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			Praise for Phoenix Island

			WINNER OF THE Bram Stoker Award 
FOR SUPERIOR ACHIEVEMENT

			“Fast-paced and thoroughly engrossing—I could not put it down!”

			—Lissa Price, internationally bestselling author of Starters

			“Lord of the Flies meets Wolverine and Cool Hand Luke. A tribute to the indomitable human spirit that challenges the mob and chooses values over expediency.”

			—F. Paul Wilson, New York Times bestselling creator 

			of the Repairman Jack series

			“Fast-paced, exciting . . . This action-packed novel combines adventure with extreme violence. . . . Dixon’s page-turner will keep readers of all ages enthralled.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“An unusual premise makes Dixon’s thriller debut a welcome series kickoff. . . . The pacing and smooth prose will have suspense fans waiting for the next book.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“100% great!”

			—Cemetery Dance magazine

			“A thrilling adventure story.”

			—Philadelphia Weekly

			“A fast-paced read on its own terms, gritty, grim, sometimes unrelenting, but always with an underlying theme of hope. Odds are, you’ll want to see what happens next.”

			—Blogcritics

			“A crazy fun ride to read . . . Packs quite the wallop.”

			—The Hub (YALSA)

			“Phoenix Island is one of those rare books that stay with you. I couldn’t stop thinking about it long after I had read it. I loved the characters, the action, and the world.”

			—Tripp Vinson, executive producer of Intelligence

			“Fantastic . . . superbly suspenseful . . . unpredictable and frightening. Welcome to the next big thing. Phoenix Island will blow you away.”

			—Mark Sullivan, New York Times bestselling author of Rogue

			“Dixon brings Carl’s world to life with an entrancing mix of color and violence that will leave readers weary, yet desperate to turn another page.”

			—The Daily Quirk

			“This is Peter Pan’s Lost Boys on steroids, trapped on the Island of Dr. Moreau, with a psycho drill sergeant pushing them beyond their limits. . . . The novel is fast-paced and the writing is so descriptive you feel that you are experiencing all the horrors of the island for yourself. . . . One of those books you just can’t put down. . . . Taut, gritty, and a real shot of adrenaline.”

			—The Qwillery

			“Filled with both menace and heart, Phoenix Island stands out in all the right ways.”

			—Melissa Marr, New York Times bestselling author of Carnival of Souls
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			This book is dedicated to my wife, Christina, 

			who always believes in me, and also to my mother, Doris Dixon, who didn’t live to see me publish . . . but who never doubted that I would.

			My undying love to you both.

		

	
		
			If you’re going through hell . . . keep on going.

			—Unknown

			And when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.

			—Friedrich Nietzsche

			That age produced a sort of men, in force of hand, and swiftness of foot, and strength of body, excelling the ordinary rate and wholly incapable of fatigue; making use, however, of these gifts of nature to no good or profitable purpose for mankind, but rejoicing and priding themselves in insolence, and taking the benefit of their superior strength in the exercise of inhumanity and cruelty, and in seizing, forcing, and committing all manner of outrages upon everything that fell into their hands; all respect for others, all justice, they thought, all equity and humanity, though naturally lauded by common people, either out of want of courage to commit injuries or fear to receive them, yet no way concerned those who were strong enough to win for themselves.”

			—Plutarch, The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans

		

	
		
			ONE

			GUARDS STEPPED ASIDE, and Carl strode into Training Base One. New recruits stood in ranks near the loading bay of an equipment shed, their freshly buzzed scalps shiny in the bright sunlight and streaked red by the clipper blades. The formation vibrated with fear.

			Drill sergeants lurked, scowling.

			At a glance, Carl noted injured sergeants—split lips, bloody noses, the red O of a bite mark on one forearm—and a massive kid sitting on the ground with splayed legs and his back to the loading-dock wall. The kid stared straight ahead, looking stunned, holding his nose.

			Had this huge newcomer gotten into it with the sergeants? No. He wasn’t restrained, and no one was eyeballing him. Not him, then—someone else.

			Bang-bang-bang.

			The metal shed door rippled with impact. It sounded like a mule was trapped in there, kicking its way out.

			Someone had knocked it with the big kid and the cadre, and now they had him locked up in there.

			And Carl knew in his gut who it was.

			Dubois. The exact individual Stark had sent him to “check on”—Stark saying it the way he said so many things, giving Carl an order but not really explaining it.

			Carl, of course, had agreed. During the six months since he’d surrendered his freedom, he had played the willing apprentice. Soon, he would have what he needed to burn this organization to the ground, but for now, he continued to play his role.

			The loud pounding stopped, and muffled shouting started in the shed, curses and threats.

			Drill Sergeant Rivera saw him and came away from the formation, smiling. They shook hands, Carl genuinely happy to see the man. The other drill sergeants eyed Carl like they might a Bengal tiger. Now the recruits were staring, too, their eyes going from Carl to the drill sergeants and back again to Carl.

			Good. Let them wonder. Let them fear.

			“Freeman,” Rivera said. “Glad to see you.”

			“You, too,” Carl said, speaking casually with Rivera—a sharp contrast to the contempt with which he habitually addressed other sergeants. “What’s the sitrep?”

			Rivera glanced toward the metal door. “We got a bobcat caged up in there.”

			“His name Dubois?”

			Rivera tilted his head. “How’d you know?”

			“Is he armed?” Carl asked.

