and wife in an ancient world. It’s what the crowd wants, and I am doing it to raise more money for the Monsters. It’s not like we’re getting married. It’s all TV business, Woo. You know that.”
 	Woo turns around, looking differently at me now. A little like the old days when he used to look at every feature of my face for hours. He holds me by the shoulders. I wish he would pull me closer, but he has become so not Woo. Where is that childish passion that used to gleam out of his eyes? His fingers keep pressing on my shoulder as if he wants to tell me something as if he really wants to pull me in his arms but something stops him, and he doesn’t utter a word. His lips are sealed and twitching, and his eyes are blank, without light in them. I am staring back at him so maybe the light will come back to his eyes.
 	“What are you keeping from me?” I manage to break the silence. “Who am I?” I whisper. “Why am I so special? Why did you teach me all of these things? Why did the Breakfast Club think I’d make a Ten? Who are they, anyway? I have been begging you to answer me for a year now, and you never do. I have been patient, thinking that if I didn’t insist on knowing, you’d be nice to me. And since you’re not, I have to know. Who am I, Woo?”
 	Woo doesn’t say a thing. Like every time I’ve asked him before. Why couldn’t he tell me? What was the point in not telling me? If I had surrendered to his idea of staying here with the Monsters, would he have told me?
 	His silence is slicing me apart and he pulls away from me, taking another silent drag from his cigarette.
 	“You know, sometimes I feel that going after you in the Monster Show was a mistake,” I say. “You didn’t deserve it,” I say, a pitch lower than the rest of my sentence because no matter how angry I am at him, he is still a part of my childhood and has taken a big bite of my heart already. I can’t do much about that.
 	“You’re right,” he nods. I can’t believe how he doesn’t miss a chance to let me hate him. “You shouldn’t have come after me. I devoted my childhood and my years to save you from the game. I did my best so you didn’t attend the show, but you still did. That pretty much answers your ‘Who am I?’ question, because it’s only you who can know who you are. You might think I am being cryptic and this is a puzzle, but it’s the truth. Only you can know who you are. I know you want to know why, but I can only tell you when the right time comes—”
 	“Will the right time ever come, Woo?” I wonder, shaking my head. He doesn’t reply again. I understand that Leo spent the first six hours I knew him mute because he had a bomb in his mouth. He had an excuse for that. Woo doesn’t have an excuse for not telling me who I really am, no matter what he thinks. But I am not the old Decca that  I used to be. I take things into my own hands. No one paints my destiny anymore. They might have the paper and the pen to do so, but they lack the ink, which is my own blood that draws what my next choice is.
 	“I won’t give up on you, Woo,” I say to him. “I won’t.” And I mean it even though he doesn’t look appreciative.
 	We lock eyes for a while, silently, like long lost friends with amnesia, trying to remember if we had ever known each other. Or was it just a dream? I see his jaw twitch a little. Oh boy. Woo’s pain is much greater than mine. I can see it in his eyes like a clown trying his best to cover his own pain by making little children laugh. He just doesn’t get it that most clowns turn scary instead of loving in the end. What’s your secret, Woo? It’s ironic that I am so sure that his secret has something to do with who I am.
 	Even though the eye-locking doesn’t solve anything, I know I won’t give up. Sometimes, in order for people to really get to know each other, they need to lock eyes repeatedly until the invisible barrier shatters and they can finally see each other. That last sentence was ironic, coming from the Girl with Golden Eyes. Don’t you think?
 	I turn around and leave. I am a strong girl, I tell myself, walking to the car. I killed Carnivore, for God’s sake. I can handle this. Being torn and confused about how I feel is something I can deal with.
 	I enter my car and stare in the mirror. I’m a big girl, I remind myself again. I don’t necessarily need love in my life. I am a Ten. People adore me. Any Nine would love to be with me. I could live the life of a queen if I want to in Faya. I am strong.
 	Then I bang my head against the wheel and start crying.
 	 
 
  

6

Last Resort
 
 	 
 	Feeling lost and driving in the streets of the Sol, I turn to visit my family. I know I am not allowed to see them since they cleared my name last year, but I don’t care. The tears in my eyes are the fuel that drives me toward them. Isn’t family always supposed to be the last resort?
 	It seems that who ever I try to save ends up at distance with me. The more I rise, becoming a Ten and saving lives, the more I fall into the bottomless pit of loneliness.
 	I park about two hundred feet away, the closest I am allowed to get and watch my family’s house from afar. A pretty house with green shutters and pink doors, very different from the pigeonholed brown house we used to live in the city of Eve. Everything in Sol is bright and florescent like walking in Wonderland. The colors are sometimes silly in a way that makes you question if such illuminated beauty hides a sinister darkness underneath.
 	Stop it, Decca! The cuckoo in my head says.
 	“I wonder if I should put the iAm’s receptor back on,” I murmur in my car. “Maybe I am not strong enough without artificial guidance. Maybe I am just a lie and a torn, pessimistic person without that thing Leo removed from my head.”
 	Damn it!  The cuckoo in my head says. You’ll be fine. Just hang tough.
 	I watch Jack, my brother, putting out the garbage. He looks awesome. He is becoming a Nine in a couple of days. I can see my mother behind a window in the second floor, babbling on the phone. She looks like she just came back from the hairdresser. Minutes later, my father arrives in his new Merzedes, parking it in the garage of the fabulous house they live in.
 	It’s amazing how their life changed since they cleared my name and since Jack was officially a Pre-Nine.
 	I am happy for them. That’s the sweet thing about family members. However apart, however contradicting, we’re always happy for each other, even when one member’s happiness is another’s misery.
 	I am only wondering if they still think about me. Do they watch my show and pride themselves on me being their daughter? I can’t help but remind myself that I am almost certain that Jack isn’t their son, that my mother got pregnant by a Nine to save the family while dad looked away with shame in his eyes to get this family by. But that aside, I still wonder if there is a room for me in this new house. Do they at least have family pictures of me hanging on the walls in the corridors? When they eat dinner on the dining table, do they notice my empty chair? Is there even a chair left for me at the table? Am I remembered or just considered dead?
 	Don’t cry, Decca. Just don’t. This is one of those awful days when everything goes wrong twice. That’s not the cuckoo speaking now. It’s me.
 	How I wish I could just spend one day with them. My birthday maybe? That would really help. A family birthday where my mom helps me cut the cake, Jack throws a chunk of it in my face, and Dad tells me to make a wish. But I can’t. If I approach, I will be punished somehow by law and they will lose the house and their new life.
 	I pick up my iAm, calling Ariadna’s sister instead. Today is one of those days when you flip through your phonebook or Zwitter account, looking to see if there are any of your friends available for you. They’re all there online but not with you.
 	Staring at my reflection in the mirror, listening to the beep tone of the iAm, I am thinking of the few people left for me in this world. Who am I supposed to have fun with? Go out with? Tell jokes and have silly times with? I am not even looking for love, not yet. All I want is to feel the presence of a sincere friend.
 	Ariadna’s sister, Patty, picks up. When I ask her about Ariadna, she tells me she hasn’t come back yet. Ariadna had traveled abroad, leaving Faya a year ago. The last time I saw her was in the room with the Malikas when she gave me the honey. I thought she fled Faya, afraid that the Summit would know that she helped and warned me in the Playa when she made that illegal phone call. But then, when I became a Ten, it didn’t make any sense for her not to come back from wherever she went. The mysterious thing is that she didn’t leave any contacts behind. Patty says that Ariadna never called. The Summit isn’t responsible for anyone who travels abroad. Who knows what lies outside Faya? We know of the other countries and continents who watch our games and pay us tons of money, but we don’t know what lays there in between the roads and wastelands of the apocalypse.
 	The thought reminds me that the Burning Man effigy itself is near the wastelands, which is where no one in Faya is allowed to go to. I hear that even the Summit can’t go there.
 	At the end of the phone call, Patty asks me if I could send her one of those new ClairVos as a gift, the ones with the sensors where the user can control the amount of feeling. I tell her I will send her one the first thing in the morning, wondering what the world has come to. Patty hasn’t even sounded worried about her sister.
 	As I hang up, it’s official that I am alone in this world, buried behind my yellow hood, driving through the streets, unable to breathe regularly.
 	I hold my iAm in my hands, thinking about calling Woo again.
 	What the heck is wrong with you? The cuckoo springs out of its clock of unconsciousness, right into my face.
 	Then my iAm rings…
 	The ringtone is a special song that I have connected with one person I met a year ago. He might be the last person on earth I could go to, Leo.
 	I watch my iAm flashing without picking up, listening to the ringtone. It’s a song called, ‘See Through Your Eyes.’ A number one hit on the Zillboard charts in Faya for the last seven months. A song Leo wrote about me.
 	The ringing stops. Even Leo gives up on me. How I wished he kept ringing a little longer. My stubborn brain would have melted if he did. Days like today, I need a longer portion of attention. A brief one doesn’t do it.
 	Something makes me touch the wounds on my body. I don’t know why.
 	I start the engine of Vern’s horrible car. Why did you give up on Leo, Decca? The cuckoo says. It looks like Woo isn’t Woo anymore. He is just not worth it. And Leo, he would fight the world for you.
 	“I know,” I tell myself. “But for some vague reason, I just can’t give up on him. I wish I knew why.”
 	I could go complaining about Leo not telling me that he was on a mission in the last Monster Show – as if he could have done that. Or that what he felt for me was because of the death game we played. Did he really like me, or was it part of his job? If I hadn’t followed them into the Mirage, I wouldn’t have spent time with Leo between Heaven and Earth – that’s where I really fell for him. I would have just ended up with Woo, who was practically Leo’s leader.
 	I could think of all the excuses I can make to persuade myself why I put Leo off in spite of him never giving up on me – he had been too patient and tolerant that last year. But all that would be lies. I am just bonded to Woo in an almost nonsensical way. So illogical that I wish I could get rid of it.
 	I get a message on my iAm. It’s Leo again. He really doesn’t give up.
 	‘I have a bomb in my mouth.’ He writes.
 	It makes me smile, but I don’t message him back. Stupid girl with golden eyes.
 	‘You haven’t texted me back.’ He writes, almost ten seconds later as if he knew I won’t.
 	‘You’re very observant.’ I finally write back, teasing him. I love to do that to him. How can you just not love him, Decca!
 	“Shut up, cuckoo,” I grit my teeth.
 	‘I’m not observant. I’m high maintenance :P. And Having a bomb in my mouth makes me so unkissable right now, but I could use a FRIEND.’ He writes the word friend in capital letters so I get it, in case I am stupid enough not to. The boy must think I am a nut case.
 	‘What do you need a friend for?’ I write, knowing that it’s the dumbest and bluntest thing that I could say. Offering to be friends right now is the best thing he has said since last year. It’s very sweet of him.
 	‘Tango. It’s a dance. And thank God it’s not called Zango.’ He writes. This one gets to me good. I laugh.
 	Instead of the Monster Show, the Summit will arrange for a huge celebration where Leo and I are supposed to dance the Tango together in front of the world. We are supposed to dress as husband and wife, advertising for my famous new line of perfume: Ten. It is the crowd’s request to see us both as bride and groom on TV. They don’t care if it’s true. They just want to see us dancing together. They also wanted us to make a movie, but feature films are still prohibited in Faya. It’s all reality TV. Leo and I agreed on the little dance and advertisement as long as everyone knows that this is only acting. I’ll be doing it for the money to help the Monsters. I don’t know why Leo is doing it.
 	Since I have never danced, I am taking classes with Leo occasionally in preparation. I try to keep them short and leave without interacting too much with him, although the dance itself is too sexy for the wall I want to build between us.
 	‘I know that dance. The one that needs two to Tango?’ I write, feeling a little better, and totally lame.
 	‘It needs two. And needs the girl to give in and let the boy lead. Something I am really good at.’ He writes back. It’s a fact about Tango that a girl should let the boy lead in the beginning until she comfortable to lead herself. Something that Leo is fond of. ‘I am in the Sol Dancing School. Waiting. We could practice some Tango so you don’t step on my feet on Ranking Day :P’
 	‘I am not going to step on your feet’ I write. ‘I am an awesome dancer.’
 	‘I take that as a yes. Shake your winner’s butt and come and see me.’
 	I decide to go see him, but before I do, I remember the beetle in my backpack. Surprisingly, the little fighter is still there.  I let it out on the street and close the door. As I do, the symbol of Faya on some billboard catches my eye. That Decagon sign with its ten angles and lines. Our ten cities’ names written on each angle: Noo, Aft, Eve, Sun, Twi, Dus, Mor, Nig, Mid, and Daw. In the middle of all that is Sol, where the Playa is, and where I live now. I’ve always wondered about our cities’ names. Short, undecipherable, and made of three letters each. The only names that make sense to me are Eve where I come from, and Sun, where Leo comes from. Maybe I’m just reading too much into things.
 	Before I start the car, I take a look outside again at the beetle, worrying if pedestrians squashed it or not. But she is fine, that little black fighter. She’s made across to the grass.
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Two is for Tango
 
 	 
 
