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			Because man is not an animal, 
although at times it’s hard to tell the difference.
Genesis 1:26–27, Romans 1:18–25

		

	
		
			Contents

			CHAPTER 1

			CHAPTER 2

			CHAPTER 3

			CHAPTER 4

			CHAPTER 5

			CHAPTER 6

			CHAPTER 7

			CHAPTER 8

			CHAPTER 9

			CHAPTER 10

			CHAPTER 11

			CHAPTER 12

			CHAPTER 13

			CHAPTER 14

			About the Author

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Easier Said Than Outrun

			Charley crouched, motionless, willing himself not to blink. A bead of sweat bubbled across his eyebrow and clung to his eyelash: a warm and salty droplet hanging like a swollen piece of fruit, overripe and ready to fall. He stared straight ahead, eyes wide open; to move now would be disastrous. 

			The thing stopped, ears twitching. Charley willed himself not to make a sound, but was suddenly aware of the faint scent of his own sweat; he wondered whether the creature could smell it, too. He had been following it for half of the afternoon. By this point, the thing should have had ample opportunity to scent him, given Charley’s quite rudimentary tracking prowess, but it hadn’t yet. Each time Charley drew close enough to chance a shot with his bow—and he knew he would only have just one shot—the thing capered off, leading Charley even deeper into the brush.

			Charley found it maddening how fast its four legs could move; the bushy forelegs of pillowy grey-white fur made it seem as immobile, docile, and non-threatening as a sheep. But, as Grigor had instructed earlier, to underestimate a llamabill was to invite disaster. 

			Charley reached over his head, slowly, and withdrew an arrow from his sheath. 

			The profile of the llamabill shifted slightly, revealing great big haunches of what Charley hoped would be today’s dinner, as well as the severe-looking face of a shoebill bird. Its body, with the exception of the incongruent webbed feet and feathery wings, was almost entirely reminiscent of a llama: big, woolly, and slightly ridiculous. The head, however, was no laughing matter. The wide shoe-shaped bill could decapitate a fully grown man with one well-placed chomp. A standard shoebill stork is not a bird to be trifled with, at three-feet tall and a weight of ten pounds, let alone when it’s six-feet tall and a weight of 400 pounds with the body of an agile llama. 

			Charley notched the arrow and pulled back slowly. 

			He hated to do it, really he did. He didn’t enjoy the killing, but the truth of the matter was quite simple: they needed food, badly. 

			Charley steeled his resolve and dipped his head a little to his right shoulder while closing his left eye. He sighted in on the creature, aiming for the spot where its long woolly neck met its substantially muscled left shoulder. He reconsidered, moving his bead slightly higher to avoid the feathery wing that jutted incongruently from the llamabill’s great side. 

			The muscles in Charley’s forearms stood out like corded bands. He held the bow drawn back all the way without wavering. He inhaled through his nose, and then expelled the air slowly through pursed lips, attempting to quiet his beating heart. He would release the arrow upon a full exhale, and in between heartbeats, just as Grigor had trained him. 

			It was as good of a shot as he would ever get. Charley didn’t really have to do anything now. He just needed to relax the three fingers of his string hand, and the llamabill, still standing motionless, would be dead, motionless forever.

			But he paused.

			A glimmer of uncertainty, a pang of conscience—And for what? he wondered—it was just an animal.

			The llamabill turned to look directly at him, its prehistoric eyes glinting sharply as they focused in on Charley. 

			A cold shiver crept up Charley’s spine. He had waited too long, and he knew it. The droplet of sweat plummeted from his eyelash, and Charley released the arrow. It went wild left, and the creature went wild right—directly at Charley.

			The llamabill opened its enormous bill and screamed a challenge. For a moment, it looked like an anachronism to even more savage times, a winged dinosaur on the rampage. 

			Charley did the normal human thing first, and then the normal trained-Hunter thing second. He froze. Then he ran.

			In quick succession, Charley dodged a pine tree, a flowering plant splashed with the color of yellow crocuses, and an inquisitive bramble bush that snarled his pant leg as he ran. He could hear the llamabill closing in behind him, its webbed feet slapping the musty detritus of the forest floor like the ponderous shuffle of a drunk trying to regain his balance. 

			Charley weighed his chances: he could scale a tree—that would give him time to unsheathe his twin blades, which were slung over his back, or notch another arrow, but climbing a tree while getting one of his weapons ready in time was unlikely. Besides, he wasn’t sure if the llamabill’s wings could actually lift the beast up into the air. Charley doubted that a creature as large as the llamabill could fly. But … he just couldn’t be sure. Charley had learned it was better not to underestimate an animal combination, especially when hunting one. 

			Charley slowed; he could no longer hear the llamabill behind him. Irrationally, he looked quickly upward, and then down again. He grimaced. Who was hunting who? It was an unsettling sensation to be transported so quickly from predator to prey. 

			He listened intently, but the forest remained eerily quiet. 

			Too quiet. 

			Charley looped his bow over his back while hurriedly unsheathing both of his blades. The gleaming twin swords were messy, and not well suited for hunting. But Charley didn’t yet trust himself with the bow, particularly in a close-quarters altercation, and he was fast getting a very bad feeling about this predicament he found himself in. He turned widdershins in erratic herky-jerky movements, each time expecting to find the llamabill’s great beak gaping open just above his head. 

			Charley couldn’t help but think how absurd he must look. If only Grigor or Sandy could see him now—or much worse, Hank or even Commander Orson—they would be in hysterics. Here he was, the highest High Score of Meritropolis, the famous bull-lion bion slayer, out to provide food for the camp, and he was cowering in counterclockwise circles, from a bird—a bird that was probably long gone by now anyway.

			But … 

			He just couldn’t shake the feeling. The feeling that something was close. Something big. 

			The hazy purple afternoon sky was melding into a bluish-black. Night would soon be here, and with it the darkness illuminated only by stars that were not a Hunter’s friend—certainly not a Hunter of mutated animal combinations. 

			Charley swallowed hard, and then slowly stood upright from his crouch. He needed to get back to camp, and soon. He was being ridiculous, the bird had to be long—

			A whump of pressure scraped Charley’s back and jolted him to the ground. He rolled sideways and, standing on one knee, looked up to see the llamabill glaring down at him. 

			It chattered its great wide beak in a staccato of clattering, then paused, seeming to weigh up Charley’s intentions—or maybe his flavor—for the briefest moment, before uttering a guttural croak of gaseous fishy air directly at Charley. Recoiling, Charley wrinkled his nose in disgust; the fumes wafting from the llamabill’s saucepan mouth were so rank with the smell of decaying fish it was almost viscous. 

			Webbed feet with gigantic splayed claws plodded closer to Charley, its neck bobbing and popping in time to some unseen rhythm. As Charley slipped backward, struggling to rise against the knotted vines that restricted his movement, all he could see was the creature’s beak. Its culmen was massive, the upper ridge jutting up like a ridge on a roof, while the wide upper mandible curved outward—easily big enough to engulf Charley’s head—and then tapered down to a strongly keeled sharp point. 

			Charley rose slowly, trying in vain to untangle himself from the thick tendrils of the woody plant. As he looked up at the llamabill descending upon him, Charley wondered if his last view on earth would be exactly the same as that of a great many fish from surrounding waterways—a vicious wide beak looming, and then striking.

			The llamabill jackhammered its beak down.

			Charley slashed the vines away from his ankles and hopped to the side neatly. Rotating at the hips, he brought his knees upward and caught the creature from beneath, jolting its head up. With an aggressive caw of rage, it stumbled back, tripping on the same nest of vines Charley had just escaped from. It twirled and thrashed, screaming its frustration, but each twist of its enormous yellow feet only served to ensnare it more. 

			Charley stepped back a pace. He knew full well the tenaciousness of the vines and wanted to keep his own limbs out of reach. He sheathed his blades and unslung his bow. 

			His fingers notched an arrow.

			His forearms tensed; the bow was drawn back to its full killing power.

			He took aim, sighting in on the now motionless llamabill—it let out a plaintive cry and then bowed its great head, defeated not by Charley, but by the plant that now entangled it.

			Charley paused, then sighed as he lowered his bow. He couldn’t do it.

			There was something about the bright intelligence in its eyes that gave Charley pause. Yes, the monstrously sized beast would provide enough meat to feed the hungry mouths back at camp, but even thinking about this magnificent creature only in terms of sustenance, as meat, suddenly seemed revolting. Charley couldn’t quite put it into words, but after hunting and tracking the llamabill all day—and to now see it restrained and helpless on the ground among the vines—to kill it just seemed wrong somehow.

			The llamabill lifted its head slowly and cocked it from side to side quizzically, eyes flashing. 

			Before he could change his mind, Charley darted forward and hacked away the viny prison that subdued the animal. He quickly stepped back. 

			It was done: the llamabill was free. 

			The llamabill’s webbed feet scrabbled for purchase as it creaked its way up and onto all fours. It took a hesitant step, before stopping abruptly. With its body turned away from Charley, its head swiveled owl-like to turn and look directly at him. It blinked once, tipped its head down and up in quick succession, and clattered its bill with such vigor that Charley jumped involuntarily. At this, the clattering stopped, and the beak creased open into what could only be described as a smile—a smile like Charley imagined a pterodactyl might have. 

			Not wanting to read too much anthropomorphism into this display, Charley made a shooing motion with his hand. “Go on! Shoo! Get out of here! Shoo!” This only served to make the llamabill rotate its entire body to face Charley, the same gaping grin on its face. “Shoo! Don’t push your luck!” Charley grumbled, halfheartedly pointing off to the horizon, which was fast growing dark. “I need to get out of here, and you do, too. Especially because everyone will be expecting me to have brought them something to eat, and if they see you …” Charley let his voice trail off meaningfully as he raised an eyebrow at the llamabill, which was now bouncing up and down.

			The llamabill’s bouncing grew more exuberant, getting close enough once to even rub its curly llama fur up against Charley’s sleeve. He felt as if the llamabill was perhaps trying to say thank you, or it had imprinted on him somehow. Charley stepped back uneasily. “Well, I’m leaving. So … shoo, will you?” Charley paused, a smile playing on his strong features. “Shoo, shoebill—Shooey—I think that’s a good name for you, huh?” The llamabill nuzzled his shoulder again, as if in agreement. 

			“Well, Shooey, you can thank your lucky stars that you’re still alive.” He watched as the llamabill and its large, ridiculous profile capered around in circles, still bouncing up and down. “But quit it with all of that dancing, or whatever it is you’re doing, or you might make me regret this.”

			Charley walked backward a few paces and then turned to jog in the direction of camp. He looked back over his shoulder often, but he no longer saw the llamabill. 

			Once, he could have sworn he heard something following him, but he chalked it up to his senses playing tricks after a long, hard day. 

			* * *

			“About time you got back!” Sandy called out, trotting over to wrap Charley in a quick embrace. 

			To Charley, it was apparent she was intentionally avoiding the fact he was empty-handed. She stood on tiptoes, her long auburn hair cascading down her back as she reached up to give Charley a peck on the cheek. How she managed to always smell good out here he would never know. Not that anyone would ever wonder that about him; he needed to clean himself up, like three days ago, he thought to himself. 

			Sandy released him, and called back over her shoulder to camp. “Charley’s here! Safe and sound!” 

			Hank strode up, his muscular profile cutting an impressive silhouette against the starry night sky. “Well, well. Sandy may only care about whether you are back safe and sound, but I don’t suppose you’ve actually brought back anything to eat, have you?” Hank rubbed his head of tightly curled hair and looked skeptically at Charley, closely appraising his weaponry. “It looks like you’re missing an arrow, though.”

			“I missed,” Charley mumbled, his eyes dropping from Hank’s stare. He felt like an idiot; he should have at least retrieved the arrow; their supplies were short, too. 

			“Humph.” Hank smirked, a knowing look on his face. “Well, lucky for us Grigor is a better hunter than you. He snared a few of those weird little deer-turkey critters, and they should be done cooking soon.”

			Sandy’s freckled nose wrinkled up. “Yeah, lucky for us.” Charley knew that they were all getting sick of eating durkey jerky, as they called it, and could use more food—and more variety—in their diet. She looked over at Charley, touched his arm as if to reassure him, and then spoke quickly. “I mean, durkey is pretty good when it’s first cooked, I’m not complaining—we all know how hard it is to bring down bigger game.”

			Orson strode up. He wore the same smug look on his face that he had always had as Commander of Meritropolis, even though now he wasn’t commander of anything but their ragtag band of travelers. He eyed Charley under heavy-lidded eyes, quickly taking in his empty-handedness, “So, the mighty bion hunter is finding it difficult to provide enough food to feed everyone, huh?” Orson gestured expansively behind him to the grouping of thirty makeshift shelters that made up their campsite. 

			Charley’s gaze followed Orson’s outstretched hand to the hustle and bustle of the camp beyond—it was a miracle that these bedraggled travelers had made it this far. It had been a week since they had set out from Meritropolis, and close to a hundred of them remained. Those not still with them had either succumbed to injuries inflicted in the battle at Meritropolis or had simply found the long trek through the wilderness too difficult and turned back, intent on begging their way back to the leeks and cucumbers of Meritropolis. Low Scores made up most of the group that still remained, but there was a small minority of High Scores like Charley, too. With these numbers, Charley was starting to get an understanding of why Orson’s father and others had resorted to instituting the System in Meritropolis nine years ago. But in spite of a growing understanding, he could still never agree with it. 

			An image of his zeroed little brother, Alec, bloomed unbidden into Charley’s mind, as it often did. His head jerked back to Orson. “We will find a way—one thing we will not be doing is lining up everyone, High Score to Low Score, and feeding the High Scores first. We may still have the Scores imprinted on our arms, but out here, outside of Meritropolis, we will not submit to the System.” Charley’s eyes flashed, challenging Orson.

			Commander Orson merely laughed. “Ah, the idealism of youth! We will see how long it takes for your tone to change.” He pointed toward the roaring fire, where Grigor was roasting the durkey. “You think this is hunger? Just give it another week or two. Values, morals, good intentions—they don’t mean jack when you are starving. Remember that.” He smirked, giving Charley a knowing look, and tapped his eyebrow with a long index finger. “I’ll be watching you. We’ll all be watching you.” 

			Before Charley could issue a retort, Grigor’s hulking mass ambled over. “Dinner’s ready.” 

			Orson turned to the fire, calling over his shoulder. “Time to eat. Come and get it … while you can.”

			“Let’s go, Charley.” Sandy slipped her hand around the crook of his arm. “Don’t listen to him.” 

			Charley let himself be led toward the fire. He was hungry; he’d been out hunting all day, and he was seething at Orson. But more than that, he just felt defeated, tired, beaten. Maybe Orson was right: he was a fool to think they could solve the same problems without the System of Meritropolis. 

			Trudging over to the fire, even Hank, normally confrontational, seemed to look away from him with something like pity in his eyes. 

			Hank knew it. They all knew it. They all knew Orson was right. 

			“Over here, Charley!” Sven called out from the other side of the crackling campfire, a false note of enthusiasm in his voice. “I’ve got some durkey for you—nice and fresh!” 

			Charley reached out to his diminutive friend gratefully and accepted a leg of juicy meat bubbling with grease. “Thanks, Sven.”

			“Have a seat.” Sven patted the log next to himself, while handing a portion to Sandy.

			“Mmmph.” Charley mumbled his appreciation between bites of piping-hot durkey. Sandy was right, it was delicious, much better than the tough-as-tree-bark durkey jerky Grigor had made to make the meat last as long as possible without spoiling. 

			“Thanks, Grigor—it tastes great!” Sandy exclaimed, her lips slick with grease.

			Grigor’s broad face, worn and wearied, creased into a smile, “You are welcome.” Grigor turned toward Charley. “So, Charley—no luck? You didn’t see anything on your hunt?” 

			“Well.” Charley paused. He took his time swallowing to allow a moment to think. “I saw an enormous llamabill, and tracked it for most of the day. I took a shot, and missed.” Charley looked down and quickly took another bite.

			“Hmm, a llamabill—those are impressive creatures. That would have made for a nice kill.” Grigor scratched the side of his bearded face. “It’s strange that it didn’t aggressively turn on you, after you shot at it and missed. It had to have seen you take the shot, right?”

			Charley gulped down a hot bite of durkey. “Yeah, it saw me and went after me, but I got away.”

			Hank leaned over from the next log over and interjected. “Ah, that is why you came back empty-handed. You are out there running away from the combos, instead of chasing after them. It all makes sense now.” He bit down on the end of a bone and chewed, sucking out the marrow noisily. “Great strategy.”

			Grigor spoke up in Charley’s defense. “Llamabills are peculiar-looking, but they are a very daunting adversary. One has to be quite brave just to get close enough to get a good shot.” Charley saw Orson roll his eyes behind Grigor and wave his hand dismissively. 

			“But he missed,” Hank said.

			“Yes, he did,” Grigor admitted. “It’s a shame Charley didn’t find an opportunity for another shot—llamabills are just too nimble to take down with one shot.” Grigor poked a stick in the fire, scattering bright coals that sparked red flecks skyward. “Llamabills are special animals, though; one can almost forget they are a product of man’s devious pre-Event tinkerings.”

			“Yes, this llamabill was amazing,” Charley piped up, immediately regretting his outburst. Charley felt Sandy’s eyes on him; she knew him better than the others. He quickly spoke again. “I mean, this durkey is delicious, but what makes it right to kill durkey for food, without even a second thought? Yet it’s maybe a little harder to kill a rotthog, which is part-dog, for food—”

			Hank chortled. “Not for me! They are part-hog, too. And dog bacon is delicious!”

			Sandy groaned. “Ugh, don’t remind me.” 

			“Right, I mean rotthogs are part-hog, so I guess it’s fine, but we would balk at just outright killing a regular dog for food, wouldn’t we?” Charley asked. “I mean, I know that some cultures are different, but everything I’ve ever read always points to regular dogs as special creatures: ‘Man’s Best Friend’ even.” 

			“A regular dog?” Sven asked. “Since when do we see a regular anything? All we see are those weird mutant animal combinations. I mean, we learned about so-called regular animals in school at Meritropolis, but come on.” 

			“Well, yeah, but—” Charley paused, looking into the flickering flames and picturing the llamabill’s fiery eyes. “But the llamabill, for instance, it really is a magnificent creature. What makes it right for us to decide that we should just go out there after it, and—and just kill it? Just because we want to eat it.” 

			“Not because we want to, because we need to,” Grigor explained, looking at Charley carefully. “We have enough durkey for a day or two, but they are the only game we have been able to find in this area, and even they are in scarce supply. It’s not really sustainable to have to send out hunting parties so far away to try to find food each day. We need to keep moving on to an area with some larger game soon or we will be in a certain amount of trouble.”

			Charley saw Orson listening in with an amused look on his face. He caught Charley’s eye, raised a smug curl of his lip, and then tapped his eyebrow again slowly. 

			Sandy, noticing Orson’s mocking gestures at Charley, spoke up. “What kind of trouble?”

			“Well …” Grigor moved a massive bear paw of a hand along his grizzled cheek, looked down, and met Sandy’s eye. “We will be hungry.” He paused, looked back to the fire, and stabbed into the coals. “Soon we will be very hungry.” 

			Charley shifted uncomfortably; he thought of the llamabill’s large and meaty haunches, then quickly expelled the thought and looked away from the others, as if they might be able to read his mind.

			“So, we’ll starve,” Sven piped up, looking to Grigor. “That’s what you’re saying.”

			Grigor started to speak, seemed to reconsider, and then shrugged. “It’s not an impossibility.” 

			Orson stood, crunched the last bit of gristle off a durkey bone and flicked the bone into the fire. His eyes glimmered in the dancing light of the flames. “It’s time we had some real talk. I’ve humored your pretensions at a utopia—” he looked at Charley meaningfully—“but if we want to actually survive this trek to my father, then it’s time to make some hard decisions. Decisions that, I will remind you, I’ve had to make every day while ruling Meritropolis.” 

			“You’re not ruling Meritropolis anymore,” Charley spat. He couldn’t help himself. 

			Orson stopped, his pupils seemed to contract and then expand, dilating in time to the hungry blaze below. “That is certainly true,” he admitted, his eyes never leaving Charley’s. “But, look around you.” He gestured around their fire, then to the camp behind. “Who’s around the fire right now even having this discussion?” 

			“What do you mean?” Sandy questioned.

			“Except for Sven, Charley’s little friend, everyone here around the fire, discussing the fate of the camp, is a High Score.” At this, Sven’s face flushed and he looked at his feet. Before Charley could retort in defense of his friend, Orson directed the heat of his gaze at Charley. “You are no better than the System.”

			Charley’s stomach turned: Orson had a point. The rest of the camp was left in the dark, literally and figuratively, while Charley and the other High Scores stayed up late into the night around the fire making decisions that would affect everyone. 

			“I’m trying to zero the System—I’m trying to protect them,” Charley said. It sounded weak even to his own ears.

			“Sure, well, in the meantime, we need to eat.” Orson pointed at the durkey carcasses picked clean to the bone and now crackling in the fire. “No food equals no revolution. It’s as simple as that.” He snorted. “Welcome to adulthood and responsibility.” 

			The mood around the fire was growing somber. Charley knew Orson was right. It was one thing to complain about the System in Meritropolis while in a classroom, but he was fast learning the truth of all political dissidents: it’s easy to point out the problems of the other side; it’s much harder to find the solution. If there even is a solution, Charley thought to himself. What do you do when there isn’t an easy answer or maybe not even an answer at all? 

			Sven broke the silence. “We could always—” he paused, his voice growing softer and more hesitant—“we could always go into the Bramble.” 

			Hank kicked a clod of dirt into the fire. “Oh boy, here we go. The Bramble, he says. Great idea, Mr. Low Score. Why don’t you just go zero yourself in the Bramble?” 

			“Shut up, Hank!” Sandy exclaimed. 

			“Whatever, it’s fine—he doesn’t bother me. It’s just an idea,” Sven said, lowering his eyes.

			“At this point, it’s actually an idea worth considering,” Grigor said, looking over at Orson for confirmation, who dipped his head noncommittally.

			Sandy started to speak slowly. “As we’ve discussed, going through the Bramble would be a more direct route to where Orson’s father is most likely to be. We believe he’s in the next closest city: Meritorium. If we want to take down the System and any chance of it growing even more outside the walls of Meritropolis, then we need to take down Orson’s father. Meritorium is our best chance of finding him.”

			“Yeah, that’s the pro; we all know that.” Hank paused, looking at Orson. “Well, at least according to Orson.”

			Charley spoke up. “We’ve already discussed this. If Grigor believes him, then I do, too.” 

			Hank shrugged. “Okay. So if we take the direct route through the Bramble, it will save us time heading to Meritorium, but it’s kind of a huge con. Even Grigor doesn’t want to go in there. If Grigor thinks it’s too dangerous—”

			“Everything is dangerous,” Charley said. 

			“Yes, but this is not just normal danger we are talking about. Grigor said no one goes through the Bramble and lives,” Hank retorted. 

			“Well,” Grigor intoned, “some have made it through the Bramble. It’s certainly not impossible, but it should be a last resort. Many an experienced woodsman has perished, even those more experienced than me.” 

			It was time for Charley to put on his big boy pants; time to become a responsible adult and show Orson that he could make the hard decisions. Charley stood up and brushed flecks of grey char from his pants. He looked into the fire for a moment, and then addressed the group. “If we keep skirting the Bramble, we won’t have enough food to make it all the way to Meritorium. If we delay our decision any longer, then we won’t even have any jerky left, which we’ll need if we go in. Anyone who doesn’t want to continue—now is the time to say so.” 

			Hank snorted. “It’s not exactly like we have anywhere else we can go. We can’t go back to Meritropolis.” His eyes took on a darker cast, reflecting the moonlight. “It’s not anything I’m too happy about, but I say we go forward, into the Bramble, if that’s the only way to get to Orson’s father.”

			Sandy spoke softly. “Whatever we have to do to find Orson’s father, I say we do it, even if it means going into the Bramble.” 

			Sven threw a rock into the fire, dislodging a teepee of sticks that collapsed inward, scattering sparks upward. “Yes, we need to find Orson’s father. If he created the System, then he is the one we need to deal with.” He looked into the fire, a strange look appearing on his face, lit up by the flickering flames, and then abruptly cast into darkness as the fire died down again. 

			Charley stretched to his full height, looking at each of those around the circle in turn, trying to inspire a measure of confidence that he didn’t feel himself. “Tomorrow we go into the Bramble. We should be through it in about two days, and be almost to Meritorium.” His eyes hardened. “If we all are really serious about wanting to zero the System, for good, then we need to find Orson’s father.” Charley let his eyes lock onto Orson’s. “And kill him.”

			Orson raised his eyebrows, taken aback for a moment. He looked over at Grigor and then waved his hand to the group, his dark expansive eyes revealing nothing. “The Bramble it is.”
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			CHAPTER 2

			The Bramble

			Charley groaned inside. But they were all watching him, so he made himself take the first step up to the Bramble. The viny undergrowth, overgrowth, outgrowth—whatever it was, it was a mess—bunched and pulsated, and the tangled gnarl of insurmountable plant life seemed to expand and twist as if animated by some unknown force. Maybe it was just the wind causing the primeval brush to expand finger-like tendrils toward Charley, but when he turned his head Charley could almost swear that he saw a vine straining against the breeze and winding toward his ankle. 

			“Would you look at that?” Sandy said wonderingly. 

			Charley turned to look at her. She was waving her hand slowly, like a snake charmer, in front of a tangle of rattan vines that swayed side to side and kept time with her hand. 

			Charley watched, mesmerized, his mouth gaping open. He knew that all plants were alive, of course, but these plants were alive, sentient almost. And aggressive. The gyrating rattan sprung forward at Sandy’s hand, thorns just missing her fingers, as Sandy snatched her hand back.

			“I could use an industrial-grade sprayer of weed killer right about now,” Hank grumbled.

			Sandy took three large strides back from the Bramble and turned to Hank. “Why does man’s first response to whatever it can’t control in nature have to be something malicious?” She pursed her lips. “This kind of thinking is what caused the Event, and what caused the animal combinations, and probably whatever is happening with the plant life of the Bramble.” 

			“She’s right,” Grigor said, placing a hand on Charley’s shoulder. “We’ve been hiking for a few hours now. Let’s regroup a little ways back from the Bramble, and then we can think through our plan of attack.”

			“Plan of attack?” Sandy arched her eyebrows. “Didn’t you just say I was right? How about ‘let’s think through our game plan’—not ‘plan of attack’?” 

			“Point taken; right you are. I am not so sure that aggression is our best course of action to make it through the Bramble.” Charley noticed that Grigor still had not removed his massive hand from his shoulder, and it dawned on him that perhaps Grigor didn’t trust him not to whip out his blades and start hacking his way into the Bramble, come what may. Charley wondered if to Grigor he was still just a young hothead who solved all of his problems with violence. 

			Charley turned to Grigor, causing his hand slip from his shoulder. “Okay, good idea. Let’s regroup and think it through.” He would show Grigor that age and closed-mindedness could cause one to harden, but the beauty and possibility of youthful identity is that it’s infinitely moldable. He could do it. He could change.

			Charley walked slowly away from the Bramble with Grigor and Sandy. He could control his anger, reinvent himself; he would do whatever it took to get through the Bramble, get to Meritorium, and find Orson’s father. He wanted—no, he needed—revenge for his brother Alec. For too long, though, the anger was all he had, all that kept Alec’s memory alive. He would need to control himself and use that anger for something useful.

			“I could use something to eat before we try to enter the Bramble anyway,” Sandy said.

			Charley turned. “Yeah, I was just going to say that. Let’s grab some durkey jerky and then I’ll decide what to do.” 

			Sandy frowned. “You’ll decide? Shouldn’t we maybe all talk this over together first?” 

			Charley fought back a spasm of annoyance and put what he hoped was a good-natured smile on his face. “Sure, yeah. We’ll talk it over, and then I’ll decide what to do.” Not giving Sandy a chance to continue the conversation, he turned to the others following close behind and manufactured a bright smile. “Let’s take a break and regroup for a few minutes.”

			But in spite of his outward attempts, Charley knew, deep down, that nothing had changed.

			The anger wasn’t going anywhere. 

			They walked to a natural clearing some twenty paces away, and Grigor began dispensing portions of jerky to the group. “This is as good of a time as any for another lesson on the Event. You are no longer my students in Meritropolis,” Grigor said, as he handed a small packet of meat to Charley, and then motioned to Sandy, “but Sandy has made yet another wise observation as we are out here in this real-world classroom—the most important classroom of all, I might add.”

			“And what would that be?” Hank asked, as he gnawed on a corner of jerky. 

			Before Grigor could respond, Orson interjected. “Man’s tinkering with nature caused the Event—specifically, man’s desire to use nature as a weapon against one another caused the Event. And now, our tinkering with nature, even if only in the form of disrupting a habitat like the Bramble, only serves to make nature more hostile toward man.” Orson looked over at the towering jungle canopy of the Bramble; even he appeared cowed by the strange menace emanating from within.

			“It’s true,” Grigor added with a nod.

			Sandy frowned. “So, we know that man caused the Event, and that it happened twelve years ago, but what exactly, well—happened?” 

			Grigor turned to Orson, as if looking for permission, and Orson spoke. “Doctor Svetkalm back in Meritropolis could explain it better than me, but what we do know is that it involved genetic engineering on a massive scale, a military industrial-grade scale, one could say.” 

			“So, epigenetics, influencing chemical reactions that affect DNA—or maybe even gene splicing, right?” Sandy asked.

			Orson nodded. “Something like that. The science is beyond all of us out here. However, what we do know is that someone—or more likely, a group of someones—unaffiliated with any sort of pre-Event government that we know of, caused it. Because of that, we still don’t know what exactly their intentions were, or even if it was planned. But we do know that they released these chemical reactions into the wild, and—”

			“And the wild went wild,” Charley offered flippantly, still annoyed at Sandy for trying to wrest control from him. 

			Orson rolled his eyes. “Umm, yes, the wild flip-flopped through dozens upon dozens of strange permutations, until it reached a sort of critical mass—a combustible Event as such—causing it to turn on itself, and then eventually on us humans. Add in mankind’s tendency to weaponize anything and everything, and go to war at the slightest provocation, and you have the recipe for what is now known as the Event. Now we see all sorts of fallout.” 

			Sandy pointed across the clearing. “Like the Bramble. And animal combinations, erratic weather patterns, and who knows what else.” 

			“Yes. Many of the long-term effects of the Event still remain to be seen,” Orson replied.

			“Whatever happens, we deserve it.” Hank stuffed more jerky in his already-full mouth. “We never should have messed around with something we don’t understand and tinkered with nature like that.”

			Grigor turned, his large brow furrowed. “It’s not so wrong to do experiments, and to learn from nature—think about all of the good things man has been able to do because of ‘tinkering with nature’, as you put it. But you are right, we can go too far.”

			“Well, what would you say is too far, Grigor?” Sandy asked.

			“I think that when we reduce life to its physical components, mechanize it, act as if life were nothing more than the sum total of what we can see—a wing, a leg, an eye, or whatever—and we bring it under human control and design it, then the result is that life is engineered in man’s image and not God’s.” 

			Sandy paused, her jerky halfway to her mouth. “That still doesn’t explain the aggressiveness, though—the animal combinations, the Bramble. It seems like everything is engineered with rage toward man.” 

			At that, Charley introspected: sounds a lot like me. He shook off the thought. He could help himself. He wasn’t just an animal: he could control the rage. 

			“That’s because it is,” Grigor responded, packing away the few remaining portions of meat. “Engineered, I mean. Remember, causing the Event—a calamity on such a large scale—seems to have been an accident. But whoever was behind this very much intended for their experimentation to be used as weaponry, or at least it certainly appears that way. The aggressiveness found in all animal combinations and in the Bramble is inherent in their DNA: it’s what they are, what they are designed to be.” 

			“I’ve seen a friendly animal combination,” Charley said, and instantly regretted it. 

			All eyes turned to him. He mumbled, “I mean, I’ve seen some that don’t seem so bad …” He trailed off lamely as a hush fell over the group.

			Grigor broke the silence. “It could happen. As we said, there is a lot we don’t yet know, and things are in a constant state of flux.”

			Orson’s eyes were set on Charley. “Yes, a constant state of flux. That they are.” Orson’s gaze remained fixed on Charley until Charley shifted uncomfortably and looked away.

			“So, the history lesson is helpful, but what should we do right now about the Bramble? Does anyone have any suggestions?” Charley inquired, deliberately changing the subject.

			All was silent until Orson smiled wolfishly. “You’re the big shot who led us to the Bramble; you’re the one who’s supposed to have the plan.” 

			“Um, yeah, about that …” Charley stammered. He felt his face reddening; he needed to buy some time. He was quickly learning a key lesson of adulthood: to lead others toward a goal is exponentially more complex than simply heading toward a goal by yourself. 

			Sandy spoke up slowly. “I think I have an idea.” 

			Charley flushed deeper. Of course she just had to get her two cents in and make him look like an inept and clueless leader. He knew he was being unreasonable; she only wanted to help. He forced his voice to sound enthusiastic. “Great! Let’s hear it!” Charley exclaimed, perhaps a little too eagerly, he thought.

			“Well, okay, it’s just an idea, but here’s what I was thinking.” Sandy hesitated, clasping and unclasping her arms. “Do you remember how that tangle of vines followed my hand as I moved it, and then it actually lunged at me?” 

			Hank snorted. “Of course.” He made a face. “Kind of awesome.” 

			“Yeah, kind of.” Sandy attempted a small grin. “I think—” she motioned to Grigor—“as Grigor mentioned earlier, aggression is not the best course of action, so why don’t we not try to fight our way through it, but instead give the Bramble what it wants?” 

			“Which is?” Charley asked.

			Sven piped up, his small features etched with worry. “Please don’t say we have to sacrifice one of us.” 

			“No,” Sandy said slowly. “But it would mean that we would have to get rid of the last of our food.” 

			“Our durkey jerky?” Hank asked. “Well, good riddance!” 

			Sandy nodded. “Right, we would use it as a kind of bait to lure it in one direction, while we passed through it—but that means we won’t have anything else stored for food.” 

			“What are you thinking? That the Bramble is populated with carnivorous plants?” Grigor asked.

			Sandy gulped. “Yes. Well, I think so.” 

			“Only one way to find out,” Charley said, dashing over to the Bramble and rashly tossing a piece of his jerky toward the rattan vine that had accosted Sandy. With a ligneous creak, the gnarled root-like creepers entangled the small piece of meat and retreated inward. “She’s right!” Charley shouted gleefully. 

			“It just might work.” Grigor looked at Sandy appreciatively. “Great thinking, Sandy.” 

			“Wonderful,” Hank intoned. “An entire jungle populated with nothing but Venus flytraps that are actually mantraps.” 

			Orson stroked his chin, still watching the Bramble. He muttered to himself so quietly it was almost a whisper: “It’s not unheard of. There have always been stories told of man-eating plants, even pre-Event: the Nubian tree, Vampire Vines, the Madagascar tree, the Devil’s Snare; the list goes on.” 

			Now it was Charley’s turn to watch Orson. Not for the first time Charley felt quite certain that Orson knew much more than he was letting on.

			But Charley had other things to contend with. The entire group stood next to him, just a few paces from the Bramble. Charley held up his hand. “Shh, listen.”

			There was a moment of absolute silence, and then Hank spoke up. “What are we listening for? I don’t hear anything.”

			“That’s the thing—it’s quiet, too quiet.” Charley paused, still listening. “There are no sounds of animal life at all in the Bramble. I think Sandy is right; animals just can’t survive in a jungle full of carnivorous plants.” 

			Grigor nodded. “Makes sense. That would also explain why we’ve had such difficult hunting these past few days. Game is scarce because they don’t want to go anywhere near the Bramble.” He looked from the swaying tendrils of the Bramble and over to Charley. “Now you don’t need to feel so bad about coming back empty-handed while hunting; it’s not your fault.”

			Charley looked gratefully at Grigor. “Thanks.” Charley thought of the llamabill and shifted uncomfortably, breaking Grigor’s gaze. He felt guilty for not telling Grigor and the others what had happened. But he didn’t think they would understand, not while they were all still hungry. 

			“Alright, Sandy. What’s the next step of the plan?” Sven asked. 

			For a moment, Charley felt a bright spark of resentment that Sven had asked Sandy, and not him. It was Sandy’s idea—and way better than anything he had—but he was still supposed to be leading them, wasn’t he? He shook off the thought. They were working together. 

			“Well—” Sandy pulled out her small pouch of durkey jerky—“the vines seem to be connected in various clusters, and each cluster moves as one toward easy prey—at least that’s the way it seemed earlier. I think if we throw small pieces of meat on either side of us, some to the left and some to the right, that they will coil in on themselves and allow a pathway through the middle for us.” 

			“We will need to move fast.” Grigor unslung his enormous pouch with the remainder of their meat reserves. “This is all we have left.” 

			“Let’s divide it up and get going,” Sandy said. 

			Charley looked at her. That sounded very much like an order, and people were following her instantly. His foot scuffed at a rock; he couldn’t let go of the thought that he should have been the one to issue the instructions. 

			Well, he would at least make sure he was the first one into the Bramble. He looked up, ready to take his first step.

			“Hey, it’s working!” Hank called out. He was already darting his way into the Bramble, sprinkling jerky on either side of his path, with Sandy right behind him, a carnivore’s Hansel and Gretel. Charley gritted his teeth and watched wordlessly as people streamed by him.

			Grigor parceled out strips of dried meat to the groups taking up the rear. “Let’s go, quickly now.” He patted Charley on the shoulder, the same shoulder he had grabbed to restrain Charley earlier. “Here you go, Charley, the last of our food. Use it wisely—as small of pieces as possible, and only as needed. Let’s follow this nice path they are cutting for us. Nothing wrong with taking up the rear, right?” 

			Charley detected a small light of humor in Grigor’s bright eyes. “Nothing wrong with that at all,” Charley said, and finally took his first step into the Bramble.

			The path, while free of the thorny rattan vines as they slithered back from the walkway in search of meat chunks, still housed slender lianas of new green shoots. These young tendrils would someday sprout and climb upward to join the intertwined latticework of plant life that held together the jungle canopy. Walking on the teeming undergrowth felt to Charley like he was walking on a bed of baby snakes; the plant life wriggled and bunched under his feet, seeming to press upward against the soles of his boots. And the ground wasn’t the worst of it. Charley looked upward, slowing. It was dark around him—the canopy of the Bramble was immense, stretching hundreds of feet, or even more, into the sky, and so thick with plant life that it blocked the sun. They were surrounded on each side, below and above. Charley’s pulse quickened; he felt like he was in a cocoon that was slowly shrinking in on him. 

			“Let’s keep it moving.” Grigor looked back at Charley, motioning onward, the muscles in his arms bunching and rippling. 

			“I’m coming.” Charley quickened his pace. He didn’t like it in here at all; the sudden plunge into near-darkness during the middle of the day unnerved him. 

			Shouts broke out ahead.

			Charley and Grigor raced to catch up to the pack. “What is it?” Charley called out.

			Sandy turned, eyes wide, and pointed to an enormous tree looming before them. Its trunk was thick, like an oak, but there any similarity to trees Charley had ever seen before stopped. Its branches of sorts writhed in slippery knots of delicate stamens that trembled in a weird sort of humming delight at the scent of the meat, and presumably of the humans below. 

			“It—it’s like a tree made of snakes or something …” Charley said, feeling revolted, yet not able to turn his eyes away.

			Orson slipped beside them, not taking his eyes off of the tree either. “It’s a Medusa Tree. Well, Madagascar Tree, if you want to get technical …” His voice trailed off. “But you can certainly see why they would call it a Medusa tree …” 

			Charley peeled his eyes away from the writhing tree and looked down. He was surprised to see that the group had all clustered behind him again. He was back in front. 

			Sandy sidled up to him. “Do you think those tentacles can reach us down here?” 

			“I’m not sure. But we have to get past it somehow,” Charley said gruffly, turning away from her.

			“I was just asking.” 

			Grigor turned to them. “We need to go under it, through it, or over it somehow. Going under its branches, if that’s what you want to call them, seems like the best bet. There isn’t really any way to go around it; the undergrowth is too thick.”

			Orson continued to stare, transfixed, muttering to himself. “Definitely a Medusa Tree. It doesn’t look like it’s actually a man-eater …” 

			“Did he just say what I thought he said?” Sandy asked, looking over at Charley and Grigor.

			“That it’s not a man-eater?” Charley looked back at the tree. “Well, if it’s not carnivorous, what is it? Why is it so aggressively straining toward us?” 

			Hank and Sven ambled over, disgusted looks on their faces. “You won’t believe this,” Sven began. “But, this tree-thing up ahead is kind of, well, in heat, I guess you might say …” Sven curled his lip in embarrassment. 

			“Of course! Those aren’t little mouths, they are actually stamens!” Sandy looked excited. “You know, the reproductive organ of a plant—like pollen, and all of that, you know?”

			“Yes, yes, stamens. That’s why it’s called the Medusa Tree—it’s luring us closer,” Orson said a little louder this time, though still with a strange expression.

			Hank looked over at Orson, and then back to the tree. “What’s with him? So, basically, we just need to creep underneath the tree without getting snagged by one of the, um, stamen-thingies, or whatever, and getting ourselves romance-attacked.” 

			“You’re disgusting.” Sandy frowned at Hank. “It’s just a plant. A big scary aggressive plant, but just a plant nonetheless. And, besides, unlike Medusa, at least looking at it won’t turn us to stone, right? That’s a positive.” 

			Grigor was restraining Orson gently but firmly by the arm. “It’s doing something to Orson, though, some pheromones or something. We need to get moving right away.”

			“Let me go, you dolt!” Orson commanded, before staggering as if inebriated. 

			“Okay, who’s going to be Perseus and defeat Medusa?” Sven asked, looking over at Charley hopefully.

			Even Hank was looking at Charley helplessly, his usual brashness noticeably absent. “What?” Hank said. “I’m not going to be the first to be sacrificed to some plant that wants to mate or something.” 

			At that, Sandy rolled her eyes, and looked to Charley.

			Charley ruefully thought back to his earlier desire to lead. Sometimes it’s easier to wish you were in charge than to actually be in charge, he thought. But he knew it was up to him. 

			Charley looked at the Medusa Tree and began to walk toward it head-on.

			Crouching low, he picked up speed in his easy Hunter’s lope. He aimed to approach the tree about halfway between the trunk and the furthest length its branches extended horizontally. As he drew close enough to see the dark purple stamens, he gulped, but forced himself to continue. The stalk-like filaments writhed and twisted, straining toward Charley as he ran beneath them. He ducked his head down even lower, the deep indigo stamens trembling above his head, their anthers poised to release what looked to be yellowish flakes of pollen. 

			Charley could hear Hank yelling, “Eww, that’s disgusting! Look at Charley.” He didn’t realize what Hank was talking about until he reached the other side of the tree. He was covered in granules of the pollen. It was next to impossible to brush off the yellow snowflakes, so Charley resigned himself to his new pollen-encrusted coating.

			Charley motioned to the others. “Well, come on! Just stay low to the ground—and hurry!”

			The others made it through, and, unlike Charley, who had received the majority of the unfortunate pollination, they were relatively pollen-free. Charley took a deep breath. It was nice when things turned out to be easier than expected. He was pleased to be back in the lead. 

			Sandy caught up to him, breathing hard. “Well, look at you.” She picked a fleck of yellow pollen off of his chest and giggled. “You just look, quite literally, like the bee’s knees.” 

			He shook his head, trying to fight back a smirk, and motioned back to the others, attempting to regain the serene and composed look that would inspire confidence—the perfect picture of a calm, confident leader, trailblazing the way forward. Then he turned to face the path ahead.

			A massive tangle of viny undergrowth parted to reveal an enormous swelling stalk that lifted like a snake off the jungle floor. Charley took a step back, awestruck. It rose to twice Charley’s height and throbbed with a strange kind of kinetic energy, its purple-splotched body, thicker than a man’s waist, pulsed and swayed, moving closer to Charley.

			Eyes widening, Charley watched as the top of the stalk unfurled its head. Spiky thorns jutted like teeth from a deeply pink-flushed mouth that yawned open, trembling: a man-sized trap ready to spring. He hurriedly unsheathed his blades, falling backward in the process. Quickly jumping up, he chanced a look behind him. 

			Sandy looked up at the monstrous plant, not commenting on Charley’s fall. “Now this thing has got to be carnivorous—look at those pincer-like spines. It’s like an enormous Venus flytrap.”

			Hank rushed up, skidding to a stop. “It’s a Venus mantrap!” He looked over at Charley and snorted. “Maybe once Charley is done falling on the ground in fright, we can take it on.”

			Charley, turning almost as pink as the plant’s saucer-shaped mouth that gaped open at them, retorted, “I’m not scared of a plant!” 

			“You should be,” Grigor said, still keeping a wild-eyed Orson restrained, while Sven and the others clustered behind him. “Many of the plants in the Bramble are likely poisonous; this one is no different. Look at all of that fluid flowing through that stalk.” Grigor collared Orson with one hand and gestured with the tip of an outstretched blade in his other hand. He too had drawn his weapon.

			Charley looked closely at the stalk. It was a translucent light green with delicate little prickly hairs tickling outward. He could see a kind of fluid traversing through the plant’s veins. 

			“Well, we can’t go back.” Sandy looked over her shoulder. “The vines are closing in on us, and we are almost out of meat.” 

			“We are the meat now,” Charley muttered.

			Sven moved from behind Grigor, a strange glint in his eyes. “We could use Orson as bait,” he piped up. He motioned toward Orson, seemingly in the throbs of an unnatural fever. Grigor kept him in a firm grip.

			The familiar disgust with Orson’s former role as Commander and administrator of the System burbled up in Charley, but he choked down the bile. “As tempting as that is, we can’t. We need him to get to his father.” He knew that his desire for vengeance for Alec could only be slaked by the blood of Orson’s father; settling for Orson was too shortsighted, even for Charley.

			Plus, he wouldn’t dare get past Grigor, Orson’s protector.

			Grigor looked at Sven, the usual smile gone from his broad face. “No,” he said simply. 

			“Well, the only way forward is forward.” Charley creaked his neck from side to side, and twirled his blades in a fancy pirouette designed to display a lot more confidence than he actually felt. 

			He looked at Hank and Sandy, then down at his pollen-encrusted body, and sighed. “Well, I guess I’m the bait.” Looking to Grigor and Sven, he motioned to those milling behind. “We will keep it busy, just get everyone past.” Grigor nodded his assent, as did Sven, his eyes still on Orson.

			Charley threw himself into the task. He zigged and zagged, twirled and whirled, a dervish of loopy disjointed movements that caused the Venus mantrap to snap and interlock its spines, shutting on empty air time and time again. As Charley approached the tree, he found that the closer he came to the stalk, the less in danger he was from the gaping mouth. Standing next to the tree, he was surprised to find that the mouth was unable to strike him; the thick fibrous stalk wasn’t flexible enough to twist and bend straight down on itself. 

			Sandy loosed a bolt from her crossbow straight into the pink mouth. It was a direct hit.

			“Nice shot!” Charley called out. But his celebration was short-lived. 

			“Aww, great,” Hank moaned. “Look, it’s just digesting the arrow in some kind of plant acid.” He looked over at Sandy. “Don’t shoot anymore. We can’t afford to waste arrows.” He turned to Charley. “Do something! Climb up and cut off its head or something.” 

			Charley hesitated; the little hairs on the stalk stretched outward toward him, seeming to sense his every movement. Gently, he reached out with his blade and stroked along the tips of cilia. The plant rotated into a frenzy of snapping, its toothy spines gnashing in vain at the base of the trunk where Charley stood just out of reach. “Umm, I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.” 

			“Uh, Charley you might have to. Look!” Sandy called out, a slight note of panic rising in her voice. She pointed frantically to a fast-moving snarl of six more mantrap heads, all much smaller than the first, but each intently scrabbling along the jungle floor in Charley’s direction. “Climb! Start climbing, Charley—now!” she shouted, joining Hank in hacking ineffectually at the massive tangle of roots extending outward, while they tried to get to Charley.

			Charley rotated his two blades into an overhand grip, hesitated a moment, jumped up, and stabbed directly into the side of the stalk. He alternated staking left then right, swinging his legs back and forth while climbing up the stalk purely with the strength of his arms, as if assailing a green twitching pegboard climbing wall. Sticky, noxious fluid oozed out of the gashes Charley’s blades made. 

			The stalk’s circumference slimmed as he rose, climbing higher and higher. The head continued to snap furiously, unable to twist in on itself to reach Charley. Just below his feet, the smaller mantraps gaped open, straining upward like young birds hungry for meat from their mother’s mouth. If he fell, he knew he would be mauled from seven directions: six below and one above.

			He was almost to the top. 

			Up close, the mouth was a bright pink that sloshed with sticky goo. Dozens of spines protruded outward like little fangs, each straining to pierce into Charley and ingest him. Charley watched in amazement, still dangling precariously, as the mouth opened and closed rapidly, the spines snapping shut as perfectly interlocked as a zipper. It was surreal to be up close to what was essentially the plant’s desperately ravenous mouth. 

			Charley was high enough on the stalk that he could wrap his legs completely around it and hold on. For a moment, a vision of jumping on the bion outside of Meritropolis flashed through his mind. He jerked his two blades out of the stalk, careful to slither away from the ooze, and then began to vigorously hack just under the thing’s head. 

