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In case you didn’t know, this
story is a work of fiction.

Any similarities between people,
locales, events past or future, including but not limited to bars,
capitals, players, underground and targets, are purely
coincidental.

Please do not print, duplicate,
lend, or resell this ebook by whatever means.

Instead, purchase additional
copies to share.


I’ve
tried once. I’ve tried twice. I’m once
again rebirthed. If need be.


Prologue

Is there nobility in the game?
No.

Am I trying
to prove something to the world? To myself? Resounding
Nos.

I’m not having fun. At all. So
it’s not about that either.

Am I seeking
revenge? Again, a no. I didn’t love him
that much.

I merely want
to understand. He left me for it, after all. Besides, it’s not like
I have anything else better to do. Until I die, at
least.



1.
Playground


It’s deafening. My heartbeats are
making me dizzy. I can’t think. What the hell am I doing here?
Breathe. Breathe!
Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. Again. And
again. No one can see me. The street is empty. Calm the fuck down.
Count. Locate them.

Two
in the next streets. One to the east. One
further west. Three more two blocks north. A confrontation. The
others are too far; I can’t pinpoint their positions. I have to
keep my mind in the game (pun intended, you’ll get it eventually).
Things are moving too fast down here. I’ll keep track only of the
two closest.

The targets
now. My head is about to explode. Focus
on the here and now, damn it! The next second. The next minute. I
have to concentrate on the immediacy−is that even a word?−Breathe
in through the nose, long and profound. Exhale through the mouth,
slow and quiet. I spot a sphere a few steps away down in a gutter.
I inch closer until I can touch it with one fingertip. Its light
dims. I collect its chip and drop it in my bag. One point. One more
bloody sting on my right thigh.

What’s that
squeal? I retreat into the shadows. Or rather, the darker shadows.
Another squeak. Dear lord, a rat, here! My breathing hitches up. Do
not throw up. Do not throw
up. Forget the rodents! The
targets. Solely the spheres! Sense them.

Kendrick in all his royal powers
never warned me about the playground’s furry inhabitants.
A-hole.

He’d been exhausted, he said.
High. Lonely. Thirsty. Angry. Both scared and disgusted by the
other players. Of the rats, though, not a word. The bastard knew
how much I loathe those beasts. They were crawling the castle’s
caves where we used to hide. He’d killed them for me. This entire
area had been abandoned and sealed off for decades before they
started the competitions. How can vermin survive here? What do they
eat? Who−Do not go there!

 


Rule 1: Have
fun

 


Lithe, quick
and stealthy, but not muscular or bulky
(quite the opposite). I can handle a sword, knife, or gun; I am my
father’s daughter after all, but I don’t have the stamina nor the
skills to beat half the players here. Anyone can play, the
advertisement proclaims. Yah, right. I have a secret weapon,
though. Kendrick was ever the logical brain. He wanted to
understand how it worked. I want to shut it the fuck down. Try
living in a world where everything, and I do mean every fucking
thing hums, hisses, purrs, whines, croons, murmurs, buzzes,
vibrates, rumbles, throbs, pulsates, drones. And that’s when I’m
alone. Add the voices of the crowd, and you have cacophonic chaos.
Welcome to my life.

Down here,
among the ancient dilapidated underground
city, the stones have turned mute after years of loneliness. The
few street lamps still working hiss without successfully cutting
through the darkness−those things aren’t emitting any rays above
one lux, tops.

In this
almost-silent world, the spheres beckon
me. The players repel me.

Nowadays, most train with
machines. You hook yourself before sleep, the machine works its
magic, sending tiny electrical shocks to your muscles while you
doze off, and voilà!
In the morning, you’ve trained like Mr fucking
Universe. I’m old-fashioned. I jog. I want to know what it feels
like to sweat. To ache. Ain’t no damn machine down in the
playground, bubba.


2. Child’s Play

I
walk down the block, away from the
confrontations. My thighs ache. Quads are the biggest muscles in
the body, right? Hence, I figured keeping track of my points on my
thighs would be the simplest way to go. Turns out, skin, whatever
muscles it shields, is still skin. It bleeds. I’ll keep using my
thighs as a scoreboard, though.

Primo, there’s not enough light
to start writing.

Secondo,
everyone knows scissors trump paper. Hence, I rather stroll around
with a blade in my fist than a pad and pencil. Rocks (and old
bricks) are aplenty around these parts, so why should I bother to
carry any? Besides, throwing rocks when it’s lights-out is
ineffective.

Terzo, thanks to the damn lack
of working lampposts, I can barely read the faded streets name
signs, yet alone some scribbles I would have made hours
earlier.