 	The first thing I see in the Sol Dancing School is Leo playing with younger dancers. Leaning by the door, I watch how they just love him.
 	Instead of spending his time partying, getting drunk, and having as many girlfriends as he can, Leo plays with children, teaching them how to dance, and singing with them. There was a time when this tattooed boy was silent and all he did was shoot people, unapologetically. Not anymore. If most of us changed for the worse after the Monster Show, Leo’s the only one of us who’s become more human and caring.
 	Once the boys and girls see me, they abandon Leo. I am more famous. They run toward me, asking for photographs and gushing about how they love me, the Girl with Golden Eyes. Then they show me how most of them cut themselves slightly at the shoulder to become Tens like me. Who would have thought? I advise them against doing it since the Summit considered this a sign of wanting to be a Monster, which is a sign of the revolution.
 	“What is it that you do that I can’t?” Leo teases me.
 	“It’s not what you do. It’s how you do it,” I stick out my tongue and sign the autographs. “Besides, girls are made to be famous.”
 	“I can sing, for God’s sake. You can’t,” He approaches me, with his looks-to-kill, like usual. But as neat as he looks outside of the Playa, he is missing some of the charm of looking scruffy and deadly.
 	“You never listened to me sing,” I say as the children leave the basketball hall where our Tango rehearsals take place.
 	“Oh. Please. You sound like a squirrel in a can when you sing.”
 	“Squirrels are cute and people love’m.” I raise an eyebrow and pat him on the chest when he comes closer. Part of it is me wanting to touch him. The other part is stopping him from coming closer. I know. Pathetic. It’s how my miserable mind works these days. Contradictions, contradictions. Each move has a double meaning and risk for me.
 	“I love squirrels, too.” He sweet-talks me as I have to tilt my head up to talk to him.
 	“I don’t remember that,” I say. “I remember you used to shoot them. In fact, you used to shoot everyone you met.”
 	“Not anymore. Not after I met that cute, tiny, yet stubborn girl who knows how to kill a one-eyed tiger.”
 	Distracted by looking in his eyes, he fools me and takes a step closer. What was my hand thinking, being pushed away so easily?
 	I feel my jaw tense as he is too close, worrying that he’d want to kiss me. I don’t think I can live with that if it happens. I am so confused. Didn’t he say in his message that we are meeting as friends? What’s with boys when they twist the words?
 	“Missed me?” Leo says softly. You never want to hear those words with that soft tone from the mouth of a boy who can sing. It’s too dreamy, and the melody of each letter weakens my resistance. He rests his hand against the door frame right above my head. I am pretty much cornered now. Even though I could just slide from under his arms, I am torn between wanting to go away and staying a little to enjoy the way he smells and the way he looks at me.
 	“Not really,” I say. “In fact, I just remembered that I miss a beetle more than I miss you.”
 	“The one you saved in the game? Who wouldn’t miss her? She is a small, smelly, and yucky insect. I didn’t know she was your type. But I am sure you miss me so much you dream of me.” Leo says.
 	“Sorry, Leo. I don’t,” The truth is that I dream of Woo many nights.
 	“No?” He winks. “How about if I open your purse? Do you have a picture of me in it?”
 	“Wake up, dude,” I pat him slightly. “We’re not in the old days when people used to do that.”
 	“So you have my picture in your iAm?”
 	“Yeah, it’s set to the number of the fire department.”
 	“Is it because I am too hot?” Leo has that smirk on his face again.
 	“No. Because the fire department never calls anyone so I don’t have to look at it.” I don’t believe how cruel I am with him. The truth is I like to see his face but right now I’d say anything so he backs off. Being so close sends that chill to my spine. 
 	“Decca!” A sound echoes in the hall and saves me. “Mamamia! You look so beautiful.”
 	It’s Flaminus Claw, the Tango teacher who talks like he’s French, although he isn’t. I guess Flam was affected by the movies he watched on TV. He is about forty years old with the athletic body of a twenty-year-old, and he is one of the sexiest and lovable elders in Faya. Only if it wasn’t for his silver-white long hair, you’d mistake him for being much younger.
 	“I missed you,” He says as he nudges Leo away and kisses me on the forehead. Flam, like he likes to be called, is gay with an unbelievably perky persona. I adore him. He was ranked an Eight by the iAm’s standards but was downgraded to Six for being gay. Faya discriminates against gays who declare what they are. If they don’t, they can still keep their ranks. The iAm is usually discreet about it.
 	“Missed you too, Flam.” I pat him on his lean, muscled shoulder.
 	“So you came here to Tango?” He holds me enthusiastically by the arms.
 	“Not really.” I shrug my shoulders.
 	“Come on,” He pulls me and Leo into the middle of the hall. “Musique!” He yells, and the Tango music starts to play in the speakers. “You two have got a dance to perform in a couple of days. The world will be watching you.” He adjusts me and Leo face to face and takes a couple of steps back.
 	“I guess we have to dance, my princess,” Leo pulls me closer. Tango allows too much physical contact so I guess he is happy with it. He wants to be closer, in every way. If it were up to him, he wants to be my guardian for life – and death. He wants to be in my dreams.
 	I comply and start to follow the moves. Even though I was a terrible dancer, I’ve had many classes with Flam, so I am much better in Tango than free-styling on the dance floor.
 	“Tam taram tam tam,” Flam claps his hand and stomps his feet to the tempo while facing us sideways. “Taram tam tam!” Every move Flam takes is theatrical and vibrant. Few people have this something he has, this aura of enthusiasm and unconditional love for life. Flam’s energy is contagious. His rough voice makes me want to move even more to the beat of the music.
 	“One two three and,” He dances with us, next to us to demonstrate. “One two three. That’s it.”
 	The worst thing about Tango is that the girl needs to let the boy lead. The first steps are always the boy’s, so if he starts off well, the girl could dance better and take it from there. It’s like the boy is only a guide who takes care of the girl as she unleashes her freedom dance, spreading her wings, and bestowing her charm upon the audience. It sounds like relationships to me. A boy has to start, a girl keeps it alive. Somewhere at the end of the dance, they become one. That’s if none of them stumble on the way.
 	But again – I am boring, I know – I am not ready to feel closer to Leo, and this damn dance makes me want to reward the boy with a kiss if he does a good job. Leo is flawless and very kissable.
 	I wonder if Woo is still capable of dancing and having fun, or did Monsterland kill every last good emotion in him?
 	“That’s it,” Flam shouts. “Show me more. Show me passion,” He bows his head forward and stares at us with eyes buried in mascara. “Show me feelings. Let me see the emotion flaming in the air!” He claws his palms upside down and waves them as if begging us. I think that this is why he is called Flaminus Claw. He loves doing that claw thing. “More, more. More,” He says. “I want the audience to go crazy. I want every girl in Faya to want to dance with Leo. Every boy in Faya, daydream about Decca.”
 	Leo’s moves are swift. I feel challenged. I am sweating, treating the dance more like a competition between me and him. Surviving the Monster Show made me always want to win. It’s as if winning has become an ongoing burden, not a relief.
 	“Feels better than killing a one-eyed-tiger, right?” Leo whispers to me as we continue following Flam’s moves.
 	“More!” Flam yells. “I want every teen in Faya wanting to be a hero after seeing this dance.”
 	“You and I could wear spandex and save the world tomorrow,” Leo whispers in my ears.
 	“So you still need me to save the world, right?” I tease him.
 	“Well, if you let me take you on my magic carpet we could fly away out of Faya,” Leo says as I am panting to his swift moves. “Just you and I. Let’s forget about all of this freakshow here.”
 	“Not gonna happen, dude,” I say and drop a bomb on him, “I really think you should save a place on your magic carpet for someone else.” I think I regret saying this but I don’t show it.
 	Suddenly, Leo pulls away from me and takes off his white shirt, ripping it apart while staring into my eyes, and then he returns to dancing with me again. Alright, so now I am going to have to fight the urge of wanting to touch his shirtless, lean body. When will he ever take no for an answer?
 	First, he circles around me like a wolf around its prey, and then he pulls me closer in the least expected moment. His pull is rough, but it’s safe. It’s like someone shaking you awake. Invisible fire flames through my soul as he stands behind me, wrapping his arms around me while keeping with the tempo. I don’t remember this being part of the Tango dance at all.
 	“I will not give up on you, Decca,” He whispers in my ears, his hot breath burning my soul.
 	How ironic. The cuckoo in my head says. You won’t give up on Woo, and Leo won’t give up on you. That’s a hell of a triangle. Who do you think Woo won’t give up on?
 	“Bravo!” Flam yells. “ More. More. More,” Flam never gets enough. He believes that there is always more, there is always better.
 	I am worried that if Flam keeps asking for more I could see Leo fully naked in a couple of steps. Not that I wouldn’t really like that, but nah, not now.
 	“Don’t listen to him,” I say to Leo, panting. “What we’re doing is enough. You dancing shirtless will drive the girls crazy already.”
 	“How do you like my six pack?” Leo whispers as we stretch our arms together in the dance, cheek to cheek again.
 	“It’s a four pack. How many time do I have to tell you?” I say, stiffening my muscles to show him that I am strong.
 	“It’s your turn, Decca,” Flam says. “Your turn.”
 	What is Flam asking for? I am not going to take off anything. Crazy boys.
 	“You don’t have to take off your clothes,” Flam says. “Just show him.”
 	“Show him what?” I shout against the music as Leo keeps his moves firm and steady.
 	“Show him you.”
 	“Show him me?”
 	“Show him what you are made of,” Flam claws his hands. The veins on his neck are visible. The enthusiasm in his eyes makes me want to break vases with a baseball bat and smile. “This is what the dance is about. He took off his shirt to brag with his body language. He’s being vulnerable doing this, but he is also showing you what he is made of. Do something in return. Show him that you’re strong. That you’re a Ten. Show him what you’re made of.” 
 	Flam’s words send fire through my soul. His French accent makes me go weak. I feel like birds are circling my head. A beautiful dizziness. A healthy kind of letting go and becoming whoever you are. I push Leo back, staring into his eyes, craning my head up at him with a sneer. Then I do something crazy. I rip off my top – it’s amusing how branded clothes rip off that easy. I am wearing a sports bra underneath. Ripping the shirt felt good. I needed this. I needed to do something crazy and impulsive – as long as I am not naked – and glare at someone. This time it’s Leo.
 	“You want to know what I am made of?” I shout over the loud music. “I am made of scars.” I dance on my own, pointing at Carnivore’s scar on my arm, then at the smaller wounds I got from performing the episodes. Those wounds I was numb to. How can a seventeen-year-old have as many scars like me?
 	“Amazing!” Flam screams. “This show will drive Faya crazy!”
 	Leo stands still, looking puzzled. Even if this is a performance, he understands that part of it feels real to me, being a Ten and not knowing what I want, or who I really am. Partly, because neither he nor Woo are willing to tell me why I am so special.
 	The dance ends with me letting out a long breath and a smirk on Leo’s face. He likes me more when I am feisty.
 	After the dance, Leo brings me a jar on my way out.
 	“What’s that?” I ask.
 	“Look inside.” He smiles.
 	When I do, I see Honeybee inside. My face lights up, and I pull the jar away from him and hug it.
 	“You’re welcome.” He muses.
 	“Did you keep her the whole year?”
 	“Yes. She is my girlfriend. All sweet and honey,” He teases. “I keep her along with a couple of buzzers and the iAm receptor I removed from your brain, but I don’t think you want those.”
 	“Thank you so much, Leo.” I tiptoe and kiss him on the cheek. I can see him close his eyes when I do. God, how I hate to see him so sensitive and romantic. Why do I still want to see him smeared in blood and shooting people? There is something definitely wrong with me.
 	On my way out, I ask him again why he has changed so drastically since the games. How come he isn’t that deadly fighter anymore?
 	“I know the answer you’re looking for,” He says. “You want me to say that I was a Nine and wasn’t originally a Monster. You want me to say that I lived a good life before the Monster Show. That I don’t know what it means to want to fit in or being bullied, having no friends, or feeling like a big burden to your family. You want me to tell you all the things that make you feel that you are closer to Woo than you’re to me because you think you two are made from the same fabric of souls, but you’re wrong, Decca. This isn’t why I changed.”
 	“Then why did you become this new Leo who doesn’t even want to squash an insect on the floor?”
 	“Because I met you.” He says, plain and simple. “I met someone who I removed word want to spend my life with. Someone who made me want to stop fighting and killing. I want peace, Decca, and I can find it with you.”
 	“Wow,” I shrug. “I should have caught that on my iAm’s camera and put it on Youtube. Every girl in Faya will envy me now.” I know, I’m being super mean, but it’s my way not to fall into his arms right now.
 	“Every girl in Faya already envies you,” He says. “You’re just dumb enough to push me away.”
 	“You know what, Leo? I could really rethink everything if you just tell me what you know about me. Why am I so special?” I dare his eyes.
 	“You still don’t believe me. I don’t know. Woo is the one who knows. He is the leader of the Monsters, the only one left from the Breakfast Club, and the one who started this revolution. I was just a boy who joined the Breakfast Club to rebel against the Summit. He was my boss and didn’t tell me much. I know it sounds like I should know because I am older than him, but it didn’t work that way. I was lost and it seemed Woo knew the way to the light – which, in my opinion, was a lie. He is just lost like the rest of us. One day, he told me to go and protect you in the show. I didn’t even meet him face to face then because I knew he lived in the Playa and I was hiding in Faya. We made contact through the secret messages sent through the online games, which people like Vern think are just silly jokes when they are secret codes for the revolution. Did you ever wonder why I played games? That was the reason, to contact Wolf, the leader of the Breakfast Club. Woo sent me an offer to protect you if I wanted  to be a member of the Breakfast Club.”
 	“See?” I tilt my head. “That’s it. You weren’t there for me. I was a mission that got you to be part of this Breakfast club.”
 	“No, Decca. Don’t think of it that way. Come on, be smart. You think it was so easy to get a message from a leader I didn’t meet and just go risk my life? I did it because…”
 	“What?” I press on the Honeybee jar.
 	“When they sent me your photo, something happened to me,” Leo shrugs, and he sounds sincere. “I can’t explain it, but I wanted you when I saw the photo. I wanted to save you and be with you. It’s like you were my destiny. This little photo of yours blew me away. You and that quirky smile on your face, and that energy that glows behind your eyes.”
 	I am trying so hard to pretend I didn’t hear that. Leo’s words are music to my ears. Whenever I try to corner him with questions he fires back roses in my face. And God, look at how beautiful he is. This is so irresistible. “Do you really think we’re destined to be together?” I ask him, turn around and walk out of the door before I hear his answer. I know his answer is ‘yes’, but my heart tells me that I am destined to be with Woo. I hate myself so much right now, and I wonder why Leo doesn’t hate me already for my confusion and indecisiveness.
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The World is Not Enough
 
 	 
 
 	After parking my car a mile away, I walk, disguised, through the crowd of fans, and sneak into my mansion through my kitchen’s window. Did I tell you I live in a mansion now? All alone.
 	Only two giggling Malikas live with me. They cook for me, shop for me, and massage me from time to time. Looking at them, I remember when Woo said I am not one of the Monsters anymore. I am just another Ten, abiding by the rules I used to oppose.
 	How did I allow myself to have Malikas in my mansion, those cute girls who are victims of Xitler’s genetic manipulation?
 	The more I think about these things, the more I can hardly breathe.
 	I hand Honeybee to the Malikas to take care of. Then I turn on my superscreen TV, which is actually the air around me. All I have to do is push an invisible button anywhere and vocalize a pre-programmed number aloud – which in my case is number ten, but you must have guessed that already. The air turns into a flat screen that I can zoom and change its dimensions by just moving with my fingers in the air.
 	Almost every channel broadcasts an advertisement about me. Well, about the Girl with Golden Eyes. Sometimes, I am not sure we’re the same person.
 	Decca shoes, dresses, cars, you name it. Everything about me is connected to the holy number: ten. They even link me to the ten commandments, which belonged to some older religion in the Amerikaz. Right here, right now, we all believe in the Burning Man, who manifests himself in the form of the iAm device.
 	As I switch to foreign channels, I come across news that says a civil war in a Far Eastern country is being broadcast live on TV at the moment, the same way the Monster Show used to. They pay soldiers crazy amounts of money to participate. If they die in the war – which is considered a game at the moment –, their families get highly compensated. The war will not end until there is a winner. Other countries, including Faya, can participate and bet on the winner. Blood is the most common color in all the videos broadcasted.
 	War broadcasted live on TV? Enough with this insanity, please. I turn the channel.
 	I come across private channels, where every kid in another country is given a camera once they are sixteen, which becomes their only way of making money. They could tell jokes, make a small home movie, spy on other people, and even worse, they could pose nude. If the audience like the show, they pay using the iAm and the kid makes a living.
 	I am about to peck out my eyes so I don’t see any of this. Instead, I close my eyes for a moment, trying to disconnect myself from the world, which has become almost impossible these days. Who would have thought that the darkness I am looking at now is so much more peaceful than the world I live in?
 	Suddenly, a thought hits me. What is Faya going to do about the spreading disease of televised wars and kids? I hope the Summit won’t do anything crazy to top the other countries selling TV shows. After all, this is what Faya – and previously the Amerikaz – is all about: We always want to be the winners, no matter what the price.
 	Something crazy makes me put on the DVD of 10th Monster Show. When I reach the part where Woodsy declares his love to Pepper, I turn it off, fighting the tears in my eyes. It’s by far the loveliest moment I had all year long.
 	I put on Alice in Wonderland, enjoying a drink on my super-comfy couch. I love this movie. According to Leo, it’s one of the few things that survived without being altered. The part about the Rabbit Hole always reminds me of Woo. Is there really a Rabbit Hole in Faya? One that can save the Monsters and leads us to Wonderland? Or is it that we are in Wonderland, and the Rabbit Hole will bring us back to real life? I used to think that the Rabbit Hole was a way to escape the Playa back to the city, but it turns out it’s a way to escape Faya to the Wastelands, or whatever lies out there. Woo said that in order to make the revolution successful we will have to find the Rabbit Hole and pass to the other side where the other members of the Breakfast Club can help us. If only Woo would tell us more about what he knows, and what my place is in all that is?
 	I keep watching the movie. When Alice asks, ‘Who in the world am I?’ I can’t help the tears anymore. I turn off the TV and head to my bedroom.
 	My humongous room is stuffed with the largest wardrobe in the world. I have over two hundred dresses, fifty pairs of shoes, and an infinite number of pink somethings here and there. But I rarely use any of it. I don’t have friends to enjoy these things with. Hell, I don’t even have a family.
 	I go into the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror.
 	“Are you going to spend the rest of your life whining or what?” I talk to myself until the vapor of the hot water from the bathtub blurs the mirror, and I disappear behind it.
 	Sometimes, it feels better to take a break from yourself.
 	Relaxing in the bathtub, I feel a little better. The warmth of the water and the vanilla aroma helps me release the tension in my muscles.
 	I remember the Pain Feelers I saw in Dave’s clinic. Maybe I should get me one of those when they are put out on the market. That way I get someone else to feel my pain for me through some dog or animal. But like Dave said, who do you think will volunteer to feel your pain for you? Is that even possible?
 	Feeling alone in this world isn’t the worst thing. It’s that I feel alone when I could put the Clarine fluid on any moment now and let the world see through my eyes. I know how happy people will be if I do this right now, giving them a chance to peek into my life – that would be better than the fake nude pics they post of me on the internet. What kind of life is this that I am living?
 	I go back to bed and prepare to cry myself to sleep. When you’re a baby you wet your bed with pee pee. When you’re older you wet it with your tears. The difference is everyone minds the pee, but somehow tears are ok.
 	I am losing it. Really losing it. Should I just turn on my eyes and let the world share my moment so I don’t feel alone?
 	The problem is that, even with the world by my side, I still feel lonely.
 	Why?
 	Ironically, the world is not enough.
 	I let myself sink into my bed sheets and drown in my dreams. As I close my eyes, I have a feeling that all of this was just the beginning.
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Happy
 
 	 
 	I wake up in my bed to the annoying buzzing of my iAm. It’s Faustina. Hesitating before I pick up, I hope she’s not calling me for another endorsement. I let the sun splay onto my face from the skylight above my bed, wishing for a better day. Did I mention I have a skylight above my gigantic waterbed?
 	“I hope this is important,” I yawn into the iAm. “I was planning to sleep my day away. Play princess-locked-in-my-own-mansion, maybe.”
 	“I am afraid it’s rather whacky news,” Faustina says. She sounds worried.
 	“Oh, did Leo pose nude on a billboard, making the girls of Faya faint?”
 	Hesitantly, Faustina laughs.
 	“Did Vern find a girlfriend?”
 	“Of course, not.”
 	“Did Woo stop looking for the Rabbit Hole?”
 	“Don’t be ridiculous.”
 	“Maybe Bellona changed her pink hair to blue?”
 	“Stop it, Decca. This is serious. Xitler wants to see you.”
 	“Oh,” I stretch out in bed, glancing over at Honeybee buzzing in the jar. “Let me guess, I didn’t suffer enough in the last episode, so he is not happy with me.”
 	“I have no idea, but he rarely asks to see you in person. You have to go and meet him in his Royal Tower.”
 	“OK,” I hang up but then the iAm rings again. It’s the Tweety Bird ringtone, which means it’s Vern. “Yup?” I pick up.
 	“Wow,” Vern says. “Someone is feeling good today.”
 	“I am meeting Xitler in a while so I have to lift up my spirits so I can bear his disgusting face. So what’s up, thumbfighter?” I yawn again.
 	“You won’t believe it, Decca. I found her.” Vern says enthusiastically.
 	“You found who?”
 	“My girlfriend.”
 	“That’s totally awesome, Vern. I have to meet her. What’s her name?”
 	“Hmm,” Vern hesitates.
 	“You don’t know her name?”
 	“Actually, I haven’t talked to her yet.”
 	“Oh,”
 	“That’s why you have to come over, Decca. I need you to introduce me to her.”
 	“Vern, I really have other things to do. You know it’s perfectly normal to go to a girl.”
 	“Yes, but not one I am already in love with.”
 	“In love? You haven’t talked to her.”
 	“Yeah, I know. But it’s totally her. I know it’s her.”
 	“Wow,” I sit up in my bed. “Haven’t heard you being sure about something for a while.”
 	“That’s because she’s the one. You hear me. I am looking at her now. She is the one.”
 	“Where are you?”
 	“In a music store, she’s listening to some songs. Wait. I think her name is Happy?”
 	“Come again?”
 	“I know it’s crazy right? This boy just called her Happy. I have to tell you she’s been laughing since I first saw her. That’s when I fell in love with her.”
 	“Stop it, Vern. You fell in love with seven previous girls who you’ve only seen and never talked to. And you usually end up with a slap on your face.”
 	“Please, Decca. Come over. The store in on your way to the Royal Tower. I need to talk to her.”
 	“I can’t come over,” I say. “But I’ll tell you what? I’ll guide you to talk to her while I am with you on the iAm.”
 	“Talk to her?” Vern wonders. “Alone?”
 	“Of course, alone. You can do it, Vern.”
 	“I‘ve never approached a girl I don’t know alone.”
 	“What did you do, invite your friends along?  Be a man.” I try to sound firm with him.
 	“Wh—what should I say?”
 	“Say anything. Ask her name. Ask her about the game she is checking. Just say hi.”
 	“I want to ask her about a bracelet she is wearing.” Vern comments.
 	“Awesome. Do it.”
 	“Ok,” Vern says, then his voice disappears. I wait for a while to hear how it goes, but I don’t hear anyone walking.
 	“Vern? Are you there?”
 	“Yes.”
 	“What happened? I couldn’t hear what you guys said.”
 	“That’s because I didn’t say anything. I am still nailed to the floor where I stand. I couldn’t approach her. Another boy did.”
 	“OK? Is she still talking to him?”
 	“No. He’s gone.”
 	“That’s great news. Time for you to go to her before another boy does again.”
 	“I forgot what I want to say to her.”
 	“You wanted to ask her about the bracelet.”
 	“Oh. Yes. I think it’s a silly idea. Tell me something else to say to her.”
 	“Tell her something funny.” I try to sound enthusiastic to encourage him.
 	“Like what?”
 	“Come on. Like all the silly jokes you and Leo keep cracking all the time.”
 	“Alright. Alright,” Vern tries to manage his heavy breathing. “I will tell her something funny now.” He breathes out.
 	“That’s ma boy.”
 	“But what if I tell her something funny and she finds out I am not funny?”
 	Shoot him, Decca! Shoot him with a water pistol! The cuckoo in my head interferes. You have to go see what Xitler wants.
 	“Well, I know you’re not funny, and I am still talking to you, right?” I try to be a little harsh now, remembering how Woo would have done this.
 	“That makes sense,” Vern declares surpassingly. “A lot of people don’t want to talk to me but they still do.”
 	“OK?” Well, if that’s his logic, let it be. He needs to talk to that Happy girl.
 	Vern hangs up, and I take it that he decided to go talk to her. I really wish that she is the one.
 	I prepare myself to go meet Xitler, but first I take Dave’s medication for the Clarine’s effect. It’s a tablet he had prescribed to me yesterday. It causes a slight blurriness for a while.
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Cutie 
 