			It jerked and bucked. After his earlier encounter with the llamabill, Charley couldn’t help but hesitate briefly, as his thoughts spiraled. Could the thing feel pain? It was just a plant, wasn’t it? Just an intracellular chemical reaction, a simple action potential that was a cause and effect triggered by the hair-like cilia, right? Then again, wasn’t human pain an intracellular chemical reaction, too? Charley pushed the thought from his mind, squeezed his knees even tighter, and continued with his blades, now in a sawing motion. 

			The head had now ceased opening and closing. With a final scrape of his blades, the head toppled.

			Charley looked down. Sandy and Hank had done the same with the cluster of much smaller mantraps. He reversed his way down the stalk and landed with a thud on the ground. 

			“You look a sight.” Sandy grinned, her nose wrinkling up, and her eyes hopeful that Charley would laugh in return.

			“More like an idiot,” Hank said, then laughed, “Just kidding, kind of—not too shabby work with that big one, I guess. Of course, you left Sandy and I to dispatch the six others, though. But yeah, look at you. And your blades, too.” 

			Charley looked himself over. He was still coated in a patina of grainy pollen that had hardened into a kind of crusted shell that made him look like a giant yellow sugarcoated marshmallow. His blades were slicked with viscous green goo from the mantrap. He looked up. “Maybe the blades will be poisonous to anything I use them on.” He smiled, lifting one in Hank’s direction.

			“Okay, okay, whatever. You’re brave.” Hank backed away, but then looked at Sandy, placed his hands on his cheeks, and pitched his voice an octave higher. “But you look a sight! Oh my, I could still just kiss you, though!”

			“Shut up, Hank!” Sandy’s cheeks bloomed as pink as the mantrap’s mouth. “Let’s go, we need to catch up to the others.” 

			They set off toward Grigor, Sven, and the others who were clustered in a clearing up ahead. The sun was setting, and the open space was as good of a place as any to make camp. 

			Camping. 

			In the Bramble.

			It was bound to be a long night.

			***

			Sandy warmed her hands over the fire, as she watched Charley out of the corner of her eye. He was still caked in yellow pollen, his blades were stained with green goo from the mantrap, his hair was disheveled—in short, he was a mess. He was already nodding off, his mouth beginning to gape open, a string of spittle stretching from his bottom lip. She had to fight to restrain a smile. 

			She wondered to herself what it was that she saw in him. Of course he was brave, and strong, and possessed an unbending sense of justice for those who were weaker. In a way, she had fallen for him from the moment he had attacked those guards in Meritropolis to protect that little girl. But he was also brash, and bullheaded, and when he wasn’t consumed with himself—he could be infuriatingly selfish, treating Sandy as if she was just a helpless female with nothing of value to offer—he was consumed with a maniacal rage that he couldn’t always control. He wasn’t just scary to those he was fighting against; he was—if she was honest—scary to her as well. 

			Sandy knew that his anger was likely going to get him killed—probably get them all killed. She looked deeper into the flames that licked hungrily upward, bright fingers stretching skyward, hurling sparks to the stars. In times like this, all alone at night, she thought of her first love. 

			Carl. His name was Carl. His eyes were a soft cornflower blue; that was what she remembered about him the most: those kind eyes. He had been caring, and patient, and even brave, in his own way. And Sandy had fallen for him, too. 

			But he was a Low Score.

			They knew their love was forbidden under the System. Their scores meant they could never be together. But they had been. For a blissful four months, three weeks, and six days. They had been together. Sandy clung to this fact. They had defied the System, even if only in that small way, and for that small amount of time. But soon enough they were discovered; she had been reprimanded, after all she was a High Score, and important to the System, but he had been forced to marry another Low Score as his punishment. Either that or get zeroed, put outside of the gates for good. So he broke up with her. She couldn’t blame him, not really. But deep down, she couldn’t help herself. She had wanted him to defy the System, to refuse to give her up, to be willing to die to be with her. 

			But he hadn’t. He was kind and caring, but he was also practical, sensible, cautious. He wanted a family. So he had married the other woman. 

			Sandy stared at the fire, unblinking. That rage she saw in Charley—she also recognized it burning inside of her.

			The day Charley had killed the guards to save the little girl from being zeroed at her gate ceremony, something in Sandy had screamed out. The bubbling resentment was given a conduit, a valve for release. She realized this—this was what she had wanted her first love to do. 

			To fight for her.

			She knew, though, that the way she was drawn to Charley and his rage was a little unhealthy. He was not her first love. That person was gone forever; he had chosen someone else. But in Charley she saw traces of her first love. 

			She gazed into the fire, pondering the choices she had made in life, and the choices in life that had made her. The sparks from the fire flittered upward, fluorescent butterflies chasing the stars: here for a moment and then gone. She couldn’t help but compare Charley to Carl. She wondered if maybe that’s something unavoidable about your first love, that every person to follow you only love for the ways they remind you of your first. It’s as if a first true love casts the mold for all future loves. In some ways, Sandy believed this, and yet with Charley he had opened her eyes to an entirely new possibility of love. 

			He was different.

			Charley snored a rough snort, jerking himself awake. Sandy tore her gaze away from the fire and met his sleepy eyes. She twitched her mouth into a little smile. 

			He mumbled, “Get some sleep; I think we’re safe by the fire.” 

			“Okay,” she reassured him. But her eyes remained open long after his had closed again. 

			She loved a lot about Charley, yes. But for all that she loved about his brash, take-charge attitude, it was not without its drawbacks. She was the one who had figured out how to get through the Bramble, and she had even successfully led them into the Bramble, and all the while she could feel resentment rising off Charley like steam from concrete. He had remained silent, but she could feel it. She had led the way, and led the way well. But it was something about the way he looked at her, as if he could only ever be happy together if he was firmly ensconced on the throne in what he deemed his rightful position. Well, if he considered himself the ruler, she wondered what that might make her? She wanted him to fight for her, but she wanted him to appreciate her, and respect her, too. Sandy sighed. 

			But Sandy was aware there were bigger things to worry about. Around the fire, and inside of an outward ring of smaller fires they had lit as a precaution, they were safe from the Bramble, for the time being, but who knew what lay ahead? She looked up at the starlit sky, willing her eyes to close and her mind to shut off. It was going to be a long night.

			***

			When Charley awoke, he was lying on a bed of flowers. He looked around, his movements sluggish, seemingly still in the fog of sleep. Everywhere he looked lavenders, saffrons, azures, and cyans burst into his field of vision; everything was coated in vibrant blooms of pastel. He shook his head, slowly pushing himself up onto his elbows. He was sure he was dreaming. 

			Even the mat made of vines he had bedded down on was raised off the ground by the closely clumped florets. The smell was fragrant but overpowering; the notes of honey blossom, pine, lilac, and bergamot melded into an unholy mixture that assailed his nose. Forcing himself onto his feet, Charley wobbled unsteadily. He felt as if he was being waterboarded in a perfume factory. 

			The others were also waking, each recreating Charley’s confused state from moments before. 

			Charley scrunched his eyes shut forcefully and then opened them again. The flowers were still there. Finding it difficult to breathe, he needed to do something about the smell. Moving as if underwater, he strained to rip a corner from his shirt. Reaching up, slowly, he aimed the tiny fabric square for his nose and missed, poking himself in the eye. 

			Charley swore under his breath, but then looking up, he met Hank’s eye. They both began to laugh uproariously. Standing, Hank picked an amethyst flower, staggered drunkenly to one side, lifted the bloom to his nose, and inhaled a deep sniff. Immediately, he started giggling, collapsing rapturously into a bed of harlequin hydrangea-esque bouquets that looked like giant clustered mopheads.

			His depth perception still fuzzy, Charley rubbed his sore eye and attempted to plug his nose again. Finally succeeding, and the cacosmia slightly receding, he felt himself regain some semblance of control. Charley wobbled his way over to Hank, the degenerate flower sniffer still picking little blooms and cramming them up to his nostrils in an ecstasy of delight. Charley paused, watching. He remembered learning about strong drink firsthand, even as a young boy, and how while under the spell of an intoxicating substance he imagined himself the possessor of truth or special insight. But in reality, it’s fool’s gold—he just looked like an idiot.

			Charley reached to help Hank, then stopped.

			There was something important here. Something his still-cloudy mind was furiously trying to process and alert him to. He closed his eyes, motionless, then opened them again, squinting. What was it? 

			Sandy approached. “Well, are you going to help him, or just stare at him?” 

			Charley turned slowly. “Yeah, I was—it’s just, I don’t know, something …” 

			Sandy reached down and crammed two little sprigs of cloth into Hank’s nostrils. “There you go, buddy.” Sandy rolled her eyes as Hank gave a snort, shook his head, and started breathing through his mouth. “Be lucky you weren’t rescued by Grigor. I think he peed on his shirt strips before cramming them into people’s noses. I guess maybe he thought the ammonia would counteract the flower smell …”

			Both Hank and Charley’s eyes grew wide, before Sandy guffawed. “Just kidding!” She looked over at Grigor and Sven, who had finished helping the others. “I think …” Holding her stomach, she suddenly doubled over, chortling in an uncharacteristically exuberant display. 

			Grigor and Sven strode up, accompanied by a still under-the-weather Orson. Grigor gestured in a circular motion. “Everyone has some kind of nose plugs in, but we’re surrounded. These flowers are everywhere.”

			Sven spoke next. “They’re just flowers. We can just hack through them, right? I mean, we could just pick them, if we need to. It would literally be like a nice walk in the park.” He giggled. “It would be a really fun walk in the park, too. Picking all of these flowers …” 

			Charley looked from Sandy to Sven, his concern growing. It appeared that the nose strips were not a perfect antidote; they were both still loopy.

			Grigor shook his head. “We are all still under the effects of the flowers. We need to hurry and hack, pick, uproot our way through—”

			“Wait!” Charley exclaimed. It was coming to him, the warning his subconscious had been trying to signal to him earlier as his fuzzy brain strained to make sense of Hank’s earlier flower frolic. It was something about picking—what was it about picking flowers? Charley looked closely at Hank, and it came to him. “I don’t think we want to start picking any of the flowers, or hacking our way through them.”

			“Why?” Sandy asked. “Don’t tell me you are falling under their spell again, too …”

			“No, that’s not it,” Charley said. “Just watch.”

			Charley bent down and plucked a single amaranthine bloom. Before he had even pulled his hand back, two blooms sprouted to replace it.

			“Whoa—Charley, that’s awesome!” Hank chortled, reaching to pull a handful of his own.

			Sandy shouted, “Stop it, you lush!” But she was too late; the spot where Hank had culled his bunch immediately bloomed into a bush-sized bouquet. 

			“Heh, heh, that’s what I’m talking about.” Hank reached down again, eyes shining.

			“Oh no, you don’t!” Sandy swatted his hand away. She stepped in front of him, attempting to shield him with her body. “I think Hank has too much in his system already for the nose plugs to do much good.” She looked to Charley, her eyes widening. “Charley, do something!”

			Orson perked up. “It’s a hydra—a hydra bush. It will keep regrowing double.” 

			Hank giggled. “A hydra—a hydra-hydrangea. Heh, heh.” He degenerated into a strange little fit of sniggering. 

			“A hydra hydrangea …” Charley muttered softly. 

			Orson looked at Charley, cocked his head sideways, and stumbled forward before catching himself with an uneven jolt. “Too bad you destroyed that mantrap—some of that acid would be nice for cutting through this tangle. Works every time.” He looked at Grigor. “Or so I’ve been told.”

			Grigor shrugged. “It is powerful stuff. I’ve heard mantrap acid can digest just about anything; that is why there were no other smaller plants close by the mantrap Charley cut down.”

			Charley drew his two blades slowly, flipping them over from side to side, looking at the metal still stained green from the mantrap goo. 

			“Charley, what are you doing?” Sandy asked.

			Stepping forward, Charley raised both of the poisoned blades. “I don’t exactly have a vat of acid, but let’s see if this works.” He slashed both blades down in a vicious circular scything motion and began to vigorously chop through the now bush-sized flowers. It seemed wrong somehow; he hacked violently through the polychromatic pastels, sending florets, big and small, sliding along on the wind like so much common brush. 

			But it appeared to be working. His poisoned blades were cauterizing the hydra bushes and preventing their regrowth. 

			“Let’s go—follow me!” Charley called out, slicing his way out. In mere moments, the plants before them, eerily sentient, seemed to sense the presence of his poisoned blades and rapidly recoiled, presenting a clear pathway. 

			Charley jogged ahead. Slowing, he looked from side to side at the multicolored tangle of shrubbery that shrank back from their path. He took a deep breath and smiled. Sven was right. It was, quite literally, just like a walk in the park. 

			The foliage grew thinner; they had to be reaching the other side. He had done it; he had led the way, and actually gotten them through the Bramble. Increasing his pace, he squinted into the distance. They couldn’t yet see the outlines of the city, but Charley could see something on the horizon, just peeking over, and growing closer, headed directly toward them.

			Travelers. 
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			CHAPTER 3

			Travelers

			Charley contemplated unsheathing his blades from his back, but ultimately settled for making sure that the twin leather-bound handles were clearly visible peeking above his head. He bounced ever so slightly from side to side, creaking a stiff knee in and then out, and looked over at Grigor, standing impassively at his side. Grigor’s gaze never wavered from the two travelers walking toward them, their silhouettes backlit by an orange and purple sky where the fading sun slid away like a slippery egg yolk over the horizon. Charley and Grigor had been chosen as the advance welcoming party. The others—in particular, a still-loopy Orson—remained back by their fire, safely out of reach of the Bramble. 

			It seemed the travelers had taken their cue and sent two representatives of their own. Coming into view were a short and squat woman who was almost as wide as she was tall, and a young boy who looked to be a few years younger than Charley. Neither looked like anything they couldn’t handle, but Grigor had warned him to be wary.

			The two travelers approached close enough to hit with a stone. Charley and Grigor remained standing, motionless—watching and waiting. 

			The woman appeared to be middle-aged, yet prematurely grey with short, tightly cropped hair that framed her expansive face. She stopped, not ten paces away, and motioned for the boy to do the same. Charley looked them over intently, without speaking or changing his facial expression. Each of them had the same dark skin and broad facial features so it was obvious they were related. Neither appeared armed, but they were each heavily bundled with layers of clothing and well-worn packs, so there could be any number of weapons stowed on their person. 

			The woman broke the silence, a smile creasing her face. “Greetings! I am called Marta.” She turned toward her companion and flicked her thick fingers. “My son, Jameson, and I welcome you to the plains country.” 

			Grigor spoke, his voice a deep rumble like tires crunching on gravel. “Greetings to you as well. I am Grigor, and this is Charley.” His eyes never left the woman. “Where are you from?”

			“Why, we are just lowly merchants from Meritorium, buying and selling, trying to eke out a living. Anything to put food on the table—like all of us, right?” She continued to smile, her hands spread wide and stubby limbs gesturing to draw them in closer. Charley thought that she was likely a very successful merchant, the lowly bit all a part of her practiced sales spiel; to be this self-assured while coming face-to-face with the hulking Grigor for the first time was an impressive feat.

			Charley broke in. “How close are we to Meritorium?”

			“Ah, I knew that the two of you were not from around here. Although you have the Score imprints, of course, so that threw me off.” She gestured to the numbers branded on Charley and Grigor’s forearms. Charley considered Marta’s comment: the System was obviously much bigger than what they had seen in Meritropolis. “And quite impressive Scores, too, I might add.” At this, Charley thought he detected the glint of something flash across her dark eyes—there and then gone. “Not anywhere close to ours,” She rotated her forearm, displaying a still-respectable Score of 89, and her son briefly flashed a 92. Well above the minimum of 50 that had been required to live in Meritropolis, but not yet in the hundreds, like Charley and the other High Scores. “But, to answer your question—we are about a three-day journey across the plains to Meritorium.” 

			Charley nodded, thinking about their depleted food reserves. Grigor was on the same wavelength, and spoke next. “How is the hunting around here? We are headed to Meritorium, but we need some game, if we are to make it three more days. There are close to a hundred of us.” 

			Marta opened her mouth to speak, but her son, his eyes animated for the first time, beat her to it. “Not much that’s good eating around here, but about a day’s travel away from the Bramble there is a lot of game to be had. It’s easy hunting, too. I can teach you how to bag some monsters—” 

			A look of annoyance crossed Marta’s face briefly, before she resumed her practiced smile. She made a shushing motion toward her son. “Excuse him, but yes, if you need game, there is great hunting about a day away from here, and in the direction of Meritorium.” She paused, considering something, her eyes probing and calculating. “And your company is welcome to join ours. We are headed toward Meritorium as well. We have plenty of food in our camp—more than enough to share with your entire company, at least for the day or so we will need until we can get more fresh game.” 

			“That is very generous of you,” Grigor replied. “We will confer with our camp, but I believe we will all be very grateful to take you up on your kind offer.” 

			“Well then, it’s settled. We will prepare our camp and begin cooking over the fire. We look forward to your company this evening.” She turned to her son, and they retreated with a wave.

			Trudging back to the others, Charley looked at Grigor. “What do you think—do you trust them?” 

			Still looking straight ahead, Grigor paused before speaking, “I don’t think we have a choice. We used up all of our meat getting through the Bramble.” Grigor took another plodding step on the sandy ground. “Something doesn’t sit right with me, though. What are merchants doing this far out from Meritorium?”

			“Yeah …” 

			Charley was starving, but he was already wondering just how much this meal might cost them.

			***

			Charley stepped into the travelers’ camp first, hesitant until he smelled a deliciously garlicky scent wafting from the campfire. He had to force himself to approach carefully, trying to take in as much of the surroundings as possible. There was no doubt about it, though; he was hungry. 

			There looked to be about thirty people in the camp, possibly more. None looked openly hostile, although walking through the middle of their camp, headed toward the fire with the food roasting, Charley did feel a little like a horse being inspected before purchase.

			Many of the travelers looked to be hardened men, holding an assortment of weapons and other hunting paraphernalia, some with garish, brightly colored tattoos snaking across their heavily muscled arms. While Charley was certainly not apt to stand out in a crowd for being overly big or impressive looking, Grigor turned heads, even among this group of masculine-drenched riff-raff. Not for the first time, Charley was glad to have Grigor with them.

			However, Charley had to admit that he was also glad to have Orson with them, too—and that certainly was a first. Having recovered somewhat from his bout with the plant pheromones—the “love sickness,” as Hank dubbed it, while mocking Orson behind his back—Orson cut an impressive figure. Where Grigor had size that demanded subjugation, Orson had presence, a regal bearing and the authority of someone used to commanding others and demanding respect. And Grigor and Orson, like the rest of the High Scores in their Company, were heavily armed, and—obvious to all watching—highly capable.

			Hank elbowed Charley in the ribs and said under his breath, “Do you smell that? I don’t care what you and Grigor said—they’ve earned my trust with just that smell alone.” Speaking loud enough for everyone to hear, Hank shouted, eyebrows raised hopefully, “When do we eat?” 

			“Shut your piehole, Hank,” Sandy said, her teeth gritting almost as tightly as her fingers clasped to her walking stick, carefully chosen for both peripatetic as well as defensive purposes.

			Jameson appeared like a wraith from the smoky fire ahead. “Come this way, please. We have plenty of food ready for you.” He smiled, his teeth gleaming white amidst the billowing smoke. “We had great hunting earlier.”

			Hank quickened his pace, edging ahead. “You heard him, let’s go. It’s time to eat!”

			Charley let Hank push ahead. He was hungry, but not so hungry that he was willing to dash blindly into the smoke. Hank may be an Esau, willing to risk all for a bowl of porridge, but something just didn’t feel right to Charley. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled slightly; he slowed, looking sideways to Grigor without turning his head. Borne of long hunts working together, he and Grigor were increasingly able to slip effortlessly into a synchronicity of movement. Meeting each other’s eyes, Charley slipped right and Grigor left, each giving a wide berth to the smoke pluming acridly outward. 

			They came upon Marta, her wide matronly figure bent at the waist, hefting large canisters that looked to be made of a chipped ceramic out of the fire. She looked up, eyes widening briefly, before quickly putting a smile on her face. “Grigor, Charley, welcome!” 

			Charley was taken aback at hearing his name, but then he considered: if she was a merchant; it was sales 101 to remember your potential customers’ names. He couldn’t help feeling uncertain; the cynical part of his mind wondering what exactly it was that she was trying to sell them. 

			Grigor spoke. “We are very grateful to you for your hospitality.”

			“Yes, thank you,” Charley said, his eyes still roving. 

			Hank appeared from the other side of the smoke, stuffing handfuls of meat into his mouth. “You guys gotta try this—it’s delicious!” He wiped the back of his hand across greasy lips. “Jameson here says it’s a kind of rotthog that is back to being all hog, no dog.” He looked over at a grinning Jameson, who shrugged his shoulders. Hank turned back. “Well, it’s mostly hog, at least—and they’ve been slow-roasting it all day with these little potato things. You’ve got to try it!” 

			Marta straightened up from her preparations around the fire, “Yes, the rotthogs and other animals, not far from here, make for great eating. And we’ve got plenty for everyone. Please, you and all of your High Scores, do take a seat around the fire.” She gestured to logs scattered around the fire as makeshift seats. “And, Jameson, please take this pot of scraps out to their Low Scores as well.” 

			Charley felt his face flush. “Thank you, but we … Well, um, we don’t—” He paused, at a loss for words. Grigor and Sandy were both watching him, expressionless, waiting to hear what he would say. Hank continued tearing into a piece of meat, his teeth bared in a lupine grunt, intent on his meal. Orson arched an eyebrow, his shark eyes glittering in Charley’s direction.

			Marta extended a juicy-looking packet of what looked to be meat and potatoes wrapped in a large fibrous leaf. “You don’t what, honey?” She continued to thrust the food out to him.

			Awkwardly, Charley accepted the packet, feeling as if he had already caved in some way. “We don’t distinguish between High Scores and Low Scores. We’re all the same. Everyone matters in our camp.”

			Marta stopped parceling out food, looking at Charley as if seeing him for the first time. “Of course, of course, right you are. Everyone matters. This is merely for organizational purposes, that’s all. We’ve got a lot of mouths to feed.” She began working over the fire again, quickly assembling packets of food that she passed around. 

			Charley sat down slowly on a log. The smell of the garlicky meat and potatoes wafted up, the spices tickling his nose and causing his mouth to water. Jameson, still holding the pot of scraps intended for the Low Scores, looked to Charley, and then to his mother, who nodded for him to proceed.

			Charley watched Jameson back away, into the smoke, and out to the Low Scores. 

			He didn’t stop him.

			Charley looked down, biting into the succulent meat. It was delicious, but he had the distinct feeling he had given up something very important to get it. The realization crept over him: he was Esau. He kept his eyes down, not wanting to meet the gaze of Sandy or Grigor. Slowly, he lifted another bite into his mouth. The taste of the food soured in his mouth.

			***

			“So, Jameson, tell me something.” Hank picked at his teeth as he talked. Hank was still oblivious to Charley’s earlier moral dilemma, and the awkward silence that had followed until Hank finished inhaling his meal and spoke up. “You said you’re merchants. Well, what exactly do you buy and sell?”

			Charley looked up from the remains of his food to see Jameson glance almost imperceptibly at Marta, and then quickly back at Hank with a toothy grin. “We buy and sell combos.”

			“Animal combinations?” Sandy interjected.

			“Yep.” Jameson thrust out his small chest proudly. “Many of them I trap myself.”

			Marta confirmed this with a proud grunt. “It’s true. We have many men in our camp—many large men who are needed for bringing down some of the more aggressive combos.” Charley thought of the hardened cadre of tattooed, muscular men that he had seen when first entering their camp. “But Jameson is one of the best at the tracking and trapping,” Marta continued.

			“Not just one of the best—the best.” Jameson flashed a cocky smirk in his mother’s direction.

			She snorted, waving her hand dismissively. “And one of the most humble, too.” Charley could tell she was proud of her son, though she tried to conceal it in the face of his adolescent braggadocio. Marta groaned. “Don’t listen to everything this little braggart says.” Her eyes softened, as she saw Jameson’s face fall slightly. “He does have a real knack for it, though,” she said, reassuring him with a little smile. “He’s almost a true venator—maybe someday.” 

			His youthful pride restored, Jameson flashed another smug look around the campfire, causing Grigor’s face to split into a guffaw. The youthful optimism was contagious; even Charley felt himself fighting back a grin.

			“What’s a venator?” Charley asked quietly, still unable to shake the feeling that he had let them all down somehow.

			“It’s Latin for ‘hunter’, I know that much,” Sandy said.

			Marta leaned back. “That’s right, venator is Latin for ‘hunter’. The name is not unique to Meritorium. In ancient Roman times, the venatores were a special group of gladiators that performed feats of bravery with wild animals in the Colosseum.” She hiked a squat leg up onto her knee, denim pants creaking with the strain. “The venator is a special class of what the Romans called Bestiarii, gladiators that fought wild beasts.” 

			Jameson’s eyes shone bright. “The Romans fought lions and tigers and bears—but we fight bions and ligers and worse! Just wait until we hunt tomorrow. You won’t believe some of the combos roaming around here!” Charley met Hank and Sandy’s eyes, each reflecting back to their bion hunt outside of Meritropolis: what could be worse than a bion?

			Marta watched Jameson, her thick fingers tapping on her upraised knee. “Anyone can fight a wild beast, some more successfully than others, of course.” She looked at Jameson pointedly. “But it takes a very special person to become a true venator, one who can tame the savage beast.”

			“You capture the beasts—you don’t hunt them?” Sandy asked.

			Marta pointed to the remains of their meal. “Well, we do hunt some of them, of course; your dinner is testament to that. But on the whole, you are right: we aim to capture them unharmed. It takes patience and a little know-how to hunt and kill any animal combo, that is for certain, but it takes real skill to capture one alive. That is what we do.”

			Grigor leaned forward. “I have heard stories of this. We would very much like to participate and assist you in any way we can—as a thank-you for your hospitality.” 

			Marta smiled. “Oh, believe me, you will. In fact, we are counting on it. I regret to say that our hospitality is not entirely altruistic. We could use some more muscle from the likes of you where we are headed tomorrow.”

			Grigor nodded. “It would be my pleasure—” He looked to Orson, who nodded assent in what would ordinarily be a stately curve of his lips, were it not for the sauce staining his mouth and beard. Orson resumed plowing into his food vigorously, head down and dark hair bobbing. Ever since his recovery from the plant pheromones, he had been quieter than usual and possessed a ravenous appetite. Grigor looked back to Marta. “It would be our pleasure to assist your company in the hunt.” 

			Hank chimed in, looking over at Jameson and matching his enthusiasm. “Count me in!”

			Charley picked at a piece of char from the fire that had floated onto his knee, and started to speak slowly. “Well, don’t get me wrong; I want to go on this hunt, too. But, Marta, could you fill us in on some of the details?” Charley knew he should just stop talking, but he thought back to the magnificent llamabill trapped in the vines and its desperate cry for help and he found himself continuing to speak. He met Marta’s appraising eyes. “I mean, I am all for hunting animals when we need them for food, but if we are trapping these animals alive, what exactly are we going to do with them once we catch them?” Charley acutely felt the eyes of the others on him, watching and wondering at this seemingly sudden change of character. Glancing at Sandy from the corner of his eye, he saw her looking at him. He saw surprise in her eyes, but something else too: respect, perhaps? 

			Marta nodded. “That’s a very fair question. If we are to work together in this way, then it’s only natural you would want to know. Okay, first of all, how much do you know about Meritorium?”

			They looked to Orson, now finishing his third helping of meat. In response to their collective gaze, he lifted his head. “Don’t look at me, all I know is that Meritorium is the closest city to Meritropolis.” He looked down again, licked his leaf plate tentatively, and then took a bite out of it. Charley suspected that Orson knew more than he was letting on, but in his present condition Orson hardly seemed interested in anything other than gorging himself, let alone dredging up old memories of his father’s city planning. 

			Marta leaned back. “Alright, let’s start with a little history lesson. Meritorium was founded just after the Event with a simple guiding principle—” She paused, seeming to enjoy the rapt attention and her role as storyteller. “Everyone contributes to society, either in life or in death. The System of Societal Merit was implemented, but then again, you all are already familiar with the scoring system.” She motioned to the Scores visible on their forearms. “But what you probably aren’t familiar with is that we do things quite differently from Meritropolis and other walled cities.” She now leaned forward, her eyes gleaming in the light of the pulsing fire. “We don’t put Low Scores out of the gates, their lives wasted. We allow Low Scores that are unable to contribute to Society with their lives, to do so with their deaths.”

			“We feed them to the beasts!” Jameson burst in, unable to control himself.

			Marta frowned, annoyed at the interruption during the climax of her story. “Well, in a way, yes, he’s right: we feed them to the animal combinations in our amphitheater. We are modeled after the Roman Colosseum, you know; that is where we get our name from—but its much more noble than that. We allow these Low Scores to exhibit bravery in death as they bring revenue to Meritorium. People come from miles around quite willing to pay to enter the Titan Amphitheater.” 

			“So, you trap wild animal combos for use in this Amphitheater?” Sandy asked slowly, her brow knitting. 

			“That’s right,” Marta replied. “There are many other hunters like us; we are one of the smaller outfits. But, believe it or not, it’s actually quite safe from animal combos near Meritorium now; we’ve hunted them into scarcity, that’s why we’re forced to travel further and further away from the city, like we are now, to find good hunting.” 

			“But we have to hurry, don’t we, Mom?” Jameson interjected. “The next Venatio is in just one week.” 

			“Yes, that’s right.” Turning from Jameson to the others, Marta explained. “The Venatio is a gladiatorial event that draws visitors—paying visitors, I might add—to Meritorium from all around. This is actually great timing for you, to be showing up to Meritorium so close to a Venatio. It means that as long as you can pay for entrance, then as visitors your Low Scores won’t have to worry about the System.” She stopped, gave them a calculating look, and asked, “You can pay, can’t you?”

			Charley looked toward Grigor, unsure of what to say. Grigor remained impassive, his big, brooding face set as if chiseled in granite. 

			Marta continued hurriedly. “Well, that’s no matter. If you can hunt half as well as you look like you can, then the animal combos we bag over the next couple of days will earn us more than enough to purchase access for your company.” She hesitated, her eyes roving to Charley, and then back to Grigor. “That is, if we still have an agreement to work together …”

			At this, Grigor turned, the shrug of his enormous shoulders rising and dipping in Charley’s direction.

			Charley couldn’t tell if everyone was looking to him because they actually thought him capable of making a decision as leader—or if they just didn’t want make the decision themselves. 

			He sighed, looking around at the remains of their dinner feast. “I guess we don’t really have a choice, do we?”

			Grigor turned back to Marta. “An agreement is an agreement.”

			Marta’s face brightened, and she relaxed visibly. “Great! We head out first thing in the morning.”

			Charley turned from Marta and gazed into the flickering flames. The campfire hissed and crackled as a log rolled from its precarious perch and into the bright red-orange coals, sending smoky wisps ghosting up into the starry night sky above, gone from sight forever. Maybe life was like the fire, he thought; you take action while you can; you try to do the right thing, even if you aren’t really sure what the right thing is. Your actions flame bright, but then your time is gone, and you just slip away, gone from sight forever. 

			Wistfully, Charley hoped that he might be remembered for at least trying to do the right thing. 

			He thought ahead to Meritorium, where Low Scores were given a death sentence, just like his brother Alec had been in Meritropolis. But even worse, they were sacrificed for the pleasure of a roaring crowd of spectators. His gut twisted, stirring to life the ever-present rage he tried to keep concealed. He pressed his eyes together tightly, thinking of Alec’s cherubic, grinning face. He could keep it under control. 

			At least until he reached Meritorium.

			Then, his actions would flame bright indeed—people would pay attention; he would demand their attention—and bring retribution to Orson’s father and everyone who followed the System that had zeroed Alec and the many other innocents. Charley opened his eyes to watch a knurl of smoke, feathered in sprouting curlicues, dance in the air, before blooming and then dissipating. 

			If he couldn’t control his anger, he likely wouldn’t last much longer.

			Charley stood up, tossed a stick into the fire, and then walked off to get some space from the others and look for a quiet place to sharpen his blades. 

			If not the right thing, he hoped he might at least be remembered for doing the wrong thing for the right reasons. 

			His weapons probably wouldn’t be needed in the hunt tomorrow, if all they were doing were capturing combos alive, although they would likely still need to kill something for food at some point. Either way, though, Charley needed his blades ready.

			For Meritorium.

			***

			Orson rose early, sneaking out before the others. He made his way to a copse of cork oak trees towering like timeless guards over the camp’s eastern quarter, the still dawn sky hinting at the light to come. He passed by the camp’s night watchman sitting cross-legged on the ground, sinewy forearms resting lightly on knees, eyes alert and watching Orson while remaining expressionless. Orson nodded briefly without stopping. 

			Finding a small stream of barely moving water, Orson crouched down with his pocket blade and began to shave, alternating between scraping the razor-sharp blade across his cheeks and eyeing his reflection in the gleaming blade’s edge. Shaping his dark scruff into a Van Dyke beard that set off his dark flowing mane of hair, Orson admired his reflection for perhaps a moment or two longer than was strictly necessary for grooming. 

			He sat back on a rock, thinking. He didn’t know how to describe it exactly, but ever since their excursion into the Bramble he had felt … strange. Not himself. He twirled his blade absentmindedly. The fog of the last few days was lifting, but he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something was wrong. His head twitched to one side quickly, a nervous tic he had never noticed before. He frowned. Sheathing his pocketknife, he bent down and splashed more cold water on his face. Orson wasn’t so much nervous about Meritorium itself; he wasn’t one to shrink back from violent confrontations, and Meritorium seemed to promise plenty of those, but there was one confrontation he was not anxious for. 

			His father.

			Orson’s relationship with his father was strained. Thinking of him, he subconsciously reached for the assurance of his sheathed blade. He knew that Charley wanted to kill his father, and when it came right down to it he wanted his father dead, too. Orson thought back to when he was a little boy. He remembered learning from his father that his own sick mother must be put out of the gates, simply so the citizens could see his father’s commitment to the System. It had forever changed Orson’s feelings for his father into something dark: a twisting of love and hate, forever intertwined. It was now hard to know where one began and the other ended. 

			To hate was one thing, but could he bring himself to actually murder his own father? Orson shuddered. He was many things; he had carried out atrocities in Meritropolis that would cause many a weaker man to shrink back, but those were all for the greater good, weren’t they? Charley and this ragtag band of revolutionaries could say what they wanted, but as Commander of Meritropolis Orson had maintained order, kept them from starving, and kept the wild beast attacks to a minimum. Orson was no stranger to killing men in battle. He and Grigor were virtual wrecking balls of destruction. But to murder a man in cold blood because of premeditated malice was not the same thing as killing someone in battle or sentencing a citizen of Meritropolis to be put outside of the gates. 

			No, to Orson it was not the same thing at all.

			Sweat bubbled up on his brow just thinking about it. And this person he harbored such a deep bitterness toward was not just anyone. It was his father. 

			Orson stood up slowly and began to walk back to camp. If he was honest with himself, part of the reason—really, the only reason—he had allowed Charley to live, and to lead them on this hare-brained journey into the wilderness, was so that, maybe, just maybe, Charley would lead them to his father. And—admitting it to himself now for the first time—Orson wanted Charley to kill his father, so that he wouldn’t have to. But, looking up to see the sun beginning to streak the sky with bursting rays of gold, Orson suspected he was being foolhardy.

			His father was not a man to be trifled with. 
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			CHAPTER 4

			The Hunt

			His feet were killing him, but Charley trudged on wearily. Blisters were already a foregone conclusion, but he kept his head high and maintained a steady pace with Jameson, who chattered happily, seemingly unaware or not caring that they had been hiking virtually nonstop for the past six hours since waking. 

			“Check it out!” Jameson picked up a stone, and with a spry little hop he twisted his wrist and side-armed the rock into a burrow along their sandy path.

			Charley forced a smile. “Nice throw, you made it in,” he said, looking away from the hole the rock had disappeared into. 

			“No, wait—just look!” Jameson pointed at the hole, still skipping along the path with an enthusiasm and energy that Charley thought was downright inhuman. “Give it a second, just one more second. Here it comes …”

			Charley watched, grateful for the opportunity to slow down. The sand encircling the burrow shuddered, little granules capsizing inward as something pressed its way out to them slowly. A slender snake head poked its way out, a long, blue forked tongue flickering in their direction. Charley started, taking a step back.

			Jameson looked at Charley with a scornful lift of his eyebrows. “You’re scared of it—a little snurtle? I thought you killed a bion …”

			Hank snorted. “Please, Charley hardly did anything. I killed the bion.” 

			“Sure, whatever you say, Hank.” Charley kept his eyes glued to the creature. Hank could be so annoying with his exaggerations and braggadocio. “If you want to know the truth, though—” Charley turned to look at Jameson—“even Sandy did more in the bion hunt than Hank.”

			“Even Sandy?” Sandy approached, a frown creasing her forehead. “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” 

			Charley gulped. “Umm. It didn’t mean anything …” His voice trailed off lamely, and he mentally kicked himself for being so preoccupied with the snurtle that he hadn’t seen her walk up. 

			“Oh come on, tell her what you really mean, Charley. She’s just a girl, right?” Hank taunted, shoving Charley in the direction of the burrow. “Or are you as scared of her as you are of snurtles?”

			Charley twisted away. “I’m not scared of snurtles. I just don’t like them,” he mumbled, still eyeing the creature emerging from its home while carefully trying to avoid the look of displeasure that was growing on Sandy’s face.

			“Yes, Charley.” Sandy jutted her hip out, blocking his path. “What exactly did you mean?” 

			Charley couldn’t help but notice Jameson and Hank watching carefully, eager to see how the mighty bion hunter would handle this confrontation.

			Charley drew up short, eyes narrowing. “Why don’t you just put a lid on it? I don’t need to explain anything to you, especially if you’re gonna go all psycho.” He brushed by her, accidentally clipping the edge of her shoulder. He paused, starting to turn back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

			“Oh, don’t you worry, I know exactly what you mean.” Sandy pushed by him. “I’ll leave you men to yourselves. I’ll just head over to the other womenfolk—if you need some cooking or cleaning done, you just holler.” She did a mock curtsy, and then in the space of an eyelash flutter, drew her bow over her shoulder and unleashed an arrow sizzling through the air directly at the snurtle, killing it instantly. 

			She turned and walked away, the arrow still vibrating from side to side, impaled in the snurtle’s neck and pinning it to the ground.

			Jameson looked from Sandy’s receding form to Charley and Hank before laughing nervously. “Well, it ain’t nothing to be scared of anymore; that thing’s dead as a doornail. Not that any snurtle is something to be scared of—they’re mostly turtle.” He pointed at the burrow, where other snurtles were slowly emerging. “Look at the little guy’s family—they’re going as fast as they can, and they’ve hardly made it out.” Jameson looked over at the sweat bubbling on Charley’s brow. “Why, even hiking as slow as you guys, a snurtle couldn’t catch us.” 

			Charley looked closer. The creature was long and slender like a snake and had a snake-like head with multicolored bands of black and white, but its body was covered by a hexagonal plated shell. And it had four stubby little legs, each moving so slow as to be comical. 

			He grinned, trying to laugh with the others and pretend that the exchange with Sandy wasn’t a big deal to him, and that he wasn’t still unsettled about the slowly cruising snurtles. All the same, he quickened his pace down the trail.

			Charley heard Hank muttering to Jameson up ahead. “I told you I was the one that did most everything hunting the bion; half the work is breaking up lovers’ quarrels from these two.” Charley shook his head—he knew that he had likely created more problems for himself with Sandy up ahead than with the snurtles behind, but he couldn’t help himself from looking over his shoulder every now and then—just in case.

			***

			Gradually, the terrain changed from the sandy plains that butted up to the lush Bramble to a savannah golden with wavy grass and scattered scrub trees. Buffelgrass tickled Charley’s outstretched fingertips, the foxtails waving delicately in the afternoon breeze. Charley heard noise—animal noise—and lots of it. Or perhaps it just seemed that way to Charley, so jarring was the contrast with the dead zone that buffered the mammalian-hostile confines of the Bramble. 

			Drawing near to an umbrella-shaped acacia tree, where Grigor, Orson, Marta, and the rest of the hunting party congregated, handing out supplies and hunting gear, Charley was certain of one thing: the savannah was alive with the hum of life. Far off in the distance, Charley heard a roar, followed by trumpeting that soared on the wind in a crescendo punctuated by the sound of pounding hooves. The little hairs on the back of his neck stood up. A distant squeal pierced the air and then was abruptly silenced.

			“Charley, here you go!” Marta tossed a large wooden club in his direction.

			Charley started, but recovered quickly, and caught the club. “Okay, thanks …” He ran his hands over the gnarled wood that was as thick as his forearm and as long as his leg, the end swelling to a knot perfectly weighted for delivering a brutal whack. 

			“Remember—” Jameson tapped the stick with his own—“these sticks are for subduing the combos, not killing them. We want to capture them alive, and as undamaged as possible.”

			“Only use your blades and bows as a last resort,” Marta added. “We already have some others in our company hunting some easier game for our meal tonight. You will all be helping us with the much harder chore of capturing some animal combos for the Venatio.” She looked at Charley, Sandy, and Hank meaningfully. “They must be all in one piece, and fit to fight.” She turned back to instructing Grigor, Orson, Sven, and some of her men on the assemblage of a harness-like traveling cage. It was big enough to send a shudder down Charley’s spine at the thought of whatever animal combo the contraption was to be used on.

			“Right, okay …” Charley hefted his club uncertainly. It was a brutal weapon, but it was just a stick. He looked to Sandy and then to Hank, his thoughts suddenly flashing back to their bion hunt. They had done the seemingly impossible then, how hard could this be?

			“Oh, and one of you three needs to be the bait.” Marta stood up straight, her hands massaging her lower back and then resting on her substantial hips. 

			Charley’s eyes widened, his pulse quickening. 

			Marta eyed the three of them quietly for a moment, and then, seeing that no reply was forthcoming, she sighed. “Okay, if you must make me choose—how about the mighty bion hunter?”

			Hank released his breath audibly. “Yeah, great idea. Charley, you heard her. Get on over there and be bait while we hunt this thing.” 

			Marta smiled, her teeth gleaming brightly. “Why, no, not Charley. I want the one who was talking my Jameson’s ear off all morning about being the mighty bion hunter who is unparalleled in bravery. It takes a lot of bravery to be bait and face down any combo that comes sniffing around.” She looked directly at Hank, eyes narrowing. “I want you to be bait.” 

			Charley’s shoulders relaxed. He could see Sandy out of the corner of his eye, still doing her best to ignore Charley but now fighting back a smile, neither wanting to attract the attention of Marta. Hank froze in place; his mind appeared to be scrambling for an excuse while his mouth was unable to dispense with anything that would manage to leave his pride intact. “Why, yes … me, of course, if it requires bravery, then it should be me. It’s just that—”

			“You’ll do great,” Marta said, turning away from Hank with a dismissive bustle of her hips and toward Charley and Sandy. “Now, as for you two.” She eyed them carefully. “You look handy with that club there, at least for a Pretty Girl, eh, Pretty?” 

			“My name’s Sandy,” Sandy said, dipping her chin to eye Marta steadily in return.

			Marta continued unabashed. “Right, anyway, I have a good spot for you. And, Charley, Mr. High Score himself—a Score of 173—the highest I’ve seen in quite some time…” Marta’s eyes shone bright as she stared at Charley’s forearm, almost mesmerized. Charley saw a look of envy, or greed, or something flash across her broad face. He shifted away from her gaze and wondered just how high of a Score Marta had seen in Meritorium; had she seen a Score higher than his? 

			Marta started speaking again abruptly, her eyes lifting to his. “Yes, I’ve something special planned for you indeed …”

			“So,” Charley said. “What kind of animal combo are we trying to capture exactly?”

			“I’m glad you asked!” Jameson appeared at Marta’s side, looking as if he might jump out of his skin with excitement. “So, this is a great area for seeing all kinds of combos: there are lots of chimpanzelles, chimp-gazelles—Hank told me that you have already seen plenty of those, but those aren’t really worth that much in Meritorium; the crowd wants to see bigger game.” He hopped from side to side in a way that Charley thought was reminiscent of a chimpanzelle himself. “Let’s see, you will likely see some marmosals. Those things are weird: they are a combination of marmoset and jackal. Umm, those aren’t worth much, though, either …”

			“Which combos are worth the most?” Charley asked.

			Marta interrupted Jameson before he could begin. “Well, the bigger the better, as a general rule. So that is what we are going for.” 

			“Right,” Jameson said. “But there are some smaller combos that are crowd favorites and pay well, too. Hedgedogs, hedgehog-wild dingo dogs—those add some spice to any match in the arena, at least for the wild beast fights since their spines make them so difficult to kill, not so much as a danger to humans, though. And if you spot any weird lizard combos, sometimes those will do well.”

			Hank, still slightly ashen-faced, asked, “So, what are the big ones that we might see? The ones that are a danger to humans—not that I’m worried or anything, of course. But since I’m the bait I just thought it might be helpful for our planning, you know …”

			“Well,” Jameson said. “What we would really like to bag is a zippo—basically just a big zebra-striped hippo. Those things are like wrecking balls in the amphitheater; they go for a lot of money.”

			“How do you catch one of those?” Sandy asked.

			Jameson’s eyes twinkled. “No clue! We’ve never caught one.” 

			Turning to Hank, Marta said, “If we see one, and we likely will, you just make sure to get its attention. We’ve got a lot of manpower now so this is our chance to go for one; we’ll take it from there. Your job is just to keep on your feet long enough to let us get the harness on it.” Marta nodded at a contraption of iron shackles and what looked like rods reinforced with bamboo that Grigor was closely inspecting, a frown on his furrowed brow.

			“Just don’t get gored,” Jameson said. “I’m sure even a zippo will be nothing compared to facing down a bion, though. Right, Hank?”

			“Right …” Hank said, looking suspiciously green around the gills and weak around the knees.

			“Alright, enough chatter.” Marta turned and made a motion to some of the other hunters in her group. “Show everyone to their positions and let’s move out.” She pointed at a tall, broad-shouldered man with a beard tapered to a point. “Carter, you take Grigor, Orson, and Charley. Let’s see how the four of you do with the tethers.” She looked at Sandy. “As for you, Pretty, you hang close with me. Hank, Jameson will show you where to best, umm, make yourself available.” 

			In spite of the twisting knots rising in his stomach, Charley fought to stifle a grin at Sandy’s gritted teeth and Hank’s unaccustomed speechlessness.

			Sure, he was about to try to tether a rampaging, highly aggressive animal that likely weighed in the tons, but it could be worse. He tried not to think about what might be done to the animal in the arena; at least he wouldn’t personally be responsible for killing the animal just for sport. 

			Charley’s insides continued to churn. In his experience, when things could get worse … 

			They usually did.

			***

			Charley eyed the harness with a raised brow. “Do you think it can actually restrain a zippo, or whatever?” 

			“I don’t know …” Grigor said, still running his enormous calloused hands slowly along the lengths of bamboo lashed by thick twine to the iron manacles. “I’ve never seen a zippo, or any sort of hippo combo—I have heard stories of them, though, and if the stories are to be believed, they are fearsome creatures.”

			“That they are,” Carter said, their handler from Marta’s group who walked up with Orson. He gripped an iron shackle and rattled the iron chain. “These are built well, though; we’ve never had a problem with them.” He paused, and gave it another shake. “Not that we’ve ever tried them on a zippo …”

			Orson narrowed his eyes, appraising Carter and his Score of 86. “What exactly have these chains been tested on?”

			Carter spoke slowly, meeting Orson’s eyes. “Nothing as big as a zippo.” He paused, seeming to weigh his answer. “Just smaller creatures.”

			“I see, well I’m glad someone with your expertise is going along with us,” Orson said dryly. “You’re about as useful as an accordion on a durkey hunt.” He fingered the chains. “Well, if the zippo breaks free, then I guess it’s up to us four to subdue it.” His eyes glittered. “By any means necessary.” Orson casually flipped out his blade and did an intricate pirouette, not quite close enough to Carter as to be insulting, but just close enough to be insouciant. 

			Carter stood straight-backed, not wanting to give Orson the pleasure of taking a step backward. “You’ll see just how effective of a restraint they are,” Carter said with a smirk, returning Orson’s vitriol. “Just you wait.” He motioned for them to pick up the harness. “Let’s go.”

			Something about Carter’s exchange with Orson gave Charley pause. He looked from Grigor to Orson and back to Carter, each helping to carry the massive harness as they trekked over the grassy plain and toward a bottle tree that stood in silhouette against the purple-streaked late-afternoon sky. 

			Charley felt on edge, and not just about the roaming animal combos.

			***

			“Sit.” A tattooed arm corded with muscle pointed a finger at Sven. 

			It wasn’t a request. Sven sat. 

			Inside, Sven fumed. Oddly enough, he wasn’t mad at being ordered to sit down, lined up like so many cattle in their stalls with the other Low Scores; he was used to that sort of treatment in Meritropolis. He was furious at the apathetic way in which Marta’s men had imposed their will on the camp. It was as if Marta’s men knew Sven and the dozens of other Low Scores would comply, as if they didn’t have the capacity for refusing an order; they were just faceless and nameless masses. Guiltily, Sven realized that except for Elena, the girl whose sister had been killed in Meritropolis, he hardly knew anyone’s name himself. Sven pulled his knees up to his chest, glowering under his brows at the tattooed men lazily patrolling. It was demeaning; they weren’t even considered a threat. Sven thought of Charley and Sandy and the other High Scores out hunting. No one would dare to approach them in such a carefree and casual manner. No one gave orders to Charley. 

