
The first memories that emerge are of the pink gas masks and the fanciful tune of a carnival waltz,

yet when his eyes open, he is lying on his back, looking up at a black sky with colored spots from

overhead stage lights. His face, sensations, are numb, as if he were breathing nitrous oxide. Underneath

his fingers and tickling the back of his neck and ears is a softness. He turns his head to see that he is

surrounded by a pastel purple shag carpet covering the walls and floor. Music plays overhead. The kind

that reminds him of a children's amusement park. Standing, his body wobbles on unsteady legs. With

some difficulty, he looks around at the odd environment, falling over once from clumsiness. He

remains there, bewildered, sitting, attempting to gather his wits. He wipes the blurry distortion from his

eyes with the edge of his palms, the tracking wristband rubbing his upper cheek as he did so. He has to

scan it at the end of each arena, then an illuminated white dot will appear on the watch face, showing

completion. Twelve in all. Complete the clock. 

Thirsty. 

Where is the water? The food? Does he have to win that, too? He strains to recall the rules of the

competition written on the form. He skimmed them at the time, eager to sign his name, not worried

about the fine details. There are only a few that matter to him.

Wait it out. After fourteen days, they let the fans vote on the winner. I just have to wait that

long. What's the longest I can live without water or food? I've done weeks without much food before,

but water. . .

That, he will have to find. A few days without it is enough to subdue even the most determined. Much

worse, it feels as if it is getting hotter, either by the heat of the lamps or by design. He will have to

escape somehow. There are no visible exits, so he feels the floor, the walls, for anything resembling a



door. His fingers slip through the threads easily, but there is nothing. He begins to sweat, some fibers

sticking to his hands that he wipes on his pant legs. The next thought that occurs to him is to push

against the walls, that they may fall with enough force. Jax kept pushing, pushing, with no result. He

throws his head back in frustration, letting out a groan. Then he notices that the edge of the end of the

walls, leaving empty space up to the high ceiling where the spotlights watch him. 

He can climb over. 

Grabbing onto the carpet threads gives unsecured stability, but with a firm grip, he may be able to

ascend. Once he climbs a few inches, with his body flat against the wall, fingers clenching, feet

propped, so that he looks like a frightened cat clinging to curtains in the hopes of avoiding a bath. He

raises a hand to begin the tenuous journey upwards when he hears a gentle whoosh. The floor drops,

startling him so that he nearly loses his bearings, but can remain latched on to the wall. It is a natural

impulse to glance at the unknown. He regrets it immediately as his adrenaline rushes when he sees

what lies below: the arena. An amusement park with cartoon characters, bright colors, and decorative

doors that lead to puzzle rooms. It is also a considerable drop in several stories. His muscles are

weakening from sustained strain, and now the disappearing floor presents the threat of falling and

breaking countless bones. He will have to climb, at least to the edge, where it is more stable. After that,

he can think of what to do. 

As slowly, as calculated as possible, he loosens the fingers of his right hand and slides them a few

centimeters upwards, then repeats the motion with the other hand, all the while worming his way

upwards. Little by little, he travels, following the minuscule momentum. The small victories make him

grin and release a proud exclamation in between strained breaths. 

I can make it. They think they can get rid—

Moist sweat makes the carpet slick. His hands slip, and he falls backward. Down, down, all the while

watching the colored lights grow smaller.



Bounce. Jax lands on a trapeze net only to fling back into the air, then down again, repeatedly bouncing

until the motions settle, coming to a gentle rocking. The room above hangs in the air as an open square

with a purple border. His eyes are wide with surprise, and he has to remember to blink. Jax remains on

his back, arms, and legs akimbo like a dead beetle. He can't process what has occurred. Soon there are

voices, clicks, and clacks, mechanical movements that are alarming. Looking through the netting, he

sees several neon pink anthropomorphic rabbits, walking on stubby legs, their large black eyes

reflecting their surroundings. He hadn't felt fearful anticipation like this since he was a child. This is

nothing like the quick high of pilfering an extra spoonful of rice from his mother's plate when she

wasn't looking. This is the prolonged terror and adrenaline hysteria that makes him feel the blood

surging under his skin, the heightened senses, the extreme focus of vision. He tenses, imagining what

those rabbits can do to him. What he wants to do is to run, to sprint from their ominous noises, but he

reconsiders. That may be precisely what they want.

