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





~ From David Bowie's "Changes"

 

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

~

 Stephen King’s review of the Hunger Games

 

Author’s note:

 

The Stephen King quote above explains that the plot device of children fighting on live TV in the arena is not exclusive to the Hunger Games books. In fact, they were originally invented in Battle Royale ( book and film ), written by Koushun Takami 1999, who has honorably mentioned having borrowed the idea from several Stephen King novels before. I Am Alive uses that plot device as well.
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Chapter 29

Sleep When I Am Dead


 Flip.

I open my eyes.

The sky is blurry. I think it is blue, with a tint of orange. The sunrays struggle to reach me, blocked by thick brown branches and green leaves. The thinner straight sunrays make it through, looking like piercing light behind shutters. My head feels heavy. I am still lying on my back. The earth underneath me feels like water; it helps me float and prevents me from falling deep. I realize that I am hallucinating. No. I just woke up from a drug-induced dream.

I gather my strength to sit up, looking at the forest. It’s definitely morning, if not noon already. There is no one with me in the forest. There is an unfinished, melted chocolate bar next to me. Leo’s chocolate bar.

What happened to me? Am I still dreaming?

I don’t think so. The air I breathe feels so alive, and the world doesn’t feel secure like in dreams. This is the real world, as in-your-face as it gets.

No, I am not dreaming. But I am deaf.

My head feels so heavy. I shake it violently, hoping I can hear anything, but I can’t. The back of my head hurts. I look back at the chocolate bar, trying to resist the conclusions my brain comes up with.

I remember now. The chocolate bar. Leo sedated me.

Why?

Where is everyone?

What time is it?

Maybe all of this is just a bad dream. Maybe the Monster Show is just a constant nightmare, and all I need to do is wake up.

I walk around, lost, not thinking straight, wondering where everybody is.

Why would Leo do this? Is Leo my real enemy? Did he betray me?

No, I don’t believe this. We kissed yesterday. It felt right.

But the chocolate was an ambush. Why sedate me, Leo?

I see Leo’s backpack on the grass, closed and stuffed. As I kneel down to open it, I start to hear again. There is a faint sound coming from afar. The same sentence repeated over and over by different people, something that ends with the word knife. 

I am not sure, hitting my head with my hands, looking around. The voices are approaching, but I can’t see anyone around.

I hear screams.

I get up, ready for anything. What is going on? I feel like something just popped out of my ears, like a huge amount of air pressure that blocked the sound from coming in. 

I hear them now. They are screaming: “I am alive.”

The voices are coming from my iAm.

It’s Leo, Bellona, Woodsy, and Pepper. They are in the game. Why am I not there?

They look awful. Leo is cursing behind steel bars. There is a dead animal or some creature behind him on the ground. The picture is not clear. It’s phasing. Bad transmission. Why did they do this to me? Why did they leave without me? Anger fills my veins. Not because they left me, but because I am not fighting with them. I hear Timmy make fun of them.

So it’s almost noon, the third day of the game, and they decided to save me from dying? Whose idea was it to leave me behind?

Why didn’t I get an electric shock? No outranked can escape a game. They would be shocked instantly through the iAm.

Although I can hear, my left ear hurts badly. It hurts more in my neck, right under my ear. I reach for it. There is a wound with little traces of some liquid. I look back at my hand. It’s blood.

The first-aid kit! The one Leo and I got from the bus. He removed my receptor. Didn’t he say it was too dangerous?

I look at the iAm in my hand. I am not connected to the network or the Summit anymore. They can’t track me. Leo and the others must have told them I died. This must have been their way of saving me, disregarding how I would survive here alone in the battlefields.

This is exactly what Woo would have done. Even though I doubt his survival. I am starting to believe that he couldn’t survive the Playa.

My stubbornness walks me out of the forest. I am not going to live a boring life down here. A life with no meaning. I am going to catch up with the others. I stop and look back at the bag and pick it up. I still feel dizzy and my head still hurts, but I have to fight and I will give them hell.

The Monorail is not in its place, so I push the button to call it from a station called the Mirage. Why are they in the Mirage? Isn’t this supposed to be the Carnivore game in the Monsterium?

I keep thinking about Leo’s story about the Rabbit Hole. What is it that his mentor, Wolf, knows that we don’t? Does the Breakfast Club really exist or is it only built in our minds? I don’t care. No turning back. I remind myself that if I die today, I will not die on my knees. I came here to bury myself in the Playa and hide forever with Woo, but today I will bury someone else.

The Monorail arrives. I jump in, watching the game. Timmy announces that two of the skaters are dead. What does this mean? Who is dead and who is alive?

Timmy can’t track me now so the Summit doesn’t know that I am coming. It wouldn’t be a good idea to call Timmy and declare that I am alive. The Monorail arrives at the Rabbit Hole and takes the dive into the tunnel. After the usual crazy ride, it continues to the Mirage station. I can see the Mirage battlefield in my iAm. It’s like a huge desert with too many waterfalls, muddy earth, and… white tigers.

Is this what Timmy was talking about yesterday, when the audience said they were bored with the game in the Monsterium? The game is played now in this Mirage desert?

Timmy announces that the game is still on: they have only caged one tiger, and two are left. The game is about catching and caging the tigers, dead or alive.

Brutal and uncreative. That’s the plan. Brutal and raw enough to kill us all. It’s just like Ariadna said. The Summit doesn’t want to spend more money on the games, so they brought us a trio of tigers to chase us to death today. No more Artificial Sky or Breathing Domes.

There are eight million viewers watching today. That’s without me attending, I try to flatter myself. I need to boost my confidence even if my confidence is just imaginary. Belief and faith are the only things that are going to get me there.

I arrive. The Monorail doesn’t stop five stories high. It opens straight in front of the sandy desert filled with the sound of Humvees and roaring tigers. I don’t have time to catch my breath.

“There she is,” Timmy screams through the iAm. An external camera must have caught me. So I am still connected to the network? At least they can’t trace me through the iAm anymore. “I know what you want, Decca,” Timmy claims. “I know what you want. You want to take a break since you’re surprised you’re in the game already. But here is my advice to you: take a break when you are dead.”







Chapter 30

The Mirage


 Suddenly, a Humvee steers in front of me, spattering mud all over my face. It has the word ‘Super-V’ written on it, and it has a huge cage for hunting animals in the back.

The Super-V keeps circling in front of me without stopping. If it stops, the wheels will be stuck in the thick mud, and it won’t be able to pick up speed again.

Leo sticks his head out of the window while circling the Humvee. “What the hell are you doing here?” he shouts.

“Missed me?” I ask, making sure his backpack is strapped tightly on my back. This is just like going to school, I tell myself. You’re unlikely to come back dead from school, right?

“We lied to the Summit and told them you were dead to protect you,” Leo says. “Seriously.” His voice fades as he circles again. “What is wrong with you? You want to die?”

“No.” I shake my head. “I want to kill.”

“Please, God,” he screams, taking another round. “Help me not to shoot her for her stubbornness.” He struggles with the wheel for a moment then gets hold of it again. The way he drives, he looks like he is riding a raging buffalo. I don’t know how he manages to control the Super-V, driving in such muddy earth. “Anyways. Now that you’re here, you have to jump in. I can’t stop. Mud is too thick,” he explains. “Come on. Shake your lazy butt. We have tigers chasing us.”

I step out of the door. The mud is so thick it covers my ankles. At some spots, it covers up to my knees. The shallow parts of the mud are lighter in color. I try to stick to them, chasing the circling Super-V, hoping Leo won’t lose control and run me over with it.

As I am running next to the Super-V, I hear a roar in the distance behind me. I think my heart is going to stop before the tiger even gets me. How fast is it? How big is it? How could this even be happening, tigers chasing me?

Leo drives the Super-V closer to my side, but stops circling and drives straight so we get away from the tiger as fast possible. He kicks the passenger side door open for me. I run as fast as I can, reaching out. He is leaning down across the passenger’s seat, reaching out for me as well. The tips of our fingers touch briefly, but I can’t get hold of him. He can’t get hold of me.

How come the tiger didn’t get me yet? It must be a thousand times faster than me.

“I can’t drive any slower,” Leo shouts. “Or we will be stuck in the mud.”

I keep running.

“I have sedated this tiger,” Leo screams against the wind, the sound of Super-V’s engine, and the roaring of the tiger. “That’s why it is slow.”

“You sedated it?” I wonder while running. “I’ll bet you kissed that tiger too!”

“Nah,” Leo says, gripping on the wheel. “It’s not my type. Hurry up. It won’t stay sedated forever. I think it can’t see well.”

“So your buzz-to-death syringe only sedated him?” I can’t believe we’re having this conversation while I am running away from a tiger.

“I couldn’t buzz it long enough to kill it. The mud will slow it down. It’s sliding like crazy.”

Reluctantly, I twist my neck back to look at the tiger. Leo is right. It’s slowed down by the mud, sliding left and right, and roaring like a drunken cat.

It is obvious I can’t keep up with Super-V’s speed. The more I run the more tired I get. There is a protruding ledge on the side of the Super-V. It looks like it is made for someone to stand on it, maybe to carry extra people or a place for snipers to jump on. I gather my strength and jump. One foot is on the ledge; the other is fighting the wind whirling against it. My hands get a good grip on the bars of the cage in the back of the Super-V. All I need is to get my other leg back, take two steps forward, and jump into the passenger’s seat. The tiger is still roaring behind me. It’s impossible to twist my neck to look back at it again. I pull my other leg, take two fast steps on it, and jump recklessly into the passenger’s seat.

I crumble in the seat with my head upside down.

“Hi,” I say, happy to see Leo, holding out my hand so he can shake it. “666 Monster Street, please.” Since I woke up free of the iAm’s receptor, I feel so confident and funny. I feel unplugged of my fears. What’s that all about? “I’ll tip you well. Only if you’re nice to me, handsome.”

“Close the door, you little brat.” Leo doesn’t wait for me, and pulls the door in. I sit up straight.

Seeing the white tiger in the rear-view mirror, although smeared with mud, reminds me that I am lucky I am still alive.

“That’s not Carnivore, right?” I ask, noticing it has two eyes.

“No. That’s Manticore,” Leo says, bumping into the roof of the Super-V.

“Family?” I still feel funny, rocking in the passenger’s seat.

“You sure love to talk. I can’t drive and talk at the same time,” Leo mumbles.

“What’s with that? Boys not being able to drive and talk?”

“Because usually a tiger is chasing them, and if they stop, they will be eaten alive,” Leo shouts. “So stop talking. You shouldn’t be here anyway.”

“Yeah?” I say. “So you can have all the fun alone?”

He gives me that look again. He thinks I am irresponsible.

“We need to talk about your sedative chocolate, Hansel and Gretel,” I fire back at him.

“What?” He is mad again, still driving. “Hansel and Gretel’s story was full of breadcrumbs, gingerbread and candy. No one was sedated.”

“No, they sedated the witch,” I insist, knowing by now that Prophet Xitler must have manipulated the fairy tale we learned in school.

“Never mind.” Leo drives over a small bridge. “I am surprised Xitler didn’t rename them to Zanzel and Grezel or something,” Leo reaches for the backseat and comes up with a bow gun. “You know how to use this,” he says, and hands me a bag full of arrows.

“How do you know I can use these?” I ask. “The ones in the Wheel of Fortune were fixed. This one is different. It needs skill.”

“Just do as I say.” Leo avoids the question.

The problem isn’t that he is avoiding it. It’s that I suddenly know exactly how to use the bow gun and the arrow.

“So what’s the game exactly?” I ask.

“Simple,” says Leo. “We lure the tigers into the cages and lock them in before they eat us.”

“So let’s do it.”

“Not before I find the others. Woodsy, Pepper and Bellona are in another Super-V. I need to find them. They were really struggling. Woodsy is a horrible driver.”

Leo speeds up as the relentless Manticore still chases us. The Zeppelins are lagging behind us in the sky. Zeppelins are slower. They can’t keep up with such speeds and circles.

“Hang on tight!” shouts Leo, and speeds up toward the edge of a cliff.

“Are you crazy?” I shout. “You’re going to get us killed.” I try to hang onto my seat. The Super-V is about to drive straight over the cliff.

Leo steers the wheel at the last second and takes a sudden right. When I look back, I find out it is a steep cliff. The tiger takes the bait and falls off the cliff after struggling briefly with the mud.

“That was impulsive,” I tell Leo, listening to Timmy saying something in the iAm. Leo and I couldn’t care less about Timmy right now. This is a straight do-or-die game. We don’t need Timmy.

“Let me worry about impulsive,” says Leo. “You worry about finding our friends.”

I am amazed Leo said our friends. That’s so unlike him, caring about them.

Leo drives freely for a while into the muddy desert. It occurs to me that this must be artificial mud since there is no rain, and it’s a sunny day.

In the distance, I see a Super-V stuck in the mud. It’s upside down like it has crashed into something. There is smoke coming out of the engine.

“That’s their Super-V,” says Leo, and speeds up more toward them.

“What?” I feel dizzy again. “Where are they? I can’t see them.” Leo grits his teeth, his hands on the steering wheel.

There is one tiger, roaming slowly around the Super-V. It stops somewhere and starts biting on something.

Leo pulls me to him tight, so I won’t see. “Don’t look, Decca. Don’t look.”

“What!” I scream, trying to free myself from him.

Leo is circling around the Super-V, but as far away as possible, knowing the tiger is busy with its prey.

I free myself from under his arm and look. I am looking for my friends. This can’t be.

“Pepper,” I scream. “Bellona!” My heart is pounding. “Woodsy. Vern!” I could lose my voice screaming their names. “Where are they? I can’t see them,” I say to Leo who points at what the tigers are feeding on.

“Well…” This might be them. “I can’t know what the tigers are gorging on with all this mud. But that’s their Super-V.”

It’s true. I can’t make out what the tigers are eating in the mud. What happened to them?

“Don’t panic,” says Leo. “They might have escaped or something. The tiger couldn’t have killed all four of them. It just doesn’t make sense.” 

“Last two survivors,” says Timmy in the microphone. “They look like Romeo and Juliet.”

Leo hugs me tighter again. “Don’t think about it,” he tells me as I am about to burst into tears. “Stay strong. Stay focused.”

“But they all died.” A teardrop trickles down my cheek. I try so hard not to cry. I still can’t believe it.

“I don’t believe him,” says Leo. “Have faith. I don’t believe him.”

“But we saw them.”

“We saw nothing,” says Leo. “The mud is covering bodies. It could be anyone. They might have escaped. They might be hiding in trees. They might have removed the receptor from under their ears. Anything.”

“You are just trying to make me feel better,” I say.

“Stay strong. Trust me, I have this feeling. They are alive. At least, one or two of them are. Don’t listen to this maniac. In any case, we still have each other. We’ll always have each other.”

Leo pulls my head to his and kisses me suddenly with the salty tears on my mouth. “Stay alive, Decca,” he whispers, then he stops circling and drives ahead. “I need you to catch Carnivore.” He points at the opening in the roof.

“Is that it?” I ask.

“Yes. Climb up and you’ll find two levers. One opens and closes the main door to the cage in the back. The other opens a small window on top of the cage.” He points at a box full of large chunks of meat. “Take some of this and throw it inside the cage from the opening on top. Then pull the other lever to let Carnivore inside when I slow down as possible, so it enters the cage thinking it will get that piece of meat. Once it takes the bait, you pull the lever back and it is trapped and we win this game.”

I am confused, trying to absorb and understand all of these instructions at once. Or is it that I am still shocked by the fact that my friends might be dead?

“Look,” says Leo. “I could do this but you won’t be able to drive the Super-V like I do in all this mud. I know you can do it. You have more reason than ever to catch Carnivore.”

He is right. I look back at the genetically mutated white tiger. The one that might have killed my friends, including Woo, I assume. I will catch it. I will do it.

I climb up through the shaft on top of the Super-V. I imagine I’m a tiger as well, clawing at whatever I can on top of the rattling and bumping Super-V. I have to keep my balance. The wind slaps my face every now and then. The wind whips at my back and legs as if it is the enemy. I cry out this time, catching Carnivore’s attention. Its eye turns all white, staring at me. What kind of mutated creature is it? 

It starts to hunt the Super-V. Leo keeps circling and curving to splash mud onto Carnivore to blind it. It works, but Carnivore wipes the mud away with its paws as if it were human, and keeps chasing the Super-V. I am still clutching at the top of it. The mud causes Carnivore to slip; it picks itself up and continues after its prey. Leo and I.

Crawling on my hands and knees, I reach the small opening on top of the cage. I open the bucket and pick up a heavy piece of meat and prepare to drop it into the cage. It’s so heavy I am afraid a bump in the muddy road will knock me down into the cage with meat. I let it fall, thudding against the bottom of the cage in the back of the Super-V.

Carnivore roars. I think the trick is working. I keep pounding against the roof of the Super-V so Leo will open the cage. He has a controller inside to open it. The wind is so loud I don’t think Leo can hear me even if I shout. I need to get my breath before I make it back to the passenger’s seat. I am glad I made it so far. With all those bumps and slides in the road, I am afraid I will fall on my way back.

I pick up my iAm, wondering why I can’t hear Timmy. The wind is too loud and the sound of the Super-V too. As the wind curls what’s left of my hair into my mouth, I see Timmy and Faustina talking, but I can’t hear them. What’s Faustina doing up there? Has she become the Trickster’s helper?

I look up at the Zeppelins in the sky, trying their best to follow us. The audience stands up there, taking pictures.

Flash. Flash. Flash.

Little kids pull their parents’ hands to come look at the white tiger. 

This isn’t a zoo! I want to scream. Or maybe the world has come down to this, becoming one huge zoo.

“Can you hear me?” Leo shouts. Finally, and faintly, I hear him.

“Yes. Yes. Yes!” I yell as loud as I can.

“I can’t open the cage,” Leo screams, struggling with the wheel. “There’s some malfunction in here. Something is not right. I think Timmy did this.”

“So what now?” I shout.

“You’ll have to open the cage!”

“What?” I stare back at the panting Carnivore, getting closer and closer.

“We don’t have time, Decca,” Leo screams. “I am going to be out of gas very soon. You have to open the cage from the inside.”

“What do you mean open it from inside?”

“It’s how it opens manually,” explains Leo, sounding disappointed with himself. “From the inside. There is a lever that you have to pull from the inside.”

I turn back and look between the bars of the cage. I see the lever inside of the cage. How am I going to do this?

Staring at my iAm, I see Timmy dancing polka with Faustina. When the camera closes in, it says the words, ‘from inside’ Timmy winks at me. He looks so happy with my misery. The screen shows the subtitles of the phrase in other languages.

I look at the audience standing behind the bulletproof glass in the Zeppelins, not knowing what I am looking for. Maybe I am looking for humanity in their eyes, some evidence that shows they are not robots. That they still have some of that something that makes us human, whatever that is. Although most of them are laughing, voting, and betting, I do see little faces here and there. Those who feel confused about this. Those who have that inner voice troubling them from the inside. The problem is that they do nothing. They don’t want to oppose the Summit. I think this is the greatest mistake of all, wanting so bad to be part of the crowd, whatever the price is.

“How are you going to close the cage on the Carnivore when I trap it inside?” I ask Leo, trying not to think about what could happen to me when I am in the cage with it.

“You just open the cage, get back on top through the shaft and leave the rest to me,” says Leo. “You can do it, Decca. You can do it. This is the last day and the last game. If you pull it off, you’ll be the first one to outlive the games. You’ll be a Ten!”