			The familiar resentment bubbled up in Sven. Charley was his friend—maybe his only real friend—but it wasn’t easy when everyone could see on their forearms that Charley was more important, more useful, more of a person. Sven was just a nobody, a Low Score whose only merit was that his best friend had the highest score. If Charley were here—thinking of this, Sven’s face twisted into a sickening leer—if Charley were here, he wouldn’t sit on the ground taking orders from anybody. If Charley were here, there would be blood. 

			Sven hugged his knees, keeping his legs and his thoughts close to his chest. The men strolled mere inches by his curled-up feet, not even seeing him, little plumes of dust puffing up and drifting softly onto him. He thought back to the fall of Meritropolis. He had felt something like power then—like he was in control of his own destiny, like he was more than just a Low Score. 

			He had taken action. He had fought. Flames burning. The oppressive guards screaming out. It was horrendous. Yet Sven knew something deep down inside. He had liked it. It had given him a sense of control that he had never felt before, like he was the one calling the shots while everyone else scattered in fright and confusion. 

			Sven peeked his eyes out between his knees, looking at the glowing embers in the still-smoldering campfire. He wasn’t Charley; he had to accept that. As much as his soul chafed at being forced into a position of subservience—Meritropolis all over again—with his small frame and lack of fighting skills, it would be suicidal to get up off the ground right now. 

			He kept his eyes on the fire. He might be a Low Score, but he wasn’t helpless. He just needed to wait, to bide his time. If he was one thing that Charley was most certainly not, it was patient. When the time was right, someone would pay.

			***

			Marta was strong. Very strong. Sandy fought back a surprising wetness in her eyes, furiously rubbing her shoulder against her cheek to smudge it away. She hated herself for it, she really did. She couldn’t believe she had let this happen—and now she was a crying captive? Maybe Charley was right. Maybe she just needed to know her place: meek, submissive, and content to let Charley lead. Her back stiffened. No way. She was happy to follow Charley, but she refused to be treated like a second-class citizen—that was right back to classifying people by their Score under the System. She would show Charley and the others what she was capable of; she wouldn’t let them down like this. Even more than she already had. 

			If only she hadn’t been so distracted thinking about Charley and his cocky dismissal of her leadership ability. But she hadn’t even seen it coming. Once she had Sandy separated from the others, Marta had morphed into a different person. The kindly mother act was gone; the transformation coming as fast as Marta had disarmed Sandy and flipped her on her back, gasping for a breath in the dirt. 

			Now the shackles were on. 

			Marta tugged Sandy behind her carelessly. Marta’s true feelings were on full display; Sandy was only chattel to her. If Marta’s attitude wasn’t clue enough, the manacles around Sandy’s ankles and wrists cleared up any confusion as to who was now in charge. 

			“Step pretty now, Pretty,” Marta said, glancing over her shoulder, and yanking on the chain to hurry Sandy forward.

			Sandy stumbled, but forced her head high. She needed to be aware of her surroundings, to see if she could warn Charley and the others somehow. 

			If it wasn’t already too late. 

			***

			Something still seemed wrong. Charley shook it off, chalking it up to his nerves and the eerie shadows thrown off by the setting sun melting over the horizon. Garish dark shapes made from the last remaining rays of the day sliced through the skeleton branches of the bottle tree, transmuting onto the waving grass below, where Charley, Grigor, Orson, and Carter crouched ready with the harness. 

			They had been in this position for hours—not long at all in hunting time. Each of them had long ago grown accustomed to the cardinal tenet of hunting: you wait, a lot. Of course, hunting in the post-Event world changed this in some important ways. With many of the animal combinations imbued with an aggression toward man, if you were willing to make yourself visible, you often didn’t need to wait long.

			However, as Grigor had taught them, the trick was getting noticed by the right kind of animal. They had seen chimpanzelles, stotting and chattering back and forth in a way that unnerved Charley. They had even seen a few of the hedgedogs Jameson had mentioned. Charley had recoiled inwardly when another snurtle wandered not many paces from the bottle tree, not even noticing the humans crouching at the ready. But no zippos.

			The rough semblance of a plan was for Carter, or another of Marta’s men positioned in a strategic wide semicircular arc, to give the signal, via a small cone-shaped whistle that all of Marta’s men wore around their neck. That signal meant a zippo, or another form of game adequate for capture, had been sighted and they should begin to collapse inward. Hank would lead the charge by running furiously for the bottle tree and making as much noise as possible. The other men in the hunting party were equipped with great nets and clubs, while Charley and those under the tree had clubs, as well as the harness at the ready. 

			Charley shifted his weight, trying to increase the blood flow to his right foot, to keep it from falling asleep. He looked straight up, through the scraggly branches of the bottle tree. Was that a flap of wings overhead? He froze, eyes squinting. It was hard to tell through the upraised spines on the tree, each leafless branch with tiny fingers stretching skyward, like roots growing upward. Charley looked at the others; they hadn’t noticed anything. No, it couldn’t be wings—

			The whistle blew. A sound like a horn rolled from across the savannah, piercing the stillness.

			There was calm and silence for the span of a heartbeat, and then screaming. Rising with the others, Charley lifted the harness in one hand, his club in the other. 

			The screaming grew louder.

			It sounded … human. Charley thought, like someone running for their life. 

			It was. 

			Hank pealed over a slight incline, arms pumping furiously, mouth wide open. Screaming. His eyes bulged, the whites gleaming specter-like against the darkening sky.

			“Run!” Hank screamed out. “Run!”

			“Some kind of High Scores you are training here,” Orson said, looking over at Grigor.

			Grigor frowned. “Something’s not right here …”

			“Yeah, no kidding,” Carter said. “This is supposed to be your mighty bion hunter?”

			Charley looked closer. Hank’s mouth was bloody: red streaked his lips and cheeks. A deep dark mark appeared to be swelling on the side of his face. 

			“What the—” Orson swore under his breath, and whispered something to Grigor.

			Grigor dropped the harness and turned to Carter. Before Grigor could open his mouth, the point of Orson’s sword was at Carter’s throat.

			“Let’s talk about this plan again,” Orson said, his eyes appearing to suck in any remaining light in the sky. He nodded his head to Hank, now falling at their feet and babbling almost incoherently. “What in the blazes happened to him?”

			Grigor bent over Hank and then rose suddenly, his voice hard. “He has marks on his wrists and ankles.” 

			Carter swore, looking off to the horizon. “I told Marta that we shouldn’t try for the zippo, too.”

			“Too?” Orson repeated, his voice soft and his blade still inches from Carter’s throat.

			Carter sighed. “If you’re going to kill me, go ahead and get it over with. You should know, though, that Marta likely already has your entire camp captured. If you kill me, I can’t help you.” 

			“Captured?” Charley asked, thinking instantly of Sandy, and then belatedly, and guiltily, about Sven.

			“Come on, don’t you guys know anything about Meritorium?” Carter said. “We’re slavers, man. There’s way more money in selling people for the Venatio than in selling combos.”

			Charley looked down at the manacles and chains that formed their zippo harness and thought back to some of the strange comments Carter had made. Everything clicked. Of course, how could they have been so stupid?

			Hank was starting to pull himself together and got to his feet. “It’s true. They had me bound and gagged. I was bait for a zippo, or something, if it happened to come by, but their real plan was to collapse inward on you guys.”

			Grigor stepped back, scanning the horizon. “That means they will be coming.”

			Carter smirked. “They already are coming.” He looked haughtily at Charley. “And we don’t give a rip about finding the czar, or getting revenge on your brother or whatever.”

			Charley’s eyes widened, momentarily rendered speechless.

			Carter’s eyes locked on Charley’s, seeming to enjoy his discomfort. “What? You didn’t think we’d do a little investigative work and ask around in your camp about why you guys are even out here?” His lip curled up. “Give it a rest, dude. Your brother’s dead.”

			Before he could even think, Charley stepped forward. He whipsawed his elbow viciously into Carter’s cheek, dropping him backward onto the ground. For Charley it was a natural reaction; he couldn’t really help it, not that he cared. If pain demanded to be felt, then rage demanded to be expressed. 

			Charley stood across Carter’s chest, towering over him like a prizefighter, then leaned down close. “Don’t talk about him.” Charley spoke softly. “Underground in Meritropolis, bullies like Hank would raccoon people.” Charley balled up his right fist and punched Carter square in the eye. “That’s for Hank.” He punched his other eye. “And that’s for talking about my brother.” The punches, one-two, were staccato fast and hard enough to leave a substantial mark—this he could have avoided, but he didn’t want to. 

			Charley backed away slowly, the anger draining away, and leaving nothing but a cold sadness in its place. “Now get off the ground.” He looked to Orson and Grigor with a shrug.

			Orson looked at Grigor. “I do like your training on this one, though.”

			Grigor shook his head. “I did not teach him that.” 

			Hank grinned crookedly, some of his usual confidence returning. “At least you learned something from me, Charley.” He paused, growing serious. “Thanks, Charley.” 

			“My pleasure,” Charley said, and he meant it. It was true that Hank was a bully growing up, and quite often still an insufferable jerk, but Charley couldn’t help but think that jerks have feelings, too, or something. Charley drew his blades. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go get the others back before it’s too late.”

			Grigor held up an outstretched hand. “We should exercise caution. I do not see any of Marta’s men yet, but visibility is very poor and growing worse as the sun sets. They are likely waiting for full dark, since presumably they already know that Hank has warned us.” 

			Orson stepped closer to Carter, lifted his blade casually, and twirled the tip ever so slightly, like the head of a snake bobbing and swaying. “Think carefully. What can you tell us that might—” the blade struck, poking Carter in the stomach gently, but Orson applied increasing pressure—“help your chances of surviving the night?”

			Charley noted with some measure of pride that Carter seemed to be fighting the temptation to rub his now dark and swelling eyes. 

			Carter swallowed. “I’m sorry. You have to understand your High Scores are just too valuable in Meritorium. And this many Low Scores, too, and the Venatio coming up so soon? We had to; really, it’s nothing personal—”

			“What is he babbling about?” Charley demanded, feeling the tickle of his temper scratch the inside of his skull again. He pushed Orson’s blade away and stepped in close to Carter. “Just tell us how we can get our people back!”

			Carter smiled slowly, looking maniacal with his mask of two quickly swelling eyes. “It’s already too late.” Carter fell straight backward, reaching into his pocket to produce a vial of purple shimmery liquid. Hitting the ground flat on his back, eyes gazing straight up to the darkening star-filled sky, Carter smashed the vial on the ground.

			A deep purple phloxy haze enveloped them all.

			Charley sank to his knees, slowly. He tried to lift his arm toward Carter, but it remained motionless at his side, unwilling to obey the command his brain was sending. He tipped to one side, unable to resist the insistent coaxing of gravity.

			He hit the ground, asleep.
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			CHAPTER 5

			Circumcellions

			Wavy, knee-high grass brushed Charley’s legs as he trudged along. They had been traveling hard for about five hours since awakening in the morning, all without food or water. He licked his cracked lips. They hurt, but not as bad as the manacles digging into his neck, ankles, and wrists, which were already chafed and raw. They were all chained together in the “zippo” harness. Grigor and Orson were in the front, Charley and Hank in the rear—each pair joined by a yoke made of bamboo. His only solace was that he was walking behind Grigor, his broad back blotting out the sun, giving Charley some respite from the heat. 

			The good news was that they were headed directly to Meritorium, led by a guide who knew exactly where they were going. 

			The bad news was that they were slaves. 

			“Let’s take a break!” Charley heard Marta call out from up ahead. 

			Charley plopped on the ground, massaging his neck and then calves. The manacles not only chafed his skin almost raw, but their cumbersome weight altered his stride, forcing him to walk with his head pulled forward and up on his toes to keep from tripping. 

			“Hurts, huh?” Carter said, strolling back to them—but not too close. He approached them the way a man scared of dogs, but trying mightily not to let it show, approaches a kennel of aggressive canines. 

			Charley grunted something unintelligible. In retrospect, losing his temper and punching Carter had been a mistake. But the positive was that Carter’s face did look ridiculous, and strangely like a raccoon. Hank should be proud. 

			“What did you say?” Carter asked, inclining his head closer.

			Charley sprung off the ground and lunged, rattling his chains at Carter with a mock yell. 

			Carter backed up hurriedly and swore, recoiling as if afraid of being bitten. “Keep it up, and you won’t get any water for the entire day,” Carter said, lifting his chin, as if to convince himself that he wasn’t afraid.

			“What did you say?” Charley said. “Come a little closer so I can hear you.”

			“Carter!” Marta shouted, appearing behind him. “What did I just hear you say? You haven’t given them any water?” She cuffed the side of his head. “You worthless dolt! We need these High Scores healthy if we are going to get top dollar for them.” Marta motioned for a large bearded man with a belly like a beer barrel to bring them water.

			Charley drank gratefully, letting the water run across his lips, sucking in the much-needed moisture. 

			“And get them something to eat, too.” Marta made a motion with her thick fingers. She didn’t look scared, but Charley noticed that she was experienced enough to maintain a safe distance from them. He got the distinct feeling they were not the first slaves she had captured. 

			“Thank you,” Hank said, looking to Marta with eyes wide. Charley hoped Hank was not evincing some symptoms of Stockholm Syndrome, because whatever Marta had done to him while he was “bait” had messed with his typically unassailable arrogance. 

			“Where’s Sandy?” Charley asked, locking eyes on Marta.

			Marta’s gimlet eyes narrowed. “She’s with me. She’s fine—for now. But, if I hear any disturbance back here, any efforts made at escape, anything that even sounds like an attempt at escape—” She stepped forward quickly, much quicker than Charley would have thought possible for her wide body and jerked the chain attached to his neck, drawing Charley up close, his head cricked to one side, the iron manacle compressing the carotid arteries in the side of his neck. “I will kill her first.” Charley felt himself growing lightheaded, the blood cut off to his brain. She twisted the chain in her fingers, digging the manacle deeper into his neck. “Do you understand?” 

			He felt himself getting dizzy. “Yes,” he managed to croak out. “I understand.”

			“Good.” She abruptly released the chain, and stepped back quickly, leaving him gasping on all fours in the dirt. 

			“I think she means it,” Orson said dryly, adjusting his iron collar with a delicate touch, managing somehow to still look regal and self-assured while in stock and chains.

			Grigor turned his head around as far as he could twist himself with the double set of chains they had used as a precaution against his great strength. “She’s some woman.” 

			Orson started, looking sideways at Grigor. “Some woman indeed,” he snorted. “She’s your type, huh, old boy?”

			“No, of course not,” Grigor said. “Surprising—she’s a surprising woman, is all I meant.”

			“Uh-huh,” Orson said.

			Hank turned, eyes wide and looking uncharacteristically uncertain, still shook up after his experience as bait the previous evening. “She wouldn’t really do anything to Sandy … would she, Charley?”

			Orson craned his neck around, his face bland. “Oh, I believe she would.”

			Grigor spoke up. “Sandy’s a High Score, too. She does have that going for her. It’s doubtful that Marta will want to lose the revenue from selling her.”

			“Right …” Charley said. “Marta seems like nothing if not a shrewd businesswoman; I think she wants to keep us all alive.” He paused, adjusted his neck manacle, and spoke again softly. “But I don’t doubt she will resort to violence if she thinks it’s needed.”

			“So what do we do?” Hank asked. 

			“I’m thinking,” Charley said.

			“Don’t do that.” Orson rolled his eyes. “We don’t need any of your harebrained ideas—let me guess, your plan will be something that involves you charging straight ahead, in a rage, trying to overpower six people, without a thought given to what will happen next?”

			“I haven’t exactly worked it out yet.” 

			“Riiight.” Orson shook his head. 

			“Let’s move out!” Marta called out from ahead. Rising slowly, they resumed the slow, painful slog forward, somewhat refreshed by the water and a tough strip of jerky that tasted like tree bark dipped in charcoal. But Charley was still no closer to seeing a way out.

			But he knew Orson was right: rage was not a plan.

			But it was a start.

			***

			“Keep a lid on it!” Marta hissed. She ducked her head down lower to make eye contact with Charley, his neck still bowed from the tug of the neck manacle. “Let me remind you, one peep from any of you, and it’s lights out for your little girlfriend.” She clasped the chain and jerked Charley’s head up, pointing ahead, far down the dirt road, to where Sandy was walking in chains, surrounded by three of Marta’s men. 

			“I understand.” 

			“Good.” She released the chain, letting Charley’s head flop forward. “Because we’re almost to Meritorium. We just need to make it past these religious nut-jobs up ahead.”

			“Religious nut-jobs?” Orson asked, looking over, now interested in their conversation.

			Marta lowered her voice, as if one might jump out of the grass along their path at any moment. “Circumcellions. A Christian suicide cult that’s opposed to slavery. Their goal is to die by martyrdom, so they attack travelers with clubs in hopes that they’ll be killed. They camp outside the city.”

			“I’m familiar with them,” Orson said. “In Meritropolis, we had—” He glanced at Grigor. “We had an incident with some of them years ago.” 

			“A Christian suicide cult?” Hank said. “Doesn’t sound very Christian to me.”

			“A lot of what so-called Christians do isn’t very Christian,” Orson snorted. “But these wackos are the worst. They’re usually drunk; they rape and pillage. They’ll do anything to goad someone into killing them.” 

			“It’s true,” Marta said. “And we’re happy to oblige them. But even better would be to get through to Meritorium undetected.” She looked directly at Charley and hissed. “Now, if you want Sandy to live, just keep your heads down and be quiet.” Marta walked ahead of them to rejoin the men guarding Sandy at the front of their caravan.

			“They want to be killed?” Hank said, scrunching up his face.

			Orson nodded. “Sometimes the freaks will even throw themselves off a cliff if they can’t get someone to kill them. At least, that’s what they did in ancient Roman times. Around here, there aren’t many cliffs.” He curled up his lip. “Likely it’s the animal combos that get them instead.” He grinned wickedly. 

			“It’s true, they are nut-jobs, as you say, but, historically, the Circumcellions actually made an important contribution,” Grigor said, his broad shoulders ahead of Charley rising and falling in time with his steps. “Well, let me rephrase that. It was a reaction to the Circumcellions by Augustine that made an important contribution: the Doctrine of Just War. Basically, it’s the philosophical theory for when Christians are justified in using violence.”

			“You’ve thought about this before,” Charley said.

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Orson said, turning his head away and facing forward down their dusty path.

			“Yes,” Grigor said shortly. “Orson and I have discussed this—”

			“At great length,” Orson interjected.

			“We don’t see eye to eye,” Grigor said, choosing to leave it at that and remain silent. 

			“It’s always right to fight for what’s right,” Charley said, tugging his head against the neck manacle, and raising his eyes to look meaningfully at Orson, daring him to return his gaze. 

			“I think we know where you stand,” Orson snorted. “But, hey, we’re not in Meritropolis, and I’m not commander of even a dung heap now, so we can do whatever you want.” He paused, now turning to look at Charley square in the eyes. “At least until we meet up with my father. He doesn’t take so kindly to people ignoring his wishes.”

			Charley thought of Alec. The thought struck him that fighting for revenge wasn’t really fighting for what was right, was it? He pushed the thought out of his mind. He was fighting to bring down the System, that was the right thing to do—it had to be. 

			“I’m going to do more than ignore his wishes,” Charley said softly, his eyes blazing, and focused straight ahead. But not before he saw the strangest of looks on Orson’s face.

			It looked very much like satisfaction.

			***

			“Release them!” An elderly man in tattered rags straddled their path, his knobby knees jutting out to each side. “The prophet says that slavery—” he drew the word out with a preacher’s cadence, his voice rising in a fevered pitch—“is evil!” Unkempt hair spilling in all directions, his eyes wild and possibly showing signs of inebriation or worse, the man zeroed his frantic gaze in on Marta, perceiving her as the leader. 

			“You!” He lifted a bony hand, slowly stretching out a long pointy nail, dark and curved like a bird’s talon. “Do you repent of your transgressions?”

			Charley watched from well behind the confrontation, still chained in the zippo harness and with eyes wide, as Marta returned the old man’s stare without flinching. She remained motionless, finally breaking the silence with a shout of her own. “I do not! Do you intend to obstruct our path, or will you let us pass and live to preach another day?” 

			Charley was impressed with Marta’s resolve. Apparently, her strategy was that Circumcellions, when engaged, must be confronted head-on.

			The old man drew himself up to his full height. He looked absurdly like a dancing skeleton: his scrawny chest swelling up and gangly limbs splayed to each side. “I guard this road to Meritorium with my life. I rejoice to die a martyr for the cause!” 

			“As you wish.” Marta drew her blade, advancing a step closer.

			The man laughed maniacally. Charley thought it almost certain he was abusing some sort of substance stronger than alcohol. “But, just one moment—” He cackled again, a high screeching sound that floated back on the wind to Charley and sent the hairs on the back of his neck prickling. “Agonistici, gather your Israelites!” 

			Orson swore. “Great, that means there’s more than just him. And ‘Israelites’ are what they call their weapons.”

			“They have weapons?” Hank asked.

			“Just clubs,” Grigor said. “They believe it’s wrong to use swords or any type of blade.” 

			“Wait, I thought they wanted to die?” Charley asked, watching the old man do a little hopping dance back and forth, side to side, as more raggedy, club-wielding Circumcellions joined from the periphery. 

			“Oh, they do,” Orson said. “But it’s all about how they die that’s important. Fighting for what they believe in, stopping slavery or whatever, gets them more glory in the afterlife.”

			“So that’s why they go to such lengths to provoke people?” Charley said slowly, watching the man continue his dance, taunting Marta and her cadre of armed men, each of whom looked like they could just push their way past him. “They really do want to die …”

			“Yes,” Grigor said simply. “They are a much more formidable opponent than they look, particularly because they are almost always in a large group, and heavily intoxicated. The combination of drugs, groupthink, and religion is a dangerous mix.” 

			“Maybe they’ll win and set us free,” Charley said.

			Orson corrected him with a flutter of his fingers. “Umm, that’s not the way it works. We definitely don’t want them to win. We are better off in Marta’s hands.”

			“They have been known to torture and kill any slaves they manage to free,” Grigor said. “It’s their way of sharing the blessing with the former slaves. That way they can all receive glory and enlightenment in death as a martyr.”

			“Oh,” Charley said, chagrined.

			“Uh, I think he’s looking at us …” Hank said.

			“Who?” Charley asked.

			“The prophet or whoever. The old man.” 

			Charley looked for the elderly man, now hardly visible in the mass of jumping, bouncing, hip-swaying cult members that blocked their path. Then he saw a club clasped by a scrawny arm raise slowly in the air, and then the eerie screeching started again in earnest. For just a moment, Charley had the sensation that he was watching a pack of animals, not humans. Something about the way they bumped up and down, clutching clubs and clearly hungry for violence, made Charley think about the chimpanzelles they had seen earlier.

			The man did seem to be looking at them. He raised his other arm and made a gesture to the Circumcellions for silence. He continued to look in their direction, the screeching and dancing now notably absent. 

			“What’s he doing?” Hank asked, fear rising in his voice. 

			“I believe he intends to rescue us,” Orson said.

			The man thrust both hands straight up in the air as if summoning a lightning strike. Which, Charley thought, maybe he was. He bellowed out, “You slave traders will be in those chains and wearing that harness—” he pointed toward the captives—“before nightfall!” His eyes blazed with a strange light. “Agonistici, charge!”

			Marta’s men were hardened fighters with deadly sharp blades that flashed death and dismemberment indiscriminately in the gloaming light. Marta herself was a fair swordswoman, and what she lacked in quickness, she made up for in clever maneuvering. They chopped and hacked their way into the midst of the Circumcellions with careful precision, bodies falling in their wake. The dusky light glory-striped each fallen martyr, for a moment captured, time immemorial, in a medieval-esque panorama of violence and veneration. 

			But, for all of that, the battle seemed to shift before Charley’s eyes. 

			Marta’s men were discovering the difficulties of fighting an opponent with senses dulled by pharmaceutical means and determined to die in spectacular fashion. One young man purposefully let himself be impaled by a sword, only to die shrieking, not in pain, but in glorious ecstasy. Charley’s eyes grew wide as the man, in his dying throes, pushed himself further onto the sword, allowing his fellow martyrs-to-be beat the man down with their clubs. 

			Marta and her men were being pushed back.

			Quite suddenly, Charley, Hank, Grigor, and Orson found themselves in the thick of it. Even in chains, Grigor was a force to be reckoned with. Anyone who came near, Circumcellion or slaver, was dispatched of with brutal efficiency. The four of them moved like a slow-rolling tank, trampling all who made the mistake of getting too close. One gaunt Circumcellion, eyes bloodshot and pupils dilated, managed to find himself inside of their harness and was summarily pummeled from four directions at once. 

			Charley looked frantically for Sandy, but she was lost from view. In the bloodlust of battle, he saw Hank regaining some of his customary confidence. Taking courage from Hank’s newfound resolve, Charley steeled himself to fight on; it was the only choice he had if he wanted to ever have a chance of seeing Sandy again. “Let’s get that one!” Hank called out, pointing to a large man swinging a club in their direction. 

			Grigor dipped a shoulder, bucked up his head viciously, and entangled the man’s club in his chains. With a knee to his gut, and a double-hammer thump on the back of his neck, the man was down for the count. 

			Hobbling slowly by him in their chains, Hank looked down. “Come on, Grigor. I meant that I wanted to get him, too.” Charley looked sideways at Hank, who paused for a moment with his foot lifted, before stepping on the side of the fallen man’s head for good measure. Hank looked up, noticed Charley’s gaze, and shrugged. 

			Charley carried on looking in vain for Sandy, but he took heart after seeing what he thought was the flash of her red hair. It appeared that Marta had wisely sent her to the back of their caravan for safety. Yoked together in their foursome of slave chains and manacles, moving slowly through the mass of shrieking, grabbing, pressing people, Charley felt as if their harness was a slave ship, propelling them through the roiling waves of combatants. 

			The harnessed quartet continued to subdue anyone foolish enough to come in range. One cult member with legs like sticks cracked his club so hard against Grigor’s shoulder that Charley felt the impact reverberate through the harness and twist his neck to one side. Grigor, seeming not to even feel the blow, merely disarmed the man with a flip of his chained wrists, and then upended him and began to use him, head-first, as a battering ram. 

			Orson, in a display of acrobatics that was every bit worthy of his High Score and former status as commander, had perfected a maneuver where he would grasp the yoke, and then extend his chained legs like a human flag, rigid and unmoving, until Grigor had lifted him above a target opponent. Then, slingshotting his feet down, he would reverse-boot-kick the unlucky target into the center of their harness, where each of them would contribute to a quick four-way dispatch of the now thoroughly confused subject. 

			The battle dragged on, each side becoming entrenched, but the sun was close to setting. The old man was now nowhere to be found, likely long ago having been granted his wish of martyrdom. The slaves had not been freed. The purplish-orange smelting across the horizon, coupled with the tawny grassland, contrasted against the spilled crimson blood and violence that littered the foreground of Charley’s vision. 

			And yet, the battle was turning back to Marta’s favor. She screamed out, “The nets! Now, use the nets!”

			Her men, prepared for this pre-arranged signal, used their hunting nets to entangle the last remaining Circumcellions and proceeded to fall on them with abandon, spearing them like fish in a net. If there was any doubt about Marta’s willingness for violence, this settled the question. 

			Charley looked back, continuing to watch Marta and her men skewer the Circumcellions trapped in the nets. He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. Charley had seen violence, and a lot of it. But this was horrific. His stomach roiled. Maybe the Circumcellions weren’t the animals. Maybe Marta and her men were.

			Charley looked around at the fallen bodies, many never to rise again because of his own hand.

			He swallowed, the saliva sticking in his throat. Maybe they were animals, too.

			“Well, that was a close one.” Marta, slaked in blood, walked back to her captives. “Let’s get moving.”

			Charley trudged ahead. Lifting his head, his pulse quickened. Despite their present predicament, against all odds, they had actually made it. 

			He could see something peeking just over the darkening horizon.

			Meritorium.
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			CHAPTER 6

			Civilization

			“I bet you’d like to get out of that harness, huh?” Carter sauntered up, a strip of jerky in hand. It heartened Charley somewhat to see that Marta and her men had to eat the same foul-tasting stuff for breakfast that they did. 

			Charley remained silent, more from exhaustion than by force of will. 

			Carter continued his morning stroll, making an attempt at bravado, but Charley noticed he still maintained a cautious distance from the slaves in the zippo harness. Charley, Hank, Orson, and Grigor sprawled on the ground in a pile of straw, half-sitting, half-laying, in whatever semblance of comfort they could manage while still harnessed together. 

			It had been a long night.

			They were in stables on the outskirts of Meritorium. The air was rank with the smell of dung—both animal and human, Charley suspected. Their own pot in the corner was not something any of them wanted to linger over; the four slaves had quickly realized that they were only cattle to their owners. Charley looked down at the Score on his arm: 173. They were valuable cattle, and so treated with greater care than the others, but they were cattle nonetheless. 

			Hank stirred, groggily shooing his hand in Carter’s direction. “Beat it, loser.”

			“Adios, I think I’ll go explore around town,” Carter said. “Too bad you can’t come.”

			Charley watched silently as Carter walked away, free. Free to do as he wished. Charley looked at their chamber pot in the corner of their stall, surrounded by insistently buzzing flies. Not even free to relieve himself in private. Funny how many little things one takes for granted.

			Charley looked at Orson and Grigor, each with eyes closed, but Charley suspected well awake. They were wisely getting whatever manner of rest they could, while they could, preparing for whatever lay ahead. Something he knew he should emulate. He closed his eyes, but he couldn’t stop thinking.

			The dank musty smell of manure mingled with the crispness of the hay. Even with his eyes closed, Charley couldn’t mistake their surroundings. There was something else he could just faintly sniff: animals. Probably lots of different animal combos, of varying sizes and shapes, if Marta’s son Jameson was to be believed. Charley hadn’t seen or heard from him since their hunt preparations. He wondered if he had known of his mother’s plan. 

			And Sven, where was he? Charley knew that Sven and the other Low Scores would be even worse treated in Meritorium. A fly settled on Charley’s ear, and with eyes still closed he shook his head to dislodge it, trying not to think about what had likely been the fly’s most recent destination. He sighed. His one consolation was that it seemed like they would all be safe from any real harm for at least a few days—until the Venatio began.

			But then, if the Venatio was anything like the ancient Roman event it was modeled after, Charley knew things would change in a most violently abrupt way.

			***

			“You know—” Marta eased herself down on the log beside Sandy—“the scoring system was one of the best things that could have ever happened for us women.”

			Sandy fought the urge to pull away. “How so?” 

			Marta extended a piece of jerky, which Sandy reluctantly took. “Well, you and I both know that men want to make things all about them.” She turned down her lips and mimed a high-and-mighty expression. “Men are more important; men are in charge; women are just second-class citizens.” Marta spat, her wet loogie glopped on the dry ground by her feet, shriveling the dust inward. She scuffed it out with the toe of her boot and looked up. “Am I right?”

			Sandy shifted uncomfortably, thinking about Charley. She loved him, really she did, but why was it assumed that he should be the one to lead them? And why did he have to treat her like she didn’t have anything valuable to offer? It certainly wasn’t her temper and lack of self-control that was constantly getting them into trouble. She lifted her head to meet Marta’s eyes, trying to keep her gaze neutral. Whatever her misgivings about Charley, she wasn’t quite willing to just go along with Marta’s polemic, but she certainly didn’t want to antagonize her. “Sure.”

			“But here’s the thing …” Her eyes bored into Sandy. “Now the men are no longer in charge; the System is in charge. It’s a cold, hard numbers game: High Scores win, Low Scores lose. I won’t pretend it’s not a harsh reality, but it’s a fair reality. Man, woman, old, young—it doesn’t matter; it’s all about your Score. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

			“Cruelty applied equally is still cruelty,” Sandy said, chewing the horrid jerky with her head down. 

			“Some would call it justice,” Marta continued, unperturbed. “For many years, women have contributed more to society than we ever got credit for. And what thanks did we get in return?”

			“I don’t—”

			“Zip. Zilch. Nada. Instead, we got reduced wages, delayed voting rights, and that’s just in the so-called civilized pre-Event world. Most of the world had it even worse: sex-selective abortions, female genital mutilation, child brides, gendercide, sex trafficking—need I go on?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“And don’t even get me started on racial equality.” Marta spat the words out, her eyes blazing. “Look at me.” She drew herself up, thrusting her chin in the air. “You may not remember, but pre-Event I was nothing but a stereotype—a proud black woman. If I have an opinion, then I’m just another angry black woman. Why is it that if a man has an opinion, he’s a man, but if a woman has an opinion, she’s just an old battle-ax? Huh, answer me that? Let alone a black woman with an opinion. Now, though, I’m a businesswoman. And a darn fine one at that.” She rose, lifting her forearm toward Sandy. “All that matters now is my Score.”

			“Is that why you’re even talking to me?” Sandy asked quietly. “Because of my high Score?”

			Marta paused, her obsidian eyes glinting. She spoke slowly. “You are a girl—a woman, with a high Score in a society that values Score above all else. Above gender, above race—it’s all about your Score. We are in a difficult time, sure.” She made a gesture at Sandy’s chains. “But we are in an unprecedented time.” She crouched down to look Sandy in the eyes. “Your entire value is summed up by that Score. You can use it. You can be anybody.” Marta’s eyes shone with a feverish gleam, and Sandy suddenly realized that Marta had ambitions far beyond being a successful businesswoman.

			“But—” Sandy started to say, then paused as an image of the little girl sentenced to the Meritropolis gates flitted across her mind. “But what about all of the females with low scores? The little girls, the old women, the low-Score baby girls still in the womb, those that nobody wants? What about them? Just because we changed the measuring stick for prejudice, it doesn’t make us any better.”

			Standing, Marta’s lips creased into a wide smile. “Finish your jerky.”

			As Marta strolled away, Sandy thought she heard her say something that sent a shiver rippling straight down the hairs on the back of her manacled neck.

			I’ve got plans for you. 

			***

			When Charley awoke, he was alone and trussed up like a durkey about to be skinned. Which is to say, hanging upside down. He thrashed around, bucking at his restraints, but the movement only caused the blood to rush even faster to his head. He arched his back, drew his head as high as he could, and then snapped his body downward in a contortive blast, hoping that his momentum, aided by gravity, would snap him free.

			“Ooowee, I like this one!” 

			Charley craned his head up to see who had spoken, his chains slowly spiraling him in circles. 

			“This one’s got fire, I can tell. I know heart when I see it.” 

			Charley caught a glimpse of a short, square-jawed man with bright orange hair who was stroking his goatee. He chuckled. “And, believe me, I know a temper when I see one, too.”

			Charley felt a jab in his ribs. “What do you say, boy? You got a temper?” Another sharp poke in his stomach followed. Charley jerked up his head, attempting a head-butt in the general direction of the abuse.

			“Oooh, yes you do. You can’t even hardly help it, can you, boy?” Charley felt himself pulled to a halt and the spinning mercifully stopped. Cornflower-blue eyes sized Charley up from a craggy face thick with orange stubble. “The anger’s just there, isn’t it? You don’t need to work it up; it just kind of explodes, doesn’t it?” The man took a step back and stroked a finger across his freckled cheek, still appraising him. “I know all about that.” 

			Charley remained silent. He tried to look around the room. It appeared to be another stall in the same stable, but he couldn’t see much of anything. Where were the others? Charley wondered if they had been given another sedative before being put in the stables. His wakefulness and memory were patchy. An upside-down Marta entered his field of vision, and Charley began thrashing like a swordfish on a hook, screaming out every insult he knew.

			The red-haired man took another step back. “He does talk after all.” His eyes twinkled, looking very much like some kind of leprechaun bodybuilder. “And such a vocabulary, too.” 

			Charley calmed himself forcibly. Marta stayed well back, apparently unmoved by his outburst. This wasn’t her first rodeo. Charley took a deep breath.

			The man looked at him curiously. “What’s your name, boy?”

			“Charley.” 

			“Come on, Ian,” Marta interjected. “You’ve seen enough. You know this is just a personal favor to you. You can inspect him along with all the others at the public auction. Besides, you know you’d take him sight unseen with that Score.”

			Ian turned to Marta. “It’s true. And I thank you for the opportunity to see such a fine specimen.” 

			He strode up to Charley and cuffed him sharply on the side of his head. “Hold on to that temper, boy. It’s all you’ve got to keep you going now.” He walked away behind Marta and called out over his shoulder. “I’ll be seeing you later; don’t you worry.”

			Charley rotated slowly, an upside-down spinning piece of meat; bagged, tagged, and ready for the butcher’s block. 

			He was alone, again. No better than a common animal, and about to be sold. He bit his lip, fighting back hot tears that slid in rivulets up his forehead and splashed little salty droplets on the hay-strewn floor below. 

			But he wasn’t totally alone. 

			The man was right: his anger kept him company. He nursed the rage, spiraling deep and dark down inside his soul like the chains swirling him slowly around. 

			Anger was an unforgiving, demanding cellmate—but it beat being alone.

			***

			Sven’s face flushed red. He was naked, save for a small strip of cloth that scarcely covered his crotch. He assumed it was so that he and all of the other Low Scores could be searched. Their weapons were confiscated, their clothes were piled away to be sold or burned, and any other personal possessions were outright stolen by their captors. Sven suspected that the primary motivation behind his new one-piece wardrobe was pure humiliation. 

			Humiliation, he had to admit, seemed to be an effective crowd-management technique. They had been stripped, hosed down like farm animals, and were now being herded into what could only be described as a livestock pen. It was made of slatted metal and corroded by what looked to be years of use. The smell of stale urine and fear rose like incense to the idol Moloch.

			Sven staggered forward, bumped and jostled from all sides by other shivering captives. Teeth chattering, arms clasped across his narrow chest, he fought to keep himself upright. 

			“Let’s go, keep it moving!” A lanky youth, not much older than Sven, shouted at a slipping, sliding girl of about fourteen, who was falling behind as he herded them into the pen. The boy gave her a push forward with the heel of his boot, his lips splitting to reveal crooked teeth protruding like misshapen kernels of corn above a wisp of youthful corn silk desperate to be facial hair. 

			The girl scrambled to her feet, crying all the way into the pen. 

			Sven lowered his head. If Charley were here, he wouldn’t let himself be led into an animal pen. Not quietly. And he certainly wouldn’t stand by meekly as a poor little girl was abused right in front of him.

			Sven slowly lifted his head, peering out from under a strand of wet hair that flopped in front of his dark eyes. He lifted a hand, blue with cold, and brushed the hair out of his eyes, slicking beads of water across his forehead. 

			The guy with the crooked teeth was walking just up and to the side of him.

			Sven slowed. Feigning a stumble, he fell to one knee and scooped up a glistening rock he’d spotted. Returning his arms quickly to cross his chest, he slid the cool contours of the rock gently around in the palm of his clenched fist. 

			They were almost to the pen. 

			He slipped to the back of the pack; he would be one of the last to enter the pen. He knew he would only get one shot at this. Even if it went wrong, at least he could console himself that he had done something. If there was anything he had learned in Meritropolis, it was that apathy was the enemy. Inaction just brought more doubt and fear; but action begets confidence. And Sven was tired of feeling worried and scared. 

			He lowered his hand, tightly clenching the hard, solid reassurance of the rock. 

			Mr. Crooked Teeth, all six feet of his lanky, girl-abusing frame, leaned against the open gate to the pen, his languid movements displaying a disregard for the last of the Low Scores that trickled in, their heads down. His mouth was open, teeth sprocketing in all directions, a casual look of contempt wrinkling up his hooknose as a little boy ran into the pen sniveling. 

			Sven stopped. He threw the rock before he really even thought about doing it. He had the faintest impression of thinking about those teeth, but he didn’t aim. He just launched the rock as hard as he could, so hard that he slipped forward a little, and hopped twice to bring himself to a stop. 

			The rock crashed through teeth like a baseball through a window. A sound like broken glass was followed by a choking cough. Doubled over at the waist, eyes bugging out and spitting shards of bloody teeth onto the ground, the youth made a gagging sound, before expelling a smooth little object onto the ground. 

			Sven darted past, into the pen, and was quickly lost among the roiling mass of bodies.

			Standing up a little straighter, Sven lowered his arms from around his chest. His pulse was pounding. He chanced a look back, but it appeared as if a few of Marta’s men were clustering around the youth, now sunk to his knees. The men did nothing but laugh. 

			Sven turned his head back, melting into the center of the crowded pen. A mean little sneer stretched up the corner of his mouth. 

			Sven felt it was true: action did breed confidence.

			And sometimes worse. 

			***

			A thick-fingered hand probed the inside of Charley’s mouth, tapping his teeth and roughly peeling his lips back to inspect his gums. If he could have bitten down, he would have, but the other hand kept a wooden rod firmly stuffed in his mouth so that his teeth couldn’t meet. There was also the matter of his chained hands, ankles, and neck. The latter of which was firmly grasped by an aggressive dentist to keep his head still. Charley was sure this was not this guy’s first time giving a forced dental exam. 

			“Very good, very good indeed.” The man jerked the rod from Charley’s mouth and moved back, not exactly hurriedly, but quite precisely. Charley gasped in a breath. The man was just out of range for a bite, probably a lesson learned long ago. But at least Charley was finally right side up, although now bent forward over some kind of wooden block and outside of the building he had been held in and now in what looked to be an open barnyard area. 

			“Let’s see, any pain, soreness? Besides the usual, of course.” He looked at Charley’s chains and laughed, wrinkling up his leathery face. “Ah, sorry. That never gets old with you new guys.”

			Charley moved his jaw from side to side, trying to work out the soreness.

			“Eh, sorry about that. Has to be done, though, you know?” He lifted his grey eyebrows inquisitively. “So, any handicaps, disabilities, chronic health issues?”

			“Why don’t you take these chains off of me, and I can perform a physical fitness test for you,” Charley said evenly.

			“Spunk! I like it!” he said. “It appears you are quite fine indeed. Never hurts to ask, though.” He grinned, causing his old face to lose twenty years. “I think we’ll forego the physical fitness test.” 

			Charley grunted. 

			The man packed away his few dental instruments and turned to leave. 

			“Wait!” Charley called. “Where are my friends?”

			The man turned around. “They’ll be joining you soon,” he said, his eyes surprisingly warm. “The big one required some extra sedative earlier, so transportation might take a little longer. The younger one is on his way, and that guy who keeps acting like he’s in charge—”

			Charley couldn’t hold back a smirk. “Orson.” 

			“Yeah, that’s the one. Great teeth.” He shifted his bag of tools from one hand to another. “Anyway, they’ll all be out shortly.” He paused, and then chuckled. “Your friends, that is, not Orson’s teeth. It’d be a crime to remove those pearly whites.”

			Charley snorted at the thought of Orson, toothless. “Right, okay.”

			“The auction will start pretty soon, and you guys are all checked out and shipshape. Well, slave-shape.” He looked closely at Charley and shrugged. “It is what it is, young man. I think you’ll do alright, if you’ve got some friends to keep you going. The lot of you look like you can handle yourselves in the Venatio—might even win a prize or two.”

			Charley almost laughed out loud at the thought of Orson as his friend. The absurdity of his predicament, now a slave and with Orson as his friend, caused Charley to find himself in a very strange mood. Surprisingly, he met the older man’s smile with one of his own.

			“See, that’s the spirit. You’ll do just fine.” His face grew serious. “Just be prepared to fight. Some of those combos in the Venatio are no laughing matter.” 

			He lifted his bag in farewell and turned to go. “Well, I’ll be off. I might just be cheering you and your fellows on in the amphitheater in a couple days—maybe even put some money on the big fella. Good luck.” 

			Charley watched him walk away, his bag swinging carefree, the faint tone of a whistle floating back on the breeze. Charley rested his chin on the wooden block.

			“So, how do your teeth look?” 

			Charley turned his head to see Hank being led up, his chains fastened to the metal loops bolted onto the same wooden platform. “Not as good as Orson’s, apparently.”

			Hank snorted. “Not a surprise there. I’ve never seen a man fuss and primp over his appearance as much as him.” 

			A jangle of chains caused both Charley and Hank to turn and see Orson led up behind them. 

			Orson gave a haughty look in Hank’s direction. “Maybe if you paid more attention to your hygiene, you wouldn’t be mistaken for a filthy beast and used for bait when we’re hunting.” 

			“Whatever.” Hank turned his head away.

			Charley looked at Orson. “Where’s Grig—” 

			“He’s coming, he’s fine, et cetera, et cetera,” Orson interrupted, lifting a chained hand and shaking his black glossy locks with a toss of his head. “I’m fine, too. Thanks for asking.”

			“Here I am.” Grigor trundled up, heavily chained, and trailed by a cadre of very nervous-looking men with weapons at the ready. He walked up to the stocks of his own volition and remained impassive as his chains were quickly threaded through the iron loops. 

			“Well, here we all are again,” Grigor said simply.

			“What next?” Hank asked.

			“We wait for the auction to start, and for someone to buy us,” Orson responded, eyes on Hank. “Although why anyone would bid on you is beyond me.”

			“Hey, whatever happened to high Score good, low Score bad?” Hank asked, rolling his arm over to reveal his Score of 112.

			Orson waved his hand noncommittally. “Here in Meritorium, I’ve heard that they even put a Score on the animal combos. So congratulations, maybe you’re worth more than a chimpanzelle. Probably not a bion, though.” 

			Hank swallowed, rolling his arm back to cover the Score. 

			Charley thought back to the tracker he had found implanted in the bion outside of Meritropolis. Could it be possible the bion had been scored and tracked in Meritorium but had wandered far away? “So,” Charley said, “is it ‘four legs bad, two legs better’ or ‘four legs good, two legs bad?’”

			Grigor spoke up. “Well, from what I can gather, the amphitheater is designed to mimic the original Roman Colosseum, so spectacle is what they’re after—driven by greed, of course. A mix of High Scores with fighting prowess, rare and violent animal combos, and Low Scores all contribute to bringing in the crowds. Paying crowds.”

			“Meritorium is a very wealthy city. In comparison with Meritropolis, anyway,” Orson said. 

			Charley craned his neck to look at Orson. “Try telling that to the people at the bottom. Here we are, sitting in chains, waiting to be bought like a pot or a pan. Some good all of that wealth is doing us.” 

			Hank nodded his head. “We are the people at the bottom. High scores or not.” 

			“How’s it feel?” Charley kept his gaze on Orson. 

			“Eh, I can tell you how it smells.” He wrinkled his nose in Hank’s direction.

			Suddenly, Charley realized something. “You think your father will swoop in and rescue you, don’t you?”

			Orson blanched, his fingers pausing in mid-tap on the iron loop that protruded from their stocks. “He might not even be here,” he said finally. 

			“Right …” Charley didn’t know what to think. He knew he couldn’t trust Orson, but it did seem as if Orson didn’t really have a clue himself. Not for the first time, Charley wondered how much Orson knew and what type of relationship Orson and his father had exactly. 

			“So,” Hank said, “what’s the plan here?”

			“One thing’s for certain—” Charley turned from Orson and looked Hank in the eye—“we have to let ourselves be bought without causing any trouble. I don’t want to chance upsetting Marta and getting Sandy hurt while we’re still—” He paused; it felt strange putting it into words. “While we’re still owned by her.”

			“I agree,” Grigor said. “I’ve had a few opportunities for escape already, but we must not endanger Sandy.” 

			Charley didn’t doubt it. Even with the double lengths of chain overlapped across Grigor’s broad back, Charley would put money on Grigor’s freakishly big frame going Samson on anyone foolish enough to give him reason to try for an escape. 

			“Besides,” Grigor continued calmly, “I think we are more than safe until the Venatio.”

			“Just not comfortable,” Orson added.

			Grigor smiled. “That’s okay. We’ll get a chance to flex our muscles when we are thrown in the amphitheater.” He looked to Charley and Hank. “It might even be fun. Just think of it like a hunt, and one where we know we will see plenty of animal combos.” 

			“Yeah, it’s just that there will be dozens of them at once, all hungry, and coming right for us,” Hank grumbled. “Will we even get weapons?” 

			“We might have to get creative.” Grigor broke into a smile that showed all of his teeth. Charley wondered how Grigor’s dental exam went. But what he lacked in dental hygiene, he more than made up for in courage and fighting ability, and potential bidders could certainly see that. 

			In a way, as long as Sandy was safe, Charley was looking forward to it a little, too. Another spasm of guilt hit as he thought about Sven. Well, Sven and the other Low Scores would have to look out for themselves for now. Just until Charley could get some answers. Charley couldn’t help but think more about Orson: if everyone came from miles around to the Venatio, then Orson’s father had to come too, right? 

			Charley hunched his shoulders forward and tried to drape his frame over the wooden stocks for support. Splinters dug into his exposed forearms. He closed his eyes, trying to conserve his strength for later. 

			He would be a submissive slave—for now.

			***

			“He’s fearless, this one here—look at him. He’s fast asleep, not a care in the world.” 

