
        
            
                
            
        

    Author’s note: 
 
Hello, Reader!
 
It’s good to see you again! I’m excited to release a new book and allow an audience to see what I’ve been working on for the past few months! There are some things about this novel that I want to clear up before we get to the fun stuff. In this section, I will give some technical info, some “thank-you’s”, I will clear up a grammatical issue, and I will talk about the Academy books. If these things do not interest you, I encourage you to skip to the first chapter:
              First off, I solely hold the copyright to this work.
              Secondly, I want to thank two wonderful beta-readers who have put in a tremendous amount of work and expertise to help me polish this novel, namely, Tom C and Beth Morrill. Both Beth and Tom saw that I am lacking in the proofreading department and offered their time and expertise to help me out. I can’t say “thank you” enough to them.
              Thirdly, I want to address a quirky grammatical issue before we go any further into the book. I know that this is a lame thing to address, but I feel it is necessary; this is an issue that will come up many different times in this book and the next two novels. This novel’s main character’s nickname is “Baggs.” After doing a bit of research, I found that it is correct to represent this name in the possessive form as both Baggs’ with an apostrophe following the “s” and as Baggs’s, according to The Elements of Style by Strunk and White. Strunk and White suggest writing the possessive form of Baggs as Baggs’s. I found this name charming, if a little clunky. I hope that you come to find the possessive form of this name charming too, as you begin to read about Baggs and his adventures in the peculiar world of New Rome.
              Fourthly, I wanted to write for a moment about The Academy. As some of you are already aware, I plan on The Academy being a four book series. As many of you are also aware, on the day that this book is published, I will have only published the first two Academy books. I want to note that I will finish the Academy, unless some unforeseen catastrophe happens. I promise. I love The Academy books both for the world in which they take place and for the fact that those books granted me the very special opportunity to have a shot at a career as an author. It is because of this love for the books that I have taken a break to write something new. On April 1, 2014, when I published The Academy Book 2, I had been working on those two books for two years straight. The Five Mountains, the Moat, Town, and Asa Palmer were on my mind every day as I wrote. The Academy is an extensively outlined series; before I wrote the first chapter of Book 1, I knew how the series would end. The total emersion into the world, I think, served to give the series a sense of fullness—of realness. But, at the same time, I was getting burned out on the series. As I thought about the Academy day after day, the nooks and crannies in that odd place began to lose some of their mystery—a thing that drew me to spend so much time on the story in the first place. So, in an attempt to make the world that Asa Palmer lives in come alive to me again, I decided to take a step back and write something new. Though I can’t give a solid release date for the third Academy book, I can say that I will be done writing the Baggers Trilogy in early 2015, and at that time I will go back to working on The Academy: Book 3. I understand that the wait can be tough, but I assure you that my hiatus from the Academy series will result in me coming back to the series fresh and excited about the story. I’ll work my hardest to make book 3 better than the first two. Also, I hope that you’ll find the Baggers Trilogy to be, at the least, a good consolation while you wait for the third Academy book and, at the most, better than the Academy books.
              Lastly, I hope that you enjoy Outlive. Look for Book 2 of The Baggers Trilogy, The Servile Wars, to be available for pre-order (if not available for purchase) on Amazon before the end of 2014. Become my fan on Goodreads to receive updates when I release a new book.
 
Chad
 
 
Chad Leito
CHADLEITO@YAHOO.COM
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              Baggs’s heart was hammering in his chest, though he tried to not show it. If this doesn’t go right, we’re going to starve, just like the McKesson family that used to live down the hall, he thought. His mouth and throat were sandpaper dry as old, half-senile Mr. Krass examined the cast on his arm.
Tessa looked uncertainly at her husband as Mr. Krass lit a cigarette in their living room, flicking a match alight and drawing it up to the end of a loose cigarette with shaky, yellow fingers. Baggs, whose actual name was James Baggers, shrugged in response to his wife’s expression. Mr. Krass puffed and the smell of smoke began to disperse through the room.
Tessa and Baggs didn’t usually allow smoking in their apartment; you had to be willfully ignorant not to know that second-hand smoke was bad for children. Baggs and Tessa loved their two daughters, and wanted to shield them from the ill effects of cigarette smoke, even though Baggs puffed on as many free cigarettes as the government would supply.
              Baggs’s tin box of government-supplied cigarettes was currently sitting in his front left pocket and producing a crisp outline on his denim pants. The tin box was six years old, and had a picture of the emperor on it, which had faded considerably with time spent in that pocket.
              Tessa shrugged back at Baggs, and they shared a secret smile that the old man couldn’t see. Baggs could almost hear what she would say in his head. “Just let him smoke; if you gripe about it, he’s apt to stand up and not come back. He’s a kook, but we need him.”
              Mr. Krass’s cracked lips held the cigarette as he ran his rough fingers over the cast, which he had made six weeks earlier out of washrags and rubber cement to cover Baggs’s healing arm. Baggs wondered what the old man was thinking. The cast itself was ugly, malformed, and far from uniform. That’s what you get when you can’t afford a doctor, he thought.
              Baggs was a pianist, or had been before the accident. He planned to play for money again after the cast was cut off, but he had a creeping suspicion that something was wrong. The cast limited his mobility to almost nothing, but still, he was convinced that his broken wrist hadn’t been set right and that when the cast was removed he would find his fingers in a partial state of paralysis.
              And if I can’t play, we’re going to starve. If he takes the cast off, and I can’t move my fingers, I won’t cry. I can’t cry like that in front of my daughters. 
              Drop it! Don’t think about it! he thought, trying to calm himself down. His daughters and wife were watching.
              I won’t cry. I will not cry.
His entire family had known the McKesson family before they starved. Baggs could remember Maggie’s protest: “Daddy, can’t we help them? Can’t we help them, daddy? I’ll give half my dinner.”
It had been hard to tell her no. You can’t help everyone, and the Baggers were on the brink of starving themselves. 
Though Baggs and Tessa tried to shield their daughters from the difficult reality of their poverty, Baggs suspected that the girls were mostly aware of what was going on. Even Olive, at six years old, could understand the danger they would be in if daddy couldn’t play piano anymore. It wasn’t like he would be able to find another job. Jobs weren’t available to people like him.
Baggs was using a great deal of energy trying to control his face in a cheery, carefree expression as the old man ran his hands over the cast again and again. He looked down at the pink fingertips protruding from the end of the cast and felt horror clawing at his throat.
              Mr. Krass lived in an apartment two floors below, and used to be a school nurse. Given his experience, Mr. Krass served as a primary care physician for the inhabitants of the apartment building, which had no real name but was called Apartment Building 5160. Nearly all of the families who lived in such housing could not afford a real doctor, and so they had to settle with Mr. Krass.
              Mr. Krass grunted as he examined Baggs’s cast with one eye closed against the smoke that tendrilled up from the end of the cheap cigarette. Looking at the patches of thin, white hair on the old man’s chin made Baggs stir. I’m trusting this man to save my hand, and he isn’t even conscientious enough to shave his entire face. 
              Slightly red in the cheeks, Tessa carried in a coffee mug full of water and set it in front of the old man, who had spilled some ashes onto the fold out card table between himself and his patient.
              Trying to remain calm, Baggs tried to think of something other than the incompetency of the man with whom he was practically trusting his life. Mr. Krass flicked ash into the mug, and Baggs forced himself to think of the rations of cigarettes that the government issued, as a way of distracting himself.
              I won’t think of us starving. I won’t think of the McKessons, or of the way they were shot down after trying to steal the food out of that fast food dispenser. I won’t think of that. I won’t think of watching Maggie’s ribs rise and fall this morning while she slept. I won’t think of how sickly she looks. I won’t think about the jaundiced color her face has taken on. I will think of the rationed cigarettes.
              Each month, the government sent every citizen ten free cigarettes as a sort of investment. The idea was that people couldn’t smoke only ten a month—that was just enough to keep a person helplessly addicted, but not enough to quench the desire. It was assumed that people would then begin to subsidize their stash of free cigarettes by buying extras from the emperor. But Baggs had found a way to cheat the system. When Tessa became poor fifteen years ago, she had stopped smoking. She said that she couldn’t adhere to the ten-a-month rule; her will power wasn’t strong enough. “And we can’t afford to buy more, and we damned sure can’t afford the supplemental oxygen I’ll need when my lungs start giving out at age sixty.” And so, each month Baggs had his own supply and Tessa’s supply, which added up to twenty cigarettes per month.
I could use a cigarette right now. Although Tessa would throw a fit later at me for smoking in our apartment, even though Krass is puffing away over there. What is he doing? Baggs thought, looking at the old man. It appeared as though Mr. Krass had fallen asleep, his blue, milky eyes locked onto the cast he made after Baggs broke his arm.
Baggs recalled the incident that led to all of this as though it had happened that morning, instead of almost two months ago. He had been playing “pony” with Olive out on the street in front of their apartment complex. Cars rarely drove through London anymore, and what had once been a vibrant, busy road was now cracked and unkempt with weeds growing sporadically up through the pavement; some were as tall as Baggs.
Baggs was a big man. Money had been tight recently, so he only weighed two hundred pounds at the time he and Olive had been playing ‘pony’ in the street. Two hundred pounds was skinny for him, almost emaciated; he weighed two hundred pounds when he went to bed hungry most nights. He truly was ‘big boned,’ and as he liked to joke, “I’m big nosed, big lipped, big footed, and big everything else, too.”
His daughters liked to climb and jump on him, giggling with delight. He was their trampoline, their bounce house, and in the case of Olive’s favorite game, their pony.
On Olive’s birthday, and he had sat beside her on the cracked pavement as she ate a single scoop of vanilla ice cream in a waffle cone. She wanted cake, too, but he had told her no. Maggie was back in the apartment pouting because Tessa and Baggs had told her that she couldn’t have a scoop of ice cream; it wasn’t her birthday. It gave Baggs a heavy lump in his throat when he thought of precious Maggie, wanting to eat a sweet more than once a year, or to think of Olive, wanting both cake and ice cream just this once. But they simply could not afford it.
While Olive ate away at her cone, she offered her daddy a bite. “No, sweetie. I don’t want any. It’s yours,” he told her. He knew that she wanted it much more than he did.
When she had finished her cone and licked her fingers until they were only moderately sticky, she requested that daddy let her ride the pony back to their apartment. This meant that she wanted Baggs to wear her like a backpack, with her arms around his neck and her legs around his torso while he galloped up the street, braying and bucking like a horse. Baggs always kept his hands locked protectively over her wrists so that she didn’t fall while she rode on his back. People gave the giant who acted like a horse and the giggling redheaded girl on his back sideways glances, but Baggs didn’t mind.
Baggs was used to being stared at. People assumed that because of his protruding brow, the thick black beard that grew from his chin, his height of six feet five inches, and his enormous hands, that Baggs was a brute. He was not a brute. He was a kind man who loved art. He was a pianist, and sometimes when he walked across stage towards a piano, people in the audience literally gasped. No matter what suit you dressed Baggs in, his enormous jaw with a slight under bite, his wide ears, and the calluses on his hands gave people the impression that he was menacing.
His daughters gave a very different impression; they were far from seeming menacing. Olive and Maggie both had red hair, even though their parents’ hair was black and brown. Where Baggs was big boned, his daughters were both small boned. They had different personalities, but looked strikingly similar. They had the same thin, pale skin; veins shone through in funny places, like their foreheads and their cheeks. Baggs sometimes pretended that these veins were garden snakes and that he was a hawk; he would playfully peck at his daughters’ foreheads, cawing while he did it, while they squealed with glee. Olive and Maggie had the same hair. They had the same knees—skinny and bony, each much smaller than Baggs’s wrist. The girls shared the same straight teeth, which they had obviously inherited from their mother, as every other tooth in Baggs’s mouth was crooked. The variance in their appearance didn’t seem to be the result of much more than their age difference. Baggs thought that they were the two most beautiful things in the world. They were his life. He was sure that he would die for them, if the test ever came.
It was partly the love for Olive’s giggles that broke Baggs’s arm on her birthday. He was running, and braying, and she was screaming, “Faster, pony!” He obediently ran faster. Later, when looking back at the domino effect that came as a result of his broken arm, he would reflect that the weed that tripped him up was so insignificant and so small. It wasn’t one of the monsters that loomed up as tall as Baggs. The weed that tripped him was trifling enough to go unnoticed—which is why Baggs stepped on it. He was moving at almost full speed with Olive on his back when he stepped on the small thing. The weed crumbled under his tennis shoe, creating a slippery green paste on the pavement, and he slipped and fell backwards. If he had been in the same situation without Olive on his back, he would have fallen on his buttocks and ended up sore, but relatively uninjured. But, he did have Olive on his back. After slipping, while he was falling, time seemed to slow down. He could remember the shine of the sun off of the windows of the building to his left. There was a spider web strung between two parking meters, which went weeks without being used. Above, the sky was cloudless and perfect; two discreet, black helicopters chopped through the air, probably working on autopilot while their owners watched a movie on leather couches. Baggs knew that he would crush Olive if he fell on her. He heard her scream as she realized they were falling towards the pavement. At the last moment, he stuck his hand behind him at an awkward angle. The movement was a success. He stopped their momentum, and he was able to divert his body so that he did not land on Olive. It wasn’t until he had checked on his daughter and kissed her red head of hair that he realized the snapping noise he heard after planting his hand on the pavement had been his radius breaking into two pieces.
 “Okay, Meester Baggers. I am going to start cutting now.” Mr. Krass said. He spoke in a formal, choppy manner.
Where the hell is this guy from? Baggs wondered. Who talks like that? He wasn’t close enough with Mr. Krass to ask such questions. “Okay, doc,” he said. Mr. Krass smiled with the cigarette still in his mouth. He liked being called ‘doc.’
Baggs couldn’t watch as Mr. Krass began to cut. Sensing his anxiety, Maggie put a hand on her father’s uninjured arm. Baggs pulled the morning newspaper closer to him and began to read, trying to lose himself in the stories and pretend as though he didn’t feel like vomiting.
The front-page story was about some hacker named Sally “Spinks” Nooks, who was being charged with first-degree software graffiti.
Baggs turned the page.
In Woodland Park, near the Colosseum, an escaped lion had killed two more pedestrians, Baggs read. Baggs and the rest of the halfway intelligent world didn’t believe the lion tamers’ assertion that the animals used for the Colosseum’s gory forms of entertainment weren’t genetically mutated. They were bigger than natural lions, for one. More significantly, they were much too smart to be natural. Something in their eye movements made this evident. Baggs thought that it was ridiculous that in this day, with all the technological advancements, they couldn’t catch the lion. They should plant a GPS chip inside of all the animals in the Colosseum, he thought to himself.
He heard the cast tearing and felt the cold metal of the scissors against his skin.
If my hand is deformed, I can’t scream. I just can’t.
But what if I can’t help it?
He turned the page again, trying to take his mind off of what was about to be revealed beneath the cast.
He had been looking through the paper trying to find something to ease his anxiety, but instead found something that exacerbated it. There was an advertisement for Outlive.
Outlive was a game show, sort of. Maybe it’s a sport, Baggs thought. He didn’t know how to actually categorize it. If you wanted to explain what Outlive was, you had to start with Emperor Daman, Baggs supposed. The emperor was the one who revitalized the Colosseum and brought to life all of the atrocities that should have died with the Roman Empire two millennia ago. The same reason can be given to explain why Emperor Daman loved the Colosseum and to explain why he had as much power as he did.
He was obsessed with war.
He had once told an interviewer that when engaging in battle for command of New Rome in the Civil War, he had sometimes experienced synesthesia related to different tactical movements. Synesthesia, Baggs learned from the article, is when someone experiences a stimulation of a sensory organ without it actually being stimulated. So, for example, when Emperor Daman was presented with a bad idea by one of his subordinates, he would experience a salty taste in his mouth and see the color yellow. When he was presented with a particularly good idea, he got goose bumps, and a metallic taste came over his tongue. Baggs had never heard of this before, but a neurologist who was consulted in the interview said that synesthesia was a legitimate condition. The neurologist said that he believed Emperor Daman thought about battles and tactical maneuvers so much that the synapses and neurons in his brain devoted to war simulations had become so widespread that they began taking real estate from parts of the brain that would typically only be devoted to things like seeing color or hearing music.
This rang true with Baggs. 
Emperor Daman was creepy.
Baggs had seen the emperor once in a parade that came through London to celebrate the war victory. Emperor Daman had been perched on a throne atop a motorcar, surrounded by bullet resistant glass. The crowd around him either cheered or booed, but Emperor Daman wasn’t watching them. He was staring off into the distance, as though in a trance. He had broad shoulders, stony eyes, and curly black hair. His left cheek was all scar tissue—hard, calloused, and dry. During an assassination attempt, someone had shot him in the face with a shotgun. It blew the man’s left cheekbone and most of the teeth on the left side of his face to the floor. Emperor Daman had been eating with his family when the man broke into his home and shot him. Legend told that the Emperor didn’t wait for his guards to take the man out, but instead shoved a steak knife into the intruder’s neck while saying, “Good try.” Baggs believed the legend. As the emperor rode in between the crowds of people, and stared off into space, Baggs thought, he’s not human. He’s not like the rest of us.
Emperor Daman spent his days reading about old wars, and controlling armies against computer simulations. He had a library devoted to Hitler, and he was said to have a statue of George Washington in his bedroom.
His greatest obsession, though, was with ancient Rome. The absolute power that they held over the world was, as he saw it, the greatest thing any civilization could accomplish. In his idolization of the ancient culture, he developed a sick fascination with its crude forms of entertainment.
That was why he remade the Colosseum. The original Colosseum was an enormous stadium in Ancient Rome that could seat 100,000 spectators in circular bleacher seats. In the middle of the stadium seats was a large area of sand where crowds would watch bloody games such as fights to the death between men, and sometimes men versus exotic animals.
The Colosseum that was built in New Rome could seat 200,000 people.
Gladiators were the central aspect of the Colosseum in ancient Rome, as they were in New Rome. In both cases, they were highly trained swordsmen who fought to the death in front of great crowds. Baggs had never been to the Colosseum, but he had seen a battle on television when he was little. He didn’t want Maggie and Olive to watch such things.
Emperor Daman stated that he desired a unique aspect added to the shows at the Colosseum, and so he created Outlive. Outlive was similar to gladiator fights, except they were conducted with normal citizens. Really, the only prerequisite to competing in Outlive was to sign up. People in good health, people in bad health, the old and the young alike competed.
Typically, Outlive was a team event that was held in the Colosseum. During the television event Baggs had watched, the competitors were divided into 20 teams of 10 people. The Colosseum floor was filled with salt water, and angry sharks. The competitors were then placed on wooden boats around the arena and given sledgehammers, swords, and axes. The last team standing was the only one to live.
As an incentive, people who competed in Outlive were given an allowance of CreditCoins that they could give to the family they left behind. Baggs looked at the amount that was being promised for the coming episode and felt his heart flutter.
 
SPECIAL: 20,000 CREDITCOIN COMPENSATION TO ALL PARTICIPANTS
 
Baggs stared at that number. 20,000 would be enough CreditCoins to feed Olive, Tessa and Maggie for the next ten years, or more if it was well rationed. If Baggs entered, Maggie and Olive could eat ice cream more than once a year. His daughters wouldn’t die prematurely of malnutrition. And, Baggs told himself, it’s not even guaranteed that I’ll die.
NO! Baggs thought, and folded the paper over and pushed it aside. I have a job. No matter what they pay, I’m not going to leave Olive and Maggie fatherless. I’m not going to fight someone to the death.
Baggs was appalled that he had even considered the idea.
“Almost done, Meester Baggers,” Mr. Krass said. He had cut a straight line up through ninety percent of the cast. Baggs breathed in deeply through his nose, inhaling the old man’s second hand smoke and thinking for the second time that afternoon, I could use a cigarette. The scissors moved higher up his arm, cut the last bit, and then the cast had a slice up the middle of it. “You can take your arm out, now, Meester Baggers,” Krass said, and then dropped his cigarette into the coffee mug Tessa had supplied. The embers hissed like an angry cat as they hit the water.
As Baggs moved his right hand up to open the cast, he thought, it’s not set right. Something doesn’t feel right. When Mr. Krass set the bone, he didn’t do a good job. I knew it then. But after his third try, I was in too much pain to request that the man try again.
Baggs remembered how he and Olive had gone up to Mr. Krass’s right after his fall. Silent tears streamed down Olive’s face as Mr. Krass examined her father’s wrist. “Eet is broken,” Krass told him. Baggs wanted to say, “Oh! Is that why it looks like I have two wrists now? Gee, thanks!” But he had held his tongue. A few minutes later, Mr. Krass had both of his bony hands around Baggs’s left wrist and was standing atop his kitchen table, stooped so that his balding head didn’t hit the already cracked ceiling. The old man’s apartment was filthy and smelled of mildew. “Ready, Meester Baggers?” Krass asked. Baggs was sitting in a chair below Mr. Krass, his left, broken arm held above him in Krass’s hands. The former nurse’s knees were bent, so that he could apply as much force as possible to the throbbing agony that was Baggs’s forearm.
“Do it,” Baggs had said.
In one awful jerking motion, Krass straightened his knees, his back, and tried to lift Baggs off the ground by his hand. Baggs refrained from screaming for his daughter’s sake, but when Krass stopped pulling, he felt lightheaded from the pain. “Did you get it?” he asked.
“No, one more time.” Without warning, Krass pulled again; cords of muscle and tendons stood out on his neck. Baggs felt nothing slide back into place, he felt only pain. The third time was the same, except Krass asserted that he had indeed relocated the bone. It didn’t look or feel relocated to Baggs, but he was sweating by this time, and not thinking straight. The old man then got out the washcloths and rubber cement.
“Open it up, daddy,” Maggie said, bringing Baggs back to the present. He realized that he had been staring at his cast for a minute or two, procrastinating seeing what was inside. 
“Er, yeah. I’m just thinkin’ of how to do it best,” Baggs said, and his right hand moved over to open up the cast.
Don’t scream.
Shut up!
If you can’t play piano anymore, I’m sure the emperor would love to compensate you for an entertaining death in Outlive.
SHUT UP!
Baggs put his fingers into the crack that Mr. Krass had created, and pried it open. He was surprised by how badly his arm smelled. The skin was pale, wrinkled, and his arm had shrunk slightly from not being used. His arm slipped out of the cast and he held it up to the light to examine it.
Tessa, who was standing behind Mr. Krass, bit her lip.
Baggs wiggled his fingers back and forth, standing up simultaneously.
“How does eet feel, Meester Baggers?”
“Good, doc. You did really well.”
“You can move it, daddy?” Maggie asked.
“Oh, yeah.”
“Where are you going?” asked Tessa. Baggs had moved towards the door.
“I’ve got to go to Greggor’s. I want to see if I can play.”
“Do you think you can?”
“Oh, yeah. My hand feels great. Sorry to rush out, Mr. Krass. See you tonight, Tessa. Girls.”
“Bye, daddy,” Maggie and Olive said in unison.
“Baggs, wait just a…” came Tessa’s voice, but Baggs didn’t wait to hear what she was going to say. He shut the door as though he hadn’t heard her and threw open the door to the stairwell. He was out of shape, but he ran up multiple flights of stairs until he came to the roof of Apartment Building 5160. He went out, shut the door behind him, and slid to a seated position with his back against the door.
He didn’t mean to be rude to Tessa in leaving so abruptly, but he felt he had to get out of there. He didn’t want to scream in front of his children.
Now, sitting alone and examining his hand, he didn’t scream, but instead began to hyperventilate.
“I’m done. I’m done. We’re done.” He whispered to himself.
The harsh light from the sun above did not flatter Baggs’s pale left hand. His suspicion had been right; Mr. Krass had not properly set the radius back into place. The misplaced bone stretched the skin on the underside of his forearm. He could indeed wiggle all of his fingers, but for some mechanical reason or another, the range of motion of his left thumb and pointer finger was limited to tiny back and forth motions.
I will not be able to play piano at the required standard.
Tessa, Maggie and Olive will starve. We will be like the McKesson family. Maybe they’ll shoot us too. Maybe they’ll kill my girls on the street before I die. Maybe I’ll hear their screams. Or maybe the bullets will go through their heads and there won’t be much hollering.
“NO!” Baggs shouted. A crow took flight off the roof.
Baggs panted for a moment, sweat running down his face. He supposed that he should at least try to play piano before thinking that all hope for his family was lost.
Not all hope is lost—there’s always Outlive.
Baggs shuddered. He tried to move the thumb on his left hand in small circles. The task was impossible.
Maybe I can still play. I won’t know until I try.
He stood up on trembling knees and walked over to the side of the roof. He took the fire escape down the side of the building and walked the back way, down the stinking alley and towards the suburbs that stood between his apartment and Greggor’s shop. As he walked, his hands were shaking so badly that it took him a long time to light his cigarette. 
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              Baggs walked through London. After ten minutes of walking, he had calmed down some. There was a cool breeze blowing through the streets. He lit another cigarette; this time his hands weren’t shaking as much, and so it was easier to light.
              Smoking two cigarettes in a row was odd for Baggs, but he was remarkably stressed, and felt that the cigarettes were necessary. He knew that he would be upset later for not spacing his smokes out more, but didn’t really care.
              If I enter Outlive, I won’t have to worry about cigarette rationing anymore. Corpses don’t care much for nicotine.
              SHUT UP!
              These thoughts made his hands tremble again. He knew that if he entered Outlive he would have a better shot at making it than most people, because of his size, but that didn’t mean that the prospect was good. He looked at his deformed left wrist and wiggled his fingers. Since he began his walk, no magic had occurred and his left thumb and pointer finger still would not move more than slight wobbles back and forth.
              Baggs weaved in and out of the weeds that were taking over the road, and looked up at the high-rises that dominated the London scenery.
              Baggs was thirty-three years old. The year was 2082.
              Baggs inhaled smoke as he walked up the road. He was the only person on the street. He could hear helicopter blades clipping through the sky far away, and the hum of air conditioning units installed in the old windows of the surrounding apartments. Something about that moment made him feel surreal. He reflected on his society and life, trying to make sense of what could have brought him to this situation.
              He connected it all with something he had once read in the library. 
              Baggs and Tessa spent a lot of time in the library with their daughters. The libraries in London were old, dusty, and unattractive, but contained a lot of readable material. Since Olive and Maggie couldn’t go to school (school was far too expensive for a family like the Baggers) Tessa and Baggs took on the responsibility of educating their daughters. The library was the ideal place to foster Olive’s and Maggie’s intellectual growth. It wasn’t hard for Baggs and Tessa to find time to take their daughters to the library; Tessa didn’t have a job, and Baggs’s piano concerts only took up three nights a week, if he was lucky. They taught Olive and Maggie to read, write, do basic arithmetic, and gave them history lessons. They usually spent the first few hours of a day roaming around the library, all of them reading what they each liked. Then, they’d come together at one of the tables in the middle and the parents would hold lessons for their daughters. While researching a history lesson for Olive and Maggie, Baggs had come across an article written in the late twentieth century in which the scholar predicted that computers would be smarter than humans in 2020. Baggs found this humorous in the same way that he found all the recent false predictions of the apocalypse (2000, 2012, 2020, 2041, 2050, 2066) humorous. Technological development had come to a standstill around 2030, and at that time computers were nowhere near as sophisticated as the human brain.
              Baggs liked to consider himself a bit of a scholar who didn’t have any degrees. He had only been in school until he was ten, but he continued his education outside of traditional academia, always finding himself most content and stimulated when learning something new. People were often taken off guard by his vast stores of knowledge, probably because his large stature and overtly masculine appearance came with certain prejudices. Baggs didn’t mind. He loved learning because he loved learning, not because he wanted people to think that he loved learning.
              Baggs had a theory about the way the world was, which came out of years of study and his experiences as an impoverished citizen; he believed that technological development had reached a certain threshold, and then had caused a chain reaction that stopped technological development. “Hear me out on this!” Baggs was accustomed to telling people, after they heard his introduction to the theory. “Just listen to me through on this one, and if you don’t like what I have to say, I’ll let you have one of my smokes. How’s that for a deal?” The argument went as follows: Technological capacity led to fewer people working. The reason that Tessa couldn’t go and get a job at McDonalds was because a robot flipped all the hamburgers. Why would a restaurant owner want to pay Tessa minimum wage to do a job that a machine could do for practically nothing? Robots built houses, they crunched numbers to do taxes, they gardened, they cleaned houses, they drove cars, they flew planes, they were cashiers, telemarketers, they were greeters at stores, they knit quilts, they filed forms, they cleaned swimming pools, they washed clothes, they purified water, they painted boats, they printed documents, they refrigerated food, they were installed in cardiac patients’ chests to restart their hearts should they fail, they killed cows for fast food burgers and then cut and packaged the meat, they walked dogs, some of them looked and acted like dogs, they performed vasectomies, fixed plumbing, they repaired automobiles, they changed oil in other robots, they fixed robots, they built other robots, and they did much, much more. Tessa and Baggs weren’t the only people that robots were pushing out of the work force. Unemployment rates were at an all time high. At the same time, however, some people were becoming very rich. These were mostly business owners, who owned the robots who did taxes, cleaned pools, flipped hamburgers, and so on. The gap between wealthy and poor grew with unemployment rates. The emperor and his council recognized that the wealthy had all of the power in the society of New Rome, and so they made policies that aligned with the upper class’s views. For instance, the government deemed it unfair for a young child to be granted an education just because they live within the borders of New Rome. And so, a law was put into place that allowed only the highest echelon of taxpayers the right to send their children to school free of charge. The rest were only allowed an education for a high price. Less than one percent of New Rome’s youth was being educated. This led to a less skilled population, and halted technological development. “So you see,” Baggs was accustomed to saying, “Technological development stopped technological development, in a roundabout sort of way.”
              Baggs smoked, frowning as he looked around him.
              The implications of technology and of a lower class that couldn’t rise up out of poverty were everywhere. These were the quintessential features of New Rome. To Baggs, the consequences were forced upon his every sense.
              He could smell the consequences. They smelled like the Thames River, which used to have fish in it. The smell of the river now reminded him of a time when a rat had died in the walls of his apartment. The smell was sharp and nauseating. There was also the smell of the streets, which reeked of garbage, especially when you passed a gutter.
              He could feel the consequences. The mega-rich had put in place legislation to make breaking the sound barrier legal over certain parts of the city of London. These corresponded to the parts where the poorest individuals lived. Baggs would be lying in bed at night, sleeping, and would awake with the floor trembling, and the sound of saucers and plates falling from where they were placed in the kitchen to shatter on the floor as a jet broke the sound barrier low over the city. Baggs could feel the consequences of the new technologies and the legislation in his stomach when they couldn’t buy any more food until he had another concert. He could feel it in his pounding heart that morning as he watched Mr. Krass cut his cast off, wondering if his family would starve. Baggs could feel the consequences as they manifested themselves in terrible remorse when he denied Olive a slice a cake every year on her birthday.
              He could hear the consequences. These usually came at night, when the man in the apartment above them beat his wife. The sounds included her screams, sharp slaps, slurred and angry yelling from her husband (“you bitch whore slut!”), and the sound of heavy objects, such as the woman’s head, being slammed into the walls and floor. The screams were terrified, begging screams. On one particularly bad night, Baggs had gone up the stairwell to see if she needed help. He knocked on the door to the apartment that stood exactly one story above them, feeling silly as he did so. The woman on the other side continued to scream, and the man that lived there continued to call her names, as though no one was knocking. Baggs continued to knock. He was nervous now. No one answered. The woman’s cries of “Please! No! No!” grew louder and more desperate. Baggs knocked harder, feeling a mixture of apprehension and disgust for what was happening behind the door. No answer. Baggs proceed to kick the door with the bottom of his shoe, throwing his body into the barrier so hard that it bent in with each blow. He was trying to break the door down. After a few of these kicks, the door did open, and a young man greeted Baggs by brandishing a steak knife in his face. The youth was tall and wiry. He didn’t look nearly as strong as Baggs, but there was a crazed aspect about his speech and flashing yellow-green eyes that made Baggs recoil a bit. “If you don’t stop banging on the door, I’m going to kill her! I’m only playing with her! But if you keep banging, I’ll kill her! Swear to God! That what you want, mate? Blood on your hands, you psycho? ‘Cause I’ll kill her,” the youth said. He was shirtless and most of his torso was tattooed. Baggs retreated, not wanting to get stabbed by the rusty knife, and yelled, “I’m calling the police!” The youth laughed, and shut the door. Before he did so, Baggs got a glimpse of the youth’s wife. Her lip was bloody and so swollen that it looked like it had sustained multiple bee stings. Over half of her skin was darkened with contusions. Baggs had gone downstairs to the payphone on the street and called the police. The man who took his call was attentive at first, but after hearing where Baggs lived, sounded like he was only half listening. “Yeah, yeah, we’ll send someone over, pronto.” No law enforcement officers ever showed up. They saw no reason to waste their resources on some girl who probably didn’t pay a dime in taxes. No one was reprimanded for the negligence. Twelve years later, Baggs still heard the same screaming, hollering, and pounding two or three times a week. The sounds didn’t stop there, though. There were also gunshots, out on the streets and sometimes they heard them in their very apartment building. When there were gunshots in the building, Olive and Maggie knew to come and sleep with their parents—it was a rule they had. There were also the sounds of hungry babies crying, of wild dogs snarling at unattended children on the streets, and of the raspy voices of the beggars. These weren’t the worst, though. Sometimes, Baggs and Tessa heard the sound of the handle on their front door jiggle in the dead of night as criminals went in armed packs from door to door of Apartment Building 5160, systematically looking for an unlocked occupancy so that they could storm in and take whatever goods were inside. Baggs had a neighbor who had forgotten to lock his door once; they didn’t kill him, they only knocked him out by stomping on his head. Each night, the Baggers locked their front door thoroughly; they locked the door handle, two deadbolts, two chain locks, and also lodged a chair underneath the handle. When Baggs went to the bathroom in the middle of the night, he always checked to make sure that his daughters were still in bed and that the door was still secure.
              The consequences could be tasted in old, dry tobacco, stale bread, and the metallic taste of the faucet water. Baggs found that if he drank too much tap water too fast, he got heartburn. He could taste the consequences on the single toothbrush that the Baggers had all shared for the past ten years.
              The consequences were most apparent in the sights, though. Olive’s skinny ribs. The cracked windows of the apartment buildings. And the mansions in the suburbs with pristine green lawns, statues out front, and healthy young boys and girls playing catch in the front lawn, smiling in carefree ways that Baggs rarely saw his daughters do. They can smile that way because they’re not afraid of starving.
              Baggs stood on the pavement just before he entered Rolling Gardens, one of the nicer neighborhoods in London, and finished his cigarette. Rolling Gardens was between him and Greggor’s place; it was the kind of neighborhood where when you called the police, they actually came. The humans that lived in those houses probably saw doctors when they were sick, drank clean water, and had never seen the message, “SORRY, YOU DO NOT HAVE ENOUGH CREDITCOINS FOR THIS PURCHASE,” flash on a computer screen when trying to buy food for their families. Baggs dropped his cigarette and then stomped it out, just beyond the nice neighborhood.
              Before continuing on, he turned and looked at the Happy Jack fast-food kiosk on the corner of a deserted London building. For the price of 8.99CC he could get a cheeseburger, and his stomach was growling. I could use some food before I go and meet with Greggor. I need to be sharp when I talk with him.
              Baggs’s mouth watered at the thought of the greasy food, with melted cheese. 
              But then he shook his head. Let’s see how Greggor’s goes before I buy any more food.
              He knew he wouldn’t actually buy a cheeseburger, though. He hadn’t had one in over half a year. Tonight, he would have a small portion of the cheapest noodles on the market, like he did every night.
              Still hungry, Baggs entered the pristine streets of Rolling Gardens. The pavement was monochromatic gray, and completely void of cracks. On either side of him were homes that stretched back and sideways and up so far that it struck Baggs as gluttonous. On a previous day he had systematically taken stock of how tall each house was. He found that none of them seemed to have fewer than six floors, and most had around ten. They all shared similar features. The homes had dustless glass windows that were cleaned on a weekly basis. There were living flowers in their front yards at all times of the year. They had front porches bigger than the Baggers’ apartment, and sofas on their decks that were bigger than the bed Olive and Maggie shared.
              Baggs looked down at his hand and gritted his teeth in frustration. He knew that if he lived in one of those houses, he could afford to get his hand fixed. There were physicians who could easily mend his deformed hand, but none would, because he didn’t have the money.
              His mind flashed to Olive’s ribs beneath her t-shirt. Her skinny shoulders.
              She’s going to starve.
              NO!
              Just enter Outlive, why don’t you?
              NO! SHUT UP!
              Baggs was almost out of the neighborhood when he saw something appalling happening in the side yard of a giant, grey rock home. A woman wearing beige slacks and a crisp, white, dry-cleaned button down was walking across her lawn, carrying a cake encased in a plastic container to the trash bin. Baggs felt his cheeks flush as he watched her. The cake appeared to be red velvet, and divided into five layers by thick sheets of white, sugary icing. She opened up the bin, and placed it delicately inside.
              Baggs, thinking about how neither of his daughters had ever tasted cake in their lives, spoke to the woman without considering the consequences of such an action. Her side yard was so far away from the street that he had to shout; “Uhh! Ma’m! Uhh! If there’s nothing wrong with that cake, uhh…”
              Baggs stopped speaking.
              The woman froze where she stood on her walkway. Her jaw trembled for a moment; her blue eyes were fixed on Baggs. She took two steps backwards, and then put her hands up, palms facing Baggs. She was acting like Baggs was a rabid dog. He probably sounded just as uncontrollable and foreign to this plastic surgery ridden woman, asking to take something out of her trash bin. Baggs became uncomfortably aware of his tangled mess of thick black hair atop his head and running over his chin and above his lips. He saw the woman’s eyes move over him, and he became aware of his size, and of how much his shoulders filled out his XL t-shirt, which said: “BOUYETTE PRIDE MARCHING BAND!” Tessa had found the shirt in the library, wadded up behind a stack of old psychology manuals. She brought the shirt home, washed it in the sink, hung it up in their apartment, and even though he didn’t know what the Bouyette Pride Marching Band was, it became his favorite shirt; it was the only one he owned that fit him properly and didn’t have holes in it. Baggs realized that the woman felt very threatened by his appearance. He copied her stance, holding his hands up, palms out so that she could see them. Her eyes went to his massive hands, and he thought, if I were smaller, this would be a submissive gesture, but it looks like I’m showing off my size. It looks like I’m showing her that my hands could hurt her. She probably sees my broken left arm and thinks that I broke my arm in a fight. She sees me as violent. She thinks I’ll hurt her.
              “I’m not going to hurt you!” Baggs shouted. After the words left his mouth, and he heard them spoken in his deep, booming, cigarette-gritty voice, he regretted them.
              The woman took two more steps towards the door, and tilted her head slightly so that her shout would carry inside: “GEORGE! GEORGE!” She shrieked, sounding like a bird.
              Baggs turned and ran like a criminal, even though he had done nothing wrong. The woman would probably call the police on him, and they’d believe whatever story she told if she wanted to press charges. He ran until he was out of Rolling Gardens, and back in the stinking city, where he began to walk, his heart thudding fast.
              This world isn’t made for guys like me, he thought.
              He passed a storefront where an advertisement for Outlive was posted with the 20,000 CC reward for competitors.
              Baggs shook his head and kept walking towards Greggor’s.
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              This is it, Baggs thought.
              As he opened up the front door to Greggor’s All Things Piano Store, he wondered more explicitly than he had at any other time that day if he might be in denial regarding the shape of his hand. Walking all the way over here seems like something I would do if I actually thought I could play.
              But there’s still a chance. Maybe my hand works well enough to play.
              Greggor was Baggs’s piano agent and supplied theaters, piano bars, and churches with pianists. Recalling his thoughts while walking through Rolling Gardens, Baggs wondered why pianists, unlike burger flippers, accountants, and house cleaners were still humans instead of robots. Robots could play piano much better than any human. Baggs thought that maybe it was more exciting to watch a human play piano than a robot because a human might mess up. He didn’t know if this was the real reason, but it was the only one he came up with.
              Baggs entered through the threshold and shut the front door. Greggor’s smelled as it always had—of lemony wood polisher. The interior of the building was covered in shining wood, much of it coated in shellac. There were wooden bookcases built into the walls in which volumes of beautiful, leather-bound books sat unread for years on end. There was a thick rug on the floor with patterns of red and yellow flowers stitched into the design. On Baggs’s left there were leather armchairs that faced a HoloVision Box in which a rerun of Outlive was being shown. There were no pianos in the entry room. In order to see a piano, you had to speak with Greggor, and if he believed you to be a serious customer (rich), he would take you into the back and show you the models he carried. He said that he didn’t want little pauper kids running their dirty hands on his keys. On the left, guarded by closed, shellacked wooden doors was a staircase that went to a higher level. On the higher levels, there were small one-room compartments where piano players could rent time on a keyboard owned by Greggor. If you had a lot of money, you could rent time on a grand piano.
              Baggs always played on one of the keyboards, but he never had to pay Greggor any money to do so. Because Greggor was Baggs’s agent, it was in Greggor’s best interest to allow Baggs to practice for free so that he would arrive at his gigs in the best playing condition possible.
              Greggor was the agent of many pianists. Baggs knew his place among the other pianists. He knew that, though he sometimes fancied himself to be the best of Greggor’s pianists, Greggor did not agree with this view. Greggor’s favorite was a man named Jacque LeDoomas, who at that moment was standing beside Greggor’s desk, chatting with him, and so Baggs would have to wait.
              He took a seat on the sofa and tried to not watch the HoloVision Box, where some citizens of New Rome were killing each other.
              Baggs diverted his attention to the desk where Jacque LeDoomas was speaking with Greggor. Greggor was, by self-proclamation, homosexual. He was a short, bald, fat man who wore over ten shiny rings on his fingers and always smelled strongly of cologne. His skin was rubbery from tanning so much, and almost as dark as the shellacked wood that encased his entryway, even though he was Caucasian. Greggor always wore shiny leather shoes, tight patterned pants (sometimes stripes, sometimes polka-dots, sometimes flowers), and a long sleeved, usually white, guayabera. Accessories that Greggor sometimes wore were hats, sunglasses, and dangling earrings. Today, Baggs couldn’t help but notice the man’s pierced nipples through his thin shirt. Are those new? Baggs wondered.
              Jacque LeDoomas was a self-proclaimed heterosexual, although he often flirted with Greggor. Jacque was also bald, but tall and lean. He had features that looked like they were chiseled out of stone, such as high cheekbones and an enormous jaw. When he talked or chewed, muscles moved on the top of his shiny head. Jacque had one daughter and a beautiful wife.
              He flirts with him so that he gets better gigs than the other pianists. It’s unfair.
              Greggor was sitting atop his own desk with his knees facing Jacque as they spoke. He looked up at the handsome, younger man, his eyes sparkling as he listened to Jacque’s joke. They were talking in hushed voices and Baggs couldn’t hear what they were saying. Greggor probably didn’t even notice me come in. When Jacque got to the punch line, he innocently put his palm on Greggor’s upper thigh, cackling away. His wedding band was shining.
              Baggs turned away, disgusted. He knew that if he became Greggor’s little pet, like Jacque, that he could be treated like a rich man, too. Jacque was paid considerably more than Baggs, even though he wasn’t a better pianist. Jacque was able to wear shirts that weren’t found in the library.
              Maybe if I flirted with him some, and explained that I was low on cash, he’d pay for me to get my arm fixed at the nearby hospital.
              Baggs watched as Greggor’s fat hand came over Jacque’s slender one on his upper thigh.
              Again, he turned away. I’m not as handsome as Jacque, anyway. Even if I did flirt with Greggor, he probably wouldn’t like it. There’s no way he’d pay for me to have an operation. No way.
              Sighing, he began to watch the rerun of Outlive on the HoloVision Box. Outlive and other Colosseum games were shown everywhere. They were shown on HoloVision Boxes and televisions for sale in stores, they were often played for waiting patients in doctor’s offices, and they were often shown at the Friday afternoon Media Time in the library. Baggs usually avoided watching the show. The violence made him uncomfortable. Except, for some reason (Because I think I’m going to enter. SHUT UP!), this time he was unable to look away.
              The HoloVision Box was a clear glass box, roughly the size of a one hundred gallon fish tank. Inside, Baggs saw holograms running across sandy ground, holding knives, swords and shields. The holograms were so realistic that it looked like tiny humans were encased in the HoloVision Box, and were having a very bloody, very violent war.
              Baggs leaned forward on the leather seat, hands clasped between his knees, and he got so close to the glass that his nose almost touched it. Though Baggs had only watched one full episode, he had seen enough Outlive in passing to recognize some of the trends. As he watched now, he saw that there appeared to be only two teams left. One was wearing helmets with blue and yellow on them, and the other was wearing purple and gold helmets. All the other teams had either been killed, or had achieved some accomplishment that allowed them to exit the arena alive.
              It always seemed silly to Baggs that the competitors of Outlive and the other events in the Colosseum were always dressed like gladiators in ancient Rome. Each male and female competitor wore leather sandals, metal helmets, leather body armor that was reinforced with different metals and ended in a skirt. Their weapons were crude instruments of old warfare, such as swords, axes, hammers, and sometimes bows. The emperor was a history fanatic; he wanted the competitors to look like they just stepped out of a time machine from ancient Rome.
              The sand in the middle of the New Roman Colosseum was intermittently splattered with an obscene amount of blood. As Baggs gazed down into the HoloVision Box, it honestly appeared like there was real sand inside there, with real blood on it, and real little humans running around with real little swords. He could see veins standing out on shoulders. He saw a finger lying in the sand. He saw a bald spot on a crudely decapitated head. He watched as the tiny humans breathed, their chests rising and falling beneath their primitive armor. The humans cast shadows that were at odds with the light in Greggor’s, because the sun on the day that this episode was recorded was not in the same place as Greggor’s lamps.
              The volume was turned down, but Baggs could still hear the roar of the crowd. There were walls and obstacles without roofs erected in the sand, behind which competitors could hide from one another. Baggs counted, and saw that there were five members of the purple and gold team left, and only two members of the blue and yellow team. The blue and yellow team was hiding behind a wall, swords drawn. The purple and gold team was hunting for them.
              The crowd’s roaring began to get louder as the purple and gold team got closer to the wall. They would soon find what they were looking for.
              Baggs’s heart began to pound as he watched. His pupils dilated.
              One of the competitors on the blue and yellow team looked like Baggs, but was a little smaller. He had a black beard, broad shoulder, and hairy arms.
              Baggs licked his lips. He completely forgot where he was while he watched the event. He tried to imagine what it would be like to be that competitor. He looked at every detail, trying to mentally transport himself into the arena.
              He saw that the man’s left arm had been cut badly, just below the shoulder. Blood was running down his arm, making it sticky. Baggs imagined how that would feel, standing there, in the middle of the blood soaked sand with two hundred thousand people screaming as he was hunted. He imagined his arm throbbing in pain, limp by his side. He imagined being light headed from blood loss, holding the sword in his right hand because his left was practically useless. He tried to imagine what the man must feel like, his back against a wall, not knowing when the other team would turn the corner and attack. He must be scared out of his mind! He must know that he will likely die soon!
              The crowd cheered on.
              Beside the bleeding competitor, whom Baggs was trying to picture himself as, was his teammate. His teammate was a gray haired old man who wouldn’t be much help in the fight to come. He had been stabbed in the stomach and was unsuccessfully trying to retain his blood by applying pressure to the wound.
              The purple and gold team got closer. They were crouched down, walking slowly. Baggs wondered if the blue and yellow team knew that they were coming. They probably know because the crowd’s cheering has intensified.
              Baggs wondered what it would be like to stand there beneath the hot sun and be hunted like that with all those dead corpses surrounding you. Some still had their eyes open. Some were facedown in pools of blood.
              When the purple and gold team was two steps away from the wall, the hairy man on the blue and yellow team charged.
              Baggs imagined himself doing everything that the hairy man was doing.
              He imagined the sand, damp with blood beneath his sandals. He imagined turning the corner and seeing five humans, swords in hand, standing before him. Did he know that there were going to be five of them when he charged? He imagined watching the gold and purple team back up at first as they saw his aggressive move. He copied the queer grin he saw on the hairy man’s face. He imagined his left arm limp beside him as he swung his sword with all the force he could muster, feeling the vibrations as the blow was blocked by an opponent’s steel weapon.
              Baggs was breathing rapidly. If I enter Outlive, will Tessa watch? I know that she doesn’t like to watch it normally, but will she watch if I’m on? If I die, will I be aware before the deathblow comes that I am about to leave this world? Will she understand that I did it for Maggie, for Olive and for her? Will Tessa know that I didn’t want to leave them—that I didn’t want to die a violent and merciless death in front of such a crowd? Will she know that I had no other option? How long after I’m gone will my daughters be heartbroken? How long will it take for Olive to forget about playing pony? Will they appreciate my sacrifice when they are older, and didn’t starve, and they’ve actually tasted cake?
              His eyes grew hot and welled up with tears.
              The hairy man was taken by surprise; while he was sparring with a man on the purple and gold team, a woman came forth and stabbed straight through his leather armor into his lower abdomen. Baggs imagined feeling the blade, first as a punch on his leather, and then going deeper and deeper until he looked down and saw that he couldn’t see the tip of the sword anymore. Where did it go!? Where did it go!? And what is this red?
              He imagined taking his sword and chopping a great gash in the woman’s neck. He imagined watching her fall to the sand, hands at her neck, and her eyes that say, why did you do that? He wondered the same thing; Why did I do that? It was apparent that I would die anyway! Why stab her? What’s wrong with me? Why hurt more people than necessary?
              I’m sorry! I wish that I could take it back!
              He imagined his sword, still lodged in her neck, and trying to pull it out and defend himself as the pack of purple and gold came up on him. He imagined seeing his own teammate run from behind the wall to his assistance, and watching him be taken down in a single swipe.
              I always thought that Tessa would be at my side as I died. Females usually live longer than males, and I smoke and she doesn’t. I always thought she would hold my hand as I take my last breath and float away into the unknowns of death that I fear so much. But now, as the crowd roars and these horrible warriors fall upon me, there is nothing to do but die here on the hot, unforgiving sand where no one loves me. I hope Tessa doesn’t see this. I hope my girls don’t see this. And I hope that they appreciate that I’m sacrificing my life for them.
              He felt the first blow—a blunt chop—ring against the metal helmet on his head. He felt a scream tearing up through his vocal cords that sounded like the high-pitched whine a teakettle makes as it lets off steam. He tried to pull back his sword, but it was still lodged in the woman’s neck. Another sword was still in his abdomen, and the red kept painting the ground. He heard the crowd’s sounds reach an even more frantic crescendo of noise, and thought, this is it; they know the deathblow is coming. He saw the sword, gleaming with sunlight as it was raised above him, and didn’t have time to see who was holding it as it came down, and slashed through the front of his neck and his windpipe.
              He tried to breathe, but couldn’t. He felt what it was like to know you’re going to die. He felt the red, hot liquid gush out over his front and then the other swords came down too. Merciless. Frantic. As mechanical and unforgiving as cancer that unknowingly grows to the point that its host can no longer live.
              “Baggs?”
              Baggs screamed, and jumped back from the HoloVision Box. His heart was thudding. He was back at Greggor’s. He wasn’t dead, and he would see Tessa, Olive and Maggie tonight.
              “Baggs, are you crying?” Greggor asked. 
              Baggs reached a palm up and felt that his cheeks were wet. “Yeah. Just allergies, though.” Baggs looked around and realized that Jacque was gone. “Could I use your bathroom, Greggor?”
              “Sure, go ahead.”
              Greggor looked worried. Baggs stood up, went inside the bathroom, and locked the door behind him. He flicked on the light and stared at himself in the mirror. His eyes were red and puffy. Big tears were glistening on the thick beard that covered his upper cheeks. His skin had taken on a pale, sickly color, and he felt like vomiting.
              Get it together! If Greggor thinks I’m a loon, he won’t want to endorse me. Calm yourself, Baggs.
              Baggs closed his eyes, but all he could see was the sword raised high above him, about to come down and slice his neck. He couldn’t believe how surreal what he had just experienced was. His knees were trembling and he put his hands around the lip of the sink so that he wouldn’t fall.
              It was only a show. It was only a rerun on a HoloVision box. 
              His eyes shot open and he backed up against the wall. He thought of his two little girls. He nibbled absently on his huge fist. He felt the tears coming back, but fought them off.
              “You’re okay, buddy,” he whispered to his red-eyed reflection in the mirror. It was what his dad used to tell him when he got sick as a little kid. “It’s going to be okay, child. It was just a show. It wasn’t real.”
              Baggs concentrated on breathing for a few moments, willing himself to calm down. He thought, you haven’t entered Outlive. You weren’t there. You just had a scare is all. Normal. That was normal. Now, go see if Greggor has any gigs. I’m sure that I’ll feel better once Greggor books me for a few gigs.
              Baggs flushed the toilet, turned on the faucet for a moment so it sounded like he was washing his hands, and then exited the bathroom. Greggor standing in the middle of the room, with his leathery arms crossed over his pudgy chest, staring at Baggs in the cautious way a person looks at a feral animal. Baggs made a point not to glance back at the HoloVision Box. He pretended not to notice the odd look that Greggor was giving him.
              “Greggor, it’s been too long, my friend,” he said, stopping a few feet from his agent and giving him a big, happy grin in which he showed most of his crooked teeth. Greggor had never explicitly said so, but Baggs believed that his agent didn’t like shaking hands with Baggs. Baggs thought that Greggor viewed him as dirty.
              “It has, it has,” Greggor said. He smiled back uneasily, showing a mouth with more gold teeth than white ones. Baggs was now close enough to see that Greggor’s nipple rings had diamonds on them. “How is your hand? Did you see that surgeon I recommended?”
              He’s so out of touch with what it’s like to be poor that he doesn’t understand most of us can’t afford to go see a doctor for basic vaccines. Why the hell do you think they get people to enter Outlive, you ignorant ass! Baggs thought. Do you think they’re just stupid? Do you think that they want to die? Can you not realize that some people actually don’t have any money and they are STARVING like Olive and Maggie are while you adorn your fat nipples with diamonds!
              Baggs held up his left hand and tried to not let the anger seep out in his tone. “Good as new. Yeah, I went and saw Dr. Turner. Real nice man.” Baggs did not feel guilty for lying to Greggor.
              Greggor frowned. “Your hand doesn’t look right, Baggs. You sure it’s okay?”
              “Oh, yeah. Doc Turner said it wouldn’t be pretty, but that I could still play. Say, you got any upcoming concerts or anything I could play at?”
              Greggor made a clucking motion with his tongue, and then pulled out his cell phone to consult his calendar. While he did so, Baggs continued to do his best to appear at ease. See, you still have a job. There’s no reason to enter the arena.
              “Next thing I got is a birthday party in two months,” Greggor said.
              “Two months?” Baggs said a little too loudly. His voice echoed throughout the room. His heart was flooded with adrenaline and began to pound against his rib cage.
              Greggor looked up at Baggs. “Is that a problem?”
              “Yeah, it kind of is! I need work, Greggor.” We’ll be out of CreditCoins long before two months are up. “You don’t have anything sooner?”
              “No. I’m not the one who was running through London with my daughter on my back and broke my wrist! Look, I did a lot for you as far as rescheduling when you couldn’t play, so don’t use a tone with me, or you can get the hell out of here! Got it?”
              Baggs swallowed. His mouth was dry. He thought of the McKesson family. Greggor had a temper, and if Baggs made him mad now, he’d be out of work for good. Greggor didn’t need Baggs, but Baggs needed Greggor. “Yeah. I understand. Just, ahhhh, if something comes up, maybe you could pass it along to me. Like, I don’t know, if someone breaks their wrist or something like that.” Baggs smiled. He had meant it as a joke, but Greggor was scowling at him.
              “I’ve got work to do, Baggs. Do you need anything else or are you just here to chinwag?”
              Baggs wanted to say, you weren’t busy when Jacque was here, chatting you up, touching your upper thigh, but he held his tongue. He said, “I actually wanted to get some practice time in.”
              Greggor went behind his desk and typed a few keys on his keyboard. “Just opened room 14. Go on ahead.”
              “Thanks, Greggor.” Baggs opened up the door to the staircase and began to walk upstairs.
              As he was on the lower steps, he heard from the HoloVision Box: “If you’re interested in a 20,000 CreditCoin reward, and would like to enter into the next episode of Outlive, contact us online at www.Outlive.com/applicants, or stop by your local media studio and meet with us in person.”
              Baggs thought, I bet most applicants just show up. I bet that not many people with internet would want to enter into such a lethal agreement. 
              Baggs continued to climb. Greggor called angrily behind him: “And I’m going to listen to you before I send you away to this birthday party. You’ll lose your spot if you can’t play with that hand of yours.”
              “Sure,” Baggs called back.
              He was perspiring lightly as he opened the door to room 14 and entered.
              The piano rooms had always been a place where Baggs found himself relaxing. The plastic black and white keys had always felt good under Baggs’s fingers. He had always had good associations with the smell of disinfectant. To Baggs, it had always felt and smelled like home.
              Now, the keys looked threatening, like the exposed teeth of a feral dog. The smell stung his nostrils.
              He pulled back the chair, squeezed his body in between the seat and the keyboard, and sat down. The keyboard rooms were no bigger than closets, and they filled the hallways of the building’s second floor. Each of the compartments was sound proof, which Baggs was thankful for. He didn’t know if he would be able to experiment on the keyboard if he thought that Greggor might hear.
              He was also thankful that the room was soundproof so that he didn’t hear any more noises from the Outlive rerun drifting up the stairs.
              Baggs looked behind himself to see if the door was shut properly and then, knowing that no one could hear him, began to talk to himself. He sometimes liked to do this in the keyboard rooms; he found that it helped him to gather his thoughts.
              “Okay, before I start, am I seriously considering signing up for Outlive?”
              The big man just breathed for a moment, thinking. He recalled the terrified expression on the hairy man’s face as they ripped him apart with their blades. He kept his hands on his lap, as though if he put them on the keys the keyboard might bite him.
              “How much will the birthday party pay? Greggor didn’t say. Maybe fifty. Maybe less. Enough to eat for ten days, probably. But that’s in two months! We’ll be completely out of capital in two weeks, three at the most.”
              He breathed some more. He couldn’t believe that he was actually having this conversation with himself. He felt like the walls were moving in on him, slowly, until they were the size of a coffin. He tried to calm down. His throat felt tight. His chest felt heavy.
              The Baggers had been in economic jams before, but nothing like this. They had one hundred and five CreditCoins in their account and literally no way to get more for two more months. The cheapest calories they could buy were in noodles. A pack of dried noodles cost them 4.99 CCs, which was cheaper than buying a single apple. The noodle package suggested that it contained four servings. The four Baggers were able to make a package last a day, but that was if they demonstrated a lot of self control and remained hungry at all times.
              And what is eating only noodles every day doing to all our bodies? Baggs wondered. When money was good, he and Tessa would buy peanut butter and each of the Baggers would eat one bite after their dinner of plain, gray noodles.
              The thought of eating any more noodles made Baggs’s stomach do a flip. He had been eating the same thing every day for years, and his body was sick of it.
              But then another, more awful thought than having to eat noodles again slipped into his mind: If I don’t enter Outlive, in three weeks my kids won’t have even noodles to eat.
              Baggs closed his eyes for five seconds and was tempted to cry. He opened his eyes and gritted his teeth.
              “What if we ate less?” he said out loud. He could hear that his own voice was shaking, but he ignored it. “We could cut down on how much food we all eat.” He stared at the wall, doing quick math in his head. “If we each eat only a third of what we have been…”
              He stopped, shaking his head. The uncomfortable lump in his throat had grown to the size of a tennis ball. Cutting back on food wasn’t an option. It would stunt their children’s growth. The amount they were eating was the bare minimum. And, there were other expenses, too. They had to buy soap, toothpaste, and would have to buy more clothes when Olive and Tessa grew more. Rent, water and electricity were free, thanks to the Gates Initiative, which was a charity started long ago that helped poorer people attain some commonly needed items. The Gates Initiative helped, but it couldn’t do everything. It was illegal to give such items as food to the poor. As the legislation said, “This law is enacted to prevent the growth of ‘social parasites’ among the impoverished.” 
              Baggs looked down at his malformed left wrist. He could hear his heartbeat in his ears. He had walked all the way to this side of town to practice just to be told that it didn’t matter. There was nothing left to consider. The amount of money they had wouldn’t last two more months, and they couldn’t get more for two more months.
              Baggs blinked. He knew that there was no other way to make money. He had spent the past six weeks trying desperately to find some other way, while his wrist was broken and he couldn’t play piano.
              He sat there, staring at the chipped paint on the wall, breathing in the smell of the piano room. He thought, I love my life; I don’t want it to be over.
              A dull fear was tugging at his throat and chest. He pushed it away and turned to the piano.
              His fingers came up to the keys and he lost himself for a time, pressing on the white and black plastic and listening to the sound bounce back to him. As he had expected, the pointer finger and thumb on his left hand were useless, but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t be a pianist anymore anyways. The math just didn’t add up.
              Baggs played for another hour, missing notes occasionally because of his deformity. He didn’t mind that he was missing notes. He wasn’t lying to himself anymore, and was purely playing for pleasure. He played a lot of different songs, but kept coming back to Moonlight Sonata. When he was done, he turned off the piano, and headed downstairs. Greggor was not in the entryway, and he slipped out the front door into the London night. 
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              Baggs was on his fourth cigarette by the time he reached Rolling Gardens. His eyes were bloodshot. He was exhausted from being terrified all day, and that awful, clawing mix of horror and grief in his throat just wouldn’t stop gnawing at him.
              This time, he didn’t pause and finish his cigarette before entering the nicer neighborhood. Baggs’s feet didn’t miss a beat as they continued to walk into Rolling Gardens in his threadbare old shoes and the shirt that his wife had found in the public library.
              He could now see that he was facing a no-win scenario. He was in an awful situation with no way out. There were no charities or organizations to help people like Baggs. Charities like that were illegal. As people argued, lifting the poor out of poverty disturbed the natural order of things. Baggs wondered if the legislation was just to ensure that people kept entering Outlive.
              He inhaled angrily from his cigarette.
              If he didn’t do something desperate, his family would die like the McKesson family.
              When faced with a no-win scenario, the only option is to take the road with the least amount of loss. If Baggs and Tessa tried to feed Olive and Maggie one third the amount of food they were currently eating and coast by for two more months, Baggs felt sure that Olive simply would go to bed one night and not wake up in the morning. Then how would I feel? Pretty damn terrible.
              He had made up his mind that he would wake up early next morning and present himself to the media studio as a contestant for Outlive. He would probably die on the sand.
              “But first, I’m going to have one more good night with my family.”
              The sky was dark, and the clouds drifted in wispy formations high above as Baggs came to the front of the giant, grey, rock home where he had seen the woman throw the cake away into the garbage bin earlier. His plan was to tread slowly up the walkway, open up the garbage bin, and examine the cake. If the desert wasn’t obtusely moldy, he would take it, and tonight, as he spent his last hours with his daughters, he would watch Olive take her first bites of cake. If he caught a glimpse of the lady he had seen earlier, he would run. It had worked last time.
              Baggs dropped his cigarette on the street, stomped it out, and began to walk on the rocky stepping-stones that led to the side yard where the bins were kept. The lawn was utterly void of weeds, and as Baggs looked upon the purple, yellow, and red flowers that sprang up from the black soil in the various gardens, he compared the unnatural plant life in front of the home to the plastic-surgery ridden face of the housewife he had seen throwing the cake away. He thought of his current situation, and of how for the price of one of that woman’s aesthetic, elective surgeries, he could feed his family for the next two decades and not have to enter Outlive.
              But she doesn’t see me as a fellow human, Baggs thought. He remembered how her eyes had widened as he held up his hands to her, as though he was some beast that had escaped from the zoo and wandered into the neighborhood.
              Baggs took a quick scan around and saw that no neighbors were watching him. It was dark, and so he was well hidden, outside of the glow cast by the porch light. He was thankful that it was still early enough in the night that security systems probably weren’t turned on yet.
              Then came a loud, mechanical roar from Baggs right, and he jumped back so fast that he almost fell over. He whipped his head around and saw with relief that the noise was only someone in a nearby house leaving in their helicopter.
              A cold wind kissed Baggs’s sweat-drenched face. He watched the helicopter rising higher into the sky, and for a moment considered turning around and just heading home.
              No! This is my last night with her and she wants cake!
              Baggs made it to the trash receptacle and looked around once more for anyone watching—no one. He opened up the lid and saw the cake, still in its plastic container. It had been bought at the grocery store three days ago, and didn’t expire until tomorrow.
              Baggs felt a grin of joy come on his face as he thought of Olive tasting the cake. He would tell Tessa that some client gave it to Greggor and he didn’t want it because he’s on a diet.
              And maybe if I can keep stealing food like this, I won’t have to enter Outlive.
              The cake was beautiful. The icing was thick, and decorated with balloons made of sugar. Baggs almost laughed with joy as he reached toward the container.
              Then, he felt something tear at his left arm and he was brought to the ground with enough force to make him lose his breath. He screamed as something needle-sharp tore and tugged at his left shoulder. Instinctually, he balled his right hand into a fist and struck the thing that was making him bleed. His hand struck something solid, unmoving, and strong.
              Lights flicked on in yards and inside of windows all around Rolling Gardens. A spotlight came on above him and illuminated the side yard as though it was daylight. He screamed again, tried to get up, and was subdued.
              Baggs turned his head and felt all hope drain from him. The thing that was restraining him was a K9. Not wanting to be hurt further, he lay down on the rocks and submitted to the robot, saying, “I give up. I’m laying down.”
              K9s were robotic dogs. Many of them were used in the military, by police forces, and, as in the case of the one biting Baggs, for home security. Baggs had to consciously remind himself that the thing was not an animal; it looked so incredibly alive, and closely resembled the appearance of a Rottweiler.
              The K9’s ‘skin’ was black, well oiled leather that reminded Baggs of a baseball glove. Thick leather stitching ran tightly up different parts of its body, holding the robot’s outermost layer in place. The eyes were white, lubricated spheres with dark brown irises that opened and closed to alter the amount of light let inside the visual processing components of the computer by way of black pupils. The K9 had whiskers made of metal antennas. Its teeth were made of shiny titanium that was currently covered with Baggs’s blood. As Baggs stared at the animal, he thought that the creepiest, most lifelike thing the robot did was breathe. Beneath the leather exterior, the mechanical chest rose and fell with each inhalation and exhalation. The breath came out of the robot’s nose and onto Baggs’s face. The breath was actually warm, and smelled like dog food. The robot was growling menacingly, and even though Baggs was lying still, the K9 refused to let up its bite. Baggs estimated that the robot dog weighed one hundred fifty pounds. He looked down at its claws and saw that they, like the teeth, were titanium.
              Baggs heard the door to the side of the eight-story house open. The K9 had him pinned in such a way so that Baggs couldn’t see the people walking towards him. He heard their voices, though.
              “My God, George! It’s the mongrel that almost attacked me, earlier. The one I told you about!” the plastic surgery riddled woman shrieked.
              Baggs wanted to say, Really? I’m a mongrel? Because you won’t share your immense wealth, people like me have to enter Outlive and die, you sick, ugly, fake freak! He just lay with his cheek pressed to the rock and breathed.
              “Back up, Wilson,” a man’s voice called, and the dog released Baggs’s shoulder and padded back a few paces. He continued to growl softly, reminding Baggs not to try anything funny. “Look here, thief!”
              Baggs turned his sore neck and saw the woman he had encountered earlier as she was throwing away perfectly good food. Beside her was a pudgy little boy of around age nine in khakis and a polo shirt, and a middle-aged man with slicked back, black hair. The man’s eyes were dark. His face was wrinkleless and absurdly tanned. He was dressed like a lawyer, and Baggs thought, his shoes and tie probably cost more money than I’ve ever made in my entire life.
              Then Baggs looked down at what the man was holding and his breathing halted for a moment. The man held a heavy, black pistol, equipped with target-tracking software.
              The man, presumably George, smiled angrily. “What in God’s name are you doing? You’re guilty of scaring my wife, and intruding on our property! I would be justified in shooting you dead right here.”
              Baggs knew that, legally, he was right. There would be no trial if the guy killed Baggs.
              “Well, speak! Can you talk?” George enunciated his words slowly to Baggs, as though he were a child.
              Baggs looked at the woman, and saw that her arms were crossed over massive, fake breasts as she was scowling. Her legs were bony and emaciated, with lines of varicose veins running over them. Her breasts were completely out of proportion with the rest of her body.
              “Talk!” George said, and raised the weapon a few degrees towards Baggs. It wasn’t pointed at Baggs, but it wasn’t pointed at the ground, either. The nine-year-old boy’s eyes lit up as he watched his fearless father handle the classless mutt they found trespassing. Baggs thought that the boy was probably hoping for blood.
              “I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone. My name is James Baggers. Please, lower your gun.”
              George pointed the gun at Baggs’s face in response to his request, as if to remind the poor man that he wasn’t really the one making decisions. “You scared my wife half to death earlier, and then Wilson catches you digging in the garbage bin. Talk fast, buddy.”
              With the gun pointed at his face, it was hard for Baggs to think clearly. He couldn’t believe that this was allowed to happen. “All I wanted was the cake your wife threw away earlier,” Baggs said.
              “Stealing, huh?”
              “She threw it away.”
              “Was it on my property?”
              Baggs didn’t respond.
              George took a step forward and the gun trembled in his hands. “Was it on my property? Yes or no?”
              “Yes!”
              The little boy was practically bouncing with excitement. “Are you going to shoot him, father?”
              “No, son. We’ll let the police handle this,” the man said.
              Baggs felt a heavy lump form in his throat. If the police came, he’d serve years in prison for theft. His family would starve without him. He wouldn’t even be able to enter Outlive. “Sir! Please! I have two little girls! We have one hundred and five CreditCoins to our name and if I go to prison, they’ll starve! They have no way of making money.”
              “You should have thought about that before stealing.”
              Baggs shook his head. “I know. I know, but I was wrong. I’m so hungry, and my little girl has never tasted cake before, and I saw your wife throw away that container earlier. I tried to ask her for it, but she started hollering. I just thought that I could take the cake you didn’t want and bring it home to my daughter. Her name is Olive. She has red hair, and she’s never tasted cake before.”
              “No excuse,” George said.
              However, his wife shifted her feet and her voice softened as she spoke. “I don’t know, George. Do we have to get the police involved? He’s not educated. He probably doesn’t know you’re not supposed to steal from trashcans. Look at him—he probably got everything he owned from a trash can.”
              The nine year old spoke up indignantly: “You can’t just let him go free, father!”
              George shook his head. “The boy is right, Martha.”
              “Okay, sure. But the police? Can’t we find a way to solve this without the police? The man has daughters. Punishing him is like punishing them. I know that he’s lazy and jobless, but what crime did his daughters ever commit?”
              The family of three stood staring at Baggs for some time. Baggs continued to remain silent and hoped for a miracle.
              “Stand up,” George said.
              Baggs did. He was much taller than George, and looked down at the man.
              “Here’s what I’m thinking. My son has a project due tomorrow that we were inside working on. You’re lucky. I don’t want to wait out here for the police to respond to this mess. However, I also can’t let you go free. If you have no punishment, why wouldn’t you just come back here tomorrow? So there has to be a punishment. Brian, hold the gun.” George handed the firearm to his son and got out his phone. He typed on it a little and then resumed speaking. “I want you to give me 52.5 CreditCoins, or I’ll call the police. If you aren’t lying, that’s half of what you say you have. It’s a small sum, but I think it will show me that you repent. Give me your thumbprint, and I’ll let you go.”
              George held out his cell phone to Baggs. A message at the top of the touchscreen said, “Would you like to transfer 52.5 CCs to George Thurman? Place thumb here.”
              Baggs’s face grew hot as he placed the tactile pad of his thumb on the machine. It scanned his print and then said, “Funds transferred. Thank you.”
              “Wilson, escort Mr. Baggs off our property.”
              The K9 barked, and Baggs began to walk, cakeless, back towards the road. The robotic dog followed him closely, and Baggs lit the day’s sixth cigarette as he began to walk along the street. His face was burning with hatred for George Thurman.
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              As Baggs slid his key into the lock of their door handle, he thought, I have to remember this. I have to remember the way that everything in here smells and sounds, and what it is like to be around my family.
              Ninety minutes had passed since Baggs left George and his K9. The robotic dog had ripped a large hole out of Baggs’s best shirt, and his shoulder was throbbing and covered in dried blood.
              He opened the door, and saw Olive asleep on the couch near the window. Maggie was sitting cross-legged on the concrete floor, playing with a doll that Baggs had made for her out of an old sock and some thread. “Daddy! What do you have?” she said, looking at the sacks Baggs was holding.
              “Groceries,” Baggs said. “Where is your mother?”
              “She went down to see if Mr. Krass had seen you.”
              “Good,” Baggs said, and then he hurried into his bedroom, still holding the sacks. He would have to work fast to avoid Tessa seeing his wounded shoulder.
              Maggie followed Baggs into his bedroom. She wore nothing but a t-shirt and was barefoot on the dirty floor. “You smell like smoke, daddy.”
              “I’ve been smoking, honey,” Baggs said. He sat the groceries on the floor and pulled a clean shirt out of the cardboard box that served as his dresser. Maggie watched him with wide, green eyes. “Uhh, Maggie, sweetie, can you go play in the living room until mommy gets home?”
              “What happened to your shoulder?”
              Baggs got down on one knee so that he was at eyelevel with his daughter. He took one of her pale, bony hands in his right one. “A dog attacked me.”
              “A dog, or a K9?”
              “A K9. But you can’t tell mommy.”
              “Why not?”
              Baggs thought for a moment. He didn’t like lying to his daughter, but he didn’t want Tessa to know that he was bitten by a K9 tonight. Tessa would see right past any lie that Baggs told and prod and poke until Baggs told her about his plans to enter Outlive. Tessa had a knack for picking out when people were lying, especially when it came to Baggs. It’ll be best if Tessa doesn’t find out about this. “Because, Maggie,” Baggs told his daughter. “A K9 at Greggor’s bit me. I don’t want momma to know that I got hurt at Greggor’s. She might not let me go there anymore, if she hears that, and we need the money.”
              Maggie tilted her head. She didn’t buy the lie, Baggs thought.
              “Just don’t tell her, okay? I don’t want to tell her right now. I’ll tell her later.”
              “Okay. What’s in the sacks? Is it food? Something smells good.”
              “Run along, Maggie. Give me ten minutes, and then you’ll get a surprise if you’re patient.” He winked at her and her eyes widened. The little girl walked barefooted back into the living room, her doll hanging limply by her left hand.
              Baggs grabbed the clean shirt he had picked out and a pair of athletic shorts before hurrying off to the bathroom, locking the door behind him, and starting the shower water. He was just in time. Soon after the door shut, he heard Tessa enter, and ask if daddy was home. Maggie said that he was, but was faithful to Baggs and didn’t tell her mother that her daddy had been bitten earlier by a K9.
              She’s a good little liar, Baggs thought, smirking. He felt sadness wash over him as he thought that this would be the last time he’d see her, but pushed it aside. He had work to do if he wanted tonight to be as wonderful as he hoped. He stashed his dirty clothes under the sink, so that he could get to them in the middle of the night without Tessa finding them. He hopped in the shower. There was no hot water, and their rationed amount of water would run out if he didn’t hurry. The stream was weak and frigid; Baggs vigorously cleaned himself with a bar of soap before rinsing off.
              I hope that Tessa doesn’t know something is up.
              This was Baggs’s plan: he wanted to spend a wonderful evening with his children and wife before stealing away in the middle of the night to go sign up for Outlive in the morning. He thought he would never see them again, and he wanted it to be a happy memory, not a sad one. He would not leave without an explanation; he had spent forty minutes sitting in an alley, writing a letter explaining what he was doing and why he was doing it to his family. But, he couldn’t stand to see them cry. He didn’t want Tessa to start sobbing and asking him to stay; it wouldn’t solve their problem and it would only make signing up for Outlive even harder.
              Baggs turned the cold water off after it had been on for less than two minutes and stepped out of the tub. He dried his hairy body off with an old towel, and then looked down at the grocery sacks, grinning.
              After leaving George Thurman’s he had gone by a grocery kiosk and had completely emptied out his and Tessa’s account, buying enough food for one last feast. As he dressed, he giggled to himself, thinking of how much the girls would enjoy what he had bought them. Tonight, the four of them would share 1 rotisserie chicken, French fries, pineapple slices, and, for dessert, cake.
              Baggs wasn’t worried that the Outlive producers wouldn’t pay Tessa the 20,000 CCs after he signed up tomorrow. He had known families who had a member sign up, and they all said that the appropriate amount of money was transferred into their account promptly and without issue. So even though he had emptied their account, Tessa would have money to go grocery shopping tomorrow after Baggs signed up for Outlive.
              When Baggs was dressed, he picked up the grocery sacks, tried not to think that this was the last time he would see his family, and opened the bathroom door. Maggie and Olive were now both on the floor, playing with the doll that Baggs had made out of old socks. Tessa was sitting at the fold-out table, reading over a book she had gotten from the library when Baggs exited the bathroom.
              “Baggs? Is everything okay?” she said, looking up at him. Her eyes were quizzical, her head tilted.
              She knows! How does she know?
              “Oh, yeah, honey,” he said, and he kissed the top of her head. He spent a moment taking in her smell—there was no smell like it in the world. She smelled of soap and earth, and… Baggs paused, thinking what the last thing was. Of Tessa. She smells like Tessa. That’s the only way to describe it. It’s my favorite smell.
              “What are those sacks? Maggie said you had something.” Tessa said.
              “I’ve got a surprise. Girls, are you hungry?” Baggs put the sacks down atop the card table and his two girls stood up. Their knees and feet were dirty from the concrete floor. Both of them had long, wavy red hair that flowed past their elbows. Their hair was peculiar, because neither Tessa nor Baggs had red hair.
              Must be a recessive gene or something.
              As Baggs reached a hand inside one of the sacks, Tessa held an expression that was in between curiosity and playful distrust. Olive’s nose wiggled as the six year old sniffed the air, smelling the food like a dog would. In that moment, Baggs knew that he was doing the right thing. He would die in Outlive, but at least his little girl would be fed.
              “A customer brought by a sack of food for Greggor today,” Baggs lied, not daring to look at Tessa who would instantly see right through him. “But Greggor is on some kind of all-liquid diet, and so he said that I could have the groceries.”
              Olive’s little hands were clutching the side of the table and she looked up expectantly at Baggs, her green eyes sparkling. Baggs couldn’t help smiling when he thought that she was about to try cake for the first time. The happiness he felt almost brought tears to his eyes. So did the thought that this would be his last meal with them.
              “So Greggor was just going to throw it away, but I said, I think I’ve got some little munchkins at home that will take care of that food for you.”
              Now, Baggs felt brave enough to steal a glance at Tessa. She had her arms crossed, but was smiling. Maybe she believes me.
              “The first item is…” Baggs reached a hand into the sack, and pulled out a plastic container “…chicken!” The rotisserie chicken was covered in seasoned skin, and the food was still warm in his hands.
              Olive actually drooled when Baggs put the chicken on the table.
              One by one, Baggs presented the items as though they were courses at a five star restaurant. They might as well have been. Baggs couldn’t recall the last time they had as nice of a meal as this. As Baggs got out the food, he thought that he noticed fear in her eyes, and wondered if she had figured it out. Tessa was hard to read. She had shoulder length brown hair, and Baggs thought she was beautiful. Her eyes, though, didn’t often betray what she was thinking unless she wanted them too. They were dark, contemplative. Baggs always thought that Tessa was smarter than he was.
              Baggs got out each item, but left the cake inside of the sack until after they had eaten the pineapple, French fries, and chicken. It was an odd combination, but Baggs had a reason for choosing the foods. Tessa loved French fries; they were her favorite food item. The girls had never had French fries, but Baggs thought that they would at the very least tolerate them. As he watched them eat, he found that they loved them. He had chosen chicken because he wanted them to get some protein; they were too skinny. Baggs had chosen pineapple because he had heard it was good, but never tried it himself. After taking his first bite of the wet, sweet fruit and feeling the flavor explode in his mouth, he had to restrain himself from eating the whole container so that the others could try it too. As the meal went on, and they talked and joked over the table, Baggs kept glancing over at Tessa. He became more and more sure that she didn’t suspect anything, and believed his story about Greggor.
              When they had eaten all but the chicken bones, Baggs brought out the cake. Maggie literally licked her lips when she saw it. The cake was red velvet, just like the one that Baggs had seen the rich lady throw away. The dessert was moist, with generous portions of icing separating the cake into layers. They ate this with their hands, like they had the other food. They passed around the dessert and each family member took one bite at a time. Tessa and Baggs each took small bites so that their children could have more. If unchecked, Maggie and Olive would have taken the whole cake in their hands and declared that a ‘bite.’ Tessa and Baggs policed their portions, but still allowed them to get generous handfuls each time the cake came around. When there was nothing left but crumbs at the bottom, Maggie and Olive passed the plastic container back and forth, licking to make sure that they got everything. When they were done, the girls were sleepy. Baggs could not remember the last time his little girls went to sleep with full bellies.
              The girls brushed their teeth, and then it was time to go to bed. Olive and Maggie slept on a queen-sized mattress in the living room. Baggs laid down with his daughters, kissed the tops of their red heads of hair, and read to them, as he did every night. They were making their way through the Harry Potter books, and Baggs had borrowed the fifth one from the library. Maggie seemed to like the story more than Olive. Olive snuggled up to Baggs’s chest as he read; he suspected that she just liked to hear his voice as she fell asleep.
              Baggs read one chapter, and then was about to close the book when Maggie begged for one more. Baggs ended up reading two more. As Maggie listened to him read the story of Harry’s fifth year at Hogwarts, Baggs became teary eyed, thinking that she would have to read the rest of the series on her own. He imagined them, a few months from now, lying on the bed and Maggie reading to Olive instead of Baggs reading to them. The thought brought back the horror and sadness that had clawed at his throat while he was in the piano room that day, but he tried not to think about it. He didn’t want to ruin the perfect night with fear.
              When he was done reading, he kissed them on their heads and pet their hair until they were asleep. He placed Olive’s head on a pillow instead of on his chest so that she wouldn’t feel his heart racing.
              After cherishing his last moments with his girls, Baggs got up, brushed his teeth, and went into his bedroom. He was thankful to find that Tessa was half-asleep, because that meant that she wouldn’t question him. He wouldn’t have to lie to her anymore.
              She was naked, as usual, when he came in. He lay down, and even though she didn’t open her eyes, she crawled over to him, rest her head on his shoulder, and hugged his body with one leg and one arm.
              “Goodnight, I love you,” Baggs said.
              “I ‘ove you too,” she said sleepily.
              And then, Baggs lay there for three hours and was not even tempted by sleep. He tried not to move much, so that Tessa would fall into deep REM sleep as he lay there. He looked at her face. Her eyes were closed. Her mouth was relaxed and open; she breathed over his shirt. After thirty minutes, she twitched a little bit as she began dreaming, but that subsided after a moment.
              Baggs lay there and thought about how much he loved Tessa—how much he needed her. He used to have a lot of social anxiety, and he believed that Tessa had cured him of that. She was much braver than him, and had shown him unconditional love like he had never known before her. Baggs remembered how scared he had been the night that he had broken his arm. He had cried that night in bed, and she had held him, comforting him. Now, he thought, staring at the cracked ceiling, I’m going through something much more terrifying, and I can’t talk to her about it. She won’t hold me and she can’t comfort me. I’m all alone in this.
              Baggs lay there, cherishing the gentle way her bare chest rose and fell against his arm. He cherished her warmth, and tried his best to perfectly capture this moment in his memory so that he could return to it in times when he was scared.
              After two hours, he thought, I’d better go.
              But he just couldn’t get up. It felt so good to be in bed with Tessa, and to know that the girls were in the next room. He thought about Olive’s full belly after licking all the crumbs she could find at the bottom of the cake container and smiled. The girls each had protruding stomachs from how much they ate.
              At three hours, Baggs looked over at Tessa and thought about dying in front of 200,000 strangers in the Colosseum, instead of here with her. The thought made his heart race, and after a moment, he thought that if he didn’t leave soon, he might start crying. He kissed her head and gently slid out of bed.
              “Where are you ‘oing?” She croaked sleepily.
              “Bathroom,” he said. He went over to her side and kissed her head five times. “Love you.”
              “Love you.”
              Baggs walked out of the bedroom, then he walked back to Tessa and kissed her again, pressing his lips to her warm forehead and enjoying the last time he would ever touch the woman he loved. “Love you,” he said again.
              “’ove you,” she whispered. Baggs didn’t think that she was awake. He stood and looked down at her, and then felt the tears begin to fall from his eyes and roll over his cheeks. He stifled a sob, and thought, I’ve got to get out of here.
              He went into the bathroom and changed into the clothes he had stored under the sink as quietly as possible. With his jeans and bloody shirt back on, he looked one more time at his daughters, who were asleep on the mattress. He hoped that he did not wake them as he left.
              Baggs removed the chair from beneath the door handle, unlocked the deadbolts, the chain locks, and the door handle. He relocked the door handle after opening the door, and glanced back at his redheaded daughters, sleeping peacefully on their mattress one last time.
              Baggs stepped into the hallway and shut the door behind him. He had left his keys on the table; he did not need them anymore. He turned, opened the door to the stairwell, and as he walked down the stairs, he tried to not think of the fact that if he survived Outlive he could see his daughters again. If he survived, they could have meals like that once a month, and he could hold Tessa again while he slept. If he survived, he could finish reading the Harry Potter series to Maggie.
              He tried not to wish for these things, because the hope scared him. It made him feel soft, and weak. He wanted to feel fearless and ready to die as he entered the arena. Historically, bravery seemed to pay off in the Colosseum.
              Baggs lit his last cigarette for the month as he stepped out onto the streets and began to walk through London at one in the morning. 
 