			Bang. Bang. Bang. The pounding started up again, hard as hammer blows.

			Rivera raised his brows. “Sounds like he picked up something.”

			“Well,” Carl said, “I guess I better go in.”

			“Your call,” Rivera said. “I’ll send these kids back to the barracks and keep a couple of drill sergeants here. Martinez worked on a CERT team, cell extractions, all that.”

			“No,” Carl said. Even without thinking the problem through, he knew the answer. Strange, the way he understood things so intuitively now—a phenomenon that had nothing to do with the chip in his head and everything to do with Stark, the man constantly lecturing about leadership. “The recruits need to see this. And I’ll go in alone.”

			Rivera hesitated only for a fraction of a second—even with his rapid processing and accelerated powers of observation, Carl barely caught the pause in his old drill sergeant’s eyes—and then nodded. “Lima Charlie, Freeman. Whatever you say.”

			They climbed the stairs to the loading dock, drill sergeants stepping aside for them. Toppled chairs and electric razors lay on a many-colored carpet of freshly shorn hair. Feeling the hot sun on the back of his neck, Carl recalled his own day on the loading dock, Campbell trying yet failing to save his dreads.

			Campbell.

			Reflexively, Carl pushed his friend from his mind.

			“Watch out,” Rivera said. “Dubois looks like a Chihuahua, but he fights like a pit bull.”

			Inside the shed, muffled threats and curses joined the pounding. Carl glanced at the shaking door and wondered what was so special about this guy that Stark wanted Carl to check on him. Well, he’d find out soon enough. He motioned to Rivera and another soldier, and they unsnapped hooks at the base of the rolling metal door.

			The banging stopped.

			Probably waiting just inside, ready to clobber me, Carl thought, but this, of course, was of no real concern now that the chip was a part of him.

			When he lifted the door a few inches, Dubois’s voice called from farther back in the shed, “Come on in, boys. I got something for you.”

			Carl opened the door the rest of the way.

			The kid stood maybe thirty feet away, looking small yet sturdy beneath a flickering fluorescent light. He had a grin on his bloody face, a broken mop handle in one hand, and the tall black pompadour of an Elvis impersonator. Ridiculous.

			Carl stepped forward.

			He and Dubois stared silently at each other. The light buzzed erratically overhead, and Carl smelled clean linen, a scent strangely out of place in this tense moment.

			Dubois began pacing back and forth, slapping the stick in the palm of his hand.

			Considering the damage the kid had done outside, Carl had expected someone bigger. And considering Stark’s interest, he’d expected someone more impressive.

			Dubois strutted, eyeing Carl.

			He didn’t look afraid. Carl had to give him that much. What he looked like, Carl thought—the guy rugged but short, maybe five-five—was a fighting rooster. He even had the comb, all that tall black hair piled on top of his head.

			Turning to the sergeants, Carl said, “Close the door.”

			One of the soldiers started to protest, but Carl’s glare stopped him. Rivera hooah-ed, and the door rattled down.

			When Carl turned back around, Dubois had closed half the distance and stood there grinning. From a gash in his hairline, blood streamed down the middle of his forehead and forked at the bridge of his nose, drawing twin lines of crimson to his jaw. Between the hair, the grin, and the oddly symmetrical blood, he looked like a psychotic clown.

			“Come to see the sideshow, boss?” Dubois asked with a country twang.

			“Something like that,” Carl said, keeping his voice flat.

			Dubois rolled his head atop his shoulders, a classic prefight gesture. “Guess you’re the breaker, huh?”

			“Breaker?”

			“You know, the resident skull knocker. You look like a breaker.”

			Carl guessed probably he did. People back in Philly wouldn’t even recognize him. Several months ago, when he’d first arrived on Phoenix Island, he was five foot nine and weighed 152 pounds. Now he was six foot two and 205. During his time here, he’d been beaten and burned, sliced and shot. Add to this bulk and these scars his crooked fighter’s nose, his battered knuckles, and his Phoenix Forcer uniform—boots, cargo pants, tank top, and beret, all black, save for the flaming red phoenix on his chest—and yeah, he must look like the resident enforcer. “What if I am?”

			Dubois took up a batter’s stance. “Then you got your work cut out for you, buddy.”

			“Relax,” Carl said, and raised his hands. “I came to talk, not fight.”

			The kid looked doubtful. “This ain’t my first square dance, boss. I heard that one before.”

			Keep him talking, Carl thought. “You been a lot of places like this, ones with breakers?”

			Dubois grinned, and Carl saw he was missing a tooth not too far back on one side. “They been sending me places like this since I could tie my shoes. I tell them, send me someplace with a revolving door, because they won’t keep me long, either. Shoot, I don’t even bother unpacking no more.”

			Carl let a smile come onto his face, figuring he’d ease the tension. Stark told him to check on the kid, not crush him. What was so special about Dubois, anyway? So far, he seemed like one more 150-pound knuckle-tosser, fearless, sure, but the streets were full of kids with big mouths and bad haircuts. “Well,” Carl said, “you better plan on staying here a while. How old are you?”

			“Sixteen and a half.”

			Same age I was when I came here, Carl thought. “My name’s Carl Freeman.”

			Dubois straightened, lifting his chin. “Texarkana Reginald Dubois.”

			He pronounced it Doo-bwah, but what really caught Carl was the first part. “Texarkana?”

			Dubois tensed with the question, and Carl thought, His whole life, he’s been carrying that name around like a KICK ME sign taped to his back.