Rolling these possibilities around his head is maddening. Making a decision is increasingly difficult.

Stay, wait, or sneak away? What had been said at the introduction? He tries to remember. 

Candy. Candy makes them sweet.

He hasn't any. What to do? There is no real way to avoid them. Can he outrun them? 

No sooner than propping himself upright does the netting release, sending him to the hard floor. Jax

stands. Trips. His feet are caught in the netting. He slips them out and moves to sprint, then trips again.

The PonPon Bunnies come toward him like pink puffs with massive razor teeth. He wriggles away

from the net trap, gets up, and runs without direction. It is then that he sees an audience watching him.

The other contestants stand behind a set of bars. Although Jax is in the main plaza, a cage painted with

red and white barbershop stripes has been erected to separate him from the game floor. He can hear

them following him. Running, running, around the arena center, looking for some refuge. He can't run

in circles forever. Each time he rounds, he looks at the bars, the spacing between them. He may be

skinny enough to squeeze through. 



In one move, he darts to the bars and hopes he did not make a grave error. There is laughter drowned

out of his hearing by the ways his ears press against the bars. They were narrower than he judged, and

as he wiggled, he felt tugging on the side of his body that remain inside the cage. He doesn't dare look.

Something rips as he strains to push through to the other side, not stopping until he runs himself into

the adjacent wall, and steps back. There he stays, leaning over, hands on his knees. There's a drop or

two of sweat falling from the sides of his face to the floor. His head drums, brain beating against the

inside of his skull. He crooks his neck to glance behind him, where the cage still stands. The rabbits

paw through the gaps in the bars with protruding shiny claws, the eyes he can see his bewildered

reflection in, and giant smiling mouths that seem to grin. One has a piece of cloth caught on its

centermost tooth. He feels at the back part of his shredded shirt and loathes to imagine what those teeth

may have done to his bones. 

"Close call," one of the goggling contestants says. 

Jax scoffs, wanting to say something biting, but unable to find the words or energy to do so. Instead, he

remains there, catching his breath while he becomes increasingly aware of the sweat dripping down his

face, back, dampening uncomfortably at his crotch. 

"Too bad for me, you made it out," the person says, then while walking away, gives a complimentary,

"Cheers!"

Jax tries to keep his head clear. Without proper sustenance, his mind wanders. He begins to miss the

small amenities of life. After, however, many hours or days spent in the muggy underground, his body

has taken on a musk that he had always taken care of to stifle. A scent more animal than human. The

difference between them a bar of soap. He ignores the discomfort, turning to the purpose of his

immediate existence: entertain the invisible audience. 

He had not been chosen to compete in earnest. There were other roles in the game's pseudo-reality, and

once he had seen the others in the welcoming room, he categorized who filled each archetype. The wild

card, the sob story, the unaware, the looker, the dreamer, and the entertainer. He was the latter. He was



already a minor celebrity. Appearing on one of the top reality game shows would boost his profile, or

so he hoped. Producers were crafty. The arenas could be rigged. The audience rates the contestants in

polls, and if one becomes unpopular, they can disappear. 

Waiting it out is more than not participating. It will bore the audience if he finds a safe place to hide for

the entirety of the show's run. Instead, he will play, perhaps partner with another. That will come in

time. Time. 

How long has it been?

Jax isn't sure. Without natural light, it is difficult to tell. There is an enormous digital screen that, at

specified intervals, displayed the time but not the day. It already feels as if days have passed, judging

by his thirst. He did not expect it to bother him as much as it does. He had known thirst and hunger in

childhood. Considering his reaction to the absence of water, it seemed he has become accustomed to

his recent years of relative abundance. If he has to win consumables, he will have to conserve his

energy as best as he can. It will not be as easy as he initially thought. Anxiousness comes when he sees

other contestants in the main plaza and the doors leading to each arena.

He wonders about each of their stories. Before the game began, there had been interviews. At first, he

did not care for the questions, wanting to shelter certain aspects of his childhood, until he considered

the audience. A compassionate viewer would search his profile, probably donate to his channel. If he

was unable to make it far, sympathy from the masses could generate interest, advertisement revenue,

and a more robust platform with which to share his creativity. 