			Charley awoke with a start. A large cluster of men and women were grouped around him, peering closely at his face as if he was rare animal in a zoo. He felt something suspiciously like drool sliding down his chin and moved his hand quickly to wipe it away, but in his lingering sleepiness, he forgot the weight of his chained wrists, and overshot his chin, clanking the chain into his cheek in the process. “Ooof.” His face blossomed red, and not just from the impact of his self-inflicted blow. He could hear Orson, Hank, and even Grigor chuckling next to him, but he refused to look at them. 

			“He’s only dangerous to himself, this one.” The orange-haired Ian strolled up the group. “None of you actually want to bid on this one, do you? You’ll have to overpay to get him.”

			“Just a friendly reminder that you intend to have him, is it?” A man with a generous potbelly looped his thumbs into his belt loops and gave Ian a look.

			Ian flashed a smile. “Just figured I would help you conserve your money for bidding elsewhere.” 

			The man watched Ian closely. “If you’re so intent on having him, maybe I’ll just drive up the price.” 

			“If you’re sure he’s who I really want …” Ian eyed Grigor. “Maybe I want to strum up your interest in the boy, so I can snap up this big fella for a bargain. I can’t imagine a match where he isn’t an earner for his owner in the Venatio.”

			Charley could see that by now the potential buyers were watching this exchange closely. 

			A lady called out: “Maybe Ian just intends to buy the lot of them. All four of them together could make Ian an instant contender.” 

			Ian looked at the woman and winked. “Maybe.” He turned to face the gathering crowd. “But talk is cheap, isn’t it? All of you gawkers and speculators have your theories, but who will take the risk and lay down some coin?” He gestured back to the portly man and gave a friendly poke to his substantial midsection. “You, Harold?” 

			The man looked closer at Charley, squinting. 

			Charley cocked his head to one side, crossed his eyes, lolled his tongue out like a dog, and let another trickle of drool run down his chin. Maybe the right play was to hope that Ian would buy the four of them. The man harrumphed as the crowd jeered. “Well, it is a substantial risk bidding on these unknown characters.” 

			Ian shrugged. “Better stick to buying animal combos and Low Scores. Always safe money in that.” 

			“Probably so …” He looked at Charley again suspiciously. Charley aped to the crowd and feigned another display. The man shook his head and walked away, his belly protruding like the helm of a ship, clearing a wide berth through the onlookers.

			“Well,” Ian said, turning to Charley, “we meet again. And I thank you for the theatrics, good sir.” He mimed a tip of a non-existent hat and turned to leave.

			“Wait!” Charley said. 

			Ian turned.

			“Is it true what they said? That you want to buy all four of us?”

			Ian smiled. “If I can afford it. The four of you won’t come cheap.” 

			Charley searched his face intently. “If you get all four of us, and keep us together, I give you my word that we will make you a lot of money in the Venatio.”

			“You know how the Venatio works?” Ian asked, raising an eyebrow. 

			“You tell us what to do, and we’ll do it,” Charley said. “We can, and have, hunted almost everything—and we work best—” Charley swallowed, thinking of Orson—“together, as a team. And you’ve seen what I can do in front of a crowd; we’ll make them love us.”

			Ian scratched the orange stubble on his cheek, his gaze weighing up Charley.

			“Please,” Charley said.

			“Is he telling the truth?” Ian’s unblinking stare settled on Hank.

			“Absolutely,” Hank said quickly, while Grigor nodded in the affirmative and Orson shrugged his agreement. 

			Ian smiled like a Cheshire cat. “Well, then. I’ll see what I can do. If you’re half as good as I think you are, we might be able to make a lot of money. But—” the smile never left his face as his eyes flashed—“if you cross me, in any way—one of you tries to escape, tries to throw a match to make some money on the side, anything—I will make each one of you pay.” He enunciated every word very carefully and looked at each of them in turn.

			“We got it,” Charley said.

			“Good.” 

			The bidding began minutes later. If being poked and prodded for his examination earlier had made Charley feel like an animal, just a common beast of burden up for sale, he now felt even lower than an animal. A squostrich, a squid-ostrich, the first that Charley had every seen, six snarling rotthogs, of which Charley was very familiar after many hunts, and eight muffalo, mule-buffalo, were all snapped up by the crowd. There were even a few combos that he had never heard of before.

			With nary a break in the program between animals and humans, the auctioneer unceremoniously announced the four of them for sale as a lot, no doubt as a special favor to Ian, a man who, by all appearances, was a man of some importance in Meritorium. The auctioneer barked a string of numbers in a machine-gun staccato that Charley could hardly follow. Seeing the faces in the crowd staring, pointing, desire and naked greed on their faces, Charley lowered his head. The four of them were no different than a lot of six rotthogs or eight muffalo—the only distinction was the price someone was willing to pay, and the financial return expected of them in the Venatio. 

			Charley raised his head. They were being treated just like animals, but who were the real animals in this scene? He looked from the snarling rotthogs to the predatory bidding arms waving high in the crowd, eyes bugged out with a craving to possess other human beings. Charley’s eyes scanned from rotthog pen to bidding area and felt, if he looked from one to the other and back again, that they began to blend together. The two were virtually indistinguishable.

			“Sold!” the auctioneer cried out. “The lot of four goes to this gentlemen for fifty-three thousand.”

			Charley turned his head to meet Ian’s wolfish smile. The crowd looked on hungrily, some congratulating Ian on his purchase, others licking their lips, anticipating their next opportunity to make a profit. 

			Charley’s eyes widened as two young girls, each no older than thirteen, were shoved to the forefront, the next lot for bidding, their handlers not even finding it necessary to restrain their frail little arms. The girls whimpered, holding each other for comfort. 

			The large, pot-bellied man stepped up closer and raised a meaty, sweating hand to place a bid. 

			The familiar rage scratched up the back of Charley’s neck. Waves of fury danced across his vision as Charley watched Harold lick his blubbery lips in anticipation.

			“Wait, not now,” Grigor intoned under his breath to Charley, his deep voice staticky with a menace of his own. “We will get our chance soon. Just wait.” 

			Charley swallowed his anger, sucking it deep inside, to where it boiled and bubbled in a viscous fizz of magmatic energy. He watched Harold win the bid and approach the girls with a carnivorous look in his eyes. Sickened, Charley forced himself to watch. 

			Charley decided he would indeed put on a show in the Venatio. He would hunt the animals down.
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			CHAPTER 7

			Vanity’s Fare

			Charley’s first step into Meritorium proper forced him to see Meritropolis for what it really was: a small fortress on the outskirts of civilization, a podunk village of insignificance, a pinprick on the map of the post-Event world. He craned his head in wonder, not thinking about the chains tugging on his neck. The towering structures rose upward into the blue-grey sky like sentinels, severe and foreboding, blotting out the sun, as Charley, Hank, Grigor, and Orson followed between Ian and his troop of well-armed personal guards. 

			It’s no wonder people would come from miles around; Meritorium was a city, Charley thought. A thriving, bustling, cat-calling, important-name-dropping, busy-people-rushing-everywhere urban center of commerce, entertainment, and pleasure. The multi-storied buildings, though in a state of some disrepair, were pre-Event, while the cobblestoned pathway and haphazard street-level vendor stalls were just as clearly bolted-on facades of post-Event prosperity. 

			Charley lowered his head from gawking at the high buildings lining the cobblestone walkway. Instinctively, he knew that to remain transfixed, eyes ogling upward, marked him as an outsider, a bumpkin, a nobody. Self-consciously, he found himself adjusting his arm so that his High Score was on display, and he hated himself for it. All of the post-Event structures had a sort of ancient Roman feel to them, no doubt to keep in line with their main attraction, the Titan Amphitheater.

			With his eyes ahead, Charley watched as various vendors and merchants barked out solicitations for their wares, each voice competing for the attention of the passersby. Some mundane: shoes, shirts, and belts. Others more unsavory: potions for increasing various things one might want increased, potions for growing hair in areas one might want hair or removing hair in areas one might not. Others despicable: a pen of low-Score humans sat positioned adjacent to a pen of rotthogs, each appearing to be fed from the very same trough of slop that separated them. 

			Listening to the prices, Charley’s eyes widened; each rotthog was more expensive than each human being beside them. Looking back over his shoulder as they continued their trek, he saw flies lazily buzzing from one pen to the other, their insect brains no more distinguishing between rotthog and human than the owner. 

			Ian looked back over his shoulder. “Let’s keep it moving. This ain’t nothing like where you’re from, I suspect.” 

			Charley thought back to the gate ceremonies in Meritropolis. “In some ways no. But in other ways, it’s exactly the same.” 

			“It’s a tough life in here, especially as a slave, I’m not going to lie. But you four are all High Scores, which I paid a lot for, I might remind you, so I can promise you that as long as you stay in line, I will treat you well.” 

			“As long as we make you money,” Charley said.

			“Yes, well, there is that.” Ian smiled his roguish grin. “But I have no worries about the four of you. You all are quite obviously well trained. I can’t wait to get you out of these chains and see what you can do.” He winked at Charley. “Not that I trust you for a moment, my young high-Score rebel—I don’t trust any of you. I’ve had many a slave think that they can do the buddy-buddy approach, get close to me, wait for me to let down my guard. We have—” He paused in his stride and cocked his neck to one side, and then resumed walking. “We have precautions in place. Trust me, you don’t want to cross me.” 

			“I got it,” Charley replied. 

			“I’m sure you understand.” 

			“I said I got it.” 

			“Strictly a business relationship. We understand,” Orson said.

			Ian looked at Orson. “Absolutely! And we will make a lot of money together during the Venatio.” 

			“Yes, yes, I believe we will make you a lot of money,” Orson retorted, the jangle of his chains the only counterpoint to his sophisticated bearing. “The question is: what’s in it for us?”

			Ian laughed. “I’m assuming you’re hoping I will extend a carrot here, instead of the stick approach?” 

			“You will find us quite motivated by the carrot approach,” Orson continued smoothly. 

			“Well, I think you’ll find a nice big tasty carrot dangling at the end of the Venatio for each of you already.” 

			“And what might that be?” 

			“Why, it’s part of how the Venatio is set up, not that I expect you newcomers to know. The winners earn their freedom.”

			“You’ll let us go free?” Charley asked.

			“I have no choice; that’s how it works. And I won’t care in the least. If you four win the Venatio, you’ll have made me a very rich man—well, an even richer man.” His blue eyes sparkling, Ian flashed his white teeth, his canines protruding in a lupine gleam. “It won’t be easy, though: many warriors, mercenaries and the like, will be competing, as well as many free men—and many slaves too, of course.”

			“Free men? Why would they compete?” Hank asked.

			“For the money,” Orson said dryly.

			“Exactly right!” Ian said. “Of course, since I paid such a handsome sum for the lot of you, all earnings belong to me as your rightful owner, but win the Venatio, and you win your freedom. We can’t have slaves just moping around, without an incentive to participate with the fullest of their energy and enthusiasm. A pretty nice carrot, I would say …” 

			Grigor broke his silence. “What do we have to do to win?” 

			“Survive,” Ian said simply. “Kill or be killed. You will be dumped into the amphitheater with any number and any variety of animal combos and other warriors, and given any type of task imaginable—all designed to titillate the crowd. Your only job is to survive. Well, and to do it in a way that pleases the crowd. If you bore the crowd, then Titus—excuse me, Emperor Titus—” Ian looked over each shoulder quickly. “Then Emperor Titus will orchestrate events to have you killed. You do not want to be boring.” A panicked flutter of anxiety for Sandy and her whereabouts flitted across Charley’s consciousness, but he forced himself to push it from his mind; it wouldn’t do either of them any good to fall into despair. 

			“I see,” Grigor said.

			“Just survive and keep the crowd happy. That’s it,” Ian said.

			“Will we have to—” Charley looked over at Orson—“kill each other?”

			“I think I can guess who you would go for first,” Ian said, laughing, eyes on Orson. “I wouldn’t plan on ending up on a deserted island with this one.” He gestured at Charley, laughing over his shoulder as they turned down a narrow street.

			“I’ll keep that mind,” Orson said, straightening his shirt and avoiding eye contact with Charley.

			“But no,” Ian said, turning back to Charley. “The four of you will be registered together under my house. You win or you lose as one.” He looked from Charley to Orson and back again. “To win, you’ll all need to work together, do you understand?”

			Charley kept his eyes fixed straight ahead. “I understand.”

			“Good! Well, we’re here: your lodgings for the next couple days until the Venatio begins.” Ian stopped in front of a nondescript two-story stucco building painted a muted olive green. In short, a very unremarkable structure, but better than a stable. Seeming to read their facial expressions, Ian shrugged, making a false attempt at modesty. “It’s just a property I own—one of many—a very low-key place where we can keep you safe and secure under the radar. Word will get out about your high scores, and how much I paid for you. We can’t have people kidnapping you before the Venatio, can we?”

			Charley didn’t say a word.

			“Trust me when I tell you I’m one of the nice ones. You’ll be well taken care of here: food, water, exercise—anything you need until the Venatio. Many of the other slave-masters are not so generous, even to High Scores.” Ian looked at Orson. “But, lucky for you, I do happen to be a strong believer in the carrot approach.”

			Orson nodded. “Very astute.” 

			“But, if the carrot approach doesn’t work to my satisfaction …” 

			“We understand,” Orson replied, his eyes unblinking.

			“What about our friends? The other people in our company that were captured?” Charley asked.

			“How should I know?” Ian responded, looking annoyed for the first time. “My advice to you is to enjoy your little vacation here, and then do what you have to do to win the Venatio. Once you’re free, you’ll also be famous, so anyone from your company that’s still alive will find you.” He nodded to his cadre of armed guards, two of whom peeled off to accompany him, while the dozen or so others remained. “Well, I must be off.”

			Charley watched Ian walk away. A man on a mission, off on other important business: buying, selling, making money. All on the backs of other human beings sold like chattel.

			Charley let himself be led into the building. He wasn’t going to argue with being on the receiving end of the carrot approach, but his mind was already cycling ahead to what they needed to do in just two days’ time. It wasn’t a hard decision; he already knew the approach he would take. 

			The stick, always the stick.

			***

			“So, the Venatio lasts for three days?” Sandy asked. 

			“Yes,” Marta replied. “Well, Emperor Titus has been known to change things around to maximize revenue, but it will typically last for three days. Not nearly as long as the ancient Roman Venatios. When the Roman Colosseum was dedicated, the first Venatio lasted for a hundred days!”

			“I see,” Sandy said slowly. They were seated in Marta’s private living quarters, each comfortably lounging on cushioned chairs. Sandy’s chains were off, and yet she still felt uneasy, as if one wrong word, one wrong move, and Marta would lock her up again. “And you want me to, what, win the Venatio?”

			Marta smoothed her pant legs, brushing off imaginary specks of dust. “I want us to win the Venatio. I’ve entered you, me, and two other women as a team. The four of us represent my house.” She paused, placed her hands in her lap slowly and looked up. “We are the first all-female team to enter a Venatio.”

			Sandy could sense that this was important to her. “I see.”

			“It’s our chance to prove that we can do anything men can do. The scoring system gave us an equal playing field, but this is the first time we have a team worthy of the competition.” 

			Sandy swallowed. “But what if we can’t win? I mean, I’m not as good of a fighter as some people.” She thought of Charley, Grigor, Hank, and Orson. “Some men are just … better at certain things … maybe?”

			“It’s women like you,” Marta spat, “that bring us all down. You buy into and enable this paternalistic patriarchal oppression that subjugates all of us into these outdated stereotypes of woman as inferior objects.” Her voice rose as her eyes locked onto Sandy’s. “You will compete with us and you will help us win.”

			“Of course, of course I will,” Sandy said hurriedly. “I want us to win, I just—”

			“Just what?”

			“I just know that all women are important.” She lowered her head. “Whether we win or not.”

			“Everyone’s important?” Marta said sarcastically, a sneer on her face.

			“Yes,” Sandy said quietly. “I believe that women and men are important: High Scores, Low Scores, winners, losers—everyone matters.” 

			“Yes, well, that’s a nice sentiment.” Marta lowered her voice. “And I’m sorry for sounding so harsh. It’s just that we have an opportunity here to prove to everyone, to prove to everyone who would just as soon put all of us women in chains, that we can do whatever they can do, and better.” 

			The irony of Marta talking about being subjected to chains was not lost on Sandy; her neck, wrists, and ankles were still rubbed raw. 

			Marta seemed to read her mind. “And yes, it’s unfortunate that you found yourself captured by me, but now is your chance to actually earn your freedom. If we win the Venatio, you go free. More importantly, we strike a blow for all women. Are you with me?”

			Wisely, Sandy replied with a simple head nod. “I’m with you.” She would go along with Marta’s plan, follow her lead, hunt some animal combos—nothing new there—try her best, and maybe they would even win. She was actually a better shot with a bow than Charley, or even Grigor. Her lips pursed. Not that they ever recognized her for what she could contribute. She was just a girl; Charley was the Chosen One, and he didn’t have time to be bothered with input from a silly female. Well, she would show them.

			It would be easy.

			“Oh,” Marta added, her dark eyes hardening. “And win or lose, we’re going to assassinate Emperor Titus. And by we, I mean you.” 

			Sandy froze, eyes wide and unblinking, hands clasped primly in her lap. So Marta did have ambitions beyond just being a noteworthy businesswoman.

			Maybe this wouldn’t be quite as easy as she first thought.

			***

			“Lesser people are the means to a better person’s end.” Ian shrugged. “I’m sorry to put it so bluntly, what with you in chains and all, but it is what it is.”

			“Lesser people?” Charley frowned, rolling over his forearm to display his Score. “I’m sorry to put it so bluntly, too, but I’ve got a higher Score than you.”

			Ian laughed, seeming not to take offense in the least. “That you do, that you do. And that’s why I paid such a handsome sum for the lot of you.” He nodded behind Charley to where Hank, Grigor, and Orson lounged on cots, still hobbled with chains, but able to stretch out in relative comfort. 

			“Well?” 

			“Well.” Ian scratched the orange bristle on his chin. “You may have a High Score, but you don’t have a high bank account balance—”

			“So it’s all about money? The scoring system is meaningless?”

			“No, I certainly wouldn’t say that. It’s just that, here in Meritorium, we still live under the System of Societal Merit, but whereas other cities get rid of Low Scores because they’re a drain on society—and they are—we use the Low Scores.” 

			“You’ve realized that Low Scores are only a drain on society when they’re living.” Orson lay on his back, hands interlaced behind his head, eyes gazing at the ceiling. “But their deaths are a boon to society; there’s value in the spectacle of it.” 

			Instinctively, Charley knew this to be true. He thought back to the crowds that had gathered in Meritropolis for every gate ceremony. He tried to block that kind of thinking from his mind; there would be time to deal with that later. Right now, he needed answers.

			Charley lifted his head to look at Ian. “But we are not Low Scores …” 

			“Well, it started first with the Low Scores, of course, then there was a movement to begin assigning scores to animal combos. That facilitated the buying and selling of beasts—all driven by the demand the Venatio generated, of course.” Ian paused to whisper an order to one of the many assistants and personal guards who always trailed in his wake. “But, like anything driven by the base desires of man, it soon wasn’t enough. There was more and more demand for the spectacle of the forbidden.”

			“People wanted to see High Scores compete in the Venatio,” Charley said.

			“Right, and more than that, house leaders wanted to own their own stable of High Scores to compete.”

			“House leaders?”

			“The people with money,” Orson said wryly, still looking at the ceiling.

			“Right, money and property. Not many people are physically capable of competing, so owning a physically talented High Score is the next best thing.” Ian crossed his leg over his knee. “Not to mention, it’s what the crowd wants to see. Low Scores, High Scores, humans, animal combos—plus there’s demand for all kinds of props and other theatrics. Sometimes these weird aggressive plants even end up in the Venatio.” 

			“From the Bramble.” 

			“Yes.” Ian looked closer at the four of them. “You have some experience with the Bramble. I’m beginning to think this might turn out to be one of the better investments I’ve ever made.” He slapped his knees and stood up. “Well, just don’t disappoint me. Get some rest; I’ll be back later.” 

			Ian exited the safe house, trailed by a gaggle of people in his employ. Charley leaned back on his cot, processing the new information. Charley thought about the growing bloodlust—it seemed only a matter of time before the fickle crowd demanded house leaders compete in the Venatio for their entertainment. Didn’t Ian worry that he might be next? Charley considered: the danger of living for novelty and spectacle is that eventually everything fails to impress; one always craves something newer, more outrageous. 

			“Do you think we should ask him about Orson’s father? If he knows where he is or even who he is?” Hank asked, rolling over.

			“He won’t know,” Orson said.

			“Well—”

			“But I know who will most definitely know,” Orson interrupted, not bothering to look over. 

			Charley, Hank, and even Grigor looked at Orson. The ex-commander continued to stare at the ceiling, as if transfixed, his eyes glassy.

			“Umm, so are you going to tell us?” Hank pushed.

			“Isn’t it obvious? The emperor will know; I guarantee it. Who do you think put him in charge? If we can get to this Emperor Titus, then we can find out where my father is.” Orson laughed bitterly. “We’ll ask him where the czar is.” 

			“That’s what they call him—your father?” Charley asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Maybe he’s already in town?” Hank asked, a determined look on his face.

			Orson paused a moment before speaking. “That’s doubtful.”

			“He means that if his father were here, he would have come for him by now,” Charley said, watching Orson closely. “Is that right?”

			For the first time, Orson looked over, taking renewed interest in his fellow captives. “Very astute, maybe your high Score is for more than just losing your temper and fighting.” He looked back up at the ceiling. “Yes, if my father were here, there’s not a chance four people with scores as high as ours could make it into the city without a personal visit from him, or at least an inquiry into our personal details. He’s very—” Orson unclasped his hands from behind his head and lazily drummed long, slender fingers lightly across his chest—“well, he’s very invested in the status of High Scores. The higher your Score, the more he’s interested.”

			“We’re his prize-winning bumper crop,” Charley said dryly. 

			“Yes.” 

			“Tell us about your father,” Charley said quietly.

			For the space of a moment, all was silent, the air pregnant with tension. For a moment, Charley thought that Orson hadn’t heard him, as motionless as he lay, flat on his back on the cot. Then Orson spoke, his voice soft. “My father’s a very—forceful man.” The words came out slowly, and then all at once, as if an internal dam was breaking. “It wasn’t always this way. I can remember him a little bit before my mother got sick. He was a powerful man, but he wasn’t—like he is now, the czar. My mom’s sickness, it did something to him, changed him.”

			“Made him start the scoring system?” Charley said tentatively, not daring to say more.

			“It was already an idea on the table—his idea—but it hadn’t yet been put into action. My mom’s—” He squeezed his eyes shut tightly and then opened them again. “My mom’s illness was the perfect opportunity for him to prove his commitment to the System—his System. She was going to die soon, anyway. That’s what he told me. I was just a child; I didn’t really understand everything.” He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “But I understood enough.”

			Charley had suspected as much, but to hear Orson’s account of childhood pain firsthand thickened a swirl of emotions in his mind that he wasn’t sure he knew how to untangle. It must have been a horrendous experience—just as traumatic, if not more so than when his own brother was taken. However, Charley couldn’t help but wonder: what about all of the horrendous things Orson had forced others to experience when he was the commander, dutifully enforcing the System himself? An image of dying men in Meritropolis flashed across Charley’s vision. He had done some horrible things, too, and all in the name of vengeance for Alec. What good would it do if he ended up like Orson—or worse, like his father? 

			A creak of springs from Grigor’s cot signified his entrance into the conversation. “Our past is forever intertwining with our present, affecting our future, but it doesn’t have to be this way. We can’t change the past, but we can change the way it affects our future.” 

			“But surely our past has made us who we are in the present?” Orson said bitterly. “What if we do what we do because it is who we are?” 

			“The past changes us, but the present can change us, too,” Grigor said, his deep voice quiet and soothing. “What we decide to do in the present will change who we become in the future. The present becomes the past, the future becomes the present. Life continues.” Grigor was looking at Orson, but Charley felt as if his words were intended for him as well. 

			Charley crooked his neck to look over at Grigor. “You told me in Meritropolis that reformation is the answer, not revolution—”

			“Sometimes reformation is the answer,” Grigor interrupted. “But there are times when revolution is the answer, too. The psalmist says that he doesn’t trust in his bow, his sword isn’t what brings him victory, for victory comes from God.” Grigor exhaled, his large hands clasping together. “He didn’t trust in his bow or his sword, but neither did he discard them. One must not be afraid to fight for what is right.” 

			Charley stiffened his neck. “You told me I was a fool for fighting in Meritropolis. And I was fighting for what’s right.” 

			“Yes, you were fighting for what was right.” Grigor lowered his head. “But I had hoped there might be a more peaceful alternative.” He looked at Orson, still staring at the ceiling. 

			“You thought Orson might change …” Charley was looking at Grigor, and Orson, in a new light.

			“Some good that did.” Hank rolled over on his cot, turning away from them all.

			“I am sworn to Orson, I will always be loyal to him. I owe him a great deal.” Grigor looked across at Orson’s still form with eyes that revealed a mixture of pity, sadness, even tenderness. And Charley knew he also owed Grigor a great deal. Grigor had saved his life while hunting on more than one occasion, not to mention his gift of a crossbow on the bion hunt that had likely saved the life of Charley, Hank, and Sandy. 

			Charley sighed. “So what do we do next?” 

			Unexpectedly, Grigor flashed his enormous smile, breaking the somber mood like sunrays bursting through dark clouds. “We win the Venatio. I’ve always loved reading about gladiators fighting lions and tigers in the Colosseum. Now that’s us.”

			“It’s not like we have a choice.” Charley waggled a manacled hand, but couldn’t help from smiling wryly in return. Just as quickly, a shadow passed over his face, the smile disappearing. “I’m ready to die to zero the System. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

			Grigor paused, choosing his words carefully. “I believe you. But remember this: dying for something is easy, because you get glory, and then it’s over. But living for something—that’s the hard thing.”

			Charley squirmed, looking away from Grigor’s gaze. “Yeah …”

			Grigor continued. “More often than not, change comes because of little choices we make daily. It comes because of a patient and faithful commitment to a different future, and the willingness to do all of the little things, the unglamorous, the dirty, the mundane. It doesn’t usually come about because of one dramatic sacrifice, which is easier in many ways.”

			Charley sighed again. “Reformation not revolution.”

			“Yes.” Grigor smiled. “But sometimes revolution is necessary, as a last resort.”

			“Okay, so we win the Venatio, get an audience with the emperor, find out the whereabouts of the czar from him, one way or another, and then—what? We all know we want to find the czar, but then what? We use reason to convince him of the error of his ways? Try to get him to reform?” 

			Grigor looked down at Orson, still laying motionless, a hulking beast closely watching over his master, ready to neutralize any threat. “No,” Grigor said softly, “some people do not listen to reason. They must be dealt with more harshly.”

			Charley rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling himself. Well, at least they were in agreement on that.

			***

			“I saw you throw the rock.” 

			Sven looked up at the hulking guard and tried to make his face impassive, but the slight droop of his shoulders gave him away. 

			The guard bared his teeth and curled his lip. Raising a massive gloved fist, the guard towered over Sven, blotting out the morning sun. Sven stepped back, falling over his own feet and dreading the blow to come. Instead, the guard lowered his fist, clapping his hands on his thighs and shaking in guffaws of laughter. “Hah, look at you! Oh, you got nothing to worry about from me. I hardly know that guy, and what I do know of him—trust me: he’s a lazy dolt who got what he deserved.” He smacked Sven roughly on the shoulder in an almost brotherly way. “That was a fantastic throw.” He snorted appreciatively, and then continued his circuitous stroll through the pen. 

			Sven released the breath he had been holding.

			“That was you?” A scrawny kid of fifteen, all spindly legs, bony elbows, and wide eyes, approached him. 

			“Um, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Sven’s eyes darted nervously. “That guard must have me mixed up with someone else.”

			“Right, whatever.” The kid gave Sven a knowing look and stuck out his hand. “I’m Renaldo.” 

			“Sven.” 

			Renaldo spoke hurriedly. “I don’t care what you say, that was awesome—you were amazing. I wish I could have done something to that jerk. That girl he kicked was my sister.” He gestured to a girl as she approached shyly, reaching out her hand with a murmured thank-you. “This is Camilla.”

			Slowly reaching out his hand to shake Camilla’s, Sven felt something like pride swell inside of him. Yes, it had been amazing; he had been amazing. And, looking closer at Camilla’s dark eyes and long slender legs, Sven straightened his shoulders and gave a confident smile. She seemed pretty amazing, too. 

			“We are both forever in your debt,” Renaldo said. 

			“It was nothing,” Sven replied, making a half-hearted attempt at modesty.

			Camilla grasped his upper arm with soft fingers. “No. It was definitely something. I won’t forget you. I won’t forget what you’ve done.” Her voice had a soft accent, the R’s rolling off her tongue like a cascade of water over smooth stones.

			She released her grip, and only then did Sven realize he had been holding his breath. Expelling slowly, he tried to make his voice sound as normal as possible. “Really, it’s nothing. We should maybe stick together, though, plan out our next course of action—for the Venatio, you know.” Sven looked over at Renaldo. “All three of us,” he added hurriedly.

			“Yes, absolutely. We should stick together.” Renaldo paused, and then nodded his head behind him. “There’s more of my family in here.” Four older boys, much bigger than Renaldo—and certainly bigger than Sven—loomed in the background, some with arms folded, all with eyes intent on Sven. “Our cousins.” 

			“They don’t look like Low Scores to me …” 

			“They shouldn’t be. They don’t speak very good English, though, and I think one of the guards had it in for us; he got us all labeled as Low Scores somehow, even though my cousins were already High Scores. We aren’t from here, we got captured—”

			“Me too.”

			“Ah, probably like most people in this stinkin’ pen.” Renaldo looked back over his shoulder; each of his cousins stood in the easy poised stance intrinsic to natural athletes; they were cat-like, ready to spring into action. Other Low Scores in the pen ebbed and flowed around them, instinctively sensing where they were in the food chain, numerical Score or not. “But we should definitely stick close with them. My cousins are actually looking forward to the Venatio. They aren’t too happy about this whole pen situation, and their low scores.”

			“No, I don’t suppose they are,” Sven said slowly. He couldn’t determine if it was just his imagination or if the biggest of the four was glaring right at him. Sven hurriedly took a step away from Camilla, who was still pressed up so close he could almost feel her warm breath on his neck. Sven was certain he saw the cousins whisper something and motion to Camilla and then to him. 

			Renaldo craned his neck in the direction of shouting at the far side of the pen. “Well, let’s head over there with my cousins and see what’s going on. One of the guards said earlier that they would brief us this morning on what’s going to happen in the Venatio. Let’s go.” 

			Camilla touched Sven’s shoulder gently, almost a caress, and motioned to go. Sven gulped. “Okay.” 

			As they approached the four cousins, the largest immediately placed himself between Sven and Camilla. He dropped a thick, muscular arm around Sven’s shoulders as they walked toward the commotion. Sven had to fight not to sag under the weight. The cousin said something in quick staccato. 

			Camilla smiled. “He says you are very brave.” 

			Renaldo laughed. “Rico says you’re very brave for being loco demente.” Rico the cousin tightened his squeeze on Sven’s shoulders and spoke again quickly. Renaldo again translated: “But he says that he’s here now, so he hopes you won’t do anything else that’s crazy insane.” Rico smiled a crooked grin, revealing a snaggletooth jutting over his lip. He pulled Sven in closer and tilted his head slightly in Camilla’s direction. Sven smiled weakly in return.

			Renaldo came to a stop at the cluster of Low Scores on one side of the pen. “Okay, let’s be quiet. It looks like one of the guards is maybe going to give an announcement.”

			A tall, barrel-chested man stepped onto an upturned crate and lifted his hands for silence. The crowd grew quiet in anticipation. A stray thought tiptoed its way through Sven’s mind: what if he were to throw another rock and incite the crowd to charge? 

			Scanning the periphery, Sven could see dozens of men holding stout wooden poles. None looked particularly interested in the upcoming announcement, but rather ready to quell any disturbance. Another rock would have been a foolhardy course of action, especially coming from someone wearing hardly more than underpants. Sven was suddenly conscious of his lack of clothing and wondered what Camilla was thinking right now. He attempted to look at Camilla from the corner of his eye, and reddened when she caught his gaze and smiled. She looked back to the announcer, now lowering his hands. 

			Sven almost laughed out loud. Here he was, a human slave in an actual pen that should have been used for livestock, and all he could think about was what he was wearing—or more accurately, not wearing—and the pretty girl standing next to him. Loco demente, indeed. 

			“Many of you are wondering why you’re here,” the man’s voice boomed out. “We are not unsympathetic to your concerns. Many of you are wondering who the heck I am. Well, I am a representative of a conglomerate of Meritorium businesspeople who are investors in the upcoming Venatio. Put simply, you now belong to us.” Confused chatter and more than a little anger rippled throughout the crowd. Sven remained quiet, watching intently.

			“I know, I know. Many of you are not from here and are quite likely confused and scared by this whole process; we understand. We will tell you everything you need to know for your role in the upcoming Venatio. In short: when you succeed, we succeed. When you succeed, you will be rewarded. When you fail—when you try to opt out, not participate, try to escape, anything at all—you will be punished.” He paused dramatically. “I hate to put it in so coarse a way: but we own you, all of you, and if you don’t stay in line, we can, and will, punish you.” 

			A teenage boy toward the front spit aggressively in the direction of the man. He looked like he was intending even more, until a solemn-faced guard with a wooden pole thwacked him in the hip and then stomach, so quickly the man’s speech was hardly interrupted. The boy sank to his knees, gasping for air. Seeing this, Sven swallowed, his mouth dry at the ridiculous plan that had just bubbled in his mind. 

			“Your job in the Venatio is simple: make the crowd happy. Entertain them with feats of bravery, strength, and ingenuity.” The man’s face, once serious, now showed a gleam of excitement. “This Venatio promises a plethora of dangerous wild animal combos and even some trained trick animal combos that haven’t been seen in quite some time. I can’t lie: you will be in peril from the moment you step into the amphitheater. But awe the crowd, and you just might live to see another day. Some of you might even earn back your freedom.”

			The crowd murmured, their excitement palpable. Renaldo turned to his cousins and translated in a staccato of speech. Sven watched Rico closely as he broke out in a coarse laugh, followed by a stream of Spanish. 

			Sven looked at Camilla. “What’s he saying?”

			She paused, and then leaned in, whispering into Sven’s ear. “He is saying that he will do very inappropriate things to certain family members of any guard who dares keep him from the arena where he can prove that he is a High Score.” She paused, gave a shy smile, and then shrugged. “Among other things.”

			Sven swallowed, attempted a smile in return, and turned back to the man making the announcement. 

			The man nodded and made to step down from the crate, intending to leave. The crowd began to clamor for more information, and there were even some naked pleas for mercy. The man ignored it all. He turned back one last time, raised both hands like a brown-nosing politician, and gave a smile. “The Venatio begins tomorrow. Good day and good luck.”

			Backing away with Renaldo, Camilla, and their cousins, Sven wished once again that Charley was here; he always knew what to do. Sven was already tired of pretending that he could act like Charley. Throwing that rock had exhausted his supply of bravery.

			“So, Loco Demente,” Rico said in broken English, looping his arm once again around Sven’s shoulder, “what is plan for Venatio?”

			Sven cleared his throat, startled. “Umm, what?”

			“He wants to know what your plan is for us in the Venatio; how we will survive?” Renaldo said. 

			“I, I don’t—”

			“You must lead us and tell us what to do,” Camilla said softly, her large brown eyes earnestly imploring him. 

			Sven closed his eyes, dreading his earlier desire to be like Charley. Rico gave his shoulder a squeeze, popping his eyes open again. Sven looked from the thick muscles that stood out like taut ropes in Rico’s arms, to the other three cousins almost as big, then to Renaldo, and finally to Camilla. She wore a hopeful expression. Sven flashed his biggest smile. “No problemo. I have a plan.” 

			Huddling close together, Sven began to sketch out some ideas. Sporadically, Rico or another cousin would laugh uproariously, followed by a stream of rapid-fire Spanish. They appeared to relish the thought of violence, particularly toward the captors who had plucked them out of freedom. Sven intended to use that. 

			Rising, Sven’s battle plan having been communicated via translation from Renaldo and Camilla, Rico clapped Sven on the back, seeming to accept him as one of them. But Sven noticed that Rico continued to keep himself positioned between him and Camilla. The seven of them—still slaves, but now at least slaves with a plan—walked toward the food and hygiene packs that were being distributed throughout the pen.

			They had a plan alright, but what Sven’s new friends didn’t realize was just how far-fetched it really was. But if it succeeded, Sven had to admit, they would most certainly get the crowd’s attention. 

			Sven picked up a pack of what appeared to be moldy bread, a crab apple, and a shirt. He put on the shirt, looked down, and sighed. If ever he would kill someone just for a pair of pants, now would be the time. He looked ridiculous; the shirt barely covered his stomach. He now found himself wearing a belly shirt and saggy little shorts, practically underwear, already stained from the filth of the pen. 

			However vain it seemed, Sven knew he needed to add a step one to his plan: to get some pants. He motioned Rico over, handed him his too-small shirt, and then pointed at a boy about his size with a shirt and pants that fit. Rico smiled broadly, understanding in an instant. He walked over, pushed the shirt into the boy’s chest, and made a gesture with his hand in between bites of his crab apple. Some things are universal in any language. The boy quickly handed over his shirt and pants, throwing in his piece of bread for good measure. Rico tossed the new clothes to Sven with a coarse laugh and walked away, eating the boy’s bread, and likely heading off to acquire thirds. 

			Sven quickly dressed, immediately feeling better. He brushed aside the pang of conscience at using bullying to get what he needed. He couldn’t exactly start a revolution without pants, could he? He quickly thought ahead to his plan, anything besides the flimsy moral footing of relying on Rico as his own personal enforcer. Well, step one of his plan was a success. If only the rest of his plan could be just as easy. 

			Sven took a deep breath and bit into his own crab apple. He half-expected to find a worm, and was pleasantly surprised at the tart crispness. He took another bite, thinking. Who knows, things weren’t often as they appeared; life and chance had a way of surprising that way. Sven had acquired a glimmer of confidence, a battle plan, pants, and strong high-Score-in-disguise cousins on his side. And sometimes all a plan needed for success was just a little bit of crazy.

			Rico’s back was turned, and Camilla looked over her shoulder at Sven, her long brown hair waving in the wind. Her wisp of a smile invited a response. 

			And he was more than a little crazy; he was loco demente.

			Sven winked at her.
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			CHAPTER 8

			Opening Ceremony

			Charley craned his neck, eyes widening. The Titan Amphitheater loomed larger than life, growing in size as they approached—its architecture distinctively Roman. Fluted columns of slate-grey concrete and stone sprouted upward, all supporting arches that frowned in lunate moons, yawning open to accept both contestants and spectators. Those happily paying to watch the opening ceremony flooded through the main entrance: the above-ground triumphal arch. Meanwhile, those who were competing—animal and human, willing and unwilling—were led in cages, chains, and pens into the below-ground tunnels. These tunnels connected the subterranean passageways with the arena above and with numerous exits in all directions.

			The air grew cooler as Charley descended through the tunnels. Ian led the way, appearing to know exactly where he was going, while Hank, Grigor, and Orson followed just to the rear of Charley, Ian’s cadre of men jostling them along. Charley blinked, his eyes adjusting to the underground gloom. With the unfathomable network of tunnels and many exits on all sides, Charley was instinctively aware that when you are in heavy chains, you go where you are led. Scuffling forward, he strained his eyes to see what lay ahead. The shadows rose and fell on the passageway walls, dancing in jerky bobs to keep time with the flickering light of the torches in the hands of Ian’s men. 

			After a few moments, the tunnel widened into an appreciably larger area full of more contestants, both man and beast. Condensation bubbled on the walls and ceiling: little droplets of murky, ferrous liquid that incessantly plipped and plopped along their path. 

			“Watch your step!” Ian called, his voice bouncing and echoing back in a relay of decreasing intensity. “And keep your hands back from any of the cages. It won’t do to go getting your hand bitten off, or worse, before the opening ceremony even begins.” He chuckled lightly at his own wit and skipped around a puddle of brackish water. 

			Charley attempted to trace Ian’s path exactly, looking suspiciously from side to side, the dark shapes along the walls now seeming even more ominous after Ian’s warning. 

			“Charley!” Hank hissed. “Look at that, over there!” Hank extended his arm toward a rickety-looking cage made of slatted wood and twine. “Do you see it?” 

			Charley squinted, seeing nothing but shadows. “See what?” 

			“This!” Orson kicked the cage with his boot, causing a dark shape to hurl itself at the inside of the cage with a garbled bark. Inquisitive, almond-shaped eyes peered through the wooden bars, flashing red with the light cast off from the fulgurating torch flames. 

			Charley stepped back hurriedly. “What the heck is that thing?”

			“Marmosal.” One of Ian’s men extended a torch toward the cage, causing the animal to shrink back, but not before Charley caught a glimpse of it. The creature appeared to have a noseless monkey face set on a dog-sized body, but with opposable-thumbed hands instead of paws. “Marmoset-jackal combo. Now, keep moving.” The guard gave Charley a little push forward.

			Orson sighed theatrically. “Oh boy. If you’re scared of Marmosals, then we are in a lot more trouble than I thought. Well, at least Grigor and I are here to take care of you two ninnies. We’ve been hunting animal combos more dangerous than your bion since before you two were hiding under the bedcovers in Meritropolis after hearing a spooky bedtime story.” Orson kicked the cage again for good measure, and then sauntered on. “Bring this contest on. I’m not scared of a little dog-monkey.” 

			The guard eyed Orson and laughed a deep, guttural croak. “Oh, just you wait, there’s plenty more surprises for you. This little ‘dog-monkey’ ain’t nuthin’. I hear they got combos that ain’t nobody even knows what to call them.” 

			“How impressive,” Orson said, a snide look on his face.

			“I wasn’t scared of that marmosal,” Charley said, frowning.

			Orson rolled his eyes. “Sure.” 

			The group continued down the passageway, their feet clopping along the stone and sending concussive little booms spiraling off the walls and ceiling. Charley hurried behind Ian, continuing to follow in his steps. He could hear heavy breathing and panting from some of the cages on either side, although he couldn’t see into their interiors—except for the rare instances where the light from one of the torches happened to illuminate them. 

			The rustling sounds of beasts rocking against their bars, licking their fur, and scraping their claws sent shivers down Charley’s spine. From one of the larger cages, he even heard what he knew must be tearing flesh—maybe a planned dinner from the beast’s owner, or maybe an unplanned snack of whatever other unfortunate inhabitant happened to share the cage. Charley heard a bone snap; it could be just a dinner of chicken thrown in by the owner, but maybe not. He fought back a shudder.

			But that wasn’t what unnerved him the most.

			The thing that set his heart pounding and tightened his jaw was something he saw very clearly indeed. It was a brief glimpse, a snapshot in time. They were hurrying down the tunnel, Ian seemingly intent on reaching the bowels of the earth itself. But what Charley glimpsed was enough to forever burn the image in his mind. He knew he’d just learned there were some things you just couldn’t unsee. 

			What he saw, extending from a cage mere inches from his step, was something that sent him into a state of shock.

			It was a human hand.

			A child’s hand, little chubby fingers outstretched, chipped fingernails and grimy knuckles, had stretched between the bars for Charley’s boot. 

			To get his attention.

			To get his help.

			Charley could do nothing—couldn’t even stop. He walked along, eyes glazing, his synapses firing mixed signals, alternating between urges to burn the city to the ground and to cry uncontrollably. Woodenly, as if in a stupor, he looked from Hank to Orson to Grigor to see if they, too, had seen it. They appeared to be more fortunate than Charley had been.

			They were now ascending; there was light at the end of the tunnel, but not enough that Charley could see what was in store for him, or for Meritorium. Charley’s thoughts were clear: the city was evil, the people in power were degenerates—animals all. But who would fight for those without a voice? Who would fight for those who were considered no better than animals? He could choose to look away, but he could never again say that he did not know.

			Ian stepped to one side and pushed Charley through.

			Charley stumbled forward into the bright light. Squinting, he looked up. Surrounded by Hank, Orson, and Grigor, he heard the undulating roar of the crowd.

			They were in the arena.

			Charley stood frozen in place, disoriented. The sights, sounds, and smells were overwhelming. Animal combos—some big, some small, some restrained, some free—scampered, crawled, flew, and galloped around the arena in a wild circus of incongruent animal parts. There were lanthers, chimpanzelles, and even a bion or two. And those were just the combos that Charley had seen before. Others he could only guess: a zippo, the elusive zebra-hippo, and more marmosals. Something that looked like a cross between an alligator and a bear sniffed in his direction, before snapping its jaws shut on a piece of meat extended on a stick from its handler. Ian had instructed them earlier that many of the animals would be partially drugged during the opening ceremony, to allow them to be guided and controlled. 

			High Scores and warriors strutted around the arena like gladiators, reveling in the crowd’s shouts of adoration. Many sported wicked gleaming weapons and elaborate costumes, their flesh sleek with sweat. 

			The Low Scores and other no-name slaves were another story. Herds of scantily dressed men, women, and children flocked together in scared bunches, moving in skittish jags to avoid encounters with the roaming predators, both man and beast, and the weapons and obstacles that littered the arena floor. They were sheep among the wolves, defenseless and without a shepherd. 

			Charley’s mind flashed back to Alec, to the little girl at the gates. These people, too, had no one to protect them. Charley swallowed, his pulse racing. He thought of all of those put out of the gates in Meritropolis, and how truly dreadful that had been. But here in Meritorium it was even worse: here they reveled in the bloodshed, the sacrifice of innocent lives merely for entertainment value.

			Charley stood straighter, fingering his chains tentatively. 

			A voice boomed out, artificially enhanced with some trick of acoustics. All eyes turned to the speaking figure robed in purple. “Welcome! I am Emperor Titus, the sponsor and creator of the Venatio. This event is all about you.” The crowd roared their approval, and even from this distance Charley could sense that many were wildly inebriated. Vendors worked the crowd, offering flagons of drink for sale; if what Ian had said earlier was true, some were no doubt chemically enhanced with plants from the Bramble. 

			Bookies maneuvered their way through the throngs of people to take wagers of various kinds. Ian had informed them that entrance fees generated significant income, but it paled in comparison to the revenue brought in by gambling. All betting had to be done through an official bookie, so that Emperor Titus could take his percentage of the spread and, Ian had laughed at this, give it back to the people. 

			Ian had gone on to explain that those with significant wealth, of which he included himself, did not make money during the Venatios from their share of gate receipts. Rather, owners of contestants who generated the most significant betting activity were paid directly by the emperor. With their chart-topping High Scores, Ian had assured the four of them that they would receive significant betting attention from the crowd. Even now, Charley felt the eyes of the crowd on them. 

			Emperor Titus lifted his pasty white hands, smiled a thin-lipped smirk, and waited for the noise to die down. Drawing down his spindly arms, elbows jutting out of his flowing purple robe that only partially concealed a significant paunch, he spoke in eloquent fashion. “This year’s Venatio boasts animal combos that we have never had before, some with scores of over 100.” At this, the crowd gasped. Charley looked over at Hank, Orson, and Grigor, each also shocked by the pronouncement. Charley had never heard of animal combos that were High Scores before. 

			“Yes, it’s true!” Emperor Titus continued, a smug smile transforming his otherwise dour face. “This year we solemnly re-commit to our original vision: everyone contributes to Meritorium—” he paused, a small expectant smile playing across his face, as the crowd joined him with a roar—“in life or in death.” 

			The crowd cawed, hooted, and howled their approval. Charley closed his eyes tightly, willing the barrage of applause to stop. The noise assaulted his ears, sending reverberations rattling around his skull. He opened his eyes slowly, the pounding inside his head growing. Members of the audience snarled, baring their teeth, hungry to slake their lust for blood, money, and power on the throwaway lives of the competitors in the arena below.

			Emperor Titus continued with arms again upraised. “As a symbol of our collective dedication to this guiding principal, let us inaugurate this year’s Venatio with Damnatio ad bestias.” He lowered his arms and pointed to a group of about a dozen young low-Score children being driven to the center of the arena by a cluster of bat-wielding men.

			“Damnatio ad bestias, condemnation to beasts,” Grigor said quietly, his jaw muscles bunching. 

			Charley thought of the hand in the cage, stretching outward, tiny fingers extended. He couldn’t help but wonder had Alec, all alone before his gate ceremony in Meritropolis, reached out for Charley, and grasped nothing but air? 

			“Whoa, I don’t think those combos are drugged anymore—look!” Hank said, pointing. Desperate-looking animal handlers were driving three lunging, snarling lanthers, lion–panther hybrids, toward the children.

			“What have they done?” Charley found himself asking out loud, already knowing the answer.

			“They’re Low Scores,” Orson said simply.

			The familiar warmth crept up the back of Charley’s neck. The dark vice tightened, squeezing his head until he felt like he might pop. 

			In Meritropolis, Charley knew he had failed Alec. Just moments ago underground, he hadn’t even stopped to look in the cage, it had happened all too fast. Now this was happening before his very eyes, and he could do nothing more than stand and watch. He couldn’t help reflecting what good had all of his rage done in Meritropolis? He needed to calm down, control himself, take a deep breath—

			Deep, black shame twisted his insides, the dark magma boiled and bubbled, expanding, demanding outward expression. There was no release valve internally; Charley knew only action could suffice. He trembled, the molten rage coursing through his limbs like hot fire. 