 
 
Part 2
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              Baggs had made it all the way to the Media Tower by three in the morning. His feet were aching and swollen by that time. From reading medical books in the library, he suspected that he had plantar fasciitis, but had no means of getting this checked out. Whenever he walked for long distances, his heel and the bottom of his foot ached. At three in the morning, as he sat on the stone steps in front of the Media Tower and took off his socks to examine his throbbing feet. He saw that the tissue had swollen so much that where his arch should have been, his foot protruded further than even his heel.
              “Damn,” he whispered. He took off his other shoe and began doing some of the stretches he had read about in the library. He stretched each individual toe backwards, and forwards, and then stood and stretched his calf muscles on the steps. Then, he sat down and rubbed the sore areas of the bottoms of his feet with his right hand; his left was not dexterous enough for such a task.
              Baggs chided himself for not taking any ibuprofen with him on his journey when he knew that he would be walking such a long way. There was nothing he could do about it now. He slipped his socks on, then his shoes, and walked up the steps towards the Media Tower’s entrance.
              The Media Tower was a tall, black triangle of windows that came to a point 40 stories above the concrete. As Baggs walked up, he saw that the point at the top of the building happened to be centered with the moon from his point of view.
              The door was, as he expected, locked. There was no writing on the glass to give any indication of what time it would be opening back up. Not knowing what else to do, Baggs walked along the wall a ways and sat down with his back against the structure.
              At least it’s not raining, he thought, looking up at the sky. Actually, I couldn’t have hoped for better weather.
              He looked among the moonlit streets and masses of concrete, wondering if Tessa and the girls were still asleep. He hoped so. For most of his twenty mile walk towards the Media Tower, he had been fearful of Tessa catching up with him, teary eyed, and begging him to come back.
              Baggs shook his head as he looked out at the streets that the weeds were reclaiming. Even though Tessa was usually the rational one of the two of them, he thought that he knew best when it came to this issue. They now were really out of CreditCoins, and there was no one who would intervene and save them as their bodies slowly deteriorated until they didn’t have enough energy to breathe anymore.
              No one cares about us. No one cares about the poor.
              On his way to the Media Tower, Baggs had gone through downtown. He had seen whores dressed in fishnets and high heels with gaudy makeup caked onto their faces. He had expected this. What he hadn’t expected was that so many of them were so young. “Hey, sugar,” one girl had called to him, and when he turned to her, she winked and beckoned him to come over. “Wanna play?” she asked. Baggs thought sickly that she appeared to be eleven. She was a child.
              A few blocks later, Baggs had moved into a richer part of town, where at two in the morning, men and women smelling strongly of colognes and perfumes were waiting outside a nightclub called “The Circus.” Paparazzi were standing outside, cameras idle, talking to each other—they were apparently waiting for some celebrity to exit the club. Men and women stood in a long line, many of them swaying drunkenly. The bouncer at the door to The Circus wore a clown outfit with a painted red mouth. He spat when Baggs walked by. The music was so loud on the inside that Baggs could feel it in his chest as he passed on the street. The door to the Circus was flanked with two glass windows that looked inside to small platforms. Inside the windows, on each of the platforms stood a woman, naked, and chained by the necks so that she had to stand, but could not sit. The women’s’ entire bodies were painted; one was painted to look like a peacock and the other looked like a leopard. Both of the girls were drugged, and Baggs guessed that they were slaves used for sex and entertainment. Their eyes didn’t see Baggs as he walked by. They stared off into space with dilated, lazy pupils. The girl who was painted to look like a leopard was leaning on her chain, as though she didn’t notice it was choking her. The men and women in line didn’t seem to notice much.
              The most disturbing thing Baggs saw while walking through London was the dead kid in an alley between two tall apartment buildings. It looked like the boy had fallen (been pushed) out of a high window, and was being picked at by rats. Regardless, a drunken man was sleeping ten feet away; he had a bottle of whiskey beside him and had pissed in his blue jeans. Baggs wondered if he knew the kid.
              Baggs shook his head again. It was a mean world out there. No one cared about the kid on the pavement, the chained up sex slaves, or the eleven year old whore. Likewise, no one would care if sweet Maggie and Olive never ate again. Greggor cares more about his diamond nipple rings than helping anyone out, and George Thurman cares more about his wife’s fake breasts.
              Baggs sat there for a moment, wondering what time someone would show up and let him into the building. He was tired. Thinking he might just relax for a few minutes, he lay down on the stone and shut his eyes for a moment. Sleep overcame him quickly after that and he didn’t wake up until five minutes after seven in the morning.
 
              Baggs awoke just enough to be conscious of his surroundings, but didn’t feel like opening his eyes yet. There was a clack clack clack noise close to his head and in his stupor he thought that either Maggie or Olive must be banging something against the walls of their apartment. But then the clack clack clack noise came closer to his face and he opened his eyes, alarmed.
              Instead of the cracked, paint-chipped wall of his bedroom, he was looking at the stretching mass of buildings that was London, painted orange by the dawn sunlight. He slowly realized where he was, and a pang went through his chest. I’m not at my apartment. I’ll never be at my apartment again. He realized what was making the clack clack clack sound just before he got kicked in the stomach.
              Boots. 
              The one furthest from Baggs reared back and slammed into his upper abdomen, causing him to cough and turn over, losing his breath.
              “Ye’ can’t sleep here! Git! Git!” said an angry female voice. Baggs opened his mouth to explain that he wasn’t a vagrant and was waiting here to sign up for Outlive, but found that he still couldn’t talk. His diaphragm was contracted and he couldn’t draw in air. Another boot came up and kicked him in the chest. He rolled over and saw a female police officer standing over him. Her eyes were covered by reflective glasses. She had an assault rifle strapped around her shoulders and was holding the handle. “I said, ‘git!’”
              Baggs slowly got to his knees and put his hands up to show that he meant no harm. Behind him, business men and women were going into the front of the Media Tower, wearing suits and looking over their shoulders at the homeless man having a confrontation with the police. “Don’t kick me again,” Baggs said. 
              “Git!”
              “I need to go inside. I’ve got business here.”
              “Business, eh? You’re barefoot and you say you’ve got business in the Media Tower? Git! This ain’t your home!”
              Barefoot? Baggs thought. He was still groggy from sleep. He looked down and was surprised to find that the officer was right—he was barefoot. He cursed loudly. “Someone stole my shoes!” He stood and looked about as though they must be lying around. How could they have taken them off of me without waking me up? They took my socks, too!
              “Rubish ain’t supposed to sleep on the front door of the Media Tower. I’m warning you, you better git!” The woman put the back of the rifle against her shoulder, but kept it pointed towards the ground.
              “Hold on, hold on! Just give me a second to find my shoes. I’ve got to go to the Media Tower, I’ve got actual business here.”
              Now, she pointed the barrel at Baggs and grabbed his full attention. “Either tell me precisely what business you’ve got at the Media Tower, walk of the premises, or I’ll make you git off!” She talked through gritted yellow teeth.
              “I’m here to enter Outlive.”
              “Outlive?”
              “Yeah, like on the HoloVision Box.”
              “I know what it is, but you don’t enter this way. Didn’t you see the sign? It’s on the street; it says you’re supposed to report around the corner. C’mon, I’ll show you.”
              She lowered the gun and began to trot down the stairs. Baggs walked behind her, the stone cold on his bare feet. He thought about how it was odd that there were police available to make sure that no homeless men were eye-sores on the steps of business buildings, but there weren’t any available to see that eleven year old little girls weren’t whoring themselves out in the middle of the night. Priorities, he thought.
              As Baggs and the officer walked besides the giant building, she turned to him; “You know that Outlive is dangerous, right? People die in that thing.”
              “I know.”
              “Why’d you want to do something dangerous like that?” she asked. Her breath smelled like coffee.
              “My family needs the money is all,” Baggs said.
              “You don’t want a normal job, then? I guess that’s it. People don’t like to work, I s’pose. It’s odd, but that’s the common, every day man. They want the taxes to pay for everything. D’you know you can get free soap from that church on Lamar and 22nd—free soap. Don’t have to pay nothin’ for it! Some rich guy who died gave the funds, I hear. Doesn’t make sense to me, as an officer and all, why you’d want to give people like you—no offense—free soap. Haven’t y’ever heard of a job?”
              Baggs didn’t respond, but it didn’t matter. The officer didn’t want any kind of a response—she just wanted to hear herself talk.
              “Well, here y’are; big sign and everything. That sign says, Outlive Sign-Ups, but I guess you can’t read or nothin’. I wish you’d get a job, but if you won’t, best of luck to yeh. Good day, now.”
              The officer walked off, leaving Baggs standing in front of another entrance. She whistled while she walked, and Baggs suspected that she was contemplating the unfairness of charity. Baggs knew that there were only about five hundred jobs as police officers open in London at that time, and that the jobs available were closing because of things like increased K9s in the police force. Baggs thought it was odd that she was so critical of someone who didn’t have a job when she only had one by luck. The police academy literally got hundreds of thousands of applications a year—Baggs often sent one in—and only interviewed fifty or so applicants. If their luck had been different, Baggs could have been the officer and she could have been homeless.
              And did she really have to kick me twice? Baggs thought, rubbing his ribs and opening the glass door.
              He stepped inside onto cool tile floor and shut the door behind him. He had entered a small, dirty lobby with ugly green walls. The room looked like it had been furnished by people’s unwanted household items. There was a couch leaking stuffing onto the floor, a coffee table with crayon markings covering it, and a lamp with no lampshade; the bare bulb burned so bright that it hurt Baggs’s eyes when he looked directly at it. There was a television hanging from the wall with a deep crack in it that was turned off. 

              Baggs considered how the Media Tower had made this special little foyer into which the Outlive contestants could enter. He guessed that the main entryway was much nicer, with brand new furniture. But they see no point in trying to impress people like me, so they furnished the place as cheaply as possible.
              
There was a receptionist desk behind glass reinforced with chain-link metal, but it was empty. The lights were on in the room behind the glass and Baggs stepped to the side and peeked in the office beyond, but didn’t see anyone working there. 
               It was odd, but he felt like he was in trouble. When Baggs was nine, he had worked at a family owned grocery store in his neighborhood. The storeowners had been opposed to robotics taking so many jobs, and so they hired actual humans to do everything from unloading trucks, to stocking shelves, to being cashiers for customers. Baggs’s father had grown up with the owner, and so Baggs was able to work there from a young age.
              The dilapidated look of the entryway reminded Baggs of Lois’s office; Lois was the manager—a seventeen-year-old nephew of the owner who made a habit of ‘jokingly’ holding a razor blade to Baggs’s throat and then cackling at the face Baggs made. 
When Baggs was nine, he had been stocking shelves one day when Lois had grabbed his shoulder and said, “Stop what you’re doing; I need to talk to you for a second. Go to my office, I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
Baggs had stood in the office waiting for Lois to enter, his mouth dry and feeling like he might vomit. Nine-year-old Baggs had been stealing chocolate covered peanuts from the store for two weeks when Lois asked to see him, and he was sure that this was why he had been called into the office. It turned out, Baggs had been wrong—Lois had wanted Baggs to help him ask his girlfriend to a dance; Lois apparently thought that having a nine year old ask for him would be cute and show that he was sensitive. Baggs had known if he refused, he would have been punched in the arm, or slapped in the face, but he was just happy that his theft hadn’t been caught.
              Baggs took a deep breath and turned around, looking out the window at the London morning. Where am I about to travel? Where do contestants initially go? Is this really a good idea? Tessa doesn’t know where I am. The girls didn’t get a chance to say goodbye.
              He took two steps towards the door and looked at the streets as an outsider; he no longer belonged on the London streets. He realized that after he signed up for Outlive, he wouldn’t be free to go where he pleased. He would be monitored at all times until he was placed in the Colosseum in front of all those people. The only way out would be to kill.
              Footfalls echoed down the hall from behind the receptionist desk, and Baggs turned around. A police officer and a receptionist came into Baggs’s field of view. This police officer was male, and just like the female officer that had kicked Baggs in the chest, the man’s eyes were hidden by reflective sunglasses, even though the foyer was dimly lit. The receptionist was smiling at the cop, and chided him playfully: “You need to get back to work,” she teased.
              He pinched her side and walked out a door into the entryway with Baggs. The receptionist took her seat behind the desk and looked at Baggs expectantly, her eyes shifting to the officer every so often in a flirtatious manner.
              Baggs swallowed. He felt numb. He turned around and looked back out the window. Am I really going to sign my life away? Am I really doing this?
              “Can I help you?” the receptionist asked. She was smacking on gum, her eyes flicking between the police officer and Baggs.
              Baggs thought of his empty bank account. He thought of Tessa, Olive, Maggie, and the McKesson family. He walked over to the desk. The words came out quickly; it was like ripping a band-aid off; it was like jumping into a cold pool. “I need to sign up for Outlive,” he said. His words sounded strange to him, as though someone else spoke them far away in an echoing cave.
              She didn’t verbally respond, but tapped her end of the glass to draw Baggs’s attention to a posted sign. Baggs stepped leaned over and read it twice, not able to comprehend what he was reading. 
 
This season of Outlive is full of applicants. Come back in August to sign up for next season.
 
              August? Baggs thought. That’s four months away! That’s further away than the birthday party! And we’re completely out of money.
              The receptionist squinted at Baggs with her green eyes. They looked like Maggie’s. “It says come back in August. We’re booked for this season.”
              Baggs shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
              The officer spoke from behind him, his voice loud with authority: “The sign says that they don’t need anyone else to compete in Outlive. You need to get lost, buddy. Come back in a few months and maybe they can take you then.”
              Baggs shook his head again. “No. I heard yesterday on a commercial that you were still taking applicants. I need to sign up.”
              The receptionist continued to smack her gum as she spoke; her voice was nasally and sounded like she was annoyed. “We were taking applicants yesterday. This is today, not yesterday. Our spots are filled. The twenty grand reward was put up and two hours later we were out of spots.”
              Baggs stammered for a second, having so much to say but not knowing how to explain. I spent all our CreditCoins last night; we don’t even have enough money to buy food for today! If I’m not allowed to enter, we will die. Beads of sweat popped up on his forehead and stood up to his full height. He heard the cop step behind him. Baggs read the receptionist’s nametag and thought; I cannot take ‘no’ for an answer. She has to let me sign up.
              “Julie,” Baggs began. His voice was shaking. His heart was palpating and he grasped his side of the desk to keep from trembling as he spoke through the little holes cut in the separating glass. “Julie, I need to enter Outlive. I have two daughters at home, and if I can’t enter, they are going to starve.”
              The cop put his hand on Baggs’s shoulder and Baggs felt his face grow hot with irritation. This was between himself and Julie. He didn’t want the cop touching him. First, one kicked me, and now this one thinks that he can touch me like this! They think they rule the world!
              Baggs didn’t brush the hand away. Julie seemed to like the cop, and Baggs didn’t want to upset her. She has to let me sign up. There has to be something that I can do! He couldn’t accept the reality that he had rapidly sped up his daughters’ starving by buying all that food last night. What will Tessa say? Oh, God! I messed up! Oh, God!
              Something about Baggs’s posture made Julie’s eyes widen; she looked scared and didn’t speak.
              The hand on Baggs’s shoulder tightened: “Listen, pal, we get sob stories here all the time,” the cop said. His voice was husky. “There ain’t nothing we can do about it; okay? If it’s full, it’s full.”
              Baggs didn’t turn to talk to the cop; something about the way the guy walked told Baggs that the man liked pushing people around; Baggs intuited that the man would enjoy telling Baggs, Sorry, bubba, but you just gotta starve, old pal! Say, do you know the McKesson family? I think I saw you on the street that day! Yeah, I was the one who shot the kids. They were getting too rowdy.
              “Julie,” Baggs said again. “Is there anything you can do for me? Can you help me, Julie?”
              “I’m sorry, but…”
              Baggs raised his voice; “My daughters will starve if you don’t…”
              The officer grabbed Baggs by his hurt shoulder and pulled back. Baggs kept talking as if there was no one in the room but he and the receptionist.
              “…help me out! They’ll starve! Be dead, do you understand? Can’t you do something, Julie?”
              With a gloved hand, the officer squeezed Baggs’s K9 bite and pulled harder. Baggs was forced to take a step back, but he kept his eyes locked on the receptionist. Her eyes looked worried. 
              I’m getting through to her, Baggs thought. He interpreted her expression as one of sympathy.
              A whisper: “Please, Julie.”
              Julie shook her head. “I’m sorry, but there are only so many people we can take each season.”
              Baggs took a step forward and tore his arm free from the officer’s grip. He didn’t mean it as an aggressive move, but that’s how it was taken. The officer stepped forward and pushed Baggs into the wall. Baggs’s hit the wall, but didn’t take his eyes off of Julie.
              “C’mon, buddy, Let’s go.” The officer grabbed Baggs by the arm and started to pull him towards the door.
              “Julie, can I talk to someone else? Is there anyone else?” Baggs asked as he was dragged towards the door.
              Julie shook her head.
              When Baggs heard the officer open the door and get ready to push him out on the street, he grew frantic. A moment ago, he was sad because he wouldn’t ever be allowed to walk freely again, and now he was terrified of being pushed out there.
              Baggs ripped his arm out of the officer’s hand and ran back towards the desk. The officer muttered something, and then Baggs heard a metallic click.
              “Julie! Look at me! My family will die if you don’t do something. Think! Is there anything you can do?”
              Julie shook her head tersely. Her green eyes seemed to understand the gravity of the situation, though, which was good. She’ll help me, Baggs thought. She can let me talk to someone else, and maybe they’ll see a way to help me out.
              Julie’s eyes shifted from Baggs to behind him, and she let out a little shriek.
              Baggs turned, but he was too slow, and a nightstick came down upon his back.
              “Get out.”
              The blow sent pain radiating around the site of impact, which was right between his shoulder blades. Baggs howled with pain and rage. Without thinking, he balled his right hand into a fist and reared back. The officer had a gun holstered to his hip, but didn’t have time to reach for it. Baggs shifted his weight like a lumberjack does when chopping into a tree and punched the policeman through his eyeglasses. Shards of glass lacerated his face and eyelid and he screamed in surprise. Julie was screaming too.

The officer reached for his gun, but Baggs grabbed it first and threw it to the floor. Distantly, he heard more screaming, and feet shuffling, but he didn’t care. He was going to hurt this man.
              Baggs wasn’t normally a violent person, but he was snapping like a bloodthirsty junkyard dog. It had happened before. A lot of things brought on the storm of adrenaline in his brain. He was going to starve. Maggie, Tessa, and Olive were going to starve. And then, he was still mad at how the female officer had kicked him in the stomach, and then insinuated that Baggs was a lazy drain on society for not having a job when he would have loved the opportunity to work. He looked at the bloody face of the man he had just punched. The man was blond, and tall, but shorter than Baggs. He had wide shoulders, but they weren’t as wide as Baggs’s. He had big hands, but they weren’t as big as Baggs’s. He had blond, short hair, and even as he was bleeding, he wore a smug expression like he thought he was better than Baggs.
              I’ll show him! I’ll show him that he can’t just hit people! And you can’t point a gun at me for trying to get a cake out of the garbage bin, trying to feed my family! And you can’t ignore the dead kid in the alleyway as an officer, or the eleven-year-old prostitute! You can’t kick me while I’m sleeping! And you can’t steal my damned shoes!
              Baggs planted his bare feet on the tile and brought his weight down again and again, slamming his massive fists into the side of the man’s head, his face, his chest and his stomach. Angry tears were streaming down his face.
              I’ll be the feral animal you treat me like! You pig!
              He was grunting, punching until red leaked over his forearms and he thought that he might kill the man.
              Maybe I will. Why not? I’ll die anyways! My family will die anyways! What punishment could the authorities bring on me?
              Later, Baggs would be ashamed of himself for thinking such thoughts, but in his white-hot angry state he fed on them.
              He felt the officer’s nose break under his knuckles. He punched until his hands were numb. The officer wouldn’t be standing anymore if Baggs weren’t punching him relentlessly; the man’s back was to the wall and Baggs kept punching, supporting him with fast-moving fists.
              And then, he felt the muscles in his legs contract and jitter and he was on the ground, looking up at the officer. The officer’s face was a bloody, broken mess. Somehow, in his semiconscious stupor, the officer had had the mind to grab his taser while Baggs was punching him.
              “Stay on the ground!” he yelled, brandishing the taser at him.
              Baggs did so, breathing heavily through his nose. He was distantly aware that more people had piled into the room behind the receptionist’s desk.
              The officer came around, picked up his gun, and pointed it at Baggs’s face. He smiled, showing the gaps in his teeth that Baggs had just created and put a bloody finger over the trigger. “You’re in trouble, now!” 
              Someone else came into the room. “What’s going on here? Don’t shoot him! Somebody answer me, what’s going on here?”
              Baggs could hear breath whistling in and out of the officer’s broken nose. “Mr. Tratuga,” he said. He spat blood on the floor. “This vagrant attacked me. He yelled at Julie and then he attacked me. I feel threatened for my life, I think that I should shoot him.”
              “You’ll do no such thing! Holster your weapon, Jimmy. What’s wrong with you?”
              A side door opened, and a man in a nice suit walked into the bloody foyer. He was tall and graying. His face had the smooth look all of the wealthy had; his teeth were impeccably white. “Your face is a mess, Jimmy. And I told you to holster your weapon!” the man shouted.
              “Sorry, Mr. Tartuga,” Jimmy said, and holstered the gun.
              “Now what the hell happened here, huh? I want the whole story!” Tartuga demanded.
              Does this guy own the studio or something? Baggs wondered, looking at the expensive shoes Tartuga was wearing.
              Jimmy started; “This guy came in here, yelling and raving about his daughters…”
              Tartuga waved his hand impatiently. “Not from you, from him. I want the big guy to talk.” His blue eyes were on Baggs.
              Baggs remained where he was lying on the bloody floor. Now that he had had a moment to calm down, he felt embarrassed that he had resorted to violence. Hot blood still beat through his face, though. His hands were throbbing from throwing so many punches. “I…uhhh…I want to sign up for Outlive. I came in here to sign up, and I was talking to Julie about it, and this guy—Jimmy—he hit me with a nightstick.”
              “That is not true!” Jimmy cried.
              “Don’t talk, Jimmy,” Tartuga said quietly, but with authority. “Julie, what did you tell him when he said he wanted to sign up?”
              Julie spoke from behind the desk where Baggs couldn’t see her. She sounded like she was crying, though. “I told him we didn’t have any spots! It’s true! Oh, God! Oh, Jimmy, your face!”
              Tartuga looked down at the mess on the floor. “Julie, call someone to come clean this up.”
              “Yes, sir.”
              He then addressed Baggs: “What’s your name?”
              “James Baggers. Everyone calls me Baggs.”
              “You still want to enter Outlive?”
              Baggs nodded.
              “Can you be trusted, Baggs? If I ask you to come upstairs with me to have a little chat, can I trust you not to go commando on me and beat me to a pulp?”
              “Yes, sir.”
              “C’mon, then,” he said. He turned, opened the door, and waited for Baggs to stand up. Baggs stood up slowly, not quite believing all that had just happened and began to walk towards the door, feeling the blood beneath his bare feet. Jimmy was shaking angrily as Baggs passed, but didn’t dare try to impede Baggs. Baggs walked into the hallway with Mr. Tartuga and let the door fall shut behind him. 
 
 
2
 
 
              Tartuga led Baggs towards a spacious elevator that only opened with a key. The inside was covered in windows and had polished metal handrails.
              “After you,” Tartuga said.
              Baggs hesitated, looking down at his bloody feet and then at the clean marble inside of the private elevator.
              “Don’t worry about it. Just go on in, someone will clean it up.”
              Baggs obeyed and stepped in. Tartuga followed him and the door shut behind them. Baggs still didn’t know what to make of what had just happened. He had beaten up a police officer in a fit of rage and now he was being taken somewhere by this man in an expensive suit.
              “I never properly introduced myself,” said Tartuga, his eyes crawling over Baggs in an appraising way. He didn’t seem to be the least bit scared of being inside the elevator with the giant that had just lost his temper. “I’m Vinny Tartuga—I’m Head of Entertainment of New Rome. Uhhh… I’d shake hands with you, but I don’t want to get blood on my hands.”
              Baggs grunted.
              “You beat the hell out of Jimmy down there. Really beat the hell out of him. I’m impressed. I only saw the tail end of it, but what I did see convinced me that this wasn’t your first time around the carousel. You fight often?” Tartuga looked up at Baggs’s face.
              “I’ve been in fights before, yeah,” he said. He didn’t like to talk much about his violent past. He wanted to leave those bloody memories behind. Tartuga was looking up at him with greedy dark eyes, the way a jeweler might examine his prized diamond. It made Baggs feel terrible. He was ashamed of his past—and often tried to hide it from himself and from others. What happened in the lobby accentuated those traits that he was ashamed of in a big way.
              “God!” Tartuga said, and he balled his hands into fists and began to punch at the air while he talked. “You were like powpowpowpow pow pow POW! KNOCK OUT! Incredible!” He breathed for a moment, smiling and reliving the fight he had just seen. “This is our stop.”
              The elevator dinged, the doors opened and they stepped out into a hallway that was much nicer than the one they had walked through on the first floor. From outside large, clear windows Baggs looked out at a bird’s eye view of London. Tartuga walked quickly and decisively down a hallway and Baggs followed him. He was about to open his mouth and ask, What are we doing? Why did you bring me up here? but then
Tartuga spoke. 
              “Do you like lobster and eggs?” He asked. They walked by offices, and people who noticed Tartuga walking waved at him. All the women and men that they passed wore clean suits, and had neatly trimmed hair. They didn’t scowl at the huge man walking barefoot and bloody through the hallway because he was with Tartuga.
              “Never had it,” Baggs said. They passed a vending machine that accepted CreditCoins and kept walking.
              “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me! It’s the best! It sounds kind of weird, but chopped lobster on a fried egg is my absolute favorite breakfast. I insist that you try it. It’s got a lot of protein, too. It’s good for you.”
              They walked on for a bit, and a mousy young woman with glasses ran up beside Tartuga to speak with him. “Sir! I wanted to know if I could get you anything?”
              Tartuga didn’t even turn to look who had come up beside him; he knew who it was, and didn’t dignify the servant with even a sideways glance. “Lobster and eggs for me and the big guy behind me. Make him double-NO!-triple what I normally eat. His name is James Baggers, but you can call him Mr. Baggers.”
              “Yes, sir.”
              Tartuga went on: “I want you to bring up a thermos of Americano coffee. Make that two. No, three thermoses! Then, some doughnuts. Pigs in a blanket. And I want sliced fruit.”
              “What kinds, sir?”
              “What I usually get,” Tartuga said, annoyed at the question.
              “Right away, sir,” said the mousy assistant, and she hurried down the hallway in another direction.
              Tartuga led Baggs into a room that Baggs would have assumed was a library if he hadn’t seen the sign outside the door. “Office of Head of New Rome Media: Vinny Tartuga.” The room was spacious, with a three-story ceiling, and a stone floor encrusted with triangles of sparkling jewels. There were huge, oak tables in the center of the room, and along the walls were shelves containing thousands of books. There was a series of eight stairs further back in the room that led atop a stone platform on which a large wooden desk sat.
              “Make yourself comfortable. Jodi will be back in a moment with breakfast. I’m going to work for a bit.”
              Baggs looked around. “Mr. Tartuga, with all due respect, what am I doing here?”
              Tartuga turned, looked at his watch, and then looked up at Baggs. “What do you mean?”
              “I mean—am I going to get to enter Outlive? I thought all the spots were full.”
              Tartuga smiled slyly. “They are! But I bet that you’ll get to enter.”
              “I don’t understand.”
              Tartuga looked at his watch. “I’ll tell you what—I’ve got an email from Emperor Daman that I need to respond to. Let me go do that, then we’ll have a talk about it all, and maybe you’ll be able to make sense of what I say.”
              Baggs nodded, but was confused by the words ‘maybe you’ll be able to make sense of what I say.’

              Tartuga turned and walked briskly up the stone steps to his desk, directly behind which were corner glass windows that gave a spectacular view of one of the least dilapidated areas of the city. Baggs wondered if perhaps Tartuga had feeds from security cameras that displayed on his computer; Otherwise, what was he doing down on the first floor? Baggs’s feet were hurting from walking on hard surfaces without shoes on; this seemed to always exacerbate his plantar fasciitis. He never went without footwear, even in his own home. He wanted to sit down at the table, but more than that, he wanted to explore the library.
              He spent a moment walking around, looking at all of the hardcover and leather-bound books. Tessa would love this, he thought. The library was divided up alphabetically by author. Baggs looked and saw a book that Tessa had wanted to read for years: How the Mind Works by Steven Pinker. None of the libraries had it. Baggs touched the back of the volume, wondering if he could talk Tartuga into letting his wife borrow the book. She found Pinker fascinating. He was, in her opinion, the last great psychologist. No one rivaled him since, due to the problems with the education system. Baggs walked a few paces from the “P” section to the “R” section and saw Rowling’s Harry Potter series next to the huge mass of the other books she wrote in her lifetime. Baggs felt a lump in his throat, thinking of Maggie having to read the rest of the series to her sister. They’ve probably found the note by now, he thought. He wondered who found it. Probably Tessa. She’s such an early riser. He wondered how she told the news to their daughters.
              Baggs continued to walk around the room until Jodi returned with breakfast on polished silver trays. A young man followed her in, also carrying trays of food and coffee. Baggs couldn’t believe all they brought. The lobster and eggs looked delicious, as did the sliced fruit. Baggs saw pineapple, and his mouth watered at the thought of getting to have it a second time. The doughnuts were still hot with glazed sugar glistening atop them. The coffee was in three silver thermoses that sat along side delicate cups with different patterns on them. There were cups of cold milk, cups of sugar, and cups of cream that could be added to the coffee. There was a bottle of orange juice, and dew-covered glasses of ice water.
              “What’s that?” Baggs asked, pointing to a pile of steaming croissants wrapped around hot ham and melted cheese.
              “Pigs in a blanket,” Jodi told him. Her eyes shifted nervously to Tartuga, who was a shadow, typing on his computer in front of the large, bright windows. “Mr. Tartuga, your breakfast is here,” she called.
              “Go ahead and eat, Baggs. I’ll be down in a second. You can read the books, you know. They’re not just for looking at. Wash your hands first; they’re still bloody. Use one of the wipes Jodi brought.”
              “Okay, thank you,” Baggs said; he opened up one of the packets of wipes and cleaned his hands off. The smell of alcohol stung his nose.
              Jodi looked quizzically at Baggs’s bloodied shoulder beneath his ripped shirt and then left the room.
              Baggs’s mouth was watering heavily as he took a seat in front of the mounds of food. He poured himself a cup of coffee, which was dark black and gave off a rich aroma. He took a small sip and moaned quietly to himself. He used to be a daily coffee drinker, but hadn’t had a cup in a few years because he didn’t have enough money to buy such things. This was undoubtedly the best cup of coffee Baggs had ever had. He piled one of the small tea plates with pigs in a blanket, lobster and eggs, doughnuts, and fruit. He draped a napkin over the top of his pants, which were already dirty enough that spilling food on them wouldn’t change their appearance much, but he felt the napkin in his lap would be polite, anyways.
              Tartuga continued to type at his desk, and Baggs was partially thankful for this. He wouldn’t have been able to talk much with all this food before him. The food was just as good as it looked—he saved his pineapple for last, and was pleased to find that this fruit was much sweeter than the fruit he had eaten the night before. He stirred creamer into his coffee and drank it slowly, savoring the taste in his mouth. He ate until his stomach protruded. He thought to himself, If Tartuga thinks I’m big now, he should see me after a couple weeks of eating proper portions. When food was more plentiful, Baggs could weigh a dense two hundred and fifty pounds.
 When Baggs was finished with the pineapple, he pushed his plate away and cleaned off his hands with his napkin. He stood up and walked around the room, looking for a book to enjoy while Tartuga finished the lengthy email to the emperor. He picked Under the Dome by Stephen King. He had read the novel twice already, and he sat down at the table and opened the book in the middle, wanting to start from a random spot. He poured himself a third cup of coffee—his brain was buzzing with caffeine by this time—and began to read.
              He read four or five pages before stopping, and looking around him, taking in where he was. It was incredible to Baggs that some people lived like this—assistants to take their orders, prime food brought when they asked, an office stocked with thousands of books you’ve never read—when people were literally starving to death. The accommodations were enjoyable—there was no arguing that—but were they enjoyable enough to justify others starving? Baggs thought of Maggie’s ribs. Surely not.
              Baggs poured himself a cup of orange juice and read for a few more minutes before Tartuga stood up and began to make his way to the breakfast table. Baggs was almost upset at being interrupted—he was getting into the story.
              “Good?” Tartuga asked. He took one doughnut and a cup of coffee. Baggs guessed that whatever wasn’t eaten was simply thrown away.
              “Amazing. It was wonderful.”
              “What was it we were talking about, again?” Tartuga asked through a mouthful of doughnut.
              “You were saying that you thought there might be an opening in Outlive for me.”
              Tartuga smiled. “Yes. Yes, that was it.”
              “But all the spots are filled. I don’t understand. Are you going to have me sign up for the next season?”
              Tartuga shook his head.
              Surely he’s not thinking of letting me be a gladiator, Baggs thought. Becoming a gladiator would be just as dangerous—if not more—than being a competitor in Outlive, but his family would be sent five or six times as many CreditCoins. Gladiators were all male, and some of the best athletes in New Rome. The most popular among them were paid millions of CreditCoins per deathly appearance.
              “Do you think that I’ll be able to sign up for this season of Outlive?” Baggs asked.
              “Yes. I do.”
              “I’m confused.”
              Tartuga nodded. “Naturally. There’s a lot of confusing political things when you get high up in the pecking order.” He smiled more. Baggs thought that Tartuga had a secret that he wanted to tell. Baggs was very observant of trends with people. People often called him intuitive. He had taken special note of Tartuga’s office. Why have such a big office with so many chairs? he had asked himself. To show it off. And that’s why he ordered all this food. That’s why he wears such nice suits. He likes to show other people what he’s got—he likes to brag. Now, he’s trying to show off by letting me know that he has high up connections. He knows something that he doesn’t want to flat out tell me. But he wants me to know he knows.
              Baggs sipped his coffee. “There’s something you don’t feel comfortable telling me.”
              Tartuga shrugged, but his smile grew.
              Baggs remained silent for a moment, just staring at Tartuga. After a few seconds, Tartuga gave a clue. “As you know, contestants for Outlive are divided up into different teams. Each team has an owner—usually someone very powerful. Very powerful. Do you kind of see where I’m going with this?”
              Baggs thought for a moment. “I honestly don’t.”
              Tartuga smiled giddily and rocked left and right in his chair. He looked very boyish, even though he was graying and held a position of such authority that he had Emperor Daman’s private email. That’s another thing, Baggs thought. He could have just said, ‘I have to send an email,’ but instead he let me know that the email was to the most powerful person in New Rome, possibly the world—Emperor Daman. He likes to show off.
              Tartuga started to talk again: “When you have so many powerful people playing a game, the game isn’t always what it seems. I know I’m not making myself clear, but, uhhhh, it’s not in my best interest to make myself clear.”
              “I’m not supposed to know what you know.”
              Tartuga nodded, but said happily, “I didn’t say that, Baggs! But, if you were to be drawn to that conclusion, so be it. You believe that there is something that I’m not supposed to tell you. But you’re a smart guy, aren’t you? I can tell. I know a smart man when I see one. And, as a smart man, if you were to deduce what’s going on from events around you, that’s not my fault. And it’s not like you would tell, right?”
              “Of course not. Even if I did, who would believe me?”
              Tartuga took another bite of doughnut. “Exactly! You’re exactly right!” Tartuga paused, chewing thoughtfully.
              “You were saying that the owners are powerful people. And when powerful people play the game, ‘the game isn’t always what it seems.’ I’ve heard that the competitors assigned to each team are chosen at random. Am I right in guessing that perhaps it’s not as random as the average Outlive viewer is led to believe?”
              Tartuga made a funny clucking noise. “Mmmmhhh, no. Not exactly. Not at all, actually. A computer chooses the contestants from a pool. We have a certain number that we can put into the computer, and then the program randomly assigns them to different owners.”
              Baggs sipped on his coffee some more.
              Tartuga made the clucking noise again before continuing. “However, there are certain circumstances in which contestants have to be replaced. Because, as you know, contestants are sometimes chosen two weeks before the event—accidents happen. Some of the contestants are old, and some have pre-existing medical conditions. It’s not unheard of for one of them to die while waiting. And, as you also are probably aware, a lot of money exchanges hands during the Outlive contests. Owners of good teams are handsomely awarded. And there’s a lot of outside betting, too. It wouldn’t be fair for one team to enter the Colosseum a man short simply because of some awful tragedy.”
              Tartuga was almost bouncing in his chair. He took another doughnut—one of the cream filled ones—and began to chew on it. Baggs didn’t respond to what Tartuga had just said, and so the man gave even more information.
              “And, if such a tragedy does befall some poor soon-to-be contestant, I’m the one in charge of replacing them. The rules state that I’m supposed to wait for the first person to come into the Outlive office, and that person replaces the dead one. But—here we enter the realm of the hypothetical, Baggs—imagine, for instance, that one of the owners isn’t particularly pleased with one of his randomly assigned participants—an old woman, say. It would be incredible, then, if the old woman died at one o’clock today and you walked into the Outlive office fifteen minutes after she passed.”
              Baggs nodded. “But I came in at seven in the morning. And, there were no openings, then.”
              Tartuga laughed loudly and then half smiled, half showed Baggs his teeth. He spoke through a closed jaw. “I think you are mistaken. I think that you came in at fifteen past one—exactly a quarter of an hour after Regina Eldridge, the most senior participant on Byron Turner’s team, passed.”
              Baggs was horror struck. They’re going to kill someone so that I can enter! My God!
              Tartuga shrugged. “That’s the way luck goes. Outlive is a game of luck—you have thirty teams, all with an equal chance of having good athletes on them, competing together in the Colosseum. How could you possibly strategize that? There is a short period of training, of course, however everyone is training just as hard around the league—all the participants train like their lives depend upon it, because they literally do. But, like I said earlier, when you have men and women competing such as the owners in Outlive, things aren’t always what they seem to be. Men and women like that don’t get to the top because of luck, Baggs. I’m here to tell you that luck isn’t real.”
              Baggs lowered his voice: “But why would you do it? Why would you want to help Byron Turner’s team out by sending me there, in place of this Eldridge lady?”
              Tartuga laughed harshly. “I don’t! Are you crazy? I don’t want to help anyone! She simply died, and then you walked into the office fifteen minutes later. If you keep mixing up the facts, Mr. Baggers, you’re going to start to worry me. You might get unlucky, too, understand?”
              Baggs nodded. He almost wanted to walk out, but he didn’t think that would be an option anymore. He knew too much. It made him sick to think that he would be replacing someone who was killed.
              “What time did you enter the office, Mr. Baggers? I forgot.”
              “Fifteen passed one.”
              “Exactly,” said Tartuga. He finished his doughnut. “But you’re a thinking man, Baggs. You like to think in hypotheticals. So let us entertain a hypothetical. Do you know who Byron Turner is?”
              “A councilman.”
              “Yes! He’s very high up! And people who are very high up can do other people favors, if they feel like it.”
              “I see,” said Baggs.
              Tartuga checked his watch and then glanced back up at his desk. He seemed to be thinking about getting back to work, but Baggs wanted to keep him talking. Tartuga was a loose cannon—he said things that he shouldn’t. Baggs suspected that he wouldn’t get another opportunity such as this and that he should capitalize on it by extracting all information he could possibly obtain.
              “I have a question,” Baggs said.
              “Go ahead.”
              “It’s hypothetical.”
              Tartuga smiled. “I like hypothetical questions.”
              “Do you think that there are any other hypothetical things that may give one owner an advantage over another?”
              “Such as?”