The interviews were a way to introduce himself to the audience and to any potential sponsors for his

profile channel. Rather than speaking with a reporter, the interview was done live on camera with

viewers sending him questions. Most were of the usual sort. They asked him to do a live performance

or where he gets his inspiration. Safe topics. Then, someone asked him about his old home. He had to

consider at length. Two structures seeped into the forefront. One, a pristine, whitewashed plaster in a

mountainous, cold place, and the other.



"One year, one of the walls fell in." He flattened his hand to a slant. "So, we stuffed some towels up

there to keep the rain out." Talking about it makes the situation seem ridiculous. "We couldn't ever get

it fixed right."

"Couldn't you've just bought a new one or patch it up?" the interviewer asked.

"No money." It was true, but he also knew that that admission would garner sympathy. "Tends to

happen with types like us. Refugees from that isolated country without the skills or language to adapt

easily. Without assistance, we had to take scraps."

Nowhere was that more evident than with his home. He called it his "broken house." A sheet metal

shack built upon a rooftop, packed alongside others of the same make. Outer walls stand against the

roof edge. When it rained, the water dripped from the shoddy ceiling and through the gaps between the

walls where the sealant was weak. There was a tarp for these occasions. A blue tarp that they had for so

long that it had begun to fray at the edges, leaving plastic strings where the stitching broke. During the

rain, he helped his parents tack it up over their single room, and in places, it did not reach, they put

down pans and buckets. The air was damp, but it was drier than outside, making it a preferable home

for the mice. Luckily, there was no shortage of stray cats that roamed the rooftop. Watching cats catch

and play with the mice before killing them was often his entertainment on those rainy nights. And then

the war came, driving them out, making him homesick for the broken house and its fleeting stability.

"I was sleeping in my room when the bombs started," he admitted.

There were pictures edited in that showed buildings exploded, one was a silent video of the flash

bombings. He learned the dry facts later: one hundred and seventy-three thousand dead by magnetic-

force bombs. Small steel capsules rained down only to explode into globules of molten magnetics that

stuck to any object and destroyed it. They showered bodies, charred, and others that fused to walls or

whatever it was they were near when the explosives hit them. 

"I didn't hear them until my parents picked me up and ran outside. They were trying to get as far away

as they could, with everyone else. There were a handful of us, my neighbors, running. None of us knew



what was happening or why. We got as far as we could, but then some flash caught us. We fell, and I

was caught underneath them, too afraid to move." 

There were no pictures for this, only his words, and a voice that was shaking, partly from genuine

emotions and partly for show. 

"The bombings lasted two days, and I stayed there until they took me to the work camp." 

Pictures of soldiers. Overhead shots of troops on the ground, others personal photos of a soldier posing

against piles of bodies, another who was seen pulling children from the rubble and from bodies. 

"What happened after?" came a question he chose to ignore at first. 

How much should I tell them?

The memory flashed of a man stood tied to the scaffold. Arms wrapped back around the wood pillar,

ankles bound, feet together. He looked out, but there was nothing on his gaunt face, expressionless in

defeat. The face of a man who knew he would die. 

Two high-class soldiers stand on either side, each holding a bolt rifle cradled across their chests.

Another man, an officer, stands just before near the edge of the scaffold platform, addressing the

crowd. Those who must watch, even the family who stand in front gazing up at their patriarch. 

"We had to go. Everyone twelve and older. It was the first time for me."

The first execution, not the first death. That belonged to a child. He pushed that memory away.

"Couldn't you just stay inside or hide instead?"

"They searched the rooms, took a census, to make sure you went. If anyone twelve and older was

missing, without an affidavit, we were all punished."

The officer announced the man's crime. Theft. Stolen the rubber lining from an underground cable. He

thought he could sell it, get money to buy food. His family was starving. He was starving. But, then,

they were all starving, even the officers. All of the skeletons in skin stretched over bones. 

Three shots fired in a dotted line across his forehead. A brief look of shock in the widening of his eyes

and the pulling back of lips, then his head slumped forward, the top of his scalp slid off to the platform



with a low thump. A woman collapsed at the sight, leaving those around to hold her steady. The next

three shots were at his torso. Blood oozed from each point, blotted the shirt black. The body slumped,

bent over like a rag doll taking a bow. The last at his ankles, his limp body crumpled in a mass at the

bottom of the post. The soldiers rested their rifles and put their arms through the slings to rest on their

shoulders. One went behind to cut the ropes while another gathered the body into a brown sack.