 	 
 	Trying to avoid the fans,  as usual, I decide to walk, disguised, on foot through an abandoned alley, a shortcut to Xitler’s Royal Tower. But somehow my vision starts to blur again. I am starting to really worry about the Clarine’s effect on my eyes, even though I started to take Dave’s medication.
 	“Looking for something?” An approaching man asks in an unfriendly tone.
 	Squinting, I see two large men approaching me with buzzers in their hands. This doesn’t look good. I can’t see well, and there is no one else in this alley. Am I going to get mugged?
 	“Who are you?” I act as if I see them well, and keep approaching with confident steps.
 	“You don’t have to know who we are, cutie.” The other man says, tapping the buzzer against his hand.
 	“My boyfriend is going to be here any minute,” I say. “He is a Nine, so you better take a walk.” I hate when I have to say things like that, but I am assuming that they don’t know who I am. Although it was a girl who won the Monster Show, Faya is a man’s world, believing that it is boys who men should fear. It’s always the boy who kills the bad guys, wins the girl, and comes home. Why isn’t it ever the other way around: Girl kills the bad guys, gets the boy and takes him home? It was a girl who won the Monster Show, for God’s sake.
 	“Why would a Ten long for the protection of a Nine?” One of them says, grinning.
 	“What did you just say?”
 	“You think we’re here just for any cutie?” One of them says. “We’re here for the Girl with Golden Eyes.”
 	I shrug. Why would someone want to hurt me? I am the most famous and most loved in Faya. And how did they know who I am in my disguise? They must have been following me.
 	“You want an autograph?” I ask.
 	They both laugh aloud, their silhouettes shaking in front of my blurry eyes.
 	“Look, I have no time for you,” I say firmly, intending to keep on walking without showing fear. “I am going to meet Prophet Xitler, so whatever is on your mind you better turn around and—”
 	Before I finish my sentence, I trip on something on the ground. They get it now, that I can’t see clearly and run toward me.
 	One of them grabs me by my neck and lifts me up against the alley wall. Choking, I try to hit him in the face, but my arm is short. The man is five times bigger than me. The other prepares to hit me with the buzzer in his hand.
 	“Wait,” One of then says. “Don’t just kill her now. Let’s play a little with this cutie.”
 	“If you say cutie one more time,” I say, chocking. “I am going to—“
 	“Going to what,” The man sticks his tongue out in a vulgar way. “Cutie.”
 	I close my eyes from the pain, trying to think fast how to get rid of them. Why is this happening? Am I going to end up dead in a forsaken alley?
 	“I think she told you not to call her cutie,” A third voice says.
 	The man lets me fall down and turns to the voice. Even though I only see in silhouettes, I see what the third guys does to the two men. He hits them abruptly and swiftly with the moves and tactics of a trained warrior. He is shorter than them but is faster and has no fear in his heart. I don’t need to see clearly to know that he just doesn’t give a damn. The two men ache and pile one over the other after the boy hits them hard.
 	“I am sorry,” the man pleads as the silhouette of the boy stands over him. “Please don’t kill me. I am sorry.”
 	The boy hits the man in the face with a barefoot. I know who this boy is now. The only strong boy who walks the world barefoot. It’s Woo.
 	“Woo,” I reach out, trying to focus so I can see better. “It’s ok. Just let them go.”
 	Woo doesn’t listen to me. He kills them both in front of my eyes, twisting one’s neck and throwing a knife into the other’s throat. Woo doesn’t need guns because he is one hell of a knife thrower. But he didn’t have to kill them. What happened to you, Woo? Where does all this aggression come from?
 	I let out a shriek, seeing the red color stain my blurry silhouette vision. It reminds me that I have never killed someone before. I only killed a tiger. Woo doesn’t even approach me and hold me. He stands before me, panting, calling them pigs.
 	“Why would you walk alone in an alley like that?” He shouts at me.
 	“You didn’t have to kill them, Woo,” Even though I am grateful and I would love to hug him now, I am kind of intimidated by him, leaning crouched against the wall with my hands covering my head.
 	“They deserved it. They wanted to kill you.” He says, and pulls me up aggressively, walking out of the alley.
 	“So you were following me? How did you know I was here?” I wonder, trying to sweet talk him like always. I know he cares for me, but he acts as if he is made of stone. Every time I persuade myself that I have to give up on him, he does something that makes me change my mind. This time it’s simply saving my life.
 	“Get over yourself, Decca. The world doesn’t revolve around you,” He says as he pushes me into his car. It’s confusing how he does it. It’s rough but somehow I know that he is not going to hurt me. “It just happened that I was walking by.” 
 	“Since when do you walk around in Faya?” I challenge him. “What are you doing out here anyway. Monsters aren’t allowed to walk in Faya.”
 	“Thank you for reminding me that I am a Monster,” He slams the door on me and enters the car from the other side. “How long until you start seeing better?” He asks before starting the engine. “You need me to take you back to the doctor?”
 	“So you were following me?” I insist with tears in my eyes. This can’t be a coincidence. Why can’t he just confess that he cares?
 	“No,” He says bluntly. “But you can’t walk alone in such places. You understand me?”
 	“This never happened to me before. They knew my name. Why would they want to hurt me?”
 	“Because you are the Girl with Golden Eyes. They want to experiment with you, to know what is it in your eyes that works so well with the ClairVo, what makes you a Ten. How is it that you don’t have bodyguards?”
 	“Why would they want to do that?” I ask, neglecting his question. I never had bodyguards. I am this nations crème de la crème.
 	“You’re practically a living money-making machine,” Woo answers. “Anyone who owns your eyes could make millions. Anyone who knows what you are made of can create other Tens. Now, we don’t have time for this. I will see that you have someone protect you later—“
 	“Why don’t you protect me? All the time!” I raise my voice at him.
 	“I don’t even know what that means. We’re not children anymore, Decca. We have to go meet Xitler now.”
 	“What? He asked for you too?”
 	“Yes. And I have a feeling I am not going to like what he is about to say.” Woo says and drives his Monster Jeep away. So that explains why he is out here in Faya. He got permission from Xitler. There is a song playing on the radio while Woo guns his Jeep through the streets of Sol. I have never heard that song before but I will never forget it either. It sings, ‘What if you have everything wanted but it wasn’t what you want?”
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The Offer
 
 	 
 
 	“I want to make peace,” says Xitler, sitting on his throne, flipping that cane of his between his fingers.
 	“Please tell me a better joke, moron,” Woo replies instantly. Only Woo can talk to Xitler this way, as long as we are not on live TV, of course.
 	“Insult me again, and I’ll take my peaceful offer back, and announce the 11th Monster Show right now,” Xitler smirks as Eliza Day shows up behind him, leaning onto the throne.
 	“Why not?” Woo fires back. “Let’s do that. I don’t mind. It’d be better than staying trapped with that deal we made.”
 	“Woo!” I finally snap. “Calm down,” I pat him on the shoulder. Surprisingly, this time he complies and takes a deep breath. “What peace are you talking about?” I ask Xitler.
 	“I like it when my Ten talks reason,” Xitler says.
 	“I am not your Ten,” I say as calm as possible while Woo eyes me again as if telling me, ‘See? I told you, you’re one of them now.’
 	“But of course,” Xitler chuckles in his weird way again. “You’re everybody’s Ten.”
 	“Prophet Xitler wants to make peace between Faya and the Monsters,” Eliza interrupts.
 	“And how in the name of the chicken-shit are you going to do that?” Woo grunts. I don’t think I can stop him from being vulgar anymore. As bad as he sounds, it’s admirable that he is the only one in Faya who isn’t afraid of insulting Xitler and Eliza Day, his Nine-Ranked assistant.
 	“I have an idea,” Xitler says. “That might bring Monsters and ranked Fayans together.”
 	“I am listening,” I say before Woo turns this into a cussing fest. Even if Xitler is honest about this, I don’t think Woo even wants to make peace with Fayans.
 	“The Ranking Day is the day after tomorrow,” Eliza says. “And according to our agreement, the new Monsters will be delivered straight to Monsterland. We’re aware of the responsibilities that will follow when that happens—”
 	“Please, get to the point,” I say.
 	“It’s simple,” Eliza says. “We want to host an event tomorrow, one day before the Ranking, where we announce that last year’s Monster Show resulted in Monsters turning into ranked citizens.”
 	“What? Why do you want to do that?” I ask.
 	“It’s just a gesture of peace,” Eliza says. “We want the Fayan people to understand that the Monsters who survived last year’s show have become good citizens and part of their society. It’s a start to make Fayans and Monsters live in peace in the future.”
 	“What kind of joke is this?” Woo wonders.
 	“Let her finish, Woo,” I tell him.
 	“Don’t let her fool you,” Woo says to me. “Do you think it’s the Summit’s intention for us to live together? How so? That would make the whole iAm thing a big joke.”
 	“We didn’t say we will,” Xitler explains. “We’re only suggesting it. What do you have to lose?”
 	“Again, I am listening,” I say, pulling Woo behind me. He already looks like he’s going to jump barefoot and kick Xitler in the guts. “What’s stopping you from doing what you want? Why do you need us?”
 	“We need you and Woo to persuade Pepper and Bellona to accept complimentary ranks as a Five and Six so we have five newly ranked Monsters to present in our little TV segment tomorrow.”
 	“Five?” I wonder.
 	“Pepper as a Five,” Eliza explains. “Bellona as a Six, Vern as a Seven, and Faustina as an Eight, and Leo as a Nine.”
 	“Faustina was never a Monster,” Woo says.
 	“We couldn’t find a previous Monster who deserved a rank of Eight, and since Faustina was downgraded by working for Decca, she could fill in. It’s just a lame show if you ask me,” Eliza confesses. “But we’re trying to make peace between Fayans and Monsters step by step.”
 	“How so?” I ask.
 	“Well, if Fayans accept the idea of Monsters getting ranked, then maybe they could accept Monsters living among them in the future. It’s a rare possibility. We just want to try.”
 	“Are you trying to convince me that you really want to make peace? Why would you want to do that?” I fold my arms in front of me.  
 	“What are you going to lose?” asks Xitler again. “Imagine this: Leo talks to the Nines, Faustina to the Eights, Vern to the Sevens, Bellona to the Sixes, Pepper to the Fives, and maybe Woo talks to the Monsters? It will give a sense of unity to the nation. Each one of them is going to get on stage and make a small speech, accepting his new rank. Everyone who has been ranked after surviving the Monster Show deserves to attend the ceremony, and Fayans should understand this. If the ceremony works, I’d say I could hope for a better future where Fayans would accept Monsters as citizens again.”
 	“Who are you trying to fool here?” I wonder. “Since when does the Summit want to make peace with the Monsters?”
 	“Since you became a Ten, Decca. A Ten that has the heart of a Monster,” Eliza says. “They are alive because of your deal and we’re stuck here between being proud of having found the Ten of our society and wanting to get rid of the Monsters. It’s the best we can do.”
 	“I am not going to do any of this—“ Woo starts but I shush him.
 	“It’s going to be Ranking Day, students are graduating, everyone’s happy, and we could just try,” Xitler says, sounding a bit sincere. Could it be that the Summit changed their minds about Monsters when I won the last Monster Show?
 	“To be honest, it’s because we don’t have a Monster Show anymore,” Xitler says. “Controlling the Monsters will be a burden to the Summit. And if I can’t kill the likes of you, then I’d better teach my people to live with you. Maybe Monsters could be working certain low-level jobs in the future. Anything that the Fayans can deal with instead of wanting to kill them.”
 	“I am not buying any of this. You’ve got some sneaky plan behind this,” Woo tells Xitler. “I don’t care for any of your offers.” Woo grabs my hand and pulls me to walk out. “Come on, Decca.”
 	I find myself following him blindly toward the door.
 	“As you wish,” says Xitler. “I guess we have to bring the Monster Show back then since Decca won’t be able to provide more TV episodes in the future.”
 	“What did you say?” I turn around, stopping Woo.
 	“You think I didn’t know that you’re growing numb?” Xitler chuckles. “That your body is affected by the Clarine?”
 	“How’d you know that?” I purse my lips.
 	“Dave told me, of course,” Xitler says. “It’s true he did because he cares for you, but now I know.”
 	“What’s he talking about?” Woo wonders.
 	“Decca might not be able to continue the TV series for a while,” Xitler explains. “The Clarine is damaging her senses.”
 	“So you’re threatening me?” I ask.
 	“Don’t look at it that way,” Xitler says. “I know that your treatment will take some time, so what if you and Woo do this for me and I keep my agreement and send supplies to the Monsters until you get cured?”
 	“That’s still pretty much a threat,” Woo says.
 	“What do we have to lose, Woo?” I tell him. “Even if he’s got some sneaky plan behind this, what could it be? I don’t see any harm if Bellona and Pepper get ranked and all of us get into show business if that will keep the agreement until I get cured.”
 	“Wise girl,” Xitler says. “Now you have to hurry to convince your friends. But there is one other thing.”
 	“What’s that?” I ask.
 	“We’ll have to test them for Clarine because the event will be broadcasted on live TV the same way your episodes were broadcasted. If their eyes are Clarine friendly for just a little bit, the show will be awesome.”
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Clairvoyees
 
 	 
 	At Dave’s clinic, Bellona passes the test. When she comes out of the clinic, Woo hugs her. I find myself looking away. Was that a friend’s hug or something else? Her face illuminates when he does that.
 	“Why does she walk everywhere with her machine gun?” Pepper whispers in my ear, munching on a sandwich. We’re waiting for Vern, taking the test in the exam room.
 	“Did she ever fire it?” I ask Pepper about Bellona.
 	“Yeah,” She wipes her mouth, stretching her hand under her dental bracings. “Sometimes she farts with it.” 
 	“You’re horrible.” I knot my face.
 	“We all are,” She smiles, throwing the foil away. “Welcome to Faya.”
 	“Stop talking like that. I really don’t understand what happened to us in the last year. Everyone’s so different…” I stop elaborating when I see what’s written her tee shirt: I Am a Monster, baby. So why don’t you kill me?
 	Woo wears the same shirt. I have to talk to him about this attitude he is passing to the Monsters.
 	Leo enters the room.
 	“Leo!” Pepper runs toward him and hugs him. Of course, she has to tiptoe and he has to bend down a little. When they both hug, a lovely chill passes through the room. I can really sense their genuine friendship.
 	“Awesome bracings.” He touches her lightly on the cheek. Since Pepper’s bracings are permanent, whenever she buys new ones, we treat her as if she’s bought a diamond ring.
 	“Thanks,” She blushes. “Can’t you get any taller?” She messes with him.
 	“That’s the first time I’ve seen you without a machine gun, Thor,” Bellona says and hugs him, military style. And no, her face does not shine like when hugging Woo. “Nice perfume.” She sniffs him jokingly.
 	“Nice to see you, Bella,” Leo calls her Bella, which is too nice of him but totally out of place.
 	“Hey.” Leo nods at Woo without approaching. Woo nods back, his chin a little higher. It’s not like they are enemies, but they aren’t quite friendly with each other, either. The short conversation between them stops here.
 	Then Leo turns back to me, spreading his hands at his sides without saying a word. It’s like saying: Here I am.
 	“So you’re in?” I wonder.
 	“A little show for the Summit won’t hurt. Besides, I couldn’t resist.” He says.
 	“Couldn’t resist what?” I ask.
 	“Being back with all my favorite suckers,” He points at us. “It’s like we’re a Scooby Doo gang and we’re all back together.”
 	“That’s all of us being together in hell,” I mumble, really not knowing what’s wrong with my pessimistic temper. I felt I wanted to hug Leo for a second, maybe even kiss him, but my eyes betrayed me and looked for Woo, who wasn’t even looking at us.
 	“I know,” He blinks, but his eyes are sincere. “Paradise sucks if you’re alone. Hell is alright, only if you’re with your friends and family.”
 	“So we got you and Woo in the same place,” Pepper exclaims. “This never happened before. What do they want us to say on the stage in the ceremony? I am curious.”
 	“I really don’t think we should be doing this,” Bellona says. “It’s a trap. I’m only cooperating because Woo told me to,” She says the last words, looking harshly at me. “So you’re not going to be with us for the ceremony?” She asks me, looking like she wants to pick a fight. Is that because of Woo? Does she like Woo now and think I am the obstacle?
 	“I can’t,” I lower my head. “I am a Ten. I am not allowed to attend the ceremony.”
 	“And why  is that?” Bellona asks hands at her waist. Everyone else doesn’t say a word for a moment. “I’ll tell you why,” She takes a step toward me and grins. “Because Tens don’t have an audience to talk to. In this ceremony, each one of us will talk to our new factions, which consists of thousands of people. But Decca is a Ten and has no one to talk to because there are no other Tens. Pathetic.”
 	“What the heck is your problem?” I burst out.
 	“What does it look like? You!” Bellona pushes me against the wall. I step back and clench my fists. What is wrong with her? “What the he—“ I yell at her.
 	“Stop trying to be the boss or the hero,” Bellona says. “You’re the reason for all this mess in the first place. First, we fall into the trap of this stupid deal, and now we’re obliged to step on a stage and show our affection to people we don’t like.”
 	“I really had it with you,” I push her back and scream at her. “What’s wrong with you? We were best friends.”
 	Bellona pulls out her machine gun and wants to hit me with it. I don’t hesitate and pull out my knife. Since Carnivore, I always walk with a knife on me.
 	“Boys!” Leo shouts, standing in the middle, separating us. Woo stays afar, not doing anything. “Let’s go get some beer and pick up chicks on our way home,” Leo continues mockingly. Pepper giggles. “Either you stay the cute girls I once knew, or I will punch you both in the face as fellow stupid and drunk boys.”
 	“I did it!” Vern comes bragging out of the room. “I passed the test. I am a Clairvoyee.” They call each one who passes the Clarine test a Clairvoyee. Now that Vern passed, it’s official that they all are going to attend the ceremony.
 	Woo and I exchange worried looks. Woo doesn’t like Vern at all.
 	“Congrats, Roger This.” Leo shakes hands with him. They do what Leo calls a Californian handshake. Some gesture from the time of the Amerikas.
 	“I can’t believe it. I have Clairvoyee eyes.” Vern says.
 	“Playing video games makes your eyes stronger,” Leo says. What a lame comment.
 	Then the door opens and Faustina comes in. She’d tested positive for being a Clairvoyee long ago. I am really suspicious about all of this now. Why is Faustina considered one of us in the ceremony? What kind of trick is Xitler playing on us?
 	“What are you doing here?” Bellona asks.
 	Faustina looks worried. “I am the Eight.”
 	“That’s what I needed. A freakin’ Teen Gene. You’re a robot.” Bellona says.
 	“I love you, too, power ranger,” Faustina says with that aristocratic smirk on her face. “At least I know how I am going to lure my faction on stage. What are you going to say to your faction? Shoot’m up?”
 	“So since Leo was talking about us being like a Scooby  Doo gang, where does Faustina fit in, exactly?” Pepper wonders.
 	“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “Let’s just get done with this stupid ceremony tomorrow. Doesn’t anyone really find it strange that they need to broadcast such a ceremony with Clarine in our eyes? I mean, why not just use ClairVos, or better, just broadcast the whole thing live?”
 	“I don’t really know what you’re talking about, but I snuck out secret info about what they want each of us to say in the ceremony tomorrow,” Faustina says. “It’s pure fun.”
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I Believe
 