I drop myself like a sack of potatoes into the cage, and the audience goes crazy. Every bad thought, every shred of fear, every negative comment, I just kill it with an imaginary gun and puff the smoke off the end of the barrel. As I stand inside of the cage, Carnivore roars at me from outside. It must be enticed by the amount of meat behind the bars, including me. I step forward and grab the lever while staring at Carnivore one more time, up close and personal. The flashes of the cameras coming from the Zeppelins above me are blinding even in daylight. Every flash cuts through the air as if I am a celebrity being chased by the paparazzi. Is this how the Nines feel like? Chased everywhere? No privacy? Every time they bleed does the audience feels better?

The flashes of the camera’s might make a celebrity out of me in this bleeding daylight, where man has nothing to be entertained with but the misery of another.

The flashes don’t bother Carnivore. It is hungry. It’s natural and animalistic. It wants to feed. Come to think of it, it is no different from those in the Zeppelins.  The only difference I can think of is that it has no rank, which makes us both Monsters.

“Are you the one who killed Woo?” I whisper through the bars. I wonder what will happen if I cut through Carnivore. Will I find a set of wires and metal bones?

I take a deep, deep, deep breath and pull the lever. The cage opens.

“Open Sesame,” I mumble.







Chapter 31

What doesn’t Kill You Makes You Stranger


 Carnivore comes running, wilder, fiercer, and hungrier than ever.

I trot back and try to jump up, reaching for the small opening I came down from. It’s absurd how it suddenly seems too high. I can’t get a grip on the bars at the top to pull myself up through the opening. I pound on the inner bars of the cage as hard as I can to let Leo know that the cage is now open.

Leo is trying to slow down as much as possible to allow Carnivore to leap into the cage.

“Jump up!” Leo screams from inside. “Why can’t I see you on top of the cage?”

I guess his rear-view mirror covers only the roof. How am I going to explain that I have miscalculated things? The cage’s roof is too high. Like many other things, it’s easier to get in than to get out.

I run from the middle of the cage to one side and start climbing up the bars with my bare feet and hands.

Flash. Flash. Flash.

The audience in the Zeppelins must be labeling me today’s favorite dish.

Climb, Decca, climb!

Carnivore is panting at the threshold of the cage. Seeing it this close pumps panic through my body. I let go of the bars and fall down onto my back again.

Carnivore is looking straight at me. So close. It’s pawing at the edge of the cage. Why am I paralyzed? I don’t know. The piece of meat lies right next to me. All I can think of is to pull it up and throw it out of the cage at the beast, so it forgets about me. Its paws reach for the cage. Before it has the chance to leap in, Leo takes a hard turn and Carnivore slips out again.

I throw the meat out of the cage. It flies in the air like a heavy pie. Carnivore doesn’t bother looking at it or running back to catch it. It wants me. Only me.

Running to the side again, I climb the bars on all fours like a monkey one more time. When I reach the top of the barred cage, the opening is too far in the middle, so I have to climb the cage’s ceiling, again, like a monkey, but upside down. Gymnastics wasn’t my favorite class in school, but neither was math, which I ended up studying and passing. Math is horrible. I can’t imagine there is anything else to teach beyond 2 + 2 = 4. That’s all math is about. The rest is some complex gibberish that the average girl never uses. Ask Carnivore. It’ll tell you how math sucks.

Carnivore jumps into the cage while I am hanging upside down like an amateur spider. It lashes out at me with its paws from down there, trying to reach me. I am amazed that the cage’s ceiling is so high, even for it.

Show me how you can climb the bars like a monkey now, you heavy miserable white creature!

Although its paws can’t reach for me, it slashes through my hair, scraping a big chunk of it away. I pull myself flat to the bars of the ceiling while reaching for the opening. 

What’s with everyone in this world tearing at my hair? I am not just dying. It’s even worse. I am balding in here.

“Thanks.” I grin at Carnivore. “How’d you like it if I rip out your white fur?”

The audience in the Zeppelin right above me claps and laughs. Such an awkward position for me to watch the Zeppelins from.

“We love you!” a couple of kids say behind the glass, as if I were the clown in the circus, pulling my latest tiger trick.

“Go get a life!” I scream at them. “Go fall in love. Break your heart. Meet somebody. Go live, instead of watching live video games of people being killed!” The kids are taken aback.

Finally, I reach the opening and pull myself up. Carnivore slashes one last time. Once I am up, I discover that he slashed at my right arm. It hurts like hell, but I don’t want to look at the wound. I’ll consider it Carnivore’s signature on my body.

I pound on the roof for Leo to take notice.

“Thank God!” he yells. “You jump out of the Super-V now. I’ll take it from here.”

How is he going to take it from here? He can’t pull the cage shut from where he is driving. What keeps Carnivore in the cage is me. As long as I am standing on top of the cage, it thinks it can get me. If I jump out, it will jump out too and hunt me. I can’t leave. I have to stay here until we find a way to kill it.

When I raise my head, gazing ahead, I see one of the steep cliffs up front. One of those cliffs Leo used to kill the other tiger, making it chase us and steering the wheel back at the very last minute. It won’t work now because Carnivore is inside the cage.

Leo is speeding up toward the cliff.

“Jump, Decca,” Leo shouts. “Jump!”

Now I know what Leo is thinking. He is on some kind of crazy suicide mission, driving with the Carnivore in the cage over the cliff, ready to die with it to save me.

No!

“Don’t do it, Leo,” I scream, trying to crawl back to him.

“I am just dropping it off the cliff,” explains Leo. “I can steer the wheel and turn around in the last second after it’s thrown out of the cage and off the cliff. Trust me.”

“No!”

“I just can’t do it when you’re still up there. Jump off the Super-V, Decca.”

We’re getting closer and closer to the edge. The stupid Carnivore is still trying to reach for me from inside, not knowing what is about to happen to it.

“We can do this,” Leo insists. “Don’t mess this up by staying with me. If I die it won’t matter, because you will survive the games. Don’t you give up in the last second.”

So close to the edge.

Even the Zeppelins are slowing down. I can’t imagine what is scaring them when they’re flying in the air. Dumb audience.

Watching the edge of the cliff approaching, I crawl back into the passenger’s seat. Sometime my stubbornness is my only friend.

When Leo sees me back in the seat next to him, his eyes widen with anger. But it’s too late. I can see the hollow void leading all the way down over the cliff.

“Leo!”

He steers the wheel with all his might to the right and hits the brakes so the Super-V slows down a little. I hear the sound of Carnivore banging heavily against the bars of the inside of the cage in the back. It’s a mix of roaring and moaning. I think it fell out of the cage and off the cliff.

The Super-V stops sideways at the last minute with Leo’s window overlooking the cliff. I hear the audience hail in the iAm, who I can hear now in the absence of the roaring of the Super-V, Carnivore, and the wind.

Leo looks back at me from the window overlooking the cliff. He shrugs.

“How close are we?” I ask.


“Right on
the
edge
of
the
cliff,”
he
says.
“Right
on the
edge,
Decca.”

“So we made it?” I say, feeling like I’m finally waking up from a nightmare. “So let’s go.” I reach for Leo’s hand.

He pulls away. “You go first, Decca,” he says.

“What’s wrong, Leo?”

“Listen to me carefully,” he says. “There are things that I need to say to you before—”

“Before what?” I gasp.

“Just listen.” Leo is panting. Is he hurt? What is it? “You always ask me why I am here. You always say it doesn’t make sense. You’re right.”

“I don’t want to know now, Leo,” I interrupt. “Just take my hand and let’s get out of the Super-V.”

“I can’t,” he says, looking at his left leg. Oh my God. It’s stuck in the bent metal of the side of the vehicle. How did I not notice this? He can’t pull his leg out. If he does, the wound will get bigger and bigger and cut through his thigh. “Just listen to me,” he insists.

“Leo—”

“Just listen. You have to know the truth.” He tries to shift his weight as he aches from the pain in his leg. The Super-V shakes and slides a little closer to the edge of the cliff. We’re going to fall from the cliff because of the shifting mud if we don’t get out soon. “I was sent here for you. That’s the reason why I am back in the game.”

“What? Me? Why?”

“I was sent here to protect you and keep you alive,” he pants. “My mission was to either get you to survive and win the game, thus stay alive, or if I fail at that, I have been ordered to keep you alive in the battlefields by not saying I am alive.”

“Mission?” I mutter, my hands falling on my lap. Leo is here to protect me. What about how I felt about him? Was he just acting? “I don’t understand. Who sent you?” I say.

“Wolf, the leader of the Breakfast Club, sent me,” says Leo, trying to avoid my eyes.

“The Breakfast Club?” I swallow hard. “Why? Why me?”

“I don’t know,” says Leo. “I was sent to help you win the game or find the Rabbit Hole and escape. At all costs, I had to keep you alive until they contact you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I removed the receptor from you yesterday.”

“Why?”

“Those were my orders. First of all, to disconnect you from being tracked by the Summit. Second, to make you remember your skills.”

“My skills?”

“I don’t know. That was my mission.”

 “So the Breakfast Club sent you to save me when it was my time to enter the games? How did they know that I was going to be outranked?”

“They didn’t. But it was a possibility. They said you might find a way to enter the games to save a friend of yours who actually taught you all the skills you’re remembering since the removal of the receptor.”

“You know about that?”

“Yes. So I convinced Xitler that I wanted to be forgiven by the Summit and came back.”

“What if I hadn’t been outranked?”

“I would have been stuck playing the game alone,” Leo says with that toothache-like smile.

“It doesn’t look like you could have survived,” I say. “Not without me.”

“You’re right.” He laughs, then winces, reaching for his leg. ”You made it, Decca. They were right about you.”

The mud shifts underneath the Super-V again and Leo’s side slides lower toward the cliff.

“It’s time for you to get out, Decca,” says Leo.

“Not without you,” I insist.

“My leg is stuck in the metal of the Super-V. Besides, our weight is what’s slightly keeping the balance. Once one of us steps outside the weight will shift, and the car will fall from the cliff. Only one can survive this.”

“We can jump out together.”

“I can’t, goddamit!” Leo yells at me. He wants me to leave. He believes I am more important than he is. Although I want to ask about this mission thing, I don’t think it’s the right time. Leo has been here for me all through the game. He might be some kind of guardian sent to save me in this crazy and unbelievable story of his, but I can count on what I feel for him to be genuine and true.

“How about the kiss?” I ask. 

“Not again, Decca,” he says. “Time is running out.”

“Did you kiss me in the dome?” I want to know.

“You’re about to die, Decca. And all you want to know is whether I kissed you in the dome or not?”

“Yes,” I say. “I know we kissed before you sedated me, so I take it that it was all business on your side, trying to save me. I know we kissed before we were going to die in the Super-V minutes ago, so I might believe it was a last kiss before dying thing. I know that everything you have done for me might have been part of the mission you were sent for, pretty soldier. But when I think about the dome, you had already saved me. You weren’t afraid of anything. You knew that your actions would be caught on live TV. You did it without letting me know. I understand why now. Because you thought you shouldn’t. You believed you were my guardian, sent for me on a mission, following your leader’s orders. But the truth is you love me. You wanted me so you thought you could snatch a kiss and hide your feelings for the rest of your life. So did you kiss me in the dome or not?” I have to admit, I think kissing me in the dome was a little weird on his part — if it actually happened. But it’s the only way I can make sure that what I think he feels for me is true.

“Yes,” says Leo, looking right into my eyes, sweating from the pain. “And it’s what makes me not regret dying anymore.”

“So why didn’t you admit it?”

“Because I am not supposed to. To the Breakfast Club, you’re like a princess, and I am just a guardian. Us? Together? That’s prohibited. And I am on a mission that could be part of saving our world from the Summit.”

I smile with excitement when he says that. The Super-V shifts again. The audience holds its breath.

“I won’t leave you,” I cry out. “You hear me. I won’t leave you. Just give me a minute, and I’ll find a way out.” I look up at the Zeppelins. “What’s wrong with you?” I yell at them. “Can’t you send us any of your tech-stuff to pick us up? We won the game already. Please!”

“No can do,” says Timmy. He sounds different, as if he has been listening to our conversation and feeling sentimental. Faustina is drying her Teen-Gene tears behind him, but she shies away when the camera closes in on her. “I am sorry, Decca,” says Timmy. Where is all the Bad Kidz, Monsters, and sarcasm attitude? “Believe me, a lot of the audience voted for you. A lot of them consider you to have won the games, but the Summit believes you have to continue the game. Killing Carnivore isn’t enough if you can’t pull yourself out of the Super-V.”

“I won’t do that,” I say.

“He is not going to make it,” Faustina yells angrily at me. “What kind of Monster are you! Stupid, unreasonable, and weird. That’s why you’re an outranked. Get out of the damn Super-V. He won’t make it.”

The thought that fills my head is what if I win now. What will happen to me? Will I just follow the system, labeling people and marking them? I won’t get out unless Leo is with me. I need someone with me in this harsh world of Faya. Someone to accompany me and love me.

“Decca,” Leo says softly. “I changed my mind. I am coming out with you.”

“Really? How?”

“There is a metal rod attached to the outer side of the Super-V,” Leo explains. “If you get it for me, I could push away the metal that is trapping my leg. I can do it. Trust me.”

“Of course,” I say and turn around. “Right next to the door?”

“Yes. All you have to do is open the door as slow as you can and reach out for it.”

I reach for the door and pull it open then stretch out my hand, slowly looking for the metal rod, with my back to Leo.

That’s when I know that he has betrayed me.

He kicks me in the back out of the Super-V. I fall into the mud outside. The mud shifts like lava from a volcano down the cliff, pushing the Super-V to the edges.

“No!” I scream, reaching out.

“I love you,” Leo mouths, drawing the words silently with his lips. I see he has freed his wounded leg. He tries to jump down on his own, separated form the Super-V. But will he make it? It happens so fast. The mud feels like a magic carpet sliding away that I can’t pull back, however I try with all my might. “I wish I could see through your eyes,” says Leo as he is falling over the cliff’s edge.

What? How did he know about that phrase? Is that coincidence?

I crawl on all fours. But I am too late. The Super-V has fallen off the cliff, and Leo isn’t here anymore. 

Leo is gone. 

I cry so hard I think tears will burst out of my bones.

“Congratulations, Decca,” says Timmy flatly. “You’re the first to ever survive the Monster Show.”

What? I won the games and lost Leo? Lost all of my friends? Lost my family? What kind of a victory is that? How can this be called winning?

I keep crying on the edge of the cliff, trying to crane my head to look for Leo.

But suddenly, the audience shrieks behind me. I turn around helplessly, tears on my face, wondering what the fuss is about. Isn’t it enough that Leo died? Didn’t they want a winner of the tenth Monster Show? Here I am, all broken-hearted.

But that’s not why they shrieked.

It’s Carnivore.

It didn’t fall off the cliff like I thought. It’s staring at me with its white eye, breathing heavily, about to roar in my face before it finishes me off.

Standing helplessly and shocked, I don’t know whether to give in to it or not. I take a cautious step back while Carnivore stares at its last victim.

If it kills me now, will I still be considered a winner?

If he kills me now, will it send me to where Leo and Woo are?

But it doesn’t kill me. It doesn’t need to. The mud underneath me shifts again and I slide down off the cliff. 



Chapter 32

Freefalling


 Freefalling sucks.

I don’t know how far I am falling or what’s going to happen me, watching the world I know escape me. The blue sky is abandoning me, and Carnivore is looking down at me from the edge of the cliff as I fall backwards, knowing it’s not a long flight down before I am gone. Is this how it ends? Falling? Just like that? Without a fight? Without a scream?

I feel betrayed, like a strong and brave soldier who slips because of a banana peel all the way down in the middle of war, facing a disgraceful end he doesn’t deserve.

No. Not like that. Not banana-slip style.

I can do better than that.

But how?

I’m thinking that I still have time even as my body hits the ground. Isn’t this too fast? I thought the cliff was steep.

Before I faint, I find myself hanging between heaven and earth.



Chapter 33

Between Heaven and Earth


 I wake up to a damn intolerable headache, with the sound of Leo and Woo’s voice saying: ‘If I could only see through your eyes.’

Leo and Woo are gone. One is dead and the other, well, I hope not.

I sit up wherever I am. All I see is a waterfall in front of me.

Heaven?

I have a headache, which turns out to be a good thing. It means I am still alive.

Foam-like water is cascading down from the top of an enormous grey mountain in front of me, gliding like silver strings of silk, deep down into a river that runs to my left and right. Black rocks stand bravely against the white foaming current in the middle of the river. Amidst the rocks, I see Leo’s Super-V, turned onto its side, crashed and broken, and stuck between the rocks.

I can’t see Leo though.

I cover my eyes with my hands, afraid to get a glimpse of his corpse. A vision I don’t think I can handle.

Where am I?

I stand up and the ground beneath me crackles. Boulders roll from under me and slide over the edge, down, deep down, into the river. My whole body aches. I spare myself from checking out the bruises, as long as I am still alive it doesn’t matter. My right arm stings from when Carnivore slashed it.

Taking a minute to get my bearings, I realise I am standing on a narrow ledge sticking out from the side of the mountain, midway between the cliff above me and the river below me. Looking up, I see the cliff’s edge about twenty to thirty feet. above me. That’s why I am not dead. I was saved by crashing onto this small cave-like part sticking out of the mountain. How lucky is that?

The mountain is grey and curvy. To my right and my left, I see a number of other ledges and caves. They are too far away though. I can’t jump that far. There is no way I can climb up either, since there is nothing to hang on to on the mountain side. Its surface is too smooth. Besides, with my right arm hurting so bad, I can’t use it for climbing. Even if I could climb, Carnivore is waiting for me up there.

Looking downward is just as scary. It’s a long way down to the river. If I look long enough, I’ll go into a daze, faint, and fall. Having removed that iAm receptor from under my ear still makes me dizzy occasionally.

I let out a long sigh, not believing I am actually still alive, but grateful that I am. I could have landed on my neck or on my head, but somehow I’ve landed on the backpack I am wearing, padded with all those things stuffed inside, absorbing some of the impact.

I can’t believe this. I am standing in the middle of a large mountain, hanging midway between earth and sky. How am I going to get out of here? There’s no way I am going to jump into the river — although it could be done, but I don’t think I can bring myself to do it, and I am afraid I would hit one of those black rocks down there.

Wow. This is an even better setting than the strangest you could possibly imagine in the games. Speaking of the games, where are the Zeppelins? Where is the damn audience, those who never get enough of the entertainment?

I feel so alone with only the wind next to me, whispering through what’s left of my messed-up and scraped hair.

Carnivore roars for me from above.

“If you want me, come down here, if you dare,” I shout at it.

“What does it take for you to stop following me?” a voice moans behind me.

I snap and turn around. It’s Leo, lying on his back, his leg bleeding badly.

He is sprawled back in the small cave behind me, too small and too low. You’d have to crouch or lie on your back like him to get inside.

“Leo,” I scream with joy, and duck to hug him in the cave. “You’re alive.”

The cave is too narrow, so I stretch my body on top of him with the cave’s ceiling only a hand-span above me.

“Even hell is too crowded,” he mumbles, feeling my body over his. I think he is hallucinating. His eyes flutter and his breathing is irregular. He has lost a lot of blood.

“Leo.” I grab his head with my hands. “It’s me. It’s me.”

“Who?” He cranes his head a little and winces when he does. “God?”

“I am Decca, Leo. Please wake up.” I shake his head and discover it’s a bad idea since his eyes slip shut and his head falls back. I wipe the sweat and dirt off his forehead, trying to wake him up again. “Leo,” I moan one more time.

He wakes, opening his weary eyes again. “Hi, God,” he says, looking at me but not really seeing me. “It’s me, Leo.” He stares at me, but he looks as if he has forgotten everything.

“I am not God, Leo,” I yell at him, shaking him. “Decca. I am Decca. D. Pixie. The girl you were sent to protect.”