Quatro−I don’t have a quatro, but
I love the number four, so I do everything in four. Call me
crazy

I find a
certain nobility in marking myself. The
pleasure in the pain. My blood for the game. Scarification in lieu
of Braille. Whatever. If only I could bleed all over those stones,
that my blood rots the entire playground in its wake.

 


Rule 2: Catch the
highest number of spheres and win! Yellow spheres (visual targets)
are worth one point. Blue spheres (heated targets) are worth five
points. Black spheres (vibrating targets) are worth fifteen
points.

 


Third set, I
have it down to an art. I search stealthily, the blade in my right hand, my left outstretched
ready to touch my next sphere. Granted, my left forefinger has
caressed anything from spheres to bricks to dead rodents to grass
to moss to oil, blood, shards of glass, dirt, slime, and decaying
human flesh. Can’t wear gloves, though, nuh-uh. There’s no rule
against it per se, but spheres react to skin contact, they’re
temperamental that way. How do
I hate thee game? Let me count the ways.

I skip
further into the shadows. Chocolate cake.
Apple pie. Strawberry shortcake. I need a fourth dessert from which
to choose. Ah yes! Crème brûlée! That is my goal. At the end of
this set, I will stuff my face on crème brûlée. I don’t care how
far I’ll have to go to find some. I don’t care how much I’ll have
to pay, whom I’ll have to bribe, seduce, torture, crème brûlée I
will eat.

Dreaming as I
am of the creamy sweetness to come, I almost miss the two spheres
squeezed into a glassless window frame. Which idiotic computer
program randomly decided to place two targets side by side? It’s
nearing the end of the set. Taking just one sphere would look
suspicious, but can I take both spheres? Without letting go of the
knife, I brush my right wrist on my right thigh, then my left wrist
on my left thigh−My pants are ruined, no surprise there−calculating
the cuts.

I know the
mean score and
the standard deviation of each set that’s been
played in the last twenty-four years. The competition has run for
longer than that but, call me egocentric, the contests that
occurred before my lifetime bore me (truthfully, I loath the
competitions, period). Besides, I’m aiming for average here, but
not freakishly precisely on the average. Wouldn’t want anyone to
notice I’m keeping a purposefully low profile.

Yup, I can
indeed mark the two targets. Those additional twenty points mean
I’m done for the set. I drop the chips and my knife into my bag and
flex my fingers a few times to relieve the cramps. I’ll creep to my
gate, find a spot to lay low (maybe even nap in some nook for what
little time remains) until I can splurge on crème brûlée,
yay!


3. Downtime

“Silk, you’re woolgathering
again.”

I startle at Bree’s shrill
voice.

“We’re
working on your next game plan. The least you could do is give us
your imperial attention.”

A quick
glance across the table is enough to catch both Bree’s and Gav’s
stern faces. As far as flatmates go, I could have done worse. They
might pull me out of my daydreams any chance they get, but they
don’t bug me about my lapses of concentration.

I roll my eyes for good
measures, though. Wouldn’t want them to think they can dictate the
way I play the game. We may share this dump, but until they share
my pain down in the playground, they don’t have a say.

As soon as
they resume their conversation, logistics, food money, sleeping
arrangement, the next party’s location, the assholes they work
with, I don’t give a damn, I return to my musing. I take life in
forty-minute increments.

I turn
my attention to the decor around us. Shabby
furniture. Worn-out counter top. Dingy windows. Home sweet home.
Broken down oak furniture, round table tops, chair legs, backs, and
seats, wait in a heap in the corner. In case I have guests−I do not
entertain, not from my ever-enthusiastic roomies’ lack of trying,
though−four (somewhat rickety) tables and twelve chairs (I’ve only
kept those with at least one standing armrest), survived my
takeover. If the weather turns cold, I’ll have plenty of wood for
the fire. I even had an old wood stove, found in the dungeons
during my wild youth, delivered from the castle.

A quick
rewiring and let there be
light! And a humming fridge. Toilets, it
turns out, don’t run on electricity. In exchange for shelter, Gavin
climbed on the roof and redirected the gutters. He also brought an
emergency lounge chair up there. Mine. A tote tank later, since it
rains a day out of two, I had running water. Bree pays her share
with food. The owners are long gone; nobody has come knocking for
my part of the rent as of yet.

 


Rule 9: Possible
related expenses, including but not restricted to such as lodging
in-between sets, equipment, meals, are the responsibility of each
player.

 


I’ve turned
the windowless office into my bedroom.
Gavin and Bree have piled mattresses and pillows into the back
corner of the bar for when they sleep over (every fucking night!).
The atmosphere in the abandoned hole fits my mood to a
tee.

“By this
point, Strike was in the third position.
Both times.”

Here we go. Bree was one of
Kendrick the
Strike’s (too many) groupies. For better
or worse. That’s how I ended up with roommates.

“You’re
holding steady in the middle. You can
still make the front runners.” Gavin, ever the
supporter.