 	 
 	On the top of Xitler’s Royal Tower, the show has taken on a new meaning. Instead of being trapped in the Playa and begging Fayans to let them live, my friends are on top of the world facing the new rainbow-colored Zeppelins hovering even higher than the Tower itself. The sinking sun behind them adds an element of mystery and magic to the scene, which is already candy to the eyes.
 	The sunset in Faya is colorful, bright, and legendary. The type of scenery that looks really good on TV’s, especially the XD ones.
 	I get a different vibe, though. All I can think of is that soon after the sun sinks, Faya will drown in the dark. I can’t seem to wash these thoughts away lately. I can always feel that gloomy cloud behind all those bright colors of Faya, and I wonder why.
 	“Wow,” Flam says, sipping a pink Milmilk. “That is some festival.” He wipes his lips elegantly after each sip, leaning back on the white couch and watching the festival on TV with me.
 	“How come this festival was organized so fast?” I can’t sit. I am barely keeping calm, being trapped in this room. I am the Girl with Golden Eyes. I should be up there. The crowd usually hails my name. I know that I shouldn’t think that way but I am feeling slightly jealous because of all the attention the others are getting. Maybe because attention is all I have got left to live for.
 	What the heck happened to you? The cuckoo in my head reminds me of the birds in clocks on the walls, popping out every now and then to tell the time. My cuckoo pops out to check me back into reality instead.
 	“You can create an event in seconds with the power of the iAm,” Flam clicks his fingers, not taking his eyes off the screen. I know he is fond of dancing and shiny colors. “I think there is also another reason why the people of Faya arrived in the Zeppelins so fast.”
 	“Yeah? What’s that?” I watch Leo, Faustina, Vern, Bellona, Pepper, and Woo walk toward the main stage where Eliza Day waits for them. The crowd is hypnotized into silence, wondering what Xitler has in store for them. The idea of having a scapegoat from every faction instead of the Monsters is really confusing.
 	“The show is a punishment to the people of Faya for cooperating with a Monster,” Flam elaborates. “Each Nine, Eight, Seven, Six, and Five are glad that the one on the stage now isn’t them or one of their families. They don’t want to anger the Summit by not attending the event. I have to give it to Xitler, being one hell of a mind twister.”
 	“You’re right,” I say. “He fooled us into giving ranks to the survivors of last year’s game and then used them again in his new game. This can’t be a coincidence.”
 	“If you ask me, I think he and the Summit had planned this long ago.”
 	“What do you mean?”
 	“I mean it’s impossible that Ariadna’s video just popped out of nowhere a couple of days ago. The Summit had the video long ago but didn’t show it. They tricked you into accepting the deal of the I Am A Ten episodes first and fooled you and the Monsters. Now that the time has come for the 11th Monster Show, which they claimed they have canceled, they uploaded the tape to Zootube and staged this new Redemption Show.”
 	“How didn’t I think of that?” Flam is right. The Summit has played us, and I was used as part of the game, but it’s too late to go on regretting anything. We’re going to fight for our lives again and we can’t do anything about it.
 	“The Summit is incredibly smart. They have also fooled their own people,” Flam says. “Look at each person in Faya and how they will do their best to make this show super awesome. They fear that if they don’t, Xitler could substitute one of them with for your friends. It’s a real mind-twist. Milmilk?” Flam stretches out his hands with his drink.
 	“I don’t want to get drunk, Flam,” I shake my head. “Besides I am not seventeen yet. According to the laws of Faya, I am not supposed to drink.” I joke with him.
 	“You can kill but you can’t drink?” Flam raises an eyebrow. “Some law.”
 	“Why are you even drinking?” I ask.
 	“Relax. It’s milk, and it pink. Strawberry flavor. It just gets you to accept all the bad things going on around you with a smile on your face, and I love to smile.”
 	“Shhh,” I wave my hand. “You’re talking nonsense. Look. Eliza is going to summon them.” I point out.
 	“And the moment has arrived, ladies and gentlemen,” Flam sips his Milmilk. “It’s showtime.”
 	“What’s going to happen now?”
 	“More mind-bending, I guess.” Flam muses.
 	Eliza Day announces the 1st Redemption Show to the people of Faya, saying that Xitler will give a speech tomorrow after the sixteen-year-olds of Faya get ranked. For now, the Summit is just introducing the contestants that each faction will vote for in tomorrow’s show. Tickets to the Zeppelins were free today. I wonder what is really behind this show. Is it really just a punishment because of Ariadna’s incident? I grit my teeth when I remember that I am not up there because I am a Ten. There is no faction to vote for me or support me. I wonder if other ranks will still vote for the Girl with Golden Eyes in the show.
 	How come a Ten is so lonely on the top without friends voting for her?
 	“Shut up, cuckoo.” I murmur.
 	“You said something?” Flam wonders casually.
 	“Nah, was just coughing.” I sneak a look sideways at him on the couch. I don’t want anyone to know about my internal dialogue.
 	“Oh,” Flam sips Milmilk again. “What an awesome drink, Cuckoo.” He mumbles.
 	“What did you just say?” I turn my head to him with a knitted forehead.
 	“What?” He shrugs his shoulders. “Was just coughing.” He tries to keep his lips from curving into a smile, but he just can’t. He’s so much an open book. I smile and turn back to the TV screen. I don’t mind Flam knowing I have a cuckoo in my head.
 	“Each one of the contestants will step to the microphone right now and tell his faction what he believes in,” Eliza announces.
 	“So they are ‘contestants’ now? Not Monsters?” I fold my arms.
 	“The rules of the game baby,” Flam says. “The rules of the new game.”
 	“Each contestant will say the phrase, ‘I believe in…’ and will follow with a short sentence that should relate to his faction and make them want to vote for them. It’s a  hit or miss. Each contestant has to find the words that will make his faction the happiest,” Eliza says to the silent and anticipating crowd who seem to be as confused as I am. “It’s up to you, people of Faya, to decide if you will sympathize and vote for your contestant to win this game.”
 	“I am really glad I am drinking my Milmilk,” Flam says to me. “This mind-bending is a little bit too much for me.”
 	“I don’t get it,” I say. “So each of my friends has to say something that the faction believes in so they support him?”
 	“Exactly,” Flam nods. “Which is not that easy. Each of them has to really hit the right note with one sentence.”
 	“What would you have said if you were out there?” I ask him, biting my lips.
 	“I believe in Milmilk!” He raises a toast in the air.
 	I shake my head back to the TV. As much as I like Flam, I think he can’t take the pressure and uses the Milmilk to feel relaxed.
 	“What would you have said, Decca?” He asks back. The question almost paralyzes me because I don’t know what I believe in. I am a Ten with no one else like me, and it feels stupid and lonely. How can I even know what I want if there is no one out there to share it with me?
 	“I thought so,” Flam nods, knowing that I don’t have an answer. “Now you understand how hard it will be for them.”
 	Flam is right. This reminds me of the school assemblies when each one of us had to sing a song out there on stage, knowing that most probably everyone will laugh at us. I never could even sing in key.
 	I turn back to the TV and shrug as I see Leo stepping up to the microphone. Even though this is the Leo whom all girls go crazy for, I see beads of sweat on his forehead. He spends a long moment looking silently at the crowd until the sun sets and disappears behind the colorful Zeppelins.
 	“If this was the Leo he once was,” Flam says, eyeing me sideways. “He would have just shot them all right now. But he is not anymore since he met…”
 	“Since he met me. I know, Flam. Shut up. Don’t try to make me feels guilty.”
 	“Aww,” Flam says. “You wouldn’t be that tense if you drank some Milmilk.”
 	I ignore him, watching Leo unable to say the words. This is getting awkward.
 	“So, how did it feel kissing Leo?” Flam asks, neglecting Leo’s reluctance on TV. Flam can be too calm sometimes.
 	“It doesn’t matter,” I say, not taking my eyes off the screen.
 	“That good?” Flam sips more Milmilk.
 	There is no room for me to respond. Leo speaks.
 	“I believe in…” Leo starts hands in his pocket. He’s got his chin up high. He poses with that boyish charm of his and the corner of his mouth lifts up a little in a Leo-like arrogant way. “I believe in me!” Leo finally says.
 	It takes a moment for the crowd to absorb the sentence before they starting hailing, “Leo. Leo!” It’s one of the few times when those who hail for Leo aren’t only girls but boys as well.
 	“Brilliant,” Flam says.
 	“What’s so brilliant about it?” I ask.
 	“Leo is a Nine. Nines are practically celebrities and everybody looks up to them. Saying that he believes in himself is just the right choice,” Flam is almost in love with Leo. “If your idols don’t believe in themselves why would they be your idols in the first place? Bravo Leo.” Flam claps a palm on the Milmilk.
 	“But there aren’t many people hailing for him, though,” I remark.
 	“Who are you kidding, Decca? After Tens, Nines are the loneliest of the crowd. There aren’t many of them. His faction isn’t that big in numbers but they will support him.”
 	I scratch my head as Faustina steps up toward the microphone after Leo.
 	“I wonder what she is going to say,” I mumble.
 	“You’re not coughing, are you?” Flam teases me.
 	Even though Faustina was downgraded to an Eight to work with me, she is just made for this stage appearance. The way she walks and the way she is dressed is hypnotizing to boys and intimidating to girls. You can’t deny that she’s already got the votes of her faction. I wonder if she was taught how to talk and act so well, or if it just runs in her blood as a Teen-Gene effect.
 	Faustina doesn’t hesitate to talk in the microphone. “I believe in… ” She says with a charming smile and hands behind her back. She could as well just announce the winner of the lottery right now. “You!” She says.
 	Once her words flutter like stars with wings in the air, she bows her head slightly and spreads her welcoming arms out, almost as if saying, ‘Eights of Faya, I am at your service.’
 	Flam shrugs. “What a fabulous girl,” He doesn’t sip from his Milmilk anymore. “I almost believed her.” He says as her faction, much more that Nines, clap their hands from their Zeppelins. It’s such an elegant scene to watch.
 	“What do you mean, Flam?”
 	“Eights work in the media and interact with people all the time. They sell the Summit’s lies to the people and make people buy products they don’t need,” Flam explains. “What Faustina did is what any Eight would have done; convince the world that the government and the rich believe in them while they barely care for us.”
 	“Wow,” I say. “You have a way for analyzing things, Flam. I wonder why you just settled for being a tango teacher.”
 	“Because I love it,” Flam says casually, without even thinking. He crawls toward the screen when Vern steps up. “Now this is going to be awkward.” He points at Vern.
 	“Yeah, I know,” I say. “Vern has stage fright, and I wonder how he will convince his faction.”
 	“Sevens,” Flam mumbles. “That’s on a hell of a faction in our society. Even though they are good-hearted, it’s not easy to please them.”
 	“Why is that?” I wonder.
 	“Because they don’t know what they really want in the first place,” Flam says. “They are regular people who aspire to live nice, regular lives. They don’t ask much and don’t demand much. They believe in the good of the world but seem to be easily fooled because they are rarely able to see the bad of the world.”
 	“So what? What’s wrong with that?” I raise an eyebrow, remembering that I wanted to be a Seven one day. I still feel like that’s the best rank that suits me.
 	“There is nothing wrong with it,” Flam says, eyes on Vern. “Just look at the number seven, right in the middle between five and nine. You’re expected to play Switzerland—you know what that is of course,— ” 
 	I nod. Leo told me about it. “What’s wrong with Switzerland?” I ask.
 	Flam turns his head to me, looking serious. “What do you think happened to them when the world fought each other, Decca? Which side do you think they took? Nobodies. Because as much as they wanted to be peaceful and smarter than everyone, they lost their identities by not taking sides.”
 	I have sudden goosebumps on my arms. I am not sure I agree with Flam’s explanation but it got to me somehow, so I occupy myself with watching Vern step up toward the microphone.
 	My video games loving friend is sweating real bad. The idea of standing in front of a crowd that’s looking up to him drives him crazy. Vern is more of a follower, not used to having to influence others. If I were there with him I would’ve advised him to think of this as a video game, but I don’t think it’d have worked. This feels so painfully real to him. And he has to say something that satisfies the many Sevens of Faya.
 	“Hey,” Vern says into the microphone, avoiding eye contact. No one says anything back. His shrug is so loud in the microphone it sounds like someone flushing the toilet. A couple of girls hiss and chuckle somewhere in the Zeppelins. Vern tries to unchain his fear by adjusting the microphone that is already perfectly placed. It produces another set of undesired, loud sounds in the huge speakers on the roof of the Royal Tower. Clumsily, Vern puts the microphone back in place and glances upward for a moment, unable to take in the scene of the hordes of the people staring at him from the Zeppelins.
 	I purse my lips, watching on my iAm as the cameras zoom in on every twitch and awkward facial expression on his face.
 	“Come on, Vern. You can do it.” I tap the floor with my shoes.
 	“Sorry for that,” Vern smiles wickedly before he decides to let his hands dangle to his sides. “I love to play Zeragon 5,” He offers unnecessarily.
 	The Milmilk slips from Flam’s hands as he opens his mouth wide, staring at Vern on the TV.
 	“Ouch,” I say almost closing my eyes as if that will wipe the embarrassment on Vern’s face away.
 	“Really,” Vern insists innocently, which makes me worry about bringing him in the game. Woo is right. Vern shouldn’t have come with us. “You can ask Leo. He is my friend. We play together.” Vern says, gesturing back at Leo who bravely nods to affirm Vern’s claim. Still, the crowd keeps hissing. Someone calls Vern a douchebag, and another calls him boring.
 	“I believe in… “ Vern starts saying, finally getting himself together. “Hmm. Video Games?”
 	No one makes a sound. I see only appalled and disbelieving close-ups of some of the crowd on the iAm.
 	“Fun?” Vern says, looking puzzled.
 	“Come on, man,” Flam says, now crawling on his hands and knees closer to the TV screen. “You can say the magic word.”
 	“What’s the magic word?” I ask Flam.
 	“If you don’t know it then you’re not a Seven,” Flam says, focusing on Vern.
 	“I believe in heroes,” Vern tries his bad luck. “Superheroes?”
 	A bell rings, indicating that his time is up. Eliza Day shakes her head and signals for the guards to pull Vern back from the microphone. The iAm closes in on Woo, who’s been silent and aloof all the time, rubbing his bare feet together at most. Now he is shaking his head at Vern’s vulnerability. How is he going to survive the show?
 	As the guards pull Vern away, he gets furious and starts kicking the air with his legs, reaching out for the microphone like a boy drowning in the sea and looking for a lifesaver.
 	“Give me one more chance. I can do it,” He screams in a thin pitch that is more laughable than pleading.
 	“That’s sad, Vern,” Flam says. “You could have said the magic word.”
 	Vern tries to slide himself loose from the guards’ grip, curving his body like a snake until he finally manages to run back to the microphone which he holds awkwardly in his hand, looking like a young Elvis Presley, about to sing his first song on stage. He catches his breath, his eyes dare the ground, and he is about to say something.
 	“I think he found the magic word,” Flam is glued to the TV.
 	“I believe in…” Vern says, fisting one hand high up in the air. “The Nerdfighters!”
 	Somehow this moment sends shivers through my spine in a way that makes me recall when I killed Carnivore. It’s that low buzz and vibrating tone that you hear in the crowd as if they are shocked, but in a good way. They just need a moment to make sure they heard it right. And then… Faya lights up the night. The Sevens of Faya raise their fists in the air; boys, girls, and elders hail Vern as if they were fierce pirates saluting their leader. Fireworks light up the night with the weirdest colors. Sevens hold each other by the arms, side by side, dancing to the echo of Vern’s voice in the microphone.
 	“That’s the magic word,” Flam almost cries, and I don’t know what to do. He is a forty-year-old man. I didn’t expect myself to be calming him down or drying his tears. “That’s the word, Vern.”
 	The iAm shows Vern raise his hands with a single tear in his eye before the guards finally pull him away.
 	Although it’s Bellona’s turn now, she has to wait until the Sevens of Faya calm down.
 	I watch Flam walk back to the refrigerator, getting himself another bottle of Milmilk. “What better way to celebrate than with this?” he smiles at me when he comes back.
 	“You think Bellona will do well?” I ask, watching her approach the microphone with her machine gun right beside her.
 	“She will be alright,” Flam sinks back in his comfortable white sofa. “She is a fighter. Everyone respects a fighter.”
 	Bellona looks confident in a wicked way. She holds her machine gun up high and says, “As long as there are those who threaten to bring down our nation and all that we believe in, I will always believe in this.” She says in a straight tone, pointing at her gun.
 	The Sixes are much fewer than the Sevens in Fays but they stand up and salute her in a military way, which causes almost all of Faya to stand up and salute her, too.
 	“Wow,” I say, feeling a little envious without consulting my inner cuckoo.
 	“Can’t resist a soldier girl with pink hair,” Flam muses.
 	“So all that is because of her being a soldier?” I ask.
 	“Part of it is respect,” Flam says. “Part of it is the crowd being happy they are not pulled into doing the hard work of the military. If you spend your life in Faya, partying and having fun while others fight for you on the borders, you better hide your embarrassment with a fake smile on your face and salute the soldiers every now and then.”
 	“You sometimes sound as weird as Woo,” I comment.
 	“Woo is not weird,” Flam says. “He just wears his pain on his soul right out without concealing it. Why do you think he is always barefoot? If it were up to him, he’d walk the world naked. He wants you to see him as he is.”
 	I don’t comment on this one, distracted by Pepper’s charming appearance on the stage. God. With her bracing, chewing gum, recklessness, full of life, with one eyebrow missing, she has that certain, ‘I don’t give a bleep’ about her that makes her so appealing without even trying to be.
 	“I love this girl,” Flam says. “I love her so much I wouldn’t be surprised if she does something so interesting that it leads the superficial people of Faya to wear bracings like her to show off one day.”
 	“What do you expect her to say to the Fives?” I ask Flam.
 	“I don’t know, but I am sure she will put a smile on my face. I am a Five myself, and I really trust her representing me.” Flam says.
 	Pepper steps up to the microphone, casually, carelessly, like walking into your kitchen to get a glass of water. It’s no big deal. It’s something you do every day and whoever criticizes you, the hell with them.
 	“I believe in…” Pepper says then notices she has her gum in her mouth. She pulls it out, sticks to the microphone’s handle, and moves her jaw to the left and to right like a fighter knuckling his fingers before the final hit. “I believe in Mac and Cheese!” She says, pulls her gum back into her mouth, and walks away.
 	Flam spits Milmilk out of his mouth, spattering the rug and the TV with pink curly trails. He keeps laughing until his face turns red. The Fives in Faya, who are the majority of the nation, laugh and keep saying, ‘Mac and Cheese!’ They high-five each other and spatter the sky with more fireworks. Pepper has certainly drawn a smile on everyone’s face and mine. She’s got the votes of all Fives. Some Sixes and Sevens, too. I am not sure about the Nines and Eights.
 	To my surprise, Pepper winks at Leo on her way back and then hugs him. Leo is so proud of her. I know Pepper adores him. The scene is mind-blowing. Did this new show connect the dots between the Fives and the Nines? I don’t think so. Because whatever my friends pretend to be, I know what they really are. I know what makes them appealing to their so-called factions. They are all Monsters, and I am so proud of them.
 	“Mac and Cheese,” Flam is on his back on the floor, kicking his legs in the air. “I sure feel hungry right now.”
 	The flare of celebration and fireworks dies as barefoot Woo steps up. His stare at the crowd is so unavoidable. It shows how disgusted he is with Faya. It occurs to me that it is unfair that his followers, the Monsters, are not allowed on the Zeppelins, still trapped in the Playa. Did Xitler and the Summit foresee and plan this ahead of time? Woo isn’t here to sweet talk his Monsters. They already believe in him and support him – including the newcomer Monsters after tomorrow’s Ranking Day. Whatever he says, I don’t think he could attract any of the factions. Let alone that I know for sure that he has no intentions of attracting any non-Monsters.
 	Flam turns back to the TV, tranced by Woo’s silence. “You see what I told you now?” Flam says to me. “You see that look in his eyes? That little Peter Pan?” Woo is not as tall and slender as Leo, and not half as beautiful. He is just a little taller than me and pretty much ordinary looking. It’s his eyes that could burn through you and send curing rays to mend the wound seconds later.
 	“I don’t know what I really believe in…” Woo says. “But I surely don’t believe in you.” He says and walks away.
 	Before I can even register Woo’s action, my phone buzzes. It’s Leo, and he says he’s coming over to Flam’s to drive me home. I find myself agreeing, my eyes still glues to Woo’s image on the TV.
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Surprise
 	 