              Baggs thought. “Such as better equipment. Maybe one team in Outlive has sharper swords than another. Maybe one team has better armor.”
              Tartuga shook his head. “It’s an interesting thought, but they have no access to the armor or swords. It is all provided to them in the Colosseum. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t other tactics.”
              “Such as?” Baggs asked. “Hypothetically, of course.”
              Tartuga smiled. “I can’t say. What if, hypothetically, there were tactics that Byron Turner didn’t know about, and then you told him that I told you about them? Or what if he hears you repeating some of his best-kept secrets? Hypothetically, he’d be livid with me. He’d kill you too. So, hypothetically, I shouldn’t tell you.”
              “But there are other tactics that owners use to gain an edge?”
              Tartuga shrugged. “Hypothetically, you would think so. Listen, Baggs, I’ve got to get back to work, but I’ve enjoyed talking to you. You sit here, and lunch will be served a little before noon. When you arrive here at one-fifteen you can begin to fill out the proper forms to enter Outlive and replace the late Ms. Eldridge. At one forty-five, thirty minutes after you arrive here, I’ll have Jodi lead you to one of my private helicopters, which will take you on your journey. And, hypothetically, you will keep your mouth shut at Byron Turners house about what we’ve talked about, or, hypothetically, I bet you’ll be torn apart by K9s in a freak accident. Understand?”
              “Perfectly.”
              Tartuga stood up and walked up to his desk. Baggs wondered if the man regretted revealing any of the information he had to Baggs. Probably not he thinks he’s smart enough to have covered his back with the ‘hypothetical’ talk. And he thinks that he’s scared me into keeping my mouth shut. He’s right about that.
              Baggs felt uneasy about the idea of another competitor dying so that he could compete. He tried to make himself feel better by thinking that if the woman didn’t die, Baggs’s family would die. This didn’t work. He then tried to make himself feel better by thinking that the Eldridge woman would probably die anyways. This did not assuage his guilt either. There was nothing he could do, though.
              For the next hour, Baggs read Under the Dome and lounged on leather couches, drinking coffee. He noticed a computer in the corner of the room that was slightly hidden by some bookshelves, and thought that he might want to do some research on Byron Turner before going to his residence. Later, though. He was enjoying reading. Every once in a while, thoughts of Maggie, Tessa, and Olive came into his mind, but he pushed them away with the written word, losing himself in King’s world. He saw no use in torturing himself by thinking of how sad they must be.
              And if Byron Turner is really cheating as much as Tartuga makes it sound like, maybe I have a decent chance. But, maybe if everyone is cheating there is an even playing field.
              Baggs didn’t know.
              There was one other thing that made Baggs more optimistic about his chances of surviving Outlive: His extensive history of violence. But he didn’t like thinking about that—it made him feel awful. He pushed the thought out of his mind and continued to read. 
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              After one hour of reading, Baggs found that his eyes were still skimming over the words, but his brain was somewhere else. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became that he was being put on a cheating team. He had mixed feelings about this; on one hand, he didn’t like cheating and believed in fairness; on the other hand, he wanted to see his daughters again.
              Baggs wondered if Regina Eldridge knew she was going to die yet. It was eleven o’clock; if what Tartuga said was true, she had two more hours to live.
              It was frightening to Baggs that Byron Turner could have someone killed like that and not face any consequences. It meant that Baggs would only be a contestant as long as Byron Turner saw him as useful. The fact that rich people could get away with such things meant that all poor people were at the mercy of the rich; no one could appeal to higher ideals such as fairness or justice. Consequences were dished out purely based upon who had more power.
              Has it always been like this? He wondered. He looked up at the ceiling and noticed that small angels were carved into the stone above—they would be easy to overlook. Does Tartuga believe in angels? Does he believe that some celestial power is keeping track of all his moral rights and wrongs?
              At his desk, Tartuga was still typing. A lot of people used dictation software, but it seemed that Tartuga liked typing things in the old fashion way.
              Baggs wondered what other tactics the owners of Outlive teams could possibly use to their advantage. How else could they cheat? Tartuga had ruled out the possibility that some teams have better armor than others. But what if they could somehow rig the competition so that their team comes out in a particular part of the arena that is advantageous? Baggs knew that some Outlive competitions took place inside of giant mazes. Surely not all entrances are the same, and perhaps the owners are able to pay someone to ensure that their team is granted an advantageous starting point. That made sense to Baggs, but he didn’t see how it could make that big of a difference.
              Then, he had another idea. This one he thought likely, and he planned on trying to pry more information out of Tartuga when they had lunch.
              Competitors were supposed to enter the Colosseum with no idea what kinds of obstacles they would be facing. Perhaps some owners were able to buy this information. That would give their team a huge advantage. After the teams were drafted, they had roughly a week to train. If an owner knew that the contest would be heavily dependent upon archery skills, he could make his competitors train more heavily in archery.
              Baggs was fascinated by the idea that cheating was going on in Outlive. It made sense to him, and he was surprised that he had never thought about it before. The school system, the healthcare system, and the lack of regulations on hiring labor made it so that the rich only got richer. The legislation they made was unfair, so why assume that they would play fair in a high stakes game like Outlive?
              Another thing Baggs wondered about was if Byron Turner was one of the better cheaters. Previously, Baggs had calculated his odds of surviving as though everyone had an equal chance. Typically, there were roughly seven competitors on each of the thirty teams that entered Outlive. Each contest was different. In some, participants from as many as fifteen teams could walk out alive. In other contests, only members of one team would live. Baggs figured that he could hope he was involved in a contest where at least five of the thirty teams had surviving participants. If all members of the remaining five teams survived, with all else being equal, he would have a one in six chance of living through Outlive. However, teams rarely made it out with all of their members. So, if you figure that each winning team makes it out with approximately half their members dead and half alive, Baggs calculated that he had a one in twelve chance of surviving Outlive.
              Those odds weren’t good.
              In the real world, though, not all things are always equal. And if what Tartuga suggested was true, some owners cheat more than others and gave their teams an unfair advantage.
              So maybe my chance of living is as great as one in four. Or maybe even one in two!
              Baggs heart palpated and he had to suppress a laugh. He didn’t want to get his hopes up. The chances that he would ever see his family again were slim. He was a realist who believed that people should accept the truth, and not play mind games with themselves to make themselves feel better.
              Baggs shut his book and sat up. There was a way that he could better evaluate his chances of living, objectively. A computer sat in the corner. Maybe if he looked at Byron Turner’s track record in Outlive competitions he would have a better shot at knowing his true odds. If Byron Turner had winning teams in one out of two contests, Baggs could safely assume that his odds were then one in four, which was much better than he had hoped for when he made the decision to sign up.
              Tartuga didn’t look up from his monitor as Baggs walked over the stone floor—still barefoot—and sat down at the computer in the corner of the room. Baggs felt slightly guilty for his hopes that he was on a cheating team. He touched the mouse and the computer responded immediately, going from a blank screen to one that glowed with a picture of the ocean; icons were scattered throughout the desktop, and he clicked on one of the web browsing programs.
              Baggs was frustrated to find that his left hand was not only limited when it came to piano, it also wouldn’t move enough to type effectively. Using his right hand, he typed “records of outlive owners this season” into a search engine. The first page that came up was a statistics page hosted by the Colosseum’s website. He clicked on this.
              He browsed the page for the better part of an hour, and found it very helpful and user friendly. He was able to look at owner records for past seasons, and the current season. They hosted statistics such as win percentage and rankings.
              A win was counted when an owner had any survivors at the end of a contest. Baggs saw that most owners had a winning percentage of a little over fifteen percent. Byron Turner’s winning percentage was fourteen point three percent.
              “Damn,” Baggs said quietly upon reading this. The number suggested that Byron Turner’s teams did worse, not better, than average. It meant that Baggs’s chance of living was worse than one in twelve.
              But I have been in a lot of fights, he thought. I’ve hurt a lot of people. My history has to count for something.
              Even though no one could hear his thoughts, he grew red in the face with embarrassment. He did not like to think of his history of violence.
              Baggs’s first impression from looking at the stats was that as a contestant on Byron Turner’s team, he would not have an advantage over everyone else. Byron Turner apparently did not use some same methods of cheating that other owners systematically used. There were owners, for instance, who won almost twice as much as the average owners. Byron Turner did not have those statistics. But as Baggs continued to scour the figures, he held out hope that Byron Turner was one of the owners who cheated, but that the stats didn’t show it yet. There were two reasons to believe this.
              The first was Baggs’s conversation with Tartuga. Tartuga pretty much said that Baggs was going to replace a weaker player on Turner’s team. So, it was clear that Turner cheated.
              The second reason to believe that the stats might not suggest Turner’s true ability as an owner was the fact that he had only been an owner in Outlive for seven episodes. The one that Baggs would compete in would be his eighth. And, last episode, Turner’s team had been one of the winners.
              Maybe Turner is just starting to cheat, Baggs thought. He still wondered what Turner and others could do to gain an unfair advantage. He supposed that he would find out.
              The Boxers, the team that Turner owned, had had one survivor from last episode, which had to do with fighting on horseback. The survivor’s name was Paul Higgins. Baggs copied his name over to the search engine.
              What he found out about Paul Higgins made his stomach go cold and the blood drain out of his face. It didn’t prove anything. It didn’t definitively mean that the same thing was going to happen to Baggs. But as Baggs looked at what he found, he had a terrible, ominous feeling go over him.
              Paul Higgins died of a heart attack eight hours after his victory at the Colosseum. He was eating at Byron Turner’s house when it happened. According to Turner, the man was talking, eating, happy, and then his eyes rolled to the back of his head and he began convulsing on the floor.
              It could be a coincidence, Baggs thought.
              “Something wrong, Baggs?”
              Baggs jumped, and whipped around in his chair to see Tartuga standing behind him, looking over his shoulder at the computer screen. “Huh?” said Baggs.
              “You’re sweating. And you look pale.”
              Baggs swallowed. His mouth was dry.
              “It looks like you were reading about Paul Higgins’s death—a true tragedy. Come over, have some lunch.”
              Baggs was so immersed in reading what he had found on the internet that he hadn’t noticed Jodi come in and drop off steak quesadillas for lunch. They were served on a silver tray, as breakfast had been, along with tea, different sodas, and water. Baggs pulled back a chair and sat down. He loaded his plate and began to eat slowly, thinking about Paul Higgins’s death.
              It seems like too much of a coincidence. Maybe Higgins knew that Turner was cheating, and then he died in Turner’s home. Is it a cover up?
              But, things like that did happen. And is one instance really enough for me to get so worked up about this? People naturally have heart attacks.
              The food was delicious, as was breakfast. Baggs had meant to ask Tartuga some questions, but Tartuga started the conversation.
              “Something has changed,” Targua said. He took a drink of water and eyed Baggs over the rim.
              Baggs’s heart skipped a beat. He was almost sure that he would be told that they didn’t need him anymore. “What’s that?”
              “Eldridge died at eleven a.m., not one p.m., so you’re going to arrive at eleven fifteen a.m., got it?”
              Baggs nodded.
              “And, I got an email from one of our producers. He wanted me to ask you something.”
              “What’s that?”
              Tartuga leaned his head to the side, sizing Baggs up. “Before I ask, I want to remind you that I’m helping you out quite a bit.”
              Baggs didn’t say anything. He’s not helping me out; he’s helping a councilman out so that Turner will do him some kind of a favor.
              “We want you to be in a commercial for the next episode of Outlive.”
              Baggs raised his eyebrows.
              “Jodi will come in here in a few minutes with the paperwork for you to fill out for Outlive. Then, they’ll take you downstairs, do makeup and all that, and film you saying a few lines.”
              “What’s in it for me?”
              Tartuga laughed incredulously. “In it for you? The quesadillas, the coffee this morning; I’m giving you the chance of a lifetime! Even though Outlive is full, you’re getting to compete.”
              Baggs took a sip of water. He was nervous, but he didn’t show it. “I’m not saying a line unless you pay my family. I want you to send them twenty thousand extra CreditCoins.”
              Tartuga laughed again, louder this time. “You’re out of your mind.”
              Baggs shook his head. “You need me just as much as I need you. According to you, Eldridge is already dead. You want to replace her with someone who will impress Turner. You won’t find someone else like me. You saw me fight.”
              Tartuga laughed again. “You’re an ass! Ten thousand CreditCoins, final offer. But you’ve got to say whatever lines they give you.”
              Baggs laughed. He didn’t actually think that it would work. “Deal,” he said.
 
              
              Tartuga took one final slice of quesadilla and walked off somewhere else in the building while Baggs finished his meal. Just as Tartuga said, Jodi came in a few minutes later with an electronic tablet onto which Baggs could put his thumbprint as a sign that he understood the risks that would be involved as a competitor to Outlive. He also used his thumbprint to bring up his and Tessa’s bank account, which was where the twenty thousand CreditCoins for Outlive, and the ten thousand CreditCoins for the commercial would be sent.
              As he put in the information, Baggs was beaming. He had never had thirty thousand CreditCoins before.
              After the forms were filed, Jodi walked Baggs down the long hallway towards the elevator. Before Baggs got on, he checked his account balance by pressing his thumbprint to the vending machine. The thirty thousand CreditCoins were there, just as promised.
              Filming the commercial was strange. Baggs was taken into a well-lit room and asked to sit on a chair, scowl at the camera, and say disjointed lines like, “I wanted to kill him,” and, “I completely lost it.” They wanted his voice to sound gravely and menacing. Baggs did whatever he was told to do. The potential humiliation was outweighed by all of the CreditCoins they were giving to his family to do the commercial.
              Thirty thousand! I can’t believe it!
              He learned that his voice would be played over footage of him beating up the police officer in the next commercial. He didn’t like that portrayal of himself, but he needed the money.
              After shooting the commercial, Baggs was led down the elevator to an underground facility where company helicopters were kept. Tartuga had given Jodi instructions to make sure that Baggs got into company helicopter number nine. Once inside, the doors would lock and Baggs would be unable to get out until he landed at an undisclosed location. They wouldn’t tell Baggs where he was going. He guessed Turner’s home, or some facility owned by Turner.
              The helicopter was black and impeccably clean, with windows tinted so dark that you couldn’t see inside. The entire machine was as long as a limousine. As it sat in the garage, it was on wheels, and the blades were concealed in a hidden compartment that would come out automatically when the machine was ready for take off. There was no pilot—a computer operated the copter without human assistance.
              “Good luck,” Jodi said to Baggs, and opened the door for him.
              Baggs thought it was a funny choice of words, considering what he had learned about how little luck influenced who won or lost the deadly competition he was about to be involved in. “Thanks,” Baggs said, and got in. 
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              When Baggs looked back into his bloody past, with all the bones he broke, the lips he busted, the black eyes he created, and the brains he made bleed, it was hard to believe that he had escaped it all. He thought, in a perfect world, guys like me would be behind bars. But he wasn’t behind bars; the world wasn’t perfect. Up until he signed up for Outlive, he had lived a happy life with Tessa, and then with Tessa, Olive and Maggie. While he was reading Harry Potter to Maggie and Olive, a man he had killed was rotting in a shallow roadside grave.
              He supposed it all started when he was fifteen. He wouldn’t have gotten the gang’s attention had it not been for the fight with Baldy. Or, more specifically, he wouldn’t have gotten their attention had it not been for what happened at the end of the fight with Baldy.
              Fifteen year old Baggs still worked at the same grocery store he worked at as a nine year old—Lucky’s. The store didn’t last long after that, but soon he would find a new way to make money.
              Money from piano would come much later—in his twenties. As a teenager, it was just a hobby for Baggs. His buddy Brian, who lived down the hall from his parents, owned a keyboard. Baggs was just playing for fun at the time, but everyone could tell he had talent. Back then, though, he wasn’t looking for another job. Working at the grocery store earned him enough CreditCoins to buy the things he needed.
              His parents demanded that Baggs contribute a certain amount of CreditCoins each month to help pay for bills and food. If Baggs made money beyond that amount, he could do with it what he pleased. Most months, Baggs made a couple hundred CreditCoins over what his parents asked for. When he got older and got into financial trouble, he thought, why didn’t I save more of that?
              He spent most of the excess capital on alcohol. There were laws in London prohibiting minors from purchasing alcohol, but the laws weren’t strongly enforced. Essentially, if you went into a bar and appeared to be eighteen, they would serve you. Baggs more than met this criterion. He looked like he was in his mid twenties as a fifteen year old. He already had a thick, black beard at that time that ran up his cheeks and halfway down the front of his neck. His eyes were about level with the tops of most mens’ heads. At fifteen he had hands big enough that people stared at them when they were rested atop a table.
              Fifteen-year-old Baggs loved to get drunk in bars. He didn’t have anything better to do, and he loved the atmosphere. People cursed, smoked, and were generally less tightly wound than they usually were. To young James Baggers, this attitude was freeing, as was getting drunk. Saving all his CreditCoins didn’t even cross his mind—no one expected the economy to go sour like it did.
              On weekends, Baggs and some of his buddies—all older males who also worked at Lucky’s—went to a bar called The Barbed Wire to blow whatever money they didn’t need to buy the necessities for living. Baggs only drank whiskey. “More drunk per CreditCoin,” he would say. And that was his goal—to get drunk.
              He liked to look at the girls, and as he got drunk, his stolen glances at their bodies became less covert. That’s what made Baldy want to fight him—Baggs was staring at his girlfriend. He was looking at her breasts, specifically. Even in his thirties, he could still remember what they looked like that night as they pressed against her white blouse. The top three buttons were undone, and he could see freckled cleavage and a pink bra. He couldn’t remember her name, or what her face looked like, but he remembered her breasts.
              Baldy was the nickname of a regular at The Barbed Wire. Baggs didn’t know his real name, but everyone called him Baldy so that was functionally his name in that environment. Upon seeing the man, the reason for his nickname was obvious—he was as bald as a pool ball. Baldy was tall—not as tall as Baggs, but taller than most people—and at thirty years old he had a thick, sunburned neck, a belly that protruded in his tucked-in shirt, and a black metal spike pierced through the cartilage in his left ear. Baldy liked fighting; he usually got into a few fights a month, and it was easy to push him towards violence. Baldy got a rush from standing opposite someone who was trying to hurt him.
              The night that Baldy fought Baggs, the gang members were sitting at a booth near the back. Baggs didn’t notice them. He didn’t even know such criminals existed until after they approached him later.
              The Barbed Wire smelled of beer. Through the years of drinks being poured night after night, the aroma seeped into the wood. It smelled of cigarettes, too. At one in the morning on a Friday night, fifteen year old Baggs was slumped on a bar stool, smoking a cigarette and thoroughly drunk. Ashes had fallen in his beard, but he was too drunk to notice. He had to be at work at six in the morning, but right then he didn’t care. He was staring at Baldy’s girlfriend’s breasts.
              Looking back on it, he supposed that he had forgotten where he was, in his drunken stupor. He forgot that people could see him. He was making no effort to hide his gaze.
              The rock music played loud from the band on the stage in the corner, and Baggs took another sip of his whiskey. Even over the loud drum and guitars, Baggs heard Baldy’s voice from right behind him: “What the hell are you doing?”
              Baggs turned around, slowly. The image of Baldy floated in front of his drunken eyes. He had seen Baldy around, but never spoken to him. People on barstools surrounding Baggs turned to see who Baldy was going to beat up this time.
              “I asked you a question, dumb ass. What are you doing?”
              “Me?” Baggs asked stupidly. “Drinking.” He held up his glass of whiskey and smiled.
              At this time, the bar grew quiet. The band was in between songs.
              “What are you looking at?” Baldy asked.
              Baggs looked down at his drink. “Whiskey.” He said.
              Baldy breathed threw his nose like a bull. “Don’t play smart with me. What were you looking at?”
              Baggs knew that he had been caught staring at the woman’s breasts, but didn’t want to admit it. It was embarrassing. And, he hoped that if he just denied it that Baldy would leave him alone. That night, Baggs had never been in a fight before; he did not yet know how much he liked violence.
              “’Been lookin’ at a lot of things,” Baggs said. “The chairs, the bar, the lights, the band.”
              “You’ve been undressing my girl with your pervert eyes! You were looking at her tits. I saw you!”
              Baggs shrugged. “That was one of the things I was looking at.”
              Baldy’s face grew red. Baggs didn’t feel any anxiety upon looking at the man, and that enraged Baldy. He wanted to be feared. Baldy’s hand swiped at the shot-glass and it tumbled out of Baggs’s hand to the floor, where it shattered. A puddle of whiskey formed around it.
              The bar suddenly grew even quieter. All the patrons knew to watch out if Baldy got mad. Glasses stopped tinkling against the bar. People stopped talking. The band stopped adjusting their instruments.
              “Hey!” Baggs cried, looking down at his spilled drink. “That drink was nine CreditCoins!”
              Baggs still had no intention of fighting at that point, but Baldy wasn’t done trying to provoke him. Baldy was in the mood to punch someone, and he wanted that someone to try to punch back. He took the cigarette out of Baggs’s hand and threw it into the puddle of whiskey on the ground.
              “What the hell?” Baggs asked. “Get away from my stuff! Those are expensive!”
              The woman working at the bar didn’t stop Baldy. Like the rest of the crowd, she stood there, watching the show. She didn’t want to become the object of Baldy’s anger.
              “Maybe that’ll teach you for looking at my girl,” Baldy said. He reached for Baggs’s pack of cigarettes on the bar. Baggs grabbed Baldy’s wrist. He wasn’t going to let Baldy ruin his whole pack. There was a moment where they stared at each other—Baggs’s green eyes looking upon Baldy’s blue ones. Baldy didn’t know that Baggs was fifteen. After the fight, this would be another source of embarrassment for him. If he had known that Baggs was fifteen, he never would have started anything. When a man like Baldy fights a teenager, he can only lose. If he wins, it’s because the other person was much younger. But if he loses, it’s quite embarrassing.
              With his free hand, Baldy reached up and grabbed Baggs by the bottom of his jaw. He spoke slowly, breathing out hot beer breath. “Give me your cigarettes and I walk away. You owe them to me. That’s the price for staring at my girl.”
              For Baggs, this ultimatum was unacceptable. He would not be able to buy any more cigarettes that weekend if he also wanted to drink the next night—which he did. So, he uttered the words that he knew would lead to a fight. “Screw you.” He then pushed Baldy roughly in the chest. Baldy took a step back and sneered at the big teenager.
              Baggs slipped off his stool and stood at his full height. For a moment, he thought that he saw fear in Baldy’s eyes. He thought that his height surprised the man.
              But it didn’t intimidate Baldy enough to stop the fight. He took a fighter’s stance, balling his hands into fists. Baggs did the same, and then took two steps forward. As he did so, something remarkable happened—he didn’t feel as drunk anymore. With the approaching threat of a physical altercation, his mind became sharper. The ground no longer wobbled so much beneath his feet. His senses were attuned to things around him. He could hear the heavy breaths come in and out of Baldy’s nose. He could see a jagged scar underneath his eye. And, most importantly, he noticed Baldy’s weight shift before he began to punch.
              Baldy’s right hand came flying at Baggs’s face, and hit him square in the jaw. The collision was painful, but Baggs had seen the punch coming, and so he had rolled with it, lessening the force of impact. Scattered voices cheered from around the bar at the start of a fight. A fight was a lot more entertaining than watching the band—especially when Baldy was involved. Baldy was known for being creative during fights.
              Baldy punched again, but Baggs was able to sidestep. Baldy went forward a few paces so that he wouldn’t fall with the momentum of his punch, and then caught onto the edge of the bar so that he wouldn’t slip on the whiskey on the floor.
              Baldy turned around and looked at Baggs. They were a few paces apart.
              Baggs felt blood beating in his ears. His cheek was growing hot where he had been punched. His jaw was clenched. His hands were curled into fists the size of softballs. He was getting mad.
              Baldy’s next move took Baggs by surprise. He grabbed a barstool, and threw it at Baggs with a swift rotation of his torso. The barstool soared through the air at an alarming speed towards Baggs’s face, but he was able to deflect the object with his huge hands.
              Before he could look back, Baldy was there. He hit Baggs in the stomach, knocking him breathless, and then brought a fist up into Baggs’s face. Baggs lifted his arms to blindly defend himself, and just by luck, the next two punches were averted.
              The people watching at that time must have thought that Baggs was in trouble, but it was just the opposite. Baggs had a mental switch—just like everyone—that told his body to dump adrenaline into his bloodstream and go crazy with frantic effort for a few short moments. The phenomenon is seen a lot in life or death situations; a one hundred pound woman lifting a car off her child, a man jumping horizontally over twenty feet from one rooftop to another to escape a burning building. Everyone has an arcane switch that, if turned on, makes them as strong as if they were having a grand mal seizure, but only for a moment; the thing with Baggs was that his switch was easier to turn on than other people’s.
              In Baggs’s mind, time slowed. He saw blood pulsing through a vein atop Baldy’s head. He heard his skin make friction against his shirt as he shifted his stance. Baldy got in another blow on the back of his forearms, and Baggs saw his skin ripple out from the point of impact. It didn’t hurt.
              Baggs looked at Baldy. He could tell from the man’s smug expression that he thought he was winning. Baggs felt like killing him.
              Baldy reared back and swung wildly again. Instead of blocking the punch with the back of his forearms, Baggs put his palm up and caught the blow in his left palm. Then, he smiled. He leaned forward and before Baldy could react, he headbutted the smaller man in between the eyes. While Baldy was still dazed, Baggs threw his first punch. It was all he would need.
              When Baggs threw the punch, he was still in a state of heightened sensitivity. He felt his legs, abdomen, and back tighten like springs as he cocked his hand back for the blow. This will kill him, he thought, sensing his own strength. I’m going to kill him with a single punch. I feel like I could break his skull. Baggs didn’t care. It turned out, he didn’t kill Baldy with that punch, but he felt like he could have.
              A cascade of huge muscles contracted over his body, he twisted and uncoiled, feeling rage like a hurricane screaming inside his head. His fist made contact with the tip of the man’s zygomatic bone, which stuck out on his cheek, and Baggs felt it break beneath the immense pressure. Baldy’s face crumpled to a grotesque, bleeding form, and he went instantly unconscious.
              But Baggs wasn’t done. Baldy slumped over and Baggs grabbed the limp body by the front of the shirt and launched him over the bar where he fell to the floor below. The bartender stepped out of the way. Baldy could have fallen and broken his neck. But Baggs didn’t care.
              When it was over, he became aware of the terrible silence. Eyes were on him from all around the bar, including the eyes of Baldy’s girlfriend. Baggs had heard of her reputation. She liked tough guys. By the way she was eying him, she liked him too. She didn’t know that Baggs was fifteen.
              Suddenly, Baggs felt incredibly tired. Even though the fight had only lasted seconds, he had put as much energy into it as he would have if he had run a marathon and then competed in a weight lifting competition. His arms felt like they weighed one hundred pounds each, and they hung limp beside him.
              The eyes upon him were unnerving.
              What the hell just happened to me? He wondered. He felt like he had just been possessed by a demon. He felt like something else had taken over, and that during the fight he had had no control over himself.
              It had felt good. He had felt powerful.
              But now, it was over and he needed to rest. He had the bartender pull up his tab and he placed his thumbprint on electronic pad, paying for his bill and tipping generously. He grabbed his pack of cigarettes and began walking out. Everyone was still watching him. The band still had not resumed playing. From behind the bar, Baldy was moaning. He would be alright. His broken face would take months to heal, but he didn’t die from the fight that night, and in a few months he was as good as new, except a bit uglier. He never talked to Baggs again.
              No one moved as Baggs walked towards the exit. He put a cigarette in his mouth and was almost at the door when he realized he didn’t have any matches. He turned to one of the men sitting at a table. There were a box of matches with the name of the bar sitting in a bowl beside the man.
              “Will you hand me a couple packs of matches?” Baggs said.
              The man reached for them, and held out a few for Baggs. Baggs noticed his hands were shaking.
              “Gracious,” Baggs said. He took the matches and walked outside. No one began talking until he had left the building.
              The gang took note of him; they decided that they would approach him with a proposition the next time they saw him.  
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              Baggs was slumped into a leather seat as the blades above whirred in a circular motion, sending the helicopter through the air.
              He still did not know where it was taking him. There were eight days before the next episode of Outlive. Am I going straight to the Colosseum? Turner’s house? Somewhere else—maybe some training facility?
              The cabin on the inside of the helicopter was expensively decorated. The seats were black leather—impeccably cleaned and shining. Leather bench seats lined the four walls of the cabin. Upon inspection, Baggs found that one of the seats folded out to make a bed. Pillows and blankets were neatly stored in a compartment that lined the ceiling. There were seatbelts, but Baggs did not wear one. If this thing crashes, I’ll die with or without a safety belt. By looking out one of the square windows he could see the clear blue sky. Far below, little houses were diminished to the size of gnats by the perspective of such an altitude. There was a mini-fridge under one of the fold-away seat cushions; inside Baggs found beer, wine, sandwiches wrapped in cellophane, fruit, protein drinks, and bottles of water. Baggs took a bottle of water and passed on the other accommodations; he was still full from lunch. The floor was carpeted with grey mats, which Baggs was thankful for beneath his aching, shoeless feet. The ceiling was roughly six feet three inches above the floor; Baggs only had to stoop slightly to stand up. There were buttons for the thermostat against one of the walls, and Baggs kept the cabin at sixty-eight degrees as he cruised above the earth, piloted by a computer. The seat vibrated with the work of the engine.
              From the position of the sun, Baggs gathered that he was traveling south. The Colosseum was Southeast, and so it was ruled out as a destination. He hadn’t looked up where Turner lived, and so he didn’t know if he could be heading to his house.
              He was concerned about Tessa, Maggie, and Olive. He knew that they would have surely found his note by then. It was even possible that Tessa could have jogged up to the Media Tower in an attempt to convince Baggs not to enter Outlive and sacrifice his life for them. Baggs tried to shove these thoughts from his mind, though. He would have time to be sad about them later.
              As he slumped down in the leather seat, Baggs was thinking about Paul Higgins, the man who supposedly died of a heart attack after surviving a round of Outlive on Byron Turner’s team. The more he considered the idea, the more sure he was that the man didn’t die of natural causes. The first piece of evidence was the series of events that led to Baggs flying through the air in a helicopter; a woman named Regina Eldridge was killed so that Baggs could be on Byron Turner’s team. Turner wasn’t opposed to killing. He probably looked at poor people as no more important than a rat. He probably thought that there was something fundamentally different between himself and Eldridge that made it okay for him to end her life. It wasn’t a stretch to also believe that Turner had also felt comfortable having Paul Higgins killed. It would have been especially advantageous to have Higgins killed if the man had somehow seen evidence that Turner was cheating—and this was likely. As Tartuga had suggested, Outlive was not conducted on an even playing field. Perhaps Higgins was given a hint as to what kinds of obstacles he would face in the Colosseum before he got there. Perhaps Turner was afraid that Higgins would reveal the fact that he cheated in Outlive. Baggs compared this to George Thurman pointing the gun at him after he tried to take the cake out of the garbage bin. Some people are so far removed from the poor that it’s as if they can’t realize they’re dealing with real people who breathe, think, and feel things just like them. If Turner thought Higgins might blab, I’m sure he would kill him. Another thing that made Baggs believe that Turner was responsible for Higgins’s death was that Byron Turner was a practicing medical doctor, specifically a cardiologist, before going into politics. Given the other considerations, it seemed like too much of a coincidence that Higgins died of a complication of the heart, which was Turner’s specialty. Baggs would bet that there was no diagnostic testing done on Higgins after he died—there was no one who would pay for it. If Turner declared that the man died of a heart attack, it wouldn’t be questioned. Turner probably wrote up the medical chart himself.
              Baggs sipped on his water. It was cold and refreshing.
              He supposed that there was still the possibility that Higgins had naturally died of a heart attack after winning in Outlive. But Baggs didn’t think that this was likely. He thought Turner had caused the death. Baggs would soon be in the same house that Higgins had died in.
              What can I do about this?
              Baggs had a very organized, systematic mind. When things were worrisome, he liked to mentally list out the steps that he could take to make things better. He wasn’t going to accept the proposition that there was nothing that he could do to escape death; he would not accept that, on the off chance he survived Outlive, Turner was going to kill him. He was going to find a way around this.
              What’s the first thing I need to do?
              Baggs decided that he would need to keep his senses alert, looking for clues as to what happened with Higgins. It would be hard to justify taking certain risks without more proof. For the next eight days, Baggs would be watchful, trying to further determine if Turner caused Higgins’s death. There were many things that could sway him. For instance, if Baggs and his teammates were somehow exposed to Turner cheating, that would be a red flag; this would mean that Turner had a motive to kill Higgins; it would also mean that Turner would have a motive to kill Baggs, if he survived Outlive. Baggs would also examine Turner’s character to see if he seemed like the killing type. Not all rich people treated poor people like mutts. If Turner treated his contestants like equals, Baggs would be tempted to believe that Turner didn’t kill Higgins.
              If at the end of the eight-day evaluation Baggs decided that Turner had probably kill Higgins, then it would be time to make up a plan to prevent his own death. Whatever the plan involved, there would be parameters that it would have to lie within. The first parameter was that Baggs had to compete in Outlive. He couldn’t make a plan to run away before the contest; all of the CreditCoins that Tessa had been given would be taken away from her if he did that. He would then be caught, and probably put to death. Baggs also did not want to break any laws. He would not be morally opposed to killing Turner in order to save his own life, but he did not want to be a wanted murderer. He wanted to be able to return to his family and continue on with his normal life.
              Baggs decided that the best thing would be to convince Turner not to kill him. As he sat there, staring out the window, he frowned slightly. Convincing Turner not to kill him would be difficult. Baggs thought about his options for a long time. It would not be an option to physically threaten Turner. Baggs was certain that Turner would have K9s, and maybe other security robots that would viciously defend their master. There were more subtle techniques Baggs could employ, however. He could try to convince Turner that he wouldn’t reveal the dishonest techniques that were used in the competition. Maybe I could just tell him; I could approach him and let him know that if he doesn’t kill me, I won’t tell.
              Baggs paused.
              But why would he believe me? Why would he risk that?
              Baggs was troubled. He had been cruising through the air for two hours when he felt his stomach drop and the helicopter began to descend towards the earth. He did not yet know what he was going to do if Turner wanted to kill him. All he knew was that he was going to try to stop it.
              Baggs looked out the window and saw that he was flying towards a city made of a dense jungle of concrete that stretched out to the horizon. Massive buildings were everywhere, with straight lines of organized streets. Some sections of the city were punctuated with bunches of trees, but these areas were rare. There was a deep blue river running through the heart of the concrete, crossed in various places by cracked and crumbling bridges that used to be for vehicle traffic; now, they were probably only used for people on foot; cars were rare—people usually either rode in helicopters or walked places. Baggs stared down at the river, and after a moment, he recognized it from a book he had once read; it was the Seine in Paris. He looked over, and saw the Eiffel tower reaching up towards the sky.
              Baggs was confused. He didn’t remember crossing over the English Channel, which he must have done in order to arrive in Paris from London. However, he had been lost in thought and believed it was possible that he could have not noticed as the helicopter flew over the body of water.
              Does Turner live in Paris? France, like England was now a part of New Rome, so Baggs hadn’t flown out of country. He looked outside and watched the buildings grow closer as the helicopter continued its steady descent.
              The machine landed atop a massive building that took up most of an entire block. Baggs believed that the structure was roughly ten stories tall, but most of its size came from how much it sprawled out. He looked out the window. The roof he had landed on was the size of several soccer fields. Other helicopters stood at odd intervals around the surface. Baggs could see scattered staircases that led downwards, into the structure.
              Surely this is not Turner’s house, Baggs thought. He had never seen a house this big. The grainy white stone roof and walls lining the perimeter of the roof looked like materials that would be used to make a government building. If this is Turner’s house, it doesn’t feel very hospitable, Baggs thought. The structure was reminiscent of a prison, but without bars or barbed wire.
              A figure emerged from one of the staircases and began to walk towards the helicopter. After evaluating the strut, Baggs determined that he was looking at a female. She strode towards Baggs, checking her watch repeatedly as she moved. She walked until she was standing ten feet away from the door to the helicopter, and then came to a halt with her hands behind her back and her eyes fixed upon the door. From close up, Baggs noted her unusual appearance. She was a fit, young woman with toned muscles and good posture. The oddities started, but did not end, with her hair. She had a sort of mohawk, but it was unlike any hairstyle Baggs had seen before. He stared at the top of the woman’s head for a moment before realizing exactly what was different. The black hair atop her head did not look like human hair. It looked like horse hair; it was thicker, straighter and shinier than any hair Baggs had seen on a human. Perhaps it is horse hair, he thought. They may have implanted it into her skull and surgically removed her real hair. Baggs moved over to another window to get a better look. From a different vantage point, he could see that her hair ran in a thick strip all the way down her neck before disappearing into her shirt, between her shoulders. Baggs couldn’t help but wonder if the woman also had a tail. Judging by her other features, he supposed so. The woman had eyes like a horse, also. They were wider than a normal human’s eyes with big brown irises, but the oddest thing was their positioning. This woman’s eyes were situated further apart than a normal human’s; they were almost at her temples. Her nose had been sliced off by some surgeon and reconstructed to be a dome with two wide nostrils, shaped like a horse’s. She wore a tight white and black scaly dress that appeared to be made out of snakeskin.
              She’s waiting on me, Baggs realized, looking at the horse-woman’s patient face as she gazed at the door. He sat his bottle of water in the cup holder, slid to the door, and opened it. The air outside was warm. Even from ten feet away, he could smell the woman’s perfume.
              As soon as Baggs was visible in the doorway, the horse-woman’s posture fell into a more relaxed position. “Who are you?” she asked. Her voice was slightly muffled and indistinct, which was probably caused by her teeth, which were large, white and blocky—like a horse’s.
              “James Baggers.”
              The woman sighed, and reached into her bra for her phone. She typed on it for a moment before saying. “I don’t have your name on the list. Why are you here?”
              Baggs looked at the high-rises that surrounded in the warm Paris sky. “Is this Byron Turner’s house?”
              “This isn’t a house. Why are you here?”
              “I’m a contestant in Outlive. Or, I’m supposed to be.”
              “I figured that,” she said, eyeing his clothes with her big brown eyes. “You’re certainly not a guest at a place like this. You look like a vagrant.”
              Baggs didn’t respond.
              “Well, I don’t see your name on my list of contestants.” She said, consulting her phone again. “James Baggers. No, I don’t see a James Baggers on here.”
              “Where am I?” Baggs asked.
              She didn’t answer his question. “Why don’t I see your name on this list if you’re an Outlive contestant?”
              Baggs shrugged. “I’ve just been added. There was a death on a team, and I’m here as a replacement. I was sent here by Vinny Tartuga. I’m replacing Regina Eldridge on the Boxers.”
              “Hmmm,” she consulted her list some more. “I see miss Eldridge. If you replaced her, I would expect that to be reflected in my list. However, you did fly here. I can tell by your clothes that you certainly don’t own that helicopter. I guess I believe you. Why else would a vagrant like you arrive in a helicopter in a place like this?”
Baggs did not answer.
She looked at Baggs—her gaze appeared challenging to Baggs, though he had to admit she was hard to read because of her odd facial construction. As he looked at her more, he decided that she wasn’t as young as he had first thought. Her skin was youthful, but Baggs was able to pick out certain things in her voice and movements that made him think she was in her forties. She blew a strand of her horse mane out of her eyes. “C’mon, let’s go. Time is not on our side; it appears as though we have a lot of work to do with you.”
              The woman began striding in the other direction, and though Baggs’s feet were already swollen, he jogged to catch up with the woman. He felt the rough surface of the roof beneath his bare feet. “Where am I?” he asked again.
              “Paris,” she said, not supplying the answer he wanted. She continued to talk before he could ask for more specifics. “You look terrible. Is that blood on your shoulder?”
              “Uhh, yeah. It’s dried, though.”
              She rolled her horse eyes. “And your beard is nasty. The color is so bland. When was the last time you dyed it?”
              “Like with color?”
              “Yes, fool!”
              “Never.”
              She rolled her horse eyes again. “No wonder it looks so terrible. Your muscles look good, though. That will help you here. Are your bicep implants silicone?”
              Baggs didn’t know how to respond. “My bicep implants?”
              “Yeah, your bicep implants.” She stopped walking and ran her fingertips over his arms. They were cold on his skin. Her nails were painted black and filed to sharp points. She squeezed his biceps, his deltoids, and then his trapezius muscles. “Yeah, silicone.” She turned and then continued to walk. “They’re very nice. Don’t be embarrassed. A lot of people don’t know what materials their implants are.”
              Baggs thought it was strange that the horse-woman believed that he could afford muscle implants; if I could afford aesthetic surgery to make my biceps look better, why would I enter Outlive? He looked at the woman’s toned body. She had rock hard deltoids protruding from her shoulders. Baggs would never before have guessed that the muscles were fake, but now he supposed they were.
              “What’s your name?” Baggs asked.
              “Caballas,” she said.
              Baggs had never heard of anyone named Caballas before. “Where am I, Caballas?”
              Caballas gave another frustrated sigh and then flicked her mane back and forth. “Paris. I already told you that.”
              Baggs was used to people thinking he was stupid. People assumed that poor people weren’t as smart as them. “I mean this building. Why am I here.”
“I thought you said you were an Outlive contestant.”
“I am.”
              “Well, there you go. You’re here as a contestant.”
              Now it was Baggs turn to sigh. “I mean, what do contestants do here?”
              She turned to look at him, as though to see if he was joking. “The Competitors’ dinner is hosted here.”
              “I don’t know what that is,” he said.
              “Don’t you watch Outlive on TV?” she asked. Then, after a moment’s thought she added. “No. I suppose you couldn’t afford a TV or a Holovision Box.”
              They were about one hundred yards away from one of the staircases that descended into the building.
              “What is the Competitors’ Dinner?” Baggs asked.
              She chuffed out of her horse nose. “It’s a dinner in which all the contestants and owners and some celebrities attend. Sometimes Emperor Daman comes. Last episode Nikki Wild showed up. It’s a lot of fun. You’ll be in a cage, though, of course.”
              “A cage?” Baggs asked.
              “Yeah, like with metal bars. It’s so that you don’t attack any of the guests. It’s also to keep you partitioned so that guests can appraise you.”
              They reached one of the staircases and began to descend undecorated concrete stairs. The stairs continued down, but the two of them turned off onto a hallway and walked until they reached an elevator. The hallway was lined with closed offices with nameplates on them. They got into the elevator, and Caballas pressed the button for the basement. The machine began to hum and they were taken down.
              “What do you mean by appraise? Why would someone want to appraise me?”
              Her eyebrows rose from atop her eyes near her temples. “You really don’t watch Outlive—you weren’t kidding. The betting. They want to appraise you so they know who to bet on.”
              Baggs nodded, and then scratched the back of his head. As he did so, Caballas’s eyes widened.
              “Wait!” she said. She looked at his arm. She took it in her hand, examined it, and then looked up at Baggs. “Are your muscles real? Like, actually real?”
              “Uhh, yeah.”
              Caballas smiled and showed her blocky white teeth. “Oh, honey, people are going to be spending a lot of time looking in at the Boxer’s cage. You’re so lean, though. How do you keep on so much muscle with so little fat? Hormone therapy? Liposuction?”
              Baggs shrugged. “I’ve just always been like this.”
              She chuffed again. The elevator dinged, and opened up into another hallway. Baggs walked behind Caballas for a few hundred steps over tiled floor before she turned and led him into a room. “This will be your suite,” she said to him.
              The room wasn’t too big—roughly the size of Baggs’s apartment—but it was tastefully decorated. The room had many floor to ceiling mirrors, and a glossy brick floor. There was a circular bathtub in one corner; it was as big as a king sized bed. On the porcelain steps leading into the bath were bottles of unopened soaps, adorned with bows made out of metallic ribbon. There was a leather sofa and a coffee table further back. Atop the coffee table were bags of chips, cookies on a tray, and bunches of grapes and bananas. There was a sleek metal fridge flush with the back wall. In the middle of the room was a barber’s chair.
              Caballas shut the door behind Baggs and walked around him. Though her muscles were taught and she had almost no body fat, her fake breasts were perky and filled out her top in an unnatural way. “Hmmm. What should I do with you? Where should I start?”
              “Could I get some shoes or slippers or something? My feet are killing…”
              “Yes. In the closet—that door in the back—there are some slippers. But for good heavens, don’t put them on until after you’ve bathed! God! You stink. Usually we have contestants bathe after their haircuts, but you’re just going to have to take two baths. No way around it. Hold on.” She walked over to some cabinets in the wall and began to open and close them until she found what she was looking for—a black trash bag. She handed it to Baggs. “Take a bath, and put your clothes in there.”
              “My clothes?”
              “Yes. Must I repeat everything? Your clothes. Underwear and all. You’ll find some other things to wear in the closet—surely there will be items that fit you,” she said, looking him head to toe. “I’ll be back in twenty minutes. I shouldn’t have to clarify some things, but I will—shampoo all your body hair, head to toe. Use hot water—you really stink. If it isn’t painful, it isn’t hot enough. There is a washcloth with bristles—you’ve probably never seen one before—it will exfoliate you. Put soap in it and scrub hard, got it? You may want to wash once and then empty the water and wash again. God, you smell terrible.” With those words, she walked out, leaving Baggs standing there, holding the trash bag.
              When the door was shut, he took off his clothes and put them in the trash bag, just as she had advised. He didn’t want to throw the shirt away—it was sentimental for him because Tessa had given it to him—but he did anyway. He kissed it before putting it in the trash bag.
              Naked, he approached the bathtub. He turned on the hot water and was surprised to find that there was no lag between turning it on and the water warming up; it came out steaming. He turned on the cold water until the faucet-water was a comfortable temperature and then got in. He didn’t wait for the water to fill the enormous tub; he thought that would be wasteful. He splashed the water over his body, found a bottle of shampoo, and then lathered up every inch of himself. He was hairy all over, and so in order to abide by Caballas’s terms, he had to cover himself with shampoo. He then rinsed, drained the water, filled it up, and repeated the process.
              When he was rinsed again, he felt remarkable clean and refreshed. He supposed that this was a result of such expensive soap. He stood, drained the water, and dried himself off with one of the plush towels. He used his fingers to brush his bangs to the side so that the hairs did not impede his vision and stepped out.
              Now that he was clean, he walked over to the closet and looked in. The closet was carpeted, which was good for his aching feet. He walked inside. There were racks of shoes, sandals, heels, and clothing racks as well. There were also shelves. He found new XL underwear—they were boxer shorts with the Emperor’s face on them—on one of the shelves. He also put on a pair of white socks that he found. His clothing choices were limited, and he ended up wearing a pink Polo shirt and chino pants. Just for fun, he belted the pants and put on a pair of boat shoes. He walked over to one of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors and thought that Tessa would laugh if she saw him wearing these clothes. He didn’t look bad. In these clothes, people wouldn’t think that he was homeless at all. They wouldn’t think that he was rich, either, though. He looked down at his broken hand, and then at the unkempt mop of black hair atop his head.
              Caballas knocked and then entered. “Much better,” she said. “Now, to work on that hair.”
              “Do you have to cut my hair?”
              “It was in the contract you signed.”
              Baggs nodded and walked over to the barber chair. He didn’t know that getting groomed was in his contract. He was so happy to see that Tessa would be getting so much money that he hadn’t bothered to read it in Tartuga’s office. He wondered what else he had unknowingly agreed to.
              He watched in the mirror as Caballas used clippers to trim his head. Inches of hair were removed from his chin and from the top of his head until all the lengths were neat and uniform.
              “I think I’ll leave a little bit of beard,” Caballas told him. “It makes you look kind of wild.”
              “Thanks, I guess.”
              “And the color isn’t too bad if it’s cut properly. Hmmmm. Your eyebrows look terrible. They have got to be trimmed.”
              Baggs looked at his eyebrows. They were bushy and long; he had never even considered grooming them before. She leaned the chair back until Baggs was facing the ceiling. Then, she began applying hot wax around his eyebrows with some kind of utensil.
              “So, does the betting change the competition?” he asked.
              “Don’t talk while I’m doing this,” she said. “But it doesn’t really change the competition for you. There are financial benefits to your owners. The bookies like to pay off the owners who draw in the most money as a reward.”
              Baggs grunted.
              Caballas pressed paper to the areas where she had just spread hot wax. “This is going to hurt,” she said.
              Baggs grunted again.
              With a quick snap of her wrist, Caballas pulled the paper off of Baggs’s face. The sensation stung, but didn’t hurt too much. The paper was covered in long, thick hair.
              She waxed the rest of his eyebrows, and then took scissors and cut them short. After that, Caballas shaved Baggs’s neck and cheeks so that his beard was sharply outlined. She sat him up and he examined himself in the mirror.
              “What do you think?” she asked.
              “I don’t look like myself,” he said. He had always been used to seeing himself with a shaggy haircut and beard.
              “Good,” she responded. “Now take another bath to get all the loose hair out and I’ll be back.”
              He did so, only washing his body once this time, and then redressed in the Polo shirt and chino pants. When she returned, she thoroughly took his measurements, left again, and then returned with a tuxedo.
              “Why do I have to look so nice?” Baggs asked.
              Caballas sighed impatiently. “It’s a nice dinner. The owners and celebrities don’t want the ambiance killed by a bunch of stinking, underdressed homeless people.”
              “Oh,” Baggs said. He wished that instead of paying for a personal stylist and putting him in a tuxedo, they would have given the capital it cost to do those things to Tessa.
              Caballas helped Baggs get into the tuxedo, because he had never been in one before. She then styled his hair with shaping cream that smelled like mint, and rubbed moisturizer into his face. Baggs stared at himself for a long time in the mirror.
              “Do you like how you look?” Caballas asked.
              “Like I said, I just can’t believe it. I look like a new person.” He wished that Tessa could see him. He hadn’t even looked so nice on their wedding day. If he were dressed like this when he tried to take the cake out of the Thurman’s garbage bin, they would have given him no trouble.
              Caballas was smiling at him. “You look very handsome. C’mon, we’ve got to go. Dinner will start soon.” She grabbed him by the shirtsleeve and led him out the door. 
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              “Wait, I forgot something,” Caballas said. She slipped back inside the room, leaving Baggs standing unattended in the hallway. The area was spacious, with numbered doors lining the walls on either side; all the doors looked like the one Baggs had just come out of.
              As he was waiting for Caballas to return, one of the doors opposite him opened, and two men walked out. One was dressed in a white shirt with embroidered roses stitched all over it. He had a tasteful beard and no eyebrows. Baggs assumed that he was a stylist, like Caballas. Following the stylist out the door was a man dressed almost exactly like Baggs, wearing a black tuxedo. He was short and gaunt with skin the color of cinnamon. His hair was black and gelled up into messy spikes. Baggs guessed that the other man had also just received a haircut.
              He’s a competitor, Baggs thought. I may have to kill him in the Colosseum if I want to live.
              Baggs caught eyes with the other man in the tuxedo, and they nodded at each other. Judging by the other man’s solemn eyes as he looked at Baggs, Baggs thought that they were thinking the same thing. He watched as the two men walked down the long hall and noticed that the other competitor was wearing something metal around his neck.
              The door behind him opened and Caballas walked out, carrying small items in her hands. “I can’t believe I almost forgot,” she said, and then exhaled roughly out of her strange nose. “I could have gotten fired for that. Or at least severely punished.”
              She took a small pin and attached it to the breast of Baggs’s jacket.
              “What’s this for?” Baggs asked.
              “To signify which team you’re on.”
              The pin was gold and shiny; it was shaped to look like a faceless man punching the air.
              “Oh, Boxers,” Baggs said.
              Caballas didn’t respond. She straightened out the other object in her hands and Baggs looked at it. She was holding what appeared to be a metallic caterpillar, as thick as a human thumb and two feet long. Small metallic legs moved back and forth on the bottom side, and the object twisted and turned in Caballas’s hands.
              “Bend down,” she said.
              “What is that?”
              “Bend down.”
              Baggs obeyed and she put the device around his neck. The robot wrapped one and a half times around Baggs’s neck. Caballas removed her hands and watched for a moment. The cold metal squirmed and readjusted on Baggs’s neck until it found a suitable position, and then it was still. Having the animated necklace on was unnerving, and it was too tight for comfort.
              “What is this thing?” Baggs asked again.
              “It’s a security measure. It’s called a Choke.”
              “It chokes people?”
              “It can. It can also electrocute people, cut their heads off, and inject them with sedative. There will be guards watching on hidden cameras during dinner. If any of the competitors try something funny, the guards will administer the appropriate punishment. They usually don’t kill people, they just sedate them. Owners get upset when their contestants are killed.”
              Baggs ran his finger over the ridges on the Choke that was wrapped around his neck. “I guess that wearing one of these was in my contract.”
              “It was. You should read documents more carefully before signing them. This way, please.” She walked down the hallway, following the route that Baggs had seen his competitor take. He watched her fake muscles move as she strode a few paces in front of him.
              After an elevator ride and two more hallways, Caballas came to a halt in front of a big wooden door. It said “BOXERS” on it. “Well, this is where I let you go. Good luck, James.”
              Baggs realized that he had never told her to call him Baggs. “You too,” he said.
              She smiled with her horse teeth and then opened the door. He stepped in and she shut it behind him.
              Baggs was standing in a room, facing a round dinner table. There was a white tablecloth over the table, and covered dishes in the center. Each chair had a golden plate, golden silverware, a folded napkin, a wine glass, and a water glass in front of it. There was one unclaimed chair, and the rest had people sitting in them. They all had Chokes on and Boxer pins. Baggs assessed them.
              Besides Baggs, the Boxers had two males and four females. Baggs was the seventh member of the team. The faces of the other contestants stared at him. No one spoke for a moment.
              These are the people who I will enter the Colosseum with. If I want to live, I will have to learn to work with these people.
              Baggs did not speak. He walked around the table until he reached the unclaimed seat. He pulled out the plush chair and sat down.
              “You’re big,” said one of the females across from him. She had pink hair that was shaved in the back; her bangs were parted and ran down to her jaw.
              Baggs nodded. He picked up the water pitcher and poured some into his glass. Baggs sipped on his water. Everyone was looking at him, but no one spoke for a moment. He wondered if they somehow associated him with Regina Eldridge’s death. He wondered if they all knew each other already.
              “Can you talk?” Asked the pink haired girl in a rude tone.
              Baggs looked at her. She was intense. Her blue eyes didn’t flinch under his glare. She had an enormous nose and a protruding forehead. Her ears each had over eight piercings in them. She wasn’t classically attractive, but in her own fierce way she was pretty. “Yeah. I can talk. Can we eat?”
              “No, a lady came in earlier and told us to wait,” the pink haired woman said. She was young—maybe twenty-two.
              “I thought we were supposed to eat in a cage,” Baggs said, looking around.
              The pink haired girl nodded. “This room is an elevator. When the time comes, we’ll be elevated into a cage so that all the rich snobs can watch us eat.”
              Baggs smiled. He liked this pink haired girl.
              “I’m Spinks,” she said.
              Baggs had the feeling that he had heard that name before, but couldn’t remember from where. “Is that a nickname or your real name?” he asked.
              “Nickname,” she answered.
              “I’m Baggs.”
              “Is that your nickname or your real name?”
              “Nickname,” he said.
              She nodded, leaned back, and folded her arms. No one spoke for a second. Baggs looked at everyone’s faces. All his teammates were on edge—tense. Baggs was edgy, also. They were all in a completely novel situation; how are you supposed to act when you meet people that you’re going to enter a death arena with?
              Baggs recognized one of the faces at the table—she was pseudo famous—Hailey Vixen. Hailey Vixen had bright red lipstick on with her golden hair pinned atop her head. She was short—five foot two inches. Her dress was more revealing than the dresses the other females were wearing. It showed a lot of her porcelain skin and clung tightly in the other areas.
              Hailey Vixen had been in the newspaper two weeks ago; it had somehow come out that she had been having sex with Bob Winters, a councilman. She was a prostitute. Bob Winters was a family man with two kids and a wife. Hailey had been charged with prostitution when the scandal went public, and was given the option of either a death sentence or competing in Outlive. For celebrities who commit crimes, the choice to compete in Outlive was common. Celebrities competing helped the ratings.
              Bob Winters was not punished.
               Baggs sipped on his water some more and examined the rest of his teammates, taking note of their age and apparent physical condition. Only one of his teammates appeared older than fifty—the man sitting beside him. It was odd to have such a young team. Baggs supposed that it wouldn’t be so young, though, if Regina Eldridge hadn’t been killed and replaced.
              Several conversations began to form around the table. Baggs looked at the man to his right. He had gray, slicked back hair, and wore glasses. Sitting down next to Baggs, the top of his head came to Baggs’s shoulder. He appeared to be in the worst shape out of all the contestants. He smelled like cigarette smoke. “They let you smoke in here?” Baggs asked him.
              “Huh?”
              “You smell like smoke. Have you been smoking?”
              The graying man nodded.
              “How did you get to smoke?”
              “I just asked my stylist and she brought me some cigarettes.”
              “Damn,” Baggs said. “I should have thought of that. I’ve been jonesing for a cigarette all day.”
              “You’re Baggs, right?” the graying man asked.
              “Yeah.”
              “My name is Larry Wight. Nice to meet you.”
              They shook hands; Baggs was surprised at how big Larry’s hands were for his size. Larry was fleshy all over—not very toned at all.
              “This thing on my neck is driving me nuts,” Larry said, pointing at his Choke.
              “Yeah, me too,” Baggs said. “Every so often the metal prongs shift a little bit. It gives me the creeps. Makes me feel like I’ve got an animal on me.”
              Larry’s eyes grew wider. “Yeah, man. I think they want you to feel that way. It’s psychological. They probably program it so that it wiggles every few minutes, just to remind you that you’re in their control.”
              Baggs thought that the device just needed to shift to reposition itself sometimes, but he didn’t feel like arguing. He nodded.
              “It’s so strange the way our society is set up. It’s odd to think how little would have to change for it to be us controlling everything and the rich guys to be sitting somewhere with threatening robots around their necks.”
              “What do you mean?”
              “Think about it,” Larry said. “Everything is on computers now, right? Everything is stored electronically. A hundred years ago, there was actually physical money that backed everything—everything was represented with dollars. If you wanted to take someone’s money, you had to break into a bank, or their house, or something like that. Now, that’s not the case. Do you know anything about computer science?”
              “Not really.”
              “Well, I won’t bore you with a ton of details. But basically everything is coded with the digits ‘one’ and ‘zero.’ There are billions of these things inside of each computer, and they can code for, like, anything. This Choke, for example—every one of its leg movements is just a bunch of code. All you’d have to do is know the right passwords and the right combinations of ‘ones’ and ‘zeros’ and you could make the thing release. Likewise, all you’d have to do to become mega rich is just make a few ‘ones’ and ‘zeros’ change places inside of the banking software. It’d be so easy! Well, in practice, it’s not that easy. I guess what I mean is that in the system we have, everything is so pliable, metaphorically speaking. Let me give you an example. Lot’s of rich people have K9s, right?”
              “Right,” Baggs said, thinking of his shoulder, which still had an open wound from one of the robot’s titanium teeth.
              “Whenever one of those dogs looks at its owner, the face gets coded in a certain way. So, if your nose is straight, that’s coded as ‘one zero one,’ and if it’s crooked to the left your nose is coded ‘one zero zero,’ and if it’s crooked to the right it’s ‘one one zero.’ That’s just an example, but you get the idea that it’s all just code, right? Like, the machine describes human faces with ‘ones’ and ‘zeros.’ Do you follow?”
              “I guess so.” Baggs didn’t see where Larry was going with this. Larry was odd and sporadic. He seemed to know what he was talking about, and the topic excited him, so Baggs listened.
              Larry took a sip of water before continuing. “You’ve seen the way K9s treat their masters versus how they treat intruders, I assume?”
Baggs thought of the K9 outside of the Thurman’s house. He had been vicious towards Baggs, but obeyed everything that George Thurman told it. “Yeah.”
“So, let’s say I own a K9 and you’re an intruder, right? The K9 interprets our appearances with different strands of code. So, let’s say that my appearance is interpreted as Code A and your appearance is interpreted as Code B. So, because I’m the owner, whenever I talk, it’s going to listen. And when it sees me, it interprets me as a set of ‘ones’ and ‘zeros’ that make up Code A, right? It listens when Code A, or the master, gives it commands. So, there must be some kind of list of ‘owners’ in the robot’s head. There must be some kind of storage thing that says, ‘if the guy whose giving you commands has gray hair, a crooked nose, and a raspy voice, listen to it.’ Do you see? Do you see the significance?”
              Baggs still didn’t see where this was going. He shook his head.
              “So, like, what if you were a hacker, right? And, you can hack into my K9’s code from the internet. If you wanted to break into someone’s house, you could simply tell the robot that you’re the owner. Then, if you broke in, it would listen to your every command and it wouldn’t attack you! So, our whole social system is so fragile.”
              “I think that I see what you’re saying. Could you say it another way?” Baggs asked.
              Larry nodded. He took another sip of water. He liked explaining things about computer science, and he was getting excited. He was talking fast. “So, I’m saying that the rich are only rich because computers say they’re rich. If you could log in somewhere, change a few ‘ones’ and ‘zeros’, you could give yourself a million CreditCoins. You wouldn’t have to enter this godforsaken game. You would never go hungry again.”
              Baggs thought about it. “And, if you were careful not be too flamboyant with your money, no one would notice. You’d just be another rich guy.”
              “Exactly! The only thing that keeps the poor down and the rich living in those mansions are those codes. If you change the codes, you change everything.”
              “That’s interesting,” Baggs said.
              Larry’s face lit up with a smile. Baggs thought Larry was fleshy and short—he wouldn’t be much help in Outlive. He also said things in a roundabout way that were hard to understand. But for some reason, Baggs liked the guy.
              There was a knock at the door. All conversation stopped, and everyone looked to see who was going to enter. 
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              All of the contestants on the Boxers turned their head toward the knock.
              Baggs put his glass of water down and clasped his hands together under the table.
              The door opened, and a man entered. He was black, with thick shoulders and a protruding brow. He smiled at the contestants, but the smile was not kind; it was menacing—threatening. There was a large gap in between his front two teeth on the top row that was impossible not to notice. The man had a pointed gray beard that ended neatly at the bottom part of his throat.
              Though Baggs had never seen this man before, he guessed that he was looking at Byron Turner. The man had confidence that couldn’t be faked. The way he stared at everyone was close to aggression.
              He shut the door behind him.
              “Hello, hello,” he said, facing them. Baggs took note of the man’s large faced watch, which was sparkling with white diamonds. The man smiled, showing the gap in his teeth again. “We have a bit of a journey ahead of us, this coming week. And, hopefully, we’ll know each other longer than that. My name is Councilman Byron Turner. I am your owner. Congratulations on becoming a Boxer.” He lifted his upper lip in what was supposed to be a smile.
              So my other teammates haven’t met Turner yet, Baggs thought. I’ll have to find out if they know each other. Maybe they don’t know that Eldridge died and that I’m a replacement. Maybe he’s hiding that from them.
              Turner looked at his watch. “I don’t have terribly long to stay here,” he said. His voice was deep and booming. It had a lisp, but somehow this seemed to make the man more threatening, instead of less so. “But I wanted to peek my head in to talk. I wanted to see your faces before the others did.” He gave another menacing sneer.
              Across the table, a hand went up. Spinks stared at Turner, hand raised as though she was a schoolgirl.
              “Yes?” Turner asked quietly.
              “I was wondering if you could answer a question for me about what this next week is going to be like.”
              Turner was stone-faced for a moment, staring down at Spinks with her pink hair and sixteen earrings. It was clear that Turner didn’t like interruptions. But he didn’t want to be seen as rude, either. “I suppose.”
              “Are you going to rape or molest us during training?”
              Baggs was shocked by this question, and he felt his own face grow red hot as he watched his owner stare down at his fellow teammate. The room was quiet; no one breathed much, or stirred.
              Spinks didn’t seem to have sensed the tension. She took a noisy slurp from her drink. “You know, like you raped that custodian in your office. I’m curious, did you not know that her family had money to get a lawyer, or did you just not care? Either way is understandable; you didn’t get in trouble.”
              Turner breathed in and out of his nose like a bull; his massive chest rose and fell. Slowly, Turner calmed his breathing until it was almost normal. Then, he raised his upper lip in one of his aggressive smiles. “I know what you’re talking about. Yes, I was accused of rape in court. And, no I did not commit the act. I was shown innocent through trial. It’s one of the great aspects of such a democratic and fair court system.”
              There was another moment of silence in which Baggs thought that Turner was actually calming down. Spinks took another loud sip of water.
              “I would prefer you not accuse me of things that the court has ruled I didn’t do,” Turner said.
              Spinks turned to the other Boxers and said through the corner of her mouth, “Our boss man raped some lady.”
              Turner’s voice rose: “I will not stand for this kind of talk!”
              Spinks turned back to the Boxers again: “He says he didn’t do it, but there’s a video of it on the internet. I watched it. He definitely raped her.”
              Turner grunted in rage and slammed his hand down onto the table, making a resounding boom. “The man in the video wasn’t me! It was dismissed from court! That’s illegal to watch!”
              Spinks looked up at him. “It’s illegal to rape, also.”
              Turner puffed through his nose. “What is this? Who are you?” He looked at her for a moment and then understanding came over his face, flattening out the angry lines. “Oh. I know who you are. You’re Sally ‘Spinks’ Nooks, the computer hacker.”
              “At your service.”
              Baggs furrowed his eyebrows. He had heard that name before, when he was reading the newspaper yesterday. He had come across a story about Sally ‘Spinks’ Nooks while Krass was cutting his cast open. 