			He looked at Grigor, who slowly turned to meet his eyes. Without speaking, Grigor bent over, picked up a bent metal rod from the debris littering the arena floor, jammed it through sequential links between Charley’s arms, and snapped Charley’s chains with a violent explosion of movement. 

			Charley erupted, his feet flying along the gritty arena floor like a roadrunner sizzling across desert sand. He swung a length of chain around each hand as he ran, ready-made weapons created by the manacles still fastened to his wrists. He heard Grigor close behind, with Orson and Hank trailing him. 

			The lanthers had broken off from their handlers and were outpacing them quite easily. The animals bounded toward the quivering children. 

			Charley angled himself on a collision course with the lanthers, aiming to intercept them just before they reached the huddled Low Scores. Charley vaulted himself at the lead lanther. For a moment, he was weightless, both feet in the air, as he took flight. The hot, dry wind on his face blistered his cheeks and caused his eyes to squint. The lanther’s golden-orbed face turned toward Charley and, with a screaming yowl of exposed canines, pounced to meet him in the air. 

			In unison, the spectators rose to their feet; even the emperor had ceased his speechmaking, now watching the four High Scores with a look of surprised interest. The din of the crowd rose to a deafening crescendo.

			Unfurling his chain mid-air, Charley whiplashed his right wrist in a violent strike against the exposed side of the lanther’s head. Falling heavily to the ground on his left arm, he barrel-rolled under the injured lanther. Rising before the stunned animal could twist around and face him, Charley drove the iron manacle on his left wrist down on the top of its head in a hammer blow. The animal was out cold.

			Charley turned to face the other two lanthers, and immediately saw they were quite occupied with Grigor, who had acquired a club. Charley looked around and assumed it must be from another contestant he saw lying on the ground, with nothing but unconsciousness to show for his fancy plumage and battle dress. Grigor worked methodically, batting and ducking in a rhythm of controlled aggression, his great strength on full display to the crowd. 

			Orson and Hank, still attached to each other by a length of chain, were working in tandem to clothesline any fighter unfortunate enough to come in range. One warrior, having made the unwise decision to throw a javelin at Orson and miss, now lay half-strangled on the ground, their chain having left a bright red impression around his neck. 

			Seeing a group of armored warriors steadily approaching in the distance, Charley groaned inside at the idea that struck him. They had temporarily neutralized the threat to the Low Scores sentenced to Damnatio ad bestias, but now they must keep the crowd on their side.

			Charley had an idea. Well, if he had been able to ride a bion, even for a second … 

			He nudged the fallen lanther with his foot. It struggled to rise, shaking its silky black-maned head. “Well, here we go. I have the feeling you’re going to like this about as much as I am.” 

			Before he could change his mind, Charley quickly looped his wrist chains twice around the neck of the lanther, staying clear of its teeth, as it slowly came to its senses. Holding each end of the chain like reins, he gingerly stepped over and onto the lanther’s shoulders. 

			The effect was instantaneous. The lanther yowled, leaping and caterwauling in circuitous bounds that jolted them, both lanther and rider, at least five feet into the air. Twisting and snaking its head around with vicious snaps of its teeth, it was all Charley could do to choke back on the chains and maneuver its head away from biting off one of his appendages; he certainly couldn’t try to steer the thing. 

			The noise from the stunned crowd began to increase in intensity. Shouts of “Venator! Venator!” broke out. 

			“What the—” Hank said, drawing up short with Orson, an expression of wonder on his face. “You’re riding—” 

			“The crowd is calling you a venator,” Orson interrupted. “They clearly think you’re a gladiator who can tame wild beasts and perform tricks.” He looked over his shoulder at a posse of armed men steadily advancing toward them, clearly intent on shortcutting this deviation from the opening ceremony. 

			The lanther, already weak from the head blows sustained, was exhausting its energy reserves, beginning to acquiesce to Charley’s demands. Easing up on the reins, Charley used his knees to guide the lanther, now prowling in nervous circles, still not happy with the idea that it was being controlled by a large creature perched on its back and out of its reach. 

			Charley looked from the low-Score children, now retreating into a tunnel amidst the confusion, to the approaching men. His eyes narrowed as his gaze continued to Emperor Titus, still watching intently from his perch. “If they want a trick, I’ll give them a trick.” He turned, holding up a manacled hand. “Grigor, a little help, please?” Grigor obliged, nodding to Orson to keep the lanther occupied while he snapped the chains off both manacles, while allowing Charley to keep a careful grip on the chains encircling his newly minted feline steed. 

			Charley grimaced. “Well, here goes.” With one hand grasping both reins, he leaned over and hefted from the ground the javelin intended for Orson. Groaning, the owner rolled over, and whined. “Hey, that’s mine!” 

			Orson looked down, then up. “Can you believe this guy?” And then kicked him soundly in the ribs. “Put a lid on it, and why don’t you watch and learn how to throw a javelin while you’re at it?” He looked at Charley. “This better be good.”

			Still trying to get the hang of directing the lanther with just his knees and one hand on the reins, Charley tugged with all his might to restrain the beast’s capering. “Let’s go!” he yelled, kicking the beast with both heels. 

			Suddenly, the lanther took off toward the royal box at the north end of the amphitheater—directly at Emperor Titus. The spectators screamed their approval, some throwing flagons of drink and even coins into the air in exuberance. The muscles of the lanther’s back bunched and rippled as Charley strained to hold on. They quickly approached the lower terrace area, directly in line with Emperor Titus.

			Compressing his knees tightly, Charley sagged to one side, Mongol style, and lifted the javelin above his head for the best angle. Torquing his hips, he threw the javelin with all his might, aimed square at the forehead of Emperor Titus. Sliding off the still-charging lanther, he rolled in the dust like tumbleweed, before coming to a stop against the arena wall. 

			He missed. The hit wasn’t even close. 

			The javelin quivered in the wall, embedded in a crack of stone underneath a pilaster far to the right of the emperor’s well-coiffed head. He knew it was an impossible shot, but Charley had wanted to send a message.

			The wall brought Charley to a stop, but an eight-foot stone wall proved no obstacle for a lanther used to leaping straight up into even taller tree branches. The lanther, still confused but now free of its rider, bounded over the wall with ease. The first few rows contained seating for what looked to be important officials and wealthy businesspeople. As one, they shrieked in terror, clamoring over each other to escape its bone-crunching teeth. 

			The lanther almost completed the job that Charley had begun. It made its way up five rows before impaling itself on the outstretched spears of the emperor’s personal guard detail. It took its final breath at the emperor’s feet. Dead, along with Charley’s future.

			Charley looked up, eyes traveling from the lanther, in a pool of blood slowly spooling outward, to sandaled toes, a long billowing robe of Palatinate purple, and finally, up to Emperor Titus’s face. His expression held a look of shrewd calculation, his eyes ignoring the dead beast at his feet—instead, riveted on Charley.

			“I think you got his attention,” Orson said. 

			“Um, I’ll say.” Hank was still chained to Orson, and he turned to look at Charley. “I’m not so sure it’s all that smart for us to be standing here next to you, though. No offense, Charley.” 

			Charley licked his lips, the dryness of his mouth finally receding. “None taken.” 

			Grigor trundled up, swinging his club in the sort of expert yet carefree way that made Charley glad Grigor was his friend. “He won’t kill any of us, not now, not publicly. The crowd loves us too much.” He extended his club. “Look.” 

			Charley turned to see scores of coins, more than he could count, showering down on the arena floor around them. 

			“Looks like we just made Ian a bunch of money,” Hank said, but not before scooping up a handful of coins and circumspectly attempting to stuff them in his pocket.

			“Speaking of the devil,” Orson said, turning toward one of the tunnel openings.

			“All part of the show, all part of the show!” Ian and his cadre of men ran out to collect his property, both in coin and in slave. His men feverishly scooped up the coins, while at the same time beating away any of the competitors who attempted to stake their own claim to the flashes of silver speckling the arena floor.

			Ian ran up, face flushed and out of breath. “Quickly now, into the tunnel! Let’s go—this way!” 

			Charley looked Ian up and down slowly before speaking. “In case you haven’t noticed—I’m not chained anymore.” He took a step toward Ian, eyes unblinking.

			“You fool!” Ian spat. “I’m the only prayer you have of getting out of here alive. But fine, have it your way. It will actually look better to the emperor anyway, make him still seem in control—which he actually still is, in case you haven’t noticed.” Ian nodded his head slightly to three men close by his side.

			They rushed forward. Only then did Charley notice they were wearing masks. They pulled out canisters from their utility belts and sprayed a mist of fumes that smelled very much like the sticky sweetness of the Bramble.

			Charley slumped forward, hitting the ground with a thud. 

			His last thought was sluggish, but it came with a sickly smile that quirked the corners of his mouth up, even as his head lolled forward and his eyes slowly closed. There had been something in the emperor’s face, something beside the sly cunning. There had been something that, even as he drifted into a fuzzy sleep, gave Charley the slightest bit of hope that they might be able to take down the person who had sentenced innocent children to death. What he’d seen on the emperor’s face surprised him. It seemed to be respect, or at least something very much like appreciation, a recognition of sorts. 

			The emperor clearly loved the theater of it all. Well, if he wanted a show, Charley would give it to him.
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			CHAPTER 9

			Racing Equality

			When Charley awoke, back in Ian’s safe house—or, at least, a house as safe as possible for someone who had attempted an assassination of the emperor could be—the first thing he thought about was the lanther. He didn’t regret throwing the javelin at Emperor Titus, and, if given the chance, he would do it again. The emperor deserved to die, but the lanther—Charley was finding that the demarcation between animal and monster was beginning to blur. 

			As he slowly woke, Charley’s mind worked on overdrive to resolve the morning’s questions: What was the difference between an animal and a monster? Or even a man and a monster, for that matter? The lanther, at first nothing to Charley but a monster to be vanquished, had morphed within mere minutes into simply an animal that he could ride. Dangerous? Yes. A monster? He wasn’t so sure. And as for the difference between a man and a monster—he needed only to look into the crafty eyes of Emperor Titus, watching placidly as little children were sentenced to death by wild beasts, to now know for certain that the most dangerous monsters in the amphitheater weren’t crawling, biting, and roaring in the arena.

			They were sitting in the stands.

			***

			Helga and Janice were the type of women who took it as an insult if a man opened the door for them. Introductions last night before the opening ceremony had made it very clear to Sandy that their team of four was not going to take any guff from the testosterone-drenched warriors in the Venatio. Anything less than total female-led domination would be a failure. 

			If Marta was the solid, passionate yet practical, matronly sort who just so happened to handle a broadsword better than most men, then the duo of Helga and Janice were her mirror image. Purple, spiky hair made Helga look like a hedgehog conceived on psychedelics, and Janice had more metal adorning her body than Hephaestus’ workshop, her wit the only thing sharper than the multiple-bladed weapons she always wore. 

			Sandy shuffled her feet, swaying slowly from side to side in the narrow tunnel. They were a dangerous team, there was no denying that, but from what Sandy had been told anything could happen. And the unexpected already had: more than just Marta wanted the emperor dead; the word was that someone had already made an attempt on his life yesterday before the all-women’s team had their time in the arena. The would-be assassin had thrown a javelin right into his royal box, throwing the opening-ceremony festivities into disarray and postponing their entrance into the arena until today. 

			Helga looked back over her shoulder, her athletic figure standing in repose at the mouth of the tunnel against the harsh light of the arena. “They’re almost done sorting everything out with that chimpanzelle that escaped. They’re keeping everyone preoccupied with more prize balls.” Marta had explained earlier that Titus, in a clever bit of showmanship, would release prize balls filled with coins, wine, and other gifts into the crowd. “Get ready, we should be going out shortly.” 

			Marta sidled up to Sandy, whispering in her ear. “Your high-Score friends tried to beat us to the punch. Word is that it was Charley who botched the assassination attempt last night.” 

			Sandy’s eyes widened momentarily, but she knew she shouldn’t really be surprised. “Is he—”

			“He’s fine, they’re all fine. The crowd loved them, that’s all that matters in the arena. If I were only interested in money, I would have kept those four; they might even be worth the hassle. But—” She spoke out loud now, for the benefit of Helga and Janice. “We will be the ones to win the Venatio. We are the first all-female team, don’t forget that. This is an important day: everyone will be watching us when we enter the arena.”

			Janice snorted, speaking under her breath: “We’re gonna get lots of attention alright, but not because anyone expects us to win; we’re just another spectacle.” 

			“Don’t mind her.” Helga parted lips as purple as her hair and smiled at Sandy. “She’s just nervous.”

			“No more nervous than you in an eggplant-canning factory,” Janice said, tweaking one of Helga’s purple spikes playfully.

			Marta ignored their banter and nodded for Sandy to move closer to the tunnel opening, the light from the arena filtering into the damp, dark passageway. “We’re almost up, get ready.”

			Helga looked over her shoulder. “I hope you’re ready for some chariot racing.” She motioned to Sandy. “Let’s go, it’s time.” 

			Sandy followed Helga’s spiky silhouette out of the dark tunnel and into the blinding light of the arena. 

			She looked up and her breath caught in her throat. Marta was right: everyone, truly everyone, seemed to be looking at the four women as they walked in. 

			Marta lifted her head high and strode proudly in the direction of a line of gleaming chariots. Behind teeth that flashed as bright as the chariots’ shine, Marta whispered instructions. “It’s all about the crowd; make them love you.” She lifted both hands high in the air in an acknowledgment of the audience. Swiftly, she then drew her broadsword, lifting it to catch the beaming rays of the sun, which prompted a noticeable rise in the decibel level.

			Janice twirled her blades in a fancy pirouette of intricate footwork and flawless technique, all while continuing to stride confidently to the chariots, arriving with a bow. The spectators roared their approval. Sandy could tell that the crowd was already pretty inebriated with the wine and chemical cocktails being aggressively touted. If this was already the state of the crowd around noon, Sandy shuddered to think of what they would be like as the day progressed.

			Helga retracted a staff from the sheath on her back and dashed forward, stopping abruptly to flip herself head over heel and stick the landing with a sharp crack of her staff on the ground, miming an attack on an invisible opponent. Her shadow-combat theatrics were met with an enthusiastic mix of applause and not a few catcalls and proposals of marriage—not to mention other proposals of the more indelicate variety. 

			Helga’s face didn’t change, but Sandy heard her murmur to herself. “Pigs. How many men who could pull off that move would get treated this way?”

			Marta, Janice, and Helga turned to look at Sandy. They were almost to the row of chariots, and all Sandy had managed to do was to walk out into the arena without tripping over her own feet. She wiped her palms against her pant legs. “I guess that’s not enough, though,” she said quietly, before catching herself. She shook her head: talking out loud to herself was something she only ever did when mind-numbingly nervous. 

			Marta hissed under her still-smiling teeth. “Do something! They’re expecting it now—you can’t be the only one not to do something; don’t be the boring one!” 

			Sandy stiffened. The boring one? She thought of Charley: if he could start a revolution in Meritropolis and make an assassination attempt on the emperor of Meritorium, then it was about time she stopped living in his shadow. Maybe Marta was right: today was an important day. 

			She took in her surroundings. Then Sandy squared her shoulders, thrust her chin in the air, and panned her gaze across the crowd until she found what she was looking for: a large container, gossamer thin, and fastened to one of the balustrades above the top balcony of the amphitheater. Swaying gently in the breeze, it looked like a sac of fish eggs high above the heads of the seated spectators. Except, in place of fish eggs, the contents were prize balls, each made of the same transparent, plastic-like material that was engineered to burst upon impact and shower the recipient with its contents. On arrival in the arena, she had seen a worker, closely guarded, responsible for tugging on the long pull cord attached to the bottom of the sac. It looked like the balls were set to float on the wind into the crowd below. Sandy hoped she was right.

			Acutely aware of the spectators’ eyes on her, she reached over her shoulder with a flourish and drew an arrow for her bow. A murmur passed through the crowd. They were uneasy, not just with her lack of theatrics, but with the threat her arrow posed.

			“What are you doing?” Marta hissed.

			Sandy turned her bow upward, sighting on the translucent pouch of prize balls that glimmered blue-green, the sunrays rippling across its swollen protuberance. The noise from the crowd intensified, some of them figuring out her intended target. 

			She closed one eye, leaned her head down to her shoulder, and calmed her racing heart with a slow exhale. The arrow wanted to fly, so she let it. 

			It flew true, swooping upward with a rush, until the last moment, when an unfortunate gust of wind buoyed it off course, slowing its momentum just enough to flip it sideways and blunt its impact. It had hit, but not hard enough to puncture. The crowd groaned in unison. 

			Hurriedly, Sandy released two more arrows in quick succession, this time aiming for the slender tendrils at the peak of the sac that connected it to the ornamental parapet on the balcony above. At this point, every eye in the audience, even those in the royal box and on the arena floor, watched Sandy’s efforts with intense interest. 

			The two arrows whistled upward, borne to the shining heavens above, seeking freedom from the constraints of earth. Reaching the peak of their trajectory, they seemed to float, motionless, before slivering their way into the top of the sac’s connecting threads. Sandy exhaled the breath she had been holding, each arrow couldn’t have hit in a better position. She didn’t want to waste any more arrows, so now the outcome would be determined by the wind.

			A tendril snapped, sending the bulging sac listing drunkenly to one side. The crowd below lifted their hands up into the air greedily. The remaining tendril, sagging and stretching under the additional weight, reached its breaking point.

			With a snap, the sac fell on the ravenous crowd. 

			Sandy watched, eyes wide, as the spectators pounced on it. Slashing, tearing, and ripping, both into the bulbous sac, and each other, the crowd deteriorated into a foaming, frothing frenzy. They were wild grizzlies descending on roe, each desperate to slake their covetous lust for possessions and delicacies. 

			Within moments, there were injuries and bloodshed. In an abrupt reversal, the contestants in the arena watched openmouthed as the spectators in the stands fomented into a roiling battleground. 

			“Disgusting, isn’t it?” Helga asked. 

			“Makes you wonder who the real animals are in here,” Sandy said, eyes still glued to the stands. A man swung a flagon of wine, hammering it onto the shoulder of another man with a slosh that sent both drink and coins raining and hailing into the air. 

			“I think it’s pretty obvious,” Janice said.

			Marta motioned to the three of them. “Let’s go, quickly now, while everyone’s preoccupied. Here’s our chance to have our pick of the chariots.” 

			Pulling her eyes away from the crowd, Sandy turned to the line of chariots. “They all look the same to me—not that I know anything about chariot racing.”

			“This one doesn’t look all that great to me,” Marta said with a sly grin, flipping out a dagger from her belt and carving deep divots into the axle that sat beneath the carriage platform. Continuing down the line, under the pretense of seeking a better vantage point from which to see the crowd, Marta continued her sabotage. “That should do it.” She surreptitiously slipped her dagger back into her belt and pointed to a chariot in the middle of the pack. “Here we go: this is the one.” 

			“Okay,” Sandy said, “but, umm, I know I’ve never been in a chariot race before, but where are the horses?” She looked at the empty yoke resting in the dirt. 

			Marta’s teeth gleamed in the sunlight. “Why, this is the Venatio, not just an ordinary chariot race. When they release the animals, we have to catch our steeds, harness them, and then make it through the obstacle course.” She pointed across the arena, to where a number of different obstructions had been assembled.

			“Oh, okay. Not so bad, I guess,” Sandy said.

			Janice snickered. “Yeah, we’ll see about that. The crowd’s calming down; it looks like we’re about to start. I think they’re about to release the animals.” She poked Sandy. “And in case you’ve forgotten already, do you really think they would send out normal horses for us? This is the Venatio—who knows what kind of mutant freak animals we’ll have to capture?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Sandy’s grip on her bow tightened.

			“Look sharp now,” Marta cautioned, gesturing down the line of chariots. “The other contestants are lining up.” She nudged Sandy. “And look—I hope you’re ready to beat your high-Score friends, because there they are.” 

			Sandy craned her neck, peering down the starting line. Her eyes were quickly drawn to Grigor’s immense size, and, looking closer, she saw Charley by his side, apparently unharmed after his reckless antics with the javelin yesterday. Orson and Hank stood close by, each heavily armed. Together, the four looked like formidable opponents. 

			Seeming to feel her eyes on him, Charley turned, his eyes hard and brooding, until he saw her upraised hand. A relieved smile burst onto his face, soon replaced by his typical cocky grin. Lifting his hand, he mouthed the words: good luck. 

			Fluttering her fingers in return, she felt her heart skip a beat, as she wondered, was it so wrong for her to take comfort in his confidence? That abrasive, devil-may-care attitude could be grating at times, sure, but his confidence in the face of danger was contagious. She needed that; she needed him, no matter what Marta might think. Watching him turn back to say something to Grigor, the naked relief at seeing her safe plainly evident on his face, she was struck with the thought: maybe he needed her just as much as she needed him. 

			“Are you done daydreaming? We have a race to win,” Marta said. “Our goal is to win, and to do that we have to beat everyone.” She looked closely into Sandy’s eyes. “And by everyone, I mean everyone. Do you understand?” 

			“Of course.” 

			“Good, here’s what’s going to happen.” Marta motioned the three women closer. “Helga, you and I will be guarding the chariot; we have to make sure that we keep this chariot.” She patted the knife in her belt. “Some of the other chariots won’t be up for the mileage needed to finish the race, I’m afraid.” 

			“And what about us?” Janice asked.

			“I’m getting to that.” Marta held up her palm. “Your and Sandy’s task will be to watch the tunnels for animal combos: anything that looks suitable to pull us, catch them and harness them up.”

			“And those that don’t look suitable?” Sandy asked, picking at her bowstring.

			Her teeth of gleaming white continued to dazzle in the sunshine, but Marta’s eyes were cold. “Kill them.”

			“Got it,” Janice said, hefting her blade.

			Marta turned her steely gaze to Sandy. “How bout you, Pretty?”

			Sandy looked down. “Got it.” 

			Marta carried on with her instructions, all the while watching the arena. “Anything, or anyone, that poses a threat to us winning the race must be dealt with. We can’t be thought of as weak, or soft.” Her eyes locked on Sandy’s. “Do you understand?”

			“I said I got it.” 

			The sound of a gong pealed out, sending reverberations rippling across the amphitheater and up Sandy’s neck. 

			“Here we go.” Janice tugged Sandy’s sleeve and pointed to the nearest open tunnel.

			The tunnel mouth was disgorging a Pandora’s box of freakishly assembled animal combinations. A long-necked, giraffe-like creature with a trunk stumbled its way forward. A number of animals in the equine family galloped out, nostrils flaring, but each with some crucial horse-like element missing or obscured by other animal traits.

			Seeing the herd of charging, trotting, capering beasts, the crowd stood as one to their feet, shouting and whistling their enthusiasm. Whether cheering for the death of the animals or the contestants, Sandy didn’t know, and she doubted that many of the spectators really cared one way or another. The crowd was only interested in grisly spectacle. 

			Sandy gritted her teeth and took off in a sprint, side by side with Janice. Drawing up short, her mouth gaped open. “Are you kidding me?” 

			Janice slowed. “What?”

			“Look! Is that—” Sandy felt funny even saying it out loud—“a unicorn?”

			Janice’s gaze followed Sandy’s outstretched finger to a pair of silvery white horses trotting nervously in circles. A solitary horn protruded from the forehead of each beast. “Oh, yeah, those are narses, narwhals bred with horses, technically, but for all intents and purposes, they’re unicorns. Let’s grab them—it looks like the crowd loves them.” 

			Sandy approached, holding her hand out tentatively. “Are they—dangerous?” 

			“Not really, I think they were bred—well, engineered—in some lab, strictly as a vanity animal. They’re fast, though, and should be easy enough to control in the chariot.” In a nimble display of athleticism, Janice took a running leap and bounded onto the back of the first narse, grasping a fistful of its flowing ivory mane, causing it to paw its front legs in the air. “Look at me!” Janice grinned, her cheeks dimpling in at the absurdity of it all. “Hurry up before the other one spooks!”

			Sandy rubbed the side of the animal’s sleek ivory coat and leaped onto its back, not with the easy grace of Janice, but more fluidly than even she had hoped for. It helped that their trusty “unicorn” steeds were more like miniature wild ponies, and much shorter to the ground than some of the other horse-like animals occupying the attention of the other contestants.

			“Let’s go! We’ve got company!” Janice pointed to a tunnel entrance on the opposite side of the arena from where a steady stream of animal combos, all of an aggressive predatory variety, bounded out. They looked like felines, all big cats of differing freakish varieties. 

			And they looked hungry. Very hungry.

			Sandy pressed her knees into the sides of her narse, and it darted off, needing little encouragement to bolt with the scent of so many predators on the wind. Holding the coarse mane tightly in her balled-up fists, Sandy leaned her head down, smelling the dusty-sweet hay smell of horse. She didn’t know exactly how she was supposed to be steering, but thankfully Janice was a much better equestrian, and Sandy’s narse followed its partner. 

			Arriving at the chariot, Marta and Helga expertly harnessed the two animals and jumped in, motioning for them to follow. 

			“Good choice,” Helga said, a wry smile on her face.

			“What, they won’t work? Janice said they would be easy to control in the chariot, and they’re fast.” 

			Helga rolled her eyes. “Oh, they’re all those things,” Helga agreed. “Look at the crowd—they certainly like the choice.” 

			Sandy heard a number of indistinct catcalls shouted at them—at her in particular. Helga was right, the crowd did seem to be singling them out for attention. “What, I don’t get what’s so—”

			Janice interrupted. “Don’t worry about it, but the crowd knows the mythology behind unicorns. Remember, they’re a crowd favorite.”

			“And what mythology might that be?” 

			Janice’s dimples returned. “Why, a unicorn can only be captured by a virgin. Even Leonardo da Vinci knew that.” 

			Marta snapped the reigns, and the chariot jolted forward with a jerk. “Quit your yapping, at least it gets us some positive attention from the crowd. Now, just be on the lookout for animal, and human, attackers while I try to steer us around these obstacles.” 

			Welcoming Marta’s conversational intrusion, Sandy’s face burned. She concentrated on looking steadfastly out her side of the chariot, ready to ward off any attacker, while ignoring Janice and Helga, both quietly snickering in the chariot behind her. 

			Marta expertly led them in and out of a variety of barriers designed to force them to zigzag their way through the course, avoiding a water hazard here, a pit of boiling tar there. The narses, while stout, were strong. They clip-clopped forward, tossing their shimmering manes in the wind, their slender, spiraled horns leading the way down the arena racecourse. 

			“Coming up on your right!” Helga called out to Marta. 

			Sandy couldn’t resist jerking her head back to see what Helga was cautioning against. A chariot captained by a man with a wild, frizzy beard swung crazily from side to side, threatening to capsize its four inhabitants. The men had managed to fit a llamabill side by side with a muffalo, an unequal yoking in the extreme, and the two animals, though rushing forward hurriedly, spent the majority of their energy twisting in their harnesses in repeated attempts to bite and kick one another. 

			Yet despite the discord, they were gaining quickly.

			“We’re going as fast as we can,” Marta said, her face glued to the track ahead. “Get rid of them.” 

			Janice smiled wickedly, unsheathing a shining blade with a flourish. “My pleasure.” Leaning out over the edge of the chariot, she lay prone almost parallel to the ground, blade outstretched, daring the other chariot to come closer. Seeing Janice, the chariot rider jerked on the reins, over-correcting his chariot directly into the path of another pulled by two muffalo. The chariots collided in a smash, one axle caving in from the impact, no doubt helped by Marta’s earlier sabotage.

			Sandy breathed a sigh of relief; there didn’t seem to be too much that Janice didn’t have an answer for. Sandy turned her head back to watch her side, but before she could fully see what was happening, their chariot was struck with so much force, the impact caused them to rise in the air, balancing on one wheel.

			Falling back into Marta, Sandy and Helga desperately grabbed Janice’s ankles, keeping her from tipping face first out of the bouncing chariot. Landing back on two wheels, their chariot upright again, Marta shoved Sandy off her with an imprecation. 

			“I told you to watch that side!” Marta yelled, gripping the reins as if she wished they were around Sandy’s neck. “What’s going on over there?”

			Sandy scrabbled to her feet, peering over the edge of the chariot. 

			Her eyes widened, and she stayed in her crouch, frozen in place, before ducking back down and scuttling backward quickly. “What the—” she screamed out, cannonballing backward into Marta once again. She narrowly avoided being impaled by a thick black horn, dark as onyx, attached to the forehead of a bellowing monster. Rising slowly, she shrieked. “What is that thing?”

			Marta butted Sandy away with her hip. “You little—”

			“Marta.” Helga tapped Marta’s shoulder insistently. 

			Marta pushed Sandy back to her side of the chariot again with her elbow. “I’m trying to steer us here. I thought you were a warrior; what is wrong with you? Why—”

			Janice butted in. “Marta, look.”

			“If you—” 

			“Marta, look!” Janice and Helga cried out in unison.

			Marta turned her head to look at the enormous midnight-black beast trotting beside them and gearing up to charge at their flank again. “Oh, great! Just what we need—a black unicorn.”

			“Right, and I’m a mermaid,” Sandy said. “That thing is definitely not a black unicorn.” The hulking beast lumbered along, a sly smile anthropomorphically twisting up the side of its wide, blunted face. 

			Marta shrugged, whipping the reins harder. “Well, of course! And we aren’t being pulled by white unicorns right now, either!” She looked over and edged the chariot away from the black beast. “It’s a horoceros, a horse-black rhino animal combo. Some people call them black unicorns kind of as a joke.” 

			Sandy eyed the wicked black stump of a horn protruding from the animal. “Some joke.” Now that she had her wits about her, she contemplated firing off some arrows, but the thick, wrinkly hide looked near impenetrable. She could aim for its eye, or maybe an ear, but the last thing she wanted to do was enrage it even further. “Let’s see if we can distract it, maybe by running it up next to some other animals?” 

			Marta sighed. “If only it were that easy. The truly funny part of the joke is that the horoceros is named the black unicorn, in part, because it seems to go nuts around narses.”

			“A battle between the evil black unicorns and the good white unicorns?!” Sandy looked from Marta to Janice to Helga, a look of unbelief on her face. “Oh, you’re serious.” 

			“There’s no good and evil. They’re just animals,” Helga said, reminding Sandy of Grigor. “It’s us who have to give account for the morality of it all. But it’s true—horoceroses do go crazy whenever they’re around narses.” 

			Sandy shook her head. “Well, thankfully it seems like narses are faster.” She nodded her head at the belabored breathing of the giant ebony beast tracking beside them, falling behind as their narse-pulled chariot outpaced it. 

			“That’s not going to matter in a second here; we have to slow down.” Marta pointed to a row of solid wooden timbers stretched across their path to form a steeplechase hurdle. 

			Two chariots had reached the obstacle ahead of them: Charley’s team was feverishly trying to chop their way through with an ax, and the other were attempting to lift their chariot up and over the top bar. The wood appeared quite sturdy, and the height of the hurdle rose to roughly the height of a full-grown man, so neither approach seemed to have much chance of success. 

			“Do they actually expect us to be able to jump over it?” Sandy asked.

			“No.” Helga gripped the handle of her staff. “It’s all for the crowd. It’s just a way to cluster us all together while the animal combos attack.” She pointed her stick at a muffalo-drawn chariot behind them that veered off course suddenly as a pair of lanthers pounced and sunk their claws into the necks of the muffalo with twin shrieks.

			“Look!” Sandy pointed to a lanther that broke from the pack and headed directly toward them. The lanther gained on them so fast, it almost seemed as if they were moving underwater. 

			Helga motioned to Sandy’s bow. “Get ready!” 

			Seeing the glittering yellow eyes and bared teeth, Sandy decided that now was not a time to worry about saving arrows. She drew an arrow back on her bow, desperately trying to calm her heart and adjust for the vibrating chariot.

			But before she could release, the horoceros let out a ferocious bellow, lowered its battering ram of a head, and thundered directly into the path of the lanther. With an agile leap, the lanther attempted to maneuver beyond the reach of the tree-trunk horn, but with an enraged burst of speed, the horoceros twisted its great bulk, dipped its horn underneath the exposed underside of the lanther, and flung the big cat with a vicious snap. Stamping up and down, the stubby hooves of the horoceros ensured the lanther remained immobile and out of the chase. 

			Turning her head away, Sandy lowered her bow. Helga looked at her, eyes wide, neither of them saying a word. 

			“Okay, we have to slow down. Any ideas?” Marta shouted. “We need to get over or around this fence somehow.” 

			“Or through it,” Sandy said, still eyeing the lumbering horoceros, now turning from the fallen lanther, and intent once again on their narses. 

			“Or through it—what do you propose?” Marta said, pulling back slightly on the reins. 

			Looking over at Grigor’s broad back as it heaved in a steady rhythm of bunching and rippling muscles, an enormous ax chipping into the wooden planks with little progress, Sandy pointed. “If it’s taking Grigor this long to chop his way through, then it will take us all day.” 

			“Let’s just wait for him, and follow behind them,” Janice said, a twinkle in her eye. 

			“We don’t have that luxury.” Marta nodded in the direction of the approaching horoceros, now gaining on them again. “Besides—” she watched Grigor’s powerful ax swings, her eyes hardening—“we don’t want to follow them, we want to lead.” 

			Sandy paused before slowly speaking. “Well, there will be no waiting and no following—so you’ll like that part. But I’m not so sure you’ll like the rest of my plan.”

			“Spit it out already.” Helga tapped her staff on the floor of the chariot in a nervous tic.

			“Okay, I’m pretty sure the narses could jump the wall if we unharnessed them,” Sandy said.

			“Sure, but we need to get the chariot to the finish line in order to win,” Marta replied. “Those are the rules. We need a way to get the chariot on the other side, too.”

			“Right, so my idea is to unharness the narses, Janice and I will jump them over the wall, while you and Helga, umm.” Sandy cleared her throat, and looked down. “Umm—”

			“Out with it, while we what?” Marta questioned.

			“While you and Helga harness the horoceros and then charge your way through the fence to follow us.” She looked back at the lumbering beast that was almost upon them, before adding hurriedly, “You know it can do it, and it will do anything to get at those narses. It’s just a matter of—”

			“Getting it harnessed,” Marta said dryly. 

			“Right.”

			“Well, if that’s all we got, that’s all we got.” Marta shrugged. “Let’s do it.”

			“We’re already doing it!” Janice yelled, already seated on the back of the narse she had ridden earlier. “Let’s go, Sandy!” 

			“Have fun!” Sandy smiled at Marta and Helga, and then hopped onto the back of her already unharnessed narse to follow Janice.

			“I’ve been dying to ride this beauty again!” Janice called back, her hair blowing in the breeze, feathering out and rippling in time to the rising crescendo of the crowd’s cheers. “In case you hadn’t noticed.” 

			“Well, the crowd loves us at least, that’s for sure.” 

			“Let’s give them something to cheer for, then.” Capering her mount around in bouncy little circles, Janice called out to the horoceros. “Come on, you big ugly hoss!” Her narse sashayed its long flowing white tail back and forth, a horoceros-temptress if ever there was one. 

			The horoceros rumbled over, panting heavily, just in time for Marta and Helga to spring the harness around its thick, wrinkled shoulders. Surprisingly, the hulking beast hardly seemed to notice Helga’s various fastening, tightening, and tying procedures as it was harnessed as securely as absolutely possible. It nuzzled its head in the dirt quite close to Janice’s steed and let out a grunt that shook its entire body, sending a massive, spade-shaped tongue lolling out to one side.

			“Oh my …” Sandy’s eyes widened. “It’s not an evil black unicorn that hates white unicorns. Quite the opposite, it’s—”

			“In heat.” Janice curled her lip up as if she had tasted something unpleasant. “Yes, I figured that part out. Let’s get out of here.” She looked back over her shoulder at the monstrous ebony creature snuffling close behind them, and then kicked her heels into the side of the narse. “Come and get it, big boy!”

			Janice’s narse took off like a shot, Sandy’s close behind, each bolting right at the wall. By now the other contestants were watching, at least those not busy fighting off unwanted feline attention, and Sandy was gratified to see Orson with his mouth gaping open as they took flight in a blur of white. 

			They cleared the fence with room to spare, the horoceros providing all the persuasion that the skittish narses needed. In retrospect, she would have liked to more closely emulate Janice’s profile of perfect confidence, her chest high and shoulders back, hair streaming in the wind in unison with her unicorn steed’s flowing mane, but Sandy feared that she, in contrast, looked more like a scared spider monkey, laying spread-eagled, with all four appendages clinging to her narse’s back. 

			Her face flushed, Janice winked at Sandy and waved to the crowd. Sandy managed to lift a hand tentatively as well, before having to jerk it back down to grasp the mane, still not confident in her ability to stay mounted. 

			“Here we go,” Janice said, looking back at the wall. “I hear—”

			Before she could get the words out of her mouth, a splintering and cracking sound gave way to a deep-throated bellow. The horoceros crunched through the wooden slats of the steeplechase hurdle like so many matchsticks, its eyes wild and roaming, before settling again on Sandy and Janice’s mounts. 

			“That’s our cue!” Janice gave a kick and raced off. 

			“Giddyup!” Sandy yelled, hitting her narse on the rump to catch up to Janice. 

			“There’s no need to smack the narse’s, well, narse.” Janice looked over at Sandy with a crooked smile, bouncing up and down, in a perfect galloping rhythm that Sandy envied. “I think the horoceros is motivation enough for them to run fast. I doubt a little tap from you will add all that much of an incentive.”

			Sandy looked down and stroked the side of its silvery neck. “Yeah, sorry.”

			Janice laughed, the wind whipping her joyous face, sending the sound back behind them. Sandy marveled at her composure; it was as if she really didn’t care at all about the hard-charging beast behind them, or the monsters prowling the arena. 

			“What?” Sandy asked. 

			“I just love to ride, I guess. I always wanted a horse as a little girl; I never thought I would actually get to ride a unicorn!” She threw her head back, laughing again at the absurdity of it all. Maybe it was the adrenaline coursing through her veins, the pressure of the moment with Marta and Helga relying on them, the crowd watching their every move and cheering them on, or something else altogether, but Sandy gave in to the impulse as well. She laughed, but she suspected she still looked like a spider monkey clinging to her narse’s mane, only now one having a seizure. 

			“Not too fast,” Sandy cautioned. “We don’t want to get too far ahead of them.”

			“Got it.” Janice winked at Sandy. “String him along a little, right? Give him some hope.” 

			Sandy thought about Charley left back by the wall and smiled weakly. “Yeah, something like that.”

			“We’ve got company, though.” Janice motioned to a chariot gaining quickly. Sandy turned, and looking closer, the tall, annoyingly handsome profile of Orson was unmistakable, his broad shoulders and powerful arms masterfully commandeering their chariot pulled by two workhorse-like muffalo. Grigor loomed behind him, while Charley and Hank hung out from each side. “Your friends?” Janice asked, noticing the look on Sandy’s face.

			“Yeah.” She thought of Orson. “Well, it’s complicated.” 

			Janice laughed. “Isn’t it always?”

			“Yeah, well, anyways—” Sandy looked down their path, free of any remaining obstacles, and tantalizingly close to the checkered flag rippling in the wind—“it looks like we’re almost to the finish line, and Marta will kill us if we let them beat us at the last second—”

			“I’ll kill us,” Janice interrupted, frowning back at their competitors. “We were the ones that made a way through the hurdle; it was your idea.” 

			“Yeah, well, I’m fresh out of ideas now.”

			“It’s understandable, they’re your friends; maybe you wouldn’t mind if they won.” Janice raised her eyebrows, emphasizing the last word with a flick of her tongue. “But I would. So don’t worry.” Janice smiled devilishly. “I have a plan this time.” 

			“Okay …” 

			“I would tell you to follow my lead, but I’m sure your narse will follow mine no matter what, your wonderful equestrian skills notwithstanding. So, how about just hold on tight?” 

			Sandy gulped. “Just—”

			“Giddyup!” Janice jerked her narse to one side, twirled it backward with an expert squeeze of her knees, and spurred it on, directly at Orson’s chariot. Sandy’s stomach flip-flopped in protest, her narse skittering to a stop, before dashing off behind its partner. 

			Despite the angry burbling in her stomach, Sandy relished the look of shock on Orson’s face, his eyes widening, hand rising to his cheek, and mouth gaping open in a Munchian scream. The team of muffalo continued unperturbed, looking not the least bit concerned with the compact narses running at them. Apart from the extended horns, Sandy had to admit that there wasn’t much in the way of intimidation factor that they had going for them. 

			Recovering from the initial shock, Orson bent forward, a look of determination on his face, and slapped the reins vigorously. 

			“If this is a game of chicken, I don’t think we can win …” Sandy shouted.

			“Maybe not if it’s just you and me, but don’t forget about our friend.” Janice nodded her head back to their chariot, driven by Marta, Helga holding on for dear life, picking up speed at a rapid pace, the horoceros bellowing its rage. “I don’t think it likes the idea of the muffalo being anywhere near its narse harem.” 

			Veering away at the last moment, the muffalo’s buckteeth snapping shut mere inches from the narses’ ivory galloping haunches, Sandy and Janice darted past, turning back to the finish line, but not before their amorous horoceros took out its jealous anger in a blistering display of stamping and goring that left the poor muffalos turning tail and running away, back in the direction of the starting line. As if to add insult to injury, Orson’s repeated verbal abuse and desperate twisting of the reins caused their axle to splinter, no longer able to bear the pressure from Marta’s pre-race sabotage. Their chariot finally collapsed in on itself.

			Sandy looked over her shoulder to see Orson, Grigor, Hank, and Charley sprawled in the dirt, their riderless chariot dragging behind a pair of confused and frightened muffalo. She was tempted to laugh as she and Janice, followed closely behind by Marta and Helga, crossed the finish line to the roaring applause of the crowd—that is, until the look on Charley’s face sucked the air out of her lungs. 

			It was a look of his she had seen often, but never directed at her. His eyes were narrowed, his lips curled. He was angry—with her. Her mind flashed back to Charley’s comment to Hank and Jameson when he thought she hadn’t been listening: ‘even Sandy did more on the bion hunt than Hank’ as if it was to be expected that she would never be quite up to the male standard, and if she did anything well, then it was a surprise. Well, she had given them all a surprise today.

			She quickly turned away, the laughter dying in her throat. Maybe it was the influence of Marta, Helga, and Janice, maybe it was just that she was finally seeing the world as it really was, but as she had looked at Charley Sandy had seen the male chauvinism dripping through. She couldn’t help but wonder why he expected to be better than her at everything? If he had beaten her, he would have expected her to celebrate his victory with him. Now, for her to win and actually prove that she was better than him at something, he was not celebrating with her—he was acting like a spoiled brat.

			Sandy held her head high, forcing herself to enjoy the sound of the crowd’s cheers and applause. In that moment, Sandy realized that she could do just fine without him. She knew it, even if he didn’t. She turned from side to side and lifted her hand in a slow wave to the crowd. He had better figure it out sooner rather than later. 
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			CHAPTER 10

			Herded

			Sven had seen Marta sabotage the chariots. As a remedy to his short stature, Rico had cleared a space for him to have a view of the arena, and Sven had watched from the tunnels. He felt encouraged to see that rules and regulations were as lightly enforced as he had originally hoped when he had devised his plan. It seemed that the guards lounging by the tunnel couldn’t care less who came and went, as long as the crowd—and the emperor—was happy. The drunken crowd didn’t care about a fair race; all they cared about was the violence and spectacle. Even the large percentage who had placed wagers on Charley, Grigor, Hank, and Orson to win the chariot race, joined in the applause as Sandy’s team crossed the finish line first. 

			Trickery, deceit, and cunning were rewarded in the arena. In a twisted way, it made sense; in a violent contest of death and destruction, aggressive monsters roaming, contestants battling obstacles and each other, anything goes. All’s fair in shove and gore Sven realized. 

			But now, entering the arena at last, herded out with the other Low Scores, Sven was beginning to have his doubts. The crowd didn’t even seen to notice them; they were nothing more than a prop, merely foliage in a school play. Not everyone could play the lead, but if life was theater, Sven wondered why he always seemed to get cast as the tree? 

			He had learned that their low-Score status didn’t earn them a spot in any of the main events like the chariot race. Now was the time when many of the so-called respectable citizens left the arena to eat their midday meal, not wanting to see the wanton destruction that was suitable entertainment only for those of lower class. It was whispered that Sven and his group were essentially castaways, their lives valued only as cheap entertainment between events—lambs to the slaughter.

			Sven clenched and unclenched his fists, looking from side to side. Renaldo and Camilla walked beside him, each visibly shaking, but making a valiant effort to hide their fear. Rico and the other cousins strutted with a menace that Sven envied. 

			Their group of seven—Sven, Renaldo, Camilla, Rico, and the three cousins—cut a wide swath through the huddling Low Scores, now almost to the center of the arena, each instinctively recognizing something in the group. Sven told himself that the other Low Scores seemed to notice something special in him, too: some leadership ability or special cunning. He felt they wanted him to be in charge. But, deep down, that familiar self-doubt reminded him that no one cared about him; it was really just Rico and his physically impressive cousins that deserved the attention.

			Sven took a deep breath—he would force people to notice him. He would force the so-called respectable citizens to acknowledge what was happening while they turned their made-up eyes from seeing, their jeweled ears from hearing, and their painted lips away speaking out. Sven squared his shoulders and looked at Rico. “Ready?” 

			“Sí, capitán,” Rico said. A sneer curled up the edge of his malevolently cast mouth. “Where are animals?” 

			“Just wait, they’ll be coming.” 

			Renaldo edged closer. “Remind me, what’s going to happen first?”

			“Well, if what the guards said is true, they will soon announce what famous battle we will be forced to re-enact.” Aiming to calm Renaldo and Camilla, Sven continued talking in a low, measured tone that aimed to project confidence, a confidence that he didn’t really feel. “So it goes without saying that we, the Low Scores, are expected to lose this battle—”

			“We are bad guys,” Rico interrupted. The lupine slant to his eyes and flashing teeth reinforced Sven’s relief that Rico, and his cousins, were on his side. 

			“Yes, exactly. We’re the bad guys.” You especially, Sven thought, but didn’t say out loud. “We’re expected to lose to whoever comes rampaging out of the tunnel along with the animal combos.” 

			“Guards,” Rico said, the look on his face now resembling a wolf that had just decided on his next prey. “Those who take us.” 

			“Yes, the guards who took you. The Meritorium Honor Guard.” Those guards would be in full battle dress, if the stories Sven had heard were true. The plan was to get as many weapons out of the hands of the Honor Guard and into the hands of Low Scores as quickly as possible. Rico and his cousins had managed to round up a following of low-Score boys who were as desperate and angry as they were, but Sven wasn’t fooling himself: a lot depended on Rico. 

			“Now we take them.” With a satisfying thwack, Rico pounded a meaty fist the size of a lunchbox into his open palm. His cousins replied in quick guttural Spanish that Sven couldn’t understand, but which needed no translation. The four of them gave the strong impression that this was certainly not their first serious physical altercation.

			Sven hoped it wouldn’t be their last. 

			Camilla touched his arm, causing his heart to immediately beat like a snare drum set to a double-time rhythm. “Thank you.”

			“For what?” he managed to stammer, feeling the warmth of her hand still resting on his arm. 

			“For giving us hope,” she said simply. Her hand drifted away, but Sven felt the imprint of her palm linger much longer, like a permanent searing tattoo, much more vivid than any Score. 

			He swallowed. “Sure, it’s nothing.” Sven knew it remained to be seen whether all he had given them was false hope. 

			Renaldo elbowed him. “Look.” He pointed to a tall, skinny man, clad in a robe of scarlet that hung loose on his skeletal frame, like a human clothes hanger. He stood near the empty royal box, apparently a stand-in for the emperor, and raised a long-fingered hand.

			“As per the decree of the czar,” the man’s voice boomed out in a deep baritone that belied his frame. “The founder of Meritorium, the institutor of the Venatio, and the creator of the System of Societal Merit, we will now commence with the reenactment of the Battle of Meritorium.”

			“The emperor created the scoring system?” Renaldo whispered, leaning close to Sven.

			“No, not Emperor Titus, he said the czar.” Sven remained transfixed, his eyes staring straight ahead at the sonorous cadaverous announcer. 

			“Who?”

			“Orson’s father,” Sven said quietly.

			Renaldo’s eyebrows scrunched up. “Who’s Orson?” 

			“Never mind, someone I know.” Sven felt a sharp lance of pain; he missed Charley, and Sandy, and Grigor, and even Hank. No one from Meritropolis would be here to help him in this battle. 

			Sven felt small and alone as the voice continued to boom. “Today’s battle will take place on land and on the last day of the Venatio the final battle will take place on water. And now, cast as the part of the wicked and evil opposition—” he slowly lifted a hand and extended his pointer finger directly at Sven and the other Low Scores huddled in the center of the arena—“I give you the Circumcellions!” His voice thundered, before being drowned out by a chorus of boos and drunken jeers. Some spectators threw empty flagons of wine and other debris onto the arena floor, none close enough to hit them, but the effect was the same. The message was clear: they were the enemy, and they were expected to lose. 

			“At least the Circumcellions had their clubs,” Sven grumbled under his breath. As if in answer to his wish, Rico trotted over, wielding a wicked black bat that matched the leer on his face. 