“I hear you, God,” he mumbles and lets his head fall back again. “I hear you. You don’t have to yell at me. I tried my best, you know.”

“This can’t be happening,” I say to myself, part of me wanting to wake him up, and another part so glad he is still alive. “Please God, help him.”

“I am not God, God,” says Leo as if he were drunk. “You’re God. Stay brave, God. We need you.” He is out of this world.

“I am not God!” I insist and hit his head accidentally against the boulders on the ground again. This time, my heart aches. “I can prove it to you,” I say, and plaster my lips onto his, tasting him and the blood trickling from his wounded head.

After I kiss him, his head rests in peace with closed eyes, and a broad smile fills his face. All he needs is a tuxedo and a rose between his hands, and this will be officially be his funeral.

I am glad he smiles.

“That was weird, God,” he says, still smiling. “But nice.”

“That wasn’t God,” I repeat. “Just to let you know. That was me.”

“I know,” he says with closed eyes. “I know.” He falls asleep, and starts snoring.

“Leo!” I scream again, not shaking him anymore since it’s already proven useless to do so. “Wake up. I need you. What can I do to help you?”

“Get off me, so I can breathe?” he suggests, narrow-eyed and angry all of a sudden. At least I know two new things about him now. For one, he snores, and two, he talks in his asleep. Not the best qualities for a future boyfriend.

“Oh—” I shake myself off him and sit next to him on the ledge. “That.”

He breathes out and opens his eyes, tilting his head and grinning at me. “What the hell are you doing here?” he manages to say, although he looks so weak. I look at his leg. It’s a mess. He has been bleeding hard.

“Let me help,” I say and open my backpack. I pull out a t-shirt and wrap it tightly around the wound in his leg then knot it as tight as I can. It might help stop the bleeding for a while. When I knot it tighter, he screams and his head falls back. I think he’s fainted this time.

Looking desperately at him, I can’t believe this is the guy I thought to be Terminator-like. Hell. At some point in the game, I thought that if I open him up, I’d find him all wires inside. He isn’t weakened much by the fall, since I have survived it. He is weakened by the amount of blood he has lost from the wound in his leg, and maybe something else that I can’t figure out.

As he lies silently on his back, a bee flies over his head then rests on his nose. Leo, lying down, helpless with a bee on his nose, looking funny. He breathes, up and down, and the bee stays put on his nose.

Before I can try to wave it away, it flies over to the edge of the ledge and settles between two single yellow flowers sticking out of the grey mountain. It amazes me how these two flowers have made it, rising out of this dead and cold mountain.

Still, I wonder why I am so disconnected. Where are the Zeppelins? Where is Timmy?

I pull out my iAm from my pocket and check it. It’s turned off. I must have pushed the button accidentally, and Leo must have lost his since I can’t find it.

When I push the on button, it doesn’t work.

What? Am I going to spend the rest of my life in here?

I push. Push. Push.

The green light finally turns on.

Even technology needs a little first-aid revival.

“Don’t forget to watch the recap.” Timmy is talking to the audience. “DVD’s will be out soon, and ZVD’s. Decca’s exceptional outfit and backpack will be available on the market in two days and—”

What is going on?

The words under Timmy’s on the screen read: End of the Tenth Monster Show. No winner this year.

What?

“No!” I scream into the iAm. “I am alive!”

Timmy’s face turns red. He turns around and pushes some buttons. The camera shifts to Prophet Xitler, greeting his guests with the clinking glasses of champagne. Now, he will have a lump called Decca in his throat. Instead of the crowd leaving the Zeppelins and going back home, they’re standing still in front of the iScreens. Kids raise their heads from their video games. Mothers drying their hands in the kitchen stare back at the TV. The world is looking back at me. Why am I not on TV? No cameras nearby?

“Come again?” says Timmy reluctantly into the microphone. The sound of his drooling saliva is audible. He is afraid that a Monster will pop out of his microphone and eat his heart out.

“I am alive, Timmy,” I repeat. “Can you hear me?”

“Oh. Boy.” Timmy covers his face with disappointed hands.

“Is she for real?” Faustina furrows her thin and fake eyebrows.

“Holy monkey.” That’s Sam, still wearing shades, smoking a cigarette. He is not angry. He is chuckling with admiration.

“Is this a joke?” Prophet Xitler wonders.

The audience is back in their seats in the Zeppelin. The viewership meter peaks from one million to six million in seconds. I caused this. I am supposed to be dead, but I am alive. Clueless, heartbroken, and tired, but I am alive.

“Put me on camera, Timmy,” I demand.

“We can’t,” says Timmy. “Our cameras don’t cover this side of the Playa beyond the cliff. How are you even alive?”

“So you’re only hearing my voice?”

“That’s right.”

“Don’t give up, Decca!” some kids scream from their iAms. They’re about ten or twelve years old.

Timmy mutes their voices. “Kids. Kids. Kids,” he mumbles, sounding like the evil witch from Hansel and Gretel.

I turn my iAm’s camera on, noticing that two-thirds of my battery is already empty. I’ve got about ten hours left before I need to charge. I don’t have a charger.

The audience can see me now.

“Here,” I say. “You can see me. I am not dead.” I move the camera around so they see the cliff and the river.

The audience is astonished.

I move the camera toward Leo. Although he is unconscious, it’s easy to tell that he is breathing.

The audience is speechless. Six million people watching, no one is saying a word.

“I have won!” I say. “Admit it.”

“You haven’t killed the Carnivore,” says Timmy.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “The Monster Show is three days long. Whoever survives the three days is the winner. I don’t have to kill anyone. Those are the rules.” Timmy has another lump in his throat. I did it. “Let the audience vote,” I demand. “They’ll declare me a winner.”

“You’re not a winner yet,” Eliza Day suddenly interferes, standing next to Prophet Xitler. “The third day isn’t over yet. It will end at midnight. You’ll still have to survive the next ten hours until midnight. I doubt your iAm’s battery will last that long.” I shrug hearing Eliza’s words while rummaging through my backpack, looking for a charger. I find none. “And even if you find a way to survive until midnight, still capable of announcing that you’re still alive, you will still lose.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you think the definition of staying alive is?” Eliza wonders. “To me, staying alive is to still have a beating heart and be capable of moving wherever you want. Look at you. You’re far from having your freedom. You’re stuck in what looks like a cave in the middle of an enormous mountain. At midnight, you will only have survived this game by mere luck, standing where you are. Can you tell me how you will survive the next days where you are after you win? How will you get out of that cave? It’s not our job to pick you up. You’re dead. You just don’t know it yet.”

My whole world collapses in front of my eyes. Eliza’s words are harsh and twisted.

“Seriously,” Eliza muses. “Can you climb up? Can you jump down to the river and survive? If you can, you’re certainly the first one to win the games.”

Timmy touches his nose proudly, admiring Eliza’s attitude.

She is right. I can’t jump down or climb up. What good is it going to be if they declare me a winner and leave me behind in this cave?

“I don’t care,” I say. “The rules state that as long as I am still able to say ‘I am alive’ in the iAm, the game hasn’t ended yet. And I am alive!”

“You’re right about that,” Eliza says. “Smart girl. But how long can you keep it up? How long before your battery gives up on you and how long before you starve or get bitten by a snake? How long, Decca? Be smart and give up. Every girl dies, Decca. You’re not that special.”

“I won’t,” I say firmly, feeling the pain from the cut in my arm. “I didn’t come this far to give up.”

“You know, this is exactly the problem with Monsters. No reason at all. All talk, talk, talk. But if you feel you have to keep on going, then I guess we’ll have to wait for you to give up,” says Eliza. “From now on, you’ll have to report that you’re alive every hour. There’ll be no games. No anything. Let’s see how a Monster can survive being trapped in a cave with nowhere to go.”

“Every hour? Why?”

“We can’t send cameras to where you are. We can’t watch you with the Zeppelins, and we don’t trust your camera on the iAm. All that tells us that you’re alive is hearing your voice. Every hour, Decca, ‘I am alive’, until midnight. Or until you can’t any more.”



Chapter 34

Every Hour


 If the world still remembers me after the games, they’ll remember me for keeping ten million viewers awake, glued to the TV, waiting for me without any games being played, sitting there rotting for hours with their junk food, their fizzy drinks, recharging their iAms impatiently, like a silent movie where no one speaks or acts. You can’t leave before knowing what happens to the hero in the end. Will she die? Will she live?

I am sitting in front of my cave, helpless, looking at an unconscious Leo, still hanging onto the frayed rope of life, although I have every reason not to.

Every hour, I will report that I am alive. That’s like having to call your mom or dad every hour while you’re out with your friends, so they just can make sure you’re all right. “Hello, Daddy. I am all right. I am not doing drugs, not flirting with boys, and no one has kidnapped me yet. I just have a little problem. I am in the Monster Show, and if I don’t make it back for lunch, please tell Mom not to be angry with me, because I will be dead.”

I blow out a laugh at this one. It echoes between the two mountains, playing ping-pong with my voice.

Every hour, I have to say I am alive.

The first hour is like waiting for your best friend to pick you up in her car so you can go to the school dance together. An hour passes and your friend doesn’t show up because she has met that handsome boy in class she always wanted to talk to and totally forgot about you. You tell yourself it’s okay. An hour late isn’t that late. You can go to the dance by yourself. Not that it’s the best of choices on a day like that but why not?

But I have nowhere to go now. No dance, no school, and no nothing. It turns out that having nothing was an asset before. I am trapped in this semi-cave in the middle of a huge mountain, unable to go anywhere. This is my new home away from home. Even if I risk climbing up and succeed in killing Carnivore, I still have nowhere to go: no friends, no home, and no family. What’s a winner without friends or family?

And about Woo, I have to face the truth. Woo is dead. He was killed by Carnivore. He didn’t have time to escape and pretend that he was dead. And if he did, there is no way he survived this battlefield. And there’s no Rabbit Hole. There is no Wonderland. Sorry, Alice.

I push the red button on my iAm and spread the word. “I am alive.” I say it without feeling, like that song I had to sing in the school’s assembly, knowing everyone would laugh at me because I can’t sing, but the school insists you participate.

The audience is silent. Timmy is silent. They just write it on the screen that the latest contestant is still alive.

What about Leo? He is still alive but can’t confirm it. I shake him. He grunts and moans as I clamp my iAm to his mouth.

“Say I am alive, Leo,” I whisper softly, on the verge of pleading. “Please.”

“I am alive,” he mumbles with closed eyes. “God.”

The audience laughs at Leo. Or maybe at God.

I have made it through the first hour.

The second hour is like the first. You’re lost, but hope isn’t. It’s like when you’re standing all alone in that lonely street, after your friend bailed on you, thinking how to get to the dance in that dress you’re wearing. Should you walk and not care what happens to your dress on the way? A car splashing water from the street onto it maybe? People hissing behind your back about why you’re walking the streets alone in a soirée dress with no prince charming accompanying you?

You could call a taxi, but you don’t want a lousy driver to spoil your mood today, talking, asking questions, nah, you’d better keep on walking. Let the clockwork of your heart walk you to your destination. Your heart is like time, unstoppable, whatever happens. So are you. You are going to the dance on foot. Let them hiss behind your back. You don’t care.

Here I am with the world watching me, praising me when I entertain them. Booing at me and crossing the threshold of my privacy when I don’t, when I am only trying to be me.

I sit cross-legged like a Buddha and hit the red button.

“I am alive,” I say, as if asking for one more cube of sugar in my coffee. The next hour it will be sunset so it won’t be just Leo and I hung between heaven and hell. The sun joins us briefly before it sinks into its bed to sleep.

“Leo.” I shake him again. “God wants to know if you’re still alive.” I can’t think of anything better to grab his attention.

“He knows,” says Leo with closed eyes, hiding that stubborn fighter behind them, “that I am alive.”

The last three words are all that matters. Timmy nods that he has gotten the message. He thinks it’s only a couple of hours before I give up. I fetch my backpack, looking for something that could help Leo. I find a bottle of water and force him to drink.

The third hour is when you think you’ve made it. Yes. After you’ve walked alone for some time, not caring about what the older people say about that young girl walking alone in the street, avoiding whatever could harm your dress on the way, you feel braver and more confident. It doesn’t matter that you’re walking alone. You’ll get to the dance, and maybe you’ll find Prince Charming – or actually just dance.

But the sun, your only friend now, sinks, and you walk with the burden of the weight of the darkness  on your bare shoulders.

***

I crouch slowly next to Leo under the cave and wrap his heavy arm around me.

“I know. I know,” he moans. “I am alive.”

“You better stay that way,” I say, and hit him lightly on the chest, making sure I can feel the warmth of his body against the chill of the night. His body isn’t warm enough. He is getting colder, losing blood. The t-shirt I tied around his leg isn’t effective. I think of the fire we sat around in the forest and try to feel it on my body. With it comes the image of my friends, Pepper, Vern, Bellona, and Woodsy. They’re all dead now. Did Carnivore kill them all like it killed Woo?

A tear falls onto Leo’s blood-stained chest. Somehow, it causes him to wriggle then faint again.

The fourth hour is like when you try to get used to the dark, when your pupils widen like a cat’s and the dark becomes familiar. Not so bad after all. We dream in the dark, don’t we?

All you have to do is to remind yourself of where you’re going and just keep on going. There will be dark alleys that you can’t see through. There will be red eyes looking back from the dark. There will be strangers you have never met, and they might want to harm you. There will be familiar faces that change into something else, more sinister, in the dark. There’ll be monsters — I chuckle lightly at the thought.

Monsters. What are they? Are they good or bad? Am I a monster, or is it that the iAms are one big, one-eyed monster, like Carnivore?

I remember a song Woo used to love called People Are Strange by the Doors, a band from the days of Amerikaz. I feel the same way the singer felt in that song.

Yes. There’ll be monsters. Only real monsters. Is it a necessity that to fight the monsters you’ll have to be a monster? 

You tell yourself no as you keep walking, breathing deeper, letting the air in your lungs drive you where you want to go. The school dance. Keep going.

“Are you there, Decca?” Timmy’s voice in my ears.

“Yeah—” I snap, discovering I have napped on Leo’s chest. “Is it time?”

“I could have just let you sleep away, and I would’ve considered you dead,” Timmy notes. I wonder why he hasn’t. It’s not like him to do such a thing. What was I thinking, falling asleep? “The audience reminded me. Some of the audience actually wants to know how you can pull it off.”

“I am alive,” I say. “I am alive.” I shake Leo to wake up and say it again. Leo doesn’t move.

“It’s God, Leo,” Timmy laughs. “Timmy, the God.”

The audience laughs, not all of them.

“Leo.” I shake him harder and try to give him water. Leo isn’t answering. “Don’t you die on me,” I yell at him. “Don’t you die, Leo.”

The audience starts to feel worried like me.

I slap Leo on the face. “Wake up!” I slap him again. “You can’t do this to me.” The cave is too narrow for me to hit him harder. I slide myself from under his arm and try to push him out to the small landing. I don’t know how to apply first aid so this is all I can think of, to push him where I can sit on his chest and hit him as hard as I can to wake him up. Isn’t that what they do on TV?

Leo is heavy. I try to push him with my feet. Finally, he moves a little, but not enough. I take a deep breath and push harder. He finally glides from inside the cave to the ledge.

The audience shriek suddenly. How can they even see me?

Leo is on the edge of falling. What have I done?

I crawl out of the cave and start to pull him back. One of his arms is dangling over the edge into the void.

As I pull, I notice there are a couple of iSees floating in the air, televising me. So they’ve found a way to watch us again. Hungry TV watchers. They never get enough.

I pull Leo back. My arm feels out of place. It starts bleeding like Leo. The cut has torn deeper.

“It’s getting a bit too late for him to say it,” Timmy interferes. I totally neglect his existence, sitting on top of Leo’s chest, pounding on him. I try to breathe into his mouth.

Nothing.

Girls from the audience begin to send me first-aid tutorials about how to save him on my iAm. As if I can’t search for it myself. It’s not about what to do. It’s about how to do it.

I rest my ear against his chest. He is still breathing. That’s good. So what’s wrong with him?

Hysterically, I search the backpack again. My last hope. As I rummage through it, I find one of Leo’s strange syringes, like the one I used to wake him with the electric shock after defusing the bomb in his mouth.

Blindly and irrationally, I pull a syringe and stab his neck with it. Leo shudders in place then goes to sleep again. I wait a little, knowing it has a delayed effect. He breathes again as if longing for all air in the world after drowning.

The audience lets out sighs of relief. Timmy must be gritting his teeth.

“What’s wrong with you?” Leo furrows his brows, staring at me, looking fresher. That syringe is magical. Will its effect last against his pain?

The crowd laughs at Leo’s reaction. He looks around like he has never seen this place before.

“What do you mean what’s wrong with me?” I bounce back at his foolishness, camouflaging that I am so freaking happy to see him come back. “I just saved your sorry ass!”

“How can you save my ass standing on top of me?” he says like he has no heart. It means he is back, and he is functioning.

He looks around, dazed. I think he is looking for his gun. I don’t know what to say to him. He’s been hallucinating all that time. The syringe kicked him back to life again. At least he doesn’t think I am God anymore.

“Where is my Super-V?” he demands like a drunken madman.

Wow. This is so out of place. Maybe he is hallucinating again. Only in a different form. I gaze at his leg and wish he wouldn’t look at it. It’s bleeding more than before. How much blood did he lose?

“Forget about your Super-V,” I shout back. “Just smile at the camera and say I am alive.” I push the iAm, almost against his nose.

“You know damn well that I am alive!”

Good. That’s all I needed. I stare at Timmy, and he nods reluctantly. “Okay. Okay. That counts,” says Timmy. “Although I wonder if he actually remembers his own name.”

“Where is the camera?” says Leo, looking into the nowhere.

“Why?”

“I want to say cheese.” He slurs the words out of his mouth, showing his big white teeth for second.

Audience laugh. Audience tac. Audience toe.

That’s when Leo’s head falls back abruptly as if someone has just pulled the plug out of him. I check his pulse and make sure he is alive. I won’t try to wake him again before the next hour.



Chapter 35

Honeybee


 The fifth hour is like when you’re still walking, halfway to the dance, stuck in the middle between the shelter of your parents’ home and the unknown of the dance. It’s when everything becomes equal. It’s only then that you realize that going back and continuing on is the same amount of effort and the same distance, so you might as well keep on going.

I kneel next to the unconscious Leo, staring at the dark of the void in front of me. Although the waterfall in front of me isn’t that visible, I can see it with my ears; the sound of the water rushing down, hitting against the surface of the mountain, crashing into the river, every sound creates an image in my mind, mostly in black and white.

If I can only see through your eyes. I remember Woo saying that. What did you mean by that, Leo? What did you mean?

“It’s time,” says Timmy, yawning. “Fifth hour.”

“I am alive,” I say, wondering if I am lying to myself. Leo starts to shiver. His body is so cold.

“Can you hear me, Leo?” I ask. “Are you awake?” I repeat, tightening the shirt on his bleeding leg. I wish I had any kind of medication in the backpack. I pull up his head up and let him drink some water, but he doesn’t want to open his mouth.

“What’s wrong again?” I wonder, impatiently.

“How many bottles of water do you have?” he asks. For the first time, he sounds sane enough to start a conversation.

“Just this one,” I answer. “Why?”

“Keep it then,” he says. “You’ll need it. I can do without it.”

“What do you mean? There is enough for both of us here. You’ve been bleeding all night.”

Leo doesn’t acknowledge me. Typical him. He tries to move his leg with one hand while on his back. It hurts. He lets out a painful cry that echoes back and forth between the mountains in the night. A couple of birds flutter away in the dark.