              Baggs looked around and his throat closed a bit. It was strange to see how much had changed in less than forty-eight hours. Yesterday morning he had thought there was hope that he could continue on life as normal.
              Turner spoke flatly—serenely: “Perhaps you’re aware, and perhaps you’re not, but disobeying me is a form of breaking your contract. Do you know what they do to people who break their contracts, Spinks? Probably not, so I’ll tell you. They don’t get a trial; their owner is their judge and jury. They strap them down to a chair with these large, leather straps.” Turner held out pudgy fingers to indicate the size of these straps. “One around each ankle. One around each wrist. One around your waist, and one around your neck. You’ll be in a wooden chair at a local police station; thousands will have died in the chair you’ll be strapped down in. Then, they’ll take a dirty syringe; the syringe will have been used to inject countless other people. It won’t matter that it’s dirty, though. Whatever infection or virus you may contract from the dirty needle won’t ever make you ill, because you’ll be dead before you have a chance to succumb to any more sickness. Then, they’ll inject you with potassium. Potassium is one of the body’s electrical conductors, and your heart works on electric signals. They’ll inject it in you until your heart stops. Death won’t come quick, because they won’t want to waste any potassium. So, they’ll inject you with a few milligrams. It may not have any effect at first. Then, they’ll inject you with a few more. You’ll be sweating and nervous—then you’ll start to feel an odd fluttering sensation in your chest. You may think it’s a placebo. Then, they’ll give a little more. Now, you’re sure it’s not a placebo. Every ten beats your heart feels like it’s skipping a beat.” He was whispering, talking in a dramatic manner as though he were giving a monologue on stage. “They’ll feel this in your pulse, step back, and monitor you. They may even tell you ‘some people die with this amount, we’ll watch and see.’ Because they won’t want to waste any on someone like you. Then, after a few minutes, you’ll get a little more.” Turner’s eyes were twinkling. “Your heart will start beating wildly, skipping beats, then beating hard five times, then skipping more beats. I hear it’s an awful sensation. It’s fatiguing. You’ll be sweating, Spinks. Your body will be going haywire trying to keep your heart beating. But, your body is simply a machine—there’s only so much it can do. Then, they may inject you with a little more. A lot of people gasp when their heart stops. It’s a reflex—you’re not getting enough oxygen, so your mouth instinctively starts gulping air. People have brainwaves for up to thirty seconds after their heart starts beating. So, you’ll feel it. Your hands will go numb, then your arms. You’ll have an awful pain in your chest. Then, the world around you will start to go a bit dimmer. Your mentation will slow. Then, black. Over.”
              Baggs thought that Turner’s speech sounded rehearsed. Maybe he tells it to all of his contestants to make sure that they are obedient.
              Spinks did not seem phased. “What’s your point? Do you want me to stop accusing you of rape?”
              Turner shrugged. “Do I want you to? Yes. Will I kill you if you don’t? I don’t know. It depends on what type of asset you are to the team. It depends on how hard you work in practice.” He smiled and then steepled his fingers in front of his belly. “However, if you try to spread that trash to other people during this dinner, I will have you killed.”
              “Is that supposed to scare me?” Spinks spat.
              Turner nodded. “It is. And I think that it’s working. Just think about it.”
              “I’m about to enter a death match, you idiot! Death doesn’t scare me.”
              Turner smiled. Can he also hear that her voice is shaking? “Fine. You’ll just be killed. No sweat.” He looked at his watch again. “I really need to leave now. Thank you Spinks, for the lovely new relationship you have started with me.” He turned and walked out.
              Baggs took a drink of water. His mouth was dry. He thought; Turner certainly doesn’t see us like equals. He probably killed Higgins. And if one of us wins, he’ll probably kill us too. 
              Baggs had a flashback to the episode of Outlive he had watched at Greggor’s yesterday. He imagined standing in sandals on the hot sand, the sound of the crowd roaring around him. He imagined looking up and seeing the sword that would kill him gleaming in the sun. He imagined watching it swoop down in a blur of speed so fast that he didn’t have a chance to stop it. He imagined feeling it mercilessly chop through the tissue in the front of his neck. He imagined gasping for air, not being able to take any in.
              He shuddered.
              Get it together, he thought.
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              A few minutes after Byron Turner left, a humming noise filled the air and the room began to elevate upwards.
              Baggs inhaled, exhaled, and looked around him. The ceiling fell away and as the room went up, the painted walls were replaced with unpainted concrete. Looking upwards, Baggs could see flashing lights far above him. There was cheering now, and the sound of an announcer’s voice playing in conjunction with a quick baseline that was reminiscent of a beating heart.
              “AND NOW!”
              There was a roar from the crowd.
              “I present to you, for the first time ever, the competitors of SEASON TEN EPISODE EIGHT, in person! Who will OUTLIVE?”
              The flashing above was quick and continuous, always coming from different directions. Baggs could see glimpses of his teammates faces in the flickering light. Larry was crouched forward in his chair with his arms crossed, almost in a fetal position. There was a thin layer of sweat on his face. Spinks was leaned back, trying to appear confident, but Baggs thought that she was faking it. She’s probably thinking about being restrained by those huge leather straps as they inject her with potassium. There was one face among his teammates that genuinely seemed unafraid. Two spaces to the left of Baggs sat a female. She had dark, sunken in eyes. Her face was relaxed and covered in piercings; metal jewelry was situated in her chin, her lips, her nose, her eyebrows, her cheeks, and through her forehead; she did not have earrings. As they rose, she seemed to be serene, not intimidated by the screams and cheers as they were lifted into the dining hall above.
              The baseline continued, along with the flickering and the cheers.
              After rising over ten stories, the platform that held the Boxers came to a rest in a giant dining room that was lit by blue, smoky light. Spaced throughout the dining hall were thirty circular cages enclosing elevated platforms filled with the tables which the competitors were sitting at.
              Baggs looked upward and noted that the bars that surrounded the Boxers did not go all the way to the ceiling; instead, they rose up thirty feet and then just stopped. There was no covering on the cage. Baggs didn’t see this as a problem; there probably weren’t many people that could climb bars like that, and if a competitor tried, they would be forced down by their Choke.
              There were roughly one hundred tables situated around the ground floor, each seating ten people. The tables were covered in pale pink tablecloths that were encrusted with sparkling gold. The people at these tables were dressed in expensive dresses and suits. Further away, partitioned from the center of the room by a plastic net, were the cheap seats. These were stadium seats that rose out and up to an amazing height and sat thousands of people. The people in the stadium seats were dressed mostly in t-shirts and jeans.
              The baseline continued to thrum. Larry said something, but Baggs couldn’t hear what it was over the noise.
              The flickering lights continued and Baggs realized that the flashes were coming from cameras all around. Cameras were going off from the stadium seating, and then there were also dozens of small drones flying around, taking pictures of the contestants. One flew over the top bars and hovered down into the cage with the Boxers. The black robot descended low, until it was right in front of Baggs’s face, and then began to take pictures while illuminating Baggs with a blinding flashbulb. Baggs had an instinctive urge to swipe at the drone, knocking it to the ground. The flashing, along with the baseline and the crowd, was unnerving. However, Baggs kept his hands to himself. He was too aware of the shifting Choke on his neck to try something like impeding the camera.
              The hovering camera took a few more pictures of the other Boxers and then flew back over the top of the metal bars. Baggs’s vision was spotted with green and red spots and was very limited in the dim room.
              Suddenly, the blue lights went completely out, and the crowd screamed with delight. The flash photography occasionally lit the room in certain areas. The bass died away until it could not be heard anymore.
              I feel like an animal on display at a zoo, Baggs thought. The flashing occasionally illuminated him, making him feel naked and exposed.
              Four more sources of light appeared—one along each wall. The light was dim at first and then grew to a substantial glow. Baggs saw that the glowing objects were giant HoloVision Boxes, each twice as tall and wide as Baggs’s apartment.
              Inside the Holovision Boxes, holograms appeared, but were detailed and fluid enough to look like there were actual objects floating inside of the glass enclosures. The first thing to show was a series of levitating, spangled, gold letters that rotated slowly. They spelled:
 
OUTLIVE
 
              The letters began to waver and melt and then became steam that drifted up towards the top of the box, where they disappeared. Then, a man began to sprint from the right to left side of the box. He was dressed in gladiator garb with leather and metal armor. His face looked worried, and he glanced behind him. A spear came rushing from the back of the box; it came through the back of the man’s neck and out the front, splattering blood on the front of the display. Inside of the specks of red, the blood made out these letters:
 
SEASON 10, EPISODE 8
 
              The crowd cheered again. The blood and the corpse disappeared. Then, horrified, Baggs watched as his face, giant and dark, filled the HoloVision Box. He was wearing eyeliner, and his face was harshly shadowed from an intense top light.
              The voice that came out of the hologram’s mouth was deeper and even raspier than Baggs’s natural voice; the producers had altered it in some way.
              “I just wanted to kill him,” the hologram of Baggs said, looking straight at the camera.
              Then, the HoloVision box showed Baggs punching the police officer in the Outlive office that morning. An unrealistic amount of blood sprayed from the officer’s nose as Baggs hit him. The hologram shifted to show Vinny Tartuga. He spoke in his nasally voice: “He came into the Outlive office of the Media Tower and got into a fight with the cop. It seems as though he was unprovoked. His name is James Baggers, he’s on the Boxers, and he’s completely insane.”
              “I lost it,” Baggs’s voice said, and then the HoloVision Box showed a close up of Baggs and the cop. Baggs reared back, drove his fist into the police officer’s face, and the officer’s eyes rolled into his head after the impact. The crowd absolutely loved it, and the cheering became loud enough to injure eardrums. 
              The real Baggs’s face burned with embarrassment. He saw his teammates stealing glances at him out of the corner of his eyes. It was worth it, though, he thought to himself. I’m glad that I did the commercial. The CreditCoins will really help Tessa out.
              Then, Vinny Tartuga’s face came on the HoloVision Box again. His skin looked sallow and sickly under the harsh light. “Who do I think the most formidable competitor will be in this episode?” his resounding voice asked, as though the hologram was speaking to an interviewer. “That’d have to be Chobb Lowe on the Pirates.”
              Vinny’s face was now replaced with a man standing in his underwear. Baggs was glad that he hadn’t been asked to strip down for his commercial.
              Vinny’s voice played as Chobb Lowe’s figure turned in the hologram displays. “He’s six feet three inches, and built like a bull. He’s a powerlifter. If he wouldn’t have gotten into trouble with the law, he would have been the world champion.”
              Chobb Lowe’s figure was impressive. He had a small amount of fat lining his belly, but not much. Vinny hadn’t been exaggerating much when describing the man as looking like a bull. The hologram’s back bulged with muscles. Chobb had no neck; his enormous trapezius muscles were threatening to pass his chin. His forearms were as thick as some peoples’ thighs, and covered in hard vascularity.
              “Wow,” Larry murmured.
              The presentation went on like that, going through fifteen players with descriptions of why they were formidable from Vinny Tartuga (“This girl won’t be afraid to gouge eyes out”) and different contestants either standing in front of a camera, or reciting lines. None of the displays got nearly the response that Baggs’s did, which embarrassed him more.
              The last competitor to be introduced to the audience surprised Baggs; it was the piercing-covered face of the woman sitting two places to Baggs’s left; it was the woman that he had noticed while the room was being elevated.
              “Tonya Wolf,” Vinny Tartuga said over an image of the woman scowling. “She has killed fifteen people. She liked to kidnap them and cut their stomachs open. The court was lenient in granting her a chance to compete in Outlive; we lobbied hard for the opportunity to have her. We felt that her aggression would do well in the arena.”
              The hologram of the woman spoke; her voice was soft, almost a whisper. “My name is Tonya Wolf.” Her eyes were flat, almost bored. “I like to watch people bleed. That’s why I cut open their stomachs. I like to watch people die, and I like for it to take a long time.”
              This disturbing speech got as much applause as the shot of Baggs punching the police officer.
              Then, the HoloVision Boxes went dark, and the blue light came back on in the room. An announcer’s voice came over the speakers: “Ladies, gentlemen, and competitors: Feel free to eat and drink what is set out on your tables. If you wave your hand, a drone will come over and assist you by retrieving more food or drink. Please note: While you are allowed to take pictures with the Outlive competitors, it is encouraged that you not get too close to the bars. Thank you.”
              The announcer stopped speaking and the dining hall was quiet for a moment. After a short time, the sounds of conversations and the tinkling of silverware began to permeate over the space. Men and women were pouring glasses of wine and serving themselves from covered trays in the middle of tables.
              Spinks uncovered the Boxers’ trays, revealing roasted herb chicken, crab macaroni and cheese, butter and garlic mashed potatoes, a cabbage salad with fruits and nuts, dinner rolls, and rolls of sushi atop an ice cold sheet of metal. Baggs began to eat with a mixture of delight and guilt. The food was even better than what he had had in Tartuga’s office. But it probably costs enough to feed a starving London family for a whole month.
              Baggs listened to the English conversations taking place around him. When Emperor Daman’s predecessor, Pat Blue, took office forty years ago, he ordered that English be made the official language of New Rome. Citizens who were caught speaking another language in public were fined. As Baggs understood it, people used to speak French in Paris; now, this was a dying language. I bet that no one under the age of thirty-five can speak it fluently anymore. German and other languages were dying in the same manner. To Baggs, this was a tragedy. Possibilities for thought were expressed in language, and Baggs couldn’t help but think that each language must have its strengths.
              He also thought that other cultures must have strengths, too, but Pat Blue had unified New Rome’s culture as much as possible. For example, he had brought all of the best baseball leagues oversea and completely done away with cricket. Pat Blue was from the United States, and when his forces began to take over New Rome, he didn’t want to learn new systems or customs. As another example, Pat Blue grew frustrated when he would go to purchase something in New Rome and the measurements were in the metric system, so he ordered that all New Rome measurements be changed to what was known as the U.S. Customary System. Pat Blue wanted people measured in pounds, and feet, and inches, and long distances expressed in miles instead of kilometers. 
              There was a jazz band playing music on a stage in the corner. Larry drank several cups of wine and started ranting about the government and how corrupt it was. This made Baggs uncomfortable, as there were council members present. Stairs were erected around the cages that held the contestants, and people came and stood in front of the bars to have their pictures taken in front of the Outlive participants. The Boxers cage was an especially popular place for people to take photographs. Looking around, Baggs noticed some more celebrities. The most famous was probably Nikki Wild, a musician who Maggie loved. Baggs spotted Bob Winters, the councilman who had bought Hailey Vixen as a prostitute. He was enjoying the evening with his wife and kids while Hailey was being gawked at behind bars.
              Hailey Vixen attracted attention for two reasons; the first was that she was a celebrity, and the second was because she was unusually attractive. She kept her head down most of the night and did not smile, but she was unable to make herself blend in with the others. Her porcelain skin and golden hair were angelic. She was not able to cover up her eye-catching body because of the skimpy, tight black dress they forced her to wear.
              Men whistled at her, and cat called; “Eyy, Bob told me you were easy!” “I’m a lawyer, not as good as a councilman, but you’ll do it for money, right?” Some even reached inside the bars, trying to touch her, but she was seated too far away for them to reach.
              As it got later, more and more people got drunk. Baggs didn’t drink. He wasn’t especially opposed to drinking, but he didn’t want to muddy up his thinking process at a time like this.
              One of the people who drank the most, though, was Modd Harvey, the best heavyweight boxer in the world. The man had a shaved head, diamond earrings, and shoulders that couldn’t be hidden beneath a suit jacket. He was known for his loud mouth and his aggression, both inside and outside of the ring.
              He made it apparent what he wanted Hailey Vixen to do.
              “Hey, honey, I know you’re locked up in there, but come over to the bars, sweetie.” That was the kind of thing he said at the beginning of the night, as he was still relatively sober. As the night wore on, he drank glass after glass of clear alcohol that was brought by a drone. The wine was free, but other drinks were not. Each time the drone came by, Mobb Harvey had to place his thumbprint on a pad to pay CreditCoins.
              At first, Hailey Vixen ignored his calls, as anyone would do. But the calling became incessant. “You opened your legs to the Councilman, why not to me? Is it ‘cause of these bars. C’mere, we can get around them.” The call that made Hailey respond to Mobb was perhaps his thousandth that night. He was swaying on his feet, as though only one punch away from being knocked out. “Come here, you whore.” Mobb saw something on Hailey’s face and continued on. “Oh, what, you don’t like being called that?” A silent tear fell down Hailey’s face. She had been bombarded with comments all night while Bob Winters had a pleasant night out. “What? You don’t think you’re a whore? You think he loved you or something? You think he loved you more than that pretty wife of his. Sugar, let me tell you something, a lady like Michelle Winters is worthy of a man like that, okay? I mean, she’s got a personality, you hear? She’s able to talk to Bob, entertain Bob, and he needs that, okay, baby? She’s there for him. Then there’s you, and you’ve got a nice body and I’m sure he loved being with you, but he doesn’t want to be with you, you get what I’m saying? No one’s going to ever love you, sugar.” Tears were falling harder down Hailey Vixen’s face. Baggs wondered why Mobb’s current words were having such a strong effect. Maybe she has feelings for Bob Winters. Maybe she fell in love with him. Mobb began to call through the bars at her again. “So c’mon over here, sugar. He doesn’t love you. He won’t mind sharing. I ain’t gonna love you either, but you’re pretty. That’s all you were to him, don’t you get that?”
              Hailey finally lost it. Her hands were trembling and she turned to Mobb and screamed: “SHUT UP!” A string of saliva ran from her bottom lip to her upper lip. Her scream was throaty and primitive, full of rage.
              The smile dropped off of Mobb’s face. “Oh, sugar. Oh, sugar.” His voice was low. People at tables all around were watching him. If Mobb Harvey hated anything, it was being embarrassed. “I’m going to knock your pretty teeth out of your bitch ass mouth. C’mere!” He reached for her. His arms were longer than other peoples’, which was one of the reasons for his tremendous success in the boxing ring. Harvey almost reached the back of Hailey’s hair, but she leaned forward just in time. He grabbed the back of her chair and yanked it toward the bars, but she leapt out of it and onto the table, crying and spilling water, wine and food. She tried to pull her skirt down; down on her knees, it was very revealing.
              “Stupid bitch,” Mobb said, and people gasped as he began to climb up the rods of the gate that enclosed the Boxers. For a man of his size, Mobb’s agility was counter-intuitive. He climbed with the ease of a chimpanzee, using only his arms. People shouted for him to get down. The rods swayed beneath his weight of two hundred and thirty pounds; not only was he bigger than Baggs, but he was leaner, too. Word spread among the crowd, and soon everyone in both the stadium seating and at the dinner tables were looking up at Mobb; some faces wore bored expressions, some were excited, some seemed apprehensive, but none of them went to get help.
              They’ll let him beat her, Baggs realized. He looked at Hailey Vixen, still sobbing on the table. She appeared to weigh no more than one hundred twenty pounds. Mobb might even be allowed to kill her. Byron Turner probably wouldn’t mind having her replaced with someone bigger.
              Mobb Harvey got to the top and began to roll over the bars into the Boxer’s cage. Please fall, please fall and break your cocky back, Baggs thought. But Harvey didn’t fall. Even drunk, he was extremely graceful. He made it over the top and then began to slide down on the inside with ease. Instinctually, all of the Boxers stood up and huddled in one corner to get away from the man; Hailey Vixen scooted off the table and filed in with her teammates. Harvey’s eyes were alight with a mixture of anger and pleasure. 
              Harvey made it to the ground. “Give me the whore and no one gets hurt,” he said. He was smiling. I don’t think he wants us to give up so easily. I think that he wants a fight.
              People began to chant around the room, “Harvey, Harvey, Harvey!”
              He waved at the crowd and they whistled and cheered some more.
              Baggs thought, would it be worth it to try to defend her? Baggs was certainly no match for an athlete like Harvey, but maybe he could fight him off long enough for help to arrive. Baggs looked around. It didn’t look like anyone would help.
              “Give me the whore,” Harvey said again. He took a fighter’s stance and began to step towards the huddled Outlive contestants. His eyes were red; his words were slurred. He was drunk with alcohol and in intolerable rage at being talked back to by a whore!
              “Back off!” Hailey Vixen yelled, and Harvey zeroed in on her. He took four steps, pushed through the crowd of Boxers, and grabbed her by the hair. He threw her onto the table, back first, and began to climb on top of her, still smiling. The crowd loved this course of events. Harvey grabbed Hailey’s top, despite her screaming protests, and ripped it in half so that she was now partly exposed. He was laughing. She kept screaming and the crowd kept cheering.
              Baggs felt sick.
Hailey’s eyes rolled in her head, looking around at the crowd. With the big man on top of her, pinning her down, she looked like a caged animal. Sweat glistened on her forehead. Tears ran down her cheeks. “HELP! HE-ELP!” she cried. 
Without thinking about the consequences, or the Choke that was tightly wrapped around his neck, Baggs acted. He picked up one of the upholstered wooden chairs, held it high above his head, and brought it crashing down atop Mobb Harvey. A leg struck the back of the man’s head and cracked in half. Baggs thought that the blow would knock Harvey out. He was wrong. Harvey turned and sneered at him. 
“Really, bitch?” Harvey said to Baggs. His diamond earrings sparkled in the light. So did his eyes.
Baggs thought about his Choke, and wondered why the security guards hadn’t used it to subdue him yet. They probably think that Harvey can handle me. Baggs tended to agree.
Someone in one of the tables below shouted, “Kill ‘im, Harvey!” Someone else shouted: “Teach him a lesson!”
The drunken athlete sprang off the table and was on his feet in front of Baggs. Harvey’s hands were as big as Baggs’s; Baggs had never encountered anyone else with such big hands. Harvey’s hands were lean and heavy with tight skin running over hard bone and muscle.
Harvey shifted his weight to punch Baggs in the face, but Baggs was ready for it. Adrenaline ran through him. Everything was in slow motion. Harvey’s left hand came soaring up towards Baggs’s chin, and Baggs put up his forearm to block the punch. Harvey’s left was an inch from connecting with Baggs’s forearm when something unexpected happened. The fist stopped in midair. Baggs had one slow moment of confusion and then realized, It was a fake punch. The realization came too late. The world-class right hook was a quick blur in his peripheries before slamming into his face with the force of a train. Baggs’s head snapped backward, and for a moment, everything was a blur. 
I’m fighting a heavyweight-boxing champion, Baggs thought. And he’s going to make me pay for antagonizing him.
Three punches came up to Baggs’s stomach as fast as bullets from a machine gun. Baggs flexed his abdominal muscles, but it did little good. The wind was knocked out of him, and a searing pain radiated all the way to his back.
              This is bad, this is bad.
              If he’s this quick when he’s drunk, what must it be like to fight him when he’s sober?
              Then came an uppercut to Baggs’s face. Again, his head snapped back. His nose ran with blood like it was a faucet. Harvey laughed and took a few steps backwards, readying himself for another flurry of punches.
              Baggs had never fought someone so formidable. He looked over at his teammates, huddled in the corner by the bars. Hailey was in the middle of them, holding her ripped dress up so that it covered her body. Larry had his hand over his mouth and looked sick. Maybe he doesn’t like blood, Baggs thought. Baggs’s nose was leaking substantially, and a small puddle was forming on the floor. It’s broken, he thought. Tonya Wolf, the murderer, still held an impassive look on her face, except there was now a twinkle of something different in her eyes—excitement, maybe? She did say that she liked blood. At the tables below, men, women and children alike were enthralled in the unexpected entertainment. They thought they wouldn’t get to see me injured for an entire week. It’s sick, but they probably feel lucky. Baggs scanned the perimeter of the bottom floor. There was a group of police officers in the corner, their eyes hidden by dark visors. They did not move. They leaned against the back wall, enjoying the entertainment like everyone else.
              Baggs felt the surge of adrenaline wearing off. He was only able to utilize his peculiar, hormone-fueled strength for a short time, and then his body was tired. His arms felt heavy; his knees wobbled. He looked at Harvey, wondering what he could possibly do to avoid serious injury. How long will they let him punch me? Baggs wondered. Until I’m dead? Until my brain is bleeding? Will Tessa still get to keep the money if I die here instead of on the sand in the Colosseum?
              Harvey took a step forward. He had a classic boxer’s-stance—elbows cocked, shoulders back, knees slightly bent and one foot in front of the other. That’s it, Baggs thought. He’s a boxer. He’s not a fighter, he’s a boxer. That was all he had time to think before the punches began to come fast and hard.
              Baggs’s plan was to assail Harvey with attacks that would be considered illegal in a boxing ring. He hoped that Harvey would be taken off-guard and not know how to respond. He feared that Harvey would respond with cheap shots of his own, perhaps stomping on Baggs’s head until it burst open in a spray of blood and brains.
              Harvey faked left again and then punched right. Baggs took a shot to the nose and the pain was incredible, unthinkable. He couldn’t stand it. His eyes filled with tears and his body surged with hate and rage. Stop hitting me! You started this! You were going to rape the girl!
              Baggs gave a fake jab of his own. The punch flew towards Harvey’s face and the athlete jerked back to juke away from the blow. But it never came. Baggs pulled his fist in, bent his knees, and jumped as hard as he could, thrusting his knee heavily into Harvey’s groin.
              Harvey’s face contorted into expressions of confusion and pain. Baggs wasn’t done. Using all two hundred pounds of his body, he did a second dirty move. This one, like the knee to the groin was illegal in boxing rings and in mixed martial arts arenas for how devastating it was. He brought his heel down in a vicious stomp on Harvey’s left foot. Stomping on someone’s foot is perversely devastating; the bones that run through the area are thinner than the bones in chicken legs. They crack easily, and the effect is mind-numbingly painful. As Baggs brought his foot down, he was thankful for the hard, square heal in his shoe. He stomped as hard as he could. Harvey, who was still in shock from the knee to his groin, was in no position to defend the next surprise attack. The foot came down and Baggs heard and felt bones break. The impact sent a jarring sensation up his own leg.
              The heavyweight-champion collapsed onto his knees, unable to support his weight on his broken foot. As that happened, Baggs thought he was lucky for three reasons. One: Harvey was drunk—none of this would be possible if he wasn’t drunk. Two: Baggs had not drunk alcohol. Three: Harvey hadn’t thought that Baggs would play dirty. If they both started off taking illegal shots at one another, Baggs would have surely lost.
              As Harvey came to his knees, Baggs saw the man’s eyes. They said, I’m going to kill you. I’m not going to stop until you’re dead.
              Baggs felt his Choke tighten quickly on his neck. Perhaps the security guards now think that there is an issue. He knew that the robot would soon issue some kind of punishment to subdue him—it would either cut his head off, shock him, or inject him with a sedative. Baggs remembered that Caballas said that they don’t like to kill Outlive competitors. They probably won’t want to kill me; by fighting one of the best boxers in the world in front of all these people, I’ve made it so that everyone will want to see me compete in the Colosseum.
              Baggs concluded that they would either shock him, or inject him with sedative, which was somewhat good, because it meant that he would not die instantly. However, once he fell unconscious, Mobb Harvey would have a few minutes with Baggs’s limp body to deliver sick blows of revenge. Baggs looked down at Harvey’s hate-filled eyes and knew that he had about one more second to deliver a knockout blow. If I don’t, there’s a real chance that he’ll kill me.
              Baggs used another tactic that was illegal in cage fighting—a knee to the face. The knee joint is as hard and thick as a baseball bat, and when driven up, a human Baggs’s size can get enough force behind the joint to kill someone. I hope my girls don’t see this, Baggs thought.
              He crouched, coiled his big leg muscles, and then straightened his whole body like a spring, driving his knee into Mobb Harvey’s exposed face. He felt the face crumple beneath the blow. The boxer’s head rocked back so violently that Baggs wondered if he broke the man’s neck. Harvey fell to the floor, clearly unconscious.
              Then, Baggs’s choke took action to subdue him. Baggs had been wrong in assuming that the device would either shock him or sedate him. It did both.
              First, it shocked him. Baggs felt his neck flex and all the muscles in his torso lock up in painful convulsions. He stood still, frozen by the volts of electricity that coursed through his body before collapsing to the floor.
              Then, he felt the injection. It felt like a bee sting and went straight into the right side of his neck. Whatever the medication was, it worked surprisingly fast. He felt his neck go numb first, and then the world began to gray around him.
              I hope I wake up. I don’t want to die, he thought. I don’t want to die without seeing Tessa again. I want to hold Maggie. I want to kiss Olive’s red head of hair and watch her eat cake until her belly protrudes. I want them to grow up with a father. I don’t want to die alone.
              He tried to get up, to fight the sedative. He pushed his hands against the floor and held his torso in the air for a moment. His neck was completely limp and refused to hold up his head. He tried to shout, but only a whisper came out of his mouth. Then, the drug’s effect grew stronger. He perceived the world as tilting around him and he fell to the ground. He opened his eyes one last time and saw Mobb Harvey stirring on the floor. His face was a broken mess. Please don’t get up.
              Then, Baggs’s vision tunneled down and he became completely unconscious. 
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              Fifteen-year-old Baggs had not yet developed plantar fasciitis, but after working a sixteen hour double shift at Lucky’s, his feet were throbbing. He walked down the London sidewalk, smoking, looking up at the fog. The roads that made the London grid were still used frequently enough that weeds had not yet grown tall through cracks in the cement. Cars passed on the road. An occasional helicopter flew overhead, though they couldn’t be seen through the fog.
              Baggs smoked. His parents didn’t like how much he used tobacco, but so what? Baggs paid for his own food, and his own clothes. If they started nagging him about it, he’d move out. Regina and Pat Baggers never voiced their disapproval, but Baggs could sense it in the faces they made when Baggs came home smelling like smoke. Baggs felt that his parents were up-tight and oppressive. They worked too much to have developed a close relationship with him. He didn’t resent them for this—it was a necessity that they worked so much; he also didn’t love them much, either.
              It had been a week since he beat up Baldy. The bruise on his forehead where he had head-butted the older man was fading into a yellow-greenish color. He hadn’t returned to the Barbed Wire since the incident, but his friend Johnny said that Baldy wanted to kill him. “Bring it on,” Baggs had told his friend. He wanted to act as though he was fearless and without remorse. In reality, though, this wasn’t his true sentiment. Thinking about the fight made him sad. He had broken Baldy’s face, and rumor held that he was concussed pretty badly. Johnny added: “The dude has been, like, getting headaches all the time. You beat his ass good.”
              In some ways, he was proud of the fight. It was unusual for someone as young as fifteen to be so formidable in combat as Baggs was. Thinking back on the incident made him feel powerful.
              Stronger than his pride, though, was his guilt. Did I really have to throw his limp body over the bar? he asked himself. The answer was obviously, no. He had gotten carried away, and hurt Baldy beyond necessity. Even if the older man started it, he was still another person. Baldy felt and had emotions and goals, just like Baggs did. No matter what Baldy did to Baggs, Baggs didn’t desire to cause him harm.
              The gang that had watched Baggs and Baldy fight from the back of the bar called themselves The Shepherds. Unlike Baggs, they didn’t feel sorry for Baldy. They saw Baggs as a tool that they could use, and they wanted him.
              The man with the glass eye first approached Baggs as he was walking home that night from the double-shift at Lucky’s. Baggs was seven blocks from home, and enjoying his cigarette and the freedom of being off work.
              As Baggs walked, the man materialized out of the fog; he was leaning against a brick building, looking in the direction that Baggs was coming from, as though he had expected him. Indeed, he had. The man with the glass eye wore a black suit with a black tie. He had long, blond hair; it was thin and shoulder length—cut evenly and combed back out of his face. Both of his eyes were blue, although the left one was clearly just a big, monochromatic, lubricated marble.
              When he spotted Baggs, he stopped leaning on the wall and stood up straight.
              Baggs glanced at the man, and then stared ahead. He was sure that he had seen the guy before, but hadn’t ever been introduced. Probably at a bar or something, he thought. He tried not to make eye contact; something about the guy made Baggs’s spine shiver. Baggs tried to walk past the man with the glass eye without talking to him.
              The man with the glass eye wouldn’t allow this. He approached Baggs, limping a little, with his hands in his pockets. “People call you Baggs, right?” his voice was raspy.
              Baggs looked around. The man made him uneasy, and his nervousness was amplified by the fact that there was not another soul in sight in the night fog. “Yeah,” Baggs said. He took a drag from his cigarette and kept walking.
              The one-eyed man walked along side him. “My name is Bite,” he said, and held out a scarred hand for Baggs to shake. The middle finger had been cut in half.
              Baggs shook the hand firmly, wanting to seem strong to this odd stranger. He looked at Bite (what kind of name is Bite?) up close for the first time. He couldn’t decide if Bite was old or young. He had the posture of a young man—well muscled, lean—but his face was ashen and mapped with wrinkles. Bite was almost as tall as Baggs, had hands almost as big as Baggs’s, and was almost as wide in the shoulders; he was a big man. His nose was small and straight. His left, fake eye was dark blue and seemed a few sizes too big for the occipital socket it was lodged into. His left eyelid was half open and bulged with the size of the glass eye beneath it. Bite’s mouth protruded an unusual amount and was reminiscent of a chimpanzee’s muzzle. When he spoke, he showed huge incisors.
              Is he called Bite because he’s proficient at biting people? Baggs wondered.  
              The oddest thing that Baggs noticed most when he walked beside Bite was that the air seemed to get colder around the man. It was as though he sucked the warmth and compassion from his surroundings. “Hey, uhh, I don’t want you to be scared or nothin’, but a car is going to come this way in a second.”
              Baggs looked ahead and took a drag of cigarette. What had started off as a pleasant walk home in the cool London fog was now becoming worrisome. “Why would a car coming worry me?”
              “Well, not to be pushy, but I’m going to ask you to get in.” Bite smiled, showing sharp teeth.
              Baggs’s heart started to thud. Bite’s smile added new meaning to his phrase. He didn’t mean ask you to get in, he meant, make you get in.
              “I hear you’re fifteen? Holy Jesus, is that true? You look thirty, at least,” Bite exclaimed. He did not seem at all nervous speaking with Baggs.
              “Yeah, I’m fifteen.”
              Bite whistled, then looked Baggs up and down. “You’re just a little tyke, ain’t ya? Well, that’s alright. You’re a little tyke who knows how to make an impression, though. My boss is interested.”
              Baggs looked behind him and still did not see another car. “Impression? What do you mean?” He looked at Bite and wondered if he should run. He’ll probably catch me. If I see someone else walking on the street, I’ll ask for help. But will anyone help me? Baggs had a suspicion that others would sense the frigidity in the man’s presence, and want to stay away from him. Baggs thought that Bite was the kind of man that made dogs tuck their tails and scamper away. Something essential about Bite was jarring, unforgiving and ice cold.
              “I mean what you did to Trevor Lowe, AKA, Baldy last week at the Barbed Wire. You knocked ‘im to hell and back. My boss was very impressed. Do you like my shoes?”
              It was a peculiar, seemingly out-of-the-blue thing to say, but Baggs looked at the shoes anyway. They were black, finely tooled boots. “They’re nice,” Baggs answered honestly.
              “How do you like my watch?” He held up his wrist so that the cuff of his jacket slid further up his forearm to reveal a gold watch. A label on the face said ROLEX.
              “It’s nice, too.”
              “You want some new shoes or something?” Bite looked at Baggs’s shoes. “All your rags are kind of old, honestly. You don’t look fresh. Why don’t you buy new things? Why don’t you buy a Rolex? Answer honestly.”
              Baggs laughed nervously. Bite was walking very close to him so that their shoulders were almost touching. Baggs wanted to back away, but didn’t want to offend Bite, or reveal his terror. Why am I so scared of this guy? “I can’t afford a watch like that. I can’t afford any watch. I work at a grocery store, see the uniform.” Baggs was glad to hear that his fear wasn’t being revealed in his voice.
              “Yeah, I see that.” Bite shrugged. “You’d like to make some more money, though, right?”
              “Wouldn’t everybody?”
              “Then you should get into the car with me when it pulls up.” Bite plucked the cigarette from Baggs’s mouth, took a puff, and then handed it back. He was surprisingly quick, and Baggs didn’t dare speak against the stranger. “You like your job?” Bite asked.
              “It’s okay.”
              “I didn’t fuckin’ ask you if your job was okay.” Bite looked angry. “I asked you if you liked your job. Do ya?”
              “Yeah. I like it.”
              Bite squinted at Baggs with his real eye. “You serious? You like doin’ shit work for shit people? Cleanin’ counters, that’s the kind of shit you do, right? You like that kind of busy work? Moppin’ floors and crap. Seriously?”
              Baggs thought: Why is this guy making me so nervous? Just last week I beat up someone bigger than him. So why is he having this kind of an effect on me. His hands were shaking. “No, I really do like it. It’s not that the work is super fun or anything, but I’m grateful to have a job. There are lots of people who can’t get a job, so I’m thankful for what I’ve got.”
              Bite plucked the cigarette out of Baggs’s hand, smoked on it, and did not give it back this time. He finished it, and then dropped it to the ground. “What do you mean by, ‘It’s not that the work is super fun?’ What kind of work would be ‘super fun?’”
              Baggs was completely on edge. He thought, why would someone feel so confident stealing a cigarette from a guy as big as me? Every nerve in his body screamed at him to sprint away, but he continued to talk. “I guess some kind of meaningful work, I don’t know.”
              Bite looked up at him quickly. “What about beating up Baldy; was that ‘super fun’ to you?”
              Baggs shook his head adamantly.
              Bite reached up and adjusted his glass eye in its stretched socket. He spoke while he fiddled with it, pushing it and moving the blue glass to a more comfortable position. “It looked to me like you had a good time. The way you were so pumped up. I can see that feeling in other people. I get it too. Feels good, don’t it?”
              Baggs didn’t answer. It horrified him to know that it was so obvious that a part of him relished in the dominance of physically overcoming another human.
              “Look, kid. I can offer you some things, okay? Money, girls, and a lot of ‘super fun’ shit to do for some good people. When the car comes up, I want you to get in.”
              “I don’t know,” Baggs said.
              “What else you gonna do with your life, kid? You going home to your parents’ place, probably. What you gonna do when you get home, heat up some canned soup or somethin’ for dinner? Screw that. That sucks. Come with me and you can eat steak and potatoes. You can swim with models. I won’t tell ‘em you’re fifteen,” he winked at Baggs.
              Baggs’s throat felt tight. He heard a motor behind him. If it’s not Bite’s car, I’m going to jump in front of it and ask for help. He didn’t know what he would do if it was the car Bite said was coming.
              “That’s our car,” Bite said with his nasally voice. He grinned up at Baggs. “Let me tell you somethin’, Baggs, if you get in the car, you’re not agreeing to anything. I just want to show you a way of life. I just want to show you how some other people live, who don’t do shit work for shit people.”
              Baggs stood still as though momentarily frozen. He looked back and saw the headlights growing in the fog and heard the motor, which sounded like a predator’s growl.
              Bite grabbed Baggs’s elbow. “Listen, Baggs, it’s cold out here. How ‘bout this; you get in the car, and if you want to go home, we’ll take you there.”
              Baggs looked at Bite’s wrinkled, ashen face with the too-big glass eyeball. He wanted to say, “I’m not riding anywhere with you,” but the words wouldn’t come. He opened his mouth, and then shut it.
              “I just want to give you options, you hear?” Bite said. “No obligation. You’re not obliged to do anything you don’t want to, okay? We’ll just go and have a look.”
              “A look at what?”
              Bite smiled. “My boss’s house, brother. When the car pulls up, don’t be rude; get inside.”
              The car was stopped one block away at a stoplight.
              “My boss’s house is a mansion,” Bite said. “We’re just having a party tonight, and my boss is interested in your…skills. He wants you to see the kind of way we live before offering you a job. It can be quite convincing to see some of the things. He has an indoor pool. There will be models there. Alcohol, Cuban cigars, some good food. If you spend the night, you’ll get your own room with silk sheets. No obligation to go, but I think that if you don’t, you’ll be missing out. But no obligation.” Bite said that, although he still hadn’t released Baggs’s arm. His grip was strong and commanding. The area on Baggs’s arm where Bite was gripping seemed to be getting cold.
              Bite’s offerings of food, drink, and luxurious accommodations could have been taken as generous if they came from someone else, but coming from Bite, they seemed scary. Baggs didn’t believe that Bite actually had access to such things. Sure he has a Rolex, but it could be a fake. His shoes could be faux leather and I wouldn’t be able to tell. Using the promise of models and alcohol and nice food seemed like the kind of thing someone would do to lure a fifteen-year-old boy into a stranger’s car. The offerings frightened Baggs.
              Two things happened simultaneously that made Baggs second-guess the way he was feeling about the situation. The first was that Bite released his vice grip on Baggs’s arm. He stood back, and pocketed his hands in a non-aggressive position. The second thing was that the car came into view; it was a long, shiny, black limousine. The engine rumbled, and Baggs couldn’t see inside because of the dark tint on the windows.
              Bite stepped forward and opened the door. His protruding jaw was relaxed; he didn’t seem ready to force Baggs into anything. “Want to take a ride, Baggs? Want to see how some people live?”
              When the limousine door opened, the lights came on inside, and Baggs could see two people sitting against the far wall. The first was a clean-cut black man who smiled with impeccably white teeth. In contrast to Bite, this man gave off warmth, instead of a frosty lack of compassion. Sitting next to him was a female who had to be a professional model. She had hair the color of fire that ran down to her shoulders. She was wearing a sparkling white dress that revealed a lot of her body. Everything on her was both slender and filled out at the same time. Her cheeks were healthy and not gaunt, but slender, all at the same time. The same rule applied to her breasts, her hips, her calves, and her neck. Her figure was a genetic anomaly, something that could not be achieved from dieting and exercise. She was somehow amazingly slender, but retained a healthy plumpness. She was stunning—breath-taking—beautiful.
              So he wasn’t lying about the models, Baggs thought.
              “Baggs! Get in here!” the redheaded model squealed. Her cheeks were flushed. She leaned forward and her dress fell some so that Baggs could see more of her breasts. She grabbed Baggs’s hand and tugged him into the limo. Her hand was small, warm, and sweating slightly. Baggs did not resist her pull. He ducked his head and got inside.
              Bite laughed, and climbed in behind them. He shut the door. It locked. The engine rumbled and they began to roll through London. 
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              Thirty three year old Baggs thought, damn it, Maggie. Turn the lights off in the living room when the bedroom door is open. You’re going to wake Tessa and me.
              For a moment, Baggs was too tired to get up and do anything about it; he had just been deeply dreaming about The Shepherds and did not feel like returning to consciousness yet. Maybe she’ll shut the door, he thought. Light beamed in from the bulb above the kitchen table and fell upon Baggs’s eyes. He wanted to sleep more. He felt terribly tired and groggy. What did I do last night? Why am I so tired?
              “Maggie…” he called into the other room. He didn’t want to have to get up.
              There was no answer.
              “Mah-gee!” he called again. His voice was tired and raspy.
              There was still no answer.
              Maybe Tessa is up and in the living room, Baggs thought. He reached his hand over beneath the sheet to feel for her body on the right side of him. Tessa always slept on the right side of him. But as he reached, something peculiar happened—his hand reached the end of the bed.
              His eyes shot open. He never slept that close to the right side of the bed.
              Instantly, he knew that he wasn’t in his apartment. The walls that surrounded him weren’t covered in cracks and a hodgepodge of different colored paints. The air smelled fresh and clean. Instead of the ceiling above him being eight and a half feet tall, it was thirty feet above him with great wooden beams crisscrossing through the air. White ceiling fans spun above him.
              He sat up.
              Where am I? How did I get here?
              He was scared. Why wouldn’t I be in the apartment?
              He looked around the room. There were seven twin-sized beds lining the walls, similar to the setup in an orphanage. He was sitting on one; each of the beds had thick red bedspreads and soft sheets.
              It started to come back to Baggs as he looked at the person in the twin bed beside his. She had a face covered in piercings, and even in her sleep, her dark eyes scowled in a hateful manner.
              Tonya Wolf. Tonya Wolf is a murderer. She’s on my Outlive team, the Boxers.
              Baggs felt sluggish. Thinking was like wading through mud that morning.
              Do I have a hangover? What happened last night?
              After a long moment’s consideration, he remembered the Contestants’ Dinner, and that he hadn’t drunk any alcohol the night before. Then he recalled Mobb Harvey climbing the bars of their cage and coming after Hailey Vixen. He recalled defending her and getting into a fight with one of the best boxers of all time.
              Baggs frowned, and then winced. His face hurt. He lifted his big hands and felt his cheeks and nose. Both of his cheeks were swollen, and so was his nose; he didn’t think that Mobb had fractured any bones last night, though, thankfully.
              Baggs remembered how the night had ended with him getting injected with a sedative from his Choke. So that’s why I feel so groggy, he thought. I was drugged last night.
              He reached his hands up and felt his neck; there was no device wrapping around his skin, just finely trimmed hairs from where Caballas had groomed him the night before.
              Baggs looked around and located the light source that he had mistaken for the living room light in his apartment. Over to his right there was an open doorway that led out to a well-lit, spacious room. He could hear someone walking back and forth in that room, and the sound of glasses tinkling together.
              “Look at you, alive and well,” came a whisper from his left. Baggs turned, and in the dim light he could see Larry Wight’s face grinning back at him. His teeth were yellow. His gray hair was a mess. His eyes looked smaller without glasses on. “I thought they might have killed you last night with that injection.”
              “I’m certainly not in tip-top shape,” Baggs said. “Where are we?”
              “Byron Turner’s house.”
              Baggs looked around at the paintings on the wall and the hand-carved nightstands beside each twin-sized bed. “Nice place.” Baggs looked at Larry and saw that he was wearing a t-shirt. He looked down at his own body and found that he was still wearing his suit, coat and all.
              “Wondering where your new rags are? In the nightstand. You’ll have some shoes, too. That room back there’s a bathroom if you want to go change.”
              Baggs nodded. He still felt groggy. He wasn’t yet ready to get out of bed.
              “Not to pry,” Larry said, “But who’s Maggie? You were calling that name in your sleep.”
              Baggs ran a hand over his short hair. “It’s my daughter.”
              “Were you dreaming about her?”
              “Yeah.” Baggs frowned. He wished that he were back at his apartment with Maggie, Olive, and Tessa. Waking up in Turner’s mansion with the coming death match in the Colosseum was depressing.
              Sensing that Baggs didn’t want to talk anymore, Larry stopped asking him questions. He lay back down on his pillow, relishing all the sleep he would be allowed to get. From the other room, someone was still shuffling around. Wanting to wake himself up some before the day began, Baggs opened up his nightstand. The compartments had a lot of clothes, all in Baggs’s size, XXL. There were multiple pairs or underwear, socks, athletic pants, athletic shorts, t-shirts, and athletic hoodies. In the bottom drawer, Baggs found brand new tennis shoes. Baggs took a pair of athletic pants, underwear, socks and a t-shirt, which had the symbol of the Boxers on it, and walked to the bathroom. He dressed slowly, still groggy. He wondered what they would do today. Train, I guess. He didn’t really have a good idea of what that would entail.
              “Jeez,” he said as he looked at his bruised face in the mirror. He had dark bruises beneath both eyes and his nose was swollen. At some point last night, he had also busted his lip. There was dried blood in one of his nostrils. He smiled at his reflection. “You were never that pretty anyway,” he told himself, and washed his face with cold water. This helped him to wake up some.
              When Baggs returned to the bedroom, everyone had been woken up and Byron Turner himself was walking around the room with a tray of drinks, placing them on the nightstands. “Good morning,” Turner said. His voice was deep and loud; he was moving quickly, as though he had already had breakfast, a pot of coffee, and done calisthenics. Turner was wearing a black suit; he looked to be ready for a day’s work on the council. “You made quite the stir last night, Mr. Baggers,” he said.
              Baggs stood there for a moment, trying to think of something to say. Turner’s tone was flat, unreadable. Am I supposed to apologize? Did I embarrass him? “Sorry,” he said, finally. Although, he was not sorry for what he had done. He was glad that he had intervened and stopped Mobb Harvey from having his way with Hailey Vixen.
              Byron Turner placed the last two drinks on Tonya Wolf’s nightstand. “Sorry?” he said to Baggs. Again, it struck Baggs as odd that the man had such a strong lisp, and yet it came across as intimidating instead of weak or childish. Turner’s face widened into a gap-toothed smile. “There’s nothing to be sorry about! You made a splash, but I’m not getting fined for it or anything. You’re on the front page of the national paper, James. We’re going to be raking in the bets! Now come, drink your smoothie. It’s healthy. I’ll be back.”
              Turner left the room, his quick steps echoing down the corridor. Baggs went over to his bed and sat on the edge of it. Two glasses sat on his nightstand—one held a pink smoothie, and the other held a clear liquid. Before Baggs had time to try either of these, he heard a cascade of footsteps returning, indicating that a group of people was about to enter.
              “Okay, listen up!” Turner began to say even before he was in the room. He entered and was followed by seven people, all in black tank tops and pants. Each of these people was incredibly fit, with toned muscles bulging everywhere. Turner put his hands on his hips and looked around at his contestants. He stared for a long time at Baggs. “Training starts in thirty minutes. These are your trainers; each trainer will be assigned to a trainee. We only have a week to get each of you in great shape, and so if you want to live, you better work hard. You need to drink your smoothie and energy booster on your nightstand before the workout starts; trust me, you’ll need the energy. Any questions?” Turner asked. He looked around the room with his tiny eyes. His huge hands were clasped together in front of him. A brown K9 padded out of the hallway and into the room. He lay down against the back wall and surveyed the contestants.
              Turner is more relaxed inside of his own home, Baggs thought, looking at the rich man.
              Another woman came in after the K9. She was dressed in pink scrubs and had a stethoscope around her neck.
              “This is Doctor Strant, we worked together at London Heart Hospital when I was still devoting most of my time to cardiovascular surgery. She will take some blood samples and inject you with a course of vitamins to ensure that you have all the nutrients necessary to begin a strenuous exercise regimen.”
              Dr. Strant didn’t speak as she came in. She carried a small tackle box beside her and wore sterile gloves. She knelt beside Tonya Wolf, listened to her heart, her breathing, took blood from her, and then injected her with a purple substance, intravenously.
              Baggs was next up. As she came around to him, his heart was beating fast. Why would she have to inject me with vitamins? he thought. That didn’t make sense; You don’t need to inject someone with vitamins! You can take vitamins orally! What are they giving me? Steroids? But there was nothing that he could do. If he refused the injection, Turner would probably have his K9 hold him down while Dr. Strant forcibly injected him. And, maybe if I just act like I believe that I’m getting vitamins, he won’t feel the need to kill me if I win.
              Dr. Strant listened to Baggs’s heart, and lungs. She talked into a little machine clipped to her scrubs as she worked. “Patient has a one out of six systolic murmur. Clear breath sounds bilaterally.” She ran her hands over his left arm. “Uhhhh… there is a non well healed distal radius fracture of the left arm. Squeeze your hand, sir. Limited range of motion, secondary to wrist deformity.” Then, she reached into her tackle box and took out a cotton ball. She dabbed it with alcohol; the smell stung Baggs’s nostrils. Then, she wet his forearm with the alcohol; the liquid was cold. She wrapped a rubber tourniquet around his arm and then used a butterfly needle to withdraw blood. Baggs watched as the blood was pumped through the thin tube and filled up a plastic vile. Dr. Strant applied pressure to the end of the butterfly needle with the cotton ball, and then withdrew it. She swiftly put on a band-aid. Without pausing, she then withdrew a syringe filled with the same purple liquid that she had injected Tonya Wolf with. “Forearm,” she said. Baggs showed her his forearm. She flicked his skin a few times. “Good veins,” she remarked, and then she pierced his skin with the needle and injected the mystery substance into his veins. She removed the tourniquet, and then moved on to Larry.
              Baggs looked at the spot where she had injected the mystery substance. I don’t feel any different, yet, Baggs thought.
              “Don’t forget to drink your smoothie. If you drink it too late, you’ll throw up during the work out,” Turner said. It was more of a command than a reminder.
              Baggs drank the smoothie and the clear liquid beside it. The smoothie tasted like strawberries and bananas; the clear liquid tasted like what Baggs thought gasoline would taste like; he could feel heat running down his throat and slipping into his stomach after he swallowed the stuff. When he was done drinking the smoothie and energy supplement, he propped himself up on the head of his bed and reclined his back against the wall.
              The energy supplement works fast, Baggs thought. He felt alarmingly wired. His hands were shaking. He was having trouble sitting still.
              When Dr. Strant got to Spinks, she refused the injection. Turner came around, held her down by the neck, and Dr. Strant forcibly injected her. When Spinks sat up, she had thumbprints on her neck from where Turner had held her down. Her eyes were indignant, red, and watering.
               Turner stood in the middle of the room and sneered at Spinks. His small eyes were alight with pleasure. “I shouldn’t have to remind you that if you disobey me, I’ll be your judge and jury and instead of being forced to take a healthy dose of vitamins, you will be injected with potassium until your heart stops.”
              Spinks wiped her red eyes with the backs of her hands. She had tears, but they were angry tears, not sad tears. She looked at Turner between her pinks bangs. Her expression said, I’m going to kill you.
              Turner looked at his watch. “Well, it’s been fun. I’ve got to go to council now. These are your trainers; they’ve already been assigned to you. Do as they say, or I’ll hear about it.” He turned to Spinks and glared at her again. “And if I do hear about it, I won’t hesitate to use my power to execute.” He gave another nasty smile. “Very good. I must be off, now.” He turned towards the hallway.
               As soon as Byron Turner left the room, the middle trainer, a short blond man, stepped forward. He was traditionally handsome with broad, toned shoulders and a wide-set jaw, but he had obtained an odd aesthetic surgery; he had two small, sharp horns protruding out of his forehead; the effect was to make him look somewhat like a devil. “Alright! Everybody up, and we’re jogging into the room behind me. C’mon. Let’s go. Up, up, up! Your first workout starts now!”
              Baggs, Larry, and Tonya stood up on Baggs’s side of the room and began to jog. On the other side Hailey Vixen and two of Baggs’s teammates he did not yet know obeyed the orders as well. The two teammates looked so alike that they could have been siblings. One was a male and the other a female. The male was six feet tall and gangly with big joints. His front two teeth protruding from the roof of his mouth were long, crooked, and made him look like a rat. The female beside him was also gangly with pale brown hair. Exactly where her male counterpart had the large rat teeth, her teeth were gone, leaving a pink, gummy gap.
              “Get up, now!” the man with the horns shouted, but one of the Boxers was not yet listening—Spinks. She’s so defiant, Baggs thought. Is defiant the right word? Is she merely stupid? She sat still, her hateful eyes locked upon the trainer’s eyes. Baggs and the rest of the Boxers jogged into the opposite room, leaving Spinks behind.
              The next room was a training facility. It was big enough to train a small army, and it sprawled across an area the size of several soccer fields. Along the rubber floor there were hundreds of metal exercise machines, sets of free-weights and machines for cardiovascular training. Baggs thought, We’re only here a week; we won’t even have time to use all of these machines.
              “Line up against the wall,” a dark-eyed female hollered at them. The six Boxers who had obediently jogged into the workout room did as they were told and lined up. Baggs ended up beside Larry, who was gazing up at the ceiling.
              “It’s still night time,” he said to Baggs. He had put his gold-rimmed glasses back on.
              Baggs looked up and saw that he was right. High above, there were skylights that revealed the night sky. “I wonder what time it is,” Baggs said. He had no idea. His internal clock was completely thrown-off by recent events. Last night he had been given a sedative, and just a moment ago he had drunk that clear energy drink along with his smoothie. He was perspiring just from the small jog into the other room. And, odd as it was, he wanted to work out. He felt like a young dog that’s been trapped for hours in a kennel; he wanted to exert himself to exhaustion. The feeling was alarming to him. He tried to think of a substance that could have such an effect, in order to determine what he had consumed. Caffeine? It didn’t feel like caffeine. Meth? Glass? Baggs wouldn’t know; he had not tried either drug. Whatever is making my heart pound like this and giving me such an itch to exercise can’t be legal. And whatever Dr. Strant injected me with can’t be vitamins; it was probably steroids. If it was something legal, why lie about it? 
              The Boxers had only been at Byron Turner’s house for a few hours and he was already cheating.
              Baggs stood there, along with his teammates as they waited for more instructions. The horned trainer was still in the bedroom with Spinks.
              Baggs thought, I wonder if there are any long-term effects from using these drugs? He supposed that to Byron Turner, it didn’t matter. By the time any of the consequences came to the participants, the Outlive competition would be over and he would no longer need them.
              Baggs hoped that the clear liquid he had drunk hadn’t been some form of synthetic glass. He had seen a lot of people on that stuff—it was awful. The best way to describe the effects of glass was that it made its users look like zombies. Meth was mild in comparison.
              God, I hope that wasn’t glass.
              He also wondered what the steroids would do. He knew that folk-knowledge existed that moderate steroid use could yield benefits without much harm. Even if that was true, whatever Strant was injecting them with was not likely to be a mild amount. Will my testicles shrink? Will I have mood swings?
              And then he thought: Do they not drug test the Outlive participants? Baggs supposed that maybe the Colosseum’s authorities knew that many participants took steroids before the fights, but perhaps they turned a blind eye to the drug because it enhanced the quality of the competitions. Steroids would surely make the competitors more aggressive.
              From the bedroom, Baggs heard a scream. A moment later, Spinks was being pulled into the exercise facility by the horned trainer, who had a fistful of the Boxer’s short, pink hair.
              “Let me go!” She screamed. She stomped her feet and tried to pull away.
              The horned trainer only pulled harder. He dragged Spinks until she was in front of the other Boxers, kneed her in the thigh, and she collapsed to the floor. Baggs’s eyes widened. In his amped-up state, he felt like charging the trainer. The trainer smiled, and the expression made his small horns raise even higher up on his forehead. They were black and sharp.
              In one swift motion, the trainer pulled something from his pocket and held it over his head. The object uncoiled until it was seven feet long—a whip. The item split into several different pieces at the distal end and had barbed tips.
              Spinks’s blue eyes widened as she turned around and saw what was raised above her. “No!” she screamed.
              The trainer’s muscles shifted with the speed of a striking cobra and he brought the whip down. The effect was devastating enough that Baggs knew he wasn’t looking at an ordinary whip; whatever strange weapon the trainer was holding was a new, malevolent technology. Blood leaked from over a dozen places on Spinks’s back. Her gray shirt was torn and stained a dark red.
              “Get up,” the trainer said.
              Spinks wasn’t immediately obedient.
              “Get up,” The trainer said again. This time he raised the strange whip threateningly.
              Spinks staggered to her feet and gave the trainer a nasty scowl.
              “Go line up like the others,” the trainer said.
              Spinks slowly walked over until she was standing with her teammates.
               The trainer with the horns addressed the Boxers. “This is how it is going to work; each of you will be assigned a trainer. My name is Torn; I’m the head trainer. I will be training the pink headed one who thinks she’s tough.” He glanced at Spinks and said, “I used to break horses, and I will break you. You will be obedient to me, or I’ll whip you until you bleed to death.” He raised his voice. “We will start the day with individual training sessions. Let’s get one thing clear—disobedience will not be tolerated. You will lift weights until you collapse. You will run until you pass out. You will not stop when you’re tired, you will only stop when you can’t move anymore. Each trainer has an electronic whip, and K9s will be patrolling the premises. Don’t try anything funny. Let’s get to work.”