			“It was my granddaddy’s name,” Dubois said.

			“I thought it was a place,” Carl said.

			Anger flashed in the boy’s eyes. Whatever potential Stark saw in the kid, this hair-trigger temper would likely ruin it. “It is a place—and a name, kind of like Washington. You ever hear of anybody named Washington before, genius?”

			Carl said nothing, picturing not someone named Washington, but rather someone from Washington. Someone with beautiful gray eyes and a streak of white in her hair . . .

			Texarkana Reginald Dubois ran a hand over his pompadour, seeming to relax again. “People call me Tex. Hey, you got a cigarette?”

			Carl shook his head.

			Tex sighed. “Figures. Probably all out of beer, too.”

			“Yup,” Carl said. “So what happened out there?”

			Tex snorted. “See, I got a problem with people trying to push me around.”

			Me, too, Carl thought, but said nothing.

			Tex shifted the mop handle to one hand, leaned on it like a cane, and nodded toward the door. “You see that boy out there, kid about eight feet tall, built like a gorilla?”

			“I think so,” Carl said, remembering the enormous recruit slumped against the wall.

			“Well, old King Kong’s been riding me since we climbed onto that bus back in Mexico. Hitting me in the back of the head, saying he’d never seen a white boy with an Afro, stuff like that.” Tex ran a hand gently over the thick mane like someone caressing a beloved pet. “I tried to ignore him, stay out of trouble, but then he started getting the other kids going, too. You don’t stand up then, someday you have to fight them all.”

			Carl nodded, picturing it: Tex with his funny hair and his strut, not even five and a half feet tall, and with that country twang—exactly the type of guy some big, mean kid would push and push. He remembered his own start on the island—Davis, Decker, Parker . . . all of them pushing—and how difficult it had been, holding back.

			Tex laughed. “We was formed up out there, waiting on haircuts. I knew what I had to do. Didn’t say a word, just turned around and gave him the old Texarkana haymaker right between the eyes.” He demonstrated, throwing a looping punch in the air. Not the greatest technique, but fast, and he shifted his weight with it. A strong punch. “Knocked him on his butt. He just sat there, blinking, and I told myself, ‘Texarkana, you got to fix this old boy right now and fix him good enough that everybody’ll leave you alone.’ So I grabbed him by the ears and put the knee to him.”

			Carl let the hint of a smile creep onto his face. “The drill sergeants didn’t like it?”

			Tex spat blood and grinned, one of his front teeth red. “Didn’t seem to, the way they hollered and put the boot leather to me.”

			Carl laughed. Against all odds, he actually liked the kid. His guts, his sense of humor.

			Tex said, “I knocked a couple of bulls down, too, but there sure was a bunch of them. They shoved me in here and locked the door, so I picked up this mop, broke off the handle, and here we are.” He shrugged, looking at the makeshift weapon. “Look, buddy,” he said, some of the tension going out of his muscles. “What are we doing here? You come to dance or fight?”

			“I’m here to see you,” Carl said, and remembered Stark saying the same thing, a long, long time ago, when Carl was locked in the sweatbox, waiting to die. “We don’t have to fight.”

			Tex nodded. “Guess I don’t need this anymore, then, huh?” And he tossed the mop handle across the room.

			Good, Carl thought. Stark would be pleased that he had defused the situation.

			“Say your name was Carl?”

			“Right,” Carl said.

			“Had a cousin named Carl,” Tex said. “Guess I still do, though I ain’t been home in so long, it’s hard to say. Given his habits, he might’ve gone to his reward in heaven by now.”

			Carl said nothing. Let the kid talk, he thought. Make him comfortable.

			“He was a snake handler, my cousin Carl, you know what I mean?”

			“Not really.”

			“Ballsy, man. It was a church thing, back in the mountains. Pentecostal. Gospel of Mark and all that. The kid fourteen years old, leading the congregation, standing up there on this little, old, nailed-together stage, handling rattlesnakes as big as your leg and speaking in tongues.” He let out a stream of garbled nonsense that degraded into laughter. “You a snake handler, Carl?”

			“Not me,” Carl said.

			“So . . . let’s get this straight,” Tex said, squinting one eye. “What are you, the man around here? I see the way the bulls act around you. They’re wearing the boss hats, you’re half their age, and they still do what you tell them.”

			“No,” Carl said, “I’m not the man, but I guess you could say I’m the man’s man.”

			“The man’s man, huh?” Tex said, and spat on the floor again.

			“Look,” Carl said, “you relax a little, I might be able to help you.”

			Tex nodded thoughtfully. “Truth be told, I reckon I could use a hand right about now.”

			“All right.”

			“Hey,” Tex said in a soft voice, his eyes looking hopeful. “You reckon I really gotta get my head shaved?”

			“Your grape,” Carl said.

			Tex squinted. “My what?”

			“Your grape,” Carl said. “That’s what they call your head around here. Might as well get the lingo straight. And yeah, they’re going to shave it.”

			“That right there is the worst news I had all day.” He whistled and ran a hand once more through his thick hair. “But I suppose, when in Rome . . . get your grape shaved.”

			Carl laughed. “Pretty much.”

			A look of concern came onto Tex’s face. “What are they going to do to me, Carl? One guy kept talking about a sweatbox, and I’ll tell you right now, I can’t hack small spaces.”