A few words from the officer and all dispersed. In an hour, the platform was gone along with any sign

of what occurred.

The child's face came back to him, then. The first death he had seen. It had been impossible to tell if it

was a girl or a boy. The outward signs of gender fade during starvation. It lay in the open on the side of

a dirt road. The body tucked, little hands folded inward. When he saw it, it was not yet dead, with

breathing so faint he had to squint to view it. But the flies knew. A dozen gathered around the orifices:

the creases of the lips, the nose, and worst of all, the eyes, creating black circles around them. He

wondered where its parents had been. 

Six doors are arranged in a circle around a central plaza. Each one has theme décor as if to suggest

what may lie within. There is an arrow pointing down to a handle painted to blend in with the contours

of the wall. He stands just a hair in front of it. There are two consequences to his next action. Either the

mark is the truth, and there is some treasure to receive once pulling the handle, or there is a punishment

for falling for a trick. He stands so long, considering that he ends up sitting. Perhaps there is another

option. Instead of using his hands, he can make something. He wonders if the branches on the trees

were of brittle material. 

He pulls, putting his weight into it, and it fails to break. If he had help...but then he will have to share

any spoils. With a frustrated grunt, he gives up and begins to undo his pants, having the idea of tying a

leg to the handle, and pulling the other, thus giving him a fair distance from any possible trap. He must



look ridiculous to the people watching but would rather risk embarrassment than his safety. 

Pop! A latch opens down. He lets out a happy shout, re-dresses, quickly slipping them on. He has to

squat to see the inside of the secret porthole. Too dark to see, he will have to reach in to find what is

inside. Another possible trap. He takes off his left shoe and sock, then slips a hand into the receptacle

of a slightly pungent foot odor to protect it from any superficial attack, pushing his armored hand inside

the hole to test for any danger. Nothing. He removes the hand, replaces the footwear, and then reaches

back in with the bare hand to explore the inside. It is warm, the interior walls hard and smooth. On the

upper roof, he feels a button.

Without thinking, he presses it. In one simultaneous event, a door in the wall opens, and his hand is

pierced from above. At first, he does not feel it until a warm sting erupts from his palm. When he

recoils, his handshakes at the sight of a perfectly round puncture in the center, a chunk of skin

completely removed, bleeding profusely. He curses loudly at his lapse in thought. To staunch the

bleeding, he takes off one of his socks once again, and this time uses it as a wrap-around his palm.

With a few steps, he passes through the open door.

Grass. Soft. Real. Moist. 

He almost wants to eat it, it looks so delicious. There is one item in the grassy plain. A box, a forearm

length on each side, the width of a hand. The outside panels stained black. Cut grooves surround the

box in varying patterns and crossing lines, and at the bottom corner is a marble sitting inside the gutter.

Upon further inspection, the top panel has an open divot connected to a groove. He will have to free the

marble. This he accomplishes with relative ease, as he rotates the cube so that the ball rolls around the

pathways until it falls to the ground with a small thump. 

The paneling breaks apart to reveal yet another box. This one white. The sun reflects its light, straining

his eyes. There are six holes, one on each side. On the edge, written vertically, are what appear to be

letters. English but very skewed. He puts the marble in a hole, choosing at random. 



A sharp electric shock emits from the epicenter, its radius hitting him with a bone jolt that forces him

forward, hunching over as if to strengthen his core against the pain. His muscles jitter as the initial

force fades. 

Breathe, he tells himself.

His lungs are rapidly filling and releasing like a bellows trying to ignite a fire in the wind. The marble

drops out. Recovering, hands steadier now, he picks it up. Then wetness from above. A shower. Rain.

A light rain. Small drops in a prickling fall. His instinctual reaction is to raise his head to the sky and

open his mouth, letting the drops fall into his dry mouth and throat. At first, he thinks it a reward for his

punishment, then chastises the producers for wasting such a precious resource. Still, as the rain falls,

temporarily satisfied by the wanted hydration, a slow realization creeps across his mind. 