              The trainers made their way over to the line of trainees and made their assignments known. A man who appeared to be in his early twenties approached Baggs. “You’re with me, big boy.” He turned and walked, expecting Baggs to follow. The youth had a camp, feminine walk; his hips swayed and his head was tilted back, exposing his neck. He wore blue lipstick and eyeliner that made him look hypoxic. His hair was black like a starless night, and his skin was pale like the moon—it almost seemed to glow it was so white. He looked fast. There were deep crevices in between each of his muscles due to the fact that his body held so little fat. He led Baggs across the room toward a bench press. “Sit,” the blue-lipped man told Baggs. Baggs sat.
              Baggs’s trainer was about as tall as the average female. Baggs noticed that he was the only trainer wearing pants instead of shorts.
              “I hear you made headlines,” Baggs’s trainer said. He smiled down at his trainee, not unkindly, but the effect was strange due to the blue makeup.
              “That’s what Turner said.”
              “That’s good. We can work with that. The other competitors will probably be thinking about you. Your presence may scare people in the arena.” The trainer’s eyes moved rapidly as he looked over Baggs’s body, appreciating his stature and evaluating him. Baggs’s heart was still thudding from the clear drink he had consumed. “Broken radius, huh? How’d that happen?”
              “I was running, fell, planted my hand oddly and it just snapped.” Baggs held up his left arm and looked at it. It was smaller than the other one from being in Mr. Krass’s cast for the past six weeks, and the break was clearly visible beneath the skin.
              “Do you mind if I hold it?” Baggs’s trainer asked.
              Baggs lifted up his arm and the man with blue lipstick held it. He examined it closely, leaning over the hairy arm so that his eyes were one inch from the break. “My name is Shade,” he told Baggs, talking while still examining the arm. His voice was high and he moved his mouth theatrically while he talked. He had odd, feminine mannerisms, but a presence that demanded that others listen. He ran lithe fingers up and down the break. “Open and close your hand. Good job! We can work with this. This isn’t too bad.”
              Baggs grunted.
              “Oh, I apologize, I didn’t mean what I said. I’m sure that it is bad for you. What I meant is that it probably won’t be too bad in the arena. You’ll be able to hold a shield with the hand, you’re just limited on your fine dexterous motions.”
              Shade sat beside Baggs and smiled up at him, blinking. “Let me ask you a question that I ask all my trainees—this is a very important question; what do you have to live for? If you survive Outlive, what will you look forward to in the outside world?”
              “My daughters. My wife.”
              Shade nodded attentively. “I see. You have a family. If you don’t mind me asking, what led you to enter Outlive?”
              The connotation of what Shade had said was, why did you risk not ever seeing your family again to enter?
              Baggs felt his chest tighten with a wave of sadness. His longing for his family was torturing. When he spoke, he worked hard to keep the emotions out of his voice. “I broke my hand,” Baggs began.
              Shade nodded.
              “And I am…was, a pianist. I couldn’t play anymore after I broke my hand, and couldn’t get another job. I had to enter Outlive for the money, otherwise my family would starve.”
              Shade nodded some more. His eyes were the color of charcoal, and Baggs couldn’t detect a hint of judgment in them, which was odd. Most rich or middle class people simply refused to believe that jobs weren’t available for the poor. They claimed that poor people were lazy. Shade either genuinely believed Baggs’s story and had sympathy for him, or was a really good actor. He spoke softly, using his tongue and lips more than was necessary; “Here’s my job, James.”
              “Call me Baggs, all my friends do.”
              Shade nodded. “Baggs. Here is what I do: I train contestants so that they can enter Outlive. I’m good at it, too.” He fluttered his eyelashes. “The Colosseum keeps track of us, the trainers, and records how well we do. Do our trainees tend to live more than other trainees? That’s the question. So far, I’ve done okay. I’ve only trained for five episodes and I’ve had one survivor. That’s a little below average, but five is a small sample size. With you, I feel optimistic, especially if we train hard. So I want you to understand that I’m on your team; we share goals, Mr. Baggs.” He raised his eyebrows. “I’m saddened by your story; you don’t get to see your little girls and your wife right now. But part of me likes your story.” His blue lips curled in a half smile, half snarl of playful aggression. “I like it because it means that you are going to be cooperative, because you want to see the girls you left behind, am I right?”
              “Right.”
              “And we can do this, Mr. Baggs. We can allow you to live. We’ve just got to work super, super hard and be super, super smart about how we train. Let me tell you about the game plan, Baggs. We have enough time to put in twenty-one training sessions with periods of sleep in between. So, if we…”
              Baggs raised his huge right hand and cut his trainer off mid-sentence. “Wait, did you say twenty-one? I thought there was one week between now and the Outlive episode I’m competing in. How could I possibly sleep…?”
              Shade cut Baggs off now, holding his slender hand patiently into the air. “Baggs, I’m going to stop you right there.” Shade turned and looked around the room with his black eyes. He stood up and spun in a circle, searching for someone listening. Then, he sat down on the bench press next to Baggs. He began to whisper, as though he could get into trouble for what he was saying. “I like you, Baggs. I really do. I just met you, but you seem like a good guy. I don’t want you to get into trouble. Or, rather, I don’t want something to happen to you. The last guy I trained was a man named Paul Higgins.”
              Baggs’s eyes widened with understanding. Shade may know if Paul Higgins died of natural causes after he won Outlive last episode. Or if Turner killed him.
              “I see that you’ve heard the name,” Shade remarked. “As you know, Higgins died of a heart attack after the last episode. Higgins was like you in that he was smart and inquisitive. In the end, I think that all the questions he asked added a certain stress to his heart. I think that his heart attack was partly due to how many questions he asked. Baggs, there are things that you need to know, and things that you don’t need to know. Asking how you will be able to have twenty-one sleeping and waking cycles in seven days is one of those things that it’s best you not know. Asking things like that can make you have a heart attack, especially when Turner is around.”
              Baggs nodded. “I understand.” He felt somewhat relieved to have his suspicion confirmed; Turner killed Higgins because he knew that Turner was cheating. At the same time, he felt panic rising in his throat at the thought that he may not be able to avoid a similar fate.
              “Now, as I was saying, we will have twenty one training sessions. They’ll be hard, but they’ll really help you out in the arena. Each session will be three hours long, then you’ll eat, then you’ll go to sleep for four hours.”
              Baggs nodded, though he was still confused. I feel like I’m going to be awake for the next five days. His hands were shaking with energy from the clear liquid he had consumed with his smoothie.
              “For the first five sessions, we will do things to promote your general fitness. Things that will build muscle, and increase your speed. After those five sessions, I will develop a specialized routine for you and we will follow that for the next sixteen sessions. Sound good?”
              “Yeah. Sounds good.”
              Shade’s blue lips smiled. “Let’s get to work, Baggs.” 
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              Fifteen-year-old Baggs felt his heart rate increase as the doors on the limousine automatically locked and they began to move forward. Bite smiled at him, showing his big canines.
              Baggs smiled back. He was sweating.
              Why did I get in the car? I should have never gotten into the car.
              The model sat to his left. Her legs were crossed one over the other so that the elegant muscles in her thighs were more pronounced. Her skin was utterly without defect. She wasn’t wearing shoes, and the toes on her left foot occasionally grazed Baggs’s pants behind his knee.
              The clean-cut black man that Baggs had seen before getting into the limousine still looked non-threatening enough, though he was staring unwaveringly at Baggs, which was strange.
              What made him really nervous were the two people sitting on the right side of the limousine. He hadn’t been able to see them until he was completely inside of the car and the door was locked and they were moving through London. Bite sat beside them as though everything was normal.
              How can he stand to sit so close to them?
              To Baggs, the two people looked like zombies, although he knew that, of course, zombies did not exist. But, my Lord! What is wrong with them?
              Sitting next to Bite was a blond female whose age was undeterminable. Her skin was constructed of alternating levels of thickness. In some places, the skin was as thick as a leather strap, while in others it was as thin as tissue paper. In some places the skin was nonexistent; she had exposed red sores dispersed over her body. Like the model, she was wearing a skimpy dress, but unlike with the model’s dress, Baggs was not pleased to see this woman wearing so little clothing. Her skin was wrinkled, calloused, and blistered. Her hair was the same color as Bite’s—dirty blond—but the woman’s hair was even thinner and she had a hairline that was receding on her emaciated skull. She looked like she weighed no more than ninety pounds. Baggs could see the outline of her bones everywhere—her chin, her chest, her bare feet, even on her thighs. Her breaths rattled and wheezed in and out of her skeletal chest, as though the bronchioles in her lungs were coated in plastic.
              The man to her right looked as though he was suffering from the same strange and debilitating condition. He had the skin sores, the callouses, the receding hairline, the frail frame, and the awful, wheezing breaths.
              If it were just one person, I would think that they had an illness I had never seen before. However, when two people seem to have the same rare condition and are riding in the same limo, it appears as though something happened to them. What could have made them this way?
              The two people’s bodies weren’t what disturbed Baggs most, though. What made his throat close in clawing terror and his testicles shrink up in breath-taking fear were their expressions. It looked as though the two people didn’t have souls, strange as that may sound. It looked as though some surgeon had gone in and removed whatever parts of their brain gave them subjective consciousness and left breathing bodies to live on without anyone home in their heads.
              Their eyes both stared straight ahead. The pupils weren’t fixed upon anything and when the wheels of the limo hit a bump and their heads bobbed on their skeletal necks, the pupils did not move in order to compensate for the displacement. Their mouths were open. Both the male and the female had dry bottom lips that hung so far down that Baggs could see half an inch of their gums beneath their rotting bottom teeth. The gums were covered in abscesses. The two zombie-like people did not respond to voices around them, and did not stir when Baggs and Bite climbed into the limo. The female’s dress had fallen off her shoulder and her right breast was revealed. Like the rest of her skin, the breast was sallow, wrinkly, and covered in boils. She did not move to cover herself.
              Baggs breathed. The cabin smelled like leather. The model reached her hand over and rubbed Baggs’s thigh for a moment. “You look nervous,” she said. “Don’t be. We’re going to have fun tonight.”
              Baggs tried to smile, but found that he just couldn’t. He was scared. For the first time in his life, he was really scared. He felt like he was locked in a coffin with a cold reptile slithering over his naked skin.
              Baggs turned to Bite. “You said you’d take me home if I wanted to go home.”
              “You don’t want to go home,” Bite said.
              Baggs looked up towards the front of the cabin. The space between the back seats and the driver’s seat was divided by dark glass; he couldn’t see who was driving them.
              The model scooted over and squeezed herself into the seat next to Baggs. Their thighs were touching. She leaned toward him, pressing her body against him. “You don’t want to go home,” she said, repeating Bite’s words. “Come over with us. Please! Please, please, please!”
              She looked up at Baggs with striking green eyes. Her breath smelled like she had been drinking wine. She wrapped both of her arms around Baggs’s left arm, hugging it to her chest.
              “This is Lilly,” Bite said, gesturing with his right hand; Baggs again noticed that Bite’s middle finger on that hand was cut down to a nub. His voice sounded even more gravely than it had outside when Baggs had been so intimidated by him. His eyes looked colder, more distant. Was the way he was speaking with me outside him trying to be charming?
              “Hi,” Lilly said, looking up at Baggs childishly, and holding on even tighter to his arm. Baggs thought, what are they giving her to flirt with me? He had no misconceptions about his appearance; he was ugly. His nose was large and bulbous, as were his ears, which weren’t symmetrical. Even as a fifteen year old, his body was obtusely hairy. A girl as beautiful as Lilly does not typically fall for a guy like me on first appearance.

              “And the handsome son of a bitch sitting on the bench across from me is Darius Till, the baseball player,” Bite added.
              Baggs didn’t follow baseball, but had heard the name. He nodded at the professional athlete. Darius nodded back.
“Who are they?” Baggs said, looking at the zombie-like people sitting beside Bite. They didn’t acknowledge that anyone was speaking.
              Bite frowned. It appeared that he didn’t like Baggs asking questions about those two people. “The male is Pointer, and the female is Pinky.”
              “Enough about them, Baggs! Stop being modest. Tell me about yourself,” Lilly said, hugging his shoulder and leaning into him. He could feel her chest against his arm.
              Baggs didn’t feel like talking with her. His mouth was dry. Lilly was obviously a distraction—something to make him want to go along for the ride to wherever they were headed. He addressed Bite: “I want you to take me home.”
              “Relax, buddy. Lean back, enjoy Lilly. Everything is okay. You want some wine. Actually, no, I’m not asking. I insist. You need to relax a little bit.” He made this comment without much humor. He opened up a refrigerator that was built into the seat beside Baggs, and took out a cold wine glass and a bottle. He filled it up and handed it to Baggs. “Anyone else want some?” Lilly and Darius did. Pointer and Pinky didn’t respond. 
              Baggs watched as Lilly and Darius sipped on their wine. Okay, so it’s not poisonous, he thought.
              “Drink,” Bite said, smiling with his huge, sharp teeth.
              Baggs obeyed and sipped on the wine.
              “Drink it all. You need to relax.”
              The wine was strong and bitter. Baggs rarely drank wine; it was too expensive for him to purchase it at the bars.
              “Darius plays for the London Cyclones,” Lilly told Baggs. “He’s their best home run hitter.”
              “I don’t know about that,” Darius said. His voice was deep and smooth. “You ever been to a baseball game, Baggs?”
              “No,” Baggs said. He felt nauseated. He looked outside as they zoomed past his parents’ apartment complex.
              “I’ll get you some tickets. If you’re a friend of Mr. Snow’s, you’re a friend of mine.” He smiled. “Hell, you can even come hang out in the locker room after a game.”
              “Get him two tickets,” Lilly said, leaning her head on Baggs’s shoulder. “I want to go with him.”
              “Bite, can we stop the car, please?” Baggs asked.
              Bite frowned with his big, muzzle-like mouth. His lips were chapped. “Drink some more wine. Finish that glass, then I’ll get you some more.”
              Baggs took a drink. Lilly and Darius Till shared a knowing look when they thought Baggs wasn’t watching. They sent a baseball player and a model to try to get me to ride with them? What could be so bad that you need to use those kinds of lures? Baggs wondered.
              “Finish your cup of wine, two more big gulps,” Bite said.
              Baggs obeyed. He was so anxious that he barely even tasted it. Bite filled his glass again, then put the bottle back in its compartment.
              For a few seconds, it was quiet in the car. The only sounds were the grumble of the motor and the wheezing inhalations and exhalations of Pinky and Pointer. Baggs glanced at them and thought, they seriously look dead. It’s like we’re riding with corpses in the car. What the hell happened to them?
              “Where are we going?” Baggs asked.
              Lilly and Darius shared another look. When they weren’t trying to entertain him, they seemed nervous.
              “My Boss’s mansion,” Bite said, “like I told you.”
              “What are we going to do there?”
              “Oh my god! Do you really not listen? What is wrong with you? I already told you, we’re having a party, damn it!” Bite raised his voice and his eyes conveyed a dark message to Baggs. “You’re going to have fun, damn it!”
              “Don’t yell at him,” Lilly said. She got on her knees and kissed Baggs’s cheek. She brushed his hair.
              A terrible idea came into Baggs’s mind. What if these people are friends of Baldy’s? What if they’re taking me out to some abandoned train yard to chop my head off?
              Baggs looked at the locked door. He wished he had never gotten into the limo. If he had taken a different route home today, he would have never run into Bite and never gone on this terrible journey. But if I didn’t run into him today, he would have found me some other time. He was waiting for me in the fog.
              “I’m sorry that I yelled at you, Baggs,” Bite said coldly. “It’s just that I want you to have a good time tonight, and you’re not loosening up. You’ll have fun once you get to my boss’s mansion. How about this, if you’re there for thirty minutes and you’re not having a good time, I’ll take you home. I promise.”
              Darius chimed in: “If you’re not having a good time after thirty minutes, I’ll take you home myself if you want to leave.” He laughed. “But boy, I don’t think you’re going to want to go home.”
              “Okay,” Baggs said. He knew that he was being awkward, but he still wasn’t convinced that they weren’t taking him to a train yard to put a bullet through his skull in some abandoned bathroom.
 
              Ten minutes later, the limousine pulled up to a twenty-foot tall iron gate. The gate was flanked with huge stone pillars that had statues of gargoyles sitting on top. Out the window, Baggs could see an enormous mansion in the distance; this one trumped the houses that were built in Rolling Gardens.
              The limousine driver talked to a guard, the gate opened, and they began to move along a private road between fields of green grass. They drove over small bridges and through a series of neatly trimmed trees. To the left of the road, there was a pond with a glowing fountain spraying water high into the foggy, night sky. After going further down the path, the limousine stopped in front of wide, marble steps that led up to great wooden doors that were inlaid with glass and crystals.
              So I guess Bite wasn’t lying about the models or the mansion, Baggs thought. Maybe I was wrong about this guy. Maybe everything is going to be okay.
              But he still couldn’t explain the two zombie-people who were in the car with him.
              Well, if things go bad, I may be able to sneak out. I’m only about three miles from home, five at the most. I can walk that distance. 
              “Home sweet home. Let’s party,” Darius said.
              Bite held his right hand up. “First, I’m going to tell Baggs something.” He looked at Baggs, his fake eye glistening in the pale light. “My boss’s name is Mr. Snow. And I want to tell you a story about Mr. Snow before we go in, so that you know what you’re getting yourself into. When I was young and dumb, like you, I thought I was a big shot, like you probably do too. I was invited out to Mr. Snow’s house, just like you.
              “Mr. Snow, God bless him, can be a little harsh on people. We went out back and we had a chat. He said something to me that I didn’t think was very nice, and when he turned his back, I held up my middle finger to him.” Bite smiled. “Now, I’m only telling you this so that you don’t make the same mistake.”
              Baggs nodded.
              “Don’t go repeating this story around, you hear?”
              Baggs nodded.
              Bite continued. “So I held up my middle finger to him when his back was turned, but what I didn’t know was that he could see my reflection in the window. He went inside, as though he hadn’t seen. I thought he hadn’t seen. Night went on pretty normally. Lots of booze, some pretty girls like Lilly, that kind of stuff. Around midnight, though, someone stopped the music. I looked around and noticed that everyone seemed to be staring at me. I didn’t know what was going on. I’ll admit; I was a little scared.
              “Then Mr. Snow came into the room. He told me to get on my knees. Now, everyone didn’t seem to be staring at me, everybody was staring at me. Something you need to know about Mr. Snow; he’s the most intimidating man I’ve ever met.”
              Baggs nodded, thinking, what kind of man does Bite consider scary?
              Bite went on. “So, I start getting scared, and I get to my knees. He then calmly explains that he saw me hold my middle finger up to him when he turned his back earlier.” Bite stared at Baggs. “Guess what he asked me to do.”
              “I don’t know,” Baggs said weakly.
              “He asked me to bite off my middle finger, so that I could never flip him off again.” Bite looked at what was left of his finger with his one good eye. “And so I did.”
              It was silent in the limousine for a moment. Baggs wondered, what happened to Bite’s eye then. 
              “You must understand, now, that that’s why they call me Bite; it’s because I bit off my own finger.”
              Lilly spoke up from where she was leaned against Baggs. She was examining her own hand, as though considering what Bite had just said. “How did you do it? I don’t think that I could bite off my own finger.”
              Bite laughed; the sound seemed to make the temperature in the car drop ten degrees. “If I didn’t bite it off, other things were going to happen to me. In the end, I thought that losing my finger was a hell of a lot better than the alternative. Let’s go.”
              He opened the door and stepped out onto the pavement, which was well lit by dozens of lights in the doorway. “C’mon, big guy,” Bite said. Baggs got out, and was followed by Lilly and Darius. “Pinker, Pointer, c’mon,” Bite said into the limo. Slowly, with popping joints and grunts of effort, Pinker and Pointer moved out of the car. It was strange watching them move after they had been still for so long. It was like watching a corpse begin to stir as it becomes animated. The two of them still did not look around much, and their expressions remained sickly relaxed and dull. 
              The night was cool, and a chilly wind blew over their backs as the group made their way to the door. Baggs noticed that Darius moved with a level of grace that wasn’t customary for someone so big. As Pointer and Pinky climbed the marble stairs, they groaned with open, relaxed throats. Their joints continued to pop and creak as they moved upward. Lilly walked closely beside Baggs. When standing, he was a full foot taller than her and could see down her dress. She caught him looking, and didn’t readjust her clothing. She smirked at him.
              As they made their way up the stairs to the mansion, Baggs couldn’t stop stealing glances at Bite’s missing finger. He had to bite his own finger off, Baggs repeated in his mind, trying to take in the gravity of such an event. He still hasn’t explained why he limps, or how he lost his left eye.
Working for this Mr. Snow sounds dangerous.
              The handle on the front door was shining silver that had been delicately molded to look like it had metal vines growing over it. “Home sweet home,” Bite said, repeating what Darius had said in the limo, and he pushed open the door.
              A loud, high-pitched shriek echoed through the cavernous mansion and came out the front door. A female was producing the sound, and hearing such a noise made Baggs shiver. Someone is being tortured, he thought.
              “Big man first,” Bite said, holding his arm out as a gesture inviting Baggs inside.
              But Baggs stood there, finding that he couldn’t move. I want to go home, he thought. Though he was big, he was only fifteen years old. He wanted out of this situation. He wanted to be locked inside his parents’ apartment, knowing that they were sleeping in the other room.
              “C’mon, Baggs,” Bite said.
              Someone is screaming in there, Baggs thought. In his mind’s eye, he saw Bite chewing off his own finger. He imagined the man with his eyes closed in agony, screaming as his own blood ran down his chin.
              The shrieks inside changed tones, and Baggs reevaluated what he thought he was hearing. They’re shrieks of delight, he now thought. He hoped that this was the correct assessment.
              Lilly took his thick right hand in her slender left one and pulled him inside. He walked obediently. He thought about turning and running, but between Bite and Darius, he would be easily caught.
              The mansion was palatial. The ceilings were painted with angels, harps, and clouds. Baggs tilted his head to look upwards and was dizzied by the incredible height of the entryway.
              “This way,” Bite grumbled, and he began to limp along in front of them. Pinky, Pointer, and Darius came into the front door before Darius pulled it shut.
              They walked through a regal, high-ceilinged hallway. The walls were covered in gold wallpaper that shimmered in the light of crystal chandeliers. There were fish tanks inlaid into the walls with rare, deep-sea creatures inside. Baggs saw octopi, and strange, phosphorescent creatures that glowed and displayed needle sharp teeth.
              As they walked, the shouts and echoes from dozens of conversations grew louder. They came out of the hallway, and Baggs felt as though a weight was lifted off his shoulders as he saw that he was, in fact, at a party.
              There were about two hundred people in one room, and it was not at all crowded because of the size. The floor was made of assorted white rock, which was cut out in the center of the room to house a massive pool with a volleyball net running through the middle. There were wooden bars flanking the walls, with bartenders in tuxedos standing at attention, ready to serve drinks. Waiters paced the room, holding silver trays above their heads and serving Hors d’oeuvres to the guests. This ceiling, like the one in the entryway, was high above Baggs’s head and painted with angels flying in a bright blue sky. There were four huge cages in the room, one in each corner, and each held a cheetah that watched the festivities with dark orange eyes. The cheetahs did not seemed perturbed by the ruckus and movement caused by the humans below them; they acted like they had seen dozens of parties that were just like this one. Most of the men were at least wearing dress pants and button-up shirts, but some wore suit jackets, too. Baggs felt out of place in his grocery store uniform. There were lots of women in bikinis, talking to people as though their dress was normal. There were dozens of men and women in the swimming pool playing volleyball. Some wore swimsuits; others were in their underwear. Electronic music played quietly from speakers that were not visible.
              “C’mon, let’s get a drink,” Lilly said, and she pulled Baggs through the crowd along side her. Baggs did not see Pinky, Pointer, Bite, or Darius for the next hour. Drinks at the bar were free of charge. Baggs and Lilly stood around, sipping on cocktails, and talking. She told him that she was trying to be an actress, and they spoke about her career for a while. After half an hour, Baggs was drunk. He was beginning to think that maybe Lilly actually liked him. All of the skepticism he had had that a girl so beautiful could be interested in him was disappearing as their conversation went along and he consumed more alcohol.
              “Oh my God! Let’s play volleyball!” She told Baggs. “They just finished a game, let’s get in.” Lilly finished her drink (double vodka in cranberry juice) and then slipped her dress off her head so that she was in her underwear. Baggs looked at her body, lusting after her. “C’mon, let’s go play.”
              “I don’t have a bathing suit.”
              “Lots of people are just in their underwear.”
              Embarrassed, Baggs took his clothes off. Even as a fifteen year old, he was tremendously hairy, with dark curls lining every inch of his body. No one seemed to care, though. They got into the pool, which was filled with warm salt water, and joined the game. Baggs guessed that the people playing volleyball wouldn’t accept him and would treat him as an outsider. But, Baggs found that everyone was nice to him. With his drunken brain, he was letting loose and starting to enjoy himself. People whistled and cheered as he spiked volleyballs down on the other side of the net. After he made good plays, Lilly hugged him, pressing her warm, near-naked body into his.
              She likes me, Baggs now thought. He had gone from thinking she’s trying to lure me into something dangerous to thinking she really likes me in a little less than an hour. Lilly was good at what she did.
              But just as he was beginning to think that everything was okay and that he was safe, Bite came over to the side of the pool, knelt down, and called for Baggs. A man was standing behind Bite. Baggs walked to the edge of the pool. His beard was dripping wet with water.
              Bite looked at Baggs with his one real eye and gestured with his hand that was missing a finger to the man above him. “Baggs, I want you to meet my boss, Mr. Snow.”
              “Nice to meet you,” Baggs said. The alcohol eased the nervousness he had felt earlier when imagining meeting the man that had commanded Bite to chomp his own finger off.
              “Are you having a good time?” Mr. Snow asked.
              “Oh, yeah! Great time!”
              Mr. Snow looked at Baggs. This guy isn’t intimidating, Baggs thought in his drunken state. Mr. Snow was a man in his late twenties or early thirties. He stood at five and a half feet tall and had dainty, slender hands. His hair was short and neatly trimmed and gelled. He wore a plain, black suit. “Come with me, Baggs. I want to talk with you.” Without seeing if Baggs was following, he turned and began to walk towards the back of the house.
              Baggs did not move for a moment, and Bite reached down and tugged on his hair. “Do you have a death wish, kid? Move.”
              Baggs dragged himself, dripping, out of the pool and stood at his full height. He looked over the crowd of people and saw Mr. Snow walking towards a door that led to the backyard.
              “Dry yourself and then move your ass,” Bite said, offering Baggs a towel.
              Baggs rubbed the towel over his body until he was moderately dry, and then walked in his underwear through the crowd of people until he reached the back door. Mr. Snow had left it ajar. He stepped through.
              “Shut the door, Baggs. I want to take a walk with you,” Mr. Snow said. The back patio was dimly lit with light shining through the windows from inside and by candles dispersed among tables draped with white cloths. In this new light, the warmth that Mr. Snow had shown inside was gone. His jaw was tight. He was staring at Baggs with an unwavering, stony expression.
              I was wrong. He is very intimidating. Baggs’s mouth was dry. He obediently shut the door. Mr. Snow began to walk down a paved path through his back yard. Baggs followed.
              They walked in silence until they couldn’t hear the noises from inside. The fog had cleared some and the moon reflected off multiple ponds in the back yard. Owls hooted from trees high above. The lawn that surrounded them was trimmed as finely as a fairway on a golf course. As they got further away, Baggs wished that they weren’t alone. This man, who was a full twelve inches shorter than Baggs, and one hundred pounds lighter than Baggs was frightening him a lot.
              Mr. Snow spoke and Baggs jumped a little. “Bite told me that he saw you fighting someone,” he said.
              They walked on a few more paces. Baggs was scared that if he talked, Mr. Snow might get angry. He made Bite chomp his own finger off. I wonder if he did something to Pointer and Pinky to make them that way?
              “I pay people back, Baggs,” Mr. Snow said. “It’s something that I believe in. I believe in something else, too.” He wasn’t looking at Baggs, but was looking away from his house as he walked. “I also believe in people paying me back. I make them pay me back. You take something from me, you pay me back. End of discussion.”
              Baggs’s heart was beginning to thud in his chest. For perhaps the tenth time he thought, I shouldn’t have gotten in the limo. “I haven’t taken anything of yours, sir.”
              Mr. Snow didn’t directly respond. “If you did take something of mine and then you gave me something back, I think that that would be a beneficial exchange for the both of us. I could make you very happy. I could get Lilly to sleep with you.”
              Baggs’s breath caught in his throat. 
              “I could get you a nice place to live. I could get you a nice car.”
              Neither of Baggs’s parents could afford a car.
              “You could have a swimming pool. You could probably buy your own helicopter by the time you were thirty or so.”
              The owls hooted. Mr. Snow’s shoes slapped against the pavement. We’re really far away from the house, Baggs thought.
              Mr. Snow was speaking so quietly that Baggs had to walk closer to hear what he was saying. “I would strongly advise that you begin to exchange your services for my goods. And you should start by taking a good from me. Here, hold this.” He reached into his pocket and handed Baggs a gold coin. It was as wide around as a coffee mug, and was heavy in his hands. 
He knew what it was, but had never seen one before. “Oh my God,” Baggs said, turning the coin over in his big hands. On one side there was a picture of Emperor Daman. On the other there was the inscription, One-thousand CreditCoins. “This is real,” Baggs said.
              Mr. Snow did not respond to this. He didn’t react much to anything. “Put it in your pocket. Take it home if you want it. Let’s begin a good, lifelong exchange right here, Baggs.”
              Mr. Snow and Baggs had stopped walking. Baggs looked from Mr. Snow and then back to the coin. He’ll give me this much money to start working for him. If I work for him, I’ll get to spend more time with Lilly. I could have a house. I could have a car. And there will be more booze, and more time with girls like Lilly. Baggs looked into Mr. Snow’s dark eyes. He imagined him ordering Bite to take off his own middle finger. Then there are Pointer and Pinky; what made them the way they are? If I take this coin, will Mr. Snow make me like them? Or will he make me do that to people? He wants me to work for him because of my fighting abilities; he will probably make me kill people. 
              “With all due respect, Mr. Snow, I would not like to take this coin with me.” He handed the coin back and Mr. Snow slipped it into a pocket on the inside of his jacket. Then, he grabbed something else within his jacket and began to pull it out.
              It’s a knife! Baggs thought.
              It was only a cigar, though. Mr. Snow lit the end of it and puffed out a small cloud of odorous blue smoke. “Go.” He told Baggs, and then he turned away from him and smoked, looking at the distant horizon.
              Baggs didn’t need to be told twice. Did I upset him? His hands were trembling as he made his way up the walkway. He was afraid that Bite would grab him on his way up the lawn, take him into some basement, and cut him up with a chainsaw for his decline of Mr. Snow’s proposal.
              Baggs would learn, though, that Mr. Snow was oddly fair, in his own peculiar way.
              When he got back inside, he found his clothes and began to dress. He felt small hands touch his back. “Where are you going?” Lilly asked.
              Baggs looked at her, standing there in her underwear. She’s a whore, you idiot! Did you really think that she liked you?
              “I’m leaving,” Baggs said. He pulled away from her and tugged on his shirt and pants. “Have you seen my shoes and socks?” he looked around. They weren’t where he had left them.
              “No,” Lilly said. She bent over, looking under chairs and different tables. “Hold on, let me go see if Darius has seen them,” she said, and she rushed off, half naked, into the crowd, leaving Baggs standing alone.
              He looked at the leopards that surrounded the room in cages, and glanced along the walls. It was then that he saw something that made him want to run, to get the hell out of there. There was a card table set up next to one of the leopard cages; surrounding the table were fifteen men and women; all of them seemed to be suffering from the strange and disturbing condition that Pinky and Pointer had. They all had receding hair, frail frames, boil-covered skin, and had vacant expressions.
              I need to get out of here, he thought.
              Darius and Lilly came back from the crowd. “What size of shoe do you wear?” Darius asked.
              “Fifteen. Have you seen my shoes?”
              “Here, have mine,” Darius said, and he slid off a pair of Nike basketball shoes. They were white and looked to be brand new. He handed them to Baggs.
              “These are like two hundred CreditCoins,” Baggs said.
              “I’m sponsored by Nike, I get them for free. I’ve got like a dozen pairs upstairs. Take ‘em, they’re your size.”
              Baggs accepted the Nikes. They were still warm from the professional baseball player wearing them. Darius Till is a good guy, he thought. “Thank you. I’m going to go.”
              “Good seeing you, buddy.”
              Lilly hugged him, and then reached her hand in his pocket. “I put my phone number on a piece of paper in your pocket, in case you want to see me again,” she said. Her arms were crossed and held up her breasts, making them look bigger.
              “Thanks,” Baggs said. I’m not going to call her, he thought. She’s a whore on Mr. Snow’s payroll. If I accept her, it’ll be like accepting the gold coin; I’ll be obliged to work for him. He pulled on the shoes and before they could say anything else, he was walking out. He walked down the expansive hall with the phosphorescent fish, out the door, down the marble stairs, down the path, out the gate, and then began the walk through London to his parents’ house.
              He got out a cigarette and smoked. He liked tobacco even more when he was drunk.
              “I dodged a bullet in there,” he said to himself. He pulled Lilly’s phone number out of his pocket, crumpled it, and littered it on the ground. He hadn’t accepted the coin. He hadn’t accepted the girl. As far as he was concerned, he had rejected Mr. Snow’s offer to work for him.
              As he walked through London in the middle of the night, what he didn’t think of were the shoes he had accepted. They would come at a cost. As Mr. Snow had said, “You take something from me, you pay me back. End of discussion.” Darius Till worked for Mr. Snow. 
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              One more, thirty-three year old Baggs thought.
              Just one more, I can do this.
              His feet were throbbing. His legs felt like they were made of rubber. He was panting hot air in heavy breaths. His abs and shoulders burned with every step and movement.
              “C’mon,” Shade said. His blue lipstick and eyeliner were smeared with sweat. “You can do this.” He spoke in his theatrical, expressive voice and then took off around the gym, expecting Baggs to follow.
              “Uggh,” Baggs grunted, and then he picked up his pace, forcing his exhausted body to loop around the side wall of the massive gym so that he could follow Shade through the last circuit of the day.
              As he ran, panting, he thought, I’ve never been in this good of shape before in my life. This was his twentieth workout out of twenty-one. The clock on the gym wall told him that it was one in the morning.
              All around the Turner facility, Boxers were finishing up their workouts with their trainers before settling down for a drug-induced four-hour nap.
              The last week had been one of the strangest in his life. He had worked out so hard that he hadn’t even had much time to think. Baggs still did not know what he was going to do regarding his suspicion that Byron Turner would kill him if he happened to survive Outlive. This frightened him badly, but he didn’t see how thinking up a strategy would be possible with how packed his schedule had been. The Boxers hadn’t gotten to know each other any more than they had at the Competitors’ Dinner; during whatever free time they were given, they were too exhausted to talk.
              The first workout had been the worst, Baggs thought. It had started with dead lift. Shade loaded forty-five pound weight plates onto a bar, put it on the floor, and had Baggs bend down with a straight back and pick up the bar. He had thought that the request seemed simple enough, and the weight was manageable. However, after five sets of ten reps, he was light headed and feeling woozy.
              “I feel sick,” Baggs had told Shade.
              “You’ve got three more hours, then you can rest, champ,” Shade said back. “Do you desire to see Maggie in the future?”
              Baggs didn’t verbally answer, but gritted his teeth with a newfound determination. Shade led him over to a bench press, where, once again, Shade stacked weights onto the bar and requested that Baggs do five sets of ten. Baggs didn’t know what the weight was, but after two sets he couldn’t lift it anymore. Shade stood behind him, spotting him, gently helping him lift the weight when his tired muscles couldn’t do it on their own. He finished the fifth set and then vomited on the ground.
              “A robot will clean that. C’mon, we’re jogging to the next machine.”
              Baggs walked, hands on his hips. His face was pale and he was thinking to himself, I shouldn’t smoke cigarettes. I’ll never smoke again.
              “Let’s jog,” Shade said.
              Baggs shook his head, refusing to speak for fear that he might vomit again.
              “Would you rather jog now, or die on the sand? Do you want to see Olive again? Let’s move!”
              Baggs gritted his teeth once more and began to slowly jog over to the next facility—leg press. Baggs lay down on his back and Shade loaded the platform above him with weights. “Ten sets of ten,” he told Baggs. Baggs shook his head. “Tessa is going to watch you die on television if you don’t cooperate. Ten sets of ten, sound good?” Baggs nodded. He placed his feet underneath the platform, lifted with his thighs, dipped it down, and lifted it again. He completed his ten sets of ten. After three sets, he threw up a second time. After four, he threw up for his third time. After six sets, he vomited again. Going forward, he did not have anything left in his stomach to throw up, but dry heaved intermittently.
              Then, the pace started to pick up. Shade had Baggs do dumbbell shrugs, where he held a one hundred pound dumbbell in each hand and then lifted his shoulders towards his ears. He then did weighted sit-ups, lunges, assisted pull ups (Baggs was too tired to do any on his own at this time), dumbbell curls, calf raises, incline press, and dumbbell rows. Baggs continued to think that he was going to pass out, but he never did. Just one more, he always thought. As he moved forward in the workout, nauseated and light headed, his goal was to always do one more repetition.
              Then came the weight vest. Shade made Baggs put on a forty-pound vest and jog around the track. “I’ve got” gasp, “plantar,” gasp, “fasciitis,” gasp, “can’t,” gasp “run that much.”
              Shade shook his head. “We’ll see about that. Let’s start. C’mon. NOW!”
              He didn’t think that he could, but Baggs began to jog beside the little man with the blue makeup on, and after a couple minutes, Shade told him to walk. They walked for a couple minutes, and then ran for a couple more. They continued on like that for half an hour, alternating between jogging and walking. Baggs’s feet grew even more swollen than they had when he walked from his apartment to the Media Tower.
              I hope Tessa knows that if I die, I will have tried my best, he thought.
              Shade took Baggs downstairs into a basement room where punching bags hung from the ceiling by metal chains. He quickly showed Baggs proper punching form, gave Baggs boxing gloves, and had him follow commands. “Right uppercut, left jab, left jab, left jab, right uppercut, right jab, right hook, left hook, right uppercut, left uppercut, right jab, right jab, right jab.” After the first dozen punches, Baggs’s form wavered, but Shade didn’t stop commanding him to punch. Then he led Baggs into another room that had a pool and had him swim laps. The entire length of the pool was over ten feet deep, and after ten laps, Shade had to dive in and help Baggs to the side of the pool. He had swum to the point that he literally couldn’t pull his body another stroke forward and had begun to sink to the bottom.
              After Shade pulled Baggs out of the water he said, “We’re done for the day. You did great. I’ve never had someone work as hard as you.”
              “I just did what you told me,” Baggs said.
              Shade smiled. “People usually start refusing after they’ve vomited a few times. Most people won’t swim until they’ll drown.”
              “I want to see my girls again,” Baggs said. His eyes were out of focus from exhaustion and oxygen deprivation.
              “I know.”
              After the workout, Baggs went back into the dormitory, showered, and put on another set of clothes. He then ate with the rest of the Boxers; picking up the fork to move food to his mouth cost a tremendous amount of effort. Dr. Strant came by and gave every competitor a blue pill to take along with his or her meal; Baggs swallowed his down with some milk without thinking much about what the pill could be. He was too tired to think much. The meal was bland white rice, vegetables, and grilled chicken. He ate more than he ever had before. None of the Boxers spoke while they ate; when they were done eating, all of them went straight to sleep.
              The blue pill made me sleepy, he thought.
              He woke up four hours later, was given a smoothie, an energy drink, an IV injection of some mystery substance by Dr. Strant, and then he started his second workout.
              So that’s how we’re able to have so many sleeping and waking periods, Baggs thought. They drug us with downers to make us sleep, and then energy drinks to make us wake up.
              Unbelievable as it was, Baggs was in better shape during his second workout than he had been during the first one. The injection has to be some kind of steroid, he thought. Normal people don’t heal that fast, or gain muscle in less than eight hours. Also, his voice deepened. Even more telling than that was that the female Boxers’ voices had begun to crack as though they were teenage males beginning puberty.
              By the end of the workout, he had vomited again, but not as much as last time. The Boxers showered, were given food, and then the blue pill.
              The schedule became monotonous. Workout for three hours, shower, eat, sleep for four hours, then wake up and workout. The schedule resulted in the desired effect, though. By the twentieth workout, when Baggs raced around the gym, he was in much better shape than he started. I think I’ve got a good shot at living through this thing, he thought. Mirrors flanked the back wall, and he glanced at himself. In one week, he had put on twenty-five solid pounds. Now when he did bench presses, the bar bent with how much weight it held. The bruises from where Modd Harvey had pounded in his face at the Competitors’ Dinner had turned an ugly green color. He could run a mile in a little over six minutes. He could swim five times as many laps as when he started. The muscles in his feet had been strengthened, and instead of worsening, his plantar fasciitis was bothering him less than before.
              He turned from the mirror and stared ahead at Shade, who was already putting a good deal of distance between them. The back wall was lined with thirty metal boxes in a row. Baggs had been instructed to bunny-hop on and off each of them. Shade was already leaping onto the fifth one by the time Baggs reached the boxes.
              This is my last lap of circuit. I’m going to catch him, he thought. 
               With sweat running off his skin and onto the floor, he leapt onto the first one. The first box was as high as his knees. He leapt down, and leapt onto the second one, which was as high as his hips. The boxes went on like that, sometimes as tall as his knees and sometimes up to his hips. By the fifth box, his legs were burning. By the twentieth, they were screaming.
              They finished the plyometric boxes, and then, in order to complete the circuit, they had to run up the stairs, get on the indoor track and run one lap, which was four hundred meters. Baggs saw Shade running up the stairs just as he had finished the boxes.
              I want to kiss Maggie’s head again. I want to hold Olive. I want to finish reading the Harry Potter series to them. I want to give them cake and ice cream until I can no longer see the bones of their skinny chests.
              Baggs actually hollered in agony as the lactic acid seeped into his sore muscles and he bounded up the stairs two at a time. He closed a little of the gap between himself and Shade. When they got to the top, Shade looked back to see that Baggs was catching him. He’s tired, Baggs thought, looking at Shade’s exhausted expression. His mouth was open, his cheeks were relaxed, and his eyebrows were pulled together in pain. And I’m going to catch him.
              Shade took off at a fast pace and Baggs followed him at a sprint. He put everything he could into the last quarter-mile of the workout. Let’s go! He thought. I want to see them again. I want to lie beside Tessa and kiss her shoulder, her neck.
              “Ugghh,” he grunted as he sprinted over the track. His breath was rushing in and out of his mouth and his feet were pounding on the ground. Faster, he thought, but his feet couldn’t pick up the pace. He was developing an odd, mucus-like paste in the back of his mouth; he found that this came only when he had exerted himself near the point of syncope. Half way around the track, his vision tunneled down and his peripheries were clouded with hazy-black.
              I will catch him, he thought. I will catch him, and then I am going to live to see my girls again.
              With one hundred yards to go, he was running right beside Shade, even with him. Shade looked over, his face contorted in a mixture of agony and surprise that his trainee had caught him.
              He didn’t think that I could catch him. I can beat him.
              The two of them both quickened their pace and continued on for one final sprint towards the end of the track. Both of the men were slick with sweat on every inch of their bodies as they tried to beat each one. In the end, Shade won by a margin of five yards, but Baggs was pleased. He had truly almost beaten Shade in a race, which would have been impossible just one week ago.  
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              An hour after Baggs and Shade had raced down the final stretch of the track, he lay in his twin-sized bed, staring at the dormitory ceiling. It was a little past two in the morning and all the lights were out. Every muscle in his body ached, and he only had four hours to sleep until their next and final workout.
              But Baggs didn’t feel like sleeping.
              Around him, the six other Boxers were all sleeping soundly. After exercising, all seven of the Boxers showered and ate a big meal. Only six of them took the blue sleeping pill, though. Baggs put his under his tongue, carried it to the bathroom, and flushed it down the toilet.
              I need to think, and I can’t think when I’m sleeping. I need to figure out how I’m going to avoid being killed by Byron Turner if I live through Outlive.
              He knew that he would regret not opting for the drug-induced sleep in the morning, when he would have to endure another strenuous workout without sleep. But this is worth it. I need some time to figure things out. 
An hour passed. It was three in the morning.
              His eyes flickered across the ceiling, as though some kind of idea could be found in the shapes the swirls in the wood made. He readjusted the pillow beneath him; it was much nicer than the one that Tessa would be sleeping on in the apartment.
              I bet that she hasn’t slept much since I left, he thought. She never slept much when she was stressed. After he broke his arm and they began to understand the reality of their financial situation, he often awoke to find her reading in the bathroom in the middle of the night. She moved her pillows and a blanket into the bathtub and read a book from the library while she drank tea. She kept the door shut so that the light didn’t wake the girls.
              I bet she just reads in the bedroom now. There is no husband in the bed beside her to wake with the light.
              He longed for her. He wanted to caress Tessa, and he wanted to be caressed by her. He felt like a man facing a potentially lethal surgery the next day. Only I won’t be sedated, he thought. If a blade or some animal’s teeth do tear me apart, I’m going to be wide-awake so that I feel every bit of the sensation.
              He shivered.
              This was the first time he had refused the blue sleeping pill that was provided with dinner. He thought about how quickly the others had gone to sleep, and how odd their faces looked as they marched from the cafeteria to the dormitory. They looked like glass-addicts; he had never taken the drug himself, but had seen a lot of the addicts while working for the Shepherds. They were always hanging around Mr. Snow’s house, and many of them worked for him. He recalled seeing his first glass addicts when he was fifteen. At the time, their appearance frightened him because he didn’t know what was wrong with them. They had blisters covering their gaunt frames, and vacant expressions like their souls had left their bodies. He remembered riding in the limo with them on his way to Mr. Snow’s house for the first time.
              What were there names? Pillow and Pink? Pinker and Point? No. It was Pointer and Pinky. Yeah, that’s it. The names were what you would call two fingers on your hand.
              Stop it! he thought, and he shifted in bed.  You can’t keep getting distracted; you have to think of a way to survive Turner if you win Outlive.
              He lay there for a moment, watching Larry’s chest rise and fall as he slept.
              Did he poison Higgins in his food? Maybe if I live, I could trade his plate for mine without him knowing. Then he’d eat the poison and have the heart attack.
              Baggs considered for a moment.
              No, that wouldn’t work. They would think that I placed the poison there. His wife would get the best lawyer money could buy and they’d nail me.
              He turned over the other way and watched Tonya Wolf sleeping for a moment. Her facial piercings glistened in the pale moonlight that shone in from the windows in another room.
              Then, his ears pricked up as a noise came into the room. It was quiet, but he recognized the melodious sound instantly.
              He stilled, listening hard to see if he could hear it again.
              There it is! Someone is playing a piano.
              The sound was too soft to be consistently heard in the dormitory, but Baggs was sure that he had heard it at least. He lay there, ears pricked, trying to hear more, but he couldn’t.
              He felt stir crazy. For the past week he had only been in the dormitory, the eating hall, and the workout facilities. He hadn’t chosen where he wanted to go for an entire week. He felt an urge to explore, to go see who was playing piano.
              Byron Turner? It’s three in the morning, why would he still be awake? Perhaps a trainer? They do have to keep odd hours; maybe one of them is having trouble sleeping.
              He lay back and sighed, staring at the ceiling some more.
              In one swift motion of decision, he pushed back his blankets and swung his legs over to the side of his bed. No one said that we weren’t allowed to walk around the house, he thought. Although, in truth he suspected that this rule went without saying. But he didn’t care. He was restless.
              He bent down, laced up his shoes, and stood up in his exercise shorts and Boxers shirt. There were three K9 robot dogs laying on the floor beside the threshold that led to the exercise facility. They had been in sleep mode, but now all of them were awake, their leathery heads raised. Their glistening eyeballs were fixed upon Baggs.
              He looked at the K9s for a moment and his hand instinctually went to his shoulder where the K9 at Thurman’s house had ripped open his skin with titanium teeth. The spot still hadn’t completely healed.
              Are they going to stop me from leaving the room? Baggs wondered.
              He walked a few steps away from the bed, towards the door opposite the one that led to the exercise facility. He had never been through this door before, unless they had taken him through it while he was unconscious when he arrived. It seemed as though the music was coming from that end of the house.
              The K9s looked at each other, as though conferring about what to do. Then, the white one stood up, stretched out its robotic back, and padded sleepily towards Baggs. It looked up at him with blood-red eyes. This K9 was smaller than the one that had bitten him; it was a lean sixty pounds. However, Baggs did not have any doubt that the robot could easily subdue him.
              Is it going to stop me from leaving? Baggs wondered again.
              He took a step towards the doorway. The K9 padded forward a step beside him. Baggs took another step, and so did the K9. The thing doesn’t seem to be aggressive yet. Baggs continued the trial and error approach until he was ten steps outside of the door and into the next room. The K9 looked up at him placidly.
              Maybe it just wants to follow me, Baggs thought. It may not subdue me unless I try to steal something or hurt someone.
              Out in the hallway, the sound of the piano was louder. Baggs walked along a long passage, and the K9 padded beside him. The robot’s titanium nails clicked on the marble floor. The robot slinked with an unnerving amount of grace. Baggs guessed that in an altercation, the sixty-pound K9 would prove to be as fast as a cheetah with the biting power of a grizzly bear.
              It felt good to be taking the night into his own hands, to be walking on his own accord, instead of simply following an order. The hallway (although I’m not quite sure that this is a hallway. I’ve never seen a room like this) was as wide as a basketball court, but appeared to stretch on for a mile. The room was decorated with thick rugs and carpets, and sitting areas where decorative chairs surrounded coffee tables. The left wall had other hallways leading off of it, and wooden bars and bookshelves were built into the wall. The right wall was broken up with great windows that looked out onto green, rolling lawns. Baggs looked out and remembered something that Tessa had taught him. She said that in the times when the genes of modern day homo sapiens were carved out, our ancestors found that they survived better in savannahs than they did any other habitat. He could hear her voice in his head. She had a unique way of enunciating her words, and often times changed volume to give emphasis to the important parts of what she said. “That’s why all the rich people make savannahs for themselves; we are engineered by natural selection to be attracted to rolling green hills, short grass and occasional trees. For our ancestors, the savannahs gave them a place where they could hide around a nook in the land, and then see for a far distance if some predator or friend was approaching.” Baggs thought it was an interesting idea, but wouldn’t have bet anything on whether or not it was true.
              Baggs was taken out of his contemplation of the lawn when he noticed that the next hallway he was approaching was glowing with the flickering light of burning candles. His heartbeat quickened and he walked closer to the wall. The K9’s ears pricked up and it followed closely behind Baggs, glaring up at him with its red eyes.
              The piano sound was much louder here, and Baggs realized that he had found the room in which someone was playing. Not wanting to be seen, he crept along the passage wall and then slowly peered around the threshold. His plan was to glance in, see what was going on, and then contemplate whether or not he should keep exploring. This plan was thwarted, however.
              As soon as Baggs’s head came around the corner, the music stopped and he locked eyes with a little girl who was sitting on the piano bench. Baggs had seen Byron Turner’s wife taking walks with her daughters in the exercise room some evenings, and he recognized the little girl. He even knew her name; he had heard her mother call it when the girl traipsed too far away from her mother. Gigi. He thought that it was strange that he had retained the information while exerting his body so much, but he had.
              The girl was not like her sisters or her mother.
              Byron Turner had three daughters and a wife, Cindi. His wife and two of his daughters were exactly what a politician would want from a family. They were beautiful, charismatic, energetic, and personable. Baggs thought that they would look great in photos. They were always dressed well, and they shared a small and athletic figure.
              Then there was Gigi. Baggs gathered that Gigi was the oldest of the daughters, roughly twelve or thirteen years old. She was gangly and awkward. She had a nasally laugh, was clumsy, and would often stare off into space while people talked to her. Baggs wondered, is Turner embarrassed of her. Despite her age, she had had plastic surgery. Her nose was small, her lips were full and pouty, and she had fake breasts. Don’t they want to wait a while for those to naturally grow in? It was strange to Baggs that they sexualized a child so much.
              No matter how many surgeries they put her through, she was still a bit awkward. Her neck seemed too long, her posture was stooped, and you couldn’t give her a surgery so that she didn’t laugh in that odd manner.
              She had things that her sisters did not, though. Even though she was half black, she had piercing blue eyes, like deep water. The effect of them was startling. As Baggs peeked around the threshold, his eyes locked onto her blue ones and he jerked back, nervous.
              Maybe she didn’t see me, he thought.
              But the piano had stopped, and he heard the bench scooting backwards. From the other room, Baggs could hear Gigi’s footsteps as she walked toward him. What will happen to me if they catch me out here at night? 
              Gigi appeared in the doorway, smiling up at Baggs. “What are you doing up?” she asked.
              The K9 looked up at Baggs too, as though waiting for his answer.
              When he spoke, his voice was lower than it ever had been; Baggs suspected that this was a result of whatever they were injecting him with. He still hadn’t gotten used to the change. “I…uhh…couldn’t sleep.”
              “Are you James Baggers?”
              “Yes.”
              She smiled at him and clasped her hands in front of her body. She was wearing pajamas with Nikki Wild on them. Baggs noticed this and was hit heavily with nostalgia, thinking of Maggie standing on the couch, belting to a Nikki Wild song she had listened to on the library’s radio.
              “My daughter likes Nikki Wild,” Baggs said.
              Gigi’s eyes widened—they were fairly wide to begin with and when she held them open she looked like a bug. “She does? Has she ever met her?”
              “Er… No,” Baggs said. He was often times frustrated when adults didn’t understand that poor people didn’t have the same opportunities as the rich, but he forgave Gigi Turner for her ignorance. She was still so young.
              “Has she ever been to a concert?”
              Baggs shook his head. He looked left and right. The giant corridor was still deserted.
              “Why hasn’t she ever been to a concert?” Gigi asked.
              “Can’t afford it.”
              Gigi cocked her head. “What do you mean?”
              “It costs CreditCoins to go to a concert, and we don’t have enough CreditCoins to send her.”
              “Oh,” Gigi said. She looked sad for a moment, but then her eyes lit up and she said, “Shade told me that you play piano. Will you play a song for me?”
              Baggs looked around once more and found that they were utterly alone. “Won’t it wake someone? Aren’t your parents asleep somewhere?”
              “They’re on the opposite side of the house, five kilometers away. They won’t hear.”
              Five kilometers, Baggs thought. My God, this house is enormous.
              “I guess I could play a quick song for you,” he said. He hadn’t played in a week, and he was itching to press on the keys. Gigi walked with Baggs and the K9 through the threshold towards the polished grand piano. It was situated in the center of a room that also housed a large HoloVision box with a gaming console attached to it, couches, and a drum set. Baggs was beginning to contemplate why the Turners let their children wander the house at night with Outlive contestants sleeping in the dormitory when he saw another K9 resting on the couch. This one looked more like a panther than a dog, and was camouflaged against the black leather sofa.
              Baggs and Gigi sat down at the piano.
              “What are you going to play?” she asked.
              “I’m only going to play one song, then I’ve got to go back to bed,” he said.
              “Okay. What song?”
              “Moonlight sonata,” he said. He had been having strange dreams lately in which the song was playing and skeletons dressed in cloaks were fighting with strange swords in some mansion. Softly, he began to play the keys and rock back and forth to the undulating song. The melody seemed dark, tragic and hopeful all at the same time. To Baggs, it was like a flood slowly filling a town; gradual but unstoppable. It was one of his favorite songs.
              The piano was magnificent; the sound that came off of it was amazing. Gigi sat and gazed down at his hands as they moved over the keys. He did miss some notes because of the injury to his left hand, but he kept on playing. He thought that he would never play perfectly again.
              When he was finished, Gigi clapped loudly in the candle-lit room. “That was magnificent! Wow! Teach me, please!”
              “I really got to go,” Baggs grumbled, although he didn’t stand up. He was having a good time.
              “Oh, don’t go! What happened to your hand?”
              Baggs swallowed and looked down at his broken wrist. Some of the muscle had returned with the workouts, and his left arm was now almost as big as the right. Still, though, the deformed but healed radius fracture stuck out through the skin. He looked at Gigi’s big, blue eyes. He trusted her, for some reason. He liked her. She reminded him of Maggie in the way that she talked. “I was carrying my youngest daughter, Olive, on my back and running. Looking back on it, it was kind of dumb. She liked to play this game called ‘pony’ which is where she got onto my back and I ran, braying through the streets.”
              Gigi laughed. 
              Baggs smiled. “She liked it a lot. Well, we were doing this on her birthday, seven weeks ago now. As I was running, I tripped, fell, and planted my hand down. My bone just snapped.”
              “That’s so sad.”
              Baggs went on telling more of the story, even though he knew he should be getting back. “That’s why I had to enter Outlive. Like Shade told you, I was a pianist. While my wrist was healing in the cast my agent had to reschedule all my gigs. When I got my cast off, he didn’t have anything scheduled for me for months. My family and I had run out of money. We were going to starve and I couldn’t find another job. So I had to enter.”
              Gigi looked outraged. “This agent of yours wouldn’t book anything for you, even though he knew your financial situation?”
              Baggs shook his head. “He didn’t know, but it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. He’s kind of an ass.”
              Gigi smiled.
              “I can’t play at concert level anymore, anyways, with my hand broken and all.”
              “What doctor fixed your hand? I’d sue him!”
              Baggs thought, her father probably talks about suing people all the time. In fact, he probably does sue people all the time. “I didn’t have a doctor. I couldn’t afford one.”
              “No,” Gigi said, having trouble believing what she had just heard.
              “Yes. I couldn’t afford a doctor.”
              “Then who fixed your arm?” Gigi looked appalled. Baggs guessed that she didn’t know that people went without medical care because they couldn’t afford it.
              Baggs laughed. “This kook that lives in an apartment below ours. His name is Mr. Krass.” Baggs held up his arm and laughed again. “He didn’t do a very good job!”               Gigi laughed too, and Baggs realized that he was having the most fun he’d had since Mr. Krass had cut his cast off.
              “So you entered this death game because you needed the money? Seriously?”
              “Yes,” Baggs said fervently. “When you’re poor like that, you’re trapped. There are no jobs for people who aren’t educated, and I’m sure you know that your education is costing your parents a lot of money.”
              “My school costs money?” she asked.
              “Yeah, a boatload of it.”
              “How do your daughters go to school?”
              “They don’t.”
              She put her hand over her mouth, appalled. A clock was ticking on the wall and Baggs looked up at it, seeing that it was already four in the morning. In two more hours, he’d have to wake up to work out. “I’ve got to go,” he said, and stood up this time.
              “Okay,” she said. “I hope you do well, James Baggers, in the contest. I hope that you get to see your family again.”
              “You’re a sweet kid,” Baggs said back. “I hope I get to see them too.” He felt a lump forming in his throat as he passed through the threshold and walked back toward the dormitory. The white K9 followed closely behind him. He got back to the bedroom, slipped into bed, and lay there thinking about how little some people knew about what it was like to be poor in this age of humanity. It was strange that on the day that he had hyperventilated on his rooftop because he thought he might have to enter Outlive, Gigi Turner didn’t even know that some people couldn’t afford school.
              The clock ticked on the wall, and though Baggs had planned on coming up with some sort of idea to stop Turner from killing him if he survived Outlive, he spent his time thinking about Gigi. 
He fell asleep after an hour and, again, he dreamed of skeletons fighting with swords while the piano played in the background. 
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              Baggs sat at one end of the long table and Larry Wight sat beside him.
              In one hour, a helicopter would be taking the Outlive contestants to the Colosseum. It felt unreal to Baggs that they would be leaving so soon. In not long, he would be standing on the sand, holding a sword, battling for his life in front of 200,000 spectators.
              But now, he was sipping on a glass of ice water. He swallowed, thinking back to this morning.
              After waking up at six in the morning, he had a decent workout. Even though he only slept one hour, he was able to push himself just as hard as usual. He suspected that this was partly due to the fact that he knew that it was his last workout.
              Then, he showered and ate. During that meal, he happily took the blue sleeping pill and had rested until he was woken up for dinner. He was dressed in another suit (I can’t believe how much money they are spending on my clothing!), and then the Boxers were ushered down to the Turner’s dining room for dinner.
              The dining room table was wooden and stretched far enough to comfortably seat one hundred people. Baggs counted ninety.
              Gigi walked around, placing napkins from a bin in front of all the guests. Her mother had announced that even though they had robotic servants, it was good for a girl to learn to set a table. There were lawyers, doctors, business owners and other high-paid professionals that came to support Turner at this dinner, which was to celebrate him sending away his competitors for their Outlive competition.
              The conversation droned on. Gigi made her way down to the Outlive contestants at the end of the table, placing the napkins delicately in front of each guest. The Boxers were not wearing Chokes, but two K9s sat patiently beside them, watching their every move.
              Baggs looked at his teammates. All of them had put on a substantial amount of muscle. We’ll be formidable, he thought. Though, Shade had told him that a lot of what makes a good Outlive team comes from ingenuity, not strength. He didn’t know how he could mentally prepare for such a competition, but he kept the advice in his mind.
              When Gigi’s cart with napkins reached Baggs, she hesitated oddly. She reached for the normal pile of napkins in the bin, and then her hand stopped. She then reached deep within the pile of napkins and produced one that she sat in front of Baggs. Her hands were shaking as she did this. She moved on, placing napkins in front of the rest of the guests from the top of the bunch. Baggs looked around and saw that no one seemed to notice that Gigi had just given Baggs a napkin from a special place.
              He looked down at the folded, white piece of cloth. Why did she hesitate with mine? He averted his gaze from the napkin, trying not to draw attention, and went back to listening to what Larry Wight was saying. He was talking on again about how the social classes were merely determined by ‘ones’ and ‘zeros’ that were programmed into a computer.
              Baggs was only mildly paying attention to what his teammate was saying; he was staying just aware enough to nod and laugh in the appropriate places. What his mind was really concentrated on was his napkin.
              Her hands were shaking when she placed it down on the table.
              After a few minutes, Byron Turner came down to pat his competitors on the backs and ask how they were doing.
              “I need to go to the bathroom,” Baggs said.
              “Go then,” Turner told him. “Titan, go with him,” he told one of the K9s. Its stature went well with its name. “The robot will show you where to go.”
              Baggs stood, and swiftly pocketed the napkin. He followed the K9 down a twist of hallways toward a bathroom. On his way, he noticed that there was a room off the hallway that was devoted to computers. That’s probably the mainframe that monitors everything in here, he thought. It’s probably connected to the internet, too.
              The K9 sat outside of a restroom’s threshold. Baggs walked past the robot, shut the door, and locked it.
              The bathroom was beautifully decorated, just like all of the other rooms in the Turners’ house, but Baggs wasn’t interested in this. His ears were hot as blood rushed through them. He took the napkin out of his pocket, unfolded it, and found a note written in a twelve year old girl’s big, curvy handwriting. 
Read me secretely
 