			“Don’t worry,” Carl said. “I can make this go away. No sweatbox, and a fresh start.”

			Tex whooped and clapped his hands. “You are the man!”

			Carl smiled, but picturing Stark, he said, “No, trust me . . . when you meet the man, you’ll know it.” He turned and crouched, reaching for the door handle. “He’s the most—”

			And then he was ducking, rolling sideways, his body reacting automatically before his conscious mind even registered the footsteps racing up behind him. Tex’s boot slammed hard into the metal door, right where Carl’s head had been, and the shed filled with insane laughter.

			“Wake up, boss!” Tex shouted, leering at Carl through wild eyes. “Almost took your grape off with that one!”

			He almost had, too. A kick like that could’ve broken his neck. Rage leapt up in Carl as hot and fast as a flame, and then he was smelling ashes again.

			Tex raised his fists. “Come on then, Carla. Let’s see what you got. I do love to fight!”

			Carl advanced slowly and silently, outwardly calm. He’d been nice to Tex, helped him, and the second he’d turned his back, the kid had tried to take his head off—would have taken his head off if it weren’t for the chip.

			Rage roared, demanding retribution. Control it, he cautioned himself.

			Tex backpedaled to the far wall and picked up the broken mop handle.

			Carl walked toward him, arms loose at his sides.

			Behind him, the door rattled open, and men’s shouting filled the shed.

			“Come on in, boys!” Tex shouted. “The more the merrier!” And he swung the makeshift club with a whoosh.

			Without even looking in the soldiers’ direction, Carl stuck out a palm. “Stand down.”

			He walked toward Tex, saying nothing.

			“You can’t sweet-talk Texarkana Reginald Dubois,” Tex said, and charged, raising the mop handle overhead like a chopping ax.

			For Carl, the world decelerated as the chip worked its magic. Tex swung the stick in slo-mo. Carl slid easily under the attack and drove an uppercut into the kid’s stomach.

			Tex dropped to the floor, gasping. The broken handle clattered away.

			Seeing the traitor crumpled at his feet, Carl braced himself for the red wave. For the chip had done more than make him faster . . .

			His eyes found the sharp end of the broken handle a few short strides away, and the beast within him demanded he drive the pointed end into the exposed neck of the sucker-punching thug lying helpless as a sacrifice before him.

			Carl’s body took one step in that direction, but he gritted his teeth and stopped himself. No, he told himself, fighting the rage that lived within him now like a dark twin. Don’t do it, don’t give in. When that didn’t work, he thought, Remember Sanderson.

			The memory slapped him hard with its sun and sand and screams, allowing him to wrestle his rage temporarily into uneasy submission.

			Tex stirred. “Punch,” he gasped, “like a girl.”

			“Shh,” Carl said. He plunged his hand into the thick black pompadour and lifted Tex’s head. “Nap time.”

			The strike was short and sharp, a palm heel to temple, and Tex went instantly limp, snoring the way some guys do when they get knocked out.

			The dark twin within Carl roared, and Carl stepped back, afraid that if he lingered even briefly, he would pick up that broken handle. He turned to discover Rivera and the others staring at him with fear and awe.

			“Toss him in the sweatbox,” Carl told them, “but first, shave off that stupid hair.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			THE GIRL CALLED MARGARITA sat in the hard plastic chair, alternately toying with her long blond ponytail, which remained as strange to her as her new face, and drumming her fingers on the edge of the desk.

			This place reminded her of a police station interrogation room. Small and cold, with block walls painted white and a camera mounted high up in one corner. A sparsely furnished space—just two chairs of blue plastic and the table between them, its surface an empty span of nondescript Formica, save for the low divider running across its middle, so you could see the head and shoulders of the person sitting opposite you but nothing below that.

			Not that anyone was sitting across from her now.

			Half an hour she’d been waiting. Another test? Probably. Often, she felt that everything here in the SI3 Bunker was some kind of test.

			She pictured Bleaker somewhere behind the camera, watching her and taking notes with that little recorder of his. The subject exhibits signs of impatience, she could imagine him reporting—and the scene was purely imaginary, not visionary, a distinction of some importance here among the Bunker Bots—shifting of position, eye rolling, finger drumming . . .

			She stopped drumming her fingers and turned her attention instead to the magazines stacked beside the desk: dog-eared issues of Sports Illustrated, Time, Reader’s Digest, and, strangely enough, Bird Talk. Did Bleaker have birds? She could imagine him tending small, bright birds—finches, perhaps, or canaries—keeping them warm and safe and well fed but never, ever letting them out of the cage.

			Or perhaps Crossman had donated the Bird Talk back issues, the man secretly an unlikely avian enthusiast. It wouldn’t be finches for Crossman, though, and no canaries, either. He would keep hawks, falcons, maybe a bald eagle.

			The magazine atop the stack was not Bird Talk but Time. On its cover, a handsome middle-aged man in a tie and tweed waistcoat smiled warmly, surrounded by a dozen beaming children displaying a diversity of ethnicity and regional garb. Person of the Year, the cover announced, Payter Oaks: Lord of Orphans.

			Of course, she’d recognized Oaks without the caption. He was the most famous orphan in the world, a rags-to-billions philanthropist, every orphan’s hero.

			And of course she was an orphan . . . wasn’t she?

			Yes, she told herself. You’re an orphan, a recent orphan. She pictured the faces of her parents—Jaime and Rosalinda, she reminded herself—from the file sitting back in her room. You miss them, she told herself, and remembered Crossman frowning at her. Miss them, he had hissed. Tears, tears . . .