Water conducts electricity, and just now, he is soaked through to his skin underneath. If he gets a

shock, he may very well pass out. Becoming unconscious will disqualify him immediately. Of course,

there is also the slight risk of a severe shock stopping his heart, but he doubts very much that they will

risk allowing such a situation. He is sure that he can withstand enough pain to solve the puzzle quickly

through trial and error.

Where is the ball? 

He looks around, finding it some inches away as if the cube had spat it out. Holding it in one hand,

keeping it firmly settled under his ring and pinky finger, he explores the object with his remaining

fingers. He finds other holes where the ball can fit. There are six. He took an anticipatory breath and

placed the ball inside a random hole. A shock, the cube refuses it out, and he jerks his arms in pain. He

tries again, each electrocution stronger than the next, seeming to strike deeper into the bone. By the

last, he is shaking and collapses to the ground. The constant rain dampened his wrapped injury, causing

it to bleed down his arm.

Hold it in. Hold it in. Don't let them hear you. 

He presses teeth so hard that his jaw aches, that his mouth salivates, leaking drool over lips, letting out



a low groan, but he will not let out his scream. Instead, he reacts by kicking his heels against the damp

ground. 

Through his blurry vision, he sees a pink figure. Focusing, there is a rabbit mascot where the cube first

sat. Its presence meant he has solved the puzzle. With great effort, Jax rises to his wobbly legs,

reaching the stationary animal. He adjusts the band around his wrist, passing in front of the rabbit's

large black eyes. When he does, a green dot appears on the band, and a slot opens at the base of the

rabbit, revealing a prize. What he needs is not inside. Instead, the reward is a handful of jelly beans

packed in cellophane.

The last time he had an actual meal was on the journey here. A private solar jet had taken them to the

arena. Though on the same transport, each capsule pod seat was in one straight line so that they could

not see the faces of those in front or behind. The luxury of the pod was such that it was like a womb.

The seat itself adjustable, seamless, so that he could easily switch to a lying position on memory foam,

cloud-soft, mat, with enough room to fully extend his limbs. The outer shell of the pod could remain

open or closed, but to keep a sense of privacy, he closed it as soon as he was able upon arriving inside

the transport. Within the inner shell, a screen that can minimize in front of his vision or maximize to

the entirety of the inside. A menu touchscreen appeared as soon as he closed the shell, giving several

options: Food, entertainment, relaxation, games, movies, variety videos, relaxing scenery, music, and

even an adult viewing channel. This could only be accessed by scanning the genetic data chip to verify

his age. He chose variety, for now. On it, a brief clip of protestors holding signs outside a grey building

with the game production company logo presented on the screen. Protestors wanting the game show

canceled. They came out every year. Who would listen to them? Billions watch the show. It was the

controversy that made it so famous. 

He touched the small arrow at the bottom of the screen to skim the channels, stopping at some rapid

videos of a chubby cat playing with various shaped boxes, or running around the legs of a table. At the



end of each clip were Chinese characters. He switches again. Reality shows, more news, this about the

drought, another on a new robotics project: autonomous healthcare nurses. More advanced than their

unfortunate counterparts some years before that had been dispatched to many public clinics only to find

that their poor battery life and high expense made them useless. These ones, the project manager

assured, would do much better. Switch. A cartoon show about two squirrels traveling around in a

spaceship. Worry was not far from his mind. Pounding anxiety emerging stronger with each heartbeat

that he hoped would be muffled by the colorful objects on the screen. 

Exiting brings him to a new area. A tantalizing trickling draws his mind away from the confusion. He

follows the sound of gently splashing water. Up winding stairs to a second-floor bridge of carved

brown plastic made to look like wood. Overhead is a lattice interwoven with artificial vines, some of

which hang down, tickling his head as he walks. He shivers slightly from the damp clothing sticking to

him.