			Other Low Scores were also picking up clubs scattered around the arena, tossed out by the tunnel guards. Apparently, this reenactment was to be as realistic as possible. 

			“Want mine?” Renaldo proffered his club, seeing that Sven had none. 

			“No, you keep it.” Sven patted his pockets, bulging with rocks he had gathered in preparation. 

			Renaldo gestured to his sister. “Camilla, you just stay behind me.” 

			Camilla looked up quickly at Sven, and then down again. “Okay.” 

			The crowd was quieting. Waiting patiently for the last of the outbursts to subside, the tall announcer lifted a spindly arm in a languid economy of motion and continued unperturbed. “Playing the part of the czar’s Honor Guard, I give you—” he paused for dramatic effect, a sinister smile playing on his lips—“the Meritorium Honor Guard!” Thunderous applause drowned out the booming echoes of his voice. 

			Three dozen men in heavy battle gear marched out of an underground tunnel in precise military formation. Turning as one, they assembled themselves six across and six rows deep, each staring impassively at the ragtag group of Low Scores. 

			No one could miss it: the contrast couldn’t be greater. 

			Their heavily polished Roman-style breastplates, shields, and helmets gleamed in the sunlight. Each soldier was outfitted in overlapping armored plates that interlocked to form a breastplate of bronze and leather. Sheet-metal greaves protected each of their legs; metal helmets, complete with cheek guards, guarded their face; large circular shields, inlaid with an intricate carving of a soaring Pegasus, safeguarded almost the entire body of each soldier. And every soldier wore a short gladius sword strapped to each hip. Sven gulped. Suddenly, Rico’s massive club looked much less impressive. 

			“And, the hero and leader of the Honor Guard …” The announcer pointed to a tunnel where the outline of a man on a horse was just visible. “The part played by the captain of the Meritorium Honor Guard himself, personal guard to the emperor, I give you the czar!” 

			A white beast dashed out onto the arena floor, its rider impressively outfitted in full Roman legionnaire regalia, and resplendent in a Roman imperial helmet, a red horsehair plume bristling skyward. Cutting the beast in a circuitous route, waving a gloved hand to the crowd, the czar guided the beast back to the front of his troop. 

			Looking closer, Sven’s eyes widened. The horse had wings. Stubby little feathered wings sprouted from each of the beast’s massive flanks.

			Camilla sucked in a breath of air. “A Pegasus.” 

			“It’s just another animal combo,” Sven said, trying in vain but unable to tear his eyes away from the magnificent creature. “Probably can’t even fly, those wings don’t look that big.” 

			Almost as if the beast had heard his mutterings, the Pegasus-like creature fluttered its wings gracefully and hovered just off the ground, rotating itself gracefully in position at the head of the array of soldiers.

			“Great,” Sven said. Things were not looking good.

			“We not scared of magic horse.” Rico strode up, smacking his bat on an open palm for emphasis. He was followed by his cousins and a sizeable group of club-wielding low-Score boys, each as wild-eyed as a Circumcellion. 

			Rico’s words and attitude jolted Sven from his reverie. “Right, let’s proceed with the plan. Everyone remember your spacing assignments.” 

			“No problemo, capitán.” Rico smirked, nodding to his cousins as they followed his easy lope. 

			Sven slunk back, drifting to the left-most pincer of their juvenile formation. He reached a sweaty palm into his pocket, fingers playing over the jagged edges of a rough-textured piece of pumice. This was the tricky part: the first contact would reveal how the next moments would unfold. It would tell if they were facing trained soldiers or just actors in battle dress. After hearing that the real captain of the emperor’s personal Honor Guard was playing the part of the czar, Sven feared it was the former. But he hoped there was still a chance that the others were hooligans enlisted to play a part for the delight of the crowd, rather than professionally trained soldiers. 

			But it was Meritorium, and Sven was quickly learning that anything could happen. 

			Sven’s part of the plan was to draw their attention, get them riled up enough to charge his side of the pincer, leaving their other flank exposed to Rico and his stealthily creeping savages. 

			The captain shouted out an order, drawing cheers from the crowd. “Forward, march!” He snapped the reins with an expert flourish, and the Pegasus-like creature high-stepped forward, head high and nostrils flaring. 

			If he was going to sign his death sentence, Sven decided he was going to darn well do something to deserve it. 

			He pulled the rock from his pocket.

			He looked across the arena, eyes searching for Camilla. It was absurd, but he wanted to see her one last time. She was tucked behind Renaldo, her brotherly protector shielding most of her from view, but he could see a long slender arm reaching down to the ground. Sven looked closer; it looked like she was picking up a rock. Sven stepped forward quickly; he needed to draw the approaching soldier’s attention now before they headed in her direction.

			He closed his eyes and opened them again quickly. The noise of the boisterous crowd receded, fading away in a fuzzy haze, his eyes tunnel-visioned in on the captain, high atop his magical winged steed. He looked at the captain’s nose, Roman in profile, and then before he had time to overthink, he let the rock fly.

			It was a rocket. A missile. It was in the air, and then it wasn’t. 

			The impact was dramatic, but not a direct hit. It skinned across the temple of the captain, shredding flesh and eyebrows, just below the forehead guard of his helmet. 

			In some respects, it was much better than if it had hit the intended target, his nose, because the effect was an instantaneous blossoming of blood, as if someone had thrown a rotten tomato on stage. It certainly got the captain’s attention. With an undignified scream of rage, the captain jerked heavily on the reins, galloping directly at Sven, his soldiers picking up speed behind him. 

			Blood sheeted down his face; in an instant he had been transformed from a military commander of stately bearing to a blood-besotted winged angel of death. He drew his sword, shaking his head furiously from side to side in an attempt to see through the surface wound gushing rivulets of blood down his face. 

			Sven took a step back, his foot thudding clumsily backward, echoing the stunned silence of the crowd. The other Low Scores on his side of the pincer wisely angled themselves away from him. Drifting laterally, Sven noticed that that captain didn’t correct his course; he still rode straight ahead.

			Sven realized that he must not be able to see through all of that blood. The captain appeared courageous, or just stupid, to charge blindly ahead in the direction of his enemy. Sven continued moving sideways, releasing rock after rock in sidearm throws. Many Low Scores pulled out rocks of their own and began to sling them in earnest.

			One rock flew past the captain, but nicked the exposed calf of a following soldier. Another thudded directly into the side of the captain’s helmet, leaving a noticeable dent. This caused him to tip sideways in his saddle, before correcting himself, and then swerve in the new direction of the incoming volley of rocks.

			The audience began to jeer, now at the soldiers, mocking their ineptitude. Breaking formation, the soldiers picked up speed, charging directly at Sven and his group of Low Scores.

			That was a mistake. 

			Despite the oncoming horde, Sven smiled. The soldiers, unknown to them, had exposed their backs to the bulk of the Low Scores.

			Rico blistered into the middle of the arena with a half-crazed maniacal scream, his massive black bat felling two soldiers from behind, their helmets denting in with a sound between that of a gong ringing and rotten fruit splitting, before the soldiers even turned around. His cousins and the other Low Scores fell on them like a pack of starving wild dogs, jabbing, swinging, and smashing with their Circumcellion “Israelites”. 

			Rico yapped in a steady stream of Spanglish, his cousins roving behind him like a vicious clean-up crew, permanently disposing of the battered and bruised men fallen beneath the ax chops of Rico’s bat. Low-Score boys picked each fallen soldier clean. In mere moments, more Low Scores sported armor, shields, and short gladius swords than the hastily regrouping soldiers. 

			The crowd ate up the unexpected reversal of events like the platters of sticky sweets sold throughout the stands. Drunken cheers followed each swing of Rico’s bat. A new gladiatorial hero was born. Hearing the uproar, spectators streamed back into the arena, the so-called respectable citizens cutting their lunches short and returning in a flurry of rustling robes and smacking lips. 

			Looking into the stands, Sven’s eyes narrowed. He knew that when the Low Scores, the nobodies, the less-than-people were sentenced to what was essentially an execution that masqueraded as a battle reenactment, the crowd left in droves. What they didn’t see, they didn’t have to think about. But they still knew. 

			In a way, Sven had less issue with those who had stayed to watch. The so-called lower-class citizens who cheered, jeered, and leered enthusiastically in hopes of seeing more violence and gore. They were upfront about their support for brutal injustice against the innocent. They were wrong to do so, he knew, but he didn’t hate them. At least they weren’t ashamed to admit it. Really Sven hated those who had left. The sophisticati, the so-called respectable people, who made themselves feel better by leaving, by refusing to watch, because they liked to think they were above this sort of thing. But they knew, and they did nothing. 

			Some might ask what was worse: to revel in evil and injustice, or to have the power to stop it but to turn away? But Sven knew. 

			Sven fingered his last rock, scraping the pads of his fingers slowly across its rough ridges and divots. Deep down inside, he knew that the reason he hated those who left, those who refused to watch, those who remained passive in the face of injustice, was because they reminded him of himself in Meritropolis. 

			He had tried, unsuccessfully, to convince Charley to avoid any confrontation with the System. 

			It was too dangerous. 

			Too risky.

			Sven stepped over a dead body, fighting back a churning sensation in his stomach. 

			He gritted his teeth, willing the rising bile to recede. But now he knew he would die before he remained passive in the face of injustice ever again. 

			Rico galloped up, riding the Pegasus-like creature, and wearing the full regalia of the captain, complete with red-plumed helmet and glimmering sword. Sven had wondered earlier why Rico hadn’t put on any of the fallen soldier’s armor or weaponry; he alone had remained with just his club, leaving everyone else to the gear. 

			Now Sven knew. 

			“Good plan, Capitán,” Rico said with a smirk, twisting on the reins with a rough snap. 

			“Yeah …” Sven put the last rock back in his pocket. Bodies littered the arena floor, both soldiers and Low Scores, but only Low Scores remained standing. Camilla, Renaldo, Rico, and his cousins were all unharmed. 

			Sven very carefully kept his eyes raised. Every body with eyes bugged out, or head lolling to one side, an arm or a leg splayed at an unnatural angle, sent renewed tremors rippling along Sven’s innards; the death all around him was gruesome. Suddenly, Sven was struck with a thought, more painful than a physical blow; was he just the same as the sophisticati from the crowds, averting his eyes from evil? He forced himself to look down at the ghastly scene on the arena floor. He was responsible for much of this death and destruction. This was evil; he had caused it, he had allowed it to happen, and now he could not turn away.

			Rico grunted an imprecation in Spanish and kicked the Pegasus forward. Dashing around the arena, he screamed wildly, playing to the crowd. 

			The spectators went berserk with excitement. The tall announcer tried in vain to talk over the crowd, but all Sven could make out that there would be a more historically accurate conclusion during the water battle on the last day. He walked slowly over to Camilla and Renaldo. It appeared as if they had bought themselves some time.

			Lifting the fallen captain’s sword high in the air, Rico screamed out, “Who High Score now?” Riding with just his knees, he lifted the sword skyward, pounding his chest. “I High Score! Rico is High Score!” 

			Looking closer, Sven felt his stomach heave. 

			There was something speared on the end of Rico’s sword. 

			It waved pennant-like to the cheering crowd, a barbarian warning: do not cross me. Camilla lifted her hand to her mouth, letting out a little gasp. 

			Rico pumped the sword up and down, sprinkling bright red droplets that fell around him as blood rain, a portent of things to come. 

			Skewered on the sword an arm flopped listlessly, wrenching back and forth at the elbow joint. Sven tried to turn away, but couldn’t. It was the captain’s arm. Sven could see the hairy musculature and a high Score of 123 imprinted on it. Sven emptied the contents of his stomach on the sandy arena floor, wondering who he was becoming and what had he created.

			Rico snarled to the crowd, lifting his chin. “Rico is High Score now!” 
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			CHAPTER 11

			A Czar Cry From The Expected

			Charley had to laugh; he knew there was nothing else to do really. He rolled over on his cot, replaying the chariot race in his mind. They had been so close to winning. If that stupid axle hadn’t given out, and if they had seen the horoceros coming just a little earlier … But he knew there was no use in trying to change the past. 

			He sighed. The past was the past. 

			“You alright over there, Charley?” Hank propped himself up on one elbow, his lithe frame stretched across his own cot. 

			“Yeah, it’s just—I’m fine. Just thinking about the race.”

			Hank snorted. “I can’t believe we got beat by a bunch of girls.”

			Charley looked at Orson lounging on his cot like a cat. Orson remained noticeably silent. Grigor lay on the next cot over, the bedsprings sagging to the very limits of their tensile strength. He wrinkled his forehead, a small smile playing across his lips. 

			Charley sighed again. “Yeah, we did. But at least we know Sandy is okay.” His face brightened. “And Sven and the other Low Scores,” he added hurriedly.

			“For now, anyway,” Hank said. “That Low Score uprising is all anyone can talk about; no way they won’t get another shot out in the arena.” 

			“Yeah …” 

			Grigor shifted his great bulk. “He’s safe until the water-battle portion of the failed reenactment. I understand they certainly do want all of those same Low Scores out in the arena again. It’s set for tomorrow night—the final event of the Venatio.”

			Hank nodded. “They sure made quick work of—”

			Ian walked through the front door, nodding quickly at the bevy of guards who granted him access. “Made quick work of who?”

			“The capt—” 

			“Right, right, of course. Yes, the captain of the Meritorium Honor Guard—excuse me, the former captain of the Meritorium Honor Guard—now dead as a doornail.” Ian motioned to one of the house guards for a drink. “And missing an arm.” 

			“We know,” Charley said.

			“Word travels fast.” Ian lifted a glass of water to his lips and took a long swallow.

			Charley eyed Ian steadily. “Good news travels fast.” 

			“Well, bad news travels even faster, and I’m afraid I’ve got some for you.” Ian set his glass down on the table. The glass was half-empty, Charley thought wryly. Ian tapped his finger on the table, appearing to mull something over.

			Charley frowned. “Out with it already.” 

			“Ah, well, fair enough. I always hate dragging these kinds of things out. I’m afraid my investment into the four of you is not giving me the return I had hoped for. The chariot race was—” Ian rubbed the side of his orange stubbled face and grimaced. “Let’s just say it didn’t turn out as I expected.” 

			“Yeah, but—”

			Ian held up his hand. “Please, don’t. Anyway, I had a chance to cut my losses, and I took it. There’s no easy way to say this, but I’ve sold you. All four of you.” He stood up, nodding to one of his men to get the door.

			“Sold us? To who?” Charley asked.

			“The emperor, in fact. With what use he has for you, I can scarcely dare speculate. Especially for some of you.” He looked right at Charley. 

			Charley swallowed. His mind raced from one creative punishment to another. Buried alive in a coffin of snurtles? Hung upside down again while lanthers tore at his flesh? Maybe he would die a slow death in the center of the arena, scores of soldiers forming a firing line of javelin throwers. Well, that might be fitting, he had to admit. He should have thought through his assassination attempt a little better.

			“Well, I’m afraid this is goodbye.” Ian nodded to one of his men, who stepped forward with an all-too-familiar canister. 

			Orson rolled over and spoke for the first time. “You’ve got to be kid—”

			The purple mist enveloped the room, floating Charley upward to the land where dreams and nightmares come true. Lying motionless, his eyes closed slowly, an unspoken word on his tongue. In the halfway state between waking and sleeping, bursts of clarity sliced through the fog like sunrays splitting the clouds. 

			He would get information from the emperor.

			Kill him.

			Then kill the czar.

			But the fog was taking over. Flying snakes twisted through the cottony clouds, snapping at Charley as he floated upward. He was paralyzed, body as rigid as board, eyes facing the sky, and unable to turn his head. His nightmares were bleeding into his reality, tugging and pulling him in. 

			The face of Emperor Titus appeared, harsh and severe, an apparition intent on revenge. He lifted a lock and watched silently as Charley floated into a cage. A little hand and fingers extended outward between the bars, pleading for help. 

			But Charley couldn’t help. He was powerless. 

			Emperor Titus pushed the cage shut with a smirk and snapped the lock. Dozens of javelin points began to enter through the gaps between the cage bars. 

			Slowly, they pressed inward.

			***

			Charley awoke with a start. Beads of sweat bubbled across his brow like salty dewdrops. He lifted a hand to wipe his forehead, still straining to focus his sleep-encrusted eyes and return to the land of the living. His fingers jerked just short of reaching his face. Confused for a moment, the tension against his wrist told him all he needed to know. 

			He was in chains. Again.

			Scrunching his eyes shut, Charley shook his head from side to side. His head felt like a giant puffy dandelion seed head, bending and swaying with the breeze; each delicate gust just enough to float part of his consciousness up and away, a cottony dandelion blowball dispersing on the wind. 

			He struggled to come down to earth, but the lingering effects of the purple mist buoyed him skyward again. This time, to the land of wishes and dreams. 

			His chin quivered in an ecstasy of strong emotion; a solitary tear streaked down his cheek, leaving a shining path in its wake. A feeling of deep and inconsolable yearning threatened to burst through his chest, the sehnsucht of the moment tugging him upward to dreams of the stars, the sky and the clouds, the fulfillment of an unwished wish. Was this a dream, or was this the reality, and all of his life the dream?

			Something, or Someone, was calling to him. The voice was nameless, and yet it was the most comfortingly familiar presence he had ever known—always known. It was the voice of the heavens, the skies and the stars, the same voice that had called to him as an orphaned young boy. The same one that had called to him after Alec died. The floating clouds overhead told him he was alone, but not alone. 

			But he wanted so badly to kill the emperor and the czar. He knew this thirst for revenge was unhealthy, but as much as he tried to grow, to become the kind of person that could move beyond personal grievances and work for something bigger and focus on zeroing the System, every time he thought of authority figures like the emperor and the czar a hot bubbling rage enveloped him, derailing his aim to be a better person. He wanted to zero the System for good, the System that had taken his brother from him, but the desire for revenge threatened to overwhelm him. He wanted—no, he needed to kill them. 

			But what if it still wouldn’t be enough? What if he got everything he thought he wanted, and the emptiness still remained? Some part of him knew that the longing went deeper, truer, further—it was the same longing of a little boy, lying on a grassy windswept plain, eyes searching the sky above him for something more, and getting an answer. The heavens declared truth—not in words, but understood in any language. 

			And he wanted that Truth. So badly, he wanted it. 

			If only he could have the faith of Grigor. He wanted to believe in a Creator with a sovereign plan, an omnipotent God who could work even these horrible things out for good, somehow, some way. Hot tears bubbled down his cheeks, sticky on his eyelashes. He couldn’t tell if he was still dreaming or if he was now awake. Maybe he was some of both. He just needed help, even though he didn’t deserve it. He thought of what Grigor would say: he needed grace. 

			A voice, not audible, but louder than that, spoke directly to his heart: The people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness. I have loved you with an everlasting love. 

			Charley wanted so badly to trust, to believe that what he had always truly wanted was at the same time wanting him. But first, someone had to pay for Alec. Charley had lived with this thirst for so long that to look to anything else, or anyone else, to quench it seemed unimaginable. Revenge was a mirage—Charley knew that on some level. But every time he sensed an opportunity to grow, to forgive, to move on, to work to build something better, the anger just seemed to bubble up from within, consuming him. He would make them pay, make them all pay. 

			The space between waking and dreaming thinned. The atmosphere above turned dark and brooding. Lightning forked across the purple sky in a jagged seam, splitting the sky like tearing cloth as Charley floated down, back to earth. There was the sound of thunder off in the distance.

			A storm was coming. 

			***

			Charley awoke to the tantalizing smell of roasting meat. Even before his eyes were open, his mouth was salivating. He was in a large, ornately decorated room, bound hand and foot, but positioned comfortably on a luxurious magenta chaise decorated with velvety-soft pillows and intricately knurled wooden armrests. His gaze settled on a massive fireplace with a spit weighed down by an equally massive slab of succulent meat. It slowly rotated over a crackling fire, droplets of grease landing with a sizzle and snap. 

			“Don’t even say it!” Hank said. Charley’s eyes snapped from the fireplace to an adjoining couch, equally opulent, where Hank lounged, also bound in chains. 

			Charley started to speak, but stopped. He swallowed the bitter taste of sleep, and tried again. “Say what?”

			“Don’t even say it smells delicious; we already know.” Hank looked longingly at the meat. “We’ve been looking at it and smelling it for the last hour.” 

			“Try the last two hours,” Grigor said. 

			Charley smiled weakly in Grigor’s direction. “I would imagine your body requires a little more of the purple mist than ours do.” Grigor returned his smile, his cheeks creasing in genuine happiness. Grigor was truly the antithesis of the System. He was that rare person who truly cared about people for who they were, accepting them unquestioningly, faults and all. 

			“What a great little reunion this is.” Orson crooked one ankle over another, reclining on his emerald-green sofa and still managing to look stately despite the lengths of chain looped around his body. 

			“Good, we all survived,” Charley said, aiming a sarcastic smirk at Orson.

			Orson propped himself up on his elbow. “Yes, and I’m sure we have quite a long life expectancy ahead of us. Just a little chat is all the emperor wants us for, I’m sure.” 

			“Why, you underestimate me, Orson.” At that, Emperor Titus strode into the room amidst a bustle of soft silk, his purple robe billowing around him. “Or, Commander Orson, I should say. It’s a pleasure.”

			Orson’s eyes widened, his usual composure lost for the space of a moment. Quickly recovering, he nodded. “Likewise.”

			“Yes, yes. I know all about the four of you. On the run from Meritropolis, on a quest to stop this evil System of ours. My oh my, such ambition!” His eyes focused on Orson, a cruel glint flashing. “Maybe even take down Daddy Dearest, once and for all?” 

			Orson looked away. 

			“How do you know all of this?” Charley asked.

			The emperor lifted an eyebrow in Charley’s direction. “Apparently I am underestimated all around. Please, how many of your people are in our city?” Charley thought of Sven and the other Low Scores and shook off a stab of guilt. The emperor’s eyes remained on Charley. “I do say you don’t lack for initiative, though, that’s for sure. It’s a good thing for me, and for you, that you have such horrible aim with a javelin—” 

			Charley lifted himself off the couch. “We—” 

			The emperor lifted a hand, and a guard quickly jerked on Charley’s chain, dumping him unceremoniously back onto the couch. The emperor smoothed his robe. “Now, now, I don’t think we have any need for that kind of impoliteness, do we?” He shooed the guard away with a flutter of his hand. “We have a civilized adult conversation to conduct. We can do that, can’t we?” 

			Charley paused. “Yes.” 

			“Good, good. But first, let’s eat!” He snapped his fingers, and servants appeared as if out of the woodwork, hustling and bustling to slice and serve great hunks of the dripping meat, complete with creamy mashed potatoes and a dark peppery gravy on platters of silver. 

			Emperor Titus sat back in a chair opposite them, foregoing food himself, but watching them eat with an amused look. Charley had paused before taking his first bite, wary after noticing the emperor abstain from eating, but then he had shrugged and began to furiously tuck in to the delicious meal; he had been unconscious and in chains for the last few hours, if the emperor wanted to kill him, he had had many opportunities without resorting to poisoning his food. From time to time, a coterie of royal hangers-on would sidle up and whisper some important message or other in the emperor’s ear, and he would direct them with a quick word. He motioned repeatedly for the servants to refill Grigor’s platter, the emperor’s eyes widening as the mountain of a man ate a small mountain of food. 

			Grease dribbled down Charley’s chin. Whatever the meat was, he didn’t dare ask, for fear they might actually tell him. It was delicious; it was succulent and juicy, marbled with fat on the inside, and charred perfectly on the outside. After so many meals of dry brittle durkey jerky, this was like rediscovering meat as an entirely new type of food. Finally sated, he gratefully accepted a flagon of cider. 

			Draining the flagon, he returned it to the outstretched arm of a servant. Charley was full, uncomfortably so. He felt as if he might burst his chains. He pictured the chains bending and creaking from his ever-expanding girth and then splintering off with a snap like a gluttonous reimagining of Samson. Now, that would make for an interesting escape. He giggled out loud and then burped a gaseous, hiccuppy belch that tickled his throat, causing him to titter once again. 

			A cunning smile stretched the emperor’s thin lips across his gleaming white teeth. 

			“I’ll pass on the drink.” Orson sniffed the air, looking reproachfully at Charley. Charley realized that the juice must be mildly alcoholic. 

			“Suit yourself.” The emperor accepted a flagon for himself, but only took the smallest of sips. “It’s actually not alcoholic, at least not in the traditional sense. It’s made from a particular type of berry harvested in the Bramble that has some very unique properties. Think of it like a mild form of laughing gas, but in liquid form. It’s a big hit at the Venatio; they call it the ‘merry berry’ juice.” He raised an eyebrow at Charley. “Most people don’t drain an entire flagon so quickly, though. In small quantities, it’s just perfect to lighten any mood.” 

			“Water.” Grigor’s gravelly voice rumbled between bites of meat dripping with gravy. 

			Hank nodded to a servant. “Same.” 

			Charley looked around: it appeared that he would be the only one ill prepared for whatever type of discussion this was shaping up to be. “Same for me, too, please,” he said quietly to a servant standing attentively at his elbow. He hoped he could water the merry berry juice down a little.

			Seeing Grigor return his empty platter for the last time, the emperor spoke. “Well, now that we’re all pleasantly full, shall we begin?” He made a motion of dismissal to the numerous staff in the room, each of whom quickly exited, leaving only a handful of his personal guards. 

			“So, allow me this opportunity to formally welcome the four of you to Meritorium. We get many visitors, for the Venatio and other goings on in the amphitheater of course, but it’s quite a hike from Meritropolis. Or, so the czar tells me …” At this, he eyed Orson carefully. 

			Orson refused to take the bait and remained silent. The emperor continued. “Anyway, to get the Commander of Meritropolis—well, the former commander, that is—along with such notable High Scores as you, it’s a true pleasure. Our previous, umm, introduction notwithstanding.” He looked at Charley with a look of healthy respect and a tinge of fear, but surprisingly no malice. 

			“You don’t want to kill me?” Charley blurted out, cursing his lowered inhibitions as he did so. 

			The emperor’s pinched lips puckered into an expression between a grimace and an aborted laugh. “Why, I don’t wish to kill anyone. As our esteemed Commander Orson here can attest, we who are tasked with enforcing the System of Societal Merit do not wish death on anyone. We simply enforce the law to the benefit of the greatest number of people. It’s quite common for people to not quite grasp this subtlety, however. I am quite used to there being attempts made on my life, many much more—ahem—well thought out than yours. I bear no ill will.” 

			Charley’s mind scrambled for an answer. He thought of Alec, and with his reduced filter was unable to keep himself from responding. “Life is cheap under the System. Here in Meritorium, as in Meritropolis.” 

			The emperor shrugged. “Here’s the complicated reality in which we live: all life is not equal.” He took another sip of his drink. “If we had a magic wand that would provide for everyone, sure, who wouldn’t wave it? But we don’t.” He looked at Orson. “In Meritropolis, you put Low Scores out of the gates. Here in Meritorium, we put them into the arena.” 

			Orson uncrossed his legs and looked directly at the emperor. “In Meritropolis we honored those who were Low Scores. We put them out of the gates, that is our pact with each other, but we treat them with respect; we don’t cheer on their deaths as wild beasts tear their flesh for our amusement.” 

			“We allow Low Scores to contribute to society by having their deaths mean something; they die in the arena and it benefits all who are living. Their very deaths provide an economic benefit to all they leave behind; the revenue from the crowds in the amphitheater see to that,” Titus said. 

			Charley could feel a vein in his neck bulging. “Neither of you gets to decide! The System doesn’t get to decide! No one gets to decide who matters, and who doesn’t. Everyone matters.” 

			The emperor paused for a moment, looking from Charley to Orson and back again. “I can see that the lot of you must have had some interesting campfire discussions. But I believe we can put our philosophical differences aside and come to a mutually agreeable solution to this whole ‘overthrow the System and take down the czar’ master plan that you seem to have.” 

			Grigor and Hank remained silent, eyes on Orson and Charley.

			“What do you have in mind?” Orson said, fussing with his chained wrists, and at that moment reminding Charley very much of a cat having encountered something distasteful. 

			“Well, not to ruin the surprise, but Daddy Dearest is making a visit to us.”

			“The czar is coming here?” Hank interjected, dismay etched on his features.

			Emperor Titus continued speaking as if he hadn’t heard Hank. “The czar is coming for the final event of the Venatio, the day after tomorrow. It will be a reenactment of his founding of Meritorium. Well, technically, the water-battle portion. Whatever it was that happened during the land battle reenactment the other day, well, we won’t get into that right now.” 

			“The czar founded Meritorium?” Charley asked.

			“Didn’t I just say that?” The emperor’s eyelids twitched in annoyance. “Yes, the czar founded Meritorium after defeating a band of Circumcellions in a mighty battle atop a volcano, blah, blah—just between you and me, I don’t know if the volcano part’s true, but he wants it in there, so it’s in there. Anyway, and now the czar thinks he has special claim to Meritorium.” 

			A sinister smile stretched across Orson’s face. “Ah, now I see what your game is here. You want us to kill him.” 

			“Well—”

			“You want Meritorium for yourself,” Charley added.

			“I am the emperor,” Titus said, a coy smile playing on his face. 

			“So, why don’t you kill him?” Charley asked.

			“Why, I can’t be involved in anything of the sort.” the emperor said. “But if I were to, say, dump the lot of you in with the Low Scores who will be participating in the water-battle reenactment—as a punishment for your actions in the arena, of course—then I would have no way of controlling anything else you might choose to do out there.” 

			Grigor shifted his great bulk with a clank of chains. “How is that going to work, exactly? If the czar will be up in the royal boxes with you, we can’t exactly get close to him while we are in the arena.”

			“Ah yes, didn’t I tell you?” A devilish smile tugged at the corners of the emperor’s mouth. “The czar will be playing himself in the reenactment.” 

			Charley’s head swam. He would be in the arena with the man who was responsible for the System, the man who had put Alec out of the gates in Meritropolis. It was all coming together—was it possible his plan for revenge could be this wonderfully simple? A muscle bunched in his jaw, and he fought the urge to fantasize about what he would do upon meeting the czar. 

			The emperor took another sip of his drink. “Of course, I’m not naive. I have no illusions that you don’t intend to see me hanged myself.” He looked at Charley. “Or, run through with a javelin,” he said mildly, crossing his legs at the ankle. “So, our little arrangement is simple: I get you on the arena field with the czar, and he is yours to do with as you wish. I won’t help, but I won’t interfere either. What you do on the arena field is up to you. Then, if you escape the arena alive, you leave Meritorium.” 

			Suddenly, an image of the little hand in the arena tunnels, desperately reaching between the cage bars, flashed unbidden into Charley’s mind. If he were to make this Faustian bargain with the emperor, Charley wondered what would that say about all of the others in Meritorium—others just like Alec. 

			Heat crept up the back of Charley’s neck. His face flushed, as he looked at Grigor, Hank, and then Orson in turn. Each of them watched him intently. Whether they cared to follow his leadership was a matter of some debate, but each one seemed to hold his explosive temper in a measure of wary respect.

			Charley sighed. He wasn’t sure: It couldn’t be wrong to welch on a deal with the Devil, could it? He pushed away the real question: if you welch on a deal with the Devil, is it still possible to reclaim your soul? He would worry about the emperor later. 

			Charley looked at the emperor. “Deal.” 

			The emperor searched the eyes of the others. Finding their consensus to his satisfaction, he rose from his chair and moved to the door with a rustle of silk. He stopped, turning back to them with a glint in his eyes. “Oh, there is just one thing. Once we get your scores doctored.” Seeing the looks on their faces, the emperor waved a hand dismissively. “Temporarily changing your scores won’t be a problem. It won’t stand up to close scrutiny, but you won’t be checked out too closely. There are certain advantages to, ahem—” he made a little bow—“having me on your side. You will officially be Low Scores for the next two days, so you’ll have to survive in the pen with them—”

			“That won’t be a problem,” Orson said.

			“And if you want to make it to the battle reenactment the day after tomorrow, then you’ll have to survive in the arena tomorrow as Low Scores.” He paused, studying them carefully. “During pankration.” 

			“Pankration?” Charley asked.

			Orson looked steadily at the emperor. “A fight to the death.” 

			“Yes, it’s a huge hit with the crowd. Low Scores versus High Scores with all of the scariest animal combos thrown in for good measure. It’s a delicious bit of fun—but only for those watching, of course. A little tip: it’s almost always rigged so that the Low Scores lose.”

			Hank moaned. “And we’re the Low Scores.”

			“Yes, you are—or you will be, that is. Someone will be in shortly to modify your scores and then ship you off to the low-Score pen. They won’t truly be changed; even I can’t do that.” He looked meaningfully at Orson. “Anyway, the faked Low Scores won’t fool a guard, but they will fool a casual observer and should last for a few days.” He laughed. “Besides, who would ever guess that a High Score would actually want to be a Low Score? It’s only the High Scores that ever receive more than a passing glance.” The emperor got up and walked to the door. “Survive tomorrow, and you’ll get your shot at the czar in the arena.” He smirked at Orson. “Or, Daddy Dearest.”

			The emperor walked out of the room, his robe billowing behind him with a gust from the closing door. 

			Turning to the others, Charley opened his mouth to speak, but abruptly shut it. 

			Orson’s face held an expression that Charley had never seen before—and it sent a chill down his spine. The emotion on Orson’s face was clear: raw, naked fear.
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			CHAPTER 12

			Pankration

			An ant crawled over his foot. Charley kicked his leg out, wiggling his toes inside of his shoes to discourage the little explorer from setting up camp. He sighed. They were now Low Scores, at least according to the new markings on their arms, which had been reconfigured by a bevy of royal helpers wielding complex little instruments, some of whom Charley guessed had just been sent to confuse the process. But the biggest safeguard they had was not the authenticity of their fake scores, but their stamp of approval from the emperor, freeing them from close scrutiny by his guards. 

			In the fenced-in holding area, little more than a cattle pen, Charley and his three companions were now adjusting to life as a Low Score. As the sun slipped across the skyline in purples and oranges, its beauty contrasted with the harshly putrid smells. He was quickly finding out that the humiliation of being treated as a Low Score, no better than an animal, paled in comparison to the overall feeling of neglect. 

			As much as he hated the System, he had come to rely on his standing as a High Score in ways he hadn’t fully realized. This self-realization of privilege startled him: those who have it are blind to it; those who don’t, see nothing but their lack of it. 

			Charley, Hank, Grigor, and even Orson—they were all suddenly nobodies. It had only been hours since they had been feasting with the emperor; now no one cared that they had to sleep in a dirty pen on gritty sand with hundreds of other filthy and half-naked Low Scores. Besides a less than joyful reunion with Sven earlier, the only attention they received was from the ants. Sven refused to talk about what had happened in the arena and now seemed interested only in staying on the opposite side of the pen with his new circle of friends: a pretty dark-haired girl and a number of heavily muscled youths with the demeanor of hardened hoodlums. 

			Charley sighed again. Ah, the ants. He realized you couldn’t really know what it was like to have someone else decide your worth until you had experienced it firsthand. Things like having to skulk off to the corner of the pen to relieve yourself; having to drink rust-colored water from an old hose, likely teeming with bacteria or worse; and the ants. Charley slapped his elbow at the perceived trek of an ant. Immediately, the little hairs on his knee prickled up. He wondered why it was that seeing one ant on you made you imagine an army of them traversing your body for the next hour.

			“At least they aren’t crants, eh, Charley?” Grigor smushed two ants at once with a large blunt thumb. 

			Despite the circumstances, Charley let out a small grin at Grigor. “That was the first animal combination I ever saw.” He thought back to his first hunt in the forest beyond Meritropolis and the crow–ant hybrid that had dive-bombed his head and taken a bite out of his neck. 

			Grigor flicked the remains of an ant carcass. “I remember.” 

			“And now look at you,” Orson said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 

			“Whatever.” Charley ground an ant into oblivion with the knuckle of his index finger. 

			Hank looked up from his own skirmish with the miniature invaders. “I wonder what kind of animal combos we’ll face tomorrow. It sounds like that’s what they’re saving all of the really dangerous ones for.”

			“Who knows …” Orson said, his thoughts elsewhere. 

			Charley thought of the look of sheer terror on Orson’s face when he had let his guard down, just for the briefest of moments, after the emperor’s mention of his father’s upcoming visit. Seeing that look, Charley was certain that their most dangerous opponent wouldn’t be an animal combination.

			“I’ve heard talk that there might be some alligator and crocodile combos.” Grigor smacked his palm flat onto a troop of ants. “Probably vulcodiles, vulture-crocodiles, and maybe even a wolverator, a wolverine–alligator hybrid—now those are some mean little critters.” 

			“A flying crocodile?” Hank froze in place, not even noticing as an ant resumed its cross-body voyage. 

			Grigor chuckled. “Imagine a baby dragon. That’s a vulcodile. They can’t fly all that fast, but if they get close enough, a snap of their jaws is an unpleasant experience.” He eyed Hank’s slack-jawed face with amusement. “Oh, but they don’t breathe fire or anything, so don’t worry about that.” 

			Orson suddenly jolted back to reality and joined the conversation. “Didn’t you catch a wolverator once before, Grigor? By that place you used to get all those gobster?” Despite their recent feast with the emperor, Charley’s stomach grumbled at the thought of the delicious, buttery goose–lobster hybrids, Grigor’s favorite food. 

			“It was more like one caught me.” Grigor turned over his massive forearm to reveal a jagged pink scar on the underside, which snaked from elbow to wrist amidst the tributaries of veins. Tracing the scar with his finger, Grigor grimaced. “Now that bite hurt.” 

			“Wow,” Charley said softly. He had always thought of Grigor as virtually impervious to pain. In their many hunts, various altercations, and even in captivity, Charley had never once seen Grigor display an ounce of discomfort, let alone admit to being hurt. If this creature could do that to Grigor, Charley resolved to stay as far away from any wolverators as he could. 

			Orson nodded. “Bugger got away, too, if I remember correctly.”

			Grigor clenched and unclenched his fist, the scar pulsing white over the sinewy cords of his rippling muscles. “Yep.” 

			“Well,” Charley said, “maybe you’ll get another shot at one of its family members tomorrow.” 

			Grigor turned his arm back over as if to dispel the memory. “Yep. If you come across one, the important thing to remember is to grab firmly behind its ears. That’s the only place you can securely hold on to it where it can’t turn and bite you.” 

			“Then what do you do?” Charley asked.

			Grigor shrugged. “I still haven’t figured that part out.” 

			Hank moaned. “Great …” 

			“We can worry about that tomorrow.” Grigor flattened a dirty blanket on the ground in the semblance of a bedroll, one of a number of items that Grigor had received from one of the emperor’s attendants. “I think we should try to get as much sleep as we can tonight. And, as for the ants …” Grigor walked a few paces away, opened his hand to reveal a few pieces of hard candy he made appear like magic. Crunching them into little pieces, he sprinkled them in a trail leading away from their pitiful campsite. “This should give them something better to occupy themselves with for a while so we can grab a few hours’ rest.” 

			“Ah, now that’s a good idea,” Hank said. 

			Not for the first time, Charley wondered what they would have done without Grigor around.

			Brushing his hands together, Grigor stepped over his newly created candy lane, already populated by sugar-crazed insect sightseers. He hopped onto his jacket-bedroll. “There.” He looked at Charley with a smile of satisfaction. “That should do it.”

			Even Orson looked at Grigor with a look of appreciation on his face. “Well done.” He sniffed the air. “Think you can do anything about the smell of urine?” 

			Grigor laughed. “Afraid not. I have used up all my tricks.” 

			Orson harrumphed and rolled over to face in the opposite direction.

			“Well, I think it was genius. Thank you.” Charley settled down into the dirt. He curled his knees up to his chest, trying to get comfortable, and then settled for laying flat on his back, his arms crooked behind his head for a pillow. It would be a long night, but he was thankful that at least it was warm. 

			Long after Grigor’s breathing had slowed to the point that Charley thought he had fallen asleep, Grigor spoke softly. “You know what they say, Charley, about the honey-versus-vinegar thing for catching flies? You can catch more flies with honey than with vinegar, right? Well, it works for ants—and for people sometimes, too. Not always, but sometimes. Violence isn’t always the answer.”

			“Yeah, I know what they say.” Charley kept his eyes on the stars, as they twinkled their undecipherable Morse code above. “But in order for non-violence to work, your opponent must have a conscience.” 

			Grigor paused before speaking again. The night air was thick with the sound of rustling, smelly bodies and the stickiness of humidity, but the silence between them lay thicker still. “That’s true,” said Grigor, his deep voice a soft murmur, “but I refuse to believe that anyone is too far gone for grace. Each of us knows that we’re more than just animals; we’re different than a simple beast. We all have a conscience deep down inside somewhere.” 

			“Even the emperor? Even the czar?” 

			“Well, look at how Commander Orson has changed, at least somewhat, since Meritropolis.” Grigor paused. “I mean, look at me—look at both of us. I’ve done many things I’m not proud of, and I’m still alive. God doesn’t owe me anything, and yet I’m still breathing air I don’t deserve. That’s grace.” 

			Charley thought of the people who had died because of the revolution he had helped to start in Meritropolis—they had deserved it, hadn’t they? He shifted uncomfortably, rolling onto his side and drawing his knees up to his chest again. He couldn’t help but wonder what he deserved. He found himself speaking out loud. “I don’t think I have any grace to give.”

			“Maybe.” Grigor’s voice was like distant thunder over the horizon. “But maybe not. You might just surprise yourself. At least I did. Remember, the grace doesn’t well up from within, it comes from above.” 

			Charley grunted. “Well, when it comes to the czar, I think he will never respond to the carrot, only the stick.”

			Grigor sighed, the sound of a freight train releasing steam. “Yes, I am afraid you may be right: he is beyond reasoning with.”

			“Is he beyond grace?” Charley didn’t dare to look at Grigor.

			“I trust in God,” Grigor said simply. “That is for Him to decide. But all I do know is that there was a time when many would have said that I was beyond His grace, and yet here I am. Here I am, Lord …” Grigor’s voice trailed off, a whisper slipping off into the night breeze and susurrating like a ship among the currents, unceasingly pulled upward into the inky blackness. 

			Charley scrunched his eyes shut. He sensed their conversation was over and the only whispers that remained for Grigor to utter would be petitions directed heavenward. At this point, they could use all the help they could get.

			Tomorrow, pankration—with wolverators and vulcodiles and who knows what other horrible beasties intent on devouring him before the roaring applause of the crowd. Then, if they survived, on the following day, he would meet the creator of the System, face to face at last. 

			Sometimes he wished he had Grigor’s faith, he really did. But when he stepped into the arena with the czar, there would be no grace, no honey, and no carrot.

			Only the stick.

			***

			Sven woke early. The sun was threatening to peek over the horizon, and already it was sweltering. Looking around, he found some reassurance in being the first one awake in the pen, as if that fact alone made him better prepared for pankration and all that was in store for them. At least, that’s what Sven told himself. 

			But if he was honest, he was scared to death. 

			Sven was fast learning a crucial secret of every good leader: you can be as scared and uncertain as any of your followers—you just can’t ever let them know. Sven had learned that people will often blindly follow a bold and confident, although misguided, leader before a timid one. He knew that if he was to continue using his quasi-mastermind status to direct Rico and his gang in the arena, then he certainly needed to keep up the pretense of having a plan. 

			He looked across the pen. It was littered with huddled bodies, many sleeping in the very dirt that would be their permanent resting place before the day was up. His eyes rested on Charley. He was happy to see Charley alive, he really was. And Hank and Grigor, too. Even Orson. At least he was a valuable sword to have on your side—not that Sven was expecting swords or much in the way of any weapons to be thrown their way during pankration. But, as glad as he was to see the four of them alive, a mix of other emotions had flooded his mind as they strolled into the pen last night and immediately claimed the southwest corner, already acting as if they owned the place. 

			But faux low scores or not, one look at Grigor alone was enough to cause anyone to defer to the four. Even Rico, as scary and downright homicidal as he had proved to be in the arena, was no idiot; he gave Grigor a wide berth. Besides, he must have realized it was in all of their best interests to work together. During pankration, the death toll would be high; they had to be realistic.

			Sven sat cross-legged on a blanket that had doubled as his bed. All things considered, he had slept well. He even had a rolled-up jacket for a pillow, the blanket and jacket procured by Rico, who had last night deposited the bundle at his feet with a grunt. 

			He knew it was far from charitable; Rico had his own semi-comfortable bedding, and who knows what poor Low Score he had jacked the clothing from. But Sven hadn’t refused the gift. 

			Guiltily, he pushed the thought out of his mind. He couldn’t help but wonder did those Low Scores, robbed of their clothing, think of him the same way he thought of Charley and the other High Scores? As a taker; a person with connections, someone not concerned with those beneath him? Was that how they saw him? Sven cringed.

			He was coming to understand privilege. It’s all relative. You resent those with more, you don’t notice those with less, and yet you don’t even realize that in the midst of your resentment, you are being resented in turn. An instant realization hit: we are all haves, and we are all have-nots—it just depends on who’s doing the evaluating. 

			Sven stood to his feet, slowly. He surveyed the landscape, his eyes narrowing. He had found himself responsible for each of the Low Scores sleeping in the pen. His planning coupled with Rico’s brutal implementation had seen to that. Now they looked to him. He wondered whether they would follow him even unto death—and before the day was over, many would. 

			He exhaled slowly. Now was not the time for any moral reservations; he would do what he had to in order to keep as many of his people alive as he could. The fact that Orson had likely told himself the very same rationalizations while Commander of Meritropolis was an irony not lost on Sven. 

			But at that moment, there were other more important things to think about.

			He began to gather rocks for the day ahead.

			***

			Charley screamed his rage. His hands gripped the bamboo bars of the cage. Even though he knew it was fruitless, he rattled the bars, veins bulging and teeth bared, and applied all of his strength. But the cage was well constructed; he simply wasn’t strong enough. The worst part was no one even noticed. The deafening roar of the crowd drowned out everything else in a concussive vibration of sound that could be felt deep down in your bones, reverberating and animating your body against your will. 

			“Just wait.” Grigor touched Charley’s shoulder gently. Even Grigor hadn’t been able to break out. But Charley couldn’t helplessly sit in the cage in the middle of the arena, just watching. 

			The carnage around them was grotesque. Low Scores were being massacred in front of their eyes. Heavily armed warriors took turns cutting through their running and weaponless “opponents.” What they didn’t dispose of, the roaming animal combos did. Charley caught a glimpse of Harold, the portly slave trader who had purchased two young girls from the auction block on the day of their sale to Ian, waddling behind some heavily armored thugs and shouting instructions, and Charley resolved to find him and make him pay a permanent penalty, whatever it took.

			The residents of the pen had been carted into the arena for pankration in large rolling cages, the bamboo slats providing plenty of room to view out, but no hope of escape until the cage door was opened. The rolling cages were opened one at a time, the warriors in the arena playing to the crowd and relishing the unfairness of the fight. 

			Charley gritted his teeth, his arms trembling. It wasn’t a fight, it was a hunt; the Low Scores were the prey. 

			“They’ll open ours soon. They have to.” Hank’s voice had an edge to it; some of the old Hank with the psychopathic tendencies, the bloodlust for revenge, was returning. 

			Charley looked from Hank to Orson. Even Orson had a sickened look on his strong, aristocratic face. It could have just been a mirage of his heightened emotions, but in that moment Charley felt as if even Orson was firmly on his side. 

			“Choose your targets,” Grigor said in a hushed whisper. “They are growing cocky, and some of them are tiring.” He looked at Charley. “Control your emotions—just plan ahead, acquire your weapons, and then we regroup and work together.” 

			Charley, Grigor, Hank, and Orson were together in a cage with a few dozen other Low Scores, each of whom had done nothing but shriek in terror since seeing the arena around them turn into a killing field. A small boy with a streak of dirt across his forehead turned to Grigor and spoke between sobs. “What about us? What do we do?” 

			The canyons and valleys of Grigor’s rugged face twisted into a conflict of emotion: his scrupulous honesty at war with his desire to reassure the small boy. “Just … work together. We need to all work together. If you run away then they will pick you off one by one. Choose a target and work together.” Seeing the little boy’s face sag, Grigor hurriedly added, “I will try to protect you. Just … stay behind me.” 

			Then the cage door sprung open.

			Charley was first out, screaming like a banshee. 

			He ducked the clumsy swing of a mace by an armored warrior abreast a thundering winged horse. Seeing the rider atop the grey-dappled hindquarters of a horse-like animal, Charley chose his first target and honed in his focus.

			The bedlam of the crowd receded. Charley heard nothing but the panting of the horse and the clank of the interlocking scales of armor. He sprinted after the warrior and his steed, ducking a stray arrow with a drop and a bound. 

			He remained crouched, using his back legs to spring forward like a big cat on the savannah. He felt like a lanther: he was the predator, the horse and rider the prey. 

			The warrior rotated his head as far behind him as his armor would allow, and his eyes, visible through narrow slits in his helmet, grew wide at the spectacle of Charley’s surge from behind. The rider gigged his mount forward, and the beast crow-hopped to one side, nostrils flaring and prehensile lips peeled back at the pressure of the bit. 

			Charley leaped. 

			For the space of a moment, time slowed. The arena was frozen in place: flagons of drink remained upraised, spilling their bubbling deceits in a slosh of debauchery, while the grotesque contorted countenances of men and women, lovers of violence all, pupils like black holes of darkness, sucked in ever more cruelty. It was all in the name of entertainment, never ceasing until it consumed them all. And in that flattening of time, the entire arena focused laser-like on Charley’s extended form. 