			The door opened at last, and Dr. Bleaker came in, tall and stooped and smiling apologetically, wearing not a white jacket but a light green button-down, wrinkled and untucked, the sleeves rolled up to reveal flesh as pale and soft-looking as cave fungus, making her wonder how long he’d been a Bunker dweller. She’d go insane if she stayed here long, feeling all that stone and steel—a mile of it—pressing down from overhead. Thankfully, she was leaving soon.

			Too soon, in fact. Which was why she needed to hurry.

			“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “I was stuck in another meeting.”

			“No problem,” she said, and forced a smile. She liked Bleaker—compared to most of the Bunker Bots, he was positively warm and fuzzy—but her growing impatience made it difficult to be anything more than perfunctorily polite.

			He settled into the chair across from her with a characteristic sigh and began unpacking his valise.

			Now he’ll ask me how I slept, she thought, and Bleaker said, “How did you sleep?”

			“Fine,” she lied, pleased with her accurate prediction, which of course had been a product not of precognition—how SI3 would love that!—but of pattern recognition. How did you sleep? was the question Bleaker always asked as he unpacked his things, what passed as small talk between the pair.

			Right now, she wasn’t in the mood for small talk or routine. Right now, she wanted to learn.

			They had already hashed out all the ground-floor stuff, and no matter how amazing it was, they were crawling when she needed to sprint. With only days until her departure, she needed to learn remote viewing now. “Are we moving on today?”

			Without looking up, Bleaker said, “Moving on?”

			Bitterness rose in her. “I need you to teach me. I know all this stuff. I need you to show me how to range.”

			Now he did look up, frowning. “I’m sorry. I know this must be frustrating, but we have to be certain. Until the foundation is finished, there’s no use building a mansion, now, is there?” He lifted his frown into a less-than-convincing smile.

			She leaned forward, palms flat on the table. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

			“Okey doke,” Bleaker said, and produced a deck of playing cards with blue paisley designs on the back.

			She had seen the cards before. Many times.

			Sitting up straighter, she said, “Can’t we move on to something new?”

			He raised a pale, soft-looking hand and patted the air. “Patience. First things first.”

			First things first. Of all the maddening phrases in the world . . .

			Bleaker smiled as he positioned the cards—three as always—fixing them side by side into a thin groove atop the dividing wall between them so that she could see only the backs of the cards and he could see only the faces. He looked at the cards, looked at her, and nodded. Then he thumbed his digital voice recorder to life and started speaking, recording the date, time, location, and their names: Dr. Travis Bleaker and Margarita Carbajal.

			As always, hearing Margarita Carbajal jarred her, and for the first time, it struck her that the pleasant, habitually tardy, maddeningly repetitive man sitting across from her almost certainly wasn’t actually named Dr. Travis Bleaker.

			She wondered further: Am I even looking at his real face?

			Had Bleaker—or whatever his real name was—also had extensive facial reconstruction surgery? Was that a requirement here in this supersecret bunker? Could be. After all, she had needed work after what they euphemistically referred to as “the accident,” but she hadn’t needed half of what they’d done. They’d left her with a beautiful face, but it wasn’t her face. In fact, her own mother, had she still been alive, wouldn’t even recognize her now.

			“Shall we begin?” he asked her.

			“Let’s try something new, something harder.”

			He gestured toward the divider. “The cards first.”

			“How many?”

			“How many what?”

			“You know,” she said. “Cards.”

			“You mean how many correct cards.”

			“I never miss.”

			“You did once.”

			“I was hurrying. That doesn’t mean anything.”

			“It means everything.”

			“How many correct cards, then?”

			Bleaker tidied the cards unnecessarily. “We’ll see.”

			“How many?”

			Now he looked at her. “Do you really want me to set a number?”

			“No,” she said. “But if I do well, can we please move on to something new?”

			“Probably,” he said, “if there’s time—but for now, push that out of your mind. Focus.”

			Oh, I’ll focus, all right, she thought. She had to blow through these so they could move on to something new, something important, before Bleaker ran off to another meeting.

			“You know the drill,” he said. He tapped one card and raised his brows.

			She stared hard at the blue paisley pattern, focusing her eyes and mind like knobs on a microscope. Seconds later, the blue design faded, and she was looking at the ghost.

			Ghost was her word, not theirs. A ghost was the flip-side image, which she saw as if she were sitting in Bleaker’s seat rather than her own. Not that she was seeing through his eyes; that wasn’t her particular talent. The ghost was in her head, a simulacrum—and that was their word—conjured by her mind, a representation of data her brain was receiving via some quadrant to which she had no direct access.

			That part of your brain, Bleaker had told her when they first started working together months earlier, is like a database with no querying language. In time, it will all be open to you.

			She believed him. The data was all there, all whole, in her mind, even if she couldn’t access it yet, just as game show prizes—cars; toaster ovens; trips for two to Aruba, airfare included—were all real, all whole, before the smiling host pulled the curtain aside. Some part of her brain knew exactly what was hidden behind the curtain. It just wasn’t very good at sharing that information with her conscious mind yet.

			The ghost was faint and blurry and not at all like the actual flip-side of a card. Bleaker said with time, that would change—could change—and she would be able to see a hidden object as if she were actually looking at it, would even be able to study its details. But for now, looking at the ghost was like studying a card doodled by a child and half-obscured by heavy fog.