“I guess I have such an awful voice,” Leo mumbles at the birds, talking as if he still has that imaginary toothache. Well, he has more than a toothache. He has a leg that he can’t move anymore, and he still sounds dizzy.

“Did your mom make you some sandwiches for school this morning?” he asks.

I am confused. Is he hallucinating or being serious, or is he just practicing that edgy sense of humor of his?

“What? No. Why?” I manage to say. “Don’t you remember where we are?”

“Ah—” His eyes close again. “Of course, I remember.” He is trying to sound strong. “It’s those electric shocks. You have no idea what they do to me. I’ve been buzzed twice in twenty-four hours. Those buzzers are made to kill.”

“I am sorry but you didn’t want to wake up.”

“They’re the main reason I faint. I didn’t want to tell you in the forest, but they have bad side effects. You got a bar of chocolate in that bag?”

“What?” I almost laugh. “You don’t want water, but you want chocolate?”

“Water is for survival, you’ll need it, and I probably won’t make it,” he says. “Chocolate strikes me as one last thing I would want to taste before—”

“Hey,” I interrupt. “Don’t say that.” I pull out one of the candy bars from the bag. Vern’s favorite: Flame, the burning chocolate. It’s my favorite too.

Leo unwraps it with his teeth and takes a bite.

“I hate chocolate, you know,” he says, chewing painfully on it.

I laugh. “So why did you ask me for one?”

“Because you like it,” he says without even looking at me. I wonder what is wrong with this guy. Is this supposed to be romantic, that he wants to taste something he doesn’t like because I like it? But he is so stiff when he says it. “I thought if I taste it, I’d understand what keeps you ticking. How you just don’t give up.”

I can’t believe Leo is telling me that. So far, he has been Mr. Survival, not me.

“It’s awful.” He spits it out and falls back again. Those electric shocks have messed with his mind. I have one syringe left in the bag. I’ll have to think twice before I use it next time.

I hit him on the chest. “Don’t fall asleep before you talk to the camera.” He has to say ‘I am alive’. I wonder why Timmy hasn’t been pushy about this in the last few minutes.

His eyes flip open suddenly, looking up at the night sky. “Am I alive?” he wonders and his head falls back again.

“That counts.” I look back at Timmy in the iAm. “The rules are to say ‘I am alive’. It never specified it couldn’t be in question form, and never specified that the words had to be in the right order.”

“All right. All right.” Timmy is still yawning. “Don’t get philosophical on me. You sound like my English teacher. See you in the sixth hour… if you make it that far.”

The sixth hour is like when you know you’re getting closer to the dance, having kept your dress neat, having cared less about what people think of you, and having gotten used to the dark. Although you hear every strange sound in the night, you meet a homeless dog, a cute one who doesn’t scare you. It’s obvious that the dog just wants to walk along with you, keeping you company. That’s when you learn that not everything in the dark of the night is so dark. Good creatures live in the shadows sometimes.

Leo keeps wincing while asleep. I tighten my grip on the syringe in my hand, hoping I won’t need to use it to wake him up.

“Bee,” Leo moans. “Bee.”

What is it now? Who is Bee? Is this the part when I discover that he is in love with another girl named Bee?

I can’t help but wonder how things like this interest me when all I have to focus on is staying alive.

“Who is Bee?” I ask, trying to sound uninterested as possible.

The viewer meter spikes a little. Leo is far more interesting to them than I am. I bet those are the bored girls who have nowhere to go to tonight, crashing at home on their beds, watching TV, looking for the next soap opera, the next unbelievable but heart-wrenching love story, the next princess, the next prince charming, ready with their popcorn, ice-cream, and tear-friendly napkins. I bet some of them sit barefoot on the edge of the bed, dressed to kill, with no one to go out with. TV and games: the perfect substitute for real life.

“Who is Bee?” I repeat my question.

Girls comment about how I stupid I am on the iAm network, how I thought Leo could be interested in me, now that it is apparent that he is moaning for a Bee. What’s her name? they ask. Some say Beatrice, Bianca, and so many other names.

“Bee—” Leo moans again. “Honey.”

Okay. Now it’s official. Bee and Honey, the love of Leo’s life.

The girls moan on the network that their boyfriends don’t call them ‘honey’ enough. Boys in Faya, they all have to follow the footsteps of hotshot Leo from now on.

“Honey…”

I grit my teeth. Press harder on the syringe. I could get rid of Leo right now. I don’t want him to die of a heart attack. Should I push him over the edge and get rid of him? It’s a killing game anyway. Another one bites the dust. The audience will be so happy that the game is about to end — but the girls won’t.

Nah. Pushing him over the edge is too harsh. I still like him. I could just give him another electric shock from the syringe, buzzing him a little, not much so he doesn’t die, pretending I am waking him up for the next ‘I am alive’, eye candy myself with him shivering in pain. Muahaha. I think I am starting to hallucinate like him.

Who the hell is Bee?

“Honeybee,” he moans.

Suddenly, I notice that flying bee again, the one that used to sit by the two lonesome flowers at the edge of the cave. It has landed back on his nose. Leo says I can’t wave it away, or it will sting him. Nothing good in that. He will suffer more pain, and the poor bee will die, instead of sucking on the honey in the flowers.

Ah. Honey. Bee. Stupid. Me.

“Should I kill it?” I ask Leo.

“Nah,” he says with closed eyes. “Shake the flowers a little.” He is talking as slow as possible. “Remind her of what’s important to her.”

“Her? How do you know it’s a her?” I ask.

“It’s not like she is naked or anything.” Leo speaks slow, afraid to disturb the bee, so she doesn’t panic and sting him. “They’re queen bees, right? I never met a king bee.” He sounds funny when talks, like Donald Duck, because of the bee on his nose.

I shake the flowers a little. The bee flies back and starts sucking on the flowers.

I look at her and the flowers, being here, so far from her kingdom and other bees, still hanging on, sucking on the flowers restlessly, and not giving up. I remind myself that not everything in the dark is so dark. And that not every girl dies like Eliza said. 

“I am alive,” Leo says, trying to smile at me. “How about you?” he asks.

“You know damn well I am,” I hit back.

When I look back at my iAm, there are thousands of comments and questions. One of them intrigues me. I decide to share it with Leo.

“A girl on the iAm has a question for you, Leo.” I read it out and look at him. “Is your nose made of honey?” I stick out my tongue.



Chapter 36

Worth the Fight


 The eighth hour is when you and the dog become friends. You start telling it about your unlucky night and it keeps sniffing the pavement as you walk, looking for something to eat. You’re both walking the same direction, different interests, but it will do. It’s called company.

“It’s very cold,” says Leo. “Very cold.” His face is turning a little blue.

I don’t know what to do. “I know,” I say. Just hang on. “Two more hours to go, and we win this.”

“I don’t think so,” he says. “I can’t feel my leg.”

I look at his leg. It’s turning blue. This isn’t working. He will need medication.

“Tell me what you want me to do.”

“Come here.” He stretches out his hand. “We could keep each other warm.”

I stretch out my hand. “Don’t you think this is so clichéd?”

Leo pulls me close to him. I notice how weak he’s gotten. His pull is not like him at all. I sleep in his arms on the landing with stars glittering in the dark sky above us.

“That,” he says, wrapping his arms around me, “feels so good.”

I can hear his heart beating. I wish the little warmth I still have in my body could help, because this does feel so good.

“You know what?” he says, as his voice resonates against my cheek from the inside of his chest. “This is worth it.”

“Worth what?” I ask, enjoying his voice, low, resonant, and musical.

“Worth the fight,” he says. “You’re worth the fight, Decca.”

As my tears break out on the edges of my eyes, I look at the iAm network. It’s ten in the evening, but the world has exploded awake, commenting on this scene. I look over the landing. There are about ten iSees, broadcasting from all angles.

Comments swarm the internet: Photoshop-made pictures of Leo and me, websites, forums, Zootube videos, Zwitter, and all possible ways to communicate are talking about this scene of me and Leo. Here we are, lying between heaven and hell, him saying that I was worth the fight.

Fourteen million viewers are watching us, and no one is even fighting, no one is dying, no one is killing, just two Monsters on the edge of victory.

“Do you really mean it?” I ask, holding him tighter.

Leo doesn’t reply. I think his heart has stopped. I can’t hear the beating. I look up from his chest. His head has fallen back again.

Leo is dead. That’s what they start writing on the iAm.

I slap him hard again. I have to admit I enjoy it sometimes, especially when he wakes up like now.

“Of course,” he snaps, opening his eyes, looking at me. “Of course I mean it.”

“What about all that talk about me being a princess and you the guardian sent by the Breakfast Club? What happened to that?” I wonder.

“The hell with the Breakfast Club,” he says. “Where is a Breakfast Club when you need one, watching us almost dying without being able to help us?”

I wonder about that again. Why has the Breakfast Club sent for Leo to protect me? How could I be special in any way to them? A Ten? Come on.

“Lovebirds,” says Timmy irritatingly in the iAm. “Are ya alive? I need some confirmation. It’s the eighth hour.”

“So alive,” I say. “I am so alive.”

“And you, Honeybee?” Timmy purses his lips at Leo.

“Hey Timmy,” says Leo, addressing Timmy for the first time ever. “There is something I need to confess to you.”

“And what could that be, Zambo?” Timmy picks his nose intentionally.

“I am afraid you might be sensitive about it.” Leo winks at me.

“Just hit me. I am sensitive-less,” says Timmy.

“I wanted to tell you…” Leo picks up the iAm and looks Timmy in the eyes. “Bzzz. Zzz. Bzzzzz.” Leo glares and blows him a kiss.

About five million girls wish that they could catch that kiss.



Chapter 37

iAm


 The ninth hour is the ultimate test. It’s when you feel safe and sound, walking next to your loyal dog. You think about how you will brag in the dance party about what a great night you just had. How you will tell them about how you survived everything and faced your fears, not knowing what was in store for you.

This is when it suddenly starts to rain.

You stop in your tracks, all wet. A car passes by and splashes you with dirt from the street, and you ask yourself: how did this happen? I am only two blocks away from the dance.

It rains heavily on me and Leo, and it gets colder and colder.

Leo is passed out now with a curving smile on his face. The rain washes over his leg. It’s so blue. He is not talking anymore.

The rain lets the mud glide down from above, sticking grossly onto the walls like slow blobby creatures coming to drown you. The mud splashes on us from above. I spit rain and mud out of my mouth and wipe chunks of it off my face.

“It’s almost the ninth hour,” says Timmy. “Let me hear you say I am alive.”

“Leo,” I scream. “Wake up.” I pound on his chest. “Wake up!”

Leo is gone.

I rest my head on his chest. I don’t know if I can hear his heart beating. The sound of rain and mud is distracting.

“Don’t you bail on me now.” I sit on top of him and slap him left and right. He used to wake up this way, but it doesn’t work any more. “Leo.”

I raise my hands high with the syringe and hit it into his neck. He shudders, but he doesn’t wake up.

I wait a little so the syringe’s effect takes place, but it doesn’t work.

Pounding on his chest, I start to cry.

“He is dead,” says Timmy. “Accept it.”

“No,” I insist, and check his wrist for pulse. His heart is still beating. Very slow. “He needs medication,” I scream into the iAm. “Please send us help.”

The iAm is swarmed with comments and requests to send help for Leo.

“I can’t,” says Timmy. “That’s the game. Accept—” I can’t hear the rest from Timmy.

I look at my iAm. It’s turned off.

I am out of batteries.

“No.” I spit against the rain again, trying to push the button on. It doesn’t work. Why? Usually, it works for another minute or so. What’s wrong with this iAm?

Did Timmy disconnect me? But he can’t control the battery of my iAm.

I push the on button again.

It doesn’t work.

Push.

No use.

Push. Push. Push.

No light comes out of the dead iAm.

I raise my hand, wanting to smash the iAm against the rock of the cave. I stop halfway from smashing it when I see the bee again. Still, in all this mud, hiding in the cave.

Although I give up, I don’t smash the iAm.

What am I going to do now?

I look at dying Leo and sit down with my back to the cave’s wall, the rain pouring from above, and I cry.



Chapter 38

The Deal


 “Hello!” I scream, standing over Leo on the edge of the ledge. The rain shatters my words into shards of splintering hope, falling from the sky into the river.

I inhale deeper and deeper, filling my diaphragm with all the air I can, and scream “Hello!” again into the void. If I am a bad singer, I am not a bad screamer. The void that once echoed back and forth is now dead, blunt, and too wet to resonate. No word echoes. No scream awakens the fluttering birds hiding in their caves from the rain. No Monster is heard in the rain.

But I scream for help again, staring right into the eyes of the dead iSees hovering around me. The world can watch me and see me, but I can’t communicate back. Saying I am alive in the cameras of the iSees doesn’t count. It has to be in the iAm.

My iAm is dead but I am not.

I am alive.

I scream for help again. There must be someone here who can help me. Maybe the girl I saw has a family that lives here. The battlefields can’t stay abandoned all year. It doesn’t make sense. Like an abandoned building, closed amusement park, and all empty haunted schools in every town and city, there is always someone living inside for some reason. I don’t mind if they are ghosts, let them answer me.

But no one answers me. No one is here but me and Leo.

Only one other creature hears my scream. It’s the only one who could be interested in me. It’s Carnivore.

Looking up, I see it roar at the edge of the cliff, sticking out its head, looking for me. The rain has washed it clean. It is all white again. What kind of creature is it? How genetically manipulated is it? It looks so beautiful — the one eye aside — yet it’s so vicious and lethal.

“You’re a coward, you know that?” I say to it as rain trickles down my throat. “I dare you to come down here. Spend one hour in this cave.”

Carnivore grunts at me. It’s astonishing how it understands. It wants to get wings and fly down here and rip me apart. Who created this creature?

I kneel down beside Leo, begging him to wake up. Leo is gone, but breathing though.

I sit back in the cave with the bee floating heavily in the air around me. Its wings must have caught the rain. I used to be afraid of bees. She won’t sting me though. We’re friends.

“Hang on, Honeybee,” I say to her. “You mind if I call you Honeybee?”

The bee buzzes around and flutters its wings twice.

“I take it that twice is yes, once is no,” I mumble.

The bee flutters its wings twice.

“Do you like the rain?” I ask for experimentation.

The bee flutters once.

“You like Carnivore?”

It flutters its wings once.

“You miss your flowers now that they’re soaked in the rain?”

It flutters twice.

“Okay,” I chuckle. “I guess it’s working.”

It flutters twice.

“You think Leo’s nose is made of honey?”

The bee flutters twice and circles happily.

I laugh, my chest shaking.

So it’s Honeybee and me after all. I wonder how I’d feel if I got transported back in time and my mom crashed into my room reminding me of my homework. How much would I laugh at this?

I look at the iAm lying dead on the cave’s floor. Even the iAm dies. How about that. The machine that decides for us who we become lies dead with its battery empty.

I remember Woo telling me to never give up. Never give up.

What have I got to lose?

I pick the iAm again, hold it tightly between my hands.

“Do you think I’ll make it?” I ask the bee. It flutters twice.

My thumb flirts with the button on the iAm. I swallow. Maybe this is what they call faith. I push the button.

The green light flashes on.

“I am alive,” I shout into the iAm. Timmy is staring at me. “I am alive, Timmy. Hello world. I am alive,” I repeat, holding the iAm tightly in my hands.

“I know. I know,” Timmy replies. “The world is not deaf, you know.”

The world is welcoming me back onto the network. They’re not asking about Leo. They think he is dead. I check Leo’s pulse. He is not.

“And Leo is alive,” I say.

“Leo doesn’t count any more,” says Timmy. “He has to speak. Bzzz. Bzzzz. You know.” Timmy’s sweet revenge.

“But he is alive,” I insist, my thumbs pressing harder on the screen as if wanting to choke Timmy through the iAm.

“If he can’t talk, he is no use,” explains Timmy. “For all I know, only one is still alive in this game. It’s you.”

“What if we trade places?” The words just slip out of my mouth.

“What do you mean?”

 “Leo needs medication right away,” I explain. “His leg is hurt and turning blue. I am afraid it will have to be amputated if he isn’t saved now. I saw this once on TV; a man was stuck alone in the mountains like us and was bitten by a snake. If you send someone to save him, I’ll give in.”

“What?” Timmy scratched his head. “You want to be left behind in that cave to save him? How many times do I have to remind you that this is a survival game, so you can finally be ranked? This is not about love and stuff.”

“Timmy,” I plead. “Please—” The iAm’s battery indicator starts flashing and fading. I have no time.

“No,” says Timmy firmly. “The Summit doesn’t approve. Besides, what fun will that be? The audience wants to watch a game, not another episode of ER.”

Think, Decca, I tell myself, holding the iAm as gently as possible, as if that will prevent the battery from giving up for good.

“Let’s face it, Decca,” says Timmy. “You have got nothing the audience is interested in anymore. Nothing but watching you trying to survive in that cave. Even that is starting to become boring. It’s over, Decca. The iAm’s battery is going to give up on you any minute now. Unless you have a spare battery, you’re toast. And I really want to go home to get some sleep.”

“There must be something I can do, Timmy,” I say. “Please. I want to save Leo.”

“What could you possibly have that you could bargain with?” Timmy sighs.

I hear Carnivore roar again through the rain. An idea pops into my head. A deadly one, but I have to save Leo. “Let me fight Carnivore,” I offer.

Timmy stares at me again, not saying a word. He looks as if he wants to look at me closer through the iAm to see if I am for real. He can’t believe I’ve asked for it. I can’t believe I have asked for it either, but I did, didn’t I?

Timmy moves off camera for a moment, summoned by someone. What’s going on? I have no time for this. The iAm will give up.

“Think of it this way,” I try to persuade the Summit. “Another last game. The infamous Carnivore game. The whole world will be watching,” I say, implying that this will bring them so much money. Besides, they know that no one can survive Carnivore, so they will find a good ending to the games. Only Leo will survive. Leo is still a Nine to the audience. If he misbehaved, then he has been punished in the games already. They won’t mind making him a winner.

“It’s a generous offer, Decca,” says Timmy, showing back on the screen. “But the Summit has to say no. Although the audience loves the Carnivore game, they hate it too, for they can’t see it clearly. You know its theme is all white. Carnivore is white, and the sands are white. Our cameras can’t broadcast it properly. There is nothing to see until the contestant dies and we see the red blood. We love Carnivore but were considering cancelling his part of the show. This is why we have invented the game you played this morning with Carnivore and the mud.”

“I can make this game better,” I say without thinking.

“How so?” Timmy is fed up, praying my iAm just dies on me right now.

I don’t know what to say, staring at the iAm, waiting for a genie to pop out of it and help me. The iAm shows my screen saver. It does that when I don’t talk into it for a while. The screen saver shows Woo’s favorite words:

If I could only see with your eyes.

I touch the screen saver away, and then something strange happens. The Summit broadcasts footage of the kids who were watching the game from their Zeppelins this morning, wearing their ClairVo glasses so their friends can watch the game with the exact same emotions from far away.

It finally clicks. If I could only see through your eyes.

“How didn’t anyone ever think of this?” I whisper to myself.

“Excuse me?” says Timmy.

“I have it, Timmy,” I say enthusiastically. “I have it, world. I know now what I have that I could bargain with.”

“Enlighten me, princess,” says Timmy.

“My eyes,” I say. “My eyes, Timmy.”

“Are you hallucinating there in your cave?” Timmy mocks me. “Please give me some of that stuff you’re smoking there ’cause it looks really wacky.”

“What if I enter the Carnivore game wearing the 10D glasses, the ClairVo?” I say. Timmy shrugs. “What if I fight Carnivore with the glasses on? What if you can see me and feel the same fear and anxiety the Monster feels while playing the game.”