			Charley landed spread-eagled across the beast’s back, his knees desperately squeezing each side of the pistoning haunches in order to keep from sliding off the croup. Clawing his way up the loins, he grabbed onto the pinions, the little wing joints that extended outward from the withers at an angle like a crooked elbow, and seated himself upright directly behind the rider. 

			In full armor, it was difficult enough for the rider to turn his head to see behind him, but near impossible to fight off an attacker from the rear. The mace, useless against a close-range attack, trailed ineffectually across the rider’s lap. The warrior jerked his elbow back violently, but Charley simply parried it downward, while simultaneously slipping his forearm up, around, and under the mail drape that hung from the warrior’s helmet, the same drape designed to protect from arrow points, sword tips, and dagger thrusts, but not from rear chokeholds. 

			Charley set the sleeper hold deep, and jerked the warrior’s head back, digging the bony part of his forearm deep into the carotid artery on his neck to cut off the blood flow to the brain. The rider struggled, clawing back at Charley’s face with furious scrabbling hands, but Charley kept his face angled away and was left with only a dark red gouge on his neck. 

			Within moments, the warrior slumped in Charley’s lap. He jerked off the helmet, placed it on his own head, and hefted up the brutally shaped mace before letting the dead weight of the unconscious man fall to the ground. 

			Seizing the reins, Charley dug his heels into the horse’s stifle and rounded on a trio of fast-approaching men with outstretched swords. 

			“Charley, coming to you!” Grigor rode an enormous black horoceros, barreling toward Charley from behind the three warriors. 

			At the sight, Charley’s eyes widened, his arms slackening so that he almost dropped his grip on the reins and mace. He had heard it said that some pets and their owners resembled each other. Grigor’s cannonball shoulders hunched over the massive thundering shoulders of the horoceros, pistoning up and down in an angry drumbeat of aggression. The protruding wrinkled brow on Grigor’s wide face, his teeth bared, and eyes glinting, made him seem like an extension of the horned wrinkly behemoth beneath him.

			Charley wheeled his horse back hurriedly and was shocked to feel the quick beat of wings. His stomach leaped into his throat and he fought the urge to hug his steed’s neck. They gently lifted off the ground and rotated sideways with a flutter. It was only inches off the ground, but Charley was flying, on a horse. He scanned the arena, searching for a glimpse of Sandy, but all he could see were large, angry warriors with murder in their eyes. 

			The three hard-charging warriors, mistaking Charley’s retreat for cowardice rather than noticing Grigor and the horoceros behind, renewed their pursuit. A bloodthirsty scream resounded from the forerunner. 

			Charley pressed his knees into his horse’s withers, slowing their graceful descent. They hovered in place, like a hummingbird. Charley watched, slack-jawed, as Grigor and the horoceros bore down on the three unsuspecting warriors from behind like a great black-horned hound spewed from the bowels of hell. 

			Before impact, the horoceros belched out an earth-shaking bellow directly behind the three warriors. Judging by the looks on their faces, Charley thought the three warriors would die from fright alone. Before they could even turn and face the black monster bearing down, Grigor and the horoceros had crashed into them like a bowling ball into pins. 

			Armor crumpled inward as if it was made of tin. The big horn and the little horn of the horoceros speared viciously through the heavy armor and into the flesh beneath. The horoceros stamped down with both front hooves, trampling the warriors into metal pancakes, plumes of dust billowing up.

			Grigor bellowed a challenge of his own. “Follow me! Fight or die!” Galloping ahead of Charley, he looked over, his eyes wild with excitement. “You have to follow me, because I can’t steer this thing, and I definitely can’t stop it.” 

			“Trust me, I’m not getting in your way.” Charley gigged his mount and they fluttered forward, half-trotting, half-flying. 

			Orson and Hank, each having obtained a mount, cantered up behind. Orson was riding something that looked like a unicorn, and Hank bobbed along on a very skittish red-tinged deer-like animal. 

			Hank struggled to control his mount. “White, black, red, and pale—we’re the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” Hank’s deer creature crow-hopped sideways, growing more skittish as it trotted behind the hulking haunches of the snorting horoceros. 

			Orson eyed Hank’s jittery deer creature, its eyes wide and poised to bolt. “I don’t think you’re the horseman of anything; maybe the fourth horseman of incompetence.” 

			“Whatever.” Hank turned to Charley. “I don’t remember gaining mounts being part of the plan, but we saw you and Grigor, so we figured we had better get something to try to keep up.” 

			Orson waved a broadsword. “But we do have weapons.”

			Hank looked at Charley’s mace and then raised his own sword. “All of us except Grigor.” 

			“I think he’s riding his weapon,” Charley replied.

			“Well, he’s still going to need some help. They’re releasing more animal combos.” Orson lifted a broadsword in the direction of one of the far tunnels and then spurred his mount forward.

			“And more warriors.” Charley pointed to another tunnel, from where a bevy of mail-clad fighters hustled out, their armored scales clanking together and uniting as one unit like pangolin scales retracting.

			“Which do we fight first?” Hank asked.

			“That’s easy,” Orson said with a grin. “We follow Grigor, or rather, we follow the horoceros.” The wind blew Orson’s luxurious dark hair back in the wind and Charley couldn’t help but think that, astride the white unicorn creature, he looked like he should be a fairy-tale hero; all he needed was a linen shirt. 

			As if responding to Orson’s cue, the horoceros turned a blunt snout in the direction of the troop of warriors, stamped the ground twice, and then charged directly at them.

			To their credit, the warriors didn’t turn and run. These men appeared well trained to work in unison; their shields slotted down and jangled into place, interlocking into a shield wall of steel. They continued to march forward.

			The horoceros didn’t slow. It was possible the sunlight glinting off the shields was angering it, and it picked up speed. 

			Every eye in the arena was now on the impending collision. 

			Man versus beast. 

			Metal versus bone. 

			Hank’s eyes grew wide. “What the—” 

			“Quit your incessant yapping,” Orson spat. “Get ready to maneuver around the flanks of the horoceros. Grigor will need us to clean up any stragglers, especially those with spears.” 

			Charley couldn’t take his eyes off the soon-to-be massive pileup. “Come on, Hank. Orson’s right. We need to be ready to protect Grigor’s rear and flanks once he barrels through.” 

			“No, I know. I mean, I’m not talking about them. I just—” Hank jerked his neck around and then screamed out. “Look over there!” 

			Charley and Orson whipped their heads around to see scores upon scores of fast-moving scaly creatures pouring out of the other tunnel. Little yellow eyes sat recessed on a wide flat head. Long snouts sprouted rows of alligator teeth. Their bodies, partly scaled and ridged like an alligator, also sported the black and tan pelt of a wolverine. And the claws, Charley thought, gulping, the claws were definitely wolverine. 

			Orson twisted on the reins to keep his mount from bolting. “Wolverators.” 

			“Grigor was right,” Charley replied.

			The little monsters streamed out of the tunnel like the Devil’s cockroaches, low to the ground and moving with purpose directly for Grigor.

			Hank closed his gaping mouth. “At least we’re up here on—” At this, Hank’s deer creature gave a twisting lurch and promptly bucked him off, sending Hank sprawling awkwardly onto the ground. In the commotion, the deer pranced off in the opposite direction.

			“What were you saying, Hank?” Orson asked, arching his eyebrow.

			“Shut up.” 

			Hank looked up at Charley, his eyes pleading. 

			Charley sighed. “Hop up behind me. Just try not to spook this one, too.” 

			“Thank you, thank you.” Hank hopped on with Charley, and the Pegasus-like creature dipped slightly and promptly starting beating its wings even harder. 

			“How much of that meat did you eat last night?” Charley grumbled. “Get your blade ready. You chop anything that moves on the left side, and I’ll take care of the right.” 

			“Okay, got it.” 

			“Now it’s even more important to protect Grigor’s rear and flank. Let’s go!” Orson kicked his mount forward, Charley and Hank following close behind. 

			The horoceros smashed into the shield wall like a wrecking ball into a piñata. Within moments, one hand grasping the smaller horn of the horoceros as if it was a pommel on a saddle, Grigor had managed to acquire a club, his weapon of choice, and was wielding it with vicious abandon. 

			The movements of man and beast, Grigor and his horoceros, were a synchronicity of muscular aggression; each blow was a blunt trauma inflicted on an armored opponent that might as well have been made of papier-mâché. Stamping, kicking, and goring with every shake of its tree-trunk legs and torso, the horoceros grew more enraged the closer opponents came. How Grigor managed to stay atop the beast, Charley didn’t know, but the thick muscles in his arms and shoulders stood out in stark relief against the rivulets of sweat that glistened down his body.

			“He’s tiring out,” Charley cried out. “And he still doesn’t see the wolverators coming. Let’s see if we can form a wall to keep them occupied for a while.” 

			Chest up, Orson pranced forward astride his unicorn mount, directly at the wolverators, his dashing good looks showing grim determination. But the idyllic storybook scene came to a jarring halt. His countenance changed from a picture of courage to something like uncertainty and then to outright revulsion. Furiously trying to high-step backward, a desperate whinny squeaked out of his mount. 

			“They’re climbing up!” Orson jabbed his blade directly into the gaping, teeth-filled mouth of a wolverator that had fastened itself onto the side of his mount and was scaling methodically higher. Leveraging against the rows of teeth, Orson tried to use his sword like a spatula, flipping the attacker off his mount’s flank without hurting his transportation. 

			Charley suddenly became grateful for the functionality of his horse’s wings. Even with the added weight of Hank, they were already a few feet off the ground, and out of reach of the snapping jaws below.

			“Oh, forget this!” Orson hopped off his mount with a final stroke of its glossy mane. “Sorry, girl.” Free to maneuver, Orson now darted in and out of the snapping jaws like a salsa dancer, but with a deadly flashing weapon. Staking, kicking, and slicing, Orson made short work of the first three wolverators.

			If Orson was learning to dance the salsa, Charley was learning to swing the mace like a medieval warrior. His flying horse kept him and Hank safe from the gnashing teeth below, and his mace was more than long enough to wallop the top of the spiny skulls below. Every swing of his mace was accompanied by a satisfying crunch barely drowned out by the roar of the crowd. 

			“Charley!” Hank screamed just moments before Charley felt a searing slash along his hip. Pain lanced down his leg like a million fire ants darting through his veins and tingling through his capillaries. Their flying mount veered wildly and crumpled them onto the ground, landing Charley and Hank in a tangled mess of limbs.

			Charley cursed. “What was—”

			Hank tried to scramble free of Charley, his knee crushing Charley’s hip, and causing Charley to yell out in pain. “We’ve been hit!”

			“I know that, you idiot!” Grimacing, Charley tried to heft himself to one knee, but his ankle was pinned beneath the trappings of a discarded chariot and other battle detritus littering the arena floor. “What happened?”

			Hank pointed to a cadre of warriors that had managed to slip around Grigor and Orson. “They happened!” 

			Charley winced as one of the men brutally kicked his flying horse and sent it hobbling away. The largest, a big-bellied man with a bristly black beard, carried a twisted club with nails and other pieces of metal stuck into the knotted end. He eyed Charley with a sneer and slowly walked toward him. 

			“Quick, get this thing off me!” Charley cried out. “I can’t move!” 

			Hank bent down quickly, eyes trained on the men fast approaching, and heaved until a vein popped on his forehead. “It’s wedged into the sand against something. I’m trying.” 

			“Well, try harder!” 

			“I—I can’t.” Hank’s eyes widened in panic. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to distract them and then get Orson or Grigor.” 

			Charley looked over his shoulder frantically. “Just hurry! They’re releasing even more animal combos, too!” 

			“I’m on it.”

			Hank picked up his blade and ran, screaming, directly at the group of men, exhibiting a touch of his old psychopathy. At the last moment, Hank veered off wildly to one side, swiping across the exposed shoulder of one of the warriors. 

			With a bevy of shouted curses, the men clanked after Hank. 

			All except one. 

			The man with the nail-studded bat continued his steady walk toward Charley. A coarse laugh burbled up from lips stained purple. 

			Charley wrenched his knee, straining backward against the weight of the chariot, but he simply wasn’t strong enough. If this was how he was going to die, then so be it, but he wasn’t going to die bowing his head. He jutted his chin forward and looked up.

			The warrior walked up to Charley and stopped, his burly figure casting an immense shadow that engulfed Charley. “You’re as stuck as a taped ape,” he said matter-of-factly, spitting a dark purple stream of viscous liquid into the dirt. 

			Charley looked down. 

			The inky fluid pooled in the sand, billowing outward and transmogrifying into a Rorschach test of sputum that only came up death. 

			Charley looked up. This time the warrior’s profile eclipsed all remaining sunrays; he held his nail-studded bat with two hands straight above his head. 

			“Pathetic little Low Score.” 

			Charley was shocked, and for a brief moment, he didn’t understand that the warrior meant him. But it came back to him: the sad realization of his plight. He had become a Low Score and now he was to die like one. An image of his brother appeared in Charley’s mind. Was this how Alec had died? Thrust out of the gates of Meritropolis at the hands of armed men who had mocked and jeered his low Score? A wave of icy calm spread throughout his body.

			The warrior spat again, but Charley didn’t look down this time. 

			“Go on then,” Charley said, his lip curling. Despite the dryness of his mouth, he hocked the biggest, wettest globule of phlegm he could and spat it directly onto the warrior’s dusty boot.

			The warrior bent the twisted bat straight back with a snarl. “Well, at least you’ve got spiri—”

			A high keening prehistoric scream ripped through the cacophony of the arena like the sound of an ancient pterodactyl on the warpath. With a whoosh and a chomp, an enormous llamabill swooped down from above, and bit the warrior’s head clean off with a sickening crunch. 

			The now headless warrior, bat still raised, remained upright for the space of a second. Absurdly, Charley had an image that the headless body would continue to fight, moving like a chicken with its head cut off. But, before the thought was even fully formed, it was gone, and the warrior’s decapitated body slumped sideways and then fell into the dirt, a plume of smoke puffing up and enveloping the still form.

			The decibel level of the crowd grew deafening. 

			Pain spread through Charley’s knee and he looked down. The inky sputum from the warrior bloomed outward, forming a new slide, the administration of the Rorschach test incomplete. A new shape emerged. It was still death, all he could see was death, but if he squinted, maybe he could see wings.

			An enormous webbed foot with yellow splayed claws stepped directly onto the spitblot, transforming its shape entirely, and plastering a new footprint in its stead. 

			The llamabill squawked defiantly, claiming Charley as its own. Its foot was just inches from Charley, but strangely he didn’t feel afraid. 

			Charley looked up slowly. 

			A beak as wide as a garbage-can lid, proven capable of decapitating a fully grown man, yawned open inches from Charley’s wide-eyed face. The llamabill’s mouth belched out noxious fumes, reminiscent of swamps, wharves, and rotting fish all in one, accosting Charley’s nose. 

			Charley recoiled. Forgetting his current predicament in the surprise, he winced as his knee wrenched against the dead weight of the heavy chariot. The llamabill cocked its head to one side, looked at Charley quizzically, and then let out a staccato of bill-clattering. The llamabill nimbly stepped up to the dirt-encrusted chariot, lifted a great webbed foot, and then kicked out, toppling the chariot, and freeing him. 

			Charley stood up slowly, not taking his eyes off his rescuer. “Thank you.” His eyes widened. “It can’t be … You—you’re the same—you followed me?” The llamabill squawked, eyes glinting. “Did you get captured too, boy? Is that how you ended up here? You got captured—trying to follow me?”

			The llamabill capered up and down, and, followed by two sprightly sideways hops, seemed to twist its massive mouth into a smile. 

			Charley squinted, getting a closer look. “Is it really you? Shooey?”

			The llamabill nuzzled his shoulder in return.

			“It is you …” Charley tentatively reached a hand out and stroked the downy fur along its neck. 

			Hank ran up, breathing hard through his mouth. “You, um, know this animal?” 

			Shooey turned to Hank, planted a heavy webbed foot in front of Charley, and screeched an aggressive warning. Hank stepped back hurriedly, falling over his own feet in the process. “Call him off! Call him off!”

			“Shooey, it’s okay. It’s okay. This is Hank.” 

			The intelligent eyes, severe as a falcon in flight, twitched from Charley to Hank and back again. Leaning down, as if to sniff Hank, Shooey ducked its beak. 

			Hank scrabbled backward in the dirt, covering his head with one arm. “Please, Charley, don’t let it eat me!” 

			“It’s fine, it’s fine. Just get up,” Charley said, trying to sound more certain than he really was.

			“Okay, I’m getting up slowly.” Hank lifted himself gently to one knee. “Don’t let it pee on me, either.”

			“Come on, it’s a llamabill, not a dog marking its territory.” Charley held out his hand to Hank. “Let’s go, we need to help Grigor.” Charley looked over his shoulder at Orson furiously staving off wolverators left and right to protect Grigor, who was still astride the rampaging horoceros. 

			Shooey, now eye level with Hank, tilted its head to one side, and then belched a gaseous blast of fishy smog directly into Hank’s open mouth. 

			Charley tried to hide a smile. “I think that means he likes you.” 

			Coughing, Hank turned away quickly. “You go ahead and ride Shooey. I think I’ll fight over there with Orson on my feet.” Looking over his shoulder at Shooey, Hank coughed again and half-tripped, half-ran to Orson. 

			Charley looked at Shooey. Well, yeah, I guess I do need a ride—if that’s okay with you?” Charley reached out and gently patted the springy curls on its back. 

			Before he could lose his nerve, Charley quickly hopped onto Shooey’s back. “There, there, that’s right. Good boy.” He stroked an enormous feathery wing. “It’s up to you, but maybe we could even try a little flyi—”

			Shooey launched into the air like a rocket, a prehistoric shriek piercing the battle sounds of the arena. Charley leaned down and hung onto Shooey’s long, fuzzy neck for dear life. He squinted, the whipping wind bringing tears to his eyes. Shooey’s enormous wings unfurled and propelled them upward, seemingly faster than Charley’s stomach could follow. He hoped he could hold on without throwing up. An obviously intelligent animal, Shooey seemed to intuitively understand that the other beasts and armored warriors roaming the arena, posed a threat to Charley. 

			Swooping and caroming on the downdrafts, Shooey darted along the breeze in a feat of aerial acrobatics that belied his enormous size. Man and beast alike scattered in all directions on the arena floor below, diving and rolling out of their way, to avoid the grasping yellow-and-black talons and wide gaping mouth. Charley was transported back to earlier, more savage times, a time when dinosaurs ruled the land and the air; he was cresting the wind currents mounted on a winged hunting machine. 

			Charley nudged Shooey’s neck. “Over there, let’s help my friends.” Orson and Hank were valiantly attempting to fight off the streaming wolverators, but there were so many that some were getting close to the unprotected hindquarters of Grigor’s horoceros. 

			Still clinging on tightly, Charley poked Shooey behind the ear. “Do you understand?” 

			Incongruently, Shooey let out a whooping maw and then dive-bombed a pack of wolverators that had almost overcome Orson. Breath catching in his throat, Charley felt like his cheeks were rippling back in the wind, his lips flapping so that his teeth were exposed to the wind. With a screaming squawk, Shooey scooped up a wolverator in each gigantic webbed foot, and then ascended straight up.

			Bile rose in Charley’s throat. They were at least fifty feet in the air and still climbing. Abruptly, Shooey leveled off, and then cruised sideways on a slipstream, giving Charley just enough time to gulp a breath of air. 

			The wolverators, stunned and disoriented, began to squirm in the grip of Shooey’s talons. 

			Charley looked down—and immediately wished he hadn’t. They were at least ten stories up. He was lying prone on Shooey’s fuzzy back, clinging with everything he had not to fall off. He tightened the grip of his arms and legs. Shooey seemed to sense Charley’s discomfort, and retracted the bony pivot joints of his wings to secure Charley in place like a father giving a piggyback ride to his child. 

			Charley chanced a second look down.

			Every eye in the arena was staring up at them. Even contestants on the battlefield were maneuvering away and pointing. 

			Shooey glided lazily over the top of a dozen armed warriors, before opening his talons. The two wolverators plunged, their flat reptilian bodies twisting in the air, jaws snapping angrily. 

			The effect of Shooey’s carpet-bombing was instantaneous. Wolverators hit gladiators like detonators, exploding into a roiling mass of clawing and gouging, the vicious snouts of the wolverators sinking their pointy teeth directly into the exposed necks and limbs of the scrambling warriors. 

			With a triumphal screech, Shooey turned back toward Orson. He now flapped close to the ground, leaving a dark shadow of terror along the arena floor—the fighters below cowering in fear. An arrow sizzled past Charley’s leg, narrowly missing Shooey’s wing, but Shooey seemed unperturbed. Charley had read that an eagle could see an object the size of a small coin from almost a mile away. Judging by the microscopic mid-air adjustments that Shooey had been making, slightly tipping and dipping up, down, left, and right, Charley got the sense that Shooey was aware of all threats, both land-based and airborne. 

			Charley panned the arena floor, searching for Harold, the pot-bellied slave trader he had glimpsed earlier. He squeezed his knees into Shooey’s downy neck and pointed down at a cluster of heavily armed warriors who appeared to be congregating around a leader half-hidden from view, someone with a portly midsection spilling out beneath an armored breastplate much too small for him. 

			Charley’s eyes narrowed. “There, go get him!” 

			Shooey screeched, dive-bombing the group of warriors, who were already dispersing in a rapidly widening concentric circle. Leaving Harold all alone in the center, falling and stumbling backward, eyes wide and panicked underneath the visor tilted comically askew on his head. For a moment, Charley was tempted to sympathy—the old fool probably thought that he still had what it took to “fight” in the arena—but then he thought of the look on Harold’s face when he had purchased the two young girls at the auction block, and he leaned in closer to Shooey’s neck. 

			Harold deserved what he was going to get, and Charley and Shooey were going to give it to him. 

			In an explosion of talons on ripping flesh, Shooey hit Harold like a hawk with a rabbit. Before Charley even had time to take a second breath, they were already dozens of feet back into the air and climbing fast. Suddenly, Shooey flattened his climb to a cruising altitude, and seeming to tire of carrying the enormous man’s weight. He simply opened his claws. 

			Harold plummeted to his death, his wails abruptly cut off upon his impact with the ground below. Charley swallowed. Harold had suddenly, and without warning, received a very public retribution for what he had probably imagined were his private crimes. 

			Charley patted Shooey’s neck and gestured down at Orson. “Don’t hurt him, but let’s set down over there.”

			The look on Orson’s face when Shooey swooped in close with a bone-chilling screech was enough to make Charley’s day. To his credit, Orson remained steadfast. He held his blade outstretched, feet planted firmly on the ground—far better than could be said for the wolverators and warriors who scattered, low to the ground and out of the reach. 

			Orson nodded appreciatively, his body language still wary. “Now that is a flying beast.” 

			Shooey squawked a gaseous rumble of fishy air directly into Orson’s face, blasting his unbelievably still perfectly coiffed hair back against his head and forcing his eyes closed.

			Orson opened his eyes slowly. Something wet glistened above his left eyebrow. It slid down and hung like a mountain climber on a ledge: a strand of stringy sputum from Shooey’s maw. Without taking his eyes off the llamabill, Orson lifted a hand and wiped the residue from his face. 

			Charley fought to contain a smile. “Maybe he wants a thank-you? His name’s Shooey.” 

			“Thank you, um, Shooey,” Orson mumbled. “The wolverators are gone, but we need to help Grigor with—”

			“I’m right here.” Grigor walked up, breathing hard. “Everyone is clearing out from this side; I don’t think they want to be anywhere near your new friend. I jumped off the horoceros. It wanted to run back into a tunnel, and so I let it.” He shook his head in wonder. “A magnificent beast—maybe I’ll see it again.” Grigor drew himself up to his full height, and the rising and falling of his shoulders began to slow as he caught his breath. He looked Shooey full in the face. “And speaking of magnificent—pleased to meet you, Shooey. Thank you for keeping those wolverators away from me.” Grigor bowed his head slowly.

			At this, Shooey capered in a little circle, bobbing his head up and down. He let out a chirp-like sound, his mouth leering open.

			“I think he likes you,” Charley said. Turning to Orson, Charley frowned. “You, I’m not too sure.” 

			“What about me?” Hank walked up, a hesitant look on his face. 

			Shooey pivoted to Hank, and in a repeat of his earlier introduction, belched.

			“Sure,” Charley said, hopping off his steed. 

			Rubbing Shooey’s fuzzy neck like a horse’s mane, Charley whispered to him, “You had better fly on out of here, and make yourself scarce for a while, before someone gets the idea to use you as archery practice.” Charley paused, his face turning serious. “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow in here. Okay, boy?” 

			Shooey nuzzled his head against Charley’s shoulder, hopped two quick steps, and then launched himself into the air with a thrash of his heavy wings. In just moments, he was nothing but a fast-receding speck in the azure sky. 

			Hank gazed skyward, before looking back at the group, his face incredulous. “So, Charley not only rides lanthers, but he trains flying animal combos now?” He looked at Charley with something like respect. “Maybe you are a venator.” 

			Charley shrugged. “Well, now what? Most of the warriors are either dead or have gone back into the tunnels.” 

			“Low Scores, too,” Hank added. “I saw Sven and his friends beating a hasty retreat during all of the confusion with you and your new flying friend. I thought I saw Sandy, too, but it looked like—” Sven’s face darkened almost imperceptibly—“It looked like Marta was trying to force her to come out of a tunnel, but Sandy didn’t want to. Maybe since Shooey was on the warpath. I think Sandy didn’t even come out at all.” 

			Charley wondered if Sandy had been refusing to launch an arrow at them; she was one of the best archers he had ever seen. All over again, he felt guilty for the way he had treated Sandy before entering Meritorium. He looked up at Hank. “Good, good—that’s perfect.” To add to the guilt, Charley realized that this was the first time he had even thought of Sven or Sandy since Shooey’s arrival. 

			“So, that llamabill, Shooey—is that what you call him, Charley?” Hank asked, eyebrows raised.

			Charley thought back to his decision to free Shooey from the vines that had entangled him. That all seemed so long ago. 

			“Charley?” 

			“Sorry, yeah, um, his name’s Shooey.” 

			“So you know him, or something?” 

			“I know him or something.”

			“Um, okay …” Hank paused, but Charley remained silent. “Anyway—so, does this mean we, kind of, I don’t know—won?” Hank gestured around the arena floor, empty except for the fallen bodies and overall carnage. 

			“Ask them.” Orson pointed to the stands, where the crowd milled restlessly. 

			“Why aren’t they throwing coins or anything?” Charley asked. “And why isn’t the emperor making an announcement?” 

			Orson flipped over his forearm to reveal his doctored low Score. “I think it’s because we’re Low Scores now; they don’t know what to do. And the emperor certainly doesn’t want to draw attention to us.” 

			“I think we need to make ourselves scarce,” Grigor said, edging toward the nearest tunnel.

			“Back to the pen,” Hank said, shuffling after Grigor. “And the ants.” 

			“And the ants,” Grigor said cheerfully. “But we’re alive—alive to fight tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow, when we meet the czar,” Hank added in a voice that sounded to Charley much too chipper for the occasion.

			Charley followed Orson, and he couldn’t help but notice Orson’s shoulders stiffen at the mention of his father. 

			Charley headed toward the tunnel, picking his way around a fallen wolverator. He steered well clear even though the animal appeared as dead as could be. He remembered a story of Grigor’s about a man skinning an alligator in pre-Event times. He had discovered the hard way that so much power was coiled up in the beast’s tail that, even dead as a doornail, the tail had flailed around like an angry bullwhip, knocking the man into a lake. 

			Grigor’s characteristic cheerfulness buoyed Charley a little in his post-battle melancholy. Charley looked up into the stands, the people hardly paying him any attention. Charley thought this must be how it felt to be a Low Score, a nobody. When they weren’t providing some form of cheap entertainment, they were practically invisible. Maybe this was how all Low Scores felt: used, their worth determined only by their utility to others. 

			Charley sighed, stepping into the dark tunnel behind Orson. He didn’t know how Grigor could remain so optimistic. He thought back to their conversation under the starry skies last night.

			Grace. 

			An interesting word. 

			He had shown something like grace to Shooey, what seemed like an eternity ago back in the forest, even while he was starving. Surprisingly, Shooey had reciprocated by saving him in the arena today. Shooey had even gone to great lengths to follow him, and likely gotten himself captured and brought to Meritorium in the process. Charley knew that was far beyond what he deserved. But that was grace, wasn’t it, getting something you didn’t deserve? 

			Charley felt his way along the tunnel; he could hardly see more than a few feet ahead. The only sounds he could hear were the insistent plink-plink of water echoing somewhere off in the deep underground bowels of the arena and the soft tread of Orson’s boots ahead. It was quiet, like a womb, and it forced Charley to think thoughts that he didn’t dare in the daylight. 

			Why was it so hard to think about receiving grace, sometimes even much harder than extending it? He had saved Shooey, sure, but when Shooey had saved him—not to mention the many times Grigor had saved his life, in fact, even Orson had saved his life—why was that so hard to think about? Maybe the hatred he clung to in his heart, hatred for the System, and for the czar, and for all who had taken part in killing Alec, maybe that same hatred was what was blocking up his ability to not just extend grace, but even to receive it. 

			But if he let the hatred go, then what? 

			He doubted that there was enough grace in the world to just rush in and fill the void. The hatred was all he had. And, frankly, he didn’t know how he could get rid of it even if he wanted to. 

			Charley stepped into a puddle; the brackish underground water instantly soaking his foot and leg all the way up to mid-shin. Charley cursed and hurried forward, intent on catching up to Orson’s voice, his obnoxious chortles at Charley’s misstep bouncing lightly off of the tunnel walls and echoing back. 

			Charley gritted his teeth, not saying a word. 

			Something deep in his heart, almost hidden, longed for the kind of grace big enough to fill it, but he just didn’t see how that was possible. 

			He strode forward, already thinking ahead to their encounter with the czar tomorrow at last. 

			The familiar warmth crawled up the back of his neck. 

			He would be ready.

			And not with grace.
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			CHAPTER 13

			Sweets Revenge

			“This time, Pretty, if you have the shot, you had better take it.” Marta planted her wide frame directly in front of Sandy, blocking her way down the narrow tunnel.

			“I told you; I couldn’t shoot at that thing while Charley was on it.” She tried to force herself from shrinking back. “It’s not like I was scared or anything.” Although the llamabill was terrifying, she almost added. She avoided the eyes of Janice and Helga, each studying her intently. 

			Marta placed a blunt hand on each of her hips, elbows angled outward so that she was almost touching the sides of the damp underground passageway that led out to the arena above. She studied Sandy’s face, her eyes probing in the low light. 

			“So, you’re not going to be scared of the emperor?” Marta asked, doubt etched on her features. She shrugged, her frame relaxing slightly. “I would be.”

			“Well.” Sandy looked over her shoulder before continuing in a hushed whisper. “The emperor deserves to die. I think I’ve already proven that I’m not afraid to fight against those who deserve what’s coming to them.” She paused. “Well, at least not so afraid that I won’t let an arrow fly.” 

			Marta nodded. “Okay, then. The reenactment begins in less than an hour. I’ve managed to get each of us a position on the field that will give us prime access to him.” 

			“Okay, I’ll be ready.” 

			“As soon as the emperor makes his way on to the field, Helga, Janice, and I will make sure that each of the tunnels is—”

			“Out of order for a while,” Janice interrupted, with an evil grin.

			“Yes,” Marta continued. “No one will want to be anywhere near the tunnel exits.” She looked directly at Sandy. “We can only hold them for a few minutes, though—you can’t wait. Understand?” 

			“I got it, I got it.” Sandy patted her bow. “As long as he’s standing anywhere on the arena floor, I can put an arrow right between his eyes. No problem.” The words just slipped out, but actually hearing them come out of her own mouth gave Sandy a funny feeling deep down in her stomach. She had killed before. But to plan a cold-blooded murder, an assassination of a government official, was another thing altogether. She hoped her eyes didn’t betray the anxiety she was feeling. “I can do it—no problem at all.”

			“Good,” Marta said simply. Turning to Helga and Janice, she motioned back into the depths of the tunnel. “You two come with me. We’ve still got a few preparations to make.” She turned to Sandy. “You hang tight. We’ll be back.” 

			In moments they were gone, leaving Sandy alone with her thoughts—as well as whatever else roamed the network of creepy underground tunnels that splintered off like a maze. Trying not to think about whoever, or whatever, might be down here with her, she walked over to a recessed area and sat huddled against the dank concrete, dewy with underground condensation. 

			The insistent clinking, plipping, and plopping hinted at the reservoir of water that would soon be on full display in the arena. Marta had seen plenty of Venatios in her time and had explained that a portion of the reenactment was to be based on a water battle. To recreate this, portions of the arena floor were to be turned into a lake. The water would be pumped in via a system of pipes, drains, and other feats of engineering accomplished via a network of underground aqueducts. 

			Sandy fingered the edge of her bow. She knew she was a good shot—actually, a great shot, if she wasn’t being modest. She was much better than Charley, Hank, even better than Orson or Grigor, and certainly better than Marta, Janice, or Helga. She knew that the technical element of what she had to do was not really asking a lot of her. 

			But, to notch an arrow, pull back a bowstring, taut like a steel cable, then release it, like death on the wind, aimed directly at another human being … Even in the heat of battle, it was an emotionally tough thing to do. Truth be told, she even hated to release an arrow at an animal while hunting—and that was when it was necessary just to be able to eat, to survive.

			She sighed, pulling her knees up close. This was necessary, too. 

			On their trek from Meritropolis she hadn’t said anything to Charley, and especially not to Hank. She didn’t want to be looked down on for being a woman, too weak and sensitive to participate in the hunting trips needed to bring in their food. But each time she let an arrow fly, something inside of her twinged, reverberating as loudly as her bowstring. Sandy had come to recognize that she was scared—scared that just as her calloused fingers had become accustomed to the bowstring, so too her soul would become hardened to the killing, that she might even start to … She tucked her chin between her knees, clasping her ankles for reassurance. She didn’t even want to think it, but she knew it was true. She was terrified that she might even start to enjoy it. 

			She could force herself to do her duty: to kill an animal because so they could eat. She could force herself to attack another warrior in battle, because if she didn’t, then she would die. But if she was to just pick and choose who deserved to live and who deserved to die, how was she any different than the System? 

			Sandy’s thoughts tumbled out in rapid fire. To kill someone in cold blood, with premeditated malice, was murder. But the emperor was evil, Sandy assured herself: he sanctioned the killing of Low Scores just for sport. Was it not necessary to kill him, too? 

			But the emperor was a human being, not an animal. For all of her rationalizations and justifications, her desire to be brave, she wanted to prove that she wasn’t the frightened girl who had grown up in Meritropolis with her head bowed in allegiance to the System, to prove to Charley and all of the other men who had doubted her, looked down on her, treated her differently because she was a woman. 

			She knew that was why—if she had to admit it—she was drawn to Janice and Helga and even Marta, not because she especially liked them—she could escape right now if she really wanted to—but because they understood; they were fighting for something more than just an overthrow of the emperor, they were fighting to prove their worth, that they didn’t need some man to be their “hero”. They would never have just sat by timidly in Meritropolis, waiting for some man to save them.

			Sandy knew one thing, deep down inside. 

			What she had feared would happen, was happening. 

			She didn’t just need to kill the emperor. She wanted to kill him. 

			***

			Sven readied himself for the day ahead. They were back in the low-Score pen, their numbers massively thinned after yesterday’s battle. Fortunately, the cousins’ fighting prowess, alongside Sven’s calculated tunnel retreat during the confusion caused by Charley’s mid-air heroics, had resulted in his small group escaping with hardly a scratch. But the day had not been without other scars. 

			Sven remembered it clearly: there was a moment when they had made it to the relative safety of a tunnel. His group was home free to escape back into the pen, alive to fight another day. It had taken Rico and the cousins some convincing, but they still looked to Sven as their leader and walked alongside him out of the arena. In that moment, Sven had turned back. 

			He had looked back and seen Hank aggressively, heroically, fighting off a pack of snapping wolverators. Sven’s eyes had panned the arena, taking in Grigor mounted on the horoceros, Orson twirling and whirling his sword, and Charley swooping like a bat, dealing death to enemies below. 

			His gaze had returned to Hank, and their eyes had met. 

			In that moment—Sven with his back turned, running away like a coward, Hank fighting for his life—a look had passed between them. It was just for the briefest speck of time, but it was frozen indelibly in his memory. A picture may be worth a thousand words, but some shared gazes contain an eternity of conversations. 

			Sven leaned his back against the fence and closed his eyes slowly. It hurt just to think about it, but he couldn’t stop replaying that moment in his mind. The look Hank had given him wasn’t anger—Sven knew that would have been easy enough to handle—and it wasn’t disappointment—something he had dealt with many times before. 

			It was a look of pity. 

			Pity tinged with relief.

			In that moment, Sven had seen himself through Hank’s eyes. And what he saw was just a helpless Low Score, incapable of defending himself, not even someone worth anger or disappointment. He couldn’t be relied on, or even expected, to do something heroic and brave. He was simply someone to be pitied, someone to be protected. 

			Sven balled his fists at his side, tightly squeezing his eyes shut to avoid the angry tears that threatened to escape. 

			He didn’t want to be protected, or pitied. Didn’t they know he had practically killed the captain of the Meritorium Honor Guard in the arena the day before? If he hadn’t thrown that rock, Rico couldn’t have finished him off. When he could finally trust himself not to cry, he opened his eyes and looked across at a still-sleeping Camilla. He didn’t want to be protected; he wanted to be doing the protecting. 

			Ever since the riot in Meritropolis, Sven could feel that something had changed inside of him. He didn’t want to be the passive, happy-go-lucky Low Score who relied on High Scores for protection. He wanted to do whatever it took to control his own destiny, to not be afraid—to be bold like Charley. 

			Even though Sven tried to mask it, he sometimes felt like he was just acting; he was still the same scared little boy huddled below-ground in Meritropolis.

			Just a Low Score.

			Maybe that’s all he would ever be. He would always be that same scared little boy. 

			Sven watched Rico resting like a cat, but seemingly ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. Rico was who he was; he was who he would always be. Sven could never be like Rico, or Charley. 

			Sven closed his eyes and tried to mimic Rico; he needed to get as much sleep as he could. They would be going into the arena again soon—and this time, probably not coming out.

			*** 

			Charley awoke to the sound of angry shouting. He jerked himself upright, disoriented for just a moment until he remembered he was back in the low-Score pen. He looked wildly from side to side, his mind foggy with sleep. 

			Grigor loomed over him. “We’ve got a problem.” 

			Charley hopped to his feet. “What’s going on? What’s all that commotion?”

			“Circumcellions,” Grigor said simply, gesturing toward the opposite side of the pen. A large group of raggedy, wild-eyed men, women, and children were being herded in by the Honor Guard. 

			Orson sighed. “Someone had the bright idea to bring the Circumcellions into the pen before sending us all out into the arena for the reenactment.” 

			“Some idiot, you mean,” Hank grumbled.

			Charley wiped sand from his eyes and winced. His head felt like a thousand crants were buzzing insistently inside it, and he had a taste in his mouth like a muffalo had slept on his tongue all night. 

			“How much—” He stopped and licked his lips before continuing. “How much longer until we are sent into the arena?” 

			“Probably about an hour or so; I heard some of the guards talking,” Hank said.

			Grigor interjected. “And we do not want some kind of altercation in here, not in the pen and especially not with the Circumcellions.” 

			Charley sensed that Grigor was directing that straight at him, but he had to agree. “I know, I know.” 

			“Grigor’s right,” Orson said, his eyes narrowing as the Circumcellions continued to file in. “Any opponent that is hell-bent—or, should I say, heaven-bent—on martyrdom should be taken seriously. We do not want to engage them until the arena.” 

			“We may not be able to avoid them,” Hank said. “I don’t think they care about making it into the arena; they’ll take their martyrdom any way they can get it.” 

			He pointed to a scrawny Circumcellion in nothing but a dirt-stained loincloth. Approaching Rico, the Circumcellion threw himself against his large chest, violently flailing his arms and raking his nails across Rico’s exposed neck. With a look of disgust, Rico coldcocked him square in the mouth, and the spindly Circumcellion fell to the ground like a sack of rocks. More Circumcellions pushed in on Rico. 

			“This is going to get out of control very quickly,” Grigor said.

			Seeming not to hear him, Charley looked up into the sky. “They don’t really even care who they fight, but it would sure be nice if they were engaged with the Meritorium Honor Guard in the arena, and not us,” Charley mused. 

			“Clearly, we aren’t in the arena yet,” Orson said, looking from Charley back to Rico, now fighting his way almost mechanically through a pack of rapturous Circumcellions. “And we might not even make it in to the arena at this rate.” 

			Hank looked at Charley, eyes bright. “What are you thinking?” 

			“I was—” Charley stopped. As the last of the Circumcellions was herded into the pen, Charley saw an Honor Guard hurry along a straggler with a swift kick in the back. 

			“You were what?” 

			Charley laughed uproariously; suddenly, he knew what to do. 

			“Umm.” Hank looked from Orson to Grigor, his eyes wide. 

			“I was—never mind. I have an idea.” He looked at Grigor. “Do you think you could get me the armor from one of those guards?” Charley pointed to the men that strolled along the interior of the pen. 

			Grigor glanced at Orson, who shrugged in return. “Sure.” 

			“Quietly,” Charley said. “It has to be quietly.” 

			“Not a problem.” 

			“And quickly.” Charley paused. “And get a helmet with one of those pull-down visors. I need it to fully cover my face.”

			Orson snorted. “Anything else, Your Highness?” 

			“No, thank you,” Charley said, distracted. 

			Orson rolled his eyes. “Give us a few minutes.” He whispered something to Grigor and, along with Hank, the three of them sauntered toward the fence.

			Charley continued in the direction of the Circumcellions, wanting to get close enough to hear above the shouts. In addition to the altercation between them and Rico, there were other angry yells that rose above the overall din. Not wanting to be seen, Charley melted into a crowd of Low Scores walking toward the new additions, curious to see what all of the ruckus was about. 

			He knew the next few minutes could be a very combustible mix. If he didn’t do something to calm things down, and soon, they might not even make it into the arena to face the czar. 

			Drawing up closer, he realized that what he thought was angry shouting was in fact some kind of preaching. Charley snorted quietly: the two things could sometimes sound so similar, almost as if the preachers who ranted and raved about hell actually wanted their audience to go there.

			Peering over the shoulder of a tall, lanky boy, Charley saw that the preacher was the same spindly-legged old man they had encountered outside the city limits. 

			He had survived, and now his voice boomed out with the same fervor. “Woe! Woe to those who are at ease in Meritorium—the notable men and women—those who feel secure in their iniquity. Woe to those who lie on beds of ivory and stretch themselves out on their couches.” He reached his bony arms wide, gesturing to the Low Scores tentatively drawing closer. “Woe to those who devour lambs from the flock.” 

			Charley thought back to the crowd in the arena: their flagons of wine sloshing, soon to stain their teeth red, and their ravenous screams for violence against the innocent. His eyes narrowed. Maybe some things were worthy of a little angry shouting.

			“Woe to those who have turned justice into poison, the fruit of righteousness into wormwood.” Spittle flecked his beard, and he bobbed his head up and down in time to the fevered pitch of his jeremiad. “The Lord God has sworn by himself that he abhors the pride of those who sit in lofty places.” He turned in the direction of the amphitheater, shaking both fists in the air, head lifted to the heavens.

			As one, Circumcellions and Low Scores alike followed his gaze, almost in a trance. Such was the power of the prophet’s oration, even Charley found himself turning toward the silhouette of the amphitheater, shrouded with an early-morning fog and rising like ancient stone jaws. 

			“Behold, the Lord God commands the great house shall be struck down into fragments, and the little house into bits.” He lowered his fists and slowly turned to face those in the pen. “For behold, I will raise up against the evildoers a great nation.” 

			The crowd murmured in agreement. 

			Rico and his cousins pushed their way past a group of Circumcellions who had jostled into the Low Scores’ personal space. They seemed to be contemplating whether this was their foreordained time for martyrdom. With the spell now broken, tension crackled in the air.

			Hank ran up, breathing hard. “We got the armor. Grigor and Orson have it right over there.” Charley turned to see Hank gesturing behind him. Wisely, Grigor and Orson stood well back from the fracas, each holding an assemblage of gear for a Meritorium Honor Guard. 

			Charley melted back, slipping over to Grigor and Orson. Quickly, he draped the ring-mail armor over his head and wiggled his way into the chain-mail shirt. Grigor helped him with the breastplate, which was slightly too small. Strapping on the protective leg padding, sword belt, and shoulder armor, Charley stood upright. It was a little heavy, and not really sized for his frame, but it was manageable. 

			“What exactly are you going to do, Charley?” Hank asked.

			“I only need to stall them for a little while.” Charley tugged on the breastplate shoulder strap. “If I can just keep the Low Scores and the Circumcellions separate for a little longer, then we can all make it into the arena in one piece.”

			Orson crammed the helmet onto Charley’s head and stepped back for a quick appraisal. “Not too bad, actually.” He came forward again, flipping the visor down and rotating the cheek-guard flaps inward. He nodded. “There, that’s as good as you’re gonna get.” 

			Grigor handed Charley a small, light shield and a dirk for close-quarter combat. “You want these, I’m guessing? Whatever you have planned—be careful. Remember, the goal is to calm things down, not stir up even more conflict.” Grigor lifted a warning eyebrow.

			Charley grinned, only his chin and mouth visible beneath the visor. “Will do.” 

			Orson shook his head. “Oh, here we go.”

			“Well, you better get going.” Grigor nodded over his shoulder to where the unconscious guard lay underneath a heap of tattered bedding. “I’d estimate you have about ten minutes before you need to make sure you ditch that armor and are nowhere near it.” 

			“Got it, thanks.” 

			Charley took a deep breath and turned toward the percolating crowd. Beads of sweat were already bubbling up on his forehead. There was minimal padding on the interior of the helmet, and the metal rotated freely over the dampness of his slick hair, sliding and slipping from side to side. 

			He jammed his hand down on the top of his helmet, avoiding the plume that jutted rooster-like straight into the air. He forced himself to walk in what he hoped was the confident manner of a soldier, but he felt ridiculous—and now wasn’t sure this idea was such a brilliant one.

			It was too late to go back now. The crowd was parting to let him through; every eye, both Circumcellion and Low Score, turned toward him. 

			Charley came to a stop, directly in the middle of the no-man’s-land between the two groups. There was a hush. Even the prophet ceased speaking and turned to face him. 

			“Attention!” Charley lowered his voice a timbre, lifting his arm into the air. “It’s time to prepare to enter the arena. You will be going in shortly.” 

			He turned toward the Low Scores. “Please move back toward the fence.” Hesitantly at first, the Low Scores, conditioned to follow orders from authority, walked back to the fence on the far side.

			He turned to the Circumcellions. “Please move b—”

			“Stop,” the prophet interrupted, jutting his own scrawny arm straight into the air. “Why do you presume authority that only belongs to God?”

			Charley faltered. The wild eyes of the prophet unnerved him. Even with the visor hiding most of his face, it seemed as if the prophet could see inside not just the helmet, but his soul. 

			The prophet raised his voice, a slight quaver echoing across the pen. “Hear this, all who trample on the needy, and enslave the poor of the land, dealing deceitfully with false balances, buying the poor for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals—you.” He pointed a bony finger directly at Charley. “You will perish in the rubble, the rocks will consume you!”

			Charley took a step back, just one in a chain of mistakes he felt he had made since awakening. The pronouncement had unnerved him. The prophet was pointing at him because he was wearing the armor; the prophet couldn’t really be talking about him. But suddenly, Charley didn’t feel so certain.

			The prophet stepped closer. 

			Flustered, Charley attempted to regain his calm. “Silence! Move back calmly against the fence as we prepare to enter the arena.” 

			The prophet continued speaking as if he hadn’t even heard Charley. “The end has come. The songs of the arena shall become wailings by the end of the day.” The prophet took another step closer, this time followed by his band of Circumcellions, buoyed forward by the fervor of their leader’s speech. 

			Charley’s hand drifted down to his dirk. 

			For the briefest moment, Charley understood what it must have been like to be a guard in the System. He even felt a slight pang of sympathy; when in uniform, facing a potentially explosive encounter, uncertain, scared—maybe even after all of the training—you react just like any other human. You do what you can to protect yourself.

			Charley unsheathed the dirk.

			A collective buzz crackled in the air, a sound like a wasp’s nest. In the background, Orson let out a sharp string of expletives that carried above the rising drone of the Circumcellions. Charley lowered his hand, but it was too late; Charley realized belatedly that once you draw your weapon, you can’t exactly just put it back and expect things to go back to the way they were.

			“You lover of violence, you come against us with your weapons of steel, thinking that you can force us to do your evil will, but you cannot.” The prophet took another step toward Charley. “We do not fear death by your sword.” His eyes shone brightly. “We welcome it.” 

			Charley knew he had misjudged the situation, perhaps fatally: how exactly was he now to take on a mob of religious zealots who actually wanted to die for their cause? Charley fought the urge to turn his head toward the sound of Orson’s cursing, hoping that they might come and help, but he forced himself to look resolutely ahead. 