 	On the way home, we don’t say anything. Leo plays, ‘If I Could Only See Through Your Eyes’ on repeat. It’s his admirable, silent way of passing his thoughts across to me without having to talk. The world would be so much better if people could enjoy each other’s silence.
 	When he parks in front of the gates of my mansion, I feel like I have to say something.
 	“Why are you doing this, Leo?” I ask, and the light in his eyes shines down on me.
 	“Doing what?” He wonders, gazing at me with this triangular gaze from eye to eye and then to my lips. I hate when he does that. It feels as if he hasn’t seen me in years and all he wants is to stare at me. It’s ridiculous – but really cute.
 	“Keeping faith in me,” I feel like my eyes are stuck in their sockets. All I can do is look straight into his as if we’re connected with invisible wires that force me to follow his gaze.
 	“It’s a bad habit,” Finally, he looks away, a little distracted. “I don’t think that I could explain any of my actions since last year’s game. It’s all too emotional. I have that instinctual fire in my guts that I’ve followed blindly since then. If I have learned one thing from the Monster Show, it’s that logic and reason are the enemy right now. I know it doesn’t make sense. But if we had relied on logic in the games, none of us would have survived.”
 	“That doesn’t make sense, Leo,” I say. “It’s so illogic.”
 	“You’re very observant. Someone in this car just said so.”
 	I pinch him for making fun of me.
 	“You know I understand how much you feel for Woo,” He says. “All these memories that came back to you since I removed the iAm’s receptor from under your ear. All that you have done and risked to go find him. We only knew each other for three days, Decca. Although I know what I feel is true, I see it in your eyes how you care for him, even when you know what kind of jerk he’s become. But I still try to be close to you. Do you think that is based on logic?”
 	“It’s not like that—“ I try to deny my deep feelings for Woo, but who says I don’t have feelings for Leo too? It’s just that I can control my feelings for Leo but not for Woo.
 	“Don’t explain,” He interrupts. “Your heart will sail you across this tidal ocean of conflicting emotions until you reach the shore.”
 	Did Leo just say that? OMG. It’s sometimes really hard to believe that this is the boy who shot people all the way through the Playa. I don’t say anything and hope Leo doesn’t either. I want to indulge in the silent echo of his lovely sentence. Usually, Leo follows up with words that mess up everything.
 	“Woo is a jerk, you know that, don’t you?” Leo says. OK. Thank you. I can’t say I didn’t expect that, so I don’t say a thing. If Woo hadn’t sent Leo to save me, I wouldn’t have met Leo and shared these feelings with him. I might have lost the games. This is all messed up. My brain is frying slowly.
 	“Can I tell you a secret?” I ask Leo.
 	“Is it a big secret? Because you know I am irresponsible and I can’t keep my mouth shut.”
 	“Stop it,” It’s weird how he switched from anger to being funny all of a sudden. “Sometimes, I feel I want to go back to the Playa.” I shrug.
 	“To live with the Monsters?”
 	“No, to fight someone, to be back in the games,” I say.
 	“OK,” Leo puffs. “That’s it. I know the iAm number of a great psychiatrist. I am going to rendezvous you with her.”
 	“No. Seriously. Don’t you ever feel that way? It’s so boring out here in Faya. I mean it. You know, before last year’s game…” I stop suddenly, hearing myself saying this. Am I mad or something? Why would I want to go back to fight? Instead, I keep staring silently at Leo.
 	I want to tell Leo that he is not one inch the boy I knew last year. The arrogant, silent terminator who didn’t believe in friendship. But I can’t because he will tell me that I am the reason for his change of heart. I am the reason for him showing his softer side, which is becoming alarming since he could be killed in the show if he stays like this.
 	But I don’t say anything again because I don’t know which Leo I like more. The killer arrogant type, or the softer one. It’s strange how all of us can change from one moment to another. Woo once told me that he hates fiction books that expect the hero to be stereotypical, either a hero, or a romantic, or whatever. Woo said that we’re lost in the world, and our most precious trait, yet most dangerous – that none of us was predictable enough to fit in shoes of the protagonist of a stereotypical novel. I wish Woo still talked like that now.
 	“I guess we’ve both changed so much within a year, Leo. You went on the softer side, and I am on the verge of hysterical numbness. Is that because you removed the receptor from my brain? Is this who I really am?” I look in the rear-view mirror for a second. “A Ten. A Girl with Golden Eyes. Sometimes I wish you haven’t removed the implant at all.” The words I say are firm and steady. There’s no hint of tears coming out soon from my eyes, and I wish there were. I feel so much stronger in an inhuman way.
 	“Sometimes I wish you didn’t follow us after I sedated you,” Leo says, lowering his head and fiddling with his iAm. “The plan was to save you. Woo should have picked you up when the cameras were all focused on us, and convinced you to stay with him and never declare that you we’re alive. I removed the receptor so the Summit couldn’t track you and would think of you as dead. But he was too late and you were stubborn enough to come after us.”
 	“I can’t believe you did that,” Again, the anger inside me isn’t showing. I am as blunt as they come. “I can’t believe they all knew about this. Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you and Woo insist on saving me all the way? First, he fed me chocolates to submit to the iAm’s rules, and then he sent a soldier to save me from dying. Why was I so important?”
 	“That, only Woo knows.”
 	“And it doesn’t seem like he will ever tell me. I am just a celebrity doll now. I don’t know who and what I really am,” I grab the door. Suddenly, I feel like I am starting to feel something and I don’t want anyone to see me cry, even if it’s Leo.
 	“Wait,” He grabs my hand and shows me his iAm. “I have something for you. You think I drove you home to have this endless and useless discussion?”
 	“Then what is it?”
 	“I bought you a birthday present.” He smiles. Damn that irresistible smile.
 	 “You remembered?” I am genuinely flattered.
 	“Who’d forget the girl who was born on the tenth day of the tenth month in the Year of the Ten?”
 	Again. Damn that damn smile. So kissable.
 	“Wow. I’ve always thought it was a curse coinciding with the Ranking Day and the Monster Show.” I shake my head. “And you brought me a… present?” I raise an eyebrow at the iAm in his hand. Such a cheesy present. “Well, if you insist, I’d prefer a pink new iAm…with sprinkles?”
 	“Shut up,” he teases me. Wow. Isn’t this the Leo I once knew? “This is a disposable iAm. There is a video message for you in here,” He pushes the button, kisses me on the forehead, saying happy birthday, and grabs for the door handle. He does it abruptly as if he can’t stand facing me. “I think I should give you privacy. I hope you will like the message.” He says, opens the door, and stands outside in the rain. I hardly noticed it started raining an hour ago. I see his silhouette out in the rain, black and wavy behind the raindrops. Is that a gun in his hand? I am not sure. And I don’t care. I am sitting with an open mouth, staring at the disposable iAm he just gave me. That couldn’t be.  
 	The video feed on the iAm is from my parents. Mom, dad, and Jack are saying happy birthday to me in their new house. This is a live feed, and it’s totally illegal for them to do that with me.
 	There is a cake that has the number 10 on it with seventeen candles. My heart sinks to my feet. The happiness and surprise are overwhelming. Leo is risking himself being downgraded doing this. I am not supposed to be interacting with my parents since they cleared my name. The rain stops outside but starts falling here, inside, from my eyes. This is the birthday present of the century, I guess. Or so it feels to me.
 	Even though I miss my family, the conversation turns a little bit flat. It’s all, ‘How are you?’ ‘We miss you’ and ‘Happy birthday’ I guess somewhere along the year we lost each other. I can’t say I’m not glad, and I can’t say that the tears in my eyes aren’t genuine, but it feels a little awkward. The real winner who deserves to be praised in all that is Leo, not them, for doing this for me. The boy keeps making it harder for me, trying to hate him.
 	At the end of the celebration, my dad imitates Inspector Gadget and instructs me to destroy the phone so the Summit won’t find it. Leo opens the door and gets rid of the iAm then gets back in the car.
 	“I have to go to sleep, Leo,” I say, almost yawning. Yes. I am pretending to want to sleep because I feel like he deserves the biggest smoochy kiss right now, and I am still stubbornly fighting the urge.
 	“Do you want me to tuck you into bed?” He bestows his charming smile on me again. Gosh, this is so hard to resist. I find myself grabbing for the door’s handle without commenting, not even with my eyes. “I really mean it,” he insists. “No sneaky moves, I promise,” He raises his hands in the air. “You need someone to take care of you,” He just doesn’t stop, and I am weakening from inside with each word. It would be really nice if he tucked me into bed, but just that. “Come, on. I think I brought you the best birthday present in the world,” Now he’s pushing my weakness button, the one that reminds me that I usually want to be fair. That stupid, kind side of me that feels obliged to reward whoever does something good for me. “How about I just walk you to the door?” He finally proposes.
 	“Why not?” I say. The door should be OK. We get out.
 	At the door, I hear a rumble inside my house. What could that be? It’s true I don’t have bodyguards, but everything in the mansion is guarded electronically. It’s impossible to have thieves inside.
 	“Did you hear that?” I ask Leo, turning my magnetic key in the lock.
 	“What? I heard nothing,” he says.
 	I push the door open, then skim for the light switch. Before I reach it the hall blazes with candles and buzzy sounds and I hear a big, ‘yeaaaah!’
 	“What’s going on?” I wonder.
 	When the light turns on, I see Vern, Bellona, Faustina, and Pepper holding a cake with seventeen candles in the middle of the hall.
 	“Wow,” Leo steps in, pretending he didn’t know about this. “Looks like someone’s birthday. I really can’t resist a birthday cake. I guess I’m going to have to tuck you into bed at the end of the night after all.”
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Friends
 
 	The birthday cake is the shape of a Decagon with a candle on each corner instead of a city. It makes me look like it’s my tenth birthday. According to Pepper, Tens should get ten candles on their birthday cakes. It’s ironic how I am still treated as a number after fighting for my identity in the Playa last year. Can’t we really just forget about grades and scores for a while?
 	Unwilling to spoil the awesome birthday party with my real friends, I wash my dimmed thoughts away. The Summit doesn’t permit Monsters out of the Playa, but since each of my friends was ranked today, they are finally free of such obligations. Still, Pepper and Bellona insist that they want to go back to the Playa before midnight because Woo – who is absent – said so.
 	“Don’t you dare eat the cake!” Leo stands by the door, imitating Bellona’s attitude, waving her machine gun in his hand. It’s the first time I’ve seen him with a gun since last year.
 	“Give me that.” Bellona purses her lips, pulling her machine gun back.
 	“She needs to get a boyfriend,” Pepper whispers in my ear. “I am like dead serious, or she is going to shoot one of us soon.”
 	“I heard that,” Bellona says over her shoulder, still trying to pull her gun from a smirking Leo.
 	“I didn’t mean you,” Pepper said, not wanting this fabulous evening to end up with blood and cakes smeared on the walls. “I was talking about Vern.” She lies.
 	“I heard that!” Vern yells from another room, playing with my new XD video game console.
 	“I thought he needed a girlfriend. Now it makes sense. He needs a boyfriend,” Faustina says, checking her thin eyebrows in the hall mirror.
 	Pepper rolls her eyes at that. You can’t stop Faustina from insulting someone every now and then.
 	Vern stands by the door, pointing his gaming device in Faustina’s direction while he hits the fire button. “Die. Monster. Die.”
 	“I was never a Monster.” Faustina sticks out her tongue at him and grabs Leo’s arm as if reminding us that Leo wasn’t a Monster as well. Leo, in his sweetheart mode, pulls his arm away from her and walks toward Vern. He cups Vern’s mouth with his palm and pretends to kiss him while kissing the back of his own hand. Pepper giggles.
 	“So gross,” I mumble.
 	“Actually I am in love with Vern, Faustina,” Leo says, acting as if he is mesmerized by pretending to kiss Vern. “So buzz off Teen-Gene.” A little tension hisses in the room. Even though Faustina never hesitates to humiliate anyone, we’d rather go easy on her. She’s been too vulnerable about being a Teen-Gene since Sam, her ex, left her when she was downgraded.
 	“Leo is awesome,” Pepper whispers to me again. “I can’t believe everyone finds him charming but you.”
 	I roll my eyes and turn back to the cake. Do I have to apologize to the world for turning down the hottest guy in town? What kind of crime is that?
 	“Stop it,” Leo says before entering the gaming room with Vern to play a new game called Xongy Xong in Africa.
 	“Stop what?” I ask, picking up the knife to cut the cake.
 	“No cake before we eat pizza,” Leo says.
 	“You ordered pizza?” I raise an eyebrow. “This is a birthday, not a boy’s night out.”
 	“Pizza is food, Sunshine,” Leo says, taking his shirt off. I can already hear Faustina and Bellona sighing as Leo shoots them an exasperated glance before continuing, “Birthday cakes are dessert, which is what you eat after your actually eat food. If we’re hanging out for the first time this year, we get food in our system and then eat the cake and blow the candles.”
 	“You ain’t blowing no candles,” I say with my hands on my hips, imitating some fifties movies. “They are mine!”
 	“Oh,” Leo says. “Didn’t know you eat candles. Good for you. I’ll tell you what. You eat your candles and we’ll splash the cake on your face.” Leo can be really childish when he is without a gun.
 	“I wish I were like you,” Faustina says. “It’s easy for you to eat pizza without gaining weight. How come you look so slender?”
 	“Are you jealous of Leo?” Bellona wonders.
 	“I am not having this conversation,” Leo waves his hand in the air and throws his t-shirt in my face, trying to turn it up a notch by teasing me. His t-shirt smells fruity-good. “I feel like I am in the girl’s bathroom so I really am not having these kinds of conversations.” He disappears in the gaming room.
 	“Is he really going to spend the night here without a shirt?” I ask the girls who look back at me as if saying, ‘This is your house, why don’t you tell him that?’
 	“I am going to watch Twilight,” Pepper jumps off the couch and turns on my air-screen. Thanks to Leo, I owned a secret library of forbidden movies that no one in Faya seemed to know about. Pepper was really fond of these movies.
 	“Not again.” Bellona puffs.
 	“Come on, Bellona,” Faustina says. “You need to give up on that machine gun and start remembering that you’re a girl.”
 	“She is only joking,” I tell Bellona before she smashes Faustina’s beautiful face. “So did you order pizza already?” I yell over to Leo in the other room.
 	“Yes, Sunshine,” He yells back. “Shoot, Vern. Shoot!”
 	Pepper giggles again when he calls me Sunshine.
 	“Can you please stop calling me Sunshine. I have a name.” I yell over.
 	“Damn!” Vern screams. “You’re totally busted, Leo.”
 	“OK. Sunshine,” Leo says. “I promise I’ll never call you Sunshine again, Sunshine.”
 	“Charming,” Faustina muses, brushing her purse gently as if patting a pet before putting it aside.
 	“He is a dork,” I say, trying hard to swallow that damn smile on my lips.
 	“I want stuffed-crust pizza, Leo,” Pepper yells over, having put Twilight on.
 	“No pizza for you, miss Mac-and-Cheese!” Leo says and bursts into laughter with Vern. Their voices are so loud we can’t help but laugh, too.
 	“One day in history someone will quote my words in a book or something,” Pepper puffs at us. “You ignorant ranked people.”
 	“Yeah, in a cookbook, I guess,” Bellona says and slumps down on the couch next to Faustina. I would never have imagined I’d see those two sitting side by side.
 	“Shut up, Pretty in Pink,” Pepper fires back at Bellona.
 	In the middle of watching Twilight, the doorbell rings. When I check the ringer’s photo ID on my iAm I see it’s a cute delivery girl.
 	“Pizza’s here, Leo,” I say, noticing Pepper almost crying when watching the movie. What’s wrong with her?
 	“Spoiler alert: he is a vampire,” Leo says casually, walking behind us to toward the door and pointing at the movie we’re watching.
 	“Are you going to spend the whole night shirtless like this?” I wonder, unable to stop my neck from twisting to look at him.
 	“It’s hot in here.” He says, walking to the door.
 	“No, it’s not hot. We have the air conditioning on.” I comment.
 	“I didn’t mean that hot. I mean my body is hot. I like to show off. What’s your problem?” He opens the door. I notice Pepper’s not giggling this time, totally engrossed in the movie.
 	“Bellona,” Leo suddenly comes back without the pizza. “Please?” He winks at her, pointing at the cute pizza girl standing with a pile of boxes in the middle of the hall.
 	“Is that Leo?” The girl asks, blushing red like the tomato in her pizza. Leo has already disappeared into the gaming room.
 	“No,” Bellona puffs, taking the pizza. “It’s Humpty Dumpty. He just had an extreme makeover.”
 	“Can I please just take a picture with him?” The girl bites her lip, and I feel I am going to shoot someone on my birthday. “Please?” The girl pleads as Bellona shoves her out. “Maybe a small peck on the cheek? My friends will be so jealous.” The girl insists.
 	“I will draw a hole with my gun in your cheek if you don’t leave now.” Bellona pushes her out after paying her and closes the door. “Sometimes, I feel I should have been a boy in this world.” Bellona murmurs as she sits back down with the pizza.
 	“Don’t worry,” Faustina says. “You’re close enough.”
 	“Thank you so much for the pizza, Bellona,” Pepper interrupts to save Faustina from getting killed for the second time today.
 	Leo and Vern come back into the room having one of their nonsense conversations.
 	“So how come Xing Xong was originally called King Kong?” Vern wonders as he gorges on his slice of pizza. “Doesn’t make sense.” 
 	“Do you really think this enormous Gorilla that stands atop a building and swoosh’s planes away is called Xing Xong?” Leo wonders.
 	“It’s what I was raised to believe. It could be called Ping Pong for all I know.” Vern says.
 	“Seriously Vern, go bury your head in some jelly or something. You’re a hopeless case. I am not educating you anymore,” Leo says, licking his fingers. “So what’s with the Twilight drama?” He asks Pepper precisely.
 	“What’s with it?” Pepper shrugs her shoulders as if trying to hide her irrational tears. Leo just hit the jackpot. She is hiding something.
 	“Why aren’t you watching a badly dubbed Kung Fu movie instead?” Vern wonders.
 	“I mean it’s obvious,” Leo discards Vern’s comment. “When girls start watching Twilight again after more than a hundred years, there must be some emotional drama in the room,” Leo burps on purpose. No comment. “And since Sam broke up with Faustina when she was downgraded to an Eight, Decca sent Leo on the ‘let’s be friends road’, and Bellona killed her last six boyfriends with her machine gun, it leaves only Pepper, who’s supposedly in love with a dude named Woodsy Brown.”
 	“Stop being an ass, Leo,” I say.
 	“No. He’s right,” Pepper says, not looking back at us. “I broke up with Woodsy.”
 	“What?” I turn back to her. “Why?”
 	“It’s complicated.” She says.
 	“That’s not an answer,” Leo says. “That’s a Facebook status, and please don’t ask me what that is.”
 	“He doesn’t really love me,” She says and drops her slice of pizza.
 	“What happened?” I repeat. “What do you mean he doesn’t really love you? Your love story is an inspiration to everyone in Faya.”
 	“You both kissing is the fifth most watched video of all time,” Vern feels the need to add.
 	“We were Tattooed,” Pepper says, slumping back into the sofa.
 	“Tattoo—?” Leo wonders.
 	“Tattooed. It’s the Summit’s word for being matched by the iAm,” Pepper explains. “Sometimes the iAm tattoos a boy and girl if it finds them compatible. It’s a system that’s still under development by the Summit, but it works occasionally.”
 	“How does that exactly work again?” Bellona wonders.
 	“The iAm believes that a boy and a girl are compatible and could make a good couple so it releases a substance called Oxytocin through the receptor that increases the attraction.”
 	“Is that for real?” I wonder. “Did the Summit go that far?”
 	“As I said, it’s not finalized for usage, but they used it on me and Woodsy. That’s why he went crazy and risked his rank for me by coming into the game.” Pepper says.
 	“I don’t believe that,” I say. “His love for you is genuine. I can’t think of it any other way.”
 	“Me, too. I don’t see the problem,” Leo says. “You say that substance increases the attraction. It means you both were attracted to each other in the first place.”
 	“But not necessarily enough to risk your life for someone,” Pepper says. “It’s not real.”
 	“Well,” Vern interrupts reluctantly. “How is that still the case when the receptor was removed? All Monsters removed our receptors so the effect of that Oxytocin shouldn’t last anymore.” Vern has a good point.
 	“That’s not true,” Pepper says. “I asked and was told that the effect could last for years after the receptors are removed.”
 	“Who did you ask? Who even knows such a great secret?” I wonder.
 	“Woo,” Pepper says.
 	It reminds me that Woo is the only one missing today, probably refusing to attend my birthday. I pride myself on not asking anyone why he didn’t come over. I already sent him a message asking him why he was absent and he didn’t reply. Somebody, please hit me with a sponge hammer!
 	“Well, if it’s Woo then it must be true.” Leo rolls his eyes and takes a couple of steps back.
 	“He usually is,” I say to Leo.
 	“Yeah. Yeah,” Leo waves his hand in the air. “He is not God. He is just a kid like any of us.”
 	“You’re not quite a kid anymore, Leo.” Bellona remarks.
 	“So what’s really the problem here?” I turn back to Pepper. “I mean, you learned about some of the Summit’s many tricks to toy with us. It still doesn’t change that you and Woodsy are in love. You should only trust your heart, Pepper.” Ok. I am being preachy here.
 	“It’s what she is doing right now,” Faustina, the smart Teen-Gene, says. “Why do you think Woodsy didn’t come over tonight? They already broke up. Pepper already feels flat about him.”
 	“She is right,” Pepper nods then lowers her head. “I don’t feel it anymore. Something feels wrong with me and Woodsy.”
 	“Just like that?” Leo raises an eyebrow. “What’s with all that girl-breaks-up-with-boy thingy? In the Amerikaz it was always the boys breaking up with girls.”
 	“That’s why I don’t have a girlfriend,” Vern says. “So she doesn’t break up with me.”
 	“Shut up, Donkey Kong.” Faustina snarls at him.
 	“This is really strange, Pepper,” I say. “What do you mean you don’t feel it anymore?”
 	Pepper shrugs her shoulders as an answer. She has no idea what just happened. Did the Summit play her and Woodsy? Did we live a sweet but unreal love story? I refuse to believe that. You can’t fake love.
 	“Look who is asking,” Bellona wonders, looking sideways at Leo. “You had a change of heart yourself with Leo, so what’s not to believe?”
 	“That’s different—“ I try to explain myself.
 	“Tell you what. I thought this was a birthday,” Leo stands up in his cheerful way. “I am so into the birthday cake right now.”
 	“Me too,” Vern raises his hand as if we’re in a class.
 	“I really want that cake! Maybe I can’t stop loving someone when I eat. Didn’t they invent that already?” Leo says in my face and walks to the refrigerator as the rest let out sighs of relief before smiling.
 	“Please put your shirt on or you will get a cold,” I say over his shoulder.
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Bedtime
 