              The last word was misspelled, Baggs noticed. He wondered if Maggie could spell that word.
              Never mind that, open it, he thought.
              As he unfolded the paper, he wondered what kind of a message she would want to tell Baggs. And what made her hands shake with nervous energy.
              But as he read the message, he understood immediately. It wasn’t any new information. The note only confirmed what he knew. For some reason, though, seeing it written out in Byron Turner’s daughter’s handwriting made him very nervous.
 
My daddy killed Paul Higgins and he’ll try to kill you too if you survive the competition. I heard him tell mom while he was drunk. Something about vitamins. I don’t know what to do. He scares me. I am scared for you and for your girls.
 
-G 
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              Fifty minutes later, Baggs was climbing into the helicopter that would take him to the Colosseum.
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              Fifteen-year-old Baggs thought he was in the clear. He thought he had avoided working for Mr. Snow by declining the gold coin and Lilly. He had thought that Darius Till was just being a Good Samaritan by giving him the Nikes.
              But still, images of Bite inhabited his dreams like a malicious parasite. He often woke up sweating and moaning as he came out of a dream in which Bite took Baggs’s fingers in his mouth and savagely ripped them apart with his big teeth. When he woke in the middle of the night, shuddering with terror, he could clearly imagine the nub on Bite’s hand, and the blue marble that was lodged in his left eye socket. He saw the veins in the eyelid as it stretched forward with the fake eye’s unnatural size.
              After a week, the dreams subsided some. He hadn’t seen Mr. Snow, Lilly, Darius Till, Pointer, Pinky, or Bite since the party at Mr. Snow’s mansion and he began to think that he had actually avoided getting involved with them. He was calming down.
              People asked questions about his Nikes at the grocery store and at home. He told everyone that he bought them, not wanting to admit to the truth, which would have sounded unbelievable. Oh, these shoes? Yeah, a famous baseball player gave them to me.
              It was a week after the party. Baggs’s bruises from his fight with Baldy were now gone and he was working the checkout line at the grocery store. Because Baggs was so versed in the process of checking out a customer, he could do it on autopilot. He smiled and asked the customer if they found everything okay while his hands took the groceries off the conveyer belt, scanned them, and put them into a sack. He told the customers their total, asked them to put their thumbprint on the scanner to pay for their items, and then wished them a good day. He then repeated the process again and again.
              He liked to daydream as he did this. Today he was daydreaming about Lilly and the way her body looked in her underwear. He knew that he had made a good decision to throw away her number because if he had not, he didn’t think he would have been able to resist calling her. She is a whore, he told himself. You don’t want any part of that. This was the logical part of his brain talking, the part that was best at analyzing options objectively. The part of his brain that facilitated sexual urges always disagreed with the logical part on this subject. No, I very much want a part of that! I don’t give a shit if it’s disgraceful! Oh my God, she looked so good. And she would have had me too, if I had accepted her as a trade from Mr. Snow, my loyalty for Lilly’s body.
              The more Baggs thought about Lilly, the more he respected Mr. Snow’s intelligence. Dumb as it sounded, Baggs believed that a lot of men would turn their lives over to a man like Mr. Snow for access to a beautiful prostitute like Lilly.
              “Did you find everything okay?” Baggs asked the next customer, smiling politely. His brain was not in the grocery store, though, he was thinking about Lilly. He stood there, in his Nike shoes, absent-minded as he reached for the customer’s item to scan it and put it in the bag.
              But then, he snapped out of his daydream. The item on the conveyer belt wasn’t sold at Lucky’s—it was a ten-inch knife with an ornate wooden handle. His hand paused while reaching for it. He looked up and noticed that there was only one customer in his line.
              “Turn your light off to indicate that this aisle is closed, Baggs,” Bite said to him. “You’re leaving work early.”
              “I can’t leave,” Baggs said.
              Bite picked up the knife and slid it into a hidden holster that was strapped around his ankle. He straightened his pants over the weapon and stood up. He somehow looked the same as he had the day of Mr. Snow’s party and different at the same time. He was still missing his middle finger on his right hand, he still had the giant glass left eye, and his mouth still protruded like a muzzle. He looked the same, but he was acting alarmingly different. He was twitching, moving quickly, and dancing on his feet. He looked at Baggs with something beyond normal aggression; the look made Baggs want to shrink away into a corner and hide.
              “Oh yes you can. The door is back there. Grab me a pack of Chief Smokes before we go.” Bite looked around quickly. He was sniffing and scratching himself.
              Baggs was frozen with fear, not knowing what to do. Just a moment before he had thought he had escaped working for Mr. Snow. Now, his heart was pounding as he tried to think of a way out of this situation.
              Bite slammed his hand down on the conveyer belt and the surrounding customer’s and employees looked his way, alarmed. He didn’t care about them, though. His one good eye was locked onto Baggs in bloodshot enragement. His lips were drawn back in a feral gesture in which he exposed his teeth. He bit his own finger off with those teeth, Baggs thought. Bite spoke in a hoarse whisper. “Grab the cigarettes and start walking out the door. Mr. Snow told me to come in and get you. He’s not a patient man.”
              “Can I tell my boss first?” Baggs asked.
              Bite leaned over the counter and slapped Baggs so hard that his head rolled back. A woman in the next lane shrieked and put a protective arm around her small boy who was standing in line with her.
              “Grab the cigarettes, and let’s get the fuck out of here,” Bite growled. He didn’t mind cursing with children around.
              Baggs turned, grabbed a pack of cigarettes, scanned them, and paid for them with his own thumbprint before pacing beside Bite out of the grocery store.
              Louis saw Baggs walking out and jumped out of his office. “Hey! Where do you think you’re going?” he asked as Baggs walked out the door. Baggs didn’t respond, but kept walking.
              It was drizzling outside and Bite and Baggs jogged over to a limousine. Bite opened the door, Baggs slid in, and then Bite got in behind him. He shut the door and they began to roll. The door automatically locked.
              Instinctually, Baggs started crying when he saw what was inside. Bite sat beside him. Three other people he had seen before also occupied the car, including Mr. Snow whose hair was impeccably gelled and combed; he was wearing a blue suit jacket with a gold shirt beneath it. Baggs also recognized Pinky and Pointer. Pinky’s hair had receded further toward the back of her head, and her blisters looked even worse than before.
              There were two people, though, who Baggs didn’t know. The presence of these people, and their condition was what made him start crying. He had suspected that Mr. Snow was involved in criminal activity, but he somehow hadn’t thought that it would be like this.
              Both of the men were blindfolded and gagged with their hands cuffed behind them. One man was healthy, and the other was dying.
              The dying man looked to be in his early twenties. There was a screwdriver lodged in his neck, and the wound was leaking blood all over the seats. The tool had been stabbed through the side, and the man was wheezing and gasping. Blood ran from his mouth. There were five puncture wounds in his abdomen, which suggested that he had been stabbed in those places with the screwdriver before it was put in his neck. Baggs looked down and noticed that the floor was matted with rubber in this limo, as were the ceilings. There was no carpet into which the blood could leak into and stain. It appeared as though the man with the screwdriver in his neck had vomited. Some of the emesis was caught on the rubber gag between his teeth, but most of it was sitting on his lap.
              Both men were in their underwear.
              The healthy man looked to be five or ten years older than the one with the screwdriver in his neck. He had a skinny, hairy chest and long legs with socks that reached halfway up his knees. The man’s skin was the color of diluted tea, and his chest rose and fell with sobbing hitches.
              “Hello, Baggs,” Mr. Snow said. His eyes were shadowed in the limo’s hushed light. He looked evil. He is evil, Baggs thought.
              Baggs didn’t respond, but just kept crying. He was biting hard on one of his fists; the gesture made him look like a giant, hairy toddler.
              Baggs’s head rocked back in a quick shot of pain as Bite backhanded him. For a moment, Baggs was disoriented and the limo spun in his vision. Then, things steadied out. His lip was bleeding.
              “Mr. Snow is fucking talking to you,” Bite said.
              Baggs nodded, still crying, and looked at Mr. Snow.
              Mr. Snow smiled. “Do I have your attention, Baggs?”
              “Yes.”
              “Good.” Mr. Snow leaned back, and withdrew a cigar that looked very much like the one he had smoked outside his mansion on the night that he spoke with Baggs. “Do you remember the conversation we had one week ago, Baggs?”
              Baggs nodded. “Yes.”
              Mr. Snow flicked his lighter and lit the end of his cigar. The smell of he burning tobacco filled the room. He blew out a cloud of smoke. “Do you remember what I said about people who take things from me?”
              “You said that you make them pay you back,” Baggs blubbered, looking at the man with the screwdriver lodged in his neck. Every time he breathed, the handle went up and down. The man’s face was ashen and blood continued to seep from his wounds and bubble out of his nose with his breaths.
              “Yes, that’s what I said,” Mr. Snow said, taking another drag from his cigar.
              I need to get it together, Baggs thought, looking at the dying man. I’m losing it. I need to control my crying. He let one more sob out, and then quieted. Tears of extreme terror continued to roll down his eyes, but he was calming and becoming more rational. “I didn’t take anything from you, though,” Baggs said. He was surprised to find that his voice sounded level, almost threatening.
              Mr. Snow smiled and then his dark eyes shifted to Baggs’s feet. “You bought those shoes?”
              Baggs’s breath caught in his throat and he began to stutter. “I-I-I… Darius… Darius gave them to me!”
              “And I’m Darius’s agent! I got him his deal with Nike, and he doesn’t move a finger without my permission! I’m the one who got him in the big leagues! He owes me, you understand? Essentially, those are my shoes you’re wearing.”
              Baggs had to put a great deal of effort into not sobbing again. He clenched his jaw and again his eyes were drawn to the screwdriver in the man’s neck. It was lodged right up to the handle. Whoever stabbed that in must have put a great deal of force into the motion, he thought morbidly.
              “So are you going to pay me back?”
              Baggs shook his head violently, thinking, he’s going to make me kill the other guy. Then, he’ll have something that he can blackmail me for.
              Still puffing on his cigar, Mr. Snow reached into a leather bag beside him and pulled out three items. He held them out for Baggs. “Take them, start putting them on and go sit over there with the other two,” he said. He held a pair of handcuffs, a rubber gag, and a blindfold.
               Baggs couldn’t refrain from sobbing again, and a few brays of terror escaped him as he shook his head back and forth while backing away from Mr. Snow.
              “You don’t want to put these on?” Mr. Snow asked.
              “NO!” Baggs said.
              Mr. Snow looked at Bite with a mocking expression of confusion on his face. “Bite, did you see Baggs shake his head ‘no’ when I asked if he was going to pay me back?”
              “I did see that.”
              Mr. Snow puffed on his cigar. “Hmmm. That’s interesting, because he then refused to put the handcuffs, the gag and the blindfold on and sit with the other debt dodgers. I guess we’ll have to just force him over there.”
              “No!” Baggs cried. Bite had started to move towards him when Mr. Snow held up his hand. Bite froze.
              “Well,” Mr. Snow said. “Maybe we misinterpreted his shake of the head. Maybe he didn’t mean what we think he meant. So I’ll ask you again, Baggs. If you answer ‘no,’ you’re going to be cuffed and put with the two other lowlifes on that seat. Will you pay me back for those shoes?”
              Baggs waited a long time, trying to think. He didn’t want to say yes, or no. Fifteen seconds went by. The limo turned left and then merged onto the highway. Thirty seconds passed. Mr. Snow puffed on his cigar. After one minute, Bite said, “What’s your answer?”
              Baggs swallowed. He once again had his sobs under control. “What will I have to do to pay you back?”
              Mr. Snow laughed without humor. “I like this guy, Bite. He’s smart. That’s smart, kid. Never agree to a bargain unless the expenses of both sides have been outlined. He’s a business man.” Snow puffed, then leaned forward and spoke. He had leaned so far towards Baggs that their faces were six inches apart. His dark eyes did not twitch as they looked into Baggs’s. Mr. Snow was only five feet six inches, and his voice was high. His hands were dainty. Still, there was something absent in his eyes that most people had. His stare made Baggs’s guts turn to ice. “You want to know what I want you to do to pay me back?” Mr. Snow asked quietly. “I’ll tell you. The guy on the right, the one who isn’t bleeding yet, I want you to break his knee caps.”
              The man on the right began to try to holler in protest, but the sound was muffled by his gag.
              Mr. Snow continued, his dead eyes still staring straight at the bigger man’s. “I want you to know that I’m punishing those two men because they defied me. We had a deal, and they owed me money last week. I was kind enough to tell them that they could have another week to pay me, on the condition that if they didn’t I was going to flip a coin in front of them. Heads would mean the one on the right and tails would mean the one on the left. I would kill the unlucky man whose side turned up. I am in the process of doing that.”
              Baggs broke eye contact and noticed that Mr. Snow’s suit was speckled with blood. He stabbed the guy himself.
              He smiled, realizing what Baggs had noticed. “I told them that I would break the other one’s legs and feet so bad that they’d never walk again. I won’t kill both of them, yet. I’m a business man, Baggs. I realize that a dead man can’t pay me money. Anyways, back to our end of the bargain. You took my shoes, and so I want you to break the man on the right’s legs so bad that he never walks again. We’re going out to a little place I know of to do the business.”
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Thirty three year old Baggs sat on one of the plastic stadium seats in the Colosseum. Sixteen hours had passed since Gigi had slipped him the warning letter on the napkin at Turner’s house. The death match was quickly approaching, and time seemed to be slipping by too quickly. The stadium seats were painted a glossy green. Baggs’s hands were handcuffed and rested between his knees. He twisted his arms, fruitlessly trying to maneuver the cuffs into a more comfortable position. They’ve got enough guns pointed at us; why do we have to wear these stupid things? His wrists had such a diameter that even on the biggest size, the cuffs were uncomfortably tight.
“After the next battle, we’ll take ye’ to get ready,” one of the guards shouted at the Outlive participants, straining to be heard over the roaring crowd.
              Baggs thought about those words as he watched gladiators battle on a levitating platform. Every so often one of the competitors would be pushed off the edge and fall one hundred feet to splatter on the hard-packed sand.
              The crowd loved it.
              As Baggs looked around, he saw people of every culture and social class in the 200,000 stadium seats. He saw a black woman in an evening gown sipping on wine. He saw a kid in a t-shirt with a sword on it eating a hotdog; mustard had dripped off the dog to stain his front side. There was a man a few rows behind them who yelled, hollered, and clapped until his voice was hoarse and his hands were red; Baggs turned in his seat to look at the man and saw that he had an untidy grey beard and was missing most of his front teeth; he looked like a vagrant (Although people sometimes thought that I was a vagrant, he reminded himself). There were families in the box seats eating five-star meals as they watched the blood and gore. There were vendors walking up and down the stairs that ran between the stadium seats selling cotton candy, peanuts, margaritas, beer, hot dogs, and packaged candies. Baggs saw a little girl who hadn’t yet learned that it was okay to watch people die; she was sitting on her daddy’s lap, crying with her head buried in his shoulder; she didn’t want to watch anymore. They’ll keep taking her to these things until that sensitivity is beaten out of her. Her father certainly doesn’t seem bothered by the blood. The father’s eyes were locked onto the action as he rubbed his daughter’s back, comforting her.
              The Boxers were seated together in a row, all wearing expensive suits and dresses. Again, Baggs thought of how the money used to decorate the Outlive participants could feed his daughters for months. I wouldn’t have had to enter this awful thing if they could have just settled for cheaper suits and then given me the extra. Baggs was sweating in his shirt and coat, but could not remove them because of his handcuffs.
              Since he boarded the helicopter that would take him to the Colosseum, his anxiety had been building. All seven Boxers had ridden to the Colosseum in the same helicopter. As the machine whirred and hummed and lifted them above twinkling cities in the dark night, they all remained quiet. Baggs had not felt like talking at all. It was just beginning to feel real then, he thought. As he had slumped down in the leather seat with a stomach full of steak, he had thought of what it would be like to die on the sand. His mind had gone back to watching the rerun of Outlive on the HoloVision Box at Greggor’s. Those people had actually died. He had looked around the helicopter. Some of the people that I’m with tonight will be dead in the next twenty four hours, whether its from puncture wounds caused by blades, or teeth, or blunt force, maybe from falling ten stories or taking a hammer to the face. He found it strange that as they had ridden in silence to the Colosseum, the prospect of Outlive had seemed more real to him. He had never thought of the upcoming match as a joke, but something about the act of traveling towards the place where the atrocities would happen brought the outlook into sharp, unforgiving focus.
              During the ride, he had considered telling his teammates about the letter that Gigi had placed in his napkin at dinner. That was another example of something becoming more real, he thought. He had strongly suspected all along that Byron Turner planned on killing them if they survived Outlive, but it still had jarred him to see the proof in Turner’s daughter’s handwriting. After reading the letter, Baggs had ripped the paper up into small pieces and swallowed it in an attempt to destroy any evidence. After considering, he had decided not to tell his teammates Turner’s plan; first thing is first, we’ve got to survive tomorrow in the arena. Then we can worry about Turner.
              “Hey guys, look,” Larry Wight had said around eleven o’clock the night before. He was staring out the helicopter’s window, the streetlights below reflected on his spectacles. “This is it. This is the Colosseum.”
              All of the Boxers had looked out of the windows, not saying a word amongst themselves as the monstrous building came into view. It was enormous—a spectacle. The arena was bigger than a city block. The structure dwarfed all that it surrounded, and reminded Baggs of a great pyramid in ancient Egypt.
              The Colosseum was an odd mixture of ancient aesthetics and new world technology, which was exactly what Emperor Daman had wanted when he sat down with architects and planners and gave them his vision for the arena. The outside walls looked rough and weather-beaten. They were not metallic or concrete, like the walls of many modern structures. Instead, they were famously constructed of travertine, a type of limestone that the Ancient Romans had used in many of their buildings. The acquisition of this material had been extremely costly, but Emperor Daman had insisted; just as he had a library devoted to Adolf Hitler and a lifelike statue of George Washington in his bedroom, he wanted this building and the acts that went on within it to be a tribute to one of the most dominant civilizations in the history of humanity—the Ancient Romans. In contrast to this, he also wanted the building to be extremely cutting-edge and practical; the roof, which looked somewhat like a metallic turtle shell, was completely retractable to allow sunlight in on days when it wasn’t raining or snowing.
              As Baggs’s eyes had crawled over the place where so many would die the next day, his mouth had turned dry and his heart had begun to hammer. 
              Turner’s helicopter was actually programmed to land inside of the Colosseum. Baggs hadn’t learned this until it was happening. The machine had hovered over the center of the roof, which had begun to shiver and fold in on itself until there was an opening big enough for the copter to descend through. The copter had aligned with this opening, and then had lowered itself inside until it was sitting atop the sand floor of the Colosseum.
              “Thank you for riding,” said a robotic voice from inside the cabin. Then, the helicopter doors had opened and a group of guards had led them off the machine and through the Colosseum to sleeping quarters where they would spend the night. As Baggs had walked away from the helicopter and over the sand that night, he had felt as though time had slowed. He had examined the seats, which rose up and out a magnificent distance above his head and had imagined what they would look like filled with cheering fans.
              Now I don’t have to imagine, Baggs thought as he sat in his seat, looking around. It made him feel nauseous to think that all of those people were comfortable watching other people die. Don’t they feel bad watching others suffer?
              The gladiator fight on the levitating platform was over. Three gladiators were still alive at the end, and three dead men were surrounded with puddles of blood on the ground. One of them was still twitching, but a referee came over and examined him and made sure that the movements were merely reflexive seizures, and not caused by life. 
              Larry Wight sat beside Baggs, watching the Colosseum employees clean up for the next event, which would also be a gladiator fight. Custodians dressed like Ancient Roman paupers, wearing cloth togas with bare feet, sprinted over the sand and dragged the corpses out to one of the doors along the walls where the bodies were disposed of. The gladiators were big, well muscled men, and so it took three custodians to drag each one away. A ladder descended from the levitating platform, and the fatigued and bloodied gladiators who still were alive climbed down, waved at the screaming crowd, and exited with their lives intact. The levitating platform then flew up to the high Colosseum ceiling where robotic ropes automatically wrapped around it and held it in place out of the way so that the next event could start.
              After this next event, we’ll be taken to start getting ready for the Outlive contest, Baggs thought. He breathed in and out, trying to calm himself. There are so many different ways that this episode of Outlive could be designed.
              The Colosseum implemented a lot of surprises and diversity into the different events to make them more interesting. Today, there would be a dozen shows, each with different competitors and different events. The most popular event was either Outlive or on-the-ground sword fighting between gladiators. Baggs had watched three of these swordfights as he sat in the plastic chair next to Larry; in all of them so far, attack animals had been released in the middle of the fight to add another element to the battle. In one, the gladiators were fighting two-on-two with swords and shields; as they battled and clanked metal against metal in deadly blows, hyenas were randomly released from the walls surrounding the Colosseum floor. The animals were no more than forty pounds, but they were fast, vicious, and unafraid of the humans even with their weapons. Each time one of the dogs was released, the crowd gasped, screamed and cheered. The hyenas sprinted over the bloody sand and attacked the nearest competitors with chomping jaws, and sometimes changed the outcome of a swordfight by biting the back of a gladiator’s leg who was about to win a battle. Other fights weren’t as simple as normal swordfights. Some gladiator battles involved horses, levitating platforms (such as in the fight that Baggs had just seen), shark infested tanks of water, attacking birds, bows and arrows, rhinos, cannons, poisonous snakes, komodo dragons, K9s, javelins, and much more. This aspect of gladiator battles was copied from gladiator battles in Ancient Rome, where surprises and a myriad of different battle obstacles were used to build the audience’s suspense.
Gladiators, unlike Outlive participants, were highly trained athletes who were paid great sums of money to compete. The gladiators were all male, and lived in a secluded training facility in an undisclosed location. Baggs had heard that not even the gladiators knew where the facility was—they were sedated before traveling to the place, so that they could not deduce the location when they arrived. The gladiators were hand selected premier athletes that were willing to fight for their lives on the off chance that if they lived they would become some of the richest men in the country.
There were many ways that gladiators were chosen.
The most common was through prison try-outs. Like Ancient Rome, New Rome had a very large number of prisoners awaiting a death sentence. As with most populations, some of these criminals were superb athletes. Before Mass Prison Killings (these were events in which thousands of criminals were put to death on a single day in the pursuit of efficiency and saving funds; Mass Prison Killings usually took place four or five times a year.) the prisons had large, complex fighting tournaments to find the best fighters; those that proved themselves would then be rewarded the opportunity to fight in the Colosseum, where they would most likely die anyways. 
There were also civilian fighting tournaments in which anyone could enter and fight others in an attempt at winning a spot as a gladiator. The civilians who entered these tournaments were usually poor and starving, as Baggs had been. He had considered fighting in one of these tournaments, but had decided that Outlive was a safer bet. For starters, many citizens died in the Civilian Fighting Tournaments and their families did not receive any money for their death; this was a risk in entering. Also, in order to live as a gladiator, a citizen had to do well in one of these tournaments, be chosen as a gladiator, and then win, on average, five consecutive fights in the Colosseum. This was a long shot, although the prize money was much more substantial than that offered to Outlive competitors, and was given to the families whether the gladiator lived or not, as long as they were chosen. Baggs chose the safer option of entering Outlive, as there were no tryouts, and all he had to do was sign up and his family was guaranteed CreditCoins.
              Another means by which people could become gladiators was celebrity sign-ups. Sometimes former premier boxers or baseball players would blow all their money and want to sign up to be a gladiator in hopes of regaining their lost fortune and fame.
              No matter how the gladiators came to be, they bargained with the Colosseum until both parties agreed upon a contract; the new gladiator would then sign his life away and begin training. The contracts usually had a few components to them. The first was that once they were signed there was no chickening-out. It was easier to be brave when the deathmatch was six months away, but harder when you were sitting in the Colosseum, knowing that the contest would begin in a couple hours (Baggs could attest to this as he sat in the stadium seats, sweating, heart pounding, dreading the moment when he would step out onto the sand). Another component of the contract was that there were a certain number of contests that each gladiator would have to win in order to be given their freedom and the prize money; this was negotiable. For normal prisoners, the amount of fights they had to survive was usually between five to seven; for some high-profile criminals, the amount could be as high as fifteen. Celebrities who entered usually were able to bargain for more lenient treatment. Often times if a celebrity could survive a couple fights, they would be given freedom and the reward. The number of fights that the gladiators had to survive in order to live was called their Freedom Number. The final negotiable aspect of gladiator contracts was the reward money they would be given if they reached their Freedom Number. For a normal prisoner, this amount was typically in the ballpark of one million CreditCoins; for celebrities, it sometimes went as high as one hundred million CreditCoins.
              Baggs looked left and right at the different Outlive teams that were sitting around him. There were thirty teams of seven contestants, making two hundred ten total participants. He felt nauseated as he looked over them. How many of us will still be alive at the end of the day? he wondered. Thirty? Twenty? Maybe only three. Three was a low number, but it wasn’t unprecedented. Baggs had heard of an Outlive contest in which only one person lived. At the beginning of an Outlive contest, the competitors stepped out onto the sand and the rules were explained over the intercom. Seconds after the rules were read out, the battle began; part of the challenge was that the competitors have to think fast. In the Outlive episode when only one person lived, the rules had explained that it was an every-person-for-themselves kind of battle; the teams didn’t actually matter.
              I bet the crowd loved it, Baggs thought, pursing his lips. They got more blood than they could have hoped for. I just wish there was some way that I could know what kind of battle I’m getting myself into before it starts.
              Up until the moment he had actually gotten into Turner’s helicopter to fly to the Colosseum, Baggs had held out hope that Turner would reveal what kind of obstacles they would face in the arena. He had not. Tartuga was telling the truth, Baggs thought, they keep that information top secret. He looked at the other teams again. Either that, or Turner doesn’t know the right person to buy it from.
              Baggs looked at his own teammates; Hailey Vixen was wearing a sleeveless dress, which exposed rock-hard triceps that made a little shadow on the back of her arm. I wonder how many other teams were given steroids, he wondered. Most of the men on the other teams had sleeves on; some of the females were toned, but he couldn’t recall anyone’s particular physique from the Contestant’s Dinner that he could compare to what he was seeing now. He remembered Chobb Lowe from the Pirates, the ex powerlifter who was half-naked on the HoloVision Box, but Chobb was five rows down and wearing a sports jacket. His neck looked as thick as a tree trunk, but this wasn’t a noticeable change—he had been big even before training. He was probably using steroids before entering, too. Baggs wondered why a guy like that didn’t try to become a gladiator; he may think that competing in Outlive will be a breeze. He may just want to get this over with so that he can return to powerlifting.
              An unmanned helicopter that was no bigger than a crow hovered down from the awning and stopped a few yards in front of Baggs. The machine whirred quietly; a camera was attached to the bottom of the contraption. It’s come back to get more footage of me, Baggs thought. He looked up and saw his face in the giant HoloVision Box that hung from cables high above the arena floor. Upon seeing Baggs’s face—his big ears, his crooked nose, his thick black beard, and his protruding forehead—the crowd erupted in whoops, whistles and shouts of joy.
              I’m a celebrity, Baggs thought, not amused. He remained expressionless until the small, flying camera moved over to get footage of other contestants.
              Baggs supposed that the cameras were the only reason the Outlive participants were allowed to sit in the stadium seats instead of being locked in some cell in the Colosseum’s basement. Locking them in cells out of sight would have been cheaper—the vendors could have then sold tickets to the seats that the teams were now occupying. But we are here to entertain. The crowd seemed to love getting to see images of the Outlive participants on the big screen. And I bet the viewers at home love it too, Baggs thought grimly. They probably like seeing us scared out of our minds, counting our time until they lead us away to get ready to kill each other.
              Even though it was hot, he shivered. Thinking about how emotionally detached some people could be gave him the creeps. 
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              A face that somehow managed to be unsightly and handsome at the same time filled the HoloVision Box and a queer silence began to spread over the crowd like a virus. A small percentage of people were looking up at the display when the face appeared; as they saw it they turned to their neighbors and whispered to them. “Hey, be quiet! The emperor is about to speak!”
              The quiet spread until most of the two hundred thousand were completely silent and as still as statues, gazing up at the face of their leader. The vendors who walked up and down the aisles selling snacks stopped where they were at the sight of Emperor Daman’s strange face; the one nearest Baggs took his hat off and knelt on the ground as a sign of respect. The giant hologram of the emperor’s face looked upon the crowd with dark eyes as big as wrecking balls; the man wore a serene expression; Baggs thought that he loved hearing the silence rush over his crowd. Like Hitler, whom Emperor Daman admired, the leader desired complete subservience from his citizens. Baggs could hear squalling babies and crying toddlers—their voices echoed through the hushed arena. Mothers and fathers were frantically trying to quiet their children to no avail. Speaking while the emperor was speaking was punishable by immediate death. Usually the great and sovereign Emperor Daman forgave ignorant babies if they babbled on while he spoke.
              Usually.
              Baggs wondered if the emperor’s synesthesia compelled him to make the policy that those who spoke while he was speaking be put to death. Does the idea taste like ice cream? Baggs wondered. Does killing a baby when it cries out of turn sound like a French horn to him? It was hard for Baggs to imagine what it must be like to be the emperor with his near superhuman ability to perceive different strategies to retain power as tastes, colors, sounds, textures, and smells. Even though it seems bizarre, Baggs thought, no one can argue with his record. He’s the most dominant human since Hitler. Baggs considered this for a moment and then changed his stance. No, he has much more power than Hitler ever had.
              Baggs heard someone cough on the other side of the arena. His ears were ringing from the constant cheering he had been exposed to and now this pervasive silence.
              The emperor was, in some ways, traditionally handsome. He had thick, curly black hair atop his head and a strong, wide-set jaw. His face was lean and chiseled with strong jaw muscles and short, calculated, prickly stubble that made him look tough. His nose had a bulge in the center of it that added character. His eyes were deeply set and dark.
              While in the Colosseum, the emperor wore the same clothing that the emperors of Ancient Rome had worn two thousand years ago in their version of the Colosseum. Emperor Daman wore a toga dyed in Tyrian Purple Dye; this was done in an attempt to be more like the ancient leaders he was trying to emulate. In Ancient Rome, Tyrian Purple Dye had been made by crushing thousands of rare seashells of mollusks that could be found in the Mediterranean Sea. These mollusks were so rare and the process of making the dye was so difficult and tedious that, in ancient times, Tyrian Purple Dye had been worth its weight in gold. Due to modern technology, a similar dye could be made for a fraction of the cost; however, Emperor Daman insisted that his togas be dyed in the old manner. A pendant with his own face on it held the toga in bunches at his right shoulder. Emperor Daman wore a golden cape that sparkled in the sunlight.
              But despite his noble face and expensive adornments, there was still the unmistakable sign that he was crazy branded upon his left cheek—the mass of plastic-like, hard scar tissue that ran from his left cheekbone to his left ear, and down to the left side of his chin. His lips were speckled with this deformity too. The scar was ugly and unsightly, but the emperor had never requested any plastic surgery to fix the defect—he wanted everyone to see it. The emperor wanted everyone to remember how he had reacted that night when the assassin broke into his home with a shotgun and held the barrel up to the his face before pulling the trigger. Baggs could hear the shotgun blast in his imagination. He could see the image in his mind—blood, tissue, and dozens of teeth spilled all over the ground. Before the gunman could pull the trigger again, Emperor Daman had stood up from where he sat at the kitchen table and stabbed a steak knife through the intruder’s neck, killing him. He wants us to always remember that. The act showed that Daman had a kind of stability and level-headedness that could not be found in many other places among the human species. 
              Baggs had known scary people before—Mr. Snow, for instance. But Mr. Snow wasn’t nearly as frightening as Emperor Daman. Though Mr. Snow was often coldly rational and had peculiar rules of conduct that he didn’t allow to be violated (even if that resulted in torture or murder), he sometimes was compelled by his emotions. This seemed to never happen to Emperor Daman. As Baggs looked up at the hologram’s eyes clicking back and forth in a calculating manner, he thought, the guy is a machine; it is as though he doesn’t have a soul. 
              “Citizens of New Rome, I address you on this fine June afternoon of the year two thousand eighty four,” said the hologram. He paused for a moment, and the emperor’s voice echoed throughout the arena. This was the second time he had addressed the citizens that day. “Others will disagree with me, but the gladiator competition that I now have the pleasure of introducing is the show that I am most excited about today. I understand that many are interested in watching The Wall make his gladiator debut. But, the violent and unexpected events of last weeks Competitor’s Dinner stoked my intrigue; I am excited and looking forward to seeing James Baggers and the Boxers compete in Outlive.”
              Baggs felt his face flush and the giant HoloVision Box flashed quickly to a shot of the Boxers sitting in their seats. Baggs looked down, trying not to show his annoyance on camera.
              The HoloVision Box again showed the emperor, with his dark eyes and curly black hair. “However, as much as I am intrigued by the previously mentioned fights, this intrigue fails to rival that which I feel for this upcoming gladiator fight.” He smiled crookedly with his roughly scarred face. On the left side of his mouth, his teeth were all titanium.
              “This battle will be one-on-one; man against man; the purest form of sport. The battle will begin weaponless, but…” he paused for a moment. His eyes did not blink, his pupils did not move. It looked like he was a computer that had frozen up. After ten uncomfortable silent seconds, he began to talk again as though there was never a pause at all. “…there will be additional factors added as the fight continues.
              “One of the gladiators will be making his debut, and the other one will be continuing a historic run that rivals any in the history of gladiator fighting, going all the way back two millennia.
              “The newcomer will be,” a sick smile, “Jon Isaac.”
              The word “APPLAUSE” appeared above the emperor and the crowd began to cheer wildly. The word was replaced with “SILENCE,” and the crowd obeyed immediately.
              The HoloVision Box went completely clear for a moment, and then filled with a short montage explaining some of Jon Isaac’s history. A hologram of a tall, strong, black man came onto the HoloVision Box; the man was dribbling down a basketball court in slow motion. Baggs had seen this video before—it was of the 2072 World Basketball Association Championship Series. The man dribbling the ball was Jon Isaac, a three time league MVP and one of the most entertaining basketball players of all time. Baggs and the rest of the crowd didn’t to need to watch the slow motion footage of what Jon Isaac did at the end of that spectacular game seven of the finals—they’d seen it before—but they watched anyways. Jon Isaac dribbled hard like he was going to drive the ball; his team was down by three with five seconds left. He pulled up, just beyond the arc of the four-point line, which was implemented in 2038 and was ten feet beyond the three-point line. Jon Isaac bent his knees and then extended, jumping high into the air. The seconds continued to tic by. He then released the ball over his head and the basketball soared high above all the players’ heads. The horn sounded to signal the end of the game just as the shot swooshed through the goal.
              “A FOUR POINT PLAY! JON ISAAC AND THE CUBS WIN! THE CUBS WIN!” came an announcer’s voice over the speaker.
              The next image was of Jon Isaac in the locker room after the game. Isaac was holding the championship trophy, hugging it to his sweaty head as his teammates popped bottles of champagne behind him.
              Baggs could see why the Colosseum wanted Jon Isaac as a gladiator—he was, in a lot of ways, the ideal celebrity to gladiator crossover. First and most obviously, he was an astounding athlete. The man stood six feet seven inches tall and was packed in with two hundred twenty pounds of tight muscle. It was rumored that in his prime his vertical leap was forty-three inches. On the court, he was known for sheer strength and speed, rather than finesse. While it was true that he made a famous four point shot to win a championship, his field goal percentage from long range was mediocre. Where he thrived was rebounding with aggression and jumping higher than the competition to slam the ball into the hoop. Baggs thought he would undoubtedly be a force among gladiators.
              The second, and maybe most important, thing that made Jon Isaac a good choice as a gladiator was his lack of sanity. During one WBA game, a referee made a call that he disagreed with; Jon Isaac then famously pulled his pants down and exposed himself to the referee while cameras were rolling with a live broadcast; thousands of spectators saw him naked. The basketball player incurred a hefty fine and had to sit out ten games. In another instance he was playing an important away game when a fan with courtside seats began to jeer him; Jon Isaac attacked the man, bloodying his face with a series of punches before law enforcement K9s could pull him off his victim. After he retired, he blew through millions of CreditCoins buying helicopters, yachts, and gambling. Rumor held that when Jon Isaac signed the contract to become a gladiator, he was absolutely broke.
              Jon Isaac’s face, now forty years old, appeared on the HoloVision box and stared down the audience. His hair and irises were both artificially red. “I’ve got a Freedom Number of three, and I won’t stop killing ‘til I get there,” the former basketball star said in his deep voice.
              The HoloVision Box then flashed back to Emperor Daman. “Today Jon Isaac will be battling a man who needs no introduction.” The Emperor sneered with delight, showing his metal teeth. “Umu.”
              The HoloVision Box held the words “applause” for a moment and then “silence.” The audience was very compliant.
               The HoloVision Box then began to show short video clips of Umu that everyone with a pulse in New Rome had seen before. Umu was a sensation.
              Odd as it was, the man only had one name—Umu. He was discovered on the streets of London. No one knew where he came from; Umu couldn’t talk.
              It was believed that wild dogs raised Umu. Whether this was true or not was unclear; what was clear was that he had a strange relationship with the animals. Baggs watched as the HoloVision Box showed some of the disturbing footage that had been taken after Umu was discovered. The shot showed a dirty warehouse with newspaper, torn clothing, and empty beer bottles littering the floor. The footage was grimy and had been acquired using a security camera, so the holograms weren’t as lifelike as the other footage that had been shown. Despite the lack of clarity, however, what was shown was remarkable. Ten dogs were either sleeping or padding around the dirty warehouse; all of the dogs were large mutts, descended from breeds such as Saint Bernards, German Shepherds, Rottweilers, Dobermans and Great Danes; the dogs that ran wild on the streets of London and survived had to be big enough to avoid being killed by other dogs and also smart enough to steal enough food to live. In the middle of all these wild animals was Umu. The feral man wore a pair of dirty jeans and no shirt. Baggs guessed that even though the man hadn’t had parents growing up, he had been taught by society that he couldn’t run around naked. In the footage, one dog was licking Umu’s back and Umu was giving the same favor to another dog; the savage man was bent over a big black mutt, licking its back clean.
              Other footage showed his fights, which was how Umu captured the attention of Emperor Daman, who personally recruited the man to fight in the Colosseum. Baggs watched the hologram of Umu as he circled another man in an unkempt backyard. Umu was six feet three inches tall and was built like a pit-bull. His skin was stretched tight over muscles so large and vascular that they almost didn’t look real. The man’s hair was long, wavy and brown with sticks and leaves amidst his mane. His beard touched his chest. The man’s left ear had been ripped in half and was a short stub of calloused tissue—it was suspected that Umu had lost his ear in a fight with a dog, though this could not be confirmed because Umu could not speak.
              Umu’s hologram stared unwaveringly into the eyes of his competitor; his eyes were yellow and made him look somewhat like a wolf. What was eerier than that, though, was when Umu began to snarl. He lifted his top lip and his nose wrinkled up with dozens of folds as a rumbling growl began deep in the man’s throat. Then, Umu opened his mouth wide and let out two short, terse barks. He sounded and acted just like a dog. His competitor in the street fight was frightened by the barks, and took two steps back. Seeing this weakness, Umu attacked with aggression and fearlessness that humans are typically not capable of; in fights, as in other aspects of life, Umu acted more like the pack of dogs he was found with than the humans who now surrounded him. In a flash, Umu’s competition was on the ground and the feral man was snarling and growling as he tore out chunks of the screaming man’s throat.
              This fierceness stayed with Umu, even after he was trained in Gladiator School. Each fight he came out with a fearless look in his eyes that often made the competition shrink back against the walls. 
              Though he never learned how to talk, he was capable of learning other things, such as fighting tactics. He was trained in kickboxing and mixed martial arts. In his career as a gladiator he was still willing to rip out someone’s throat with his teeth, but he had also adopted human ways of fighting, and mastered them.
               As Emperor Daman had said in the fight introduction, Umu was the most victorious fighter of all time. He had fought in a total of fifteen fights, winning all of them. Many people asserted that Umu’s time in the Colosseum was illegal; they said that a man who couldn’t talk didn’t understand the contract he agreed to. Despite these protests, the man kept being taken to the Colosseum.
              The HoloVision Box shifted from a street-fight to a close up of Umu’s face, which was covered in scars. In an expression more typical of dogs than humans, the man began to snarl and bark at the camera. The applause sign went up again and then the HoloVision Box went clear in preparation for the fight.
              The food, candy and drink vendors stood up again and began to call out their food items to the audience. The crowd began to murmur and then talk as the gladiator fight neared.
              “Remember!” A Colosseum security officer shouted at the Outlive contestants. “After this fight, we’re taking you lot to get ready!” Baggs looked back at the officer who was smiling and wearing reflective sunglasses. He had an assault rifle in his hands; it was pointed at the ground. 
              Baggs didn’t need a reminder and as he looked out over the other teams of Outlive participants he doubted that anyone else did either. How could we possibly forget that we’ll be walking out onto the arena floor in about an hour? The custodians had removed the corpses, but the sand was still stained with large puddles of blood.
              “Baggs, I’m scared,” Larry whispered from his right side. Baggs could see it in the man’s expression; his face was pale, his lips were slightly drawn back and his eyes were wide.
              “I know,” Baggs said back. He would have said, ‘me too,’ but he was conscious of the fact that other teams were seated behind them. He didn’t want to show weakness.
              “Will you stay with me when we get in there?”
              Baggs looked at Larry’s face. “Hang in there, buddy. I’ll stay with you.”
              Larry was trembling all over as though he was cold. He lifted his face to the sky and cackled, startling Baggs. “I thought that I would be okay, you know? No one wants to die, but I thought I could do it. The wifey, she needed the money and I entered.” He shook his head; hot tears were filling up his blue eyes so that they sparkled. When he spoke his voice was shaking. “I entered. I did. I thought that I could do it.” He shook his head again as if answering someone’s question and then whispered, “but now I don’t know. I’m cracking up, Baggs.” Tears spilled out over his cheeks. “I don’t know if I can do it. I don’t want to die.”
              “You won’t die, Larry,” Baggs said; it seemed like the right thing to say.
              “You don’t know that,” Larry snapped. “You don’t know if I’ll die, or you’ll die or if our whole damned team will die.” He cackled queerly again and then dropped his head between his knees and sobbed.
              Baggs turned away and didn’t respond. He didn’t know what to say, Larry was right. There was no way to know who would die. Denying this was lying.
              A few heads turned at the sound of Larry sobbing, but no one seemed too startled by it. He wasn’t the first Outlive contestant to start crying spontaneously; Baggs had seen people doing it through the morning, and had heard some weeping last night when the lights went out in the dormitory.
              The crowd began to cheer wildly and temporarily drowned out the sound of Larry’s sorrow.
              The gladiators were taking the sand.
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              The gladiators each walked out with two referees in togas flanking them.
              Umu came from the left, his yellow wolf-eyes staring straight ahead beneath maps of pumping veins that covered his forehead. His scalp and chin were now cleanly shaved, making him look slightly more civilized; someone might mistake him for a normal citizen if they didn’t look into his eyes. Umu’s eyes conveyed intense concentration, and he walked robotically, without hardly any wasted movement. Jon Isaac came out of the right wall with the exact opposite demeanor as Umu. He was jumping, pounding his chest and yelling things at the crowd that Baggs couldn’t hear. He waved his arms and gave someone in the front row the finger.
              They walked with the referees beside them until they stood ten feet apart. Both men wore the same thing—leather skirts and sandals. The skirts were belted below each man’s belly button and went down to the knees. Often times, gladiators wore different colors so that the audience could tell them apart. This wasn’t necessary for the fight between Umu and Jon Isaac. Jon Isaac’s skin was a dark brown—almost black—whereas Umu’s was a light olive color.
              Instinctually, Baggs turned his head and looked at Tonya Wolf, who was sitting two seats to the left. Her eyes were wide and she licked her lips. Her piercings glinted in the afternoon sunlight.
              She loves watching this, Baggs thought. He tried to remember exactly what she had said in her Outlive commercial, but couldn’t. It was something about how she enjoyed watching people die.
              Baggs believed it, not only because Tonya Wolf was a convicted murderer, but also because of the way her eyes lit up when one of the gladiators died. She seemed to become more animated, more alive when people were dying. Baggs couldn’t help but wonder if this love of violence was caused by her genetics or if something had triggered it. Maybe if she hadn’t grown up in New Rome where the most popular thing on the tube is
a death match she wouldn’t be this way. 
Studies suggested that exposing children to violence such as that seen in Outlive and gladiator fights did not cause them to grow up as more violent people than they would have been otherwise. Baggs was skeptical of these results. He didn’t have to dig into the libraries too extensively to find that Emperor Daman had scientists on his payroll. Am I supposed to believe that it just so happens that Daman profits from the Colosseum’s success and that his scientists say it’s not causing harm?
              In the middle of the sand, a referee stood between the two gladiators with his arms raised. He stood like that for a few seconds and Baggs leaned forward a bit. His handcuffs were still bothering him. They’ll be off soon enough and you’ll be down there with a sword in your hand, Baggs thought. He pushed the idea out of his mind and watched. The referee dropped his hands, signaling the beginning of the fight.
              Weaponless, Jon Isaac and Umu circled each other. Baggs looked up at the HoloVision Box, which was displaying a huge hologram close-up of Umu’s face. Beads of sweat lined his brow. His jaw was clenched and tucked slightly toward his chest to make his neck harder to reach. His arms were tightly coiled beside his body; as they circled, only his legs moved. Jon Isaac, on the other hand, was moving a lot. He was swaying side to side with his fists in front of him. He bounced on the balls of his feet, readying himself for action.
              Umu took two steps forward and then his head lunged forward and he barked like a dog. In spite of himself, Jon Isaac’s eyes opened wide. There was a close up of Isaac’s face on the HoloVision Box. His eyebrows were furrowed in uncertainty as he looked at the dog-man he was about to engage in combat.
              Baggs appraised each fighter. Umu was heavier, but Jon Isaac had a much longer reach. He couldn’t decide who he thought would win. It’ll probably be Umu. Jon Isaac likes to act cocky, but he’s scared.
              Isaac took a step forward, making it so that they were now almost arms-length away from each other. The crowd cheered and stomped their feet, demanding blood.
              Umu charged.
              The dog-man snarled as he ran at Jon Isaac. Jon Isaac was ready for this attack; he remained cool and threw a quick jab into Umu’s face. This didn’t slow Umu in the slightest, though. Instead of rolling with the blow, he ran into the fist and a spray of blood leaked out his nose as he continued his relentless charge.
              He just broke his nose and it didn’t slow him down, Baggs thought.
              Umu wrapped his thick arms around Jon Isaac and the two men struggled on their feet for a moment before Isaac was brought to the ground in a cloud of displaced sand. The referees circled in closer, ready to stop the fight if it got out of hand. In Ancient Rome, referees stopped gladiator fights before they led to death, if possible; the two gladiators then presented themselves before the emperor as victor and loser; the emperor then had a decision to make—thumbs up meant that the loser lived and thumbs down meant the loser died. In some battles, like the ones on the levitating platforms, this scenario was impossible to recreate. However, in most on-the-ground gladiator combats, the participants were brought before Emperor Daman so that he could decide whether or not to spare the loser.
              He usually had him killed.
              As Baggs watched the plot that was unfolding on the arena floor, his hand instinctually went to his mouth. Larry had stopped sobbing beside him, but still kept his head between his knees, looking at the floor.
              So much for the Colosseum adding ‘other factors’ in the middle of this fight. It’s pretty much over.
              Both men sounded like dogs now. Umu was atop Jon Isaac, growling and snarling. Umu had Isaac’s cheek clenched in his teeth and was snarling and shaking his head, trying to rip his opponent’s face off. Blood sprayed in his face and Umu’s broken nose was still leaking down onto Jon Isaac below him. Jon Isaac was whimpering and yelping as he struggled frantically to get Umu off of him. However, Umu was too strong. He had both of Isaac’s hands pinned to the ground as he tore at the man’s face with his teeth. Umu was trying to get to Isaac’s neck, but Isaac had his chin planted onto his chest, trying at all costs to conceal his airway and jugular.
              Baggs glanced up at the HoloVision Box to see a close up of Umu’s teeth gaining purchase with Isaac’s ear. He clamped down hard, and then Umu yanked his head backwards; his neck strained with bulging, corded muscles. Umu’s head shook back and forth violently. Isaac’s ear stretched out an unbelievable amount before tearing from his body. Umu spat the ear out and then savagely bit at Isaac’s face again. Umu’s mouth was coated thickly in blood. Isaac yelped and struggled; Umu continued to snarl.
              This probably isn’t how the emperor thought this fight would go on. He probably expected a long battle between two evenly matched competitors. This is simply a torture show.
              Finally, the referees stepped in. Two grabbed Umu by the back of his arms and yanked him upward. Umu resisted for a moment, ripped another chunk out of Isaac’s mangled face, and then allowed himself to be pulled to his feet.
              Isaac was still on the floor, hands over his bloody face, screaming and crying.
              He knows what’s coming, Baggs thought.
              Umu lifted his hands to the crowd and smiled with a face covered in blood. The crowd screamed and cheered, showing their approval of the mutilation they had just witnessed.
              Behind Umu, the referees were getting Jon Isaac to his knees. Isaac was compliant; when losers refuse to get on their knees and surrender to the sword, the emperor never showed mercy on them. Ever. At least this way there is a slim chance, Baggs thought. Even on his knees, the former basketball player was as tall as one of the referees.
              Emperor Daman’s face came on the HoloVision Box and this time it took less than five seconds for the cheering crowd to go quiet. Baggs looked down at Jon Isaac; his white eyes were shifting back and forth in his bloodied head. His nose and right ear were missing. His eyebrows were drawn together and his arms were crossed, as though he was hugging himself. This looks like a different guy than the one that gave the crowd the finger a few minutes ago.
              “Give our victor a sword,” Daman’s voice boomed through the speakers. The APPLAUSE sign came up and the crowd let loose with a roar of excitement.
              One of the referees pulled his robes aside to reveal a curved sword in a scabbard. He withdrew the weapon and handed it to Umu, handle first. Umu took it in his hands, gazing up at the crowd that was now shouting, “KILL HIM, KILL HIM, KILL HIM, KILL HIM,” in sharp unison. Umu lifted the blade up to Jon Isaac’s neck and ran it along his skin.
              This will be his sixteenth person to kill, Baggs thought, watching.
A few rows down, one of the Outlive competitors on another team gagged and then vomited heavily onto the floor. Her teammates lifted their feet to avoid getting their shoes dirty.
Baggs could relate to the woman’s fear. After this, we’re going to be taken back to get dressed. It’ll be show time.
“KILL HIM, KILL HIM, KILL HIM, KILL HIM,” the crowd continued to say.
              The hologram showed Emperor Daman raising his hands to quiet the crowd. The arena went silent. Even though he was six rows up, he could hear Jon Isaac panting on the sand below.
              The emperor raised his hand with his thumb outstretched, pointing horizontal. Jon Isaac stared up at the hologram, ragged breaths coming in and out of his chest. Time must be going so slow for him, Baggs thought. Baggs knew that some competitors had tried to run at this point, but they had been brought down by gunman placed around the arena.
              Baggs heard a husky grunt and turned his head to see Tonya Wolf licking her lips and rubbing her palms on her knees as she watched. She squirmed in her seat. Baggs turned away, disgusted.
              Umu pulled back the sword, getting ready to take Isaac’s head off.
              Emperor Daman’s thumb wavered slightly and then he gave the thumbs up.
              He lives, Baggs thought. Unbelievable. The emperor went against the crowd. But, as Baggs thought about it more, he supposed that it wasn’t too unbelievable. While it was true that the crowd would be slightly upset for not seeing Isaac’s head sliced off, Emperor Daman knew that Jon Isaac was one of the most popular gladiators he had. A gladiator like Jon Isaac sells tickets. The emperor doesn’t want to get rid of him just yet; he just had to pay Isaac’s family millions of dollars for the man; he’s an expensive commodity.
              Jon Isaac slumped and collapsed into sobs onto the ground while Umu gave the sword back to the referee.
              From the opposite side of the silent arena, a man yelled, “OH, COME ON!”
              The hologram of Emperor Daman showed his eyebrows furrowing and then the emperor looked away from the camera. Baggs couldn’t see where Emperor Daman’s suite was from his own seat, but he guessed that the emperor was looking around to see who had shouted and broken the silence.
              Baggs looked for the lawbreaker, too. He saw guards leading a drunken man down the steps; the man had a dark stain on the front of his shirt. He staggered and cursed as the guards forced him down the steps. “Get off a’ me, you pigs! GET OFF!”
              The man was forced down to the lowest floor and then Baggs saw him being dragged through one of the lowest doors onto the sand by two guards. The man didn’t seem angry anymore, but was crying and protesting.
              “Give Umu the sword,” the emperor said.
              “NO! NO!” Came the lawbreaker’s protests.
              Umu stepped forward gladly. The APPLAUSE sign went up and the audience went mad; they didn’t seem the least bit perturbed that someone who had just shared a seat with them was about to be killed.
              As expected, the emperor gave the thumbs down this time. The audience cheered wildly and Umu hacked the citizen’s head off in one blow.
              That was a good move from the emperor, Baggs thought. Now the crowd won’t remember this as a day when their leader denied them of blood.
              The guard with the reflective sunglasses spoke up from behind them. “Get up, all Outlive participants need to stand. It’s time. We’re moving.”
              Larry groaned from beside Baggs and reluctantly stood with the rest of the crowd. 
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              The Outlive contestants were split up into their teams and led down dark underground corridors beneath the Colosseum. Rock music played from above during a short intermission from the fights and shook the walls and the floors. The music was occasionally interrupted by loud mechanical grating sounds that Baggs assumed meant that some obstacles were being set up for the Outlive competition. The configurations for the Outlive competitions tended to be more involved than those for gladiator fights. It wasn’t uncommon for elaborate sets to be built on which the gladiators would die.
              As he walked, Baggs grew specifically nervous about the idea that the rules would be called out just before the competition began. What if I freeze up? What if Emperor Daman calls out the rules but I’m too scared to understand them?
              Calm down, you’ll be fine, he told himself.
              The seven Boxers were led into a large concrete room; the back wall was a garage door. In here, the mechanical sounds were even louder. Baggs stared at the metal door. One inch beyond that door is the sand. What the hell are they building out there?
              All of the Boxers stripped down and were then adorned with their Outlive uniforms. Like the gladiators, they wore leather skirts that went down to just above their knees. One of the designers came by and cut Hailey Vixen’s skirt so that it showed more of her legs. “You’ve got beautiful legs, honey; we want to show them off,” he said to her. She didn’t seem to have heard him. She stared at the garage door in the back of the room, looking sick. The Boxers were each given red metal breastplates that held their emblem on them—a man with boxing gloves striking the air. The breastplates weighed approximately thirty pounds. They were then given helmets to put on that weighed roughly ten pounds. They were given spears, which were light, and shields made of dense metal that weighed down even Baggs’s huge arms. All of this armor seems burdensome. On top of all these things, the gladiators were given scabbards to be worn around their hips that held swords. Baggs picked up the sword and thought that the weapon was too heavy for some of the smaller contestants to use effectively. He swung it through the air; the light danced over the clean metal. It’s sharp. Designers came around, powdering the Boxers’ faces and giving them dabs of lipstick and eyeliner. “Remember!” one of them shouted, “when you walk out the garage door, look scared! If there is a camera flying near you and you think you’re going to die, look at it; there’s no better footage than of a person about to die!”
              Unbelievable as it was, the designer wasn’t being sarcastic. He raised his eyebrows as he said these things; it was as though he were simply giving inexperienced actors some guidelines. It’s as though he doesn’t actually realize that we’re real humans and that some of us are really going to die out there! Does he think it’s just a show?
              Baggs slumped down against the wall, next to Larry. His armor was heavy, making him want to sit down. He looked at his leather sandals with their thin soles and thought that if they had to run a lot it would aggravate his plantar fasciitis. I probably won’t notice it, though, he thought. I’ll be too wired to feel anything. 
              He closed his eyes. The noises from the crowd and the mechanical whining from outside the garage door were giving him a headache. His heart was racing fast and his breaths were coming in and out at a quick pace. He didn’t even try to calm himself down; he knew that it would be impossible as he sat so close to the garage door.
              He picked up his left hand and looked at the protrusion of bone where his radius had broken. If I hadn’t have fallen…
              He shook his head. It didn’t matter. He had fallen, and if he didn’t concentrate on what he was about to do, he would never get to see his daughters and Tessa again. He allowed his mind one lapse into the sweet memories of his last night at home. He imagined Tessa’s naked body snuggled up to his. He imagined reading to Maggie and Olive, both of them lying with their heads on his shoulder. He imagined watching Olive’s stomach rise and fall beneath her pajamas as she breathed—her belly protruding from having eaten so much.
              “What are you smiling about?” Larry asked Baggs, tearing him away from these pleasant memories. Larry didn’t look good. He had grown even paler and he was developing a rash on his neck. Larry saw Baggs looking at this; “I always get a rash when I’m really nervous.” He smiled wanly. “What were you smiling about?” he asked again.
              “I was thinking about my daughters and my wife.”
              Larry nodded a little frantically—his eyes were big and glistening again, as though he was on the verge of tears. “Do you know what Spinks got in trouble for?”
              Baggs was taken aback for a moment. Larry’s question seemed to be completely random, and he hadn’t responded to what Baggs had said. He’s really scared, Baggs thought, and decided to let the conversation go wherever Larry wanted it to. “Software graffiti is what I read. Although I’m not exactly sure what that means.” Baggs stole a glance at Spinks. She was seated against the wall, hugging her knees with her eyes closed, letting the noise from outside wash over her. Her pink hair stuck out from under her golden helmet.
              “I’ll tell you what it means,” Larry breathed. His eyes were wide, he looked crazy. He might be crazy. “It means that she tried to destroy this whole system. She tried to press the RESTART button on our whole society. If she had, brother, you and I wouldn’t be in this mess.”
              “What do you mean?”
              Larry cackled, making Baggs feel uneasy again. The man was sweating profusely now. The mechanical noises from outside the garage door were a constant reminder that they were about to have to walk out onto the sand. And face what? Robots? Dogs? Maybe they’re filling the arena with water, like they sometimes do, and we’ll be atop wooden boats. They could fill the water with crocodiles, or sharks, or alligators, or piranhas. Baggs had heard of one Outlive contest where there were giant uncovered blenders whirring in circles around the Colosseum floor. The different teams pushed each other into these fast-moving, sharp blades. God, please don’t let it be that. Or maybe there will be furnaces for us to push our opponents into, or giant pits in the floor with spikes reaching up from the bottom to impale whoever falls within.
              “What I mean is that Spinks is one of the best hackers of all time.” Larry said. Baggs’s head snapped around to look at Larry and for a moment he was confused. He had been immersed in his thoughts about what could be behind the garage door and had forgotten that he was having a conversation. Maybe I’m the one who’s cracking up, he thought. He looked over at Spinks and remembered what they had been talking about. Larry went on. “The papers don’t give her credit for it, but if you know the right sites, people are talking about her. She’s a genius, man.”
              Spinks’s bulbous nose was sucking in and then blowing out air. “So what did she do?” Baggs asked
              “Remember what I told you about all those ‘ones’ and ‘zeros’ that say ‘this guy is rich’ and ‘this guy is poor?’”
              “Yeah.”
              “Well, she actually developed a computer program that could go in and delete all that stuff.” Larry smiled, but the expression did not reach his eyes, which kept flittering between Baggs and the garage door that led to the sand. “And she almost got it all entered, too. She was caught imputing the information at some government computer. She broke into a government building; I’m not sure, but I think it was a City Hall.”
              Baggs was confused. “Why wouldn’t she just do it from a personal computer?”
              Larry shook his head. “I don’t know, something about networks and stuff. But they say that she almost set off the worst computer virus in history. It would have wiped all banking data. Without any physical substance backing our money, who was rich and who was poor would have become hearsay.” 
              “She really got that close?” Baggs asked.
              “Oh yeah. Everyone agrees that she could do it. She’s done other, smaller things like that before, such as ruining city elections or shutting off a neighborhood’s electricity supply.”
              “Interesting,” Baggs said.
              The mechanical sounds outside stopped, but the rock music continued to beat against the garage door like a thief trying to force entry.
              Larry groaned. “I’m scared, Baggs.”
              This time, since there were no other teams around, he said it: “Me too.” He didn’t speak for a minute, then added, “but so is everyone else. We have a good shot. We trained hard for this, Larry. We can’t let fear get in the way of what we’re trying to do.”
              Larry nodded. Baggs looked over him and noticed that Larry, while still out of shape, wasn’t as soft as he had been when he had begun training.
              I think we’ve got a shot, he thought. The anticipation was upsetting him, though. He wanted to know what they were making outside.
As if set off by his thoughts, a different mechanical sound began outside. Baggs and the rest of the Boxers looked up, towards the ceiling. It sounded like work was being done right above them. Shortly after this sound ceased, the crowd began cheering. Are they cheering because of what was just built? Baggs wondered. Was some interesting, lethal object just erected? Or maybe there’s a message on the HoloVision Box telling them that Outlive is about to start.
              I don’t want to die, Baggs thought. On most days he didn’t believe in any kind of deity or celestial force that counted a person’s transgressions and ultimately brought justice to them. But now, in his insanely scared mind, he couldn’t help but wonder if what he was going through was some kind of payback for what he had done while working for the Shepherds. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back so that his helmet was resting against the stone wall.
              Tessa had told him that he shouldn’t feel guilty for what he did while working for the Shepherds. “You were so young!” she told him. “They manipulated you. They threatened you. In the end, if you hadn’t done what Mr. Snow wanted, you would have been killed.”
              There was now another strange noise from up above and the crowd cheered again. Baggs looked at the ceiling. It sounded like something very big was walking on top of the room the Boxers were seated within. Bears? Baggs wondered. Rhinos? Maybe each team will have to kill a rhino to live. It was possible. Not all Outlive competitions pitted humans against humans, but most did.
              Baggs closed his eyes again and tried to ready himself for the battle. He wanted to think of strategies, or pump himself up like a coach does to his team. However, each time he closed his eyes he saw the eyes of the man he had killed that night when it was raining and Mr. Snow had picked him up from Lucky’s.
              Baggs was fifteen when it happened. It was the first person he had ever killed.
By the time the limo reached the harbor, the man with the screwdriver in his neck was dead. It was the first time that Baggs had seen glass, the drug. He had also learned that that’s what made Pinky and Pointer the way they were.
              “Want some?” Bite asked, looking at Baggs with his one good eye while the marble just bulged in the left eye socket.