			Come on, she thought, pushing hard with her mind. Let’s have it.

			A twinge of pain in her forehead.

			You’re pushing too hard, trying to see it too quickly, she cautioned herself, then gritted her teeth and pushed even harder.

			Pain solidified, a thrumming wire at the center of her brain, making her squint.

			Through the thinning mist, she saw a triangle with no base—a chevron, she thought, another of their words coming to her—and the pain-wire vibrated faster, generating heat.

			An involuntary grunt escaped her, but still she pushed, and the ghost grew more distinct, another triangle visible to her now, this one solid, black. . . .

			“Ace of spades,” she blurted, and realized she was shaking from the effort and the pain.

			“Margarita views an ace of spades,” Bleaker told his digital recorder. “Correct.”

			Of course it’s correct, she thought, and pinched the bridge of her nose.

			Bleaker smiled approvingly. “That was fast.”

			She nodded, thinking, Too fast. She’d pushed too hard, and now she needed ibuprofen and a nap. But she faked a smile and said, “Next one?” Instantly, she knew she’d put too much chirp into her voice, and for a flickering instant, she feared Bleaker would see through her, guess her pain, and stop the exercise, but he only nodded, pointed to the second card, and lifted his brows.

			She stared at the card, and—oh, crap—the line of fire in her head thrummed, vibrating like a plucked piano wire.

			Deal with it, she told herself. You’ve dealt with worse pain. Far worse. She settled back into her seat, trying not to force this one, waiting . . . waiting . . .

			Minutes later, slick with sweat and gripping the table with white knuckles, she said, “Eight of diamonds.” It was a tremendous relief, like breaking the surface after nearly drowning, and the hard-earned ghost washed away.

			“Margarita views an eight of diamonds,” Bleaker recorded. “Correct.”

			“Now can we move on to something new?” she asked, doing her best not to show her intense pain. “I got them both right—and in half the time it normally takes me.”

			Bleaker shook his head. “Not yet.”

			“Why?”

			“You’re close,” he said. “We have to be sure.”

			She closed her eyes, struggling against her pain and frustration. When she opened them again, Bleaker indicated the third card and raised his brows.

			She took a deep breath, leaned forward, and pushed.

			The jack of hearts came to her quickly—but at a price. As Bleaker recorded her success, she shuddered, weak with effort. The thrumming wire in her head glowed red-hot now. The room around her had gone wavy, and her stomach did a slow, greasy roll.

			“Now?” she asked.

			He looked at her.

			“Are we done with stupid cards?” she asked.

			He shook his head. “You’re doing very well, but we’re not ready to move on yet. First things first.”

			She slammed her hands on the desk. “You heard Crossman. I have days, not weeks . . . days. Then I’m gone.”

			Bleaker looked uncomfortable. “When you come back, then.”

			“No,” she said, and it was all she could do not to scream it. “I told you I would do all of this if you taught me to see.”

			“And we will.”

			“I meant now,” she said.

			“Don’t raise your voice at me,” he said. His own voice remained maddeningly calm and patient—the voice of a man meant to study glacial melt.

			“I can’t wait any longer,” she said. “I have to see. I have to know.”

			“We must follow protocol.”

			She told him where he could shove his protocol. “Tell Crossman I quit.”

			Bleaker stood, his mouth a straight line, and left the room.

			She called after him weakly—it was the best she could manage through her pain and exhaustion—but he didn’t even look back.

			Great, just great.

			She let her head fall forward onto the desk. There were no tears, only pain and fatigue and the leaden weight of failure and long frustration.

			You blew it, she told herself. Pushed too hard, too fast, and blew it.

			Out of spite, she pushed again, hard, this time at nothing at all. The line of pain in her skull gave a sharp twang, making her hiss, and then something changed. . . .

			Sitting there with her forehead pressed to the desktop, she could feel the room around her. Some part of her mind for which she had no name reached with invisible hands and touched the walls and floor, Bleaker’s empty chair and the staring camera. She could feel the Bunker itself, a mile of stone and steel, crushing down on her like the world’s heaviest coffin lid.

			Then she felt something else—or rather someone else—in motion, coming closer. It would have been amazing, were it not for her crippling pain and despair. She could actually feel someone approaching out in the hall, could even feel the stiff manner in which he walked. Bleaker, offended, coming back to tell her to pack her bags, she was out of the program. . . .

			But when the door opened and she lifted her head, it was not Bleaker coming into the room but a lean, hard-looking man in a navy-blue suit, staring at her through cold blue eyes she knew all too well.

			Director Crossman dropped a sketchpad and pencil onto the desk. “Dr. Bleaker tells me you’re playing hardball.”

			She nodded. Even that small motion cranked the pain and summoned nausea from wherever it had tenuously retreated.

			“Okay,” Crossman said, and spread his arms. “You win. We’re moving on.”

			She glanced at the pencil and pad and shook her head. “I’ve been drawing for weeks.”

			And she had. Only drawing wasn’t the right word for what she’d been doing. Like ghosting cards, this new form of drawing, in another place at another time, would have been mind-blowing.

			They would give her pencil and paper and tell her to sketch an object. First, it was a brick. Then an archery target, circles inside of circles. Then a basket of fruit, a vase of flowers. She’d drawn them perfectly—only it hadn’t really been like drawing.