			A strapping man pushed his way past the prophet and ran up to Charley. He spread his arms wide, butted up into Charley’s personal space, and jutted out his neck. “Kill me now. I am not afraid to die. Just kill me now.” He slammed himself against Charley’s chest, his arms flailing. 

			Up close, Charley’s eyes widened in recognition. Without thinking, he blurted out, “Carter? What the—what are you doing here, with the Circumcellions? Why aren’t you with Marta?” 

			Confusion rippled across his wan features, but squinting closer at the narrow eye gap in the visor, Carter blinked rapidly. “Charley? Is that really you? What in the blazes are you doing in that armor?” 

			“Never mind that. Why aren’t you with Marta?” Charley tried to keep his voice low.

			“Marta.” Carter spat out the name. “She booted me out, was going to try to sell me, but I escaped, and ended up with this lot somehow.” He looked over his shoulder at the Circumcellions behind, who were watching their encounter closely. “It took some doing to convince them I was one of them.”

			“So that’s what you’re doing? You don’t really have a death wish? Because I could accommodate you.” An evil grin twisted Charley’s mouth beneath his visor. “I’ll help you earn their trust.” Pivoting his shoulder like a striking snake, Charley whipped the flat of his blade against the side of Carter’s head, and then kicked him in the stomach, using his heel to knock him back on his rump. Charley thought he deserved at least that for his part in their enslavement.

			Striding to stand above Carter, he got an idea. Lifting his dirk above his head, as if to plunge it down into Carter’s heaving chest, Charley’s voice boomed out. “I will grant your desire to die as a martyr.” He extended his sword straight out toward the other Circumcellions. “I will give each of you the sweet bliss of death you so richly desire. But …” He lowered his blade slightly and looked directly at the prophet. “How do I know that once I have killed some, the rest of you won’t change your minds and decide to avenge their deaths?”

			The prophet began to speak, his wily eyes darting back and forth. He was quickly drowned out by the clamor of the other Circumcellions, each trying to prove their commitment to the cause with shouts of “We would never! We seek death! Grant us death now!” 

			“Good!” Charley’s voice carried across the pen. “Then let us bring chains that we may bind you so that I can make sure of your promise. Then I will grant you the bliss of death by my sword!” 

			The prophet’s eyes bulged. He licked his dry, chapped lips furiously, seemingly at a loss for words. The Circumcellions surged forward. “Chain us! Let us prove our commitment—we rejoice in the binding of chains!” Two Circumcellions began to self-flagellate themselves with a length of chain. “Bind us now so that we might prove our resolve and be freed by death!” 

			“Sit down!” Charley commanded. 

			Turning quickly, Charley motioned to Grigor, Orson, Hank, and a cadre of other Low Scores who were already gathering chains, slave harnesses, and other instruments that had been used in their capture and transport into the pen. 

			Charley pointed at the Circumcellions, now seated on the ground—all except the prophet. “Bind them!” 

			The prophet’s knobby knees bowed outward. He shifted back and forth, swaying side to side, as if unable to decide if he should sit and join the others. His commitment to the cause appeared now to waver. Charley grunted in disgust. Like many cult leaders, the prophet’s loyalty to the cause, when peeled away to its rotten core, was revealed to be really just a commitment to himself. 

			“I said sit!” Charley took two quick steps forward, treading on Carter in the process, and then pushed the prophet to the ground. 

			Before the prophet could scramble up, Hank had already begun looping a length of chain around his skinny waist. Wisely, Orson stuffed a balled-up old shirt into the prophet’s mouth and quickly subdued his gaunt and emaciated body.

			Grigor walked by Charley and spoke quietly out of the side of this mouth. “They’re all tied up.” He hesitated. “You aren’t really going to kill them, just sitting there like this, are you?” 

			“Nope,” Charley said, trying to make his voice sound flippant to mask the jolt of surprise from Grigor’s question. He wondered if Grigor really thought he was capable of the mass execution of a bunch of seated innocent people. He thought back to some of the horrific things that he had done and wondered what he was capable of. Who exactly was he becoming: someone out to protect the innocent by zeroing the System or someone intent on revenge at all costs? 

			“Okay …” Grigor said, his face still inscrutable. 

			“Do you have anymore of that candy?”

			“What?” Grigor asked, taken aback. 

			Hank had walked up. “They’re all restrained.” He looked at Charley, his nose wrinkling up. “What’s the matter with you, Charley? Now is not the time to have a sweet tooth.”

			“Not for me, you idiot.” He turned to Grigor. “Please?”

			Grigor extended his massive bear paw of a hand. Charley sheathed his dirk; prompting shouts from the Circumcellions bound on the ground, and accepted the candy from Grigor. Just one of Grigor’s enormous handfuls of candy filled both of Charley’s cupped hands. 

			Charley rubbed his hands together, crunching the hard candy pieces together into a fine, sugary dust. 

			A smile began to play on Grigor face. “For the ants?”

			Charley smiled in return. “Yes. The Circumcellions will still want martyrdom in the arena, I’m sure, but I think after an hour or so on the ground with the ants, they might be a little more prone to want to die fighting anyone in armor.” 

			He walked to the seated Circumcellions and began sprinkling the candy dust on the ground in a circle surrounding them. Some of the less steely-hearted Circumcellions began to shake visibly, as if Charley was a witch doctor preparing a sacrifice. 

			Charley shook his head, trying not to laugh. He snaked the candy dust in trails extending outward like spokes, and then with a stream of muttered gibberish in his best imitation of what he guessed a spell might sound like, he smacked his hands together and poofed the remaining candy dust into the air above the Circumcellions. 

			Watching the fine saccharine-sweet grit float like a softly descending cloud, Charley took a step back and admired his handiwork. 

			Orson looked at Charley and nodded his approval. “The ants will be swarming in no time.” 

			“Yep.” 

			Grigor looked over Charley’s shoulder and whispered. “You need to ditch that armor right away. That guard will wake up any minute, and the others will be patrolling over here soon.” 

			“Over here.” Hank gestured to a curtained shanty that someone had constructed as a rough privacy barrier for a makeshift toilet. 

			Quickly, Charley walked over, and disrobed as circumspectly as possible. 

			“What do you want me to do with the armor?” Hank asked.

			Charley stretched his arms wide, basking in the early-morning sunrise. It was already scorching-hot; he was glad to not be wearing the armor anymore. 

			“Charley, the armor?” 

			Charley smiled, the corners of his mouth twisting to expose his canines. He was definitely fully awake now. Today he would see the czar face to face for the first time, and he would give him what he had coming.

			For Alec. 

			He walked away from Hank, calling out over his shoulder. “Put the armor on Carter.”

			It was a day for revenge. 
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			CHAPTER 14

			Don’t Leave Me

			Charley stared at the ground, forcibly trying to calm his pounding heart. He took a deep breath and looked up, but it caught in his throat. 

			A pinprick of light, growing larger as he walked forward, illuminated the end of the tunnel. The sounds of the arena pulsated back to him, rippling along the tunnel like a current of frenetic energy that threatened to sweep him up and carry him away. 

			His fingers tingled; he fought the sudden urge to draw a weapon, before remembering that he had none. For the sake of the reenactment, Charley and the rest of the Low Scores were totally unarmed—with the exception of Grigor, the stolen dirk hidden in his boot. Charley agreed that their solitary weapon was best utilized by Grigor, both for his expertise and because of people’s reticence to search him all that thoroughly. 

			Ever since being herded from the pen, none of them had uttered a word. In the tunnel behind them, Sven, Rico and his other new friends, followed by the other Low Scores from the pen, were eerily quiet. Charley felt as if he had lost a friend, but it’s not like Charley could have helped what had happened to Sven while Charley was captured. He knew he needed to say something, but each of them had bigger things to worry about, so he just kept walking silently, leaving Sven to his newfound companions.

			No one would say it, but everyone knew. This wasn’t a reenactment. It was an execution. 

			Charley walked toward the ever-expanding, ever-threatening light at the end of the tunnel. The other tunnels housed Carter, the prophet, and the rest of the ant-bitten Circumcellions, the Meritorium Honor Guard, scores of animal combinations, the other contestants in the Venatio—in fact, all those who had survived until this, the last event. Based on what Hank had seen earlier, Sandy was still alive, and given her unaltered status as High Score, likely stood the best chance of them all for surviving the day. 

			Charley understood that one of the tunnels also contained the czar, the creator of the System. The thought of revenge for Alec spurred Charley on. He quickened his pace, his mind racing.

			The czar might think that he could implement a method for quietly ridding society of the unwanted—the disabled, the poor, the helpless—but Charley would not quietly look the other way. Evil done in the dark must be brought into the light. Today, the czar would pay a public price for his sins.

			Heat flushed up Charley’s neck; they were almost to the mouth of the tunnel. The roaring of the arena felt like it threatened to swallow him whole. Even standing next to Grigor, Orson, and Hank, he could hear nothing but the crowd. Not wanting to be blind-sided by a warrior, wolverator, or worse lying in wait on either side of the tunnel, Charley sprinted the last few steps out of the tunnel and into the arena. 

			The blazing noonday sun blinded him, and he squinted against the glare. He swiveled his head from side to side. His eyes failed to adjust to the light, unless they just playing tricks on him.

			All he could see in either direction was water, its depths seeming to go down forever. The arena floor had been strategically retracted and filled with water from the immense aqueducts below. A sense of vertigo overwhelmed him; his feet shifted on the sand and he swooned, his knees buckling, before Grigor’s strong hand hoisted him up. 

			He was standing on a narrow sandbar hardly wider than his shoulders. On either side was deep, dark water that lay smooth as black glass. The ominous stillness unnerved him.

			The sandbar pathway led to the center of the arena, where it expanded into a manmade island—a mountain of volcanic rocks that jutted into the air, the summit large enough for the final battle. 

			There was only one way to go: forward. 

			Hesitantly, he took one step, then another. With every footfall, the sand cascaded down on either side of the slender walkway, slipping and sliding into the placid water, disappearing into the depths with a burble. Something about the stillness of the water gave Charley goose bumps; the way its surface was so preternaturally calm, yet underneath unfathomably deep, sent a warning prickle up the back of his neck. The glassy patina of the halcyon exterior was like a shell threatening to crack open and birth something of unspeakable terror.

			The lizard part of Charley’s brain screamed a warning. It wasn’t something he could describe so much as he could feel, like someone was watching them. He quickened his pace. 

			Not that there weren’t already many people watching him. It didn’t seem possible, but the decibel level of the crowd ratcheted up another notch. It wasn’t the eyes of the crowd on him that gave him pause; it was something else entirely. 

			Something big.

			He could feel it in the vibrations of the arena, in the buzzing of his ears, in the blood rushing to his head. He could feel it in the tens of thousands of miniscule sensory inputs firing electrical pulses to his overloaded brain synapses. He could feel it in some deep, primitive part of his being: the part that had kept his ancestors alive, long before his father’s father’s father had walked the earth, a time of saber-toothed danger by land, flapping winged danger by air, and spiky serpentine danger by water. 

			From the periphery of his vision, he saw something move.

			He turned, as if in slow motion, Grigor colliding into his back. Falling to one knee, he twisted his neck toward the spot he had seen movement. 

			The water was still. 

			Charley couldn’t be sure, but were those ripples expanding outward? Little concentric rings, slowly multiplying in increasingly larger circles. Or were they just a product of his overactive imagination and heightened senses? 

			He must be imagining things. He hopped up again, his eyes focused forward. They were almost halfway to the island platform in the center. He could now see that they were walking along just one of a multitude of sandbars that extended spoke-like from the island. There were people traversing the other pathways, en route from the arena tunnels to the island. Charley was piecing together that the platform must be their battleground for the reenactment. 

			As he placed one foot on the ground, it slid to the side, coming dangerously close to the water’s edge. He quickly righted himself, but again his foot skirted across the sand. The sandbar felt unstable; it was almost as if something big, deep below the surface, was slamming against its foundations, something caged that wanted to be free. 

			Suddenly, something broke the surface.

			Charley whipped his head toward the movement, and a creature no larger than his fist shot out of the water and zinged directly at his face. Half-ducking, half-slipping, he fell awkwardly to one side, narrowly avoiding a fall into the water. The leaping creature seemed to float just in front of his face. It had the wide grumpy face of a bullfrog, big moist lips and bulging eyes, wings like a bat, a smooth legless underbelly, and a curly slender tail with a scorpion’s bulb-like stinger on the end. It splashed into the water on the other side of the sandbar. The first arrival to the surface of those released from the depths.

			A hush came over the arena: the quiet before the impending storm. 

			“Run!” Hank screamed out behind him.

			Charley didn’t need further encouragement and he ran, his feet slipping and sliding on the grainy sand.

			The water erupted. Hundreds of tiny water leapers rocketed out of it as one, falling like hail on each of the sandbar spokes. 

			Charley heard screams. After a moment, he realized some of the noise was coming from him.

			The crowd roared.

			A stinging pain pressed into his flesh, lancing his forearm like a hot poker. He jerked his arm violently, whipsawing the little water demon that was attached back and forth. The creature slapped wetly against Charley’s arm, but the stinger remained embedded. Absurdly, the hideous creature turned a wart-covered face toward Charley, parted its broad slimy lips as if to attempt a princely kiss, and then croaked directly in his face.

			Without thinking, Charley gripped the little monster around its fat neck, squeezed until its eyeballs bulged and tongue lolled out, and then ripped the stinger out of his arm. With a shriek that was decidedly less than manly, Charley hurled the creature back into the now roiling water. 

			A large red welt immediately bubbled up on his arm. Ducking and crawling, he tried to scuttle forward as quickly as possible while twisting away from the leaping creatures that now popped out of the water from both sides of the sandbar. Some of the slower-moving ones, gliding on the wind with their translucent bat wings, were easy targets for a good hard overhand spike back into the water. 

			The pro was that the only dangerous part of the strange flying toads seemed to be their stinger. The con was that there were scores of them rocketing out of the water, endlessly popping back up as soon as they submerged. 

			They were small, but even hundreds of them, clustered together underwater like a school of fish, could not have collided against the foundations of the sandbank with the force needed to jostle the entire thing like an earthquake under Charley’s feet. But now the sandbank was still. 

			Even amidst the chaos of trying to maneuver down the pathway while avoiding the leaping, stinging toad-bat-scorpion creatures, Charley felt that same warning tickle creep up the back of his neck. Something bigger than a flying toad was in the water.

			An enormous whooshing sound filled Charley’s ears. Turning his face to the left, Charley felt the whipping of a manmade wind licking at his shirt, tugging him closer. The water churned into a whirlpool, swirling round and round, gaining momentum as whatever mechanism beneath the arena cycled it up. He felt even more unsteady; the whirlpool was like a wind tunnel, lapping at his clothes, and threatening to suck him into its center. 

			He felt Grigor’s massive hand pushing him down close to the ground. He could barely hear Grigor’s shout over the noise. “Stay down! Crawl forward!” 

			He hugged the sandbar like someone riding a trick pony, only to find that he was mounted on a bucking bronco. The sandbar was moving again.

			Something was rising from the depths on the right side.

			Charley turned. A scaly, serpentine upside-down U the width of his waist broke the surface before slithering back below. 

			He fought the urge to close his eyes and hoped he had simply imagined the giant sea snake.

			A scream pierced the air, decreasing in volume before abruptly cutting off. Charley jerked his head back to the left, just in time to see a teenage girl flung through the air, her limbs scrambling furiously, before disappearing into the vortex of the ravenous maelstrom. His fingers dug into the shifting sand, clawing for purchase. The pull of the whirlpool was significant, even lying prone on the ground. If he was still standing, there was no doubt he would have found himself flipping along on the wind right behind the girl. 

			He looked ahead to the island. No one from the other spokes had made it to the center yet. He pursed his lips together to avoid getting a mouthful of the grit swirling through the air and military-crawled his way forward. 

			He looked again to the right. A large sinister head, mouth full of spiky teeth, bobbed out of the water just inches from Charley’s face. Both Charley and the snake-like water beast remained motionless, as if considering each other. Breaking the stillness, a long forked tongue flicked directly at Charley’s right eyeball. Charley screamed. 

			Grigor shoved Charley forward roughly, batting the snake creature’s head to one side with a single explosive movement. “Go, go, go!” 

			Grigor bear-crawled forward, half-pushing, half-carrying a stumbling Charley with just one of his massive arms. Grigor moved forward on the sand like a running back, low to the ground, cradling a hysterical Charley with one arm, the other arm extended straight ahead in a stiff arm. 

			Orson gave an undignified yelp as he peeled a flying toad’s stinger out of his leg and then pegged it at the water beast’s diamond-shaped head. The toad bounced off the side of the snake’s head with a wet splat, spraying water like an exploding water balloon. The snake whipped its head around to face Orson. Narrow yellow slits for eyes focused in on him.

			Another head rose out of the water. Then another. Then three more, all identical to the first. 

			Hank looked at Orson. “Now look what you’ve done. You’ve made its brothers angry, too.” 

			Orson cursed under his breath. “Actually, those aren’t its brothers.”

			“Then what—”

			As if in answer, the beast rose higher out of the water, the waves swelling around it and then crashing back, the overspill lapping onto their feet. 

			Hank’s eyes widened. He stared at the beast, transfixed. “Oh …” he said dumbly, his mouth gaping open.

			“It’s one monster,” Orson said dryly, gazing upward as the creature swayed back and forth. “It just happens to have six heads.” 

			Droplets of water fell from each of the heads towering above them. The heads twisted in and out, writhing in a strange interplay of scaly, greenish-purple-hued savagery. Charley was unable to tear his eyes away from the creature looming above him. Looking closer, the heads were all connected to the same body, but each seemed to have a mind of its own. One head brushed too close to another and was met with a snap of lightning-fast jaws.

			“It’s Scylla!” Grigor shouted. “And the whirlpool is Charybdis. They’re recreating the Greco-Roman myth.” 

			Orson swallowed, the pallor of his face lightening. “Then my dad is definitely here. He always used to tell me this story when I was just a boy.” He grimaced, his eyes fixed on the polyheaded creature. “This has got to be his doing.”

			Charley glanced at Orson’s ashen face and then back up to the Scylla monster again. It amazed Charley that surrounded on either side by actual sea monsters, Orson still appeared more frightened of his father’s upcoming appearance. 

			“So, should we keep moving forward?” Hank asked. “It’s kind of just swaying back and forth up there. I think it’s waiting for us to move, and then it’s going to strike.” 

			“I don’t think we have a choice,” Grigor said, pointing at the sandbar, which was now disintegrating more rapidly and falling into the water. “Better to run for it, than to try to swim for it.”

			Darting forward, driven more by fear of the six pairs of yellow snake eyes than by actual courage, Charley sprinted along the sandbar toward the island. 

			Churning up sand in his wake, Charley thought again of Alec. It gave him a sinking feeling, as if some premonition of imminent death had brought him to mind. A sad but very possible realization loomed: he could have made it this far, actually into the arena with the murderer of his brother, and then die before he could even confront him. 

			His arms pumped and his legs pistoned, jetting him forward, powered by a potent cocktail of pure fear and adrenaline. The island loomed closer, and Charley could see the craggy volcanic rock jutting upward in its very center, a pinnacle that represented everything he had ever wanted. 

			The czar. Revenge at last.

			The noise of the boisterous crowd rose in anticipation. 

			He was almost there. Charley could feel at least three stingers embed into him as he ran, but he didn’t even slow. They were like miniature cattle prods, each a jolt of nitrous that only propelled him along faster. 

			One moment he was racing down the sandbar, so close to the island. The next moment he wasn’t. 

			A tightening sensation cinched his waist, squeezing him until his ribs crackled like dry twigs on a forest floor. He was being lifted straight up into the air with a whoosh. He was being squeezed so hard, he could feel his face turning purple as he fought for air.

			Abruptly, he was slammed down into the water. Submerged in the icy depths, bubbles streamed around his face, and with his eyes open he could see a school of toad-bat creatures propel their way past him. His mouth still open, frozen in a silent scream, he felt paralyzed. The contrast between the sun beating down on his brow in the arena a moment earlier and the frigid depths of the manmade lagoon stiffened his body into instant rigor mortis.

			He felt like a corpse. A sadness, blue as the waves around him, enveloped him slowly and steadily, draining his life away and leaving one thought. So this is how it will end. 

			A seemingly irrational fear of snakes had turned out to be not so irrational after all. Having never even seen the ocean, he was to find his final resting place in the icy depths of this manmade re-creation. 

			This could be his final resting place, but he would have no rest. He had been so close to avenging Alec, but he wasn’t going to manage it. He struggled mightily against the great corded strength of the water creature, to no avail. His arms were free, but even clawing his nails against the scaly skin of the snake had no effect. 

			His limbs bobbed in the water like loose spaghetti. He was a helpless rubber doll, fading fast. He was no longer able to think straight. He considered whether he should inhale a big gulp of water and be done with it. It was a moment for honesty: who did he think he was to think that he could challenge the System? He was just one person, and kind of a hotheaded screw-up, if he was being honest. 

			A slow-moving bat-toad wiggled through the water. Turning slowly, it rotated to look him directly in the face, its big blubbery lips opening and closing, opening and closing. 

			Charley’s eyes began to shut. Now was certainly the time to be honest with himself. 

			He was drowning. 

			Alone.

			His shoulders slumped; his head lolled forward. His parents had left him. Alec had left him. And he could never get them back. Nothing he could ever do would change that. He was alone, and now he would die alone. 

			A violent thrashing in the water jolted his eyes open. Grigor’s powerful shoulders torpedoed directly toward him, descending with aggressive snaps of his arms and legs. Shaking Charley’s shoulders, Grigor’s wide concerned eyes lightened upon seeing that he was still alive. Drawing the dirk from his boot, Grigor wrapped his legs around the slithery beast and, using all of his weight, pressed the dirk into its flesh. Burying the blade up to its hilt, Grigor held on to the handle with both hands and dragged the blade toward him, ripping a long gash that sent a cloudy miasma of blood expulsing outward.

			Through the blood, Charley could see Grigor’s face, grim with determination. Grigor had come for him. 

			The effect was instantaneous. Charley’s head snapped back as he and Grigor were lifted out of the water and thrashed toward one of the Scylla’s heads.

			Charley coughed out a sickening amount of water and gasped in a breath of air. While Grigor ripped the dirk out of the beast’s side and sliced upward, tearing another wide gash under its serpentine head. 

			Out of the corner of his eye, Charley could see that the other five heads of the beast were preoccupied with a volley of rocks thrown by the Low Scores, many of whom had already made it onto the island, and were now raining little black volcanic rocks on the beast. Hank and Orson were actually hurrying the final few Low Scores across the sandbar, casting anxious looks at Charley and Grigor, high above in the grasp of the beast.

			Grigor waved the dirk, feinting back and forth, his knees still grasped around the twisting beast’s body. Charley wiggled his way upward; the beast was losing blood, and its grasp was loosening.

			The sixth head maneuvered close to Charley and Grigor, yawning open its spiky-toothed mouth and flashing its yellow eyes. With a vicious strike, the beast snapped down at Grigor’s arm. Narrowly twisting away, Grigor flashed the dirk upward, deflecting the strike, but it glanced off a wickedly sharp tooth, and plummeted to the water below.

			A long, sinister forked tongue flicked out, mere inches from Grigor and Charley. With the dirk gone, they were weaponless—and the beast seemed to know it.

			Well, almost weaponless, Charley realized.

			Drowsily, Charley reached down with both hands and tugged a bat-toad stinger from his thigh. Grasping the tail just above the onion-like bulb, Charley used all of his strength to jam it directly into the snake’s yellow-orbed pupil. 

			With a shriek like talons on the Devil’s chalkboard, the Scylla released Grigor and Charley. They landed on the sandbar with a thud of tangled limbs, before scrambling up and running the remaining few yards to the island. 

			As one, the Low Scores retreated to the volcano, under cover from a continuing volley of the jagged black rocks. 

			Falling to his knees in the sand, Charley promptly threw up what seemed like a gallon of murky water. 

			“We made it through Scylla and Charybdis,” Hank said cheerfully, pulling Charley to his feet. “Oh, by the way, we need to start climbing this volcano right away, I think.” He pointed to one of the other sandbar spokes. “Look, here come the Circumcellions. I don’t think we want to be hanging out down here.” He gestured to some of the other spokes. More warriors and animal combos streamed toward the volcano. 

			Orson shielded his eyes against the sun, looking to the summit of the volcano. “And my father will be at the top.” His face twisted into a grotesque grimace before he spoke in almost a whimper. “It’s all about him; it’s always about him.”

			Charley could hear screams in the distance. Scylla and Charybdis were moving on to the other spokes. The roaring of the crowd was only drowned out by the roaring in his ears. He threw up again.

			“We must keep moving.” Grigor extended his hand, lifting Charley to his feet, almost tenderly, like a mother with an infant. “You can do this.” 

			He looked at Grigor, an unlikely instrument of grace, but never a truer one. “Thank you. I mean it. Whatever happens.” Charley lowered his head. “Thank you.” 

			Like a sunburst splitting through grey clouds, Grigor smiled, teeth gleaming. “No need for the long face—the day’s not over yet. Let’s get going.” 

			Charley climbed, the rough-textured pumice of the volcano grinding against his palms as he pulled himself upward. Exposed on the volcanic rock, the sun was brutal and he was already beginning to dry. From the higher vantage point, he could see the stands filled to capacity, but no emperor in the royal box. Maybe he was readying himself to parade out onto the arena floor, particularly if his back-door assassination attempt of the czar proved successful. Charley hoped they at least had the element of surprise going for them. As Low Scores, the czar wouldn’t be expecting much from them, and if he looked half as pathetic as he felt, Charley was in a fine disguise indeed.

			Reaching the summit, Charley hefted himself up and over. And for a moment, he was alone. All was silent, even peaceful, on the plateau of the immense manmade volcano. Low cottony clouds floated by. If only they could carry him away, up to the skies, forever freed from the evil and the hate, the violence of it all. After the adrenaline high of encounter with the water creatures, the plateau, by contrast, was a soft and comfortable blanket of tranquility. 

			But the feeling only lasted a moment.

			A tremendous beating of heavy wings pounded the air, forcing Charley to flatten himself against the rock, eyes twisted up to the sky in panic. An evil dragon-like creature, easily as big as Shooey, hovered above him, talons extended, before landing on a spire of black scoria. The wings folded back before the creature—Charley guessed it was a vulcodile—perched on the rock, facing aggressively outward like a gargoyle in repose. 

			An enormously muscled warrior hopped off the creature’s back with a flourish. He was heavily armored, wearing full battle gear complete with a helmet with large wicked horns protruding from the top. 

			He was easily as big as Grigor, but he moved like a much smaller man. He lifted a battle-ax into the air and gestured to the crowd, soaking in their applause. Charley heard an announcer say the word “czar” quite distinctly.

			Grigor, Hank, and Orson arrived at Charley’s side, their eyes glued to the imposing figure. Orson spoke first. “What the—”

			“That’s your dad?” Hank asked. “Why didn’t you tell us that he was … like this? I thought he was an old man.” 

			Orson’s mouth hung open. “I did, too …” 

			“Are you sure it’s him?” Grigor questioned. “This is like an entirely new person.” 

			The warrior turned from the applause of the crowd to face them. He lifted his visor, revealing dark eyes that distinctly resembled Orson’s. “Hello, son.” 

			Orson started visibly. “I—what—it’s really you?”

			“It’s really me.” 

			“What—what happened to you?”

			“Never mind that. Why are a bunch of High Scores, not to mention a former Commander of Meritropolis, on top of my volcano, pretending to be Low Scores?”

			Charley swallowed. So much for the element of surprise. 

			Orson’s face whitened. “I—I just—”

			The czar whirled, took two quick steps, and stamped on the exposed fingertips of a fast-climbing Circumcellion attempting to lift himself onto the summit. With a scream that ended abruptly, the fingers disappeared from view. Another grimy face appeared, peering over the edge with eyes wide. He was instantly met with a boot to the face. The czar then turned to his vulcodile, lifted his hand like a master falconer, and motioned with his fingers. With a screech the enormous creature flapped along the edge of the summit, tearing climbers off the rock with its razor-sharp talons, before dropping them to plummet to their deaths.

			Turning back, the czar looked directly at Orson. “Pardon me, you were saying?”

			Charley watched Orson closely. He squirmed, his face contorting into the shame of a small child caught stealing from the cookie jar. A surprising wave of sympathy washed over Charley. “I’m sorry, Father. I—” Orson managed to stammer. He lowered his head, not meeting his father’s eyes. “I just—”

			“Enough!” the czar roared, taking a step forward, his armor jangling. “I don’t want to hear excuses and lies! The emperor has told me all about your misguided plans.” The czar gestured behind him, and Emperor Titus appeared with a flourish from behind a large black rock.

			He looked directly at Charley, eyes cold. “I do love a dramatic entrance. Come on, did you really think you could throw a spear at me and get away with it? The lot of you would have been dead long ago, but I thought the czar might appreciate me serving you up on a silver platter.” 

			The emperor curled his fingers lazily in the air, as if summoning a butler to fluff his pillow, and a cadre of heavily armed and armored Meritorium Honor Guard marched into formation behind him, flanking the four High Scores.

			Charley felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He shouldn’t be surprised: the emperor had double-crossed his own double-cross. 

			The czar spat a thick stream of viscous fluid onto the ground and coughed. His eyes bored into Orson. “You lost Meritropolis, and then you set out to find me with these nobodies?” He waved a hand at Charley, Hank, and Grigor. “And now you, what? You want to confront me about something? Is that it?”

			Orson dropped his head, his shoulders slumping. 

			“You hate the System now, too? The same System that kept you alive?” The czar’s eyes burned a strange shade of red. He looked from Charley to Hank to Grigor. “The same System that kept all of you alive.” 

			Heat flushed up the back of Charley’s neck, sending tendrils of fiery flame licking upward. His vision clouded over, the familiar darkness vice-gripping his head, controlling him, pushing him. He couldn’t refuse to act anymore than he could stop his heart from beating. 

			“The System killed my brother.” Charley took a step forward, his limbs crackling with rage. “The System stole everyone I loved.” His voice rose. “The System stole our humanity and reduced us to animals.” 

			The czar turned slowly to face him. He tipped his head to one side, as if deciding whether Charley was worth the trouble. “I don’t know who your brother is.” He enunciated each word very slowly. “And I don’t care.”

			The firing pin clicked; the mushroom cloud blossomed; lightning sizzled through Charley’s brain, and magma erupted through his veins. He stepped forward stiffly. “Alec,” he said quietly, his lip curling. “His name was Alec.”

			The czar unslung the battle-ax from his shoulder, his eyes never leaving Charley. “I have no idea who you’re talking about, but I’m not sorry for your loss. I stand by every decision of the System—my System.” He lifted his chin. “If the System said your brother had to die, then he not only had to die, he deserved to die.” 

			“No one deserves to die just because they have a low Score, just because you deem they aren’t useful.” Charley took another step forward. “But you deserve to die for what you’ve done.” His voice quavered. “You deserve it.”

			The czar strode forward. “I’m tiring of this conversation. We all make sacrifices, for the good of us all.” He stopped and glared down at the top of Orson’s head. “Son, look at me. Now!” He slammed his battle-ax into the ground, so that it stuck in at an angle. “I want you to see this.” 

			Orson lifted his head slowly, his hair falling in front of his glistening eyes. 

			The czar shook his head. “You disgust me.” He lifted his hands to his helmet and slowly peeled the faceplates away in sections. 

			Orson’s eyes widened, and he fell to his knees. Grigor and Hank tugged back on his shoulders to keep him from falling.

			Charley, meanwhile, took two quick steps backward, and he heard something like a small moan come from the direction of the emperor and the clanking of armor as the Meritorium Honor Guard collectively collapsed inward.

			“What have you done?” Orson asked.

			The czar threw the pieces of his helmet on the ground, and lifted his head with pride. Long dark hair, thick like Orson’s, coated the top of an immensely broad forehead, from which sprouted two bull horns. Charley had thought that the horns were a decorative element of the helmet, but now he saw clearly they were a part of him. His face was reddish-black, coated in sleek fur, and had the wild, red-eyed grotesque features of a bion. 

			“I am the first animal-human combination!” he bellowed, nostrils snorting. “I told you we all have to make sacrifices for the good of us all, and look at me.” He rolled over his forearm, revealing a Score of 211. “Look—the highest Score ever.” 

			Charley remembered when he had thought his Score of 153 in Meritropolis was high. He frowned, not able to stop from asking out loud: “You—you experimented on yourself?” 

			“That’s right. Of course these weren’t the first human experiments we’ve done—far from it. In fact—” a wicked smile played across his garishly animalistic features—“that anger you feel inside, that aggressiveness, do you think that’s natural? I wouldn’t be so quick to judge if I were you—maybe you’re more of an animal than you realize.”

			Charley faltered, stepping sideways and stumbling before catching himself. Had he understood the czar correctly? The rage, the uncontrollable fire inside of him every time he thought about Alec, that was just the result of some kind of science experiment in Meritropolis? Had he been engineered to be aggressive like the animal combos? He looked at the czar, a haughty smirk plastered across his humanoid face. 

			The czar was a monster; Charley was nothing like him. Only now he wasn’t so sure.

			“You experimented on us? In Meritropolis?” 

			“Not all of you, just the special ones. I’m in control, and don’t you forget it.” The czar made another hand motion, and his vulcodile swooped next to him. “I even control the beasts. It’s the future for mankind. Forget Meritropolis and Meritorium, I’m building a new city: the crown jewel of the new human race.” He paused, before adding with a flourish. “I’m calling it Meritopia. Soon, if you’re not a hybrid, then your Score won’t be enough to keep you alive. You will be obsolete, no good for the human race.”

			Charley swallowed, envisioning an army of miniature czar-like Minotaurs on the warpath. “You’re experimenting on more people to make them look like … like you?”

			“Oh, we’re done with the experimenting, now we’re creating. I’m creating.” The czar’s massive chest swelled. “I’m creating them in my image, and I say it’s very good.” 

			“But that’s not—”

			“Not what? Not natural? Not moral?” The czar laughed, throwing his head back, his dark hair billowing in the wind, causing him to look like a horned maniacal Orson for the space of a moment. His red eyes zeroed in on Charley, and he stopped laughing. “Actually, laboratory control is even more human than regular sexual reproduction—it’s planned, purposed, prepared for. Contrast that to regular sexual reproduction, where it’s all just a roll of the dice. So what if we lose some Low Scores in the process? It’s all for the greater good.”

			“I say you’re just a twisted freak.” A shock of dark hair appeared over the edge of the summit. “Look at me, you wannabe Minotaur.” The czar turned around quickly, jerked his battle-ax from the ground, and backed toward the emperor and the Meritorium Honor Guard to keep them all in his sights. 

			Sven clambered over the edge with a surge of irascible energy, his face contorting into a look of crazed fury. He drew himself up to the fullest height his small stature could afford, thrust his shoulders back, and pounded his chest. “I’m a real Low Score.” He pointed to Charley. “I’m not a High Score masquerading for jack. I am who I am.” He looked directly at the czar, his lip curling into a deranged sneer. “And I don’t give a flying rip what you think.” 

			The czar took a step toward Sven, the battle-ax dragging slowly, leaving a trail of scored rock behind him. 

			Sven wobbled forward, unsteady on his feet. “This is for Alec, and Bree, and my parents, and everyone who has been looked down on, spit on, forgotten. This is for the Low Scores, the broken, the outcasts, the nobodies!” Sven screamed, a wild unhinged shriek that set Charley’s teeth on edge and sent a tremor into his bones. “And this is for me! Because I matter!” A tear streamed down Sven’s grimy cheek. “I matter too.” 

			The czar lifted his battle-ax.

			Sven reached into his pocket and withdrew a small black rock. 

			The czar laughed. “You think you can come against me with—”

			Sven threw the rock.

			Spinning through the air, its rough vesicular edges picking up the sun and glinting like flashing crystals, the little chunk of scoria seemed to slow time. The screaming crowd, standing as one, receded into the background, the noise fading. 

			Sven fell forward, pulled along by the force of his arm, his eyes remaining fixed on the czar.

			The rock struck the czar directly between the eyes, pulling him up short. He blinked once. Twice. His snout twitched. Then with a shake of his head, the black hair flowing akimbo around the massive horns, the czar bellowed in rage. 

			Sven stood up, his face transformed into a picture of composure. He lifted both hands into the air, morphing from David to Moses, and then brought them down abruptly. “Now!” he screamed.

			The mouth of the volcano erupted, belching out a mass of bodies: Low Scores throwing rocks; Circumcellions foaming at the mouth, throwing themselves at the Meritorium Honor Guard with no regard for their own lives; Sandy, Marta, and scores of high-Score warriors shouting battle cries. 

			Charley turned to the nearest armored guard, desperately fighting off three wild-eyed Circumcellions, and chopped him in the throat, the flat edge of his hand sliding into the unprotected area between helmet and breastplate. The three Circumcellions took him down like a pack of wild hyenas. Darting in, Charley yanked the sword away, and took a few quick steps backward. 

			Whirling his way into the center of the fracas, fiery energy laced through his extremities. Chopping his way through the masses of armored guards, each weighed down by multiple clawing, biting Circumcellions, Charley tried to keep the czar in his sights. 

			The czar was fighting his way to his vulcodile under a hail of volcanic rock thrown by dozens of chanting Low Scores. With a roar, he swung his battle-ax like a scythe and felled three rock-throwers with a single strike. 

			The vulcodile, were it not for the absence of fire-breathing, looked every bit like a fairy-tale dragon. Its long, curved talons and rows of spiky crocodile teeth ripped and gouged anyone that came near. It roared, attempting to fight its way to its master. 

			A great cry of surprise exploded from the crowd as the Meritorium Honor Guard spread outward like water slicking from an oil bubble. The Low Scores cheered. The emperor lay motionless on the ground, blood spooling outward in dark burgundy waves, his head twisted to one side, an arrow extending from his ear. 

			Dead.

			Charley’s eyes traveled along the point of the arrowhead to the shaft, to the familiar three-feathered fletching and red-tipped nock. His eyes jerked back along what he imagined to be the arrow’s trajectory and came to rest on a solitary figure standing with shoulders slumped and a bow in her hand.

			Sandy met his gaze. Motionless, they held each other’s eyes, twin lighthouses amidst the raging dark current that swirled around them. And then she was gone, swallowed by the ebb and flow of the crashing, smashing battle. 

			Charley turned to see Grigor plowing through the Meritorium Honor Guard like a wrecking ball, Hank and Orson trailing in his wake. Even more disconcerting than the violence of the battle, Charley watched Orson closely: he didn’t even have a weapon in his hand. The dejected commander followed Grigor listlessly, a dazed expression on his noble face. Hank chopped furiously with a large blade, the clean-up crew for Grigor’s steady bushwhacking. Sven stood in front of the pretty dark-haired girl, shielding her with his body and throwing rocks at anyone who came near. 

			The czar’s battle-ax was a blur, flashing in the sun with sickening efficiency. In mere moments, he had cut his way through the rock-throwing Low Scores and to his vulcodile mount. Turning, he screamed out, his face bruised and bloody, a large mark in the center of his forehead: “This place can burn for all I care, I’ve got Meritopia! You deserve what you get!” 

			Orson lifted his head, his normally perfectly coiffed hair falling in front of his widening lost eyes, and cried out. “Father, wait! Don’t leave me!” 

			The czar paused, his boot half-raised to the vulcodile’s scaly back. He looked back at Orson, shook his head, and spat on the ground. “You’re dead to me. You are no longer my son.” 

			“Father, please!”

			The czar turned his eyes away and hopped onto the vulcodile. Charley thought he saw a tiny flicker of sadness in those red bion eyes, but it could have just been the light. 

			Orson collapsed to the ground, weeping. 

			Charley charged, hacking wildly with his blade to clear a pathway. He was so close. But the czar was getting away, taking to the air, the one place Charley couldn’t follow.

			Suddenly he had a thought and he screamed out, “Shooey! Shooey!” His eyes scanned the clouds, hoping against hope. 

			The vulcodile’s leathery wings pummeled the air, causing a downdraft that plastered back Charley’s hair. The czar, mounted on the vulcodile with a look of supreme confidence, surveyed the landscape and then looked directly at Charley, extended his battle-ax and roared, “Your brother deserved to die.” He smiled, his ugly snout twisting into a sneer to reveal sharp canines and wicked incisors. “And you do, too. I’m coming for you next.” 

			The vulcodile lifted to the air and the crowd applauded. 

			Charley’s stomach roiled, his mind a whirlwind. So this was it, he had seen the czar face to face, and now that murderer was just going to fly off into the sunset. Hot molten rage coursed through his veins, and even if that made him an animal, he didn’t care; he didn’t want to fight it. Charley took a javelin thrower’s stance and hurled his sword, but it flipped through the air ineffectually before tumbling to the ground, pressed back to the earth under the pressure of the downdraft caused by the great beast’s flapping wings. 

			Charley cast his gaze around. Where was Sandy? Why wasn’t she shooting arrows? 

			As if on cue, she walked unsteadily up next to him, and gestured to her empty quiver. 

			Still in shock, Charley hugged her close. “I’m here—I’ve got you. You’re okay now.”

			She pulled away, as if touching an electric current. “I’ve been okay,” she said stiffly. “I don’t need saving.” 

			Charley let his outstretched arms drop slowly to his side. He managed to falter something out, a stunned look on his face. “Oh, okay.” She had changed—was she now just fine without him? He swallowed. He needed to say something, but she was just standing there, her auburn hair blowing in the wind, eyes shining, refusing to turn away from his shocked gaze. His tongue failed him. “Good, well, I—”

			“Father!” Orson stumbled forward, pushing past Charley and Sandy, the downdraft wicking away the tears from his face. “Please, don’t leave me!” Gaining a burst of energy, Orson took a running leap and hurled himself off the volcano’s rim, grasping desperately for the vulcodile’s talons. Finding purchase, he latched on, causing the vulcodile to veer wildly down and to one side, erratically trying to correct its course.

			A primal screech pierced the air. Instinctively, Charley ducked, throwing himself to the ground. 

			“Charley, look!” Sandy pointed. “I think your ride is here.” 

			Shooey landed lightly, his wide webbed feet curling around the black volcanic rock face. With a coo, he nuzzled against Charley’s back. 

			Sandy backed away respectfully, her eyes wide. “You better get up. Please, just—”

			With a leap, Charley pulled himself onto Shooey’s back. “About time you got here.” He hugged Shooey’s neck, and said softly, “I missed you, buddy.” He looked at Sandy, searching her face. He made an attempt to mask the sadness he felt inside. “Just what? Just be careful as I fly my pterodactyl in a sky chase after a Minotaur riding on a dragon?” 

			The corner of Sandy’s mouth lifted. “I was going to say, just that I—” She sighed. “Just go get him.” 

			Charley watched her carefully, sensing that he still didn’t fully realize all that had changed in Sandy. “You don’t have to worry about that.” 

			With a rapid twitch, Shooey launched into the air. Charley’s breath caught in his throat. Shooey’s speed and maneuverability were on full display, easily better than the larger vulcodile. 

			Shooey rose high above the vulcodile, which was still careening crazily through the air, Orson dangling on one talon and twisting in the wind. Floating on the slipstream, Charley chanced a look at the undulating crowd below, still wildly cheering. He wondered did they even think of those in the arena as real people, with feelings, and families, and dreams for the future? Then he remembered the doctored Score on his arm; he was still technically just a Low Score, a nobody, a non-person; he was no better than an animal. 

			Charley’s gaze panned the arena. Bodies, both animal and human, littered the arena floor, some taking their last rasping breaths, alone in the dirt, others slipping away into the waves. A dead wolverator lay tangled amongst the limbs of three very dead men, blood everywhere. 

			Charley swallowed, considering the death and destruction below. All are from the dust, and to dust all return. Who knew whether the spirit of man goes upward and the spirit of the beast goes down into the earth? They were both definitely as dead as could be. Did the men go somewhere different than the wolverator? Did they both just cease to exist? He knew what Grigor would say, but he wasn’t so sure.

			Shooey shrieked angrily, dive-bombing their prey like an ancient winged dinosaur intent on dinner. 

			The vulcodile twisted its long snapping jaws around, spiky crocodile teeth flashing. Pulling up, Shooey swooped to the side, chomping a garbage-pail-sized mouth at the czar’s outstretched arm and just missing. 

			“You again!” The czar’s bright red eyes shone wildly. Hacking viciously at Charley, he missed, but nicked Shooey’s wing. Crying out, Shooey veered away, his right wing fluttering awkwardly, but not before he had raked his long webbed talons across the czar’s exposed neck and down the side of the vulcodile’s ribs.

			The czar and his vulcodile bellowed in unison, a bestial keening of pain that was just human-sounding enough to set Charley’s teeth on edge. The czar’s nostrils flared, his vaguely human features twisting into a zoomorphic representation of a rampaging angry bull sheeted in blood. An image of the ruby-red bion from Meritropolis flashed unbidden across Charley’s mind, unsettling him. 

			“We can do this, boy,” Charley whispered, as much to Shooey as to himself. He clung tighter to Shooey’s neck and directed him with his knees. Shooey warbled softly, but turned back toward the czar.

			Seeing their approach, the czar snorted, shaking his head from side to side, red droplets showering the crowd below like blood rain. Charley looked closer at the czar’s pulsing neck. The wound didn’t appear to be fatal, but he was losing blood fast. Now was the time to attack. 

			Charley leaned into Shooey’s neck and squeezed his knees tight. “Shooey, let’s—” 

			Orson screamed out, a desperate, pleading yelp. He was losing his grip. The czar looked down at Orson. “Sorry, son, but you are weighing me down.” With a vicious heel kick, he booted Orson in the side of the head, causing him to release his grasp and fall, flipping through the sky. Freed of the extra weight, the vulcodile beat its wings furiously, and soared into the sky. 

			***

			The time for revenge was now—or maybe never.

			Orson continued to scream as he fell, twisting in the air like a cat. Charley swallowed; he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Orson was so helpless—unloved—and now just flung to the wind like a piece of trash, plummeting to his death in front of a cheering audience. And Charley was part of that audience. 

			The realization brought bile to his throat; he was no better than any of them. Was he no better than an animal either, just as helplessly lost to his rage and impulses? What if the time for grace was now? But what if he didn’t have any grace to give? He sucked in a breath, the wind rushing into his lungs, and thought about Grigor’s proclamation that none of them deserved even the gift of air to breathe.

			Charley squeezed his knees, kicking Shooey downward. “Orson.” 

			Folding his wings back like a falcon, Shooey dived. The wind tore at Charley’s clothes, bringing tears to his eyes. Mid-scream, Orson found himself snatched out of the air, a leaping fish in an eagle’s talons. Inches above the ground, they bucked like a parachute jerking open. 

			Orson screamed out. “Don’t let this thing kill me!”

			Shooey floated to the ground, gently releasing Orson, who scrambled away on all fours. Charley sighed. Why is grace so hard both to receive, and to give? 

			Charley looked at the western horizon. The czar’s incongruent spread of horns, atop the V of the vulcodile’s wings, was silhouetted against the fading sun. And in no time at all they were already shrinking on the western horizon. They flew erratically, listing sideways before recovering and tilting crazily to the other side. Both the czar and vulcodile were injured; Charley could still see a slick of blood streaming down the vulcodile’s side, but the czar was now just a speck, too far away to catch. For now. 

			Grigor walked up and placed a massive paw on Charley’s shoulder. Charley forced his eyes away from the horizon and looked up at Grigor, his broad face creasing into a smile with the wattage of a thousand candles. He patted Charley’s back and nodded to where Orson was being lifted off the ground by Hank, Sandy, Sven, each watching Charley with a strange expression. “We are all safe.” 

			“For now.” 

			“Yes, but we need to get out of the arena immediately.” Grigor lifted a hand, motioning to the bodies strewn around the arena floor. “With the emperor dead, and all of the confusion, we need to go now.” 

			“Right,” Charley said, stroking Shooey’s damaged wing. “Not just the arena, we need to get out of town.” 

			Hank walked up. “We’re leaving Meritorium? Good, I hate this place.” He slapped at his arm. “Where are we going? Hopefully somewhere without ants.”

			Charley looked at the western horizon and then to Grigor, who nodded, his smile fading. Charley spoke softly. “I can’t promise anything about ants, but I know exactly where to go.” The ever-present molten rage bubbled softly under the surface, but it felt restrained, different somehow. “Somewhere to get answers.” 

			And revenge, he thought to himself. But maybe, just maybe, he could learn to trust in the God to whom revenge belongs, maybe even receive a grace he didn’t deserve, and believe in the only One who could fill the emptiness inside. After all, he had extended grace to Orson—that was a miracle in itself. Who knew what other miracles might be in store? 

			Charley took a deep breath, inhaling the cold, clear air that cleansed and refreshed him from the inside out. He laughed, his flashing smile uncharacteristically as bright as Grigor’s. 

			Hank paused, unsettled at Charley’s sunny disposition. “Umm, okay.” Seeing no further explanation was going to be offered, he continued. “Well, let’s get going then. We’ll follow you.” 

			Charley took a step and looked back over his shoulder. Sven and his newfound compatriots trundled behind, following him. Grigor and Orson brought up the rear. Sandy had a funny look on her face, but her nose wrinkled up in a soft, hopeful grin. His smile broadened, and he nodded for her to come up beside him. 

			He knew where to go at least.

			Meritopia. 
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