              “No,” fifteen year old Baggs said. 
“Suit yourself,” Bite said, and then he and Pointer and Pinky chewed up some clear crystals that Bite took from a little plastic baggie. After they ate the stuff, their pupils dilated. Baggs only ever heard Pointer and Pinky talk when they were high; they had voices like they were one hundred years old—dry and raspy. Bite grew more animated when he ate the stuff, too. He never took as much as Pointer and Pinky; he ate a fraction of what they did, and Baggs figured this was why Bite was not so dead looking as the other two were. Mr. Snow never ate glass himself, but he sold the stuff. Mr. Snow always respected Baggs’s refusal of the drug, although Baggs suspected that his boss would have preferred Baggs to be an addict. Addicts are easy to control, if you’ve got their drug.
As he rode in the limo, he looked down at his Nike shoes, thinking that he shouldn’t have taken them from Darius Till. He always used to tell that to Tessa, that he shouldn’t have taken the shoes. 
“How could you have known, Baggs?” she had asked him. “How could you have known what that meant?”
Baggs would remain silent, morose. “I shouldn’t have taken the shoes,” he would repeat.
“Don’t give me that shit,”
Tessa would spit back at him. She rarely got angry with him. It seemed that what made her the most irate was when he was thinking thoughts that would make him feel bad. She loved him, and she didn’t like it when people hurt him, even if it was himself who was the source of those painful thoughts. “They tricked you, Baggs! Where do you think your shoes went when you took them off before getting into the pool? They took them! They stole them from you! It was planned out; they wanted you to be missing your shoes, and they wanted to give Darius the chance to give you his shoes.”
              After many discussions with Tessa, Baggs grew to believe this. But as a fifteen year old, he had no self-compassion as he looked down at the Nikes in the limo. Stupid, stupid, stupid—how could I have been so stupid?
              The limo pulled into the harbor, close to Mr. Snow’s yacht. The salty smell of the ocean had always reminded Baggs of vacation and fun times, but that night as he looked out at the dark body of water with thunderheads rolling in from the horizon the smell struck him as ominous and sterile. Instead of bringing back memories of building sand castles and collecting seashells, the waves striking the earth sounded like ghostly whispers to Baggs. His hackles had risen at the back of his neck.
              Pointer and Pinky carried the dead man from the limo to the yacht, and Bite led the debt dodger, still blindfolded and gagged, up the dock and over the small bridge to Mr. Snow’s boat.
              Half an hour later it was raining and Baggs watched as the shore shrunk in the distance. The rain picked up and Baggs sat with Mr. Snow on the back deck of the yacht; there was a large canopy to keep them from getting wet. The boat rocked wildly in the big waves and thunder was flashing down from the sky, followed by rolling thunder.
              “You look pale,” Mr. Snow said. He and Baggs were both smoking cigars; Mr. Snow had insisted that Baggs take one. He told Baggs that the cigars were two hundred CreditCoins a piece and that if Baggs kept working for him, he’d get to smoke them all the time. Later, when Baggs wasn’t so scared, he grew to like the cigars. They were a brand called Rome’s Finest. As he smoked on the back deck of the yacht with Mr. Snow, however, he barely tasted the cigar. He smoked robotically, puffing it in and out of his mouth. “I’m not going to kill you, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Mr. Snow said, looking out onto the choppy water. He was standing up and having no trouble keeping balance as the boat rocked up and down in twenty feet arcs. Baggs could not stand without holding onto something, and he had taken a seat in a deck chair with heavily rusted metal legs. Mr. Snow turned and looked at him. “You seasick?” he asked.
              “No.”
              “Don’t be scared,” he said. “I won’t kill you if you pay me back for those shoes.”
              The boat rocked. Minutes passed. The lightening and thunder flashed and boomed amidst the heavy rain.
              “I like to go out about fifty miles and then run parallel with land about thirty whenever I dump a body,” Mr. Snow said. “That way, we’re well beyond the continental shelf. If someone wants to do an investigation, they’ll have to search about one hundred and fifty square miles of deep ocean floor to find what we’ve dropped. By that time, though, the sharks will have gotten them. In this business, you’ve got to be prudent,” he said.
              Twenty minutes went by and then Bite came out the back door; he had the handcuffed man by the elbow. The man was still gagged, but his blindfold was no longer covering his eyes and was wrapped around his neck. The man’s brown eyes were looking around frantically.
              “What the hell is this?” Mr. Snow asked.
              Bite was more animated than ever; he had been doing glass and cocaine in the back with Pointer and Pinky. “Dude started rubbing his head against the wall until the blindfold came off.”
              Mr. Snow puffed his cigar. “Well, he’s seen our faces now, so we’ll have to kill him.”
              The man’s eyes widened drastically and he began to shake his head. The gag muffled his screams, but it was still clear that they were frantic.
              Baggs would later learn that Pointer, Pinky, Mr. Snow and Bite all used fake names. Their customers were never allowed to see any of the Shepherd’s faces and did their transactions with masked men in alleyways.
              In the middle of the night, Baggs did what was asked of him. In some ways, killing the man was better than having to break his legs; it wasn’t as messy. The man kicked and screamed as Baggs tied the weights to his legs. Mr. Snow ordered that Baggs hit the man a few times in the head with a baseball bat so that he was unconscious when they dropped him in the water. “It’s the conscientious thing to do,” he said calmly, smoking another one of his expensive cigars. Baggs obeyed.
              Eighteen years later as he sat in his armor, awaiting the start of the Outlive competition, he could see those wide, brown eyes pleading with him as he had handcuffed the man’s left and right wrists to twenty-five pound weights. The ocean waves had been so big and they had been so far out at sea that Baggs thought the man would drown even without any weights tied to him. He had thought that the bludgeons to the head were entirely unnecessary, but he had did it anyways. He hadn’t wanted to be next.
              The rock music played outside, the thing above them padded on the ceiling, and the crowd cheered, wanting to see more blood. Baggs thought of the CHCKK sound the wooden bat had made as it had hit the man’s head. “Harder,” Mr. Snow had said. At fifteen years old, he had struck the man’s skull four more times. Blood ran on the deck, but the rain had washed it away. Baggs could still see the man falling into the ocean, unconscious. He could picture the body being swallowed up by the waves in his head. The man had sunk immediately, dragged down by the weights on his wrists.
              “It’s not your fault,” he could hear Tessa say in his mind. “You had no choice.”
              But he still felt awful about it.
              He opened his eyes and looked at his teammates. They were all seated except for Tonya Wolf, who was pacing back and forth across the room. She was smiling.
              Suddenly, the garage door began to rattle; the sound reminded Baggs of the thunder on the yacht that night, eighteen years ago. The metal door lifted and stark-white sunlight beamed in through the opening.
              “It’s time,” Larry said. His lips were pursed. Baggs stood up and then helped the man to his feet. Larry had trouble standing with all his heavy armor on.
              The Boxers walked over to the threshold and stood in a line, facing the sand. 
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              Baggs’s legs felt numb as they took their first steps onto the sand. The sunlight outside was so bright compared to the dim room they had been dressed within that it took his eyes a moment to adjust so that he could see what was around him.
              He could hear his breath coming in and out of his nose.
              All around him, the citizens of New Rome were cheering. It seemed louder, now that he was on the arena’s floor.
              Baggs looked around, thinking, they’ve been busy. There were glass walls that rose up all over the sand. The walls were each twelve feet tall, half an inch thick, and spaced out to make various corridors along the arena floor.
              It’s a maze, Baggs thought. He had seen scenes from similar Outlive competitions before. After they exited over the threshold, the Boxers found themselves on a spot on the sand that was boxed in by glass walls. There appeared to be nowhere to go, but Baggs anticipated that a door would open up when the competition began, allowing them to start running for their lives out in the maze.
              Baggs walked over to the nearest wall and peered through it. He could see that not all of the maze walls were exactly the same. Some slanted slightly, and some had ladders and small holes that contestants could crawl through. The transparent walls snaked intricately around the arena in a complicated manner. Baggs looked to his left and could see another team standing outside of their door, examining the glass walls just like the Boxers were.
              Baggs backed up and looked skyward. His mind was clicking along smoothly, trying to come up with a plan. He was barely aware of the roaring crowd now. In the middle of the arena, there was a clear ladder that rose straight up four hundred feet before it ran into the bottom of the HoloVision Box. Baggs stared at this for a moment and then Spinks said what he was thinking. “We have to climb into the HoloVision Box.”
              “I think you’re right,” Baggs said. He walked over to the clear wall again and tried to look through it for a well-defined path to the ladder, but the maze was too multilayered and complex for this to be possible. On a whim, he pulled out his sword and slammed the hilt into the wall in front of him. The vibration ran uncomfortably up his arms but didn’t leave any kind of mark on the wall. It’s not glass, Baggs thought, it’s something much stronger.
              “What the hell are you doing?” Tonya Wolf said. Baggs turned around and saw that she was talking to Spinks, who was taking her armor off and dropping it on the sand.
              “I’m getting rid of some of this weight,” Spinks said. “This armor weighs a ton.”
              “You idiot, you’re exposing your vital areas; you’ll die the first time someone swings a sword at you,” Tonya said. Her eyes looked angry. She didn’t look as excited as she had when watching the gladiators die; apparently she liked to watch people get hurt, but didn’t want it to be herself.
              “I doubt swords will be what kills most of us, after seeing that,” Spinks said, pointing behind her.
              Lions, I should have guessed, Baggs thought as he looked at the clear cage sitting atop the room he was just in. The feline behind them seemed old, and unusually skinny for a lion. But he’s big enough to do the job. The animal stood on its hind legs with forepaws as big as dinner plates pressed against the front of its clear cage. The lion appeared to have been used in the Colosseum before. The top of its muzzle had a series of linear scars running diagonally along it; the scars made deep divots, but appeared to be healed. The animal’s left eye was gone, leaving a black hole in between a partially collapsed eyelid; the sight reminded Baggs of when Bite would take out his marble eyeball. The lion’s nose flicked up and down as it tried to smell through the clear cage it was contained within; it wants to see what we smell like before it eats us. The mouth was partially open, revealing yellow teeth that were as thick as the handle on Baggs’s sword; drool dripped from the lion’s mouth and onto the floor. The lion was lean, with blocky shoulder muscles, thick forearms, and a tight stomach with veins running over it. I bet he’s fast. The animal was male; his mane was speckled with grey hair.
              Looking at the creature, Baggs remembered reading an article in the newspaper when Krass was setting his arm. There had been a story about lions that had escaped from the Colosseum and were hunting people down in a local park. Despite the best efforts of the authorities, they had been unable to catch the lions after weeks of trying. This isn’t a normal animal, Baggs thought. It’s been genetically altered to be more aggressive towards humans than any natural lion would be. It’s probably smarter, too.
              After a moment’s consideration, Baggs thought that Spinks was right. The lions would kill more Outlive competitors than the swords would. He dropped his thirty-pound shield, took off his forty-pound breastplate, and removed his ten-pound helmet. Larry Wight followed Baggs’s lead. He should probably drop his sword, too, Baggs thought, but didn’t say anything.
              “Stupid,” Tonya Wolf muttered, straightening her helmet. “We’re supposed to stick together and you’re taking off your armor,” she said to Baggs. She poked him in the chest. “If you die, we’re screwed. Do you get that?” She was talking loud and her eyes bulged with fear.
              Baggs didn’t respond.
              Tonya pulled out her sword and held it at Baggs’s chest. “Get your armor back on,” she growled. “I’m taking over. You’re going to follow my lead. I’m not dying today.”
              “Scared, Tonya?” Baggs asked. He withdrew his own sword and said, “Get that thing away from me or I’ll kill you before this competition even starts.” Baggs surprised himself by how menacing and hateful he sounded.
              Tonya lifted her upper lip in a snarl and backed away. She didn’t sheathe her sword, though, but brandished it with two hands as she leaned against the glass and waited.
              The two Boxers who Baggs hardly knew walked over and stood beside Tonya. The male with the rat teeth eyed Baggs suspiciously.
              So we’re splitting up, Baggs thought. This day just keeps getting better.
              Hailey Vixen stood with her feet together beneath her short skirt. She looked from Tonya to Baggs, as though not sure who’s side she should take.
              Baggs looked up into the crowd and saw a spectator exiting the arena through one of the big tunnels that penetrated the stands. He’s probably going to the bathroom, Baggs thought, and then he burst out in a humorless laugh. “What’s funny?” Spinks asked him; she stood a few steps back, as though slightly afraid of him. Baggs shook his head and covered his mouth, still laughing. When you got to go, you’ve got to go, he thought. And why wouldn’t that guy go to the bathroom—why NOT? I mean, he’s just at a show! This is entertainment to him, and if our deaths get boring, then he’ll leave! And if he’s got to piss while we’re dying, then he’ll take a piss. It’s not like these will be the only deaths in the Colosseum. There will be more when he gets back from the little boys’ room. Or maybe he’s just hungry; maybe he wants a hot dog to gobble down while watching the lions eat their snacks. Spinks took another step back from him, eying Baggs suspiciously with her green eyes.
              Baggs gritted his teeth and forced himself to stop laughing. Get it together, buddy. Get it together. This isn’t time for giggles. Baggs swallowed hard and then his urge to laugh was gone, but now it was replaced with a frosty fear that gripped his stomach and he found himself holding eye contact with the lion in the cage behind him.
              “Citizens, oh citizens, my citizens of New Rome,” came Emperor Daman’s voice. His head appeared in the HoloVision Box and he smiled, showing his metal teeth. “It is my pleasure to give the microphone over to Outlive announcers Tom Bernard and Iggy Smiles, but first, a word from our sponsors.”
              The hologram of emperor Daman disappeared and then commercials began to show on the HoloVision Box. The first showed off a luxury Cadillac helicopter, giving the audience close ups of the leather interior and wood paneling. The second commercial was for HappyJack and showed a hot beef patty with melted yellow cheese atop a hamburger bun. Baggs marveled at the fact that people were trying to sell food before a crowd that was about to watch lions devour humans. The third commercial was for a cigarette company and showed Nikki Wild inhaling deeply on a pineapple flavored cigarette and then blowing the smoke back into the camera.
              “I could use a smoke,” Larry said. “My last smoke. Kind of like Jesus’s last supper.”
              “Don’t say that,” Spinks said. “You’re not going to die.”
              After the commercials were over, the HoloVision Box showed Tom Bernard and Iggy Smiles sitting in a broadcasting booth as they looked down upon the maze on the arena floor. Tom Bernard was an old white man who was completely without any hair on his head—the skin atop his eyes was smooth and shining and without eyebrows. Baggs wondered if this was an aesthetic choice, a mutation, or a drug reaction. Iggy Smiles was a handsome man with olive colored skin who appeared to be thirty years old. He had short, neatly spiked graying black hair and a trimmed grey beard. Iggy Smiles wore diamond studs in his gigantic ears.
              “Afternoon, ladies and gents,” Iggy Smiles said. ‘Smiles’ was a nickname that he received from the goofy expression he often wore on his enormous mouth. He was the color-man while Tom Bernard gave the more clinical play-by-play.
              “Yes, indeed,” Tom said. “This is Tom Bernard and Iggy Smiles here in the broadcast booth, and we’re pleased to announce this event live for the citizens who have made it out to the Colosseum and for all the viewers watching at home on HoloVision Boxes or televisions. This is episode eight of season ten of the hit show, Outlive, and I’m sincere in saying that I think this is going to be a good one.”
              “Right-O,” Iggy Smiles said, nodding. Some people snickered in the audience. Iggy Smiles had a comedic timing that made things he said funny even when the content wasn’t particularly humorous.
              I wonder if Tessa is watching this, Baggs thought. She is probably sitting on the Linstrom’s couch, watching the television.
              Tom Bernard’s voice echoed along the stadium. “Without further delay, let’s go through some of the rules so that we can get to the action. What we have here, ladies and gentlemen is your standard Outlive maze, with a few changes. What we mean by ‘standard Outlive maze’ is that each team will start from a different portion of the maze and have to work their way through to a certain point. Today, the safe point happens to be the HoloVision Box in the center of the arena. The first five teams to make it inside will be allowed to live. Only five teams will be allowed inside the HoloVision Box. This is something that each team needs to remember; the key is going to be speed. The bottom of the HoloVision Box has a computerized trap door that is currently open. Once those five teams have made it within, that door shuts to all other Outlive participants.”
              “Exactly, Tom,” Smiles cut in. “I’d just like to add one thing real fast, if ya’ don’t mind. If one of a competitor’s teammates has made it within the HoloVision Box, he or she will always be allowed within the HoloVision Box. Even if the trap door shuts for some teams, competitors will always be allowed within if one of their teammates has already made it.”
              “In other words,” Tom said, “if James Baggers of the Boxers climbs the ladder in the first three minutes, one of his teammates could enter an hour later, even if the trap door has been shut for other teams who weren’t fast enough.”
              “Exactumondo.”
              Baggs looked up and, once again, saw a live feed of himself on the HoloVision Box. They probably told the announcers to concentrate on me because of what happened at the Competitor’s Dinner.
              Tom Bernard went on explaining the rules. “To make it a bit more interesting, lions will be released after the competitors. Once the competition begins, a door will open, allowing the participants to start running through the maze. There will then be a twenty second countdown and then the lions will be released after them. And then, after three more minutes, another batch of lions will be released.”
              Iggy Smiles laughed: “I bet we’ll see some fast running today, Tom.”
              “I know I’d run fast if a lion were chasing me,” Tom said and then chuckled. The chuckle conveyed that this is an impossible idea. He’s right, Baggs thought. It would be impossible for a rich man like him to find himself in the Colosseum. “So that everyone can keep track, we will keep a list of the teams who have made it inside the HoloVision Box listed up on the display.”
              “I bet that this will be useful to some of the competitors,” Iggy added. “They can look up and see if their team has already made it into the safe room.”
              Spinks pulled out her spear and held it ready. “So, in short, the rules are ‘run like hell and hope you find the ladder before a lion eats you.’”
              “Basically,” said Larry. His glasses were dirty and he was sweating profusely.
              “As is tradition for Outlive battles,” Tom Bernard went on from the broadcasting booth, his voice booming from speakers in the Colosseum, “We will have a quick start immediately following the rules.”
              Iggy smiled with his big mouth and leaned towards the camera. “GO!” 
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              Baggs looked up at the HoloVision Box and saw that there were five empty slots displayed on the screen; each of the spots would be filled with a team name as the members of the five teams that would live made it to the HoloVision Box.
              If five teams make it.
              Above the empty slots was a timer counting down from twenty seconds to when the first batch of lions would be released.
              All three of the clear walls surrounding the Boxers fell to the floor the second that Iggy Smiles said ‘go.’ Red-yellow sand plumed up from under the fallen panes. Tonya Wolf and the two Boxers whose names Baggs never learned sprinted off through the right corridor, their heavy armor clanking with their steps.
              Baggs looked at the three paths, then back at the lion that would be released shortly. He didn’t see an advantage to any of the routes. I suppose that a lot of who wins will just be the result of a guessing game, he thought.
“C’mon,” Spinks said, and she began to run down the left corridor. Baggs and Larry followed closely behind. They were a few steps away when they heard something crash heavily to the sand, followed by a scream.
              Baggs halted, turned around, and saw Hailey Vixen lying on the ground. For a moment, he thought that she was headless; he was horrified. After staring at her for a couple more seconds, he realized that her head was inside of her breastplate; she had apparently been trying to take it off at the same time that she started running and fell. She was on her stomach; her legs kicked at the sand behind her. She was gripping the armor so hard that her fingers were turning white as she attempted to push it off her head. 
              The timer above clicked off time before the lion would be released.
              Baggs looked behind him to see that Spinks and Larry had stopped also, a few feet away from him. “Come on,” Larry told Baggs. Larry saw Baggs looking back at Hailey. “We don’t have time!” he shrieked, clenching his fists beside him.
              Baggs didn’t respond, but ran back over the fallen clear door to Hailey’s side. She was struggling within the armor, unable to untangle herself and get the breastplate off her head. She shouted and wriggled, but it wouldn’t come off.
              Baggs reached Hailey’s side and looked up at the timer. Five seconds had gone by already. It feels like longer than that, Baggs thought. He cursed and then tried to yank Hailey’s breastplate over her head. Hailey was saying something but Baggs couldn’t tell what over the roar of the crowd. As Baggs yanked, the armor got caught on her armpits and wouldn’t budge; she was panicking and beginning to scream within her breastplate.
              “Hold still,” Baggs shouted at her. Upon hearing his voice she calmed some and held her arms straight up for him. He pulled the armor from her head to reveal her sweating, scared face. Tears were running down her cheeks from her blue eyes.
              “I tried to take off my armor and tripped,” she said. Her voice had taken on a childlike, pathetic quality.
              “C’mon,” Baggs said. He put his hands beneath her armpits, and hoisted her up to the standing position. Baggs glanced and the HoloVision Box and saw that there were seven seconds left before the lion would be released. And, if we’re not one of the first five teams to make it, we’ll run around this maze until the lions drag us down. Baggs cursed and they began running towards Spinks and Larry, who were waiting for them.
              Iggy’s sarcastic voice came over the intercom, “In a move that was sweet, but a little stupid, James Baggers has just returned to the starting line to help out a fallen teammate. We’ll see how that works out for him. Everyone else already has about a thirteen second head start over him now.”
              “Shut up,” Baggs growled through his beard as he ran. The announcers talked about other people, but Baggs tuned them out; he was concentrating on putting as much distance between himself and the cage before the lion was released.
              The first corridor down the left hand side seemed to stretch on forever; Baggs thought that their only chance of avoiding the lion would be to make several turns before the animal was released. Baggs, Spinks, Larry and Hailey were still running down the same straightaway when the crowd began to chant the countdown time in unison.
              “THREE, TWO…”
              Holy shit, I thought there would be another hallway by now, Baggs thought, panicking. It was strange, but in that moment of exertion, he thought about the gladiators of Ancient Rome and how so many of them had died a similar death to the one he was about to experience. Our lions are mutated to be smarter and meaner, but I bet that being killed by one of them feels about the same.
              “ONE!” the crowd cheered.
              Baggs instinctually looked behind him to see their lion leap from his cage in a single bound and begin to sprint over the floor. He expected the lion to make a sharp left and come after them. Baggs couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but the lion sprinted straight instead of turning left and then he heard people screaming.
              “Ooooh, that’s got to be painful,” Iggy Smiles said in a light-hearted manner. Baggs didn’t know what he was talking about. He didn’t care. Some other team probably ran right in the path of our lion. It chilled him to know that some of the humans who had been sitting on the bleachers with him just a moment ago were dead. He picked up the pace.
              In his mind, he estimated that the Colosseum floor was about two hundred yards long and one hundred twenty yards wide. The Boxers had started at one of the ends of the arena’s ovals, which meant they had begun one hundred yards away from the ladder. This wasn’t technically fair, given that some people started sixty yards from the ladder, but the Colosseum was more concerned with showing blood than fairness.
              “It’s a dead end!” Larry puffed, looking forward. They had almost reached the first wall and had encountered no hallways among the twelve-foot tall clear walls that flanked them. Baggs’s heart rate picked up and he thought about how by the time they made it back to the starting point the first team would have probably made it to the HoloVision Box. If not the first two teams. 
He felt like an animal in a trap. Which is kind of what we are, he thought, and almost laughed deliriously.
Baggs looked to his right and through the glass he saw an enormous lion charging at an Outlive contestant in a blue and yellow breastplate. The contestant had his sword and shield brandished and was standing his ground instead of running from the lion. The one thousand pound carnivore leaped into the air and soared through the man’s outstretched sword and shield as though they were toys. The lion took the man’s torso in its massive jaws and tossed him against the clear wall, causing the man to spray blood and scream at a high tone Baggs didn’t think was possible for a male to hit.
“Oh no!” Hailey said, looking at the man dying on the other side of the wall. She was pressing her knuckles to her forehead as she said this. The lion ripped and tore and then stared at Baggs and Hailey for a moment. Its yellow eyes flicked between them, and then the creature glanced up at the top of the wall that separated them. For one second, Baggs was sure that the animal was about to vault itself over the wall. Instead, the lion backed up a few paces over the bloody sand, turned and trotted off to kill more people.
Up ahead, Spinks had reached the wall and said, “it’s not a dead end.” Baggs could see it now. There were circular holes within the far wall that the participants could use like a ladder to climb over to the other side. The four of them climbed as fast as they could, one right behind the other. Baggs was the last one over and as he landed on the sand he thought, that ate up a lot of our time. He looked behind him and was dismayed to see that only one wall divided him from the entry point of another team.
The Boxers now had two hallways that they could chose from; they could either take one that initially ran parallel to the outside wall then turned inward, or take a hallway that initially ran towards the ladder and then turned left.
              Baggs examined the two paths, thinking of which one to go down. The one on the left looks as though it curves towards the center, but it could be a dead end. From what Baggs knew about the Colosseum, it wouldn’t surprise him if they had hired psychologists to make the maze as unintuitive as possible. So we go right then, he thought. He looked down that path and saw drops of blood on the sand. Is a lion hiding behind the turn? Though the walls were clear, they were becoming opaque with sand, sweat and blood in places as the contest went on. Is that what that blood is from? Baggs supposed that it didn’t matter. The lions moved fast enough that the presence of blood or a carcass didn’t mean that the animal was still there.
              Spinks ran towards the left, stopped, skidding on the sand and looked right; her head swiveled between the two paths as she hesitated, contemplating which way they should go.
              There’s no way to know which passage is the right way, Baggs thought. The only thing we can be sure of is that staying frozen with indecision won’t lead us to the safe room.
              Without seeing if the others would follow him, Baggs took off down the right path. As he ran, he heard the sound of footsteps behind him, meaning that the others had followed. Baggs felt fast. He had always moved well for a big man, and after the drug-assisted week of intense training he had just undergone, he moved with speed that surprised the spectators. A flying camera was perched on the corner, recording him as he and his teammates sped around the turn. 
We picked the correct path, Baggs thought upon seeing his new options in front of him. He faced a straightaway that ended in a wall with pegs sticking out of it that someone could use to climb over the wall. On the right side of the corridor there were three hallways running off of it.
He ran forward, wondering if Shade was watching him. His sword was in his massive hand. Baggs still lead his teammates and had made the decision that he would take the second corridor on the right; he had no real rational for this—all of the hallways on the right seemed to lead closer to the ladder and the safe room; Baggs had chosen this hallway because of a gut feeling he had about it. His intuitions seemed to be often right, and he didn’t think that it would be wise to use up any more time trying to rationalize the different paths.
He was just about to take the hallway when his ears pricked up to something the announcers were saying; they had been talking most of the time he had been in the maze but he had been tuning them out. They mostly announced the gruesome deaths that were happening all around him on the Colosseum floor. Now they were saying something that affected him.
“Oooohhhhh,” Iggy Smiles said in his nasally, comedic voice. “I think all of their necks are broken.”
              “Agreed, Iggy,” Tom Bernard said. “It appears as though the mass murderer Tonya Wolf and two of her teammates, Ned Tunk and Marcy Tull have been taken out. The Boxers now only have four teammates remaining in the competition.”
              So that’s their names, Ned and Marcy, Baggs thought. And Tonya is dead. Wow. It was hard to believe that the same Tonya Wolf that he had just argued with before the competition started was now deceased. It also means that the four of us are going to have to be some of the fastest on the sand to make it to the ladder; we can’t hope that our teammates will do it for us anymore.
              They ran, taking the second corridor at their absolute fastest pace. Spinks was hot on Baggs’s heels, but Larry and Hailey Vixen were falling behind, often trading positions for last place.
              I’m glad I haven’t smoked at all this past week, Baggs thought.
              He led them, making quick turns and often going down long straightaways. He lost track of time and of how many turns he made. Each time he rounded a corner he had a surreal feeling that they were about to come face to face with a lion. Around the arena, people were screaming and lions roared—the sounds were deep, loud, and furious. The crowd was a constant white noise of clapping and hollering coming from all around. The announcers on the HoloVision Box commented on the contestants dying as the audience ate junk food, relaxed and tried to enjoy the show.
              Baggs took a left turn and Spinks yelled from behind him, “I think we’ve been here before; we’re going in circles.”
              Baggs didn’t think so. But on second thought, that decapitated corpse looks familiar; didn’t I jump over that a few moments ago?
              Baggs didn’t know. There was no way of telling. He had been running at a full-out sprint for the past two minutes, pulling and pushing with his abs and arms, launching his body forward, one step at a time, with his agonized legs. He didn’t pay attention to the pain, or how tight his chest felt, or how much sweat ran down his hot face and into his beard; I will run until my legs fall off, he thought. But it’s no use if we’re going in circles.
              Baggs looked at the corridor beyond the corpse and saw a right turn, which seemed to lead to the ladder, followed by a spot on the left wall that had a hole in it big enough for a human to crawl through. Yes, we have been here before, he thought. He had taken the right turn a few moments ago, and it had led him back to this spot. “You’re right,” he said back to Spinks. He huffed in a few breaths before saying, “sorry.”
              She didn’t respond. He could hear her panting behind him. He kept moving with long strides; he leapt over the corpse, went past the opening on the right and then looked up to see something that brought an electrifying fear into his chest and throat. Dozens of yards away, three people were climbing the ladder up to the HoloVision Box; two of the people wore gold armor and the third wore green and red. That’s two teams! Only three more will be allowed inside the safe room!
              He couldn’t imagine the terrified dismay he would feel if he learned that the safe room door had locked and he was damned to run around the maze until lions overcame him.
              Baggs slid to a stop, got down on his hands and knees, and then crawled through the hole in the left wall. I hope that this is the right way, he thought. He got out onto the other side and stood, looking around as Spinks, Hailey and Larry crawled through.
              “The Tigers and the Crows have both made it to the safe room now,” came Tom Bernard’s voice from the speakers. “Just in time, too. Here comes the second batch of lions.”
               Spinks cursed. “It feels like we’ve been in here longer than three minutes.” Her face was blotchy with patches of pink on her cheeks and neck that matched her hair.
              Baggs imagined Tessa sitting on the Linstrom’s saggy, patched couch as she watched the television. I hope she’s not watching this. He thought back to the night before he left and walked to the Media Tower. He remembered lying in bed with her for three hours while she slept. I wish I had stayed four. I wish I could live through that time again. Tears welled up in his eyes and he purposefully bit his tongue hard enough to draw blood. This isn’t the time to be remorseful, damn it!

              Baggs and the others were in a long corridor they had never seen before; they could either turn right or left. Both passages split off into many adjacent hallways. The right side had a series of seven corpses lying atop the sand; all of the bodies belonged to the same team, Baggs noted, looking at their green and pink colored armor. Six of the corpses were on their backs with dead, unseeing eyes gazing up at the sky. One of the corpses had sand on its exposed eyeball, but it didn’t seem to mind. It appeared as though each of the corpses had been killed in the same manner; deep puncture wounds ran along the sides of the corpses’ necks; The same lion probably killed every one—it probably grabbed the backs of their necks in its jaws, shook the people, broke their spinal cords, and then moved onto the next one. This sight disturbed Baggs, bringing on a wave of nausea. In Ancient Rome, the lions entered the arena hungry so that they would be more likely to want to eat the gladiators. The lion that did this wasn’t hungry, it just wanted to kill people. All of the meat on these corpses is still there.
              Spinks, Larry and Hailey all looked up at Baggs with exhausted, sunken-in eyes, waiting for him to make his decision. He noted that he was now the only one of them still carrying his sword; the others had dropped theirs along the way, presumably because of the weight. We’ve been lucky so far, Baggs thought. I don’t think we’ll go on much longer without running into a hostile team, or worse, a hostile lion. Then we might wish we still had those weapons.
              Not wanting to break for much longer, Baggs turned left and they began to run over the sand. Baggs’s sandals were slick beneath his sweaty feet and his arches were swelling significantly. Again he thought, I will run until my legs fall off. In his adrenaline-fueled state it was as though he was aware of the pain, but didn’t care that it was there. The lactic acid that burned through his thighs and hamstrings as he sprinted himself to exhaustion seemed only a nuisance to him, even though the pain would have been enough to make him collapse if the situation wasn’t so dire. Even with his body in full-out panic mode, though, it had its limits. The mucus-like paste that used to come into the back of his mouth during his workouts with Shade was now being produced. He was beginning to notice that the world was greying-out in his peripheries as he forced his body onward; Baggs knew that this meant his brain was making the decision to begin stopping neurological functions that weren’t absolutely necessary, like interpreting visual stimuli from the peripheries. If I keep this up for much longer, I’ll pass out.

              An announcement from above made Baggs stop in his tracks; he wasn’t listening enough to know if it was Iggy Smiles or Tom Bernard talking.
              “It looks as though James Baggers doesn’t see the danger up ahead.”
              Danger? What danger?
              Baggs froze. Spinks, Larry, and Hailey followed his lead, stopping along side him. Baggs glanced over at Hailey; her mouth was slightly open, revealing flawless white teeth. Her skin was smooth and her cheeks were flushed. She’s beautiful, Baggs thought. It was an odd, useless thing to think while on the Colosseum floor, but still, the thought had come.
              And then Baggs saw what the announcer had been talking about; a lion turned the corner and began to sprint towards them, taking great strides over the sand. The animal’s tongue lolled out the side of its mouth as its body coiled and then stretched out, reaching with long legs over the sand. The lion was running so fast that its mane was pulled backwards, tight against the animal’s head.
              Oh, Tessa.
              This lion was much bigger than the one that had been in their cage. And they said that they’ve released the second batch, Baggs thought. That means that there are sixty lions in here with us.
              Seeing the size of the creature, they knew that fighting it would be futile. None of them were experts with weapons and combined the four of them barely weighed half as much as the lion.
              And so they ran.
              They turned and dug their feet into the sand. Baggs felt like he couldn’t run fast enough. Before, he had ignored the pain in his legs but now he just didn’t feel it. I’m about to die. He remembered watching the HoloVision Box at Greggor’s and thinking that this would happen. I knew this was a risk, he thought. And even if I don’t die now, Byron Turner will kill me.
              Another part of him screamed NO! NO! NO NO NO! I WILL NOT DIE! I will see Tessa again; I will hold Olive and Maggie again!
              He couldn’t hear the crowd or the announcers anymore. His whole world was just the sound of panting and feet hitting the ground and the sight of sand passing underneath him. There were feet beneath him and feet behind him. The feet behind him could be divided into two categories—the quiet, shuffling noises of his fellow humans, and the rapid-fire bounding steps of the killer lion that was running after them.
              Baggs glanced backwards; that thing is fast, he thought. He tightened his sword in his hand. I’ll only have one chance to stab at it.
              Spinks was running right beside Baggs; her pink head of hair came up to the middle of his chest. She seemed to have better endurance than him—her breaths didn’t sound quite as desperate as his own.
              Baggs glanced backwards again. The lion was now ten yards behind Hailey and Larry, who were running at an even pace.
              Baggs slowed down a bit, letting Spinks pass him and falling back towards Hailey and Larry. It was risky, but he thought his best shot would be to wait for the lion to leap at one of his teammates and then stab at the animal’s exposed neck.
              The lion took two more strides—it was seven yards away now.
              Spinks approached a hallway, peeked inside, and then passed, running even faster than before. What was in there? Baggs wondered. Another lion? Why did she pass?
              But before he came to the opening, he looked back again to see that the lion was now only one or two leaps from reaching Hailey and Larry. Baggs fell back to a jog and raised his sword, readying it for the moment the beast sprang upward at his teammates. It’ll probably try to bring us down by our necks, he thought. If it jumps up, I’ll get a clear shot at its exposed jugular.
              But before the lion could reach them, Larry Wight stretched up, grabbed Hailey’s hair, and yanked her backwards so that the lion would reach her first.
              You bastard! You murderer! You traitor! Baggs thought. Hot white rage filled him and for a moment he wanted to kill Larry. The lion didn’t have to jump to reach Hailey; she fell right towards the animal’s gaping jaws. The lion caught her, shook left, and then right in a vicious and powerful manner. The lion dropped the corpse to the ground, stomped on her face and kept coming.
              Baggs ran onward, faster now. He put distance between himself and Larry. I was going to try to save him, but now I’m not so sure I want to, he thought. The selfish bastard killed her! He knew that he shouldn’t be so surprised; he had seen people do worse in the Colosseum, but he somehow hadn’t expected someone he knew to act in such a savage way.
              He came to the hallway that Spinks had avoided and looked down it to see a group of purple-clad Outlive participants running toward him. They were in a dense group, running hard. They don’t see the lion, Baggs thought. And then, he saw the opportunity. If I run fast enough, the lion will be held up in the process of killing this team. Baggs tucked his head down, ran forward, and soon the purple-clad people were screaming as they ran into the lion.
              “That’s James Baggers and Larry Wight close behind him; the lion ju-yu-ust missed them. Ooooh, that was close,” Iggy Smiles said.
              “Also of note, the Tigers and Hawks are now ascending the ladder,” Tom Bernard added. “Once they reach the safe room, only one more team will be allowed in.”
              “Shit!” Baggs cried; he looked upward and could see the humans ascending the ladder in the center of the room.
              Up ahead, Spinks turned right and Baggs and Larry followed her. They were now amidst a thick patch of turns and Spinks moved left and right into the corridors without a moment’s hesitation.
              I hope she knows what she’s doing, Baggs thought.
              “And it appears as though the Boxers are about to run unknowingly head-on with the rogue members of the Panthers,” Tom Bernard’s voice said through the speakers.
              Rogue members, Baggs thought. What the hell does that mean?
              Iggy Smiles agreed with Tom, “looks like the killing crew is about to have a few more victims. Tom, do you think that what they’re doing is just senseless murder or do you think it has strategy?”

              Baggs didn’t hear Tom’s response. Up ahead he saw a blur of movement through one of the clear walls and then two men ran out in front of Spinks. The first man was naked and covered in blood—his body shined with the red liquid. He was short and wiry, with green eyes that shone like jewels. The other man had a long beard and was wearing nothing but his skirt. Baggs didn’t have time to notice anything else about them before they attacked.
              The naked man swung his sword in a wide arc towards Spinks’s head. He’s not strong enough to use the weapon properly, Baggs saw. Spinks ducked out of the way and Baggs drew back his own sword with both hands and then hacked at the man’s neck with all his might.
              What am I doing? he thought. The crowd cheered and three flying cameras circled them, capturing footage of the action.
              Baggs swung, shifting his weight as he did so and the blade slashed neatly through the man’s head, decapitating him. When Baggs saw the head roll of the shoulder, he shrank back in disgust, looking at what he had done.
              While Baggs’s attention was diverted, the bearded man charged. Luckily for Baggs, Spinks was crouched and ready. She drove her spear up into the man’s gut, stopping him and then driving him to the ground. The man fell heavily onto his back, eyes staring wide in immense pain. Feeling like he was back working for Mr. Snow, Baggs stepped forward and hacked at the man’s neck in a powerful downward swipe. This time he didn’t decapitate his opponent, but he almost did. The man’s head was now attached to his body by a thin layer of cervical spine, skin, muscle and fat. The bones were smooth and surprisingly white. The face twitched; the eyes winked at odd intervals and the mouth moved in sporadic contractions by the surrounding facial muscles.
              Spinks bent down and picked up the dead man’s spear from where he had dropped it on the sand and they took off once more.
              What were those guys doing, just running around and trying to kill people? Why? Just one last hoorah before they died?
              Baggs took the lead and then slowed down, surrendering it to Spinks. She has a better sense of direction than I do, he thought. 
              They were close now, only about ten yards away from the ladder, but they still had a few layers of corridors blocking their route. But it looks like we’ll get there soon. The clear walls in this area were dirtied with sand at the bottom and were beginning to fog up from all the sweating participants sprinting through the maze. Before each turn, they tried to peer ahead of them through the glass-like barriers, but this was becoming harder to do with the build-up on the walls.
              They took a left turn, then a right turn and Baggs looked up and felt his heart flutter. They were only five yards away. We’re going to make it, he thought. We’re actually going to make it! Relief ran through him like warm water, but then this sensation turned to ice as they rounded a turn and saw what was up ahead.
              “No!” Spinks yelled. She took three paces forward and put her hands on the glass, as though it would yield. They were at a dead end. “We were so close,” she said, looking up at the ladder.
              “Oh,” Larry said from behind them. His voice was small and squeaking. “Oh no, no! Shit!”
               Tom Bernard announced what Larry was going on about before Baggs saw it. “It looks as though the Bears’ only remaining contestant has found the ladder.”
              A moment later, Baggs saw the bloodied man climbing up towards the HoloVision Box.
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Larry’s eyes were so wide they seemed to be protruding from his eye sockets. He tugged his hair in panic. “That’s the last team!” He screamed. “That guy makes it and we’re toast! That’s the fifth team!”
              “Stop yelling,” Spinks said. “It won’t help.”
              “Well, let’s move,” Baggs said. “This dead end isn’t helping us. We need to find another route through the maze.”
              Spinks wasn’t listening, she just stood there, staring down at the sand.
              “Let’s move!” Baggs yelled. He could hear panic cracking through in his own voice. He looked up and saw that the man had made progress up the ladder, but he was moving slowly. Half a spear was lodged through his left leg and he was climbing upwards by gripping the rails above his head and then hopping up a rung with his right foot.
              “I need to think,” Spinks said. “Let’s stay here for a while.”
              “Are you kidding me?” Baggs screamed. Now the panic wasn’t just peeking through in his voice, but it was coloring every word he spoke. “If that guy makes it, we’re dead, and he’s still climbing. You want to wait here for another group of rogue teammates comes and tries to murder us? There are sixty lions in here, we need to move before they come and corner us!” His voice was shrill.
              Spinks shook her head. “Shut up, I need to think.”
              Larry pulled out a clump of his gray hair; tears from frustration and panic were streaming down his face. He looked from Spinks to Baggs, searching for guidance.
              Baggs took three steps backwards. “I’m leaving without you,” he told Spinks. But as he reached the next corridor, he paused. Spinks’s eyes were closed; she was breathing hard.
              “Wait! Come back,” she said.
              Baggs was trembling. The bleeding man was over halfway up the ladder. He was bent over the rungs, panting and exhausted, but continuing his slow march upwards.
              “I have an idea,” she said. Baggs stood there for a moment, wondering if Spinks had gone crazy. Whatever your idea is, it should take place outside of this dead end. Spinks kicked sand towards Baggs in frustration, “C’mon! Help me!”
              Even though it made no sense to him, he jogged by her side.
              “Lift me up,” she said. “I want to reach the top.”
              Baggs grabbed her by the waist and hoisted her up so that her knees were atop his shoulders. She placed her palms on the clear walls to balance her body and then stood up on Baggs’s shoulders. She reached as high as she could, but her fingertips were still a couple feet below the top of the wall.
              “Isn’t this against the rules or something?” Larry asked.
              Neither Baggs nor Spinks answered him.
              Baggs wasn’t sure if they would be punished in some way for this maneuver, but as the bloody man climbed higher and higher up the ladder, he didn’t think they had much choice.
              Spinks’s spear was slung up over her back, the sharp metal reflecting sunrays.
              “Higher,” she told Baggs. “I can’t reach.”
              Baggs grabbed her small feet inside of the leather sandals in both of his big hands and then shoulder pressed her upwards until his arms were locked in extension.
              “Still can’t reach,” she said. Her fingertips were now six inches from the top.
              Baggs stood on his toes and scooted closer to the wall.
              “Higher,” Sinks said above him.
              “That guy’s almost there,” Larry shouted.
              Baggs’s legs were completely exhausted, but he forced them to give an additional effort. He bent his knees and jumped as high as he could, sending Spinks into the air. He came down empty-handed. Spinks had gripped the top of the maze and was pulling herself up to a standing position atop the wall. The wall was about as thick as a finger, and Spinks shook slightly as she stood atop it.
              “In a bold move, the Boxers’ pink-haired computer hacker, Sally Nooks, has climbed atop the maze and it looks like she’s going to try to tight-rope her way to the ladder,” Tom Bernard said.
              “This looks like too little too late,” Iggy Smiles responded. “Theo Ozark of the Bears is almost at the top of the ladder. Once he gets inside the safe room, the door will be shut to all other contestants.”
              Tom Bernard was wrong about Spinks’s plan of walking over the top of the maze. Instead of trying this, she crouched down and jumped over the next hallway and grabbed the top of the next wall; her body slammed into the wall and she screamed. One of her hands came loose, and she turned for a moment, revealing a bloody nose. Spinks gripped the top of the next wall, pulled herself up, and repeated the process. She was only one corridor away from the ladder now.
              Baggs looked up at the top of the twelve-foot wall that he had just helped Spinks mount and then down at Larry Wight, who blinked up at him. He decided that he would have to take a different route to the ladder than Spinks had—there’s no way Larry can lift me that high and I’m not wasting my time helping him up after what he did to Hailey.
              Baggs backpedaled, turned, and once again was running through the maze, trying to retreat out of the corridor that lead to the dead-end. He glanced up to see that Spinks was now climbing up the ladder on the opposite side of the bleeding guy. The man had made it nine tenths of the way up, but he was moving at a slow pace due to injury, blood loss and fatigue. Spinks was shooting up the ladder as though she were bear-crawling over the ground, taking quick, one-rung steps up towards the safe room.
              Larry followed closely behind Baggs, gulping air into his inefficient smoker’s lungs.
              From above came the announcement: “The third batch of lions have been released.”
              I’ve only been in this place for six minutes? It feels like days.
              The news that he was now in a maze with ninety lions drove Baggs to run faster, turning around bloody corridors, looking for the ladder. He was dismayed when he looked up to see that he was further away than when he had helped Spinks into the dead-end. This maze is probably counter-intuitive, though, he thought. You may have to go further out to eventually reach the ladder.
              Baggs and Larry turned a corner and came into a corridor in which a lion was snacking on someone’s abdomen. The lion had a stack of corpses lined up behind him and didn’t so much as take a step towards Larry or Baggs.
              They ran onwards. Baggs was thankful for the good luck, but aware that the odds were not in the favor of the next lion they passed being as docile.
              The crowd began to whistle, scream and cheer in a crescendo that told Baggs that someone was about to make it into the HoloVision Box and secure the last spot available.
              Please let it be Spinks, he thought. If it’s Spinks, the door will open for us.
              But it wasn’t Spinks; it was Theo Ozark of the Bears, hopping along the rungs on his one good foot. Spinks was thirty feet below him; at that height, she was diminished to the size of a mouse by perspective.
              Baggs wondered what would happen to them if Theo made it inside. What if we make it to the ladder? Will we hang there until we are too exhausted to hold on any longer and we fall to the lions below? Baggs didn’t think that this was likely—it would take too long. Someone as small as Spinks could even sit on the rungs, making it possible for her to stay out of the lions’ reach for days. They’ll probably send some animal like baboons after us—something that can climb. They won’t want this to take up too much time.
              High above, Spinks took her spear out from the leather holder behind her back, and flung it skyward at Theo Ozark.
              Good try, but there’s no way she’ll hit from that distance, Baggs thought. He was running through the maze and watching her at the same time.
              Baggs was pleased to see that his prediction wasn’t true. The spear wobbled through the air and seemed to be headed right at Theo Ozark. Theo saw this too, and was quick enough to jerk his body backwards and dodge the projectile. In doing so, though, his right foot slipped on the bloody rung and he tumbled down into a sitting position. Spinks wasted no time; she climbed up the ladder, pulling herself upwards in violent strokes.
              Then the corridor led to a turn and Baggs was forced to run in a direction that made it impossible to watch Spinks any longer. He turned twice more and thought, we’re getting close to the ladder. He couldn’t be sure, but he suspected that the next turn would lead him to the base of the ladder. Which won’t do me any good if Spinks doesn’t pull through.
              Baggs looked up above again. Spinks had closed the gap between herself and Theo Ozark. She had switched over to the other side of the ladder and had one hand wrapped around the ankle of Ozark’s injured leg. Blood leaked down onto her face. Theo’s hands were only two feet away from the opening at the bottom of the HoloVision Box, but Spinks was preventing him from climbing any higher. He jerked downwards and in a stroke of violence he kicked her in the face. Her body slumped and for a moment, Baggs thought that she had passed out. Her face was now leaking blood that mixed with the blood dripping from the injured man above her. She managed to hold onto the ladder and Theo’s foot, though.
              Baggs’s attention was torn from Spinks as he looked ahead. Something big is coming, he thought; he saw a large shadow move down one of the adjacent corridors. The object came hurtling out into the open and Baggs saw that it was Chobb Lowe, the powerlifter from the Pirates.
              The man was wearing his helmet but had ditched his breastplate. The skin on his torso seemed ready to burst as it tried to hold in the mass of dense muscle. Lowe was grimacing as he ran forward, holding a sword in his right hand—his left hand was covered in blood.
              At first, Baggs was glad to see that the thing approaching was Chobb Lowe and not a lion. Then he saw the man’s eyes. They were tiny slits of fierce anger and determination.
              We might have to fight him. He probably won’t attack us, though, because there would be no point. The battle for the last spot within the safe room will be between Spinks and Ozark; none of his teammates have made it, so there would be no reason for him to try killing us.
              Up above, Leo Ozark tried to kick down again, aiming the heel of his good foot at the center of Spinks’s face. Spinks still had the injured man’s left ankle in her hand. When Ozark kicked, he was only holding onto the ladder with his hands. Hundreds of yards above the earth, Spinks tried something desperate. Spinks latched onto Ozark’s ankle like a rock climber holding a rope and just as Ozark kicked, she pushed her feet into the ladder, lunging away from the solid surface and propelling her body over open air.
              A moment later, both she and Ozark were falling fast towards the ground. Ozark’s arms and legs flailed but he was too far away from the ladder to grab hold of it again. He landed on the sand with a disturbingly loud BOOM. Spinks had managed to stay close to the ladder as she fell, but she dropped thirty feet before she managed to grab hold of a rung. She was falling fast when her hands grasped the metal and she let out a gut-wrenching cry of agony as she stopped her downward motion and slammed into the ladder. She wrapped her legs around the rung and then sat there, high above the maze floor. Seconds went by and she didn’t move. Her arms hung limply beside her and she made no effort to keep climbing.
              She’s injured, Baggs thought, horrified. Maybe she can’t climb anymore. This makes Chobb Lowe a problem. There’s still a spot for him in the safe room.
              Chobb Lowe was sprinting towards them and was about to turn down a corridor on his left side when he skidded to a sand-spitting stop. Baggs and Larry stopped beside him a moment later.
              We’ve made it, Baggs thought, looking down the hallway. The ladder stood before them, thirty yards away, reaching up to the safe room.
              Between themselves and the ladder, though, a skinny lion was lying on the sand. He looked young—his mane only came out a couple of inches over the top of his head. But he’s still three times as big as I am, Baggs thought. The lion stood, roared angrily, and then charged them.
              Up above, Spinks still hadn’t moved. 
              Baggs and Chobb Lowe both ran at the creature at the same time, swords held out in front of them. Larry stayed where he was. The coward, Baggs thought.
              The lion was not at all scared of the two humans charging them. Baggs was aware that some gladiators killed lions; he wondered if an Outlive participant had ever killed one. Baggs knew that it would be possible, but that the feat would require a lucky stab at a vital area.
              Tessa, close your eyes, Baggs thought. 
              He and Chobb Lowe ran side by side. For that moment, they were teammates, two men fighting to kill the same lion. But if we kill this thing, the second it’s dead, he’s going to turn on me, Baggs thought. And I’ll return the favor.
              The lion leapt from twelve feet away; the animal weighed over six hundred pounds and was almost twice as long as Baggs. The predator had its paws spread wide and was jumping right in between Chobb Lowe and Baggs. Baggs thrust his sword forward, right at the animal’s massive neck. One shot, Baggs told himself. 
              It happened quicker than Baggs would have thought possible. The lions paw exploded forward, driven by enormous shoulder muscles, and cast Baggs’s sword uselessly aside.
              I’m going to die, Baggs thought, and then the lion was on him. The sheer weight of the creature was incredible, and he was knocked to the hard packed sand with such a force that he instantly couldn’t breath. The fur of the mane came onto his face and then the creature allowed its entire bodyweight to pound into Baggs’s flesh. The impact was incredible. Baggs’s rib cage contracted so much that he thought it would burst.
              Any moment now, it’ll rip my throat in half.
              Baggs’s fingers groped blindly for his sword. All he could see was orange fur—it was in his nose, his mouth, and his eyes. His hands moved over the sand, hoping to find purchase on a weapon, but all they found was more sand. Baggs moaned and squirmed.
              Any second now, it’ll kill me.
              He squirmed some more, and then paused.
              He realized that the lion was immobile on top of him. The crowd was cheering. He was still alive.
              I can barely breathe.
              He put his hands up and pushed the animal off of him, sure that it would spring into action at any moment, but it didn’t. Baggs was able to push the huge mound of hot flesh off of himself and stand.
              Larry was standing there; he had helped get the lion off of Baggs.
              The lion was dead. Baggs’s sword was cast uselessly aside, but Chobb Lowe’s sword was lodged deeply into one of the animal’s eyeball, penetrating its brain.
              Whew.
              “Where’e Chobb?” Baggs asked.
              Larry pointed at the ladder.
              Spinks was still sitting idly on a rung high above them with her injured arms dangling by her side. Chobb Lowe was ascending, still far below her, but making quick progress.
              “Give me your spear,” Baggs said. Before Larry had time to respond, Baggs took it from where it was held in leather straps on Larry’s back and began to run towards the ladder.
              Larry followed closely behind. They climbed up. Baggs was shocked to see that the moment Larry was higher than the walls of the maze, three lions burst down the corridor and sprinted towards the ladder. They stood on their hind legs and roared up at them, but couldn’t climb the rungs.
              Baggs had the spear in his teeth. It tasted like sweat, wood and sand. He moved higher, breathing hard around the handle of the wooden spear in his mouth. Up above, Chobb Lowe was climbing just as fast and just as frantically. This isn’t good, Baggs thought.
              From this height, he could look down and see the entire maze at once. There was movement below, but all of it was from the backs of prowling lions.
              We’re the last people alive.
              Chobb’s massive legs moved in short, choppy steps up the ladder. Baggs took the ladder two rungs at a time, hoping to catch him. He was looking right up at the ex-power lifter and if the massive man fell atop him, he doubted that he would be able to hang on. He was inexperienced with spears, and he preferred to stab Chobb than throw the thing. Chobb’s sandals were ten feet above Baggs’s hands as they reached the halfway point.
              Spinks still hadn’t moved. She must be seriously hurt, Baggs thought. As he got closer, he saw that she was holding onto one rung with her chin while she sat on another.
              Baggs looked up at the door that led to the safe room. It was beautiful to him. Sweat and dirt streaked down his face as he thought, if I reach that, I can see Tessa again.
              He had momentarily forgotten about Gigi’s letter.
              Baggs wanted to go faster, but found that he simply couldn’t. Chobb Lowe kept a steady pace, and soon he reached Spinks. 
              Spinks did not move as the muscular man reached her, but just sat there, arms hanging by her sides.
              She was still an obstacle, though, and Chobb switched to the other side of the ladder to go around her. Baggs bit down hard on the wood of the spear and gained on the man. Chobb passed Spinks just as Baggs was reaching her. Baggs spun around Spinks’s body, took the spear from his mouth, and thrust upward at the bottom of Lowe’s foot.
              Lions were roaring below.
              Larry was now climbing over the backside of Spinks’s body—his feet were small enough to wriggle them into the space beside Spinks’s torso.
              The metal spearhead cut through the sole of Chobb’s sandals and blood rained down on Baggs. Chobb Lowe screamed and looked down at Baggs. Baggs shifted position and saw that the spearhead had gone all the way through Lowe’s foot, splicing through the connective tissue in between two metatarsals.
              Chobb looked like he was about to try to come down and push Baggs off the ladder, but then Larry climbed even with him so that they were face to face, hundreds of yards above the sand, on opposite sides of a thin ladder.
              The wind picked up in a strong gust, ripping at their clothes.
              Lowe’s eyes locked onto Larry. He’s going to push him off, Baggs thought. He saw Chobb rear back, getting ready to strike at Larry’s face with his massive fist.
              Baggs turned the spear that was lodged in Chobb’s foot so that the width of the spearhead now ran perpendicular with the metatarsals. It was now lodged in such a way that it would be almost impossible for it to slip out. Just as Chobb punched, Baggs yanked his foot downward and Chobb slipped back a few paces.
              Larry went right past Chobb, climbing hand over hand until he reached the top of the ladder. Baggs held onto the spear, making sure that Chobb didn’t climb up and beat Larry.
              Lions roared below.
              Humans roared from the seats around them.
              Larry made it to the door, and climbed in.
              The Boxers were the last of the five teams.
              But now I’ve got to get past the big man, Baggs thought. The lions were clustered around the ladder now—there were twenty of them at the ladder’s base, hungry and roaring from their chests.
              Baggs increased his grip on the bottom of the spear and readied his body to get out of the way if Chobb Lowe tried to attack him. Don’t watch, Tessa.
              The big man above him tucked his head down and said, “Was that guy on your team?”
              “Yeah,” Baggs said between pants.
              “That was the fifth team, wasn’t it?”
              “Yeah.”
              Chobb’s face fell. “What do you think will happen to me?”
              “I don’t know,” Baggs said.
              Chobb’s lips trembled and then he started sobbing with his head against the railing. “You guys go first,” he said. “Then I’ll try. Maybe they’ll let me in,” he said.
              Baggs didn’t respond with anything; he wanted to move before Lowe changed his mind. He let go of the spear and climbed down to Spinks. “I can’t move my arms,” she said.
              “Not at all?”
              “Well, I can’t move my shoulder joints. I think that I dislocated both of my shoulders.”
              The arms were hanging in an unnatural position. “I think you’re right,” Baggs said.
              “What are we going to do? Please don’t leave me.”
              “I’m not going to leave you, sweetie,” Baggs said. He was feeling emotional and sentimental this close to the finish line.
              He climbed down until he was facing Spinks and then he grabbed the front of her shirt with both of his big hands. Together, they climbed slowly upwards, taking steps in unison. 
              “Don’t drop me,” she said.
              “I’m not going to drop you.”
              Chobb Lowe got out of the way when they came by and allowed them to pass. Baggs got behind Spinks at the very end and pushed her rear while Larry and some of the other participants who had already made it reached down and pulled her up. Baggs came in next, the crowd was cheering his name.
              The inside of the HoloVision Box was refreshingly cool. There was a cooler with water in one corner. Competitors sat along the edges, slumped against the wall with exhaustion. Baggs entered through the hole in the bottom. He could hear Chobb Lowe still crying beneath him. 
              After the last inch of his foot was past the threshold of the opening in the bottom of the HoloVision Box, a clear door slid over the gap, closing the opening. The bottom of the HoloVision Box was clear, and Baggs looked down and could see the sand far below him.
              “That was the last of us,” someone said. “They won’t let him in.”
              “You think they’ll just let him hang there until he gives up?” someone else asked.
              They didn’t have to wait long for their question to be answered. The ladder shook for a moment and then began to slowly recede into the ground. It went slowly, only a few feet per second, as though the sand was swallowing it up. The lions below began to whimper in anticipation. Chobb Lowe climbed to the top rung and waited. The ladder continued to descend.
              The crowd loved it.
              Now all I have to do is not get killed by Byron Turner and I’m home free, Baggs thought, panting as he lay on his back. 
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              It was weird to Baggs. It almost felt like everyone had gone crazy.
              The things that followed were clinical and functional and it made him feel on-edge.
              He didn’t know what he had expected; it’s not like the next gladiator shows are going to be stopped and they’ll shut down the Colosseum forever. It’s not like anyone cares. Larry, Spinks and I were just three contestants of the thousands that have played the game before. We’re not special.
              Even though he knew this, it was strange to him when the maze walls started retracting and the Colosseum employees began ushering the lions back into the doors surrounding the sand. They didn’t start this process until after Chobb Lowe had been eaten, of course. The show didn’t end when the last people made it, the show ended when the last person died; really, that’s what it’s all about.
              Most of the lions eagerly hurried back through the openings around the arena floor; this made Baggs suspect that they were being baited with some kind of food. Or maybe drugs. They could all be addicted to cocaine. Or glass. A handful of the lions refused to get off the sand and were shot with tranquilizer darts before little robots that looked like monkeys came out and tied the somnolent felines’ feet up with thick red rope. The rope ran all the way from the lions on the sand to a spot in the stadium’s interior. Baggs suspected that the ropes were attached to some kind of machine, because the sleepy, enormous lions were dragged off the sand with a smooth and constant progress.
              When that was done, all that was left on the sand below were the carcasses and blood. An automated tractor with dragging nets flanking the big wheels drove out onto the arena floor and scooped up all the bodies. While this was going on, the bottom of the HoloVision box retracted and Baggs saw that he and the other survivors were not simply inside of the HoloVision Box, but they were in a clear box that was placed within the entertainment system.
              The box that the survivors were placed within was lowered to the sand, suspended by cables up above. Baggs looked around him; some of the other teams were crying, or hugging each other. Larry was slumped against the wall; the top of his head was bleeding into his grey hair. I don’t remember him sustaining a head injury, Baggs thought. Spinks was also slumped against a wall. Her arms were limp by her side and seemed to be sitting lower than they should be on her torso. Her nose was bleeding down the front of her neck and her chest.
              “Have you ever dislocated a shoulder before?” Baggs asked Spinks.
              She nodded. She didn’t seem like she wanted to talk right then.
              “Hey guys,” Larry said, his dirty face alight with a smile. “We made it.”
              “Yeah,” Baggs said.
              “We’re going to live,” Larry said.
              Baggs didn’t respond to this for two reasons. The first was that he didn’t feel like talking to Larry after what he did to Hailey in the arena. He’s a murderer. The second was that Baggs felt awkward agreeing with such a statement because he knew that they were still in jeopardy. He thought of Gigi’s letter that she had left in his napkin. He had memorized it. 
 