			Trying to draw from imagination, she was stuck with the same so-so doodling ability she’d always had, but if she sketched a real thing, all she needed to do was begin—a single line would do—and the rest was a matter of position and proportion, one line or curve in relation to others, and these lengths and distances and angles she could feel with more accuracy than she could see. And as she felt these facets, her hand moved, marking the paper as if guided by the very thing she was sketching.

			Truly amazing—but again, she’d already learned this trick.

			She crossed her arms. “I told Bleaker. Teach me something new, or I quit. No mission, no nothing.”

			Crossman’s smile was icy. “He made that clear. Do you really think I’d be here otherwise?” He turned and opened the door, and she was certain she’d overplayed her hand, but instead of marching out, he called into the hallway.

			A muscular boy around her age stumbled into the room. Or at least she thought he was her age—it was difficult to say with the sack of red cloth covering his head.

			Seeing his broad shoulders, perfect physique, and big hands, hope sprung up and soared within her—but then crashed down as she really saw him. He was too tall. His shoulders were broad yet not broad enough, just as his hands were large yet not large enough. . . .

			“Map him,” Crossman said.

			“What—draw him?”

			Crossman shook his head. “Map him. Sketch his face.”

			“You mean the”—she was about to say mask, but that wasn’t accurate—“hood?”

			“I mean the face,” Crossman said. His own face looked absolutely serious, even impatient. “Focus. Look through the hood, beyond it. View his face like a landscape. Move over its contours. Map it.”

			“I don’t—”

			Crossman scowled. “You wanted progress. This is your chance.”

			“I,” she said, starting to protest, meaning to tell Crossman that he was crazy—this wasn’t a step ahead, it was a mile’s jump forward—but then she reconsidered. She had to know. Even if she split her head in half, she had to try. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll give it a shot.”

			He nodded and stepped aside.

			The boy stood five feet away, still as a statue, save for his breathing.

			All right, she told herself. Focus.

			For a second, she just sat there, staring at the red hood, careful not to push too hard, telling herself, Don’t burn out. Not now. This is it. Take your time.

			Her eyes blurred with the pain in her skull.

			So stop trying to use your eyes to see him, she thought, and when she closed her eyes, the ghost appeared.

			It was like flying over a land obscured by fog. She could sense topography behind the cloaking mist, could feel it, she just couldn’t see it. . . .

			Push harder, she told herself, growling as flames filled her skull, the pain so severe that her gorge rose.

			The mist swirled, and—yes!—she glimpsed a line, there and gone, like a ridge of stone seen from an airplane through a quick break in rolling cloud cover.

			His nose?

			No, she corrected herself. Don’t guess. Don’t put yourself into this. See the lines. Feel the truth. Don’t imagine him; map him.

			Breathing through her nostrils, she concentrated despite the pain and nausea, and when the line came once more into view, her hand moved, sketching. She did not think about what she was seeing—did not try to name the part—nor did she check what she was drawing.

			And suddenly she was drawing. Her hand moved faster and faster as she explored the boy’s face, not actually seeing it but sensing its contours, her mind reaching out like the fingers of a blind person reading a new acquaintance’s features. Inch by inch, she moved away from the first line, and as her hand sketched, she slid into something like rapture, her mind and body reading and recording with seemingly no thought of her own, no interpretation. The ghost disappeared entirely, and there was only the feel of his face, the truth of every line and curve and angle. Her hand moved faster and faster until she felt dizzy with the speed of it all, a kind of pressure building and building within her until her head snapped back and her eyes opened and she was fully aware of herself, the room, the boy in the red hood, Crossman looking at her through narrowed eyes, and the absolute fountain of pain and nausea gushing within her.

			Before her was an incredibly detailed, almost photographic sketch. She’d seen none of it while drawing—a true forest-for-the-trees moment—but now she leaned back and saw the whole thing, not a forest but a face, a good face, a face that would have been handsome, very handsome, if it weren’t for the pain and the nausea. . . .

			“Well done,” Crossman said, offering a rare smile. He lifted the red hood, revealing the exact face she’d just sketched: the black bangs, the dark soulful eyes, the bright smile, and dimples, everything accurate down to the scar splitting one eyebrow. “Allow me to introduce your boyfriend.”

			“My . . . boyfriend?” she said, a tornado of pain whirling all through her now, spinning down out of her head, dipping into her stomach then lifting again.

			“Yes,” Crossman said. “Your boyfriend, Julio.”

			Julio stuck out his hand and stepped forward, saying something that she never heard . . . because at that moment, the girl now known as Margarita Carbajal squeezed her eyes shut and vomited all over Julio’s outstretched hand.

		

	
		
			THREE

			BREAKING FROM THE JUNGLE, Carl stepped into the bright sun beating down on the stone ridge that ran like a spine across the center of Phoenix Island. Glancing left, he saw the sheer cliff and felt the old fear, faint now in its power over him.

			He paused for a moment, struck as always by the beauty of this elevated vantage point, the island sprawling greenly away toward the sparkling ocean that defined the limits of his world. Straight ahead, the rocky ridge led to the apex of Phoenix Island, atop which Stark’s silhouette blocked, punched, and kicked as if engaged in combat with invisible opponents. Carl’s eyes, so different now that the chip had become a part of him, focused, drawing Stark into clearer detail until it was like looking through binoculars—or, he thought, the scope of a high-powered rifle—and he could make out the snarl of concentration, the determined eyes, even the sheen of sweat glistening on the shaven head.