The world shrugs.

So does my iAm. It gives up on me. I’ve used its last dying breath. I throw it to the side and lean back again, not knowing if I have been persuasive enough.

“Not good, huh?” I ask Honeybee.

The bee flutters its wings once.

“I know,” I say. “I was just one hour away. Just one hour and I could have won the game.”

The bee flies closer to me. It lands on the tip of my nose.

I laugh again. “So my nose is honey now?” I mumble.

The bee flutters twice.

Carnivore roars from above.

Wait. That is not Carnivore.

It’s the sound of an engine. It’s one of those Zeppelins.



Chapter 39

Xitler


 The Zeppelin hovers in front of me between the two mountains. Behind the glass, I see Prophet Xitler. Eliza Day is next to him.

The rain has stopped.

The glass opens, and I am face to face with Prophet Xitler. He is sitting on his fancy throne, wearing his golden-striped robe, holding that strange cane with a snake crawling around it in one hand. For the first time, I notice that the snake is alive. Xitler has long fingernails like a woman.

“Are we off camera, Timmy?” Xitler asks in his iAm.

“Yes, my Prophet,” I hear Timmy say.

“Hello, Decca,” says Xitler. “Now we can talk. Face to face and away from the world.”

“What do you want from me?” I ask.

“I want to know who you really are.”

“What do you mean?”

“I want to know what keeps you alive. What keeps you hanging on? What makes you refuse to shoot your friends for the price of your life? What makes you keep insisting on saying ‘I am alive’ in the iAm, even when the battery dies on you? What makes you want to save Leo and stay behind? What in the Burning Man’s name makes you want to fight Carnivore?”

“It’s a survival game, isn’t it? I am surviving. Until I win or lose.” I shift my eyes between him and Eliza, not trusting them.

“So you’re just playing?” Xitler chuckles, gazing at Eliza. “Didn’t I tell you? They’re just kids. They still think this a game like any other,” he says to her.

“I am not a kid!” I snarl at him.

“I know. I know.” He bows his head slightly as if paying his respects.

“What do you mean by us still thinking this is a game?” I wonder. “Isn’t this sick Monster Show designed for us outranked kids, to get a second chance, so we might get ranked in your stupid system?”

“It’s a stupid system indeed.” Xitler nods.

I am puzzled by his honesty. He looks at me for a moment. I can’t make out what the look means. When I stare back at him, I feel like I am staring at a void, at emptiness, not a human being.

“Everyone in my nation has a number, Decca.” Xitler licks his reddened lips. It’s not lipstick. Could be the blood of the outranked shed in the fields? “A number that lets me understand who they are, what they are made of, what they need the most. It’s called stereotyping, if you’ve ever heard of that. It’s a word that was cherished by the Amerikaz. I like stereotyping. I can control my nation with stereotyping, because now everyone has a number. So here is what I want to know. What is your number, Decca?”

“What’s the number of the human spirit?” I say, wondering where that came from.

Prophet Xitler considers my sentence, not looking happy. He takes off one of the fancy white gloves on his hands. As he does, Eliza tries to stop him.

“It’s all right,” he tells her. “We’re off camera.” He takes off the glove and stretches out his bare hand. 

Then he peels off his flesh so easily, the way you peel skin off a banana. No blood comes out.

I shriek, hand on mouth.

“It’s all right,” he says to me. “I am not going to hurt you.”

Underneath his flesh, I can’t believe what I see with my own eyes. It’s a mechanical hand. It’s silver, wired with green liquid. It’s as if he is a robot or something, but there is also what looks like living tissue between the steel of his hand. It’s like he is a mix of both: machine and man.

“My whole body is like that,” says Xitler, pulling his flesh and the glove back.

“And you call us monsters? Huh,” I say.

“We’re all monsters, Decca,” Xitler elaborates with that plastic smile on his face. “Some of us have numbers, some of us don’t.”

“Why are you showing me this?” I wish I could get farther back away from him. “Is everyone like this? Oh my God. Is the whole world like this?”

Xitler chuckles again, exchanging looks with Eliza. “No. No.” He — or it — waves his hands. “It’s only me. Even Eliza is human — I am also human, but let’s say I am modified. The world is still human. Don’t you worry. If they weren’t human, they wouldn’t have fallen for my numbering system like lab rats running after a cube of cheese, every day. I give them the same piece of cheese, and they just go get it and wait for the next. Only when you pull the cheese away, they start asking: who moved my cheese?” Xitler’s extra white teeth show through when he smiles.

“Who are you people?” I try not to stare at him too long. Xitler is like a contagious disease.

“We’re what the Amerikaz called the future.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s hard to, if you ask me,” he says. “Humans becoming so aggressive, youngsters fighting for their lives to get a number. If my ancestors had foretold that to the Amerikaz more than a hundred years ago, they would have been called madmen. People would have claimed that human nature is good and blah blah blah. They would have insisted that human evolution would never go down that ugly path. But anyway,” Xitler stops for a sip from a glass nearby. “What’s done is done, and my new system works. For the Summit at least.”

“You mean you don’t approve of the games?” I ask.

“I mean they are not only games. They certainly do look like games and make our nation ridiculously rich and dominant, but they’re not just games. The games have a greater purpose that has never been met in the last ten years. A purpose only me and the Summit know about. I have a feeling it could be fruitful this year.”

“You mean all those kids and my friends have died for your… purpose? How sick are you?”

“Very.” Xitler chuckles.

I am speechless. Why is he talking to me? What is he?

“My sick purpose of the game is to find the—” Eliza touches him on the shoulder again, as if not wanting him to spill out the secret. He pats her hand for reassurance. “Ten,” he says to me.

“What?”

“I am looking for the Ten,” he repeats. “The number we all believe is a myth. The pinnacle of human power. The one and only. The zenith of what the human creature can become.”

“Ten is a myth.” I chew on the words, trying to avoid the million other conclusions in my head.

“What’s a myth but a god turned fictional? What’s a myth but a human turned monster, or a monster turned human?” says Xitler, cocking his head with amusement. “Why do you think we all love movies and stories about heroes? Why do you think we’d love to be like them? Because deep down inside, we know they exist. Somewhere. Somehow. The problem is that they don’t know who they are. Most humans don’t know who they really are, if you ask me, but that’s not the point. How can you know if you’re a Ten if you don’t play the games?”

“You mean a Ten is one who survives the game?” I ask.

“Indeed,” Xitler nods proudly.

“How so? If there is a Ten, they should be smarter, brighter, and genetically better than a Nine.”

“Those stupid numbers,” says Xitler. “Didn’t I tell you they’re lab rats? None of them can be a Ten. They’re just disposable parts of the clockwork. The more you stick to the number the iAm gives you, the more you lose your humanity. A Ten has to rise up from the ashes, from a Monster.” Xitler claws his hand and raises it with his palm up, gritting his teeth. “A Ten is all human in a world where humans have become numbers. He — or she — is the one you leave behind in the jungle for dead, but then they come back like Tarzan, after killing the lions, the wolves, and the tigers. They come back and shout in your face that they are still alive,” says Xitler theatrically. His last sentence pretty much sums up all the levels in the game.

“But if your ranking system works just fine for you, what do you need a Ten for?” I ask.

“Who isn’t looking for a superman?” Xitler chuckles again. “Besides, that’s none of your business.”

“Yeah? So what is my business? Why are you here talking to me?”

Xitler leans back in his flying throne, resting his hands on his big belly. “I am here because there is a possibility you are a Ten, Decca.”

“Me?” I let out an exhausted sigh. Everyone thinks I am a Ten now. The Breakfast Club, Xitler, and God knows who else. “I am a barely sixteen-year-old girl who wishes she could sing. Which reminds me, I am a Seven.”

“You are.”

“You mean you know that I am a Seven?”

“Actually, you’re an Eight, because your friend Call, who is a  Nine, had some extra points in her results and gave them to you.”

“Ariadna did that?”

“Yes, she did it. But I don’t want to talk about her now. It’s besides the point. I mean that if you didn’t switch the iAm and enter the games, I would have ordered them to throw you into the games anyway. Some of the Monsters in the games are not monsters at all. Some of them are potential Tens.”

“What?” I jump out of my place to the edge of the cave, wanting to punch him in the face, but the Zeppelin is still far from the edge. I couldn’t do it.

Eliza clicks her fingers, summoning soldiers, but Prophet Xitler stops her again, staring admirably at me. “Let her show me what a Ten can do,” he says.

“I am not a Ten,” I say, still clenching my fists.

“That’s not what the Dame Fortuna, the gypsy woman said,” Xitler says. “did you forget that this is the Year of the Ten. The prophesy could be right.”

“You design an strict nation build on iAm’s calculations, and end up believing that old creepy woman?” I wonder.

“It’s human nature, Decca, to look for the unkown, and the unpredictable,” Xitler replies.

“You really confuse me with your answers. Forget about all that Year of the Ten thing. Tell me why you did this to me?”

“Because of Woo,” says Xitler.

I let my fist relax. Woo?

“I know you think that Woo is alive. That he has fooled us by not answering the iAm and saying ‘I am alive’. But he is dead. Before Carnivore killed Woo, I asked him if there was someone he thought was a Ten. He denied it. But I knew better,” says Xitler. “You might not know, Decca, but Woo was one of the few left of the Breakfast Club.”

“The Breakfast Club?” I mumble to myself, wondering why I am so surprised. The Breakfast Club was the revolution, and Woo certainly loved that. “What do you mean by left?”

“In their last days, the Breakfast Club lived in ships out at sea, like pirates,” Xitler explained. “I am sure your soldier friends told you that they found the containers in the Arc before me, but they had to escape when I arrived because I had an army ten times stronger than them. We chased them out of the Wastelands and of Faya, out to the sea.”

“So?” I find it strange that Xitler is telling me this. I am just a disposable girl who could die at any moment.

“The Breakfast Club’s priority was to find the Tens. It seems to me that it was foretold to them through information they got from the Arc that they have to find Tens, as if it’s a prophecy or something. It made sense to me too. How could you oppose the Summit if you can’t find the Tens? And you were one of those they believed were a Ten. Woo believed you were a Ten.”

“I don’t believe you,” Even though I know Woo did believe I was a Ten, I oppose Xitler, hearing Woo’s voice in my ears, ‘Tender’ “If Woo thought I was a Ten, he would have told me.”

“Woo lied to you, Decca,” Xitler explains. “Remember when you were seven years old and the iAm predicted you to be a Bad Kid, at a time when Monsters were called Bad Kidz? Remember when your mother wanted to kill and your father eventually sent you to a homeless neighborhood so he could later report you as a missing child?”

“Vaguely, but yes,” I say reluctantly. I have a feeling that what I am about to hear will sound crazy.

“The iAm was right. We’ve added some factors to determine if certain kids are capable of becoming Tens. Since we’ve never met a Ten, the iAm results showed us that a Ten has to be a rebel. A rebel has to be one of the four lower ranks, Four, Three, Two, and One, which made sense. A Ten is technically a threat to the Burning Man system if not dealt with properly. To become a threat, you have to be one of those Monsters: those kids who cause hassles, those who do whatever they please, and those who are just kids like their parents made them, unwilling to do things except in their own way. You know that everyone who has ever done something useful in the world had those characteristics when they were kids?”

“That’s how all kids are,” I say. “It’s just you who doesn’t know that. I take it you’ve never been one. You, with your steel skeleton. What are you, Xitler? An alien? A machine? A monster?”

“A Monster?” He laughs, which gets on my nerves. “Believe me, I wish I were one. And to answer you, yes, all kids are like this, but not all kids defy the rules they’re taught, and those are the ones I look for, the Monsters who could be Tens.”

“And how about those who were ill?”

“It’s a system, Decca,” says Xitler. “I never said I didn’t like my system eliminating each kid who doesn’t fit into my plans. I never said I don’t like making tons of money from people loving our games worldwide. In fact, I like it a lot. All I am saying is that there is a greater possibility that the Ten is one of the Monsters. And I want the Tens. I have great use for them. I will not tell you about it, and I will not tell you what I really am. At least not before you prove that you’re a Ten.”

“I am listening.”

“So back to when you were ranked a Monster at seven. Your parents were going to send you away, and your mom wanted to kill you — I am not the only evil grownup, you know.” He winks. “Woo decided that you were worth saving. I should add that he might have loved you as well, but that is off the subject. So Woo gave you his Woo-Chocolates.”

“What about them?”

“They’re not just chocolates, Decca.” Xitler bends forward. “They’re expensive biometric substances, disguised in chocolates. They manipulate your brain into following the system. It stops you from being a rebel so you got fair results on the iAm. Woo gave’m to you because he knew you loved chocolates, and those were pretty addictive. The Woo chocolates have the same taste but they aren’t real chocolates.”

“No way,” I say while actually believing Xitler. I was a rebel when I was young. I remember standing by the refrigerator, and my parents debating about killing me. I remember.

“Although Woo knew you were a potential Ten,” says Xitler, “it’s my belief that he wanted to save you because he loved you. But I could be wrong too. The Breakfast Club might have ordered him to keep you out of the games.”

“Why would they do that?”

“To keep you hidden as a Ten. Hidden from me. They must have figured out that my optimum purpose in the games is to discover a Ten.”

I feel dizzy. Woo, did you keep me from the game because you felt for me or did the Breakfast Club order you to? If you did it for me, should I be thankful for you deceiving me into obeying the system? Or should I be mad at you for being overprotective and interfering with what should have been my own choice? And if it’s all about this mysterious Breakfast Club that believes that I am a Ten, what is so special about me? Who am I, really? I have the right to know who I am.

My inner talk about who I am reminds me of Alice in Wonderland. Considering all the talk about the Rabbit Hole that supposedly can get us all out of Faya, I feel pretty much like Alice. I don’t know who I am. I do know that I want to stay alive, but what then? Will I finally know why Woo did that for me?

“You know those dreams you get of Woo training you?” Xitler asks, daring my eyes, almost slanting beyond my soul.

“How do you know about those?”

“Those are no dreams, Decca,” says Xitler. “They were real training sessions that took place before Woo attended the Monster Show. Woo trained you to become everything a Ten would be if they were really a Ten.”

“What are you talking about? Those are only dreams.”

“No dreams are so vivid. You only think they are dreams because Woo fed you the chocolate after each training session so you forgot about them and thought they were dreams. The chocolate interacted with the receptors we plant in every newborn’s head under the ears, and prevented the iAm from detecting the training sessions. When Leo removed it in the forest, you started remembering. Bit by bit. That’s why your full potential hasn’t surface yet.”

Oh my God. He is right about that. This was why I remembered how to use a bow gun when we were playing Wheels of Fortune, and why I found myself knowing how to shoot Carnivore in the Mirage if I got a chance, and how I felt funny and more confident since Leo removed the receptor. And … there are some blurry memories waving before my eyes now, like watching something in the rain. I know there is something happening but I can’t interpret it.

“Why do you think you have good survival skills? Why do you think you can shoot a bow gun? How did you make it so far when I changed this year’s games to blow up all that preparation of yours. It’s all coming back to you, Decca, and I want to see how far you can go.”

Words escape me. I am silent. All I can remember is how reluctant I was after I switched my iAm with Eva’s. Looking back at it now, I should be laughing at myself. Look how far I have come. Look how far my path has changed from finding Woo to becoming the only Monster left to win the game. Is this how I should expect the rest of my life to become? I plan one destination and end up somewhere else?

“Is that why I feel confused?” I ask Xitler. What a great idea! But when the angels are gone, there is no one left to talk to you but the devils. “Is this why I felt contradicting emotions all the time?” A tear is about to roll down my cheek, but I hold back. Not in front of Xitler. “Is this why I feel like my thoughts are all over the place? I mean all this time with Leo here in the cave, I have had thoughts about pushing him over to save myself. It’s not what I want to do, but the thought crossed my mind.” I hate myself for telling this to Xitler. I make believe that I am talking to myself.

“No,” Xitler purses his lips, seemingly irritated by my moment of weakness. I forgot he wants a superhero. They don’t cry. Do they? “The iAm didn’t cause those feelings. It’s called growing up, Decca. Something that I wish to spare the people of Faya of in the future because it’s one of the hardest things to do.”

It occurs to me that now matter how creepy and evil Xitler is, there is a shadow of a humanity hiding behind his metal skeleton. The last words he said evoke questions about him and his childhood.

“However, There is still one thing that I don’t understand,” He growls. “Why did you have to switch the iAms and enter the game? Why?”

“You know why. I thought Woo was alive and wanted to find him.” I slam back. Is this dude a douche or is he a douche?

“You see. This explanation doesn’t add up because you were still eating Woo chocolates like I told you. One chocolate per week. Let alone that eating the chocolate for about seven years had already changed your inner system. Obeying the Summit had become a normal thing for you to. So planning to enter the games for a year and risking your life is a very strange behavior that I can’t figure out.”

Finally something that Xitler doesn’t know the answer to. But I know. I didn’t enter the games because I had an epiphany of how bad the Summit was and that I had to rebel against it. Nor did Woo tell me to do it before he entered his games. Xitler is right. The moment I entered the game, I was still thinking I was a Seven, and the memories of my mom trying to kill me were only vague and unimportant. There is one other reason I had to find Woo for, and I will keep that to myself. It’s personal.

“I guess you can’t stop a Ten from doing what she has to do?” I wink, spreading my arms slightly, acting lightly so Xitler accepts it as an answer. “So tell me, Xitler,” I follow before he has a chance to think it over. Also I don’t call him Prophet Xitler to mess up with him. “If Woo refused to tell you, then how do you know about me?”

“Because we know everything,” says Xitler. “We’ve been watching him train you and let him think he was fooling us. The iAm detects everything, even Woo’s chocolates. We waited for you to see if you were a Ten, Decca. We’ve waited for others before, but they’ve all failed us and died in the games. We’ve even waited for Woo, thinking he could be a Ten, but he gave in to Carnivore.” Xitler spreads his hands. “Carnivore is the ultimate test, Decca. Even Woo didn’t know how to kill it. If you can kill Carnivore, you’ll be the one.”

“What? Why Carnivore?”

“Because Carnivore is my fiercest weapon. The optimum of my genetically mutated creations. And because of a prophecy.”

“Prophecy?”

Xitler leans back in his throne. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to talk about this. “There’s some kind of prophecy I found in the Arc containers I’ve found under the Burning Man. It claims that whoever survives Carnivore is probably a Ten.”

“A Ten?” I wonder. “They couldn’t have prophesied that since they didn’t have the ranking system.”

“Smart girl.” Xitler is impressed. “They didn’t say Ten. They said rebel. The ones who are capable of bringing down my system. I call them Tens. But don’t worry, I am not going to hurt the Tens, or I could have just killed them on sight. I have better and bigger plans for them. That’s all I can say for now.”

“So you’re accepting my offer? That’s why you’re here?” I ask, tiptoeing on the edge.

Xitler nods seriously. “How can’t I, after you came up with that crazy ClairVo idea? We’ve sold about ten million glasses worldwide in the last hour. You know how much each one costs? If you weren’t a Monster, you would have been good in the marketing department in the Summit.”

“Will you save Leo? Can you save his leg?”

“Whatever you wish,” says Xitler. “We could buy your parents a better house too. Anything you ask for, as long as you put on the ClairVo glasses and fight Carnivore. I mean I would dig up the presidents of the Amerikaz from their grave and tell them: ‘Look. Did you ever see anything like this with all your 3D movies and stuff? Here is the real future.’”

“You know I can’t kill Carnivore, right?” I say, wishing I could.

Carnivore roars from above, and Xitler chuckles.

“Shut up!” I shout desperately.