 	 
 	Leo tucks me in my royal bed with care, as if I am still a little child. It’s a sentimental gesture that feels so good and so bad at the same time. I don’t remember being tucked into bed by my parents when I was a kid. How did that happen? Or is it just another lost memory from eating Woo’s chocolates when I was young?
 	“Want me to sing you a bedtime song?” Leo smiles, sitting at the edge of my bed while I am on my back. I should have insisted on him leaving with Faustina and Vern after the rest had gone back to the Playa.
 	What are you doing, Decca? It’s after midnight already. You shouldn’t be here alone with him!
 	“Shut up,” I murmur at the cuckoo in my head.
 	Leo raises a single eyebrow. “I didn’t know you hated bedtime stories that much,” he says. “Want a cup of warm milk before you sleep then?”
 	“I wasn’t talking to you,” I say. “It’s that… ” I point silently at my brain, trying not to meet his eyes.
 	“Oh,” Leo says. “The cuckoo in your head?” he muses.
 	“What?” I furrow my brows at him. “How do you know about—“
 	“The cuckoo?” He says. “We all have one. You’re not that special, Decca,” he teases me and bows over suddenly and brushes my nose with his. Either he is being too silly or he is seducing me slowly. I don’t like his breath so close to mine right now. Definitely not.
 	Liar!
 	“So you have a cuckoo in your head, too?” I ask casually as if I am not confused being alone with him in my bed. How can I tell him to just go away without offending him? He’s already been too good to me in a way that I almost don’t deserve.
 	“Yeah,” He says. “That little funny creature humming ideas to me all the time. Sometimes it contradicts me and opposes me, and it sometimes wins,” He says as his features turn serious. He pulls the blanket up and covers me with it as if he is about to leave. “Like now, for instance. The cuckoo reasons with me and stops me from kissing you.”
 	I try not to shrug. I try to keep my pupils from widening, and I pretend I didn’t hear that. I end up speechless, afraid that whatever I say will expose me. It will show through my voice or the way I breathe. Don’t mess with me, Leo. 
 	“Given all those emotions you’re unsuccessfully trying to hide right now, I take it that your cuckoo wants to fight with my cuckoo.” He winks.
 	“Big time,” I let out something like a laugh and hit him on the shoulder. How come he is only interested in me? With all that charm he possesses, why me? Stop it, Decca. You know you feel for him.
 	“Don’t touch me,” He teases my hand anyway. “That’s five zollars every time you touch.”
 	I can’t help but giggle. I know now why Pepper can’t help herself. Leo is just so laid back it scares me. Maybe if I had met him before the Monster Show, I wouldn’t feel that way. But I’ve had nightmares since the Monster Show, reminding me of the horrors we faced and the people who died. How can Leo be so cool?
 	“Stop it cuckoo,” Leo knocks on my head playfully. “Don’t tell her lies about me.” The back of his hand brushes lightly against my cheek. Even though I want to resist it, I can’t help it, closing my eyes to his tender touch. This could be your life right now, Decca. You and Leo. Happily ever after, sleeping every night next to him and to his tender touch. What the hell is wrong with you?
 	I finally manage to push his hand away. It is a painful thing to do as I feel ripped from something that belongs to me.
 	Leo puffs impatiently. “I can’t believe this thing is about Woo.” He almost whispers to himself.
 	“I am not sure it’s about him,” I lie. I know it is. The attraction I feel toward Woo, except when he treats me bad, is undeniable – and yet unbelievable.
 	“You know, we could find us two tickets out of Faya right now and leave this place behind,” Leo doesn’t give up, although his talk isn’t as tender as before. “I am a Nine, and you’re a Ten. We could apply to leave on vacation and never come back.”
 	“The Summit won’t approve,” I say, averting the conversation from the fact that I don’t want to leave Faya until I save the Monsters – and Woo.
 	“Why not? They usually approve Eights and Nines.” Leo shakes his shoulders.
 	“But they won’t approve me leaving Faya. Think about it. I am their golden egg. I bring the money in with my show. So until that changes, they will not give up on me.”
 	“I get your point,” Leo lowers his head as if he had never thought about it. I am really confused about how loving me has stripped him of his edginess and alert mind. Who said that love should be like that? “It’s too bad because I have noticed that whoever leaves Faya, never returns.”
 	“What?” His remark alerts me.
 	“It’s true. I checked all the records of those very few who were allowed to travel abroad and I found out they never came back. Take Ariadna for instance.”
 	“You’re absolutely right,” I say, remembering that I don’t know someone who has traveled away and returned. “Why do you think that is? Is the world outside Faya much better?”
 	“Must be.”
 	“But how? I was watching all the disasters in the world on TV yesterday. They are no different from us. Don’t you see how the Far East turned our Monster Show into a Wargame Show?”
 	“You’re not believing everything you see on TV, are you? I know a lot of Far Eastern people through the internet. Some of them are absolutely amazing.”
 	“How do you do that? We can’t contact non-Fayans in any way.” I ask.
 	“I was a member of the Breakfast Club once, Decca. I can do a lot of things.”
 	“So why don’t you tell me more about the Breakfast Club instead of sweet talking me into leaving?” I prop myself on one arm, my face reddening. I can't stand that nobody wants to tell me more about what’s going on in Faya.
 	“You have Woo to ask for that,” Leo says harshly, standing up. “You chose him over me already. Let him help you with that.”
 	I sit gawking as I watch him walk to the door. What’s this thing about relationships? If you don’t get what you want you just walk out on someone you love? 
 	Did you say, ‘relationships’? Mr. cuckoo smirks.
 	Holding the doorknob before closing it, Leo turns around. “You know what’s the difference between Woo and me?” He says, his eyes a little misty, but his gaze strong and firm. “I will never give up on you, even if you’re with him because that would be a bad choice for you.” He says and walks out through the door. I don’t know whether he didn’t want to look at me after what he just admitted or what. “You take care of Honeybee,” Leo says on the other side of the door.
 	“She was all I had left of you. Mmuah.”
 	What? What! Was that too romantic or did he show some stalker behavior in that last sentence?
 	I sink back into bed, listening to him yelling his last words as he leaves the Mansion. His last words assure me that he is still the Leo I know. The one who makes me smile.
 	“I have a six pack for God’s sake. He’s got nothing!” His voice echoes in the halls of the mansion.
 	“Four!” I scream back with a smile on my face.
 	It’s amazing how easily I fall asleep after this, although something tells me I am going to wake to a disaster.
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Woo Again
 
 	 
 
 	When I wake up in the middle of the night, I’m in total darkness except for the lampstand next to me. It certainly catches my attention. The lampstand and the envelope on the commode. I reach for it, my eyes already reading the words on the back: from Leo.
 
Furiously I reach for it and open the envelope. Inside there is a letter. A long one.
It would have made sense if it were really from Leo. But Leo only left here for me. The letter is Woo’s. Some sort of a diary. How it got into Leo’s hands, I have no idea.
The letter is three years old, and I can’t stop myself from reading it:
 
The first day of the Monster Games is the hardest.
	In order to survive, I have to do something utterly horrible. When I think of it now, this is how the world in Faya works when you are ranked a Monster.
	Kill, or be killed.
	Cowardly panicking, I am running aimlessly along with thousands of Monsters like me, thrown into the Playa—a place that our ancestors once called Disneyland.
	I never planned on running in the beginning. I'd sworn I'd stand in the way of whatever evil my horrendous government threw at us. I believed that I was ready to rebel against them.
	But now when I see the enormous balls rolling down from the sides of the Battlefield, the instinct for survival takes me over, and I run among the poor sixteen-year-old Monsters, hoping to escape.
	The huge balls look like discotheque balls—the Summit, our government, always makes sure they add their touch of sinister sense of humor while killing us. The balls are the size of a huge truck.
	Endless balls are rolling over thousands of sixteen-year-old children the system considers useless, and have been labeled Monsters, the lowest rank in a society where teenagers are ranked on a scale from five to nine once they turn sixteen. Anything below a five is a Monster. I am a Monster, and I have to fight for my life in broadcasted games if I want to get ranked.