My daddy killed Paul Higgins and he’ll try to kill you too if you survive the competition. I heard him tell mom while he was drunk. Something about vitamins. I don’t know what to do. He scares me. I am scared for you and for your girls.
 
-G 
 
              Baggs thought of Byron Turner with his pointy white beard, his beady eyes and his lisp that somehow made him more intimidating. The lisp seemed to challenge someone to make fun of him, or note it. He was one of the most powerful men on earth, and he wanted to kill Baggs.
              God, what are we going to do?
              The clear box landed on the ground and the Outlive participants were led off the sand and inside of the Colosseum by guards. As they strode over the sand, the 200,000 people in the stands did not cheer them. They were talking amongst each other, taking drinks of coke, eating nachos, going to the bathroom, fixing their makeup, and in general getting ready for the next death match.
              Baggs watched Spinks as she walked with her arms limp by her side. He wondered how Turner might kill them.
              And can he really expect just to keep killing people every time his contestants win?
              That seemed likely. According to Spinks, Turner had raped a girl, been caught in the act of doing so by a security tape, and then was found innocent in a trial. In the court system in New Rome, the fate of the condemned was voted on by six jury members and one judge. The judge’s vote counted as though the judge were three jury members. Baggs suspected that Turner was voted innocent by the judge and by all the jury members after he raped that woman, even though there was footage that proved he was guilty.
The judge’s vote would be easy to get, Baggs thought. Turner is a councilman. He has enough power that he could end a judge’s career, if the judge voted him guilty and then Turner was found innocent by the votes from the jury; which would be possible, if fiver out of six of the jury found him innocent, Turner would be free to continue his career as a councilman, and would ruin the judge.
              And, even if he were guilty, the jury would probably vote him innocent too. Baggs imagined himself on the jury at Turner’s trial. He would be offered a large sum of money, one hundred thousand CreditCoins, for example, to say that Turner was innocent. The amount would be loose change to Turner, but enough to keep Baggs out of Outlive, and to ensure that his daughters didn’t starve to death. As much as he hated to admit it, Baggs would take the money and give the vote for Turner’s innocence. If he refused, what good would that do? One person alone wouldn’t ensure that Turner was treated as though he were guilty. In that situation, Baggs would assume that the judge and all the other jury members would take the money. And then if I voted guilty and everyone else voted innocent, Turner would walk free and then I’d have to enter Outlive for a moral stance I took that amounted to nothing.
              That’s not all, though. It’s not like Turner’s employee would offer a hefty bribe and then just leave the jury member alone if the money was turned down. No. Turner probably has people on his payroll like Bite (or eighteen year old me) who would threaten to break someone’s kneecaps if they voted guilty. Or kill their kids.
              The Outlive participants were lead through underground tunnels to a garage, where they were siphoned into helicopters depending upon their team. Baggs, Spinks, and Larry were still wearing their Outlive outfits. As they got into the helicopter to be taken back to Turner’s house, Baggs could hear Emperor Daman’s voice rumbling through the arena as the next gladiator event was announced. The door to the helicopter closed, the machine drove them out into open air, and then they took off.
              Baggs felt tired, but he knew he had to think.
              If all three of us died of heart attacks, there would probably be some kind of trial about it, but Turner doesn’t care about going to trial. What he cares about is Emperor Daman catching wind that he’s giving his participants performance-enhancing drugs. Then, he’d be banned from Outlive. There wouldn’t be a trial if Daman had evidence that Turner was cheating, he’d simply be kicked out of the Outlive system.
              But then another thought occurred to Baggs; wouldn’t Daman suspect that Turner was cheating if his Outlive teams kept dying after they won?
              Baggs honestly didn’t know. Maybe he’ll just assume that Turner likes killing them. Killing vagrants in your free time isn’t really something that people lose their rights to ownership in Outlive for. 
And, that’s not for me to decide. The thing to worry about is how to avoid dying, not whether or not Turner would get away with killing me. The fact is that Turner thinks he’ll get away with it, as evidenced by Gigi’s note, and that’s all that matters. 
The Colosseum dwindled below them.
              Spinks seemed to be in a lot of pain. She grunted, leaned her head back and blinked heavily. “Could one of you help me? If I had one good arm, I could relocate the other.”
              Larry was disgusted by the prospect. He sunk back into the seat he was sitting in and looked away from the dislodged shoulders.
              “Uhh, I can help you,” Baggs said. “I mean, I don’t know anything about dislocated joints, but I’d be willing to try, if you tell me what to do.”
              Spinks’s voice was nasally; blood from her broken nose painted the bottom half of her face. “Yeah. I know how to do it. This used to happen loads of times to me as a kid. I’m just predisposed to dislocated shoulders, I guess. You can’t wimp out on me, though. I’m going to scream, but you’ve just got to keep going.”
              “Alright,” Baggs said. He scooted closer to Spinks and thought about how Spinks’s knowledge of how to fix dislocated shoulders showed that she came from a lower social class. The upper class had no reason to learn such things when they could simply fly to the nearest emergency room when they had joint dislocations.
              “Grab my wrist and elbow and make it so that my elbow is at a ninety degree angle,” she said.
              Baggs grabbed her arm and slowly rotated her wrist towards her shoulder until it was at the proper angle. Spinks was sweating from the pain, her teeth were clenched tightly together. She’s tough, Baggs thought. When this is over, I’ll tell her about Gigi’s note. I could use her help.
              “Now, slowly pull my wrist away from my body while keeping my elbow tucked against my side. Keep the ninety-degree angle. Go until you feel that you’re stretching my arm out.”
              Baggs kept his large, dirty hand firmly wrapped around Spinks’s wrist as he pulled it away from her. He looked at her shoulder, exposed in the leather tank top she had been given to wear under her solid red breastplate. He could see the head of her humerus moving beneath her dirty skin.
              Larry was looking purposefully out the window. Apparently dislocated joints bothered him.
              Baggs saw that Spinks’s face was red, but she hadn’t cried out. She’s trying to hide how much this hurts. Baggs guessed that if Larry were in the same situation as Spinks, he would be wailing at the top of his lungs, wanting everyone to be aware of how much agony he was in.
              “Good. You’re doing good. Now, here’s the part where you’ve got to be really firm with me. You’ve got to cup my elbow and just jam my upper arm towards that socket. Do it hard. It’ll hurt, but it’ll hurt more if it takes a bunch of tries.”
              Baggs thought, she saved my life. I owe her this. He cupped her elbow and yanked it upward so hard that Spinks came halfway off the ground. She cried out and tears streamed down her face. “Don’t let go,” she said, “you got it. Don’t let go or it’ll pop back out of place. Slowly move my hand across my chest so that I can grab a piece of my clothing. I need to rest a moment before I do the next one. You can look again, Larry, it’s done.”
              Larry turned around and gave a nervous smile, showing his yellow teeth. His glasses were speckled with blood, Baggs noticed.
              Baggs placed Spinks’s hand over her chest and said, “I can’t believe we got it in on the first try.”
              “The big thing is just relaxing your muscles enough. Used to hurt so bad when someone relocated my shoulder that I would have an instinct to tighten up. I’ve trained my body to relax so that my muscles are loose and the bone can just slide back in. And, you did a very good job.” She gave him a pale smile.
              Baggs sat back for a moment and thought about how best to introduce the topic of Gigi’s letter to his teammates. He imagined that, for them, it would be a difficult fact to accept. He sympathized with them because of their ignorance. They’re sitting here with me, thinking that they’ve just defied the odds and that now they’re going to get to live with freedom. Well, Spinks probably doesn’t think that. Even if she thought Turner wasn’t going to kill her, she must know that the authorities wouldn’t let a criminal like her go free. She’ll probably be confined in some way—maybe prison, maybe house arrest. Whatever she imagines her fate to be, it is surely better than Turner killing her tonight, though.
              The whirr of the motor beneath them and the chopping blades above them was monotonous and comforting. Larry fell asleep sitting up in one of the leather seats. Spinks stayed awake but didn’t talk for a long while. She kept her relocated shoulder in place, clasping her fingers around her leather top so that her arm wouldn’t fall to her side. Her green eyes stared off into the blue skies; she appeared to be deep in contemplation.
              A few times, Baggs tried to open his mouth to start the discussion about Gigi’s letter, but closed it. At first, he thought that he just didn’t know how to address such a delicate topic. Then, he began to suspect that his hesitation was due to something else entirely.
              Maybe it wouldn’t be such a good idea to tell them, he thought.
              Baggs imagined Gigi listening in on Turner drunkenly telling his wife his plan to waste all of his winners. He would have been talking generally.
              But I’m not like the others, Baggs knew. Things have changed for me.
              Baggs had begun to have these thoughts after Turner told him that he was on the cover of a national magazine for his fight with Mobb Harvey. At that time, he had thought that he might be invited to become a gladiator after Outlive. It had happened before to people who were athletic enough and performed well in their initial Colosseum appearance.
              I’m six feet, five inches tall, and I’m pretty strong. I’ll be especially formidable if I go through gladiator training.
              Baggs hadn’t had a stupendous showing in Outlive, but he had done well enough that he thought it was likely that Emperor Daman would want to see him on the sand again, as a gladiator. Baggs thought about chopping the bloody, murderous man’s head off in the maze, and then of stabbing his spear through the bottom of Chobb Lowe’s foot. I bet that Byron Turner was salivating while watching that.
              When former Outlive contestants accepted an offer to be gladiators, their Outlive owners received some kind of compensation. It was a way of rewarding the owners for training good competitors. Baggs wasn’t quite sure what the reward for honing a competitor into a potential gladiator would be, but he guessed that Turner probably wouldn’t turn it down.
              Especially if I can convince him that I won’t tell about the steroids.
              But Baggs wasn’t so sure that this would work out. Perhaps the risk of Baggs being let loose with such information would be frightening enough to Turner that he wouldn’t even be interested in the reward money.
              And then there’s Spinks and Larry to think about. Do I just let them die without warning them of what’s coming?
              He didn’t really care what happened to Larry, but Spinks had fought to save his life. It would be unethical not to let her know about Gigi’s letter and give her a chance to find a solution.
              It’s decided then. I’m going to tell them.
              Baggs opened his mouth to speak once more, but Spinks interrupted this time.
              “Larry, you awake?”
              Larry grunted.
              “Sit up, I need to talk to you. Both of you.”
              Larry waved a dismissive hand and didn’t stir. Spinks stood up and kicked him in the back.
              “Shit! What was that for?” Larry asked. He sat up and looked at Spinks with accusing eyes.
              “This is serious. I have something to tell you two.” Spinks looked pale. Baggs was confused and wondered how long this would take. He wanted the three of them to have plenty of time to plan after he dropped the bomb and explained that Turner would try to kill them.
              Spinks licked her lips, which were covered in dried blood from her nose. “Turner is going to try to kill us,” she said.
              “What?” Larry yelled. He looked angry.
              Spinks leaned forward, thinking of what to say next. “I don’t have any proof,” she said, “but there are a few facts that lead me to believe that he’ll try to kill us. His last competitor died of a heart attack; Turner, who’s a cardiologist, filled out the death certificate himself. I think that he poisoned Higgins and then covered it up. I think that he’ll do the same to us.”
              “Why the hell would he want to kill us?” Larry asked.
              “Calm down,” Spinks said back. “I think that he wants to cover up the fact that he’s giving his teams steroids.”
              “Steroids? What are you talking about? Baggs, does this make any sense to you?” Larry looked between the two of them.
              “I’m actually shocked that Spinks just said that,” Baggs said. Larry nodded and gave Spinks a look that said, told ya! “Not because I don’t believe her, but because I was about to say the same thing. I think Turner will try to kill us, too.”
              Spinks looked relieved that Baggs believed her.
              “Wait, what? I feel like I woke up in loony land. You guys think that Turner gave us steroids? And that he’s trying to cover it up?”
              Spinks shook her head and looked at Larry as though he had just suggested that the moon was made of cheese. “Larry, Turner gave us all steroids. That’s what those injections were. Listen to my voice; it’s deeper. Listen to Baggs’s, and listen to your own.”
              Larry froze for a second. “But… But…”
              “And,” Baggs added, “not to be graphic, but my balls have shrunk. I suspect you’ve experienced the same thing.”
              “I…well…steroids? They said they were vitamins!”
              Baggs thought, Larry is kind of sharp when it comes to computer stuff, but he’s lacking in the common sense department.
              “Of course they did, because owners aren’t allowed to give steroids to Outlive competitors,” Spinks said.
              Larry sat still for a moment and then uttered a diminutive “Oh.” He was quiet, taking it in. Then he said, “but how do you know that he’s going to kill us? I mean, what can we prove?”
              “Nothing, really. But he doesn’t want Emperor Daman suspicious of him cheating. Look, I’m not saying what he’s going to do is the best idea or that it makes a ton of sense, but it looks like he killed Paul Higgins, and I have a gut feeling that he’ll kill us. The man got away with rape in court, and I think that he feels he’s untouchable. And we know a dirty little secret of his, and it’d be convenient for him if we died. He doesn’t care about us.”
              Larry ran a hand over his face. “So you don’t have any proof, though? You’ve just got a hunch?”
              “Well, yeah,” Spinks said.
              Larry started laughing. “This is absurd. No. Turner is not going to kill us. You’ve just made up some wild speculation. You’re a conspiracy theorist, Spinks, and you think through all the options. That’s what makes you such a great hacker. But in this case, you’ve got it wrong.”
              “No she doesn’t,” Baggs said. “Not according to Turner’s daughter.” He told them about the letter that he found in his napkin.
              In just moments, Larry had gone from incredulous and angry to scared. He now sat on the bench seat, chewing his nails and rocking back and forth. “So what are we going to do?” he said around his fingers.
              “I don’t know,” Baggs said honestly. “I don’t see any way out of this. I was hoping that you guys could help me with that.”
              Spinks smiled with her bloody mouth. “I have a plan. It’ll be risky, but if it works, we’ll be practically home free.”
              She explained it to them. Baggs’s heart pumped nervously as he listened to what she proposed they do. They talked through it all the way back.
              It won’t work, Baggs thought. He didn’t really have any better idea, though. The idea relied on the fact that Turner would want to have another dinner with them. Spinks said that he would. “He’ll probably invite a few friends over. He’ll want to show us off.” 
Baggs didn’t like the word ‘probably.’
If they weren’t invited in to eat with them, they’d be done for. They talked over the possibility that Turner might just take them down into the basement and chop their heads off. If that was his plan, they had no planned response.
“Before he kills us, he’ll want to show us off,” Spinks said.
              I hope that she’s right. 
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              The helicopter landed on the pristine green lawns of Turner’s estate just as the sun turned blood red and kissed the horizon.
              Baggs felt oddly jittery and delirious. He thought, I wouldn’t expect to feel normal after cutting a man’s head off, running from lions, and now arriving at a mansion owned by someone who is going to kill me, but I wish that I was a bit more clearheaded. Spinks’s plan sounded crazy on first thought, but after hashing out all of the aspects, it was better than any other idea that he could come up with.
              There were several things, however, that could ruin Spinks’s idea. First, if they didn’t eat in the kitchen (which was where Higgins was killed) then the plan would fall apart. Secondly, if Turner had too many people there, that would also ruin the plan. Thirdly, Spinks, Baggs and Larry were hoping that there wouldn’t be too many K9s prowling around.
              Turner’s house was palatial and had a very modern, no-nonsense feel to it. The architect had designed the entire building to look like three crisp pyramids made of glass and metal that had morphed together. In the light of the setting sun, the glass reflected a beautiful array of oranges and reds out onto the green lawn.
              “God, I’m nervous,” Larry said as the motor began to die down. Baggs felt the same way. In theory, Spinks’s plan sounded good enough, but now as he looked at the enormous mansion, his confidence wavered. Though Turner’s house sat in a neighborhood, they would have to run a quarter of a mile on either side of the home to reach the iron gate that partitioned Turner’s land from other residences.
              That’ll be a long run. Let’s just hope that the police don’t come too fast.
              Spinks had her arms crossed over her chest. She had relocated her right arm about an hour after Baggs had helped with her left one. It was interesting watching her work; she shoved the joint back into place like she was trying to move a stuck lever on a machine—she was rough and without fear of causing herself pain.
              Two figures came over a green hill on horseback. Both were wearing riding helmets. The horses beneath the two figures had the long, lean muscles of thoroughbreds. Atop a white horse was a wide, plump figure, and a gangly, dainty person sat atop another horse.
              “That’s Turner and his daughter, Gigi,” Spinks said. “God, they make me sick—it’s disgusting that they buy horses while other people are struggling to scrape up enough cash to buy a can of beans.”
              “The girl doesn’t know any better,” Baggs said, looking out the window. “She’s not really aware of how the poor live. She was shocked when I told her that my daughter didn’t go to school. She wasn’t even aware that school costs money.”
              “I’ll forgive her, but I won’t forgive the councilman. Fat pig. He’s a gluttonous bastard is what he is.” Spinks’s green eyes looked fiery in the red light. They watched the councilman and his daughter approaching. When they were ten yards away, a door opened on the helicopter, allowing the three of them to step out.
              The air was cool and crisp; in the East, thunderclouds were rolling in. That’ll help us some if it storms. Byron Turner stroked his white beard and squinted at his Outlive contestants, making his beady eyes look even smaller than they were. Gigi sat beside him. She was staring down at the back of her horse’s neck; she looked pale and worried.
              “Looky, here! Our three champions!” Turner said. He released the reigns and clapped for them.
              Spinks spat on the grass and Turner gave her a disapproving look. “Why are we here?” she asked. “You’re supposed to give us helicopters to take us home. I read that in the Outlive contract. Owners are to return winners to their place of residence. I don’t live here now, do I?”
              Turner frowned at her. “You sure are feisty,” he said.
              Spinks shrugged. “So what are we doing here? I want to go home. Program that helicopter to take us home and we’ll hop back inside.”
              Turner laughed loudly. Black crows squawked from a nearby tree and took off into the air, flapping hard. “What’s the rush to get back?”
              Baggs looked at Gigi. She was so still it appeared as though she was barely breathing. Has she heard more about her father’s plans to kill us?
It appears as though she is extremely upset. She ran her fingers absently through her horse’s mane.
              “In any case,” Turner said (with his lisp the word ‘case’ sounded like ‘cayth’), “I need to have a word with Mr. Baggers. I have a business proposition for him. Gigi, will you show these three up to the house? I must return Strut to the stables and then get washed up for dinner.” With those words, the councilman turned his horse with the reigns and began to trot away into the distance.
              Gigi sat there for a moment, not moving. Her black K9 sat behind her on the saddle, looking at the three of them. “C’mon, this way,” Gigi said, and she led them at a walking pace up the lawn towards the mansion.
              “Gigi, about the message in the napkin…” Baggs began.
              Gigi cut him off, talking so loudly that she was almost yelling, “The K9s record what we say, to ensure that we don’t talk about anything we shouldn’t.”
              She looked at Baggs with her eyes that were too far apart. “Okay,” Baggs said. “I understand.” She knows something, he thought. The K9 glared at him with glossy eyes. I need to find out what Turner’s plan is while we’re alone with Gigi. I need to get the information in such a way that Gigi won’t get in trouble for alerting us to her father’s intentions, should he ever listen to the recording the K9 makes. I need to approach this topic gently.
              “How was your day?” Baggs asked, walking along side her horse.
              “Good,” she said. She looked nauseated with fear.
              “Do you think your father will invite us to dinner?” Baggs asked.
              Gigi just stared ahead of her at the house as her horse walked slowly beneath her. She didn’t answer. It’s as though she’s been threatened to keep quiet, Baggs thought.
              “Gigi, is something wrong?” he asked.
              She didn’t look at him, but just said, “I don’t fraternize with poor people, or Outlive contestants.”
              Baggs thought back to his conversation with Gigi in the piano room a week ago. Maybe her father found out about that meeting and has threatened to hurt her if she continues to be friendly with us. This is not how she used to act towards me. Something is wrong. The K9 sitting behind her was looking up at the back of Gigi’s head. I wonder if it’s videotaping her, also.
              “Why don’t you fraternize with poor people?” Baggs asked.
              “I don’t have to answer you,” she said. Her voice sounded hateful, but there was no hate in her eyes. She was putting on a show for the K9. Her father must have said he would watch this recording later. Maybe this is some kind of a test for her.
              “Do you think that I could use the phone inside to call my wife and kids?” Baggs asked. “I’d like to talk to them.”
              Gigi’s body rocked atop the huge horse. She didn’t respond, but Baggs saw tears roll down her cheeks.
              Baggs thought Byron Turner, you bastard, what did you do to her?
              By the time they made it to the house, her tears had dried. She hadn’t said another word to the three of them, which was fine by Baggs. He didn’t want her to get into trouble. I certainly don’t want Turner to think that Gigi knew about our plan ahead of time. I don’t want her taking any of the blame for what’s about to happen.
              The front door was flanked by two K9s that were inspecting who entered. There was another K9, a white, slender one, standing in the doorway. The animal’s pink leather nose flicked up and down as it smelled the newcomers.
              “Follow Roger, he’ll lead you to my mom,” Gigi said. She turned and began to ride away.
              The three of them followed the K9 named Roger into the enormous, marble-filled entryway, up several flights of stairs, down a series of long hallways, and into the kitchen they had eaten in before flying off to the Colosseum.
              Turner’s wife, Cindi, greeted them in the kitchen. She was wearing a tight, white button up shirt that barely stretched over her cartoon-like fake breasts. She also wore a pearl necklace, diamond stud earrings, navy dress pants, and black leather flats with some designer’s symbol stitched around the surface. “Oooohhh,” she said, bouncing on the balls of her feet and clapping. “I’m so excited to see you three! We weren’t expecting you until later. Byron is so proud of how well you did in the Colosseum; only four out of seven of you died, that’s so great!” She looked at the large grandfather clock that sat against the back wall. “Dinner won’t be for another hour. You three take a seat. I’ll serve tea. And, feel free to use the bathroom to…er… wash up.” She smiled wanly, looking over the three blood-streaked, filthy vagrants in her regal kitchen. “We’re having some friends over for dinner—the Potts, as in Fred Pott in Parliament. Anyways, go wash up and then have a seat; bathroom’s down that hallway. I’ll be with your shortly.” She disappeared off into the kitchen.
              She talks at us, not to us, Baggs thought. She didn’t ask us how we were doing, or if we wanted tea, she just assumes that she knows better. To her, our opinions are about as important as the thoughts of one of her thoroughbreds.
              Baggs also noted that Cindi Turner was very unlike Gigi Turner in that she did not seem the least bit nervous being around people Byron was planning on killing. The difference is that Cindi sees us as items that her husband used to make money and Gigi views us as humans just like herself.
              “I’m going to the bathroom to clean up,” Spinks told Larry and Baggs; though, both of them knew the real reason she wanted to turn and walk down the hall. She was still hugging her arms to her chest. I hope that her injury doesn’t stop her from doing what she needs to do. Spinks turned and walked down the hallway. Baggs was disgruntled to see that Roger the white K9 followed her. Hopefully when she goes back there the next time, the K9 won’t follow her. If it does, we’re screwed.
              Larry and Baggs sat down and looked at the grandfather clock. After a few minutes, Cindi came in with hot cups of tea on a tray. The cups were made out of delicate white chinaware. She sat the tray down without even glancing at her guests, and then disappeared through the swinging door into the kitchen. Spinks came back a few minutes later. Baggs wanted to ask her how her investigation to the place that Baggs had seen upon going to the bathroom a week ago went. She was better with computers and would be able to assess the place better than Baggs. However, he didn’t ask. Spinks didn’t betray that anything unusual happened in her facial expressions.
              The three of them pulled teacups in front of them and blew on the hot liquid, but didn’t say anything.
              “Can we do it now?” Baggs asked. He looked around. “I mean, they’re having dinner guests. Wouldn’t we want to do it with less people here? That’s less people to stop us.”
              Roger was standing up behind them, watching the humans with his electronic eyes.
              Spinks nodded towards the K9. “If I take as much as one step inside the place I need to go, he’ll rip me to shreds.”
              “Well this place will be crawling with K9s when dinner time rolls around,” whispered Larry, his eyes wide behind his spectacles. “Each of the girls has their own K9s, and this white one will probably stay here. That’ll be four. Right now there’s only one.”
              “One’s enough to kill me, though!” Spinks spat back.
              Baggs’s heart was thudding in his chest. This would be their only chance. He turned and looked at the K9. He could see the creature’s robotic hinges bulging out at all the places where a natural dog would have joints. Baggs thought that the robot’s motorized jaw would be able to bite with as much force as a lion’s jaw. Baggs rubbed his left shoulder, remembering the K9 that subdued him in Rolling Hills.
              If Spinks takes too long, this thing will kill me, he thought.
              “I’ve got an idea,” he said to Spinks. “But you’ve got to work pretty damned fast. How much time will you need?”
“Five minutes? Ten? I honestly don’t know.”
“Well just go as fast as possible,” Baggs said and scooted his chair out from the table. “I’m going to make a diversion.”
              “Wait!” Larry said. “Don’t you think that we should talk about this first?”
              “No time.” Baggs didn’t push his chair back in. He walked the length of the dining room and pushed his large body through the swinging door that led to the kitchen. He had a hunch that he would find Cindi Turner alone in there. Roger followed the big man through the door.
              Baggs heard Spinks scoot out of her chair and get going to work as the kitchen door swung shut behind him.
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              Baggs was wrong about what he would find in the kitchen. Cindi wasn’t alone, as he had hoped. Baggs saw Byron and Gigi standing close to Cindi; the three of them were having a hushed conversation and it appeared as though Cindi and Byron were arguing with their daughter. Upon entering, Baggs heard Gigi say to her parents, “But he has children!” Tears were streaming down Gigi’s face from her eyes that were too far apart. Her fists were clenched and her arms were flexed as though she were about to hit someone.
              Gigi’s large, black K9 was standing beside her. The robot’s head snapped to the side as Baggs entered. Baggs was distinctly aware that the machine’s titanium claws looked as sharp as razors.
              “Go back into the dining room,” Byron Turner ordered Baggs. “We’re having a family discussion.”
              But Baggs didn’t move. He stood his ground.
              The kitchen was expansive. There were enough stovetops and ovens that a restaurant could operate from the Turner’s kitchen. There were pots and pans sizzling and bubbling on the stovetops, filling the air with the aroma of cooking onions and animal fat. Large metal vents snaked down from the white ceiling and sparkled as though they had just been cleaned. These appliances, along with a hefty metal door that led to a walk-in freezer, were on Baggs’s left. To Baggs’s right, there was an open pantry with shelves lined with bags of chips, cans of nuts, chocolate for baking, industrial bags of flower, granola bars, bottled water, bags of sugar, spices, containers of peanut butter, loafs of bread, and much more. The pantry was bigger than Baggs’s apartment. In front of Baggs, the room stretched out to a back wall that was completely covered in clean windows that looked out at the pristine lawn. The storm clouds had moved closer and it looked like nasty weather would soon reach the residence. The floors were made out of large, ornate red bricks that glistened uniformly with some kind of polish.
              Upon seeing that Baggs wasn’t moving, Turner took three steps towards him over the brick floor and raised his voice: “I said OUT!”
              Baggs stepped forward, trying to think of a way to waste time. Roger was looking up at him, and Baggs knew that if he went back into the dining room that the K9 would go searching for Spinks and potentially stop her.
              Standing there with Byron Turner yelling at him, Baggs felt that Spinks’s plan was too simple to work. It seemed bold and smart in practice, but now, while trying to execute it, it seemed childish and idealistic.
              Spinks explained that she had gone to the bathroom while eating dinner in the Turner’s dining room last week, just as Baggs had, and that she had discovered a computing mainframe down the hall. Baggs had seen this also. Spinks explained that none of the K9s or electronics that were in the Turner’s house stored their own software. Rather, the strings of code that controlled the electronics were stored in a database and supplied to the appropriate appliances through a wireless transmission system. Spinks said that if Turner’s house was run on the applications she suspected, she would be able to shut down all of their technologies.
              “Then,” she had told Baggs and Larry in the helicopter, “it’ll simply be a mad dash to get the hell out of there. Without operating K9s that can be sent out to catch us, we can probably hop over the neighboring fences, get onto a public road, and try to make it to somewhere safe.”
              “But they’ll just catch us later!” Larry had protested. “They’ll send police after us and then we’d go to trial for ruining Turner’s software. That stuff must be expensive.”
              Spinks had disagreed with this point. “No, we won’t be charged with anything. The software gets backed up on a 24-hour basis—most places do it at twelve in the morning. The software will be sent to some kind of a information cloud every night. Byron Turner probably will just have to go over to his database, click a few buttons, and his software will be restored—no harm done.”
              “But he’ll still want to kill us. I mean, we’ll still know about the steroids,” Baggs had said.
              Spinks had smiled slyly. “This whole thing is bigger than you think, Baggs. The way that society is set up now won’t last forever. I’m not the only hacker that’s gotten close to deleting the whole system and hitting reset on our entire way of life. Other people have gotten close too. And, if we can escape, I’m going to go underground for a while, bide my time, and then when the right opportunity arises, I’m going to reset it all. There will be no record of who owns what house, who has how many CreditCoins, or anything like that. The rich have power because of software. But when the software is all reset, that power goes away.”
              Her eyes had lit up in a way that slightly disturbed Baggs when she talked about this. “Think about it; it’ll be like what will happen tonight at Turner’s home, except on a bigger scale. The only reason he will be able to detain us is because his robots will work for him. We won’t be able to get around his K9s—they’re too strong. But if they don’t have a software database to get information from, then they’ll just lie there, useless. Then, it’ll just be us against the Turners. God knows that Turner isn’t going to be able to run fast enough to catch us.
              “But it’s bigger than just K9s, Baggs, that’s what a lot of people don’t understand! All of the police’s guns run on software, and so do their helicopters. The government’s tanks run on software. Their lights run on software—it helps to save electricity. Basically, everything is controlled by code, and if you can destroy the code, and all the backups, then the power will shift. The poor outnumber the rich ten thousand to one. If the wealthy don’t have all their gadgets, they will be at the mercy of those who they have oppressed for decades. I doubt that they will be shown mercy, though. It was just a phrase.”
              Larry had rebutted—“But they’ll still have guns!”
              Spinks shook her head. “This is what so many people don’t understand! Guns don’t work the way they used to. They’re not simple metal machines that shoot a hammer forward, make gunpowder explode, and then allow a projectile to discharge through a barrel. Even the simplest handguns don’t work without software anymore. Our society will be utterly turned upside down if the software is deleted.”
              As Baggs had looked out the window at the city lights a few hours ago, goose bumps had crawled up his arms. If we were able to avoid Turner for long enough so that Spinks could reset all the software in New Rome, he would stop coming after us. He’d probably be killed by an angry mob. For some reason, this feels wrong. It feels like I shouldn’t be a part of this, but I also don’t support the way things are now. I don’t support eleven year olds whoring themselves out on the streets, or dead children being eaten by rats in alleyways. I don’t support Maggie and Olive starving while Turner rides his horse around his estate. So I’ll do it.
              Baggs had asked what all it would take to delete all the software that New Rome runs on. Spinks hadn’t given a clear answer. She had said that she didn’t honestly know. “They’ve probably put up new firewalls since my last try. It’ll be pretty involved. It won’t be easy, and they’ll probably try to kill us. But we need to escape from Turner’s before we worry about all that. I’ll explain it later. Just know that we’ll probably have to take a trip back to the Colosseum if we want to actually stop this.”
              Now Baggs was standing in the Turner’s kitchen, trying to create a diversion for the K9s so that they wouldn’t find Spinks messing with the Turner’s mainframe and subdue her. Her plan was to simply delete the software at the Turner’s house, as she wouldn’t have the time or the resources to do a nationwide software reset in the Turner’s computer room. The robotic dogs were staring at Baggs. He still hadn’t responded to Turner. He took another step over the glossy brick kitchen floor.
              “I said get out!” Byron Turner said. His beady eyes were shining with hate and frustration.
              Gigi was looking at Baggs though hot tears.
              “What were you guys just talking about?” Baggs asked. He took a step closer to the Turner family. Roger the K9 was growling softly, warning Baggs that he should stop proceeding forward. 
I hope the power goes off soon, Baggs thought. He looked out the back window and saw that there was a concrete balcony stretching out from the house. He saw black, iron stairs that descended towards the grass. When the K9s collapse to the floor, I’m going to go out the back and sprint down the staircase. Then, I’ll look around for Spinks and Larry. I’ll run with them if I see them, but if I don’t, they’re on their own and I’m taking off. Without Spinks, he had no long-term plan for how to evade Turner, but that wasn’t really his biggest concern at the time. His current worry was that Byron would kill him tonight and he needed to escape immediate death before thinking about the future.
“I SAID GET OUT!” Byron Turner bellowed, his face turning red; ugly green veins were beating angrily on his forehead.
              “I asked a question: What were you talking about? Why is Gigi crying?”
              “Baggs…” Gigi said, but then her mother slapped her smartly across the cheek. Gigi looked up at her mother with tear-filled, hurt eyes.
              Cindi’s voice became a low roar. “Don’t talk to him. Don’t you ever try to talk to this man again!”
               “James, I have asked you nicely several times to get out. If you don’t leave this instant, I’m going to tell the K9s to escort you out,” Byron said. He had forced his voice down to a more normal volume, but he was still trembling with anger.
              Baggs looked at Roger the K9; the robot was crouched low on its haunches with red eyes locked onto Baggs. The machine’s leather lips were curled up towards its nose, revealing metal teeth that were as sharp as syringes.
              “And they won’t take pains to not injure you,” Turner said.
              Despite Turner’s warning, Baggs did not turn and walk away. I wonder how much more time Spinks needs. He did, however, stop walking forward. Gigi’s K9 was approaching him. Her guardian looked as though it could easily kill Baggs. “I came in here to ask a question, Byron.” Baggs said, simply trying to stall. After the words came out, he realized that he in fact didn’t have a question to ask and started trying to think of one.
              “You can address me as Councilman Turner.”
              “Okay, yes sir,” Baggs said, acting subservient to the councilman.
              Byron Turner sneered and became even more aggressive upon seeing Baggs’s gesture of submissiveness. “And don’t think that just because you’re out of the Outlive contest that you don’t have to respect me! I invited you over for dinner and you barge into my kitchen while I’m having a private conversation with my daughter and wife. Unacceptable. That is so rude. That is immoral,” Turner said.
              Baggs thought, you’re awfully judgmental of my morals for a man who, according to his daughter, is going to try to kill me. “Yes, sir,” Baggs said. I need to keep Turner talking. If I can keep this up for a few more minutes, the power will go off and I’ll run out the door.
              “Now go!” Turner barked.
Gigi was sobbing, clutching her arms to her chest. Her mouth was open and she was wheezing in and out in hysterics. Every ounce of doubt that Baggs had had that Turner would kill him was gone upon seeing Gigi in a fit of hysterics. He’s going to do it tonight, Baggs thought. Maybe even in the next few minutes. Maybe the tea Cindi served us is laced with poison, or maybe they were planning on poisoning our food. Maybe the story about the Cobbs coming over was just a fib to get us to relax some. Whatever is going to happen, Gigi knows about it.
              “Well I had a question,” Baggs said.
              The councilman stomped his foot like a child who is not getting his way and this made Baggs want to giggle, but he suppressed the urge. “I don’t give a bloody damn what your question is, I asked you to go!”
              “No,” Baggs said, and he took a step forward. Gigi’s K9 was now standing two feet in front of him, ready to pounce. “Listen, it’s just a real quick question!”
              “I’M TALKING WITH MY FAMILY! GO TO THE GODDAMNED DINING ROOM!”
              Baggs thought he’s not used to people defying him. This is kind of fun.
              “Mr. Councilman…”
              “YOU HAVE THREE SECONDS! THREE!”
              “But, sir…”
              “TWO!”
              “Byron, if you’d just hear me out then…”
              “ONE! OKAY, DOGS…”
              But Turner never finished his command, because something he read on Baggs’s face stopped him mid-sentence. Baggs wasn’t looking at Turner but was gazing out at the rolling yard behind him in the dwindling daylight. Approximately halfway between the mansion and the neighboring fence was a grey-haired man sprinting away from the house.
              Larry, you bastard! You betrayed us again. You were supposed to wait for the power to go off.
              Baggs guessed that Larry had gotten tired of waiting for Spinks and decided to go out on his own.
              Byron Turner spun around and followed Baggs’s gaze out onto the lawn where Larry was sprinting. He cursed and then strode briskly over to the back door, opened it and then walked across the porch to get a better view. As he did this, his wife, daughter, and Baggs followed him out onto the concrete balcony.
              “I had a surprise for you that I was going to save until after dinner, but I guess that it can’t wait any longer,” Byron Turner said, sneering at Baggs with his white teeth. “I don’t usually keep a gun up here, however, today is a special occasion.” One of the wooden boards lining the wall proved to be false. Turner opened it up and pulled out a long, sleek, black rifle.
              Baggs’s heart was in his throat. “What are you talking about?” Baggs asked. Gigi was crying even harder now.
              Turner looked at Baggs. “Don’t play stupid with me. Gigi’s K9 alerted me to the fact that the girl had written a little note to you.”
              “NO DADDY! DON’T SHOOT HIM!” Gigi screamed at the top of her lungs. Cindi reached back and slapped her daughter again, harder this time.
              Byron Turner didn’t seem to have heard. He picked up the rifle and aimed it out at where Larry was running across the lawn.
              Spinks, hurry, Baggs thought. After he shoots Larry, he’s going to turn that thing on me!
              The rifle did not have a scope attached to the top of the firearm—it didn’t need one; the software instructed the bullet to spin in such a way as to correct for human error. In order to hit a target with his firearm, Turner only had to aim the barrel of the gun in the target’s approximate vicinity. He put the butt of the weapon on his shoulder, roughly aimed, and then pulled the trigger.
              The blast was incredibly loud. The smell of gunpowder wafted over the deck. Far away on the lawn, Larry Wight’s head exploded in a flash of red blood.
              Gigi was screaming hysterically now. Byron Turner was giggling. Roger was standing between Baggs and the councilman.
              C’mon, Spinks! Baggs thought, and then he launched his large body forward, arms up to guard his face.
              He sprinted towards Byron Turner before the big man could turn around. Roger jumped upwards and tried to bite at Baggs’s throat. Baggs shoved his forearm into the creature's mouth, and barely felt it as the titanium teeth sliced through his skin and began to jerk back and forth. Baggs continued to run, Roger dangling from his bloody arm. He could hear Gigi’s K9 sprinting at him from behind.
              If that thing takes me down, there will be no getting back up. Turner will shoot me immediately.
              Byron rotated his head, saw Baggs and began to bring the gun around to face him.
              Gigi was still screaming.
              Larry was still dead on the lawn.
              The K9s were still moving, meaning that either Spinks was having a problem or something was taking longer than expected.
              Turner was expecting Baggs to go for the rifle, but he didn’t. With his right hand, Baggs punched Turner heavily in the cheek, sending the councilman’s head rocking backwards. The fat man cried out in surprise and it was then that Baggs struck the rifle with his fist. He punched the middle of the barrel with his open palm and the firearm fell three stories to the grass. Turner looked dumbly down at the weapon that he could no longer reach.
              “Titan, NO!” Baggs heard Gigi scream.
              There was then a fierce pain on Baggs’s left thigh and the big robot brought him down mercilessly. Meanwhile, Roger continued to tear at his left arm, growling while he did so.
              A robotic voice came from somewhere on Gigi’s K9, Titan: “You have attacked a councilman, which is a felony punishable by death. I have phoned the police and they will arrive shortly.”
              “NO!” Turner screamed. “Don’t phone the police! Tell them not to come! Damnit! NO! NO! NO!”
              Baggs was flat on his back, being pulled helplessly one way by Roger and another by Titan. His blood was puddling beneath him.
              “NOT THE POLICE! STUPID MACHINE!” Byron Turner shrieked. He ran half a step forward, planted his left foot on the concrete, and then kicked Baggs’s head like it was a soccer ball. “I’m going to finish you before they get here.” Baggs cried out and tried to get to his feet, but the K9s subdued him. His ears were ringing. Gigi was screaming. Byron Turner kicked Baggs in the back of the head again, using the top of his foot. The impact made Baggs bite his tongue for the second time that day, and he felt hot blood filling his mouth with a metallic taste.
              Hurry up, Spinks, Baggs thought. 
              Baggs heard feet shuffling, signaling that he was about to receive another blow to the head, but then it never came. Baggs looked up and saw that Gigi had jumped up from the concrete patio, wrapped her legs around her father and was clawing at his face. Cindi Turner was running after her daughter to assist her husband, but this proved futile. Byron Turner grabbed his daughter by the collar of her shirt, picked her up, and threw her down onto the ground. Her head cracked on the concrete and she was still.
              “Oh my God!” Cindi said.
              Byron Turner grunted and began to walk towards Baggs again. “See what the bitch gets for helping you? When the police get here, I’m going to say that you did that to her.” Turner reared back and kicked Baggs in the side of the head. The ringing in his ears was worse. He’s going to kill me. It’s actually happening, Tessa. Not in the way I thought it would, in the Colosseum, but it sure is happening.
              But then, the atmosphere darkened suddenly. The glow from the kitchen inside had turned off, and the lights that shone out onto the lawn were utterly dark. The two K9s that had been gripping Baggs so violently before were now lying limp beside him.
              “What the…” Byron Turner said, but Baggs didn’t give him enough time to finish his thought. He reared back and kicked the man in the crotch, then stood and pushed him over. The fat councilman went over easily, and Baggs took off, running down the stairs. 
              You did it, Spinks! Baggs thought.
              From behind him, Baggs could hear Byron Turner shouting and his wife sobbing hysterically. “GET HIM!” She screamed, as though Byron Turner could catch someone like Baggs without the assistance of K9s.
There was also the sound of sirens in the distant, signaling the approach of a police helicopter, responding to the call made by the K9s. Damn, they’re fast when you call from a mansion like this.
Baggs was on the lawn, huffing and puffing as he sprinted over the grass, when the helicopter came into view. The machine had huge blades that whirred quickly through the night air. A spotlight shone down on the grass, illuminating select spots on the lawn in a white color that lit up the area like it was daylight. Baggs’s chest was tight. He was still exhausted from running through the maze earlier in the day, but he didn’t let up. He ran at an absolute full out pace, hoping that if he could just make it off the premises that he might have a chance.
The spotlight came down upon him and Baggs cried out as though the light was painful to him. Then, the helicopter began to descend.
The next thing that happened actually was painful. There was a gun blast, and then something that looked like a dart was protruding from his left shoulder, which was a bloody mess from where Roger had attacked him.
              “Oh, no, no, no!” Baggs cried. He kept running.
              On closer examination, the thing that he thought of as a dart was a syringe, and the plunger was automatically dropping towards the needle, injecting Baggs with clear liquid.
              “No!” Baggs said again, and then he fell to his knees.
              “No! No!” he muttered, and he began to crawl over the grass. He still hadn’t reached Larry’s body, and he knew he wasn’t going to make it. Behind him he heard the police helicopter land. The Turners were still shouting from the balcony, which was still dark.
              Godspeed, Spinks, Baggs thought. I hope that I didn’t mess it up for both of us by getting the cops called.
              And then he passed out. 
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              Baggs woke up some time later.
              He didn’t know how much time had passed and he felt terribly groggy.
              He fell right back to sleep.
 
              He awoke again, and tried to remember where he was. Something is making my mind all fuzzy, he thought. He was on a rubber floor that was vibrating softly. My shoulder hurts. My thigh hurts. This isn’t my apartment. Where am I?
              It took him a while for his drugged brain to remember what had happened at Turner’s house. He recalled the tranquilizer hitting him, and attributed his diminished thinking ability to the drug. I hope that Turner didn’t damage my brain by kicking me. 
              Where the hell am I?
              Baggs was too tired to lift his head. He wanted to find out, but right now, his desire to sleep was so great it was too much for him to try to investigate his surroundings.
              Wake up! he shouted in his own head, and he forced one eye open.
              Baggs saw that he was in a small cell that was surrounded by metal bars. All around him were other cells, and there were people lying in them. Some were talking lowly.
              Am I in jail? he wondered.
              But then the ground beneath him took an odd lurch and his stomach dropped, making him challenge his initial belief that he was in jail. I’m in a cop helicopter, he realized. These other people and I are being transferred to the jail. The air stunk like booze and sweat. Thunder was clapping in the air outside as they flew through the night. The cabin was chilly. The only light came from the blinking red and yellow anti collision lights from outside the helicopter that shone in through small windows, along with the occasional flash of lightening. Rain pattered against the outside of the machine.
              But what happened at Turner’s house?
              As though he had asked the question out loud, information came to his ears. Two other prisoners in the helicopter were talking a few feet away. They thought that Baggs was still unconscious.
              “It makes no sense,” Person Number One said; he had a high, reedy voice.
              “What d’ya mean, it don’t make sense?” Person Number Two asked. This person was a woman with a smoker’s voice, but not Spinks.
              Person Number One responded: “Okay, just think about it. The dude gets all the way through Outlive, gets invited over to the Turner’s house, and then kills his old teammate, shuts off the power, slams his owner’s daughter down on the balcony, and then tries to run away. Why the hell would he do that?”
              So that’s the story that Turner made up, Baggs thought.
              “He’s crazy,” Number Two answered. “Isn’t that reason enough?”
              “It don’t make sense,” Number One responded.
              No one spoke for a long time and Baggs’s eyes began to close; he had almost drifted off to sleep.
              Number One started speaking again in his high pitched voice and Baggs forced himself to stayed up long enough to hear what he said. “What also don’t make sense is that James Baggers was offered a spot as a gladiator. He could have done that, given the money to his family, and then gone crazy in the arena if that’s what he wanted to do. Now that he’s in custody, he’ll be forced to fight in the Colosseum, unless he just wants to die for the crimes he’s committed, but now he’ll get paid way less. That don’t make any sense.”
              Number Two said, “What you’re hung up on is this makin’ sense business. What people do don’t always make sense, okay? The guy got in a fight with Mobb Harvey, did that make sense? No. So why do you suspect that he’s gonna make sense now that he’s out on his own?”
              Number One was quiet.
              Baggs breathed. He was still very sleepy from the medicine. He felt like drifting off, but before he did, he needed to know something.
              He moved his hands out by his side and then placed his palms flat on the vibrating floor of the helicopter.
              After I see this, I’ll go to sleep, he told himself.
              His arms felt as though they were full of sludge, and he fought the urge to lie down again and just find out later. He pushed hard with his chest and triceps until he was on his hands and knees. In the front of the cabin he saw two police officers sitting at the front as the software drove the helicopter through the stormy night.
              There were eight other cells in the helicopter, but only five were occupied.
              Two were filled with the people whom Baggs thought of as Number One and Number Two. They eyed him suspiciously. They think I’m just crazy, Baggs thought. Then he looked at the other cells with people in them. All three had males of various ages—all of them looked as though they hadn’t bathed in more than a week.
              After doing this, Baggs let himself down gently and began to drift off to sleep.
              Spinks isn’t here, he thought. Which means that she probably made it. Either that or she was killed. Or picked up by another police copter, but she probably made it.
              He drifted off to sleep easily, not bothered by the prospect of entering the Colosseum as a gladiator. He was too drugged to care about such things. He dreamed of pineapple, fried chicken and his daughters at a table. He dreamed of holding Tessa while her chest rose and fell in sleep. He dreamed of Olive holding the doll that Baggs had made for her out of old socks. For that time, he was genuinely happy. In his dreams, he was with them.
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              Far away, in Apartment Building 5160, in London, New Rome, two red headed little girls were snuggling up to their mother in bed. Both of the girls dreamed of their father, who had disappeared, their mother had told them. They knew better, though. Maggie was old enough to be proficient at gathering information on the internet, and she knew what had happened to her father. He had signed up for Outlive, in an attempt to save his daughters from starvation.
              Maggie had told Olive this. Tessa felt that Olive was too young to know such things, but Maggie knew better.
              Olive is tough, she thought. She was right, too. Olive cried some, but when you grow up impoverished in New Rome, you’re always preparing yourself for the day when your daddy doesn’t come home.
              As the two girls went to sleep, they both dreamed of the same person—their dad.
              Tessa dreamed of him, too. She took longer to get to sleep than her daughters, but when dreams finally overcame her exhausted mind, they were of James Baggers.
              Even though the four of them weren’t technically together at that time, they all felt as though they were, as their minds constructed realities that made them happy.
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              Baggs woke again as the helicopter was landing. Morning light shone in through the window. He had dreamed of his daughters, and later in the night of Tessa. The dreams were fleeting, and he was having trouble remembering them now, but he had a strange feeling that they had somehow been more real than dreams.
              He shook his head. Dreams were just dreams. They weren’t real.
              But what was real was the way he felt. I will see them again, he told himself. I will not stop fighting until I can be with them. Until I can hold my girls, and read until they fall asleep, and then kiss Tessa and listen to her as she winds down and tells me about her day.
              I will see them again.
              I swear it.
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