I may play
house with the sister and brother team, might even contribute body
on occasions (not simultaneously mind you, yuk), but that’s as far
as I’m willing to go. I won’t share my strategies. “I’m doing
fine.”

“You always say that! Did you
try following the head player like I suggested?”

“Nope.”

“You don’t eat enough.”

“I just ate three slices of
pie!”

“That’s not
food; that’s dessert.”

“Semantics.”

“Damn it,
Caelina! Food as in rabbit stew, potatoes, pork ribs.
Food.”

“Chicken pot
pie’s food, right? Hence pie is food.”

“You had two slices of lemon pie
and one of sugar pie.”

“I like
anything with a crust. And I love lemon and sugar. Besides,
bunnies and piglets are my friends.” I’m purposefully
petulant. Get off my back,
kiddies.

“You need to
take care of yourself, or you won’t last the competition. When was
your last good night of sleep?”

“Don’t know.”

“You haven’t invited Bree or me
in your bed in days. You sleep better when one of us is with
you.”

“Wrong.” I’ve
never invited them; I’ve allowed them. I don’t correct him, though.
Those two aren’t big on nuances. “You sleep better when one of you
is with me,” I can’t keep from pointing out anyway.

“Silk, stop−”

“You know I
hate that nickname, right?” Kendrick was the only one permitted to
call me that. By the power of birthright or vested interest, he
used to say. I affectionately called him Kyke. He loved
that. Not.

“Sorry.
Caelina, my queen−”

“Hate that
name too. Cael or better yet my game name Gael.”

“But I love
your name! It has such an aristocratic richness to it!” Bree’s
four-letter name makes us self-conscious. Why she doesn’t just pick
another one is beyond me.

“Forget about
her fucking name,” Gav scolds her. “She’s just trying to change the
subject.”

“Right-o, mate. And on that
note, I’m off. Don’t wait up.”

The duo
frowns at me. “You can’t go cavorting at all hours.”

“I don’t
cavort, whatever you’re implying.” That woman is more punctilious
than a spinster librarian. “I have to check in with the Competition
Registration Desk.” Coming or going, that excuse saves me from
explaining every time. Ah, the fame of the game.



4.
Recon


“Name?”

“Silk.” I know, I know. I said I
hated that name, and I do, but since I’m putting myself through
this shit because of a dead ex, and said ex gave me that name, it
seemed fitting at the time of my registration. Silk. Gael Silk. I
regret the impulse every damn time that appellation falls from my
lips.

 


Rule 7: At the
end of each set (first nine sets only), [(X − 10)/9] of the players
are cut, X being the number of players registered at the beginning
of the competition. The elimination process is based solely on the
lowest scores. In the tenth set and all followings, the
lowest-scoring player is eliminated.

 


The guy at
the Registration Desk, some beanpole-thin
black guy with a beard twice the width of his head, barely looks up
when he hands me an official score card. After three sets, I’m
smack-dab in the middle of the list, an omen. I love
numbers.

I am
particularly fond of the number four. I was born on the
fourth. I’m fourth in line for the throne
(thus far enough not
to sit in it. Ever). I have had four lovers.
I’ve tattooed a 4
under my foot. Well, I’ve carved it, Kendrick
did the ink. He had a 3. “I came before you, girly girl.”
Jerk.

I scurry out
of the Registration office but not fast enough. Jaz, another
Registry employee, sneaks out of a back door. As soon as he sees
me, he heads straight for me. Grabbing my elbow and, no doubt
mistaking my deer-caught-in-the-headlights expression for awed
infatuation (yes, the guy’s that vain), he stirs me further down
the Registration building’s first floor.

I’m too
surprised to react at first. I did my homework and memorized what
little information is available on the playground layout. During my
due diligence (it sounds better than snooping), I also committed to
memory all of the past competitions’ stats, players (winners
and losers,
alive or dead). Why would Jasper, a two-time game winner, want to
talk to me?

The
Registration building, the flagship of the Competition, was amongst
the useless yet vital data I collected. We’re heading toward the
Referees' lounge. I obediently follow Jaz. Even though referees
can’t manipulate the sets’ outcomes, I don’t want to anger one just
in case. I am not flustered by the man in himself. No way. The
guy’s a buffoon. He takes nothing seriously. Even as he ushers a
mute me down the long corridor, Mr. Nonchalant is all smiles and
jokes for everyone we encounter.

“Let’s go out for a drink, you and me. I’ll take you
dancing. We’ll fuck afterward. I’ll rock your
world.”

OK, he doesn’t say that exactly,
but he could have. How can this jerk have won a competition, yet
alone two? His opponents must have been lousy. Maybe I should stick
with him and wait for the psycho that took down Kendrick to make
his move.
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