	I don't know what force blasts the balls toward us, but I assume some kind of magnetic field is present. Who cares? There is no time to think and we have to run. All I know is that while running with your back to the walls, you never want to stop because you'll never know when one will close in and squash you to the ground like a miserable cockroach out of the sewer.
	I run. Pant. Ashamed that I am running scared. Because I am Woo. I am not supposed to run. I am supposed to stand in the face of the Summit. I am supposed to be the first to ever win the Monster Show. I am designed to win, so I am told.
	Blood splashes onto my face as I run. Someone's blood. A sixteen-year-old girl or boy’s downgraded from human to pawn because of the small palm-sized machine invented by a human in the first place. The iAm.
	Blood spatters, I keep running, trying to avoid the thought that whoever died just now might be someone I know; a neighbor, a friend, or someone I played soccer with—although I never went to school and was mostly introverted, I couldn't escape the mere possibility.
	"The Monsters Must Die!" I hear the audience screaming on my iAm, the phone-like device in the back of my pocket. We're supposed to scream, 'I Am Alive' in it, as loud as we can, if we survive each game. Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you, the Summit, and all citizens of Faya, consider the crushing balls, a game.
	I touch the iAm in my back pocket as I run. Another big boy plows into me as I do, and I lose my balance. But I keep trying to run.
	"I am not going to die today!" the huge kid screams.
	My legs are twisting and I find that I can't run and keep my balance because of the shock. If I fall, I will be crushed mercilessly and ironically by a huge discotheque ball.
	What's wrong with you, Woo? You're not going to die. This is the first game. You still have three days to go.
	I manage to regain balance in my twisting legs and keep running. A little slower, but soon I will gain momentum. 
	I reach back again for the iAm, but it's not there.
	What?!
	I keep probing my back to find it. It's not there. I must have lost it when the boy hit me. I can't lose my iAm. How am I going to scream ‘I Am Alive’ in it?
	I have to stop.
	I do and turn around instantly.
	A crushing ball is heading my way. I fall and roll on my back to evade it. I feel the rush of wind caused by the rolling ball as I lay on the ground for three or four seconds. I feel the coldness the ball exudes on the back of my neck. The ball was so close.
	Then I realize, not only is another ball coming, but also a horde of teenagers who will run me over, just like the ball.
	I breathe in and out a couple of times, like a dying boxer in the midst of the last round. Then I stand up.
	A boy pushes me out of the way, but I push him back. His head hits an oncoming ball. Blood spatters on my face again.
	In a fraction of a second, I want to say 'I Am Sorry' instead of 'I Am Alive', but I realize that this is how the game is played. You can't be a hero in this goddamn place. You just can't. Although you know everyone here doesn't deserve to die, you can only take care of yourself. You have to let others die.
	It seems like a long thought, a sinister epiphany, but I find myself running again. This time I am running backwards against the coming balls—and hordes of teenagers.
	I am barefoot. I always liked to walk barefoot. My favorite childhood character is Peter Pan. Of course, the people of Faya don't know who that is. Prophet Hannibal Xitler just forged everything he deemed valuable throughout history into something else for his own amusement.
	If I could run naked, I would. I want to be free from everything this government provides, even the bits and pieces of a poor boy's clothes I wore. I want to declare I am not one of them. I am a Monster. And I am proud.
	"Run, Woo, Run!" I scream.
	I try to find a long line backwards where no balls can come my way, but it is hard to predict since the balls skew from their lanes whenever they run over a teenager.
	Still, I run ahead, evading whatever wants to kill me.
	My plan isn't to lose on my way back while I am looking for my iAm. I doubt I can find it, but what is the point of running if I lost my iAm?
	Under no circumstance does the Summit consider you alive if you have no iAm to scream into. Not even if they see with their own cameras.
	A ball diverts suddenly and rolls faster my way. I swirl like a ballerina and avoid it by a mere foot or two. The trick isn't to just avoid the ball you see coming your way. The trick is to look for the next ball coming once you escape the first one. There is no time for small victories. The probability of dying never ends.
	Not until you reach the finish line, which I am running in the opposite direction from now.
	The hardest part though is to look for my iAm on the ground. Look ahead. Make sure nothing is too close. Sneak a peek at the ground. Look up again. Hit the annoying student trying to run you over. Welcome to the Playa. Welcome to my life.
	Two minutes in, I have evaded about ten balls. And killed three students. I try not to think about it. I have no time to think about it.
	I realize what kind of Monster the Summit has made out of me. And I have no choice.
	What confuses me the most is the number of iAms scattered on the ground everywhere, spattered with blood, and split into halves. Every dead teenager's iAm is on the ground.
	I know now that I am never going to find mine in this maze. And I can't use anyone else’s. You can't use a dead boy or girl's iAm.
	There is one exception to the rule, though. If someone who is alive grants you electronic permission to use his iAm.
	Nice trick, Faya! Who would ever sacrifice their own iAm for someone else? Even lovers wouldn't go that far, although I'd do it if Decca was here with me. She isn't. I made sure she isn't. I have been feeding her the jelly that makes people obedient to the Summit for years now.
	Now, I am here without her.
	I am a dead boy walking. The irony of all ironies, if I am going to survive this, I am going to be trapped in the Playa forever. Well, not forever. Those trapped in the Playa have never survived since there is no way to live here after the games. And even if I managed to do it, I'd be eventually found and killed on the spot by one of the Summit's soldiers.
	I turn around and run forward like everyone else, toward the finish line. It isn't logical. Only instinctual. How could you lose your iAm, Woo!
	As I do, I see a young boy about twelve years old, about to get crushed by the ball. I don't know what it is that drives me, but I pull him away and save his life. Maybe it's his young age that led me to save him. He isn't sixteen like the rest of us. He looks younger.
	I even let him jump on my back and I run away with him. He is unusually skinny and light.
	"What the hell are you doing here?" My sound is almost muffled against the other teenagers’ screams. Funny how most people scream when they don't want to die, instead of doing something about it.
	"I am a Monster!" the boy's hands around my neck almost suffocate me.
	"How is that possible?" I yell. Escaping with someone on your back is almost impossible. Why am I saving him? "The iAm only predicts Monsters when they are sixteen! You're ineligible for the games. It's the law!" I almost laugh when I say 'It's the law.' 
	"It wasn't the iAm!"
	"Then who put you in here?"
	"My parents," he says, squeezing harder on my neck. "Look out. A ball!" he says as he has the ability to crane his neck backward to tell me of the ball chasing after us. It's like having another pair of eyes in the back of my head. Not bad.
	"What do you mean your parents?"
	"You know when parents kill their own children because they were predicted to become Monsters," he explains, as I start feeling tired from his light weight. "Sometimes, instead of killing them, they make a deal with the Summit, to send them to the games. Secretly."
	"But that's illegal!" I can't help but laugh again. What's not illegal about any of this?
	"The national cameras that broadcast the games will not broadcast anything about me, though," he explains again. "But there is an underground market for richer people who like to see younger kids get killed for..."
	"Stop telling me," I say and squeeze his hands. With all of the other atrocities the Summit does, I can't hear a word this kid says. It's not that I can't. I don't want to anymore. Where the hell am I living?
	I want to survive and cut off each one of the government politician's heads. Those Bastards! We need a leader to rid us of them.
	And then Decca comes to my mind.
	Stop it, Woo. Don't think about Decca. You know you have that soft spot in your heart for her. And you can’t activate it now!!! Forget about her!
	I do and keep running, the boy's weight tiring me even more. I can see the final point in the distance. The winner's point. It's about half a mile away.
	I don't have time to really look, but I think the sum of all teenagers is much lesser, now that most of them have been crushed by the balls. A tear threatens to escape my eyes when I think about it when I think about the boy on my back. At least I have a reason to win now, to save the boy. As for me, I realize I am trapped here forever.
	But then I hear something crush hard nearby. It's too near I think.
	Then blood starts to trickle on my shoulder.
	Dear God, No!
	"Were you hit?" I cock my head slightly up. I have to run as I do it.
	The boy doesn't answer me.
	"Hey, you!" I manage to reach for his face with one of my hands. "Don't die on me."
	I think he was hit by the side of a crushing ball. The higher you are, the easier it is to get hit by the protruding side of the sphere.
	"Listen," his voice is shattered as he hands me his iAm. "Take my iAm. I am not going to make it."
	"No," I take the iAm spontaneously so he doesn't drop it. "You will. If you were hit, I will mend you when we win. You hear me!"
	"I-I-feel very bad," he stutters. His voice is fading as if we're a thousand miles apart.
	His blood trickles down my face. I still can't see his face, unless I twist my body and slow down.
	"It's going to be alright kid," I stare at the winning point. Almost there. "Say after me, ‘I Am Alive!’ Say it!"
	"Ah—Ah..." 
	I don't even know if he tries to say it, or if he is only moaning in pain.
	"Say 'I Am Alive!'" I demand.
	Another boy tries to push us to the side so he can run in our spot. Spontaneously, I hit him back to get him away, realizing too late that I was partially hitting the boy on my back.
	I can't even apologize. All I can do it run.
	"I programmed..." he tries to whisper in my left ear, his bloody head dangling off his shoulder now.
	"Don't speak yet," I pat him, and check his pulse. It's notably low.
	"Thank you," he pats me feebly on my shoulder.
	"Thank me for what?"
	"You have been kind to me. Usually, no one is."
	I tighten my grip on him as I run. "Hang in there. I won't let you die!"
	"I programmed the iAm so you can use it," he says in one final breath as if he has gathered all his strength to tell me. I know what he is talking about. Like I said, an iAm user can sacrifice his iAm for the benefit of another if they so choose. In ordinary circumstances, this option designed by the Summit is nothing but a joke; no one would ever sacrifice his iAm for another in the games unless they are dying, and when they are dying, they aren't usually that close. The boy on my back wants to save me because he is dying. The world of Faya, including his parents, made a joke of him for twelve years, yet he has the heart to want to save me.
	I'll be damned.
	"No," I squeeze his hand again. "You'll live. We're almost there."
	It's true. I can win. We can win. I can save him.
	"Just breathe with me," I say, and run as fast as my legs will allow. I think I am gaining some celestial power in those last hundred meters.
	I am almost stumbling before reaching the winning point. But I hold on tight. To what? I don't know. I guess to the mere probability of saving the kid’s life.
	I am there. 
	A few paces away.
	A huge ball rolls behind me. I can hear now that most of the screaming has stopped. Most of the teenagers have died.
	I step to the right to avoid it. Another ball shows up. 
	I have no choice. For the last few steps, I am going to take a leap of faith—Faith in what, Woo? In such a world, what is it that you have faith in?  I have no answers for this last thought. The Breakfast Club has always taught me that they have faith in Decca, and I do too. But right now, I need to have faith in something I have never seen.
	In a leap of faith, I decide to jump the last few steps needed. In the air. So the ball doesn't reach me. 
	The problem is I can't stretch out my hands with the boy on my back. I cling to him harder and do it anyways. It's do or die. For both of us.
	The air slaps my face as I leap. I feel the coldness of the ball on my back as if it wants to reach for me.
	Then the world seems upside down for a moment before my face, and body hit the ground.
	The impact makes me dizzy like I have been hit by a train. More blood spatters. Maybe mine this time.
	My cheeks feel numb. My lips are swollen. I try to open my eyes.
	Did I cross the winning point? Since no balls have crushed me, I must have, but I need to see for myself.
	I prop myself up, the weight of the kid on my back. On all fours, I look for the winning line on the ground. Have I landed before or after?
	As I do, I glimpse the Battlefields before me, with thousands of dead kids on the floor.
	I almost vomit. But I see the line. We've made it. We landed behind it.
	"Hey, kid!" I turn as he has slid onto the ground. "We made it." I shake him. "Take the iAm. Scream it!" 
	It takes me a few seconds to realize the kid is cold.
	A few seconds more, and I realize he is dead.
	I sit on the ground, lost in space. I run my hands over his eyes, close them, and wonder why no one in Faya has ever taught me a prayer for the dearly departed. Were dead people so mundane to our flashy, television-infested society?
	I have won the game with the bitter taste of loss. I haven't felt such loss in all my life. Even if I have known this boy for only a few minutes, he was my responsibility, and I failed him.
	"If you have won but haven’t said I Am Alive, it will not count," I hear Caleb Crux, the Monster Games' host, declare on the kid's iAm, which is now registered as mine.
	I stare at the iAm in my hand.
	My hand is almost numb. My eyelids are frozen from the tension in my forehead, and my cheeks are tight from the stiffness in my jaw. I promised myself a long time ago I would never cry. And I never do.
	Today, I want to so badly.
	"You only got thirty seconds," Caleb Crux announces, the audience cheering behind him in the studio, amazed by the entertaining game. "If you don't scream from the top of your lungs..." he makes the audience say the words, 'I Am Alive.'
	If they only knew what it costs to stay alive. But how can they know, while sitting back at home in front of a TV screen with popcorn in their hands?
	I grab the iAm, my eyes on the kid. "This is for you, kid," I stutter and near the device to my lips.
	"Twenty seconds," Caleb Crux cheers.
	A few survivors scream 'I Am Alive' into the device. Most of them are too tired to even say it.
	"Ten seconds!"
	My grip on the kid's iAm is too tight, and I am afraid it will turn to dust in my hands. I take a deep breath and say it, although I feel so dead right now.
	"I AM ALIVE," I say it flatly.
	"Brilliant"! Caleb Crux chirps. "One hundred survivors in the first round of games. Let's see how many Monsters will make it to day three!"
	In my sadness, I scroll the iAm's screen to learn the name of its previous owner. 
	I scroll down to read the kid's name:
	Lewis Van Ark.
	I repeat his name on my bitter lips.
	The last name Van Ark strikes me as familiar. In fact, someone famous has that last name, I am sure of it. I am just too exhausted to recall it at that moment.
	I press the iAm's button again and say, "I Am Alive."
	The audience laughs at me, and Caleb Crux reminds me there is no need to repeat it. He even calls me 'dear.'
	"I know," I say. "I just want all of you in Faya to know that I Am Alive, and always will be. When all of this is over, I will kill each and every one of you in the name of the twelve-year-old you just killed." I say it without hesitation. The normal tone of my voice. I never make promises and not keep them.
	"There is no twelve-year-old boy in the game," Caleb Crux masters a shivered laugh. "You're lying."
	"There is. His name is ...."
	The Summit cuts me off. I am disconnected. I didn't expect them to let me expose them anyways.
	I stand up and tuck the iAm in my pocket. If I had any intentions to win the games, it has been multiplied to infinity now. If not for me, then in the name of the kid who gave me a second chance to live while he died on my shoulders.
	I pull the kid's corpse into the forest surrounding the Playa and bury him. Then I kneel down and, instead of saying a prayer, I promise him I will not die.
	A lost feather swirls in the air around me and sticks to my cheek. I like to believe it's a sign, or the kid's spirit from another world—surely, a better world.
	As I stand and prepare for the next game, I happen to spot a photo of the kid with another taller boy, probably his brother, laying on the forest floor. It must have fallen out of his pocket.  The two boys look happy, and I realize I know his brother. He is a famous young musical prodigy. I remember the family name 'Van Ark.' Beneath the photo, the kid had written, 'Brothers forever. Leo and Lewis Van Ark."
	This kid is probably Leo Van Ark's younger brother. I owe him my life.
 
I am not sure how to feel after I finish reading this. It explains Woo’s mixed feelings about Leo. Sometimes he hates him, others he silently appreciates him. It had always puzzled me. But is that all it is? Is there something else I should know between the two of them?
I can’t help but feel sorry for Leo’s younger brother. Oh, Leo, have I been tough on you? Why have you never told me?
And then when my emotions are at their peak, right when I’m attempting to call Leo, light go out in my room.
It’s not just my room.
It’s the whole place.
What’s going on?
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Truth
 
 
 