“He wants you, Decca,” says Xitler. “He wants you so bad. Maybe he knows you’re the one.”

If I can save Leo, I have to stick with what I have started. What difference does it make if I die? My parents wanted to kill me when I was seven. The Summit will not pick me up if I win, and I will die eventually in this cave. If I save Leo, he will be the winner of the games, and he will stay alive. Maybe that is what being a Ten is about. If I am a Ten.

“Okay,” I nod. “But you have to supply me with all the weapons I ask for to kill Carnivore, even if I ask for a bazooka.”

“Others have asked for it, and it never worked, but I promise you I’ll give you whatever you need to fight it,” says Xitler. “I believe you have never seen the Carnivore games.’

“No.”

“Not even the one with Woo?”

“Not even that.”

“There is nothing to see since it’s all white over white shades. The only one who sees what’s going on is the one who plays the game. Now we have you with ClairVo inside the field. How didn’t any of my lazy assistants think of that before?” Xitler grins at Eliza. “Imagine this headline: ‘Hundred million viewers watching with only one girl’s pair of eyes.’ My soldiers will save Leo while I’ll send a special Zeppelin for you to spend the night in my Royal Tower until the fight.”

“Spend the night? I thought I’d fight Carnivore.”

“Of course you’ll fight him, darling,” Xitler says happily. “It’s just no one fights Carnivore at night. His powers are in fighting in the morning so it’s all overly bright and white. This is going to the best show in the history of television.”

“Okay. I could use the time to rest,” I say.

“Remember one more thing when you’re down there in the Monsterium fighting Carnivore.” Xitler leans forward again, closer to me. I feel like I am going to vomit. “They say whoever gets to see Carnivore in the game with his own eyes never lives to tell about it.”

“Yeah.” I pout at him and Eliza. “How about I teach you something? Especially Eliza.”

“Huh. Me?” she utters, pretending to be checking her nails.

“Yes. You. Remember when you told me every girl dies?”

“You’ve got such a black heart.” She raises her thin eyebrows and Xitler chuckles. “Yes. I remember. What about it? It’s true. Every girl dies.”

“Wrong,” I object. “You only got half of the sentence right.” Woo has taught me the full phrase. “Every girl dies. But not every girl really lives.”



Chapter 40

Ariadna


 The servant girls in the Royal Tower want to get rid of Honeybee. I tell them to buzz off and leave the poor bee alone.

Yes. I brought Honeybee along with me. I need a friend to accompany me if I am going to spend the night in here. If the world comes down to this, that my last friend on earth is a bee, so bee it, and just let it bee.

The servant girls are all giggly at how dirty and blood-spattered my body is. Blood seems to make girls giggle these days. Like cybernetic Geishas, they point at my messed-up hair and laugh at each other. I look in the fancy curvy mirror in this fancy white-motif royal room and laugh too. My hair — or should I say what’s left of it — is all dust, all mud, all blood, and mostly scraped out. I lost bits and pieces of it in every game I played, especially the last one when Carnivore slashed at it and ripped some of it away.

I turn back to the girls and laugh. Poor beautiful Nines working as servants for Xitler, washing his clothes, rubbing his feet, and who knows what else. They are all dressed in white fluffy transparent dresses, have red manicures and wear red lipstick. All giggles, no brains.

Woo told me about those girls. I thought it was a myth. None of them knows she is a Nine. The iAm manipulates them into being ranked Fives, claiming they have some deficiency, so they can be Prophet Xitler’s servants. The are called Malikas. The public shouldn’t know about them. They are Prophet Xitler’s personal faeries.

The Malikas are here with me to wash me and prepare me, and maybe give me a massage and let me drink pink juice out of dandelion cups. It’s my last night before I die, you know. I can have whatever I want.

I walk barefoot among them, guiding Honeybee to a vase full of real dandelions I have just ordered — every other flower in the Royal Tower is plastic.

When the Malikas start to bug me, I ruffle my stiff hair and pose like a monster, clawing my fingers and making faces. They shriek and step back. One of them even cries when I do that.

“How many seconds will the likes of you last in the Playa?” I say to her, rolling my eyes.

They don’t reply. Malikas are mute. Don’t ask. I don’t know why. I have a headache from thinking about how to beat Carnivore.

The barber I have asked for arrives. He pulls out his machine and buzzes my hair away. Yes. All of it. I am bald now. I’d rather have full and beautiful hair or have none at all. Besides, it will help in the Monsterium. I have a plan.

I let the Malikas strip me naked and wash me. They are more than happy when they do that. I would have kept the blood of the other Monsters on my body — I would have been honored — but I need to clean and shave every part of my body. Like I said. I have a plan.

They cut my nails and massage me after that, while I watch and re-watch Carnivore killing the Monsters in the games on my recharged iAm. There’s nothing really to see like Xitler said. I understand why the audience love and hate this part. The iSees were sent into the Monsterium to cover the game, roaming around helplessly, blinded by the white of the sands. Only occasionally, and rarely does an iSee capture Carnivore running or opening his red jaws at the camera. Only its roars are audible, but it seldom does, so it can attack its prey. Carnivore doesn’t want you to know where it is until it attacks. It’s the poor contestants who are sent, wearing a flashy color, into the field, panicking so hard they could die from a heart attack before Carnivore gets them.

That will be me, just hours from now.

Some contestants tried to get rid of their clothes, running naked in the sand. Naked or not, your butt still shines like a diamond in all that white.

How do you beat Carnivore in such circumstances? Let alone that it is a fast and vicious tiger. How do you hide from it in the white sands? No matter how white you are, you’re not that white. And even if you are, it can still see the color of your eyes, it can see the color of your mouth, your hair and your palms. And even if you manage to do all that, do you have the heart to look into the white void, wondering if it is hiding two inches beyond it?

The more I re-watch the games, the more I start to understand that all white, all bright, is just the same as all dark. No wonder these are the two colors which scientists don’t actually consider colors. The black absorbs all; that’s why they say you get sucked into the darkness. The white reflects all; that’s why I say the white will reflect all of your fears out there in the Monsterium.

“Hey, you.” I summon a Malika, showing her the white-themed Carnivore game on my iAm. She looks puzzled with almost nothing to see but an occasional thin curvy line showing the edges of a dune here and there. Then the Carnivore slashes at a contestant and blood spatters on the iSee. That’s when the Malika giggles.

I wish I were born in the Amerikaz. I don’t think the Amerikaz went down the drain as far as Faya.

I order the Malikas to leave the room and call Timmy. Before he picks up, the iAm shows me a world that is all awake, waiting for me. Prophet Xitler wasn’t bluffing. Viewers are seventy million worldwide, and they all bought ClairVos. There are flags sold with my picture on it, and there are ClairVos sold double the price because they are signed by me. I didn’t sign anything. But I am not that mad. Leo’s signed ClairVos are triple the price. Girls hug them when they buy them. Leo couldn’t have signed them either. Last time I checked on him, an hour ago, he was unconscious after they operated on him and saved his leg.

“Yes, my princess,” says Timmy smoothly. “What can I help you with?”

“I want my ClairVo,” I demand.

“You’ll get yours. Patience, my dear. Death is knock-knocking on your door. Don’t just invite it in now.”

“I want mine to be all white.”

“Most of the ClairVos are all white,” says Timmy. “Nice haircut, by the way. Are you trying to show us how bold you are?”

“Did you see that?” I grin. “All clean and shiny so blood will look bright on me in the camera. Buzz off, Rabbit.”

“I cut my ears like you cut your hair.” Timmy sips on something. “I am not a rabbit any more.”

“I also need a brand-new bow gun and arrows.”

“But of course,” says Timmy. “We don’t expect you to kill Carnivore with a five-star frog splash, or a five-finger death punch.”

“And a pocket knife.”

“You got it.”

“And you should know I will take a couple of those buzzing syringes with me.”

“Sure. Planning to tickle the tiger to death? That I would love to see. By the way, a friend wants to see you.”

My door opens, and Ariadna comes in.

I run to her in my robe and hug her. I think I hug her so hard she’s choking.

“They said I could see you if I bring you this,” says Ariadna, showing me the traditional red dress I am going to wear when I play the games. “I am sorry, but it was the only way to see you.”

“A red glossy spaghetti string dress,” I muse, looking at it. “Dressed to kill, baby. Dressed to kill.”

Ariadna utters a painful laugh, as if she is a little shy laughing around me in this situation.

“This is the first time it’s a dress,” says Ariadna. “The last nine times, the Monsters were boys.”

“That explains why Carnivore wants me so much,” I say. “I’ll be his first girl. How about—”

Ariadna shushes me instantly. I was going to ask her about if they found out about the call she made behind the Summit’s back. How foolish of me. She nods. I guess she got away with it, or how would she be here with me?

Ariadna checks on the cut on my arm. “This is bad.”

“They medicated it as much as they can, but I think I can still shoot with it.”

“That’s why I brought you this.” Ariadna shows me a bottle of pure honey. “Trust me. It’s proven that this can heal the wounds.” She pulls my arm and starts pouring some of the honey on the wound. “In the Amerikaz, they were on the verge of finding out that honey can heal wounds. Now we know.”

“I never heard of it.”

“The Summit doesn’t want us to know these things,” Ariadna whispers in my ear.

“Hear that, Honeybee?” I talk to my bee friend. She buzzes twice.

“All you need is to cover it with some huge medical plaster now.” Ariadna looks around for one.

“You don’t a need plaster,” I say. “Bring over one of those thin towels. The honey is sticky by itself—“

Then suddenly I stop. A thought shoots through the wires of my brain.

“Are you all right?” Ariadna wonders.

“I am. Don’t worry about me.” I keep a mental note in my brain of that thought.

“So,” Ariadna sighs. “Big hug again?”

We hug for one last time. This time she hugs me harder. There are tears in her eyes.

“Come on,” I say. “It’s not like I am going to leave you and go to college in another town. I am just going to kill a tiger.”

Ariadna sniffs and smiles. “You promise me that.” She points a finger. “That you’ll kill it.”

“I promise you,” I say. “It’s just a tiger.” I show her to the door. As she walks out, I slap her on the butt lightly.

“Move your butt with grace, princess,” I whisper to her.

It was the last time I saw Ariadna in my life.



Chapter 41

Woo


 I lay back on the bed in my room with closed eyes. I need a moment of peace before I enter the games, but I find myself looking into a memory. One that I have always remembered vaguely. Now that the receptor in my brain was removed, it’s clearer.

I see myself helping my dad with fixing the roof of our house after the heavy rain the night before. We were poor enough we couldn’t afford hiring someone to fix the house. Dad loved fixing the house to clear his mind, and I loved to help him.

I see myself hammering a nail next to my dad, wondering if he knew about the big secret in our family. And if he knew, how could he just be so calm about it?

My mother cheated on my dad, ending up having my brother Jack. But then again, of course he must have known.

Jack looked a lot like my mom, but not like my dad. I didn’t look like either of them, but somehow I was sure that Jack wasn’t my brother. Not just because he was a predicted Nine while no one in my mom and dad’s family had ever been more than a Seven. And not just because Jack was always favored over me in the family – at least no one wanted to kill him. But because I didn’t feel like Jack was my brother. It’s hard to explain but I always knew he wasn’t. I think mom must have slept with a Nine to save the family after I arrived. It must have showed on me that I was going to be a Monster, and that the family needed rescue with another child that could not have come out of mom and dad’s Seven and Six genes.

Did dad just accept that? Was this part of a bigger deal that I didn’t know about?

I didn’t care. I never felt related to Jack like my parents never felt really related to me. I was a black sheep and I almost didn’t mind since I had no choice, thinking that one day when I get ranked I will leave this family for good and create a real one for myself.

Protecting my family in the game was more of a duty than heart-felt love. It was ironic how I never even looked like them, even when it was Jack who was an imposter. In Faya, we didn’t trust our logic and instincts. You only trusted the iAm.

If my mom had cheated, it still puzzled me how another parent gave up on his child who was a Nine. But like the soldier boy, Bellona’s friend, had told me: this is Faya and it’s nothing but a big joke. It’s like Wonderland. Alice was trying to learn the rules and the logic of it while there was none. It’s all nonsense.

So I was a pre-Monster when I was Seven, but with Woo’s chocolates and training I became a Seven. Why Woo did that and how it all started still escapes my memory. I guess you don’t remember everything at once when you get your receptor removed. But I remember the suspicious way my mother looked at me the day Woo found me in the homeless neighborhood my dad had sent me to and brought me back home. I had been eating his chocolates for a months as he took care of me in the that little boat by the shore. That was before he had decided to live in a tree house of an abandoned garden nearby. Even though Woo was eight years old, he fished and ate from sea by himself. But he was too young to fully take care of himself – although he took care of me – so he still lived with his mysterious dad. I had never seen Woo’s dad, and Woo didn’t allow me to visit his house. Ever. He was just the mysterious rebel boy who found me in gutter and taught me how to fool my parents into following the rules so I can get home. 

I never forgot that look on my mom’s face when she checked my iAm a month later with results of a Pre-Seven. It was as if she didn’t want me to be a Pre-Seven, or as if she suspected Woo’s manipulation although she never met him but briefly many years later. That was when her looks started easing up. The features on her face were like saying, ‘don’t mess this up, Monster, or I swear this time I am really going to kill you.’ Then she would feed Jack the best food she could buy.

What I remember clearly is joining Woo in the tree house he lived in. It was moonless night but the sky was clear. As usual, Woo was listening to his favorite song ‘Follow the Sun’ by the Beatles. He was also fumbling through old books and papers that meant the world to him while Carnivore’s picture was hung on the wall.

I didn’t have anyone who cared for me but Woo at this time of my short life. We lay next to each other on the tree house’s floor, watching the sky above.

He was fifteen that year, I was fourteen. I gushed all night about how beautiful the stars looked like, and he laughed. He believed that everything in this world looked ugly, and although the stars were of the rare beauties they were far away.

My eyes were one of the rare beauties, he said, and they were never far away. That’s how he always wanted to see through them because I was capable of seeing the good in the world while he claimed he couldn’t.

I remember the bruise on his face that night. Was it his dad? Was it the Pre-Monsters he insisted to hang out with? I didn’t know. Woo was always wounded and barefoot, and I doubted I could change that. He once told me he wanted to be like a boy named Peter Pan who rebelled against the world and had his own followers, the Lost Boys. Peter Pan owned a place called Neverland. Woo owned nothing… yet.

“You’re messing things up, Woo.” I told him, staring up at the sky. “You don’t follow the rules, have bad grades in school, and insist on spending time with those Bad Kidz who are going to be Monsters. I don’t want to you become a Monster.” I didn’t know I was brainwashed by the chocolates at the time.

“Maybe it’s my destiny to become one,” he said, also staring at the stars.

“Don’t you ever say that,” I turned to face him and he turned back, looking at me as if crying with those grey eyes. “You promise me!”

“Promise you what?” he wondered. I could sense he was keeping tons of secrets from me.

“That you never let me go,” I sighed and held his hand.

“That,” his eyes smiled to the thought. “I can promise you.”

“It means you will work hard this year so you become the Seven you always dreamed of,” I assured him and he nodded.

“I promise,” he shrugged.

“Promise me what, Woo?” I insisted that he said the words.

“Never let you go, Tender,” He nodded and stared back at the stars.

***

By the end of this memory, I feel like my life is a pile of confusing moments and actions. I can’t really say who I am because I haven’t had a full chance to become who I really am. If that makes any sense.

For God’s sake, I am only sixteen, and I had my first kiss in a battlefield. In order to know who I am, or who I want to be, I need time, a precious amount of quality time so I can decide who I want to be and what I am made of. Not because I am pressured by the idea that I am going to die sooner than I think, but because I made up my mind to be who I want to be and no one else. I guess that I, and my friends who died today, were driven by the moment of inertia. It’s a concept I learned in school. If I would it apply to my situation I’d say that it basically means that once someone is pushed to fight for their lives, they might end up doing wrong things like killing other innocent people, still driven by the power of that first strong nudge. And when your life is nudged into the wrong path, all that follows is just a set of random and illogical actions.

At a young age, we were driven to stay alive no matter what. All our actions in between were only filling the void. They were not really decisions.

I am saying this because although I am a sixteen year old girl, there is one thing I know for sure right now – and thank God that there is at least one thing that I am sure of. I know that I am not fighting Carnivore to win this game. I am not fighting it to become a Ten, and I am not fighting it for Leo as I have persuaded Xitler. I am here, fighting Carnivore, for Woo.

It’s hard to believe that after all that I went through, I can’t give up on wanting to find Woo for the silliest reason in the world, to ask him why he broke his promise. But it’s true. Deep in my mind, the longer the game runs, the longer I survive, I still have a chance to find Woo and ask him: Why did you give up on me although you promised me to never let me go?

Because if Woo had no reason to let me go, who am I here for? Or with? I am not particularly enjoying this world alone.

If I die, I won’t have a chance to ask him, and that would kill me much slower and painful than Carnivore itself.

So what was all that about with Leo, insisting on knowing if his kiss was true while he was dying on the cliff? I guess a girl always wants to know why she was kissed, especially if it’s the first. And again, I am not sure that everything between me and Leo was true. I mean if we had met out of the Playa, things might have been really different. In the real world, in my school, boys like Leo don’t even look my way.

You put a girl in a death game and put a hot guy next to her when both of them are destined to die within hours. How do expect them not to want to fall in love before they die. Whether Leo’s emotions are true or not, I can’t neglect that I wasn’t here for him. Ironically, he was here for me, sent by lunatics who think that I am special.

Another reason for wanting to find Woo might be that I need to win to go back to my life – or what’s left of it without a family. I need to live normal days and weeks, not pressured by screaming that I am alive in some machine. Maybe then I can know who I love and who I don’t. I mean the way I was attracted to Leo from the beginning was weird. Even though I don’t know many girls who could resist such a hot – and pretty much good guy – like him.

So here I am, hours away from fighting a one-eyed tiger who might have killed Woo. If you ask me if I know what I am doing,  I will say no. If you ask me how I plan to do it, I’ll say I don’t know. If you ask me why I am doing it, I’ll hesitate and think it over, but I’ll tell you it’s because I am planning on one thing, only one thing is on my mind: staying alive.



Chapter 42

The Cage


 I am inside a cage, swaying above the Monsterium. It’s pulled with chains, dangling down from a military Zeppelin made of steel with rotors like a helicopter.

Looking down between the bars of the cage I already feel disoriented by the large amount of white sands. There’s one single tall silver pole in the middle that I could use to shoot the Carnivore from, or take a rest at. The pole has metal, ladder-like rods made of steel, sticking out of it on both sides. But if I climb up there, how long can I keep hanging on? The pole seems to bend slightly at any breeze, which makes it look unsafe. It’s not like it’s the stairway to heaven. It’s just a tall pole in the middle of the sands. It reaches for nothing. The real game is played down on the dunes.

Where there should be a tier of seats for the audience surrounding the battlefield of the Monsterium, there are contour lines of sand, sloping up as if it’s a mountain made of sand. The slope is steep. I don’t think I can get up there to touch the blue sky. At the tip of that slope, there is a tall barred cage-like wall, encompassing the Monsterium. The tips of the bars are sharp and deadly. Behind the bars, there are soldiers. This reminds me of what Dad used to call maximum prison security for the most dangerous criminals in the country.

Zeppelins are circling in the sky above the steel bars. Not that they can see anything by being so close since they will watch me through the ClairVo. It’s just that the tickets for these Zeppelins are the most expensive. Some people like what is expensive, however irrelevant. Higher prices mean better products mean better prestige.

Numbers here, numbers there, ia ia oo.

I am dressed in red, with thousands of people waving at me from their balconies in the Zeppelins before I disappear into the white underneath. I still don’t understand this audience-contestant relationship.