On the other side of the bridge is a narrow channel of slow running water. He is wary at first, choosing

to dip his fingers, lick the tips, and let it sit a moment. If it is poison, tasting it will not do as much

harm. He waits. A monumental task considering that he has not had anything to drink since before he

was in the small room being shown a video of the primary rules. He had not eaten either, but he is less

concerned with that than with the water flowing right in front of him. Cool, fresh, trickling down the

sluice. He decides that it has been long enough and cups his hands together, dipping them into the base,

then withdrawing so that a small pool settles inside his palms. He brings the bottom of his palms to his

dry lips, letting the water fall into his mouth, at once eased, then does it as many times as it takes until

his throat ceases to burn and his headache dims. He lets himself rest there. The location being over the

main floor gives him ample view of the main tree and the adjacent entrances to the puzzle theaters. It is

a good spot, he considers. With one entrance, he can ensure that he can see anyone approaching. With

the water source here, the other contestants will have to come through him to drink. They might have

food or the answers to how to complete a puzzle, things they will trade for water.



An ache in his stomach. A twisting pain that feels as if a hand had reached into his belly and squeezed.

Before he manages to stand, a moist, warm, sickness comes out of his backside. The cramps are

unrelenting, constant stirring of his bowels that, even when emptied, managed to leak fluids shortly

after. For the moment, he sits alone on the balcony, half-naked, having rinsed out his pants and

underwear in the running stream, waiting for them to dry where they are hung over the railings. When

he feels the cramps begin, he squats in a corner some feet away from where the mess pools together, its

mass growing by the half-hour. It would soon creep along and spread across the path. He had become

used to the sick smell of it, more concerned with his rapidly growing dehydration. He hopes that

whatever poison or parasite that is swimming around in his body will fade away in a few hours. He

considers drinking the water from the stream. It is tainted, but it is water. Yet if he drinks more, he will

just expel that much more diarrhea, making any water he drinks void. He will have to wait it out, at

least until his clothes dry. 

His stomach eases enough to the point that his accidents are less frequent, and he can manage hunching

over to a corner some steps away from him before anything escapes. He is dizzy, and his vision

unsteady, but he must find water. Jax takes a calm inhale, counting backward from five until his mind

is clear enough to consider how to use his condition for his benefit. The audience may find some humor

in his embarrassment. 

He decides to dramatize by stupidly clutching to his belly, his backside, willing his bowels to stay calm

as if he feels a cramp. He imagines how he must look with his half-nakedness visible to any cameras.

Crude as it is, people tend to find unexpected nudity funny. He has to bite the inside of his lips to keep

a smile from emerging until his body begins to react to the pantomime. It happens too swiftly for him

to move his hand away. The mess that escapes falls over his palm and fingers. He gags on the stench

akin to a wet, soiled dishcloth that has warmed in the sun. Nausea, head wobbling, brain seeming to

bump back and forth inside his skull, and he falls to his knees. It had not been this ruthless in the past.

Poisonings are new. He knows he won't die. That, at least, is the one forbidden extreme, for better or



worse. During the auditions, they showed video clips of past competitions as he waited outside the

audition room. One that flashed as a "best of" was a woman failing a puzzle, and her punishment was

an explosion to her face. The camera zoomed in on her, holding her bleeding face, legs kicking as if to

expel the pain through her feet, and emitted a strange moaning that should have been a scream if she

had a mouth. The sound cut to a lighthearted jingle that played as the camera showed her being taken

away on a stretcher by people dressed as nurses. The woman lived. She had an interview months later

after some facial reconstruction so that she could breathe on her own. She had to communicate using a

braille keyboard that would speak the written words. At the time, Jax thought she was stupid. There

was no way for him to make a mistake like that. Now, he isn't so sure.

He can push the button. Give up now while he has few injuries.

I can't, he says to himself.

He had a large enough following of people on his profile to make him confident that he will win a vote

if it comes to it. If the worst happens before then, a quick push of the button and he is out, having

gained just enough fame in the process. These other contestants did not think. They see the big,

improbable, prize, and not the opportunity the game itself can bring.

Suddenly, he wonders how long his body can last. His heart is already beating strangely, as if in

protest. His stomach pains subside to the point where he can stand up and walk with relative ease. His

head pounds excruciatingly, his brain pulsing inside his skull, like a balloon being blown up inside a

cage. He fears his own mind will burst from the sheer pressure. He sees the blur of color and shapes

without the depth necessary to distinguish. 

"Please," he says, his voice sounding more desperate than he anticipated, "I need water."

The figure approaches, hesitantly at first, and then kneels beside him. This is no place for pity. He

would not give it so readily, but she does.
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