Power outages rarely happen in Faya. Nothing is working, no TV, no refrigerator, or clock. Spontaneously, I find myself calling Leo, not Woo, this time. Do I find Leo more reliable than Woo?
 	Dialing his number, I discover that there is no signal. This never happens in Faya. The iAm is always connected. When it’s not, like now, it’s like God is telling us he is on vacation and you should deal with things on your own at the moment. The Summit worships this iAm. How come there is no signal or electricity?
 	I am starting to worry.
 	I get out of bed and look through the window. It’s still dark outside. It’s two in the morning.  I can tell because, although the iAm is not connected to the network, it’s still charged. I don’t know how long before its battery will die on me.
 	Walking through the halls of my mansion, guided by the light from my useless iAm, my hearts speeds up.
 	What is going on?
 	Am I dreaming?
 	My whole mansion is dark and silent. I summon for the Malikas but no one answers me.
 	I walk to the main door and step out. Still, there is no one there. I start running through the garden to the main gate and reach the main street. No light. No sound. It’s like the land of the dead, and I am here all alone in the dark, in an abandoned city.
 	I can’t be dreaming. This feels so real.
 	No. I am wide awake. I know it.
 	I walk into the empty street, barefoot, wearing jeans and a tank top. The appalling silence stops me from even uttering a sound. I can hear my feet clutching at the asphalt. Who should I call for? Where is everybody?
 	The cars are parked at the sides of the street. In the distance, a lamp light flickers every now and then. What’s going on?
 	Someone’s approaching me in the dark, walking slowly toward me.
 	“Decca?” The voice shines in from the dark.
 	“Woo?” I wonder. “What’s going on? What are you doing here?”
 	“I came to say happy birthday,” He says and steps into the light of my iAm. It’s really Woo, and he looks as puzzled as me.
 	“Well, it’s about time,” I mumble. “So why is there no one here? I am not dreaming, am I?”
 	“No,” Woo says firmly, grabbing me by the arm, still looking for whatever danger is lurking in the dark. “Why do you think you’re dreaming? Didn’t you just send me a message half an hour ago, saying you need to see me?”
 	“No,” I say. “I didn’t,” I say. Woo shrugs. Something is wrong. “And since when do you even bother with my messages?”
 	“We don’t have time for this,” Woo drags me across the street. “We need to hide. This is insane. We’re being ambushed.”
 	“Who’s ambushing us?”
 	“I have no idea,” Woo breathes heavily. “I have a feeling that we’re going to have to start running soon.”
 	Suddenly, a gun fires in our direction. And another.
 	“I hate it when you’re right,” I say and run along with him as the gun-fire lights up the night like fireworks here and there. “Are they really shooting us, whoever they are?”
 	“Stop asking questions and do what you do best,” Woo says, pulling out a set of knives he intends to use.
 	“And what’s that?”
 	“Surviving, Decca. Surviving,” Woo pulls me hard until I pick up speed with him. We’re both barefoot now. I feel closer to him in all this mess. “I know an abandoned industrial building where we could hide. Follow me—“
 	I can’t believe I just dodged a bullet aimed at me and Woo. What is going on? Where is everyone? “Could it be those who want to steal my eyes?” I ask.
 	“I promise you I will ask them if we live,” Woo says mockingly and throws a knife into the dark. Someone, that I can’t see, screams behind us in the black night. Woo is an incredible knife thrower. It puzzles me though when Woo runs toward the man he just killed in the dark.
 	“What are you doing?” I am panting behind him.
 	“I am picking up my knife,” Woo whispers, standing over the body of the man who tried to shoot us. “Look at him. This is a soldier. A Six.”
 	“What? Has war started in Faya?” I wonder.
 	“Wars never happened without people. We’re being ambushed. We need to get to that building where we can hide or we will die.”
 	“Decca!”  Another familiar voice calls for me in the dark. It’s Leo. Really, what’s going on?
 	“Don’t answer him,” Woo presses on my hand. “It could be a trap.”
 	“What trap? It’s Leo,” I say. “I am here, Leo!” I wave my iAm in the dark.
 	“You just told the soldiers where we are—“ Woo says and bullets starts raining again. We duck behind a car.
 	“Don’t tell me this is a rendezvous?” Leo’s sarcastic voice whispers next to us suddenly, crouching behind a car. He has a gun in his hand.
 	“Let me guess,” Woo say to Leo. “Decca messaged you too?”
 	“How do you know that?” Leo asks.
 	“Let’s not talk about this now,” Woo says.
 	“Here, take this,” Leo hands me a rifle, disregarding Woo. “I took it from a soldier. It’s a poison rifle with poison bullets.”
 	“What are poison bullets?” I take the rifle.
 	“Small pointed arrows that don’t kill you but poison you,” Woo says.
 	“What’s the point if you’re going to die anyway?” I ask.
 	“The point is the bullet poisons you. There is an antidote for it. If you don’t get it within an hour or so, you die,” Woo explains. “I wonder why they are using it on us. The army usually uses it as a threat to get information from someone.”
 	“Woo,” Leo screams. “Look out!”
 	Two soldiers approach us suddenly. Before they can shoot us, Woo throws his knife at one of them, and Leo shoots the other. Since I haven’t done anything, I feel I should clap a couple of times like cheerleaders do.
 	Even though the soldiers are hurt, Woo approaches them and finishes them off. His aggression is unbearable.
 	“Why did you that?” Leo shouts. “You didn’t have to kill them.”
 	“Shut up,” Woo says and jumps on the top of the car then onto the street. Like a werewolf on a full moon night, Woo turns into a killing machine without a gun, only his favorite set of knives. He runs at another set of soldiers and God knows what he does to them. All I hear are screams and Leo’s arm is around me.
 	“Run to the building,” Woo shouts, pointing in the direction. “I’ll follow in a second after I kill each one of them.”
 	“You heard him, Decca,” Leo says. “Let’s hide there until we figure out what the heck is going on.”
 	Hesitating, I follow Leo toward the building. While we’re running I hear Woo scream. I turn around without even thinking, my hand slipping from Leo’s grip.
 	“Stop it,” Leo calls for me. “He will be fine.”
 	“Didn’t you hear him scream?” I say.
 	“Don’t you worry about him, Decca. Save yourself. He didn’t have to fight those soldiers in the first place. Woo has some kind of a death wish or something. If you go back, you might get hurt.”
 	I pull my arm away. “You go, Leo,” I say. “I need to go back and get him.”
 	“What is wrong with you?” Leo starts yelling. “We’re going to die if we go back. I am trying to save you. Don’t follow him. He is nuts.”
 	“I can’t,” I say. “I just can’t,” I run toward Woo’s voice. “Woo,” I shout. “Where are you?” I know I shouldn’t be screaming around, telling our predators about our location, but I can’t help it.
 	Woo is moaning on the ground. He has finished off the soldiers but someone hit him real hard in his ribs or something. I kneel down next to him. “Are you alright?” I ask.
 	“I’ll be in a minute,” He pants. “I just have to breathe through the pain. I’ll be alright.”
 	When Woo raises his head to look at me, he looks like he has seen a ghost. His eyes are locked directly above my head. I get it. It’s too late. There is a soldier behind my back, pointing his gun at me. I messed up. Woo and I are going to die. There is no way I could turn around fast enough to face the soldier, and Woo has no more knives left. We stare into each other’s eyes for a tiny moment. It feels like a lifetime, though because Woo finally looks at me. Really looks at me, without that masked personality he wears on his soul all the time. His eyes glitter, reminding me of when we were younger. It’s the way I wanted him to look at me all year long. That look is definitely going to get us killed. I am so hypnotized by it.
 	With the victorious chuckle of the soldier behind me, Woo pulls me closer to him, burying my head into his chest, not uttering a word. I feel the warmth of his body and arms wrapped around my back. It feels so good – better than chocolate. And it feels like an old memory wrapping me in velvet. Somehow, I don’t care that we’re going to die without even knowing why or what’s going on. Are we going to be shot with poison arrows, dying next to each other like Romeo and Juliet?
 	“You should’ve listened to Leo,” Woo says his last, whispered words in my ear as I listen to the trigger being pulled behind me while I am on my knees and in his arms.
 	The gun is fired. I close my eyes.
 	“You’re damn right, she shoulda listened to me,” Leo grunts as I hear the soldier sink dead to his knees. The gunshot was Leo’s. “Stand up, lovebirds. It’s time to follow uncle Leo.” He says, and I can sense the bittersweet words on his tongue.
 	Woo pulls my hand and runs toward the industrial building.
 	“No, ‘thank you?’” I hear Leo shout behind us. “A peck on the cheek maybe?” Leo speeds up before us to the building, securing the way. I can’t believe I am being taken care of by my two favorite boys. “That last sentence wasn’t for Woo, in case you wondered.” Leo adds.
 	I stop at the building’s door and turn around to Woo. “I am not going to hide inside until you tell me who I really am,” I insist. “We were just going to die a second ago. If it wasn’t for Leo, I’d have been dead without knowing what my whole life was destined for. I want to know now, Woo.”
 	I don’t know if suddenly insisting on knowing the truth now is fueled by the danger surrounding us. It could also be the guilt I feel toward Leo. My subconscious mind might be trying to balance things for me. And where the hell is the cuckoo in my head? It’s not telling me much now.
 	“Don’t do this, Decca,” Woo still sounds at ease since we were in each other’s arms. I have to seize the moment. He is not going to stay vulnerable forever. “Can’t you see that someone is trying to kill us?” He says.
 	“I don’t care,” I say. “I want to know everything you know about me. Now!”
 	“Don’t bother,” Leo says as he peeks back out from the building’s metal door. “It’s not the right time. Let’s just figure out what’s going on and then do this. Get in, Decca.”
 	“No,” I shout back at Leo. “Why are you defending him?” I say as I hear gunshots in the distance. They are going to find us. “You told me if I want to know anything I should ask Woo, remember? Why?”
 	“I am not defending him,” Leo says, shooting at some approaching soldiers. “Did I ever tell you that shooting guns is a great substitute for falling in love?”
 	“Stop it, Leo,” I hold out my hand. “Be serious for a moment.”
 	“I was pretty serious when I saved your ass seconds ago,” Leo purses his lips. The look in his eyes is cynical. “And of course I saved Romeo’s ass, too,” He points his gun at Woo. “I really should’ve let you die, you know,” Leo says to Woo. “It’s what they used to do in the Amerikaz movies. Let the rival die, get the girl, credits scroll down, saying, ‘James Bond will be back in the next Monster Show’” Leo says and shoots at another soldier.
 	“Don’t say that Leo,” I say. “You and Woo aren’t rivals. We’re all in this together.” I add, wondering why Woo isn’t even talking or thanking Leo.
 	“OK,” Leo raises his gun in the air. It didn’t take long for him to go back into Terminator mode. All he needed was someone aiming a bullet at him, and hooray, here comes the silent boy killer. I can’t confess to myself that I really like him way better now. I am a terrible girl, right? But I don’t care. The way he just saved Woo and me was amazing. “Woo isn’t my rival, but he isn’t a leader either. You really shouldn’t be asking him for answers.”
 	“What does that mean?” I say as Woo still tries to pull me into the building.
 	“It means you might not like what he’s going to tell you,” Leo shouts against the sound of approaching machines in the sky. Are these helicopters?
 	“What?” I gasp. What does that mean? I turn and look at Woo, who has his blaming eyes on Leo.
 	“Don’t look at him,” I pull Woo by his sleeves. “Look at me! Tell me what’s going on, Woo. Tell me who I am. At least before we die—“
 	Before I can get any answers, the lights shine back in the streets, and everything goes back to normal.
 	But it isn’t the light coming from the street lamps. It’s a sum of glaring lights coming from the hundreds of Zeppelins in the sky, reminding me of when they were looking at me when I was fighting for my life in the last Monster Show. The Zeppelins have the words, ‘Happy Birthday’ written on them. The Fayan lunatic crowd screams my name in the sky. Fireworks and roses fill the sky and petals fall down on me. I look up with tears in my eyes and hysterical laughter. Who are these people? Are they so out of this world? This is a birthday party?
 	“That must be the birthday of the century!” Timmy speaks to me in my iAm with his theatrical attitude. So he isn’t in the Caribbean like I was told. He’s up there in one of the Zeppelins. What is Timmy doing here?
 	Circus music plays from the Zeppelins’ speakers.
 	“Is this what I think it is?” Leo looks at me, puzzled. “Is the Summit celebrating your birthday by pulling a deadly trick on us?”
 	“That’s why we got fake iAm messages to meet with Decca,” Woo says. “It’s a staged episode on TV. They must have paid people tons of money to get them out of the streets and into those Zeppelins above and must have sold this worldwide now. We’re still only puppets on a string for the Summit. Nothing has changed.”
 	“I am really sorry,” Leo tells Woo.
 	“For what?” Woo asks.
 	“For blaming you when you wanted to kill them. I hate Faya. This is not a nation. This is a circus.” Leo comments.
 	“And I have a feeling that’s not all,” I say, pointing at Xitler, standing up in the balcony of his silver Zeppelin, preparing for a speech. What’s Xitler doing here?
 	“People of Faya,” Xitler says, and the voices of the crowd fade away. “Today isn’t just a celebration of our one and only Ten’s birthday. Today is a really, really special day for our nation.”
 	“I guess you’re right,” Leo says. “I smell bad news from his stinky mouth.”
 	“Timmy,” Xilter says. “Play the videotape, please.”
 	“What’s going on?” Woo wonders.
 	Timmy plays a videotape from Zootube that shatters my existence. Once Leo watches it on his iAm, he runs his fingers back in his hair and sighs. “This is bad,” He says. “Really bad.”
 	“How did they even get this tape?” I wonder.
 	The video we’re watching is a secret phone call to me in the past Monster Show. The call when an iCoder was used to warn us about the Summit’s plan to finish us off the second day. It strikes me that it is not important how they got the tape. What’s important is that they tampered with the call so the Summit doesn’t sound as evil as it is. The video makes the viewer understand that a Nine conspired with the Monsters against the Summit, which is a huge crime in Faya.
 	“Shame on a Nine for helping the Monsters,” Xitler says in the microphone. “We’re lucky that someone who loved Faya dearly has found this footage and sent it to us. Or I’d have been blind to the fact that a ranked citizen has helped a Monster. An unforgivable sin that can’t go unpunished.”
 	“Is he going to hurt Ariadna?” I ask Woo and Leo.
 	“How will he do that?” Leo wonders. “Ariadna isn’t in Faya.”
 	I get it now. That’s why Ariadna never came back.
 	“It’s my duty to keep balance in our nation,” Xitler says. “And to ensure that this horrible mistake will never occur again, I will announce a new show this year,” Everyone holds their breath. Did he just say there will be another Monster Show this year? Is that punishment? “It will not be a Monster Show. This is not about the Monsters. This is about the ranked citizens of Faya. This will be a punishment show so no one ever repeats this horrible mistake again.”
 	“The crowd in the Zeppelins are going to wee in their pants now,” Woo almost laughs. “The lunatic has just decided to punish his own people.”
 	“I will call this the Ariadna Show,” Xitler says. “It’s the same deadly games as last year. The only difference is the players will not be Monsters. They will be one boy or girl from each faction, to repent for the sins that Ariadna committed by helping the Monsters. In the name of the Burning Man, I can’t allow this to happen again.”
 	“What a loony toony,” Leo mumbles. “Who’d have thought this would ever happen?”
 	“And he was trying to convince us that he wanted peace with the Monsters,” Woo shakes his head. “I told you I didn’t buy it.” He tells me.
 	The crowd murmurs everywhere. The time has come for Xitler to torture his own people, who enjoyed watching us fighting for our lives in the games.
 	“The players will represent each faction,” Xitler repeats. “And since I don’t want to be hard on my own people, and because I will host this game only to remind you that you can never help a Monster, I have chosen the six contestants who will  represent the factions.”
 	“Six?” I wonder.
 	Xitler points at a hologram screen to show the faces and names of the contestants. That’s when a shriek bursts out of my chest. We’ve been played with and fooled.
 	The six players are Leo, representing the Nines, Faustina, the Eights, Vern, the Sevens, Bellona, the Sixes, Pepper, the Fives, and Woo on behalf of the Monsters.
 	“I can’t believe this,” Woo says, gritting his teeth.
 	“Each one of them was ranked yesterday so they are eligible to represent you,” Xitler says. “But that’s not just it. I chose them because they are the survivors of last year’s game, which they cheated on with the help of Ariadna. I will exclude Decca, of course, because she has proven that she is our Ten by killing Carnivore.”
 	The crowd hail and scream happily; as long as the scapegoats are not any of them, they don’t care. Xitler played this perfectly: a game that will remind ranked Fayans not to ever help Monsters again and a game where he could get rid of us and still compete with the Far Eastern Wargames by making more money.
 	“Why is Faustina one of them?” I ask in the iAm.
 	“Because she helped Ariadna get the information about the Monster Show. Remember when she told you she knew someone who passed her the info? It was Faustina.” Timmy explains.
 	“Why did she do that?” Woo wonders.
 	“It doesn’t matter now,” Leo says. “We’re going to have to fight this all over again.”
 	“I will come with you,” I tell Woo and Leo.
 	“Xitler won’t let you,” Leo says. “Besides we need you out there so you can bargain with him if we need you to. You’re the only person who keeps him from killing the rest of the Monsters.”
 	“It’s all a hoax,” Woo says. “Xitler just made up excuses and fooled us into yesterday’s ceremony so he can have his Monster Show again, only under a new name.”
 	“What’s the point of the show?” I ask Xitler. “Do you want to have another Ten?”
 	“No,” Xitler says. “I don’t care if they all die in the game and pay the price for Ariadna betraying us. But to make it a spicy game, the winner will be granted something that all Monsters want badly.”
 	“And what’s that?” I ask.
 	“The whereabouts of the Rabbit Hole,” Xitler says.
 	“You’re lying,” Woo says. “You don’t know where the Rabbit Hole is.”
 	“Don’t I?” Xitler smirks and plays another video. This one shows Woo’s friends, the ones who had just died two days ago, the ones who claimed they knew where the Rabbit Hole is. Then the video shows them being hostages in Xitler’s prison. “They have told me everything, and that’s why I have caught them. One of the Six of you survives and you get your Rabbit Hole. We get an epic show in Faya and we get rid of the Monsters because frankly, we can’t take you being here anymore.”
 	The crowd hails like last year. They want the Monsters out of Faya.
 	“Are you ready to scream, ‘I Am Alive’?” Timmy shouts enthusiastically to lift the crowd’s spirit. “Are you ready for the first Ariadna Show? A much crazier and better show than the Monster Show?”
 	“I can’t leave you here,” I repeat myself to Woo and Leo.
 	“You have to be out there,” Woo says. “If this will get us the Rabbit Hole then we’ll do it. All we need is one of us to survive to get the Monsters out of here.”
 	“Then you have to tell me what I want to know before I go,” I grunt at Leo now.
 	“You keep asking him that,” Timmy interferes in the microphone. “Can’t you see all the signs, Decca? The signs that say you’re the one?”
 	“Shut up, Timmy!” I say.
 	“Come on,” Timmy insists. “Think of it. You were born on the Day of the Ranking Day. Didn’t you ever notice that no one else in Faya was born on that specific day? That’s why we celebrated the birthday of the century—“
 	“What?” I let out an uncontrollable sigh. I never knew about this before.
 	“And you were born in the Year of the Ten,” Timmy continues. “The only year Dame Fortuna ever predicted a Ten will be born.”
 	“That’s all nonsense,” I resist to believing in that, although I feel it’s true somehow.
 	“And your name is Decca for the Burning Man’s sake,” Timmy continues. “Which means ten in some ancient language.”
 	“No, that name that means ten is pronounced Theka in Greek,” I am reciting what Leo had taught me.
 	“And you’re the only one named Decca in Faya,” Timmy continues. “Can’t you see the signs? Can’t you see that the national sign for Faya is a Decagon, which is a shape of ten angles? Can’t you see that Decagon is the name derived from Decca?”
 	“Is that right?” I ask Woo, who keeps silent as usual.
 	“Is that right?” I ask Leo.
 	“So what?” Leo shakes his shoulders. “It could all be a coincidence. It doesn't mean you’re the one, and it doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice your life for anyone. Don’t listen to him.”
 	In my confusion, I see Pepper, Faustina, Vern, and Bellona being transferred toward us in the Humvees, which is the same vehicle that will drive me away from here. Will I really leave them to fight on their own? I can’t do that. Should I stab Woo now with one of his knives so he’ll tell me what he really knows about me?
 	But I am too late. The soldiers are already pulling me away from them. I reach out for Leo and Woo but they don’t reach back for me. Leo wants me to live so he prefers I won’t  be in the show. Woo wants to find the Rabbit Hole and probably wants me away from him so I don’t keep asking questions.
 	“Why are they transferred here?” Woo asks Timmy about my friends. “Aren’t we supposed to all be transferred to the Playa?”
 	“Nah, Nah, baby Woo,” Timmy says. “This year there is no Playa. Why do you think you were all tested for being Clairvoyees?”
 	“Bastard,” Leo puffs. “They totally fooled us. I get it now.”
 	“That’s right, Monsteritas,” Timmy begins his new show with a lollipop in his mouth, wearing a black tuxedo and white gloves and a long black hat. “This year the game is everywhere. With your Clarine in your eyes, the crowd watching you from the sky like insects running from a giant, this year, the games are played everywhere. Did you hear me? Everywhere, like an epic computer game. This year, the world i-i-is your p-p-playground!”
 


Epilogue
A year ago, when Decca won the Monster Games
 
 
“She made it,” says the mysterious voice on Xitler’s iAm.
Xitler nods, pacing the room, hands behind his back. He watched the monitors, showing the awes in shock all around Faya. The little girl won the Monster Games.
“Who would have thought.” the voice spoke again.
“I have,” Xitler says proudly. “I told you she could win it.”
“You did. And I didn’t believe you, Xitler.” the voice says. “I even laughed at you giving her a second chance.”
“I knew she could be a Ten. The iAm knew. Our analysis has been accurate. She is the one.”
“But showing her your ugly mechanical hand wasn’t wise, though.”
“It was on the spur of the moment,” Xitler says. His eyes glued to the monitor showing  Decca having killed Carnivore. “I don’t regret it.”
“Showing a human side to yourself isn’t your strongest charm.” The voice snickered, mocking Xitler.
“Don’t make fun of me. I am what I am.”
“Yes. A brutal, unforgiving, and harsh ruler of Faya.”
“Am I?” Xitler put the iAm aside on the table nearby and listened through the speaker. 
“Smart and calculative as hell, I have to admit,” the voice said. “I mean planning Woo and Decca’s meeting years ago, that was genius.”
“You didn’t like it then?”
“Nor did the Breakfast Club.”
“The Breakfast Club,” Xitler’s sighed. “You people pretend you’re the revolution when you’re also the enemy.”
“Look at the bright side. The Breakfast Club teaming up with you, that’s how we got the result we have now,” the voice said. “Still, hats off to you having planned Woo and Decca’s teenage life. You practically faked history.”
“I wonder how they will feel when they know what I have done.”
“Since when do you care about feelings, Xitler?”
Xitler said nothing. As painful as the words sounded, he wasn’t proud of most things he’s done.
“But hey, you’ve done great so far. You’ve discovered the first Ten.”
“I did. But you know it’s not enough.”
“We all know. We would have preferred better results out of the Monster Games, but having a Ten is a good start. What are your next plans? Another Monster Game?”
“Really?” Xitler scoffs, staring at his iAm.
“It’s just a suggestion. I can’t think of a better way to get what we want.”
“How am I supposed to get a Ten back into the Games?” Xitler sighs. This isn’t a question. He is only thinking aloud.
“That’s not so hard. You will find a way. The question is: would Decca find what we want if she is thrown back into the Games?”
“We have no other choice. She has to eventually find it,” Xitler mumbles. “The real question is: what kind of experience does she need to be able to find it. Bear in my mind, she’s been in the Games once. Throwing her in again so fast without her growing up and maturing as a girl will not suffice.”
“You mean she needs to live in the outside world? Gain experience of life like any other teenager?”
“Exactly,” Xitler says, putting his devious mind to work again. “Let her live as a Ten. Experience fame at a young age. Scandal. Pain. Love. Hate. Friends. Foes. Lust. The need to prove herself. The stress of society. Then let her realize life is about being free and doing whatever she wants.”
“You devious and devilish man,” the voice snickers. “And then throw her into the Games again? You think she will find it then?”
“Yes,” Xitler says. “A human’s mind is all about perception.”
The voice says nothing for a couple of heartbeats. Though artificial, and out of this world,  it seems as if it hesitated. As if the alien brain behind it has a soul. “The human mind,” the voice considers. “Is that why you forced Leo in Decca’s life?
Xitler smirks, almost laughs, proudly and pompously. “Decca went into the Play to save Woo, but she wasn’t sure whether she did it out of love or friendship. Woo was someone who’d taught her things. He is also a damaged boy who is incapable of showing love. So Leo had to show up in the picture.”
“You wanted her for in love, right?”
“Precisely,” Xitler said. “Humans are driven by love. Emotion. Something to believe in, and a reason to be. Without Leo showing up in the Playa, she wouldn’t have experienced certain emotion that ended up helping her in finding the hero inside her and win the games — of course I didn’t know she was the one then, but it was a necessary risk.”
“But it was Woo who sent Leo to save Decca, not you.”
“You’d be surprised at how you can manipulate the mind of teenagers. I just planted circumstance and presented them in the right time and context. It wasn’t rocket science to expect Woo asking Leo to go save Decca.”
“Especially after Leo felt he owed it to Leo’s brother saving him. Woo realizes Leo liked Decca from all the talk about her, and wanted the job anyways.”
“Another masterplan of mine. You see, I come across as arrogant and ruthless ruler, but that’s not what I am. My number one power is understanding how predictable humans are.”
“Sometimes I’m glad you haven’t found what we’re looking for,” The voice said. “Because nothing will stop you from ruling the whole world then.”
“Soon.” Xitler says. “When I find it with Decca’s help.”
“But the next time she enters the Playa, she will enter as a Ten,” the voice agrees. “A Ten is more confident now. She won’t feel the need to prove herself. She will find what we’re looking for. Her eyes will be open. And now that you complicated her love life and her friendships, she will be keen to find it.”
“She will,” Xitler says. “She thinks we know where it is, so her rebellion personality will push her to find it.”
“Poor Decca. She has no idea she’s been puppet 
-mastered by you. She has no idea we’ve been waiting for her. That we’re all trapped here in Faya, even you Xitler. And that the only way out is…”
Xitler sighed, staring at Leo, Decca, and Woo being thrust into the new games. “The Rabbit Hole. We needed a Ten because only a Ten is destined to find the Rabbit Hole to get us out of here.”
“To the real world.”
“Whatever is out there.”
“The damn Rabbit Hole,” the voice sighed. “But tell me something…”
“You ask too many questions today. And you’re nothing but an A.I. I created to have someone to talk to.”
“I’m sorry but this one is killing me,” the voice said. “I am wondering about Leo again.”
“What about him?”
“You said you manipulated Woo into asking Leo to go save Decca, and then let Leo manipulate Decca to fall in love with him. Have you manipulated Leo too?”
“No,” Xitler sighed.
“But that’s too much of a coincidence. I mean Leo like Decca so much from the way Woo talked about her?”
“Leo never loved Decca.”
“Come on. That’s impossible. Don’t you see how infatuated he is with—”
“It’s an act.”
“I don’t buy that.”
“Leo is my son.”
The A.I. isn’t shocked, for shock is a human emotion. But the machine is definelty confused, so much that it actually stuttered. “Come again, please?”
“Leo is my son. His job is to kill Decca once she finds the Rabbit Hole.”
 
The End
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