Watch me, love me, kiss me, kill me.

My arm feels much better now with the honey cure from Ariadna. I make sure the ten bottles of honey I have ordered are in my backpack. Yes. I ordered ten honey bottles, the plastic bottle type you can squeeze the honey out from like mustard and ketchup. And yes, when you squeeze, it makes that funny sound: fwwwwweeeeeeerrt.

I didn’t order the honey because I want to feel sweet before I die — although that would be cool. When that man dressed in black comes to you and asks for that one last wish you want to be granted before you die, you just say make me feel sweet.

I ordered the honey because I have a plan. Not sure that I can pull it off though.

Today the world is watching me to see if I can kill Carnivore. Today I am playing to know who I am. Am I a Ten? What is the number of the human spirit?

I clap my hands and rub them together, igniting a surge of courage in my soul. I jump up and down and stretch my shoulders like boxers do. I have my backpack strapped and my bow gun in my hand.

I try to think of this like Prom night. Me and you, Carnivore. Prom queen and Prom king. Let’s dance.

“Seventy million viewers worldwide.” Prophet Xitler announces this game himself. “Watching with one pair of eyes.” So he stuck to his marketing slogan after all. They write everywhere on the iAm screens: Seventy million viewers watching with one girl’s pair of magical eyes.

Men, women, kids, and everyone worldwide are putting on their ClairVos. I haven’t put on mine yet. I am the queen bee today. I wear it when I want to. The world is going to know what it’s like to be me.

I’ve never seen seventy million people agree on something, not one religion, not one land, not even the fact they we could live on this planet in peace without killing each other. Look at these monkeys, agreeing on the ClairVo.

“One girl,” says Xitler. “One girl’s eyes. One girl’s feelings. One girl’s fears. One girl’s coming of age. One girl’s angst,” I hear the audience hail. This is a world ritual, not a game. “One girl’s hopes.” Xitler’s tone of voice changes into a surprisingly happy tone as if he really wants me to kill Carnivore, as if he really wants me to be a Ten. “One girl’s power. One girl’s strength.”

“Now I am a girl?” I mumble alone in my cage, fisting my hands. “Not a Monster anymore?” I open one of my fists and look at the scissors in my hand. I have a plan.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

“Are you ready?” Xitler asks and the world goes crazy.

My cage starts lowering. I am ready.

“Wait,” says Xitler. They stop the cage from lowering further. “Is there something you want to tell the world, Pixie?” He knows I am Decca. He just wants to provoke me.

I look at the Zeppelins all around me, looking at me, waiting for me to speak. Pleading, so I would wear the ClairVo.

“My name is not Pixie. My name is Decca,” I say, signaling to the steel Zeppelin above me to roll the cage down. “And I don’t have time for you.” I say that to the whole world, putting on my ClairVo.



Chapter 43

The Monsterium


 The cage descends down into the Monsterium. The voice of the audience is deafening after putting on my ClairVo.

As I am descending, I remind myself that once I start my plan, I have to stop listening to anyone. I will be on my own, and many people will criticize me, but I can’t give in.

I take off my white backpack and put it next to me. Yes. I ordered a white backpack. Even the zippers are painted white.

Then I do the unthinkable. The thing I would never have thought I would ever do. Not in front of seventy million people. I take off my red dress, not wearing anything underneath.

Most of the world doesn’t see this, not now, since they are concerned about looking through my eyes, not paying attention to the iSee cameras surrounding me while I am naked in a cage. All they know is that the picture transmitted looks wrong somehow.

Those who see me fall into a trance of silence.

I try, so hard, not to think of me being naked in front of seventy million.

I use the scissors to cut the dress into pieces. I throw the red pieces randomly down on the white sands from behind the bars of the cage. The red is shining bright everywhere on the sand. I will use them as a compass to guide me. More important, they will distract Carnivore for a while when it enters the Monsterium after I complete my descent. He is attracted to the red color. It will buy me some time.

I pull out the honey bottles and start squeezing the honey out of it, glazing it on every inch of my body. Ten bottles are more than enough to coat myself in honey. The only place I can’t reach is below the upper side of my back. Yeah. I am not that flexible. I guess that is why I am a Monster. I’ll deal with that later.

I pour sticky honey on my arms, on my legs, on my belly, on my buttocks, on my neck, on my face, and on my shining bald head. Then I rub it all as fast as I can before I descend, leaving out my eyes, my nostrils, my mouth, and my ears.

People are asking about what I am doing, if I have gone mad, if this is a joke. Some claim Carnivore hates honey. Some say I love honey, and I am on a suicide mission to ruin the game.

They’re all wrong.

I keep rubbing. I have to cover every inch of my body, even my eyelids. It’s hard trying to avoid honey in your eyes or in your mouth and ears, but I try my best.

I am done. All honeyed, all covered.

The cage descends and lands on a dune, white sand shifting to the inside. I am still wearing my ClairVo. I hold my backpack in one hand. I will not strap it on now. Not yet.

Once the cage’s door opens, I run into the white sand and take a dive into it, like jumping into a shallow swimming pool with both your hands stretched forward. The audience go “Woooo!” I roll in the sand until it sticks to the honey on my body, coating every part of my body in white. Even my shiny and shaved head’s eyebrows.

The only part that is not covered is that upper part of my back. Nothing sticks to it because I couldn’t cover it with the honey. I will cover it by strapping on the backpack.

I stand up and start running on the sand as scared as a white ghost, as if I were a lizard or a white snake or just another dune.

Prophet Xitler says something about me being a hell of a girl. I don’t care about him or about the audience. I am still so far away from completing the mission.

Suddenly, I hear a loud drone from the audience, then I hear a roar.

It’s Carnivore. They let him out. I hope the red pieces scattered in the Monsterium will occupy him for a while.

I run to the pole without seeing it. My eyes have not adjusted to the crazy white yet. I know where it is by remembering my left from right since I had my eyes on it from when I was in the cage above.

I run, run, but can’t reach it.

Then hey, I see it, that silver unstable thing in the white.

Before I reach it, I hear Carnivore roaring nearby. I might be only panicking, but I think it is too close.

Disoriented and irrational, I dig right under my feet to hide my bow gun in the sand, just like the Amerikaz buried their history. If I dig further, will I find instructions on how to kill a Carnivore?

I know I am only feet away from the pole. The bow gun and its arrows are the only things I have that are not white. That is why I have to hide them.

I try not to breathe aloud since I feel Carnivore is near. Does it see me? Is my disguise not good enough?

What are you doing, girl? Why didn’t you run to the pole?

I panicked, hearing its voice.

I raise my head to run to the pole, but suddenly I don’t see it again. Where is it? It’s all so white. So white.

I turn back at Carnivore’s roaring and start running aimlessly. As I am running directionless from him, it occurs to me that I might be running toward him without knowing. I decide to run in circles and curves as if I am in a maze.

Running barefoot in the sand is so hard. Running barefoot in the blinding sand when you don’t know what and where you’re running to is even harder. You don’t know what you might bump into. What if I bump into Carnivore accidentally? “Hi, Carnivore. How ya doin’, man. Let’s do this one more time.”

I keep running, all white, like a ghost, panting, squinting my eyes so their color isn’t visible for Carnivore, trying not to open my mouth too much so it doesn’t see my red tongue inside. I am invisible, a white ghost in a white world.

“I am a white, white girl in a white, white world. It would be a black, black thing if you see me.” I find myself humming while running. I hear the audience laugh. I hear them through the ClairVo’s headpiece. Stupid me. I shouldn’t make a sound. What’s wrong with me?

Run. Decca. Run.

Every twenty strides, I change directions, for no apparent reason. Let the randomness and utter coincidence of our lives spare me from Carnivore’s fangs. If I do bump into it running like that, I don’t know what else to do.

As I run, it keeps roaring and running, thudding with its heavy weight against the lush sands. It is looking for me. It must drive it mad that he can’t find me. I am supposed to be like Red Riding Hood for it, all visible, all eatable, but nah, Carnivore, you can’t fool me with playing Grandma now.

I trip over a dune, pick myself up, and run again. Honey sticks to my tongue. With it comes sand. No biggy, as long as it’s not falling down my throat. Which reminds me, I shouldn’t run so fast. I could sweat. My color could shine back.

My eyes hurt so bad, trying to see in all this white. I don’t know how to describe this feeling. It’s like a massive amount of sunlight in your eyes, so bright that you can’t see anything. It makes you feel like you’re in the dark instead of the light, except that your brain refuses to believe you’re in the dark. Paradox yourself.

At some curve in the whity-whites, I start to see. What’s that? My eyes hurt because of the color. It’s red. What the heck is that?

Oh. No. It’s a piece of my scattered dress. I shouldn’t run near it. I made them to waste Carnivore’s time. It is going to hunt every single piece of those. It could come here now.

Running away from it, I find another one, and I keep running. I hear its roars. I think it is nearer than before.

Have I built a trap for myself with that dress?

I duck and stay put, breathing as slowly as possible. In my headpiece, everything I do is magnified seventy million times. Every time I hold my breath, seventy million people hold it with me. Whenever I feel fear, whenever I pant, whenever I am surprised, I have seventy million bored humans on my back, feeling the same as me. And their emotions somehow strike back at me and magnify my feelings, which is so not cool.

What have I done to myself, wearing this ClairVo?

Should I take it off? But I haven’t poured honey under it. I will be exposed. And how am I going to communicate with the Summit? How can they know I have killed Carnivore?

“Shut up,” I whisper softly without parting my teeth. I hear the audience wondering whom I am talking to. “I am talking to you, annoying watchers,” I say to them as soft as I can, still ducking. They don’t seem to be insulted. They are amazed by the experience. That it’s not just them seeing through my eyes, but that their voices have an effect on me too.

Why didn’t I take yoga lessons before to learn how not to listen to people when they keep talking in my ears?

I make sure I don’t hear Carnivore close enough around me, and stand up, but then a thought hits me. Why should I expect it to be such an animal? Maybe it will start playing sly with me, sneaking slowly looking for me, until it slashes its paws at me.

The idea sends a shiver down my spine. A shiver I feel magnified by the audience. Some ClairVo, that is.

Unable to hear Carnivore’s roaring anymore, I take a deep breath to calm down. Where is it? Why is it silent? Did it expose the red dress trick? Is it starting to play sneaky?

I feel paralyzed, and suddenly cold, which reminds me that I am naked, wearing white sand on my skin. I wonder if that will make a bestselling fashion dress tomorrow in Faya. All walking naked and dressed in white sticky sands. Boys, be happy. The age of disguised nudity is knocking on your doors. Honey sellers, become millionaires by tomorrow. Kids, don’t wait for that pocket money your parents give you. Just go sell some white sand.

Another deep breath to calm myself. Seventy million take a deep breath with me. There must be no air in the world now.

I breathe out, expecting a world disaster or a hurricane. Seventy millions breathe out in the same time, and nothing happens?

Carnivore roars. That’s a good sign. It is still dumb and animalistic, not hiding somewhere.

“Operation Sand Woman, run,” I whisper to myself and start running again. The audience laughs. I was just trying to get myself in a video games mood like when I watch my brother Jack play, just to forget about the horror of my situation. My dad used to have another operation: Operation Mom is Coming.

Suddenly, I notice that when I run, my backpack shuffles and makes those sounds. What? Those sounds are audible in the deafening silence. Carnivore could get me any second now.

I remember I extra-stuffed everything inside with cloth, so it shouldn’t make noises like that.

As I take off the backpack, I tremble with the thought that Carnivore might have heard this, then I feel dizzy with the thought that my upper back is visible, now that I have lifted the backpack.

Stay focused.

Wanting to zip the backpack open, I can’t see the zipper since it’s white. Blindly, I run my shivering fingers over it and pull it open. The sound of it zzzipping open hurts. It’s so loud and so zzzz like when Timmy loses it. Another mistake on my behalf to give Carnivore an excuse to come and get me. If I keep being clumsy like that, I might as well send it a telegram inviting it over to kill me.

The color of things inside my backpack worries me too. Carnivore could see it. I rummage through and stuff everything tighter, close the bag and…

Carnivore roars, so close. I think it is somewhere behind me, not that far.

I dig fast like a cat and bury the bag in the dune I am standing on, turn around and stretch on my back, allowing the weight of my body to sink into the dune.

To my surprise, its voice is so near. It might be only strides away.

Where is it?

With my back sinking into the white sloping dune, my head can see at an almost vertical level, although I don’t know which is which now. The only thing I am sure of is that the sky is above me, far away, a pale blue.

I am glad they don’t have Artificial Sky in the Monsterium or Timmy would have let it rain down on me.

Carnivore roars again. I see its open mouth in front of my eyes.

What am I going to do?

I think the best strategy is to do nothing. I just keep on sinking into the sand, hoping that it won’t cover my mouth, so I can still breathe.

The fear buzzing from the audience in my ears is unbearable, like a loud, cacophonic song that somehow has reached the top of the charts and is played repeatedly while I hate its guts, so unbearable I’d better take off the ClairVo and throw myself into the arms of Carnivore. I hope that tiny voice in my ears won’t leak and be heard by Carnivore.

I watch it approach slowly and cautiously, which means it doesn’t see me. That’s not a bad start.

But why is it coming in my direction?

Can it smell me? What’s so distinct about me to smell? Do tigers have extra senses to smell like dogs? Is it the honey all over my body? It has a strong flavor, I have to admit. What is it?

Since it is not roaring, and his single one big eye above his nose in the middle of its head, is turned white, I can’t see it. But I can see something else. The shifts of its weight on the sand. I can see the marks its paws leave on the sand before the sand huddles again. The paw-prints in the sand don’t stick since the sand is soft and shifts easily, but it tells me it is walking toward me, so sly, so slow.

Why toward me?

Squinting, I don’t have the guts to open my eyes wider or close them shut. If it hasn’t seen me so far, I don’t want any changes in its surrounding to alarm it. Maybe it is just walking. I don’t mind if it steps over me, thinking I am just sandy earth, but that will never happen. It will know me.

The sand starts falling into my mouth. That’s the part I was afraid of.

Carnivore stops, a couple of strides away from my feet. I want to cough some sand out.

Carnivore cranes its head down and slashes at something in the ground, a couple of feet away from me. I hold my breath. I don’t even have the luxury of gritting my teeth or fisting my hands.

It bites on that something then roars with its head up to the sky. I see it now, what made it approach me. It isn’t me. It’s one of my red dress pieces.

Carnivore chews on it then roars again, angrier this time. Not all that’s red is meaty, right?

The way people panic in my ears when they see Carnivore roar so close with its mouth and fangs visible in front of me is epic, in an annoying way. I am not that scared. Am I?

But Carnivore seems to trust its genetically manipulated senses that there is meat to be found so close to it. It takes a step forward. Oh my God. It’s so close to my feet now. Please God, let me sink deeper in the sand. I’ll hold my breath.

Suddenly, something swooshes before my legs. It gets Carnivore crazy. Is that what I think I saw? An animal. A small fast animal with pink ears?

It swooshes again from underneath Carnivore. Some rabbit. Carnivore turns around and starts running into the dark of the whites after the rabbit.

What brings a rabbit in here?

I cough out the sand and pick myself up fast, I dig out my backpack, strap it on, and start running.

I make a mental note. A rabbit saved my life… but this is no wonderland.

Don’t think and analyze, Decca.

Run. Decca. Run.

How long will I be running? I need to organize my thoughts and complete my plan. First part was successful. Carnivore can’t see me in white.

I run toward the pole.

The plan is to run to the pole, dig up the bow gun, climb up and shoot Carnivore from there. I have only one problem. I can’t see the pole. I must have run far away, but that couldn’t be. It’s just that looking into this awful endless white confuses me. The pole is silver and thin. If I am far away, I might not see it.

I run like crazy. I have to find it.

Suddenly, my vision gets better as if I’ve been blind before. I am starting to see thin lines in the sand, lines in the dunes, and the changes in the color of sand. I guess that is what they call adapting. What if the whole world were white like this?

I see the pole.

The pole sways to a sudden wind, whirling through the sand. It doesn’t make the long pole with the ladder look reliable at all. And what’s that sudden wind? Didn’t they say they won’t do any more of these effects?

Digging up the bow gun and arrows, I bring them up with me, climbing up the pole. The wind is still crazy and the pole swings, but I grab it tight and keep climbing until I can see the Zeppelins hovering around the Monsterium, face to face now.

If I had some superpower and could jump from the pole to the Zeppelins, that would have been — stop.

I hold on tight to the pole and get ready to shoot Carnivore. Although I don’t know if a couple of arrows could finish him, this doesn’t seem to be the problem at all.

The real problem is that I am a failure. I am stupid. I thought I could outsmart that creature, but I am short-sighted. I thought that up here I could see it moving from such a bird’s eye view and shoot it.

I don’t see anything. The white stripe-less tiger is somewhere down there, but I can’t see it. I don’t think that I am even seeing the ground with that sudden whirling wind.

Climbing lower, I see a little better, but not enough to shoot Carnivore. The wind keeps hitting the pole, and I keep struggling for balance. How much can I even climb lower before it can bite me? Shouldn’t it see me by now with the bow gun and the shaking pole?

But Carnivore manages to surprise me, bumping against the pole at the bottom. It roars, looking up at me. I am not sure if it sees me or if it just sensed me being up there as I hold on tighter to the pole. I cross and wrap my legs around the steps sticking out of the pole as I hold the bow gun with my hands. If I climb lower and focus, I think I can see Carnivore when it bumps against the pole.

I climb lower. Carnivore gets fiercer. But I can’t shoot it. I don’t get to see it long enough when it bumps against the pole. The only way to shoot it is to get it to roar, looking upward at me. When it roars and shows its fangs, I can shoot it in the throat.

How can I make it roar when I want it to?

Carnivore is gone. Where is it? It might be circling around the pole. I don’t know.

I climb a little lower. The audience holds their breath in my ears as if Carnivore is going to bite them, not me. I like that. Hold that breath, just don’t scream in my ears. I hit the pole hard with the edge of the bow gun. It produces a cling-cling sound that echoes in the abandoned Monsterium.

Carnivore bumps into the pole again and roars. I got its attention, but it is not looking upward.

“Ding ding,” I shout at it, and hit the pole repeatedly. “Up here!”

Carnivore looks up and roars. I see its mouth. I aim the cross bow as I keep shouting at it to provoke it and get its attention.

“Look at me, pretty boy,” I mumble as I close one eye and aim at my target. The audience repeats like parrots in my ear, ‘Look at me, pretty boy.’

How annoying. “Shut up,” I scream at them.

Carnivore becomes quiet all of a sudden.

“Not you!” I yell at it and start hitting the pole with the bow gun again. Since when does Carnivore follow orders?

Carnivore roars again, looking upward. It tries to climb up, its nails scratching the bottom of the pole. I point the cross bow at it again. I have to take this shot.

I shoot.

I’d like to say ‘Bull’s eye’ or ‘Tiger’s eye’ but I shoot it in its throat. The arrow plunges into its throat, and it lets out the worst cry I’ve ever heard. It’s so loud and painful I get goosebumps on the back of my neck.

The goosebumps make me lose balance. I hang on tighter to the pole, but as I do, the rest of arrows fall down into the white sands.

Carnivore keeps moaning and 

roaring again, out of pain and wrath. So I hit it in the throat and lost my arrows. What now?

Carnivore flees back into the white of the sands. What’s on its mind? The arrow in its throat surely hurt it, but it’s not dead yet. It can survive. I have lost my arrows. Now all it has to do is to wait until my muscles give up on me, and I fall down from the pole.

Nice job, Decca.

Opening my backpack, I rummage through it looking for an extra arrow, which is impossible, but somehow I just cling to the unreasonable hope. I don’t find any. I have cloth, food, a knife, and two buzzing syringes, the kind I used on Leo.

Even if I have a chance to kill Carnivore with the knife or the buzzers, how will I approach it while I can’t see it?

The only way to kill Carnivore is to see it. The only way to see it is to mark it or color it. I need some kind of color, something I can paint it with. If I have succeeded in disguising myself with the honey-glued-sand, I can make Carnivore appear. I just need to figure out how.

Looking at what I still have with me, I don’t know how to make anything colorful with a syringe buzzer, nor with clothes or food. My heart beats faster as I stare at the knife. A dangerous and crazy thought bleeds in my brain. It’s the only way.

It’s the hard way.

It’s what I’d never thought I do.

It will be either the death of Carnivore or the death of me.



Chapter 44

Carnivore


 The audience is debating about what is going on in my mind after I passed the beating of my heart to them. Imagine that: your heart is beating so fast and you’re afraid, not having the slightest idea why. The only reason you know is that because Decca is afraid, you’re afraid too. That ClairVo is really something.

I put everything back in the backpack and strap it on then straighten up on the pole. I summon Carnivore with its name, climbing down. Why didn’t I think of that before? It is trained and somehow it does understand like a human. Summoning it by its name provokes it and makes it curious.

It shines through the white, running toward me. I climb up again, having just fooled it for a moment.

“World,” I address the audience. “Take a deep breath because right now I will show you how this is done.” I look down at Carnivore. “I don’t think you have ever seen anything like this.” That last sentence goes for Carnivore as much as it goes for the world.

I close my eyes as I hold out one bare palm and don’t hesitate before I cut through it with my knife. The pain in my arm is indescribable. I just cut myself on purpose. I scream all alone at the top of the world, while the world screams with me, feeling my pain. It occurs to me suddenly that if I die, shouldn’t they die too through the ClairVo? Nah, it’s not that fantastic.

“Carnivore!” I scream, holding a syringe in my unwounded hand and one tucked between my teeth in my mouth. I climb down fast, as close as possible, and swing my wounded and bleeding hand at him, spattering him with blood from my hand on it big ugly eye. Then when it closes in for a tiny second, I spatter it again with my own blood. Its head and its back are spattered with shiny red blood that belongs to me.

I climb back up fast as it roars behind me.

Looking from up here, I can see it now, marked with my blood.

“Now I can see you, you ugly—” I say from above.

Of course, the audience repeats the words after me.

I take one last breath with both syringes in my hands and focus on Carnivore.

“Every girl dies,” I remind myself. And before I finish the phrase, the audience amazingly, and for the first time, finishes for me. “But not every girl really lives.”

I jump.

Yes. I jump from this high onto Carnivore’s back. It’s the only way to do it. If you want to fight a giant, claw onto his back and never let it go. If you’re an ant, and you want to outlive an elephant, climb up onto its head and tickle it in the ear.

I have jumped many times before in the game. I don’t worry about jumping anymore. Let the audience go crazy.

The first thing that hits my face is its back. I am lucky it didn’t slash at me. I wrap myself around it, holding to its coat so tightly that the veins in my hands pop to the surface of my skin. Carnivore goes crazy, surprised by me being on its back, still looking for me. Before it shakes me off its back by running as fast as it can, I hit it with one syringe as hard as I can and push the red button while clawing onto its coat with my hands and legs. I don’t let go of the red button like Leo taught me.

“Buzz to death, Carnivore.” I keep my thumb on the button. Carnivore starts to slow down. At least, it doesn’t try to shake me off its back no more. Since one syringe doesn’t seem enough, I pull the other syringe from my mouth and buzz it again.

I keep my thumb locked on the button, Carnivore stops and falls to its knees, rearing vertically with its paws up to the sky like a mad horse in pain. I guess it’s an unexpected reflex response to the electrocution. I swing straight with it, digging my feet into its coat and wrapping my arms around its neck, not taking my thumbs off the button until Carnivore gives up and drops dead on its stomach.

I didn’t want to do this to an animal. I love animals. A rabbit saved my life, remember? I remind myself it is not an animal. It is just some kind of a man/animal/machine like Xitler.

Almost fainting, I sleep on Carnivore’s back, resting my cheek on its coat. Not the worst of beds, I tell myself. I brush my hand gently over it and pat it. “It’s all right, Carni,” I whisper to it as it moans its last breath. “We’ve taken the pain away. You’re better off away from this mad world.”

The audience sings, dances, and talks. Some are shocked, some are astonished, and some are whatever.

As my eyelids throb from exhaustion, I shake myself awake and buzz Carnivore one more time. “Don’t take this personally,” I whisper in its dead ears. “It’s like making sure the door is locked before you go to sleep.” I stand up.

Looking at the cut in my hand with the blood gushing out, I wonder why it doesn’t hurt so bad now. I use the gushing blood and smear a big number ten on Carnivore’s back.

As I do, I smell something like a burning wire. I take it that Carnivore was some kind of machine and now that it’s dead, something is frying inside. I don’t investigate it though.

The audience goes wild after this.

A voice sneaks through and talks to me in my ears. “So the Breakfast Club was right about you,” says Leo. He sounds tired.

My heart flutters. I can almost imagine myself with wings. “About what exactly?” I ask, wondering why I feel like kissing him right now. “About being a Ten?”

“About being the monster I am in love with,” he teases.

I laugh. “So you’re over the God thing now?” I ask, watching the crowd celebrating like crazy up there in the Zeppelins.

“What?” Leo asks.

“Nah.” I wave my hand, panting, unable to comprehend the crowd’s enthusiasm. “Forget about it. You won’t remember,” I say as I’m showered with flowers from the sky all over again. 

“In the name of the Burning Man, the nation of Faya announces…” Xitler declares in the main microphone. “For the first time in history, boys and girls — we have a Ten!”

Tears are about to spurt out of my eyes as the audience hails me. I am a Ten? By whose standards? What about all the other kids who died? As overwhelming and euphoric as the feeling is, there’s something not right here.

But what should I do? If society declares me a Ten, which might seem close to being a god walking among them, what other options do I have?

I am just a normal girl — abnormal-looking, being bald and blood-spattered now — who just wanted to graduate and go to the Prom. Not that I didn’t have big dreams after that, but I don’t want to be a Ten. I came here to find my friend Woo, and ended up finding who I really am, what I am capable of.

The world has thrown me to the lions, and I have won.

Should I stay here in Dizny Battlefieldz and never leave? What could I possibly do all alone here?

It’s either the Playa or the world outside. It would be insane if I don’t choose the world outside with all that it offers me right now.

In my iAm, Mom is driven to tears, Dad too. Faustina is waving at me, and Timmy is astonished but plays happy with everyone else.

“Leo,” I call him on my iAm.

“Yes?” he says, still aching.

“Where are you?” I ask.

“I am on my out of the hospital, champ,” he says. “The world is waiting for you outside of the Playa. I’ll meet you there. You want anything?”

“How did you know about the ‘I wish I could see through your eyes’ phrase?”

Leo stops. He doesn’t answer me. “What do you mean?” he asks.

“You know the phrase you said to me when you were falling from the cliff?”

“I said something when I was dying? I don’t remember.”

“It’s all right,” I say. It might not be the right time to argue right now. “Maybe I just imagined it. I’ll meet you outside.”

 



Chapter 45

Winner?


 A Zeppelin picks me up from the Monsterium. The Malikas cover me in a silken robe with golden stripes and a hood. The Malikas want to take care of me and bathe me, but I prefer to go out to the public in my Monster condition. Perhaps if I am a Ten out there, I can help make it a better world.

We land on top of the slope of Dizny Battlefieldz, back where it all started. When I open the door, the world is waiting for me: my fans. Young kids under sixteen, reaching out for my autograph behind the red rail as if I am some celebrity. Kids are waving at me with plastic lightsabers in their hands.

I step out on the red carpet toward them. I accept my fate. I am a Ten. I deserve it, in a world where you have to say your number out loud — and sometimes kill for it. What was the number of the human spirit again? I guess it’s a Ten after all.

A face from inside the crowd. It’s Leo on a cane. I let out a laugh. Leo, bandaged, and on a cane seems like the tenth wonder of the world to me. He waves silently at me. ‘I am your number one fan,’ he mouths with his silent lips from a distance.

A couple of steps across the carpet, I remember that I forgot something. Something important. I reach out and pick up one of the toy swords from a kid who instantly calls his friends to brag about Decca, the Ten, borrowing his sword.

The sword is plastic and produces green lights when you shake it. It will do. I raise the sword up in the sky, and shout, “I am alive!”

The world shouts with me, clapping, screaming, and praising.

As I have my sword up in the sky, the white ring on my finger pulses in a blue color. It’s the ring the seven-year-old girl left behind in the forest.

Suddenly, I hear other sounds coming through the iAm. No, they’re not the audience.

“Silence,” I scream at the audience, trying to listen to the sounds. “Silence,” I repeat. Amazingly, the audience stops making noises. “Listen,” I say, looking at my iAm.

“I am alive,” a girl says in my iAm. The iAm says she is unidentified. Is that the girl from the forest?

“I am alive,” another boy says. Also unidentified by the iAm.

Prophet Xitler stands up as his face knots and the audience is in awe.

“I am alive,” a third voice says. This time the iAm identifies it: Monster number 1733, from the eighth Monster Show.

“I am alive,” a fourth voice announces slowly, as if a little intimidated by confessing she is alive. The iAm identifies her as Monster number 463, from the Monster Show four years ago.

And the hits keep on coming. Tens of teens from previous games, screaming “I am alive” from their iAms. I knew it, that there are teens still inhabiting the Dizny Battlefieldz. They have been hiding in previous games, pretending to be dead by not saying “I am alive”, so they can outlive the game. But how did they survive, living inside the Battlefieldz? Does that mean there is no Rabbit Hole?

“How are you alive?” Xitler grunts. “Who are you?”

“They’ve been hiding,” a girl says. Oh my God. It’s Pepper. “They refused to say ‘I am alive’, fooling you into thinking they were dead, game after game, barely surviving in the hidden forest in the Playa. I did the same thing in the Mirage. I preferred to stay alive by not saying ‘I am alive,’” Pepper explains. “Now that one of us survived, we’re not scared any more. We are alive.”

I stare at Leo across the distance. His face dims. He shakes his head slightly as if telling me no, you’re a Ten. Don’t do this.

I turn around and look back down the slope into the battlefields, then turn back to the audience waiting for me. What should I do? Which direction should I go? Who am I? Am I a Ten? Or am I a Monster?

Then I hear another voice.

“Tender?” it says.

A single tear forms in my eye, like thick clay, wanting to burst out and splash against a rock.

“Woo?” I ask.

“What kind of a fool are you, Tender?” he says. “Coming here for me? I devoted all my life to saving you from the Playa.”

“Woo. I couldn’t live without you. I had to find you, but then I gave up.”

“I am glad you made it,” the voice says on my iAm. “I wished you just won the games without stirring the hearts of the kids, surviving in here. We didn’t want anyone to find us. We have gone through a lot hiding in the last place anyone would think we are at.”

“Woo?” I say again. I know it’s him. He knows I know it’s him, but he has just become so practical. How is this possible? I can’t believe myself. “So Wolf, the leader of the Breakfast Club, is actually Woo? Is that your real name your mother never uttered?”

“The kids in the Breakfast Club saw what you have done, and they decided to oppose me and declare that they are alive,” Woo says without acknowledging my words.

“How are you ali—” I ask.

“I sent Leo to save you,” he explains, and I look back at Leo who tries to avert his eyes away from me. That’s why he didn’t want the Breakfast Club to know about us? The Breakfast Club actually lives in the Playa? Why didn’t they help us? “My plan was to save you and get you out alive. I want you to have a great life, not here in the Playa, preparing for a revolution. The Breakfast Club here believes you have exceptional powers because of some prophecy. Why did you go to fight in the Mirage, Decca? Why? I just wanted you to survive and then after the games, we would find a way to make you escape.”

“Woo,” I say. “I am so confused. I can’t comprehend whatever you are saying now. You’re alive. How did that happen? Why didn’t you tell me? You sent Leo to save me?” I look back at Leo. My God. I can’t think anymore. Do I still love
 Leo? Was it true on his side, or just part of the act? Why is Woo so blunt with me?

“I understand you and Leo—” Woo starts to say. The audience moans now. Leo or Woo. I know they want to see more of this. But I am done with the games. I am done with the TV and entertaining them. “Anyway. This is not the issue. The road is still long, Decca. You have to make a decision now. Go back to the world and celebrate being a Ten and part of the system, and make them win, or—”

“Or what, Woo?”

“Or come back here with the Breakfast Club, be part of us, and probably lead the revolution. We have built amazing things here. We are stronger. We can oppose the Summit. There are places inside the battlefields they could never enter. This is why I didn’t want to expose myself and sent Leo to save you, so they don’t know about us. Xitler knew you’re my weak spot, and that I would show up to save you. I refused to take the bait.”

“But why didn’t you tell me?” I fall down to my knees. “Why?”

“It’s time, Decca,” he says. “This is just the beginning—” He shrugs. “Or the end. It’s up to you, Decca.”

“Up to me to do what?”

“To decide.”

“On what?”

“Who you are. It’s a choice. Are you a Ten or are you one of us, a Monster?”

Did I tell you about when I was seven years old, and my mom wanted to kill me because she thought I was a Monster? Yes. I remember I did. I am sixteen now, and it’s up to me to decide whether she was right or wrong. I have to decide now. One choice that will affect who I really am, who I really love, and who really loves me.

As I decide, I wonder, what’s the number of the human spirit?

 


 End of I AM ALIVE Episode 3. and end of Book one I AM ALIVE

Episode 4 is called Girl with Golden Eyes, and it’s the first in book 2 Increscent 

Available soon.

 


 Copyright © Akmal Eldin Farouk Ali Shebl 2012. 

All Rights Reserved

US Copyright Registration Number

TX 7-525-458

 

ISBN-13: 978-1475076509

ISBN-10: 1475076509

 


 Author’s note:

Many readers have kindly emailed me about the pop culture this book uses and the buried secrets inside it. I can’t explain how much this made me happy. Since this is maybe the fifth edition of the book – finally edited properly – I decided I should add a note, explaining some things that might be of interest to you if you liked the series so far. But before I do, please note that those secrets aren’t what the book is about. As a storyteller, I wanted to enrich the world-building of I AM ALIVE by paying my respects to movies and books that were an inspiration for the ideas in the book – if the world ends one day and we’re about to get on a ship or something to survive, there are number of awesome movies, songs, and arts that I’d like to pass on to the next generation.

I will list only some of these here since there are other points I’d prefer to mention later so I don’t spoil anything of the coming episodes:

1) Eva Hutchinson and her brother Dan Hutchinson are named after the kid characters in Shirley Jackson’s notable book, The Lottery, one if the first books that tackled ideas mentioned in I Am Alive in such an original and unusual way. In I Am Alive, Dan is mentioned to be holding a black box, which was a major element in Shirley Jackson’s novella. What was in Dan’s black box in I Am Alive. You will know in upcoming books.

 

2) Madame Delacroix and Madame Dunbar who killed their children are also named after characters in Shirley Jackson’s the Lottery.

 

3) The Breakfast Club is named after 1985 John Hughes movie which is one of the best movies ever to tackle teen issues in my opinion. The rebellions call themselves the Breakfast Club, inspired by the movie. You might wonder who the Breakfast Club exactly are, and where they came from. This will be explained in book two and three.

4) The nation of Faya is the shape of a Decagon, a closed shape of ten sides and ten angels with the capital Sol in the middle. I can’t say more, but it is a crucially important info in the coming books.

5) Cubberlay, the school Decca graduated from is named after the city where an important incident, called the Third Wave, happened years ago. It’s a true incident that proved that an experiment to demonstrate democratic societies are not immune to the appeal of fascism. You can google it, and you will instantly see how it is related to the world of Faya.

 

6)  Hannibal Xitler is named after the character Hannibal Lector in Thomas Harris’ Silence of the Lamb, and Hitler – we all know who that is. The superficial use of names is to hint the superficial world of Faya. I didn’t use complicated names because when the Summit found what’s left of America’s history in containers, they were far from interested in complicated and intricate namings. Try to imagine how intricate the Romans, Greeks, or the Ancient Egyptians really were, and compare it to what we think we know about them, then apply this to nation of Faya and what they think they know about us now. Speaking of names, there is a lot to be interpreted in Decca’s name, but will be revealed later.

7) The Mirage is named after the place where Siegfried and Roy, two famous tiger trainers, had their shows organized. One of them was eaten by a white tiger called Manticore which Carnivore’s name is inspired from. Why I used them as a reference? It’s the same thing like the rest of Faya. They are no original nation. They are simply a bad remake of a so-so movie. I imagined the Summit reading the stories about Siegfried and Roy and saying, ‘Hellya! We’re going to create a creature and call him Carnivore instead of Manticore.’

 

8) The Rabbit Hole that everyone is looking for was right in front of your eyes – and Decca’s eyes – but you both missed it. It will be discovered later.

 

9) Some characters like Decca or Woo seem to be underdeveloped. They’re not. This is a trilogy. We will learn big things about these two, and Leo, along the way.

 

10) The Z letters are silly and cheesy. I like it. We all have to loosen up once in a while.

 

11) A detail that was mentioned once, and it seems that it didn’t linger with some of the readers, is that the Amerikaz buried the history of the world before the Great Disease in containers under the Burning Man effigy – who was not meant to be considered a God. He was more of an x-marks-the spot so survivors would notice it and dig for the history of America and learn from it. I am mentioning this because some argued that no one should remember David Bowie – and the pop culture references – anymore, which is far from the truth. Nothing died. It was all documented in the containers under the Burning Man. Think of it like Noah’s Arc. What happened was that Xitler and his family altered it and messed things up, which brings up to the most controversial Zootube and Zwitter issue. They are by far no intelligent naming in a dystopia, but here is the thing: Xitler, as much as he is fierce ruler, is douche bag. He just added this Z letter everywhere to differentiate himself from his ancestors. 

 

12) Yes. Decca’s love for Leo was insta-love. What’s wrong with insta-love? But Leo’s love for her wasn’t insta-love. Again, what’s wrong with insta love? J

 

13) If you have never been bullied, you will never get what being a Monster feels like, and you might not get a lot of the spirit of this book at all.

 

14) Decca’s scattered feelings are intentional. She is young, and the Summit has messed with her brain through the iAm, like TV and internet messes with everyone.

 

15) The idea of the iAm is true. It’s called Self Quantification. You can search about it and read about how people and big companies are already planning on using it very soon.

 

16) Finally, remember one thing: You’re not your heart rate, you’re not your weight, and not your education. You are all, infinite, and unpredictable, and don’t let anyone else tell you otherwise because you’re capable of change and transcendence.

 


 You can contact me at

Goodreads

or

Facebook

or 

my blog

or

Twitter

@cameronjace

or send me an email


camjace@hotmail.com

( I answer all emails personally )

 

List of other books by Cameron Jace available so far:

 

1 Snow White Blood Red

narrated by Snow White Queen

available HERE

 

2 Cinder to Cinder & Ashes to Ashes

narrated by Alice Grimm

available HERE

 

3 Beauty Never Dies

narrated by Peter Pan

available HERE

 

4 Ladle Rotten Rat Hut

narrated by Little Red Riding Hood

available HERE

 

5 Mary Mary Quite Contrary

as told by the devil

 available
HERE

 

6 Blood Apples

narrated by Prince Charming 

coming out in mid October

 

7 Jawigi

narrated by Sandman Grimm

coming by the end of October
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