			Carl had wondered, when he’d returned to the empty hangar and found Stark’s invitation to the train atop the mountain, what they’d be doing. Now he knew, and it came as no surprise: more kata, more choreographed combat, every move practiced to perfection. Stark believed in repetition.

			Stark spotted him then, broke form, and beckoned, calling, “Come on up, son, and give me your full report on Recruit Dubois.”

			Carl climbed up to the flat peak and delivered his full report in five words: “Feed him to the sharks.”

			Stark laughed. “Outstanding. But I’m surprised to hear this from you. Certainly you know that anger is defeat.”

			True enough—Carl had often used opponents’ anger against them—but sometimes feeling was stronger than knowing. Sometimes rage trumped truth.

			He had always struggled with his temper, but rage was different in him now. Stronger and more demanding, manifesting within him another Carl, one capable of horrific things—like that day early in his apprenticeship, when, out of the blue, he’d snapped on Sanderson and nearly beaten him to death. Since that nightmare afternoon, he had been on guard against his rage. Was the chip trying to reprogram him into a killer? A terrifying notion . . .

			“He’s a punk,” Carl said, feeling only normal anger now. “He acted all friendly. Then he tried to take my head off.”

			Stark scooped up a small stone and flung it out into the open air.

			Carl tracked it, his eyes autofocusing as the rock dropped in a spinning plummet toward the canopy, and he felt a curious unease, as if the little stone might suck him into its wake, pull him once more into the void that had almost killed him several months earlier, when boys now dead or beneath his unofficial command had hunted him with spears and knives and guns.

			“Of course,” Stark said, turning to him with a dangerous smile, “if you’re serious, I’ll see that he’s shark food within the hour.”

			A tempting concept—Tex had tried to kill him, after all—but Carl knew Stark meant it. He shook his head.

			“In that case,” Stark said, “I believe I’ll keep him around.”

			“What’s so special about him?” Carl said. “He’s just one more psychopath.”

			Stark nodded slightly. “Psychopaths can be useful in their own way. Besides, I believe there is more to Texarkana Reginald Dubois than meets the eye.”

			Carl kicked a stone across the flat summit but not hard enough to send it over the edge. The sun was very bright up here, very hot. With barely a thought, he dialed back his body temperature.

			“Your idealism blinds you,” Stark said. “It’s neurotic and foolish, even dangerous, for a leader to evaluate someone on only his worst trait.”

			“Maybe I’m not a leader, then.”

			“You’d rather be a follower?”

			“Maybe I’m not a leader or a follower,” Carl said. “Maybe I’m just me.”

			Stark seemed to consider this. “Whether or not you wish to lead, people will follow you.”

			Carl started to say more but reined himself in. Anger had already loosened his tongue. He couldn’t allow it to ruin everything, not after six months of pretending to be Stark’s loyal apprentice, six months during which he’d hated himself for bumbling around like Hamlet, waiting, waiting, waiting. . . . But what choice did he have? If he acted rashly, if he rebelled or fled the island, someone would call the mainland, and one of Stark’s monsters—dressed, perhaps, as a nurse or an orderly or even a doctor—would enter Octavia’s room and press a pillow over her face, and . . .

			No. He couldn’t strike until he was certain of total victory, and for that, he needed access to Stark’s computers: his documents, the location of Octavia’s hospital, video clips of training exercises and Phoenix Force’s atrocities, and the ability to contact government agencies. However he gained access, he needed to do so quickly. Stark had temporarily halted chip implantation, wanting time to study Carl’s progress prior to chipping others. Once he flipped that switch, there would be no stopping him. What havoc would hundreds of chipped, combat-experienced, and fanatically loyal Phoenix Forcers unleash on the world?

			Stark was bent on destroying civilization and blasting humanity back into the Stone Age. In this twisted future, hobbled survivors would worship a new Olympus: Stark and his pantheon of genetically and technologically augmented gods. It didn’t matter to Carl that he was slated to play Apollo to Stark’s Zeus. He didn’t desire power. He wanted only to stop the madman and save Octavia.

			Stark stooped again, this time picking up not a stone but a handful of loose grit. He let dirt and pebbles sift slowly from fist to palm, seeming to study each fragment. “Tell me,” he said. “What is the most valuable trait a soldier under your command could possess?”

			Carl thought for a moment—Stark valued many traits, including bravery, composure, intelligence, strength, and endurance—then said, “Training.”

			“Training is indeed valuable, even indispensable, but no,” Stark said. He lifted his palm and blew, expelling a gritty cloud and leaving only a few larger chips of stone. “The most valuable trait is loyalty.”

			“Loyalty?” Carl didn’t bother to keep doubt out of his voice. As a mentor, Stark didn’t mind questions. He was more concerned with answers.

			“Loyalty.”

			“More valuable than training? More valuable than guts or strength or brains?”

			“Yes,” Stark said, and tossed away the remaining chips. “A loyal soldier will go to his own doom on his commander’s whim. A disloyal soldier will doom his commander on his own whim.”

			“Fair enough,” Carl said, “but if you’re a good leader, can’t you assume loyalty?”

			Stark snorted. “Start assuming loyalty, son, and you won’t lead long.”

			Fine by me, Carl thought.

			Stark said, “Until very recently, civilization valued loyalty above all other traits. Consider a samurai’s loyalty to his emperor, a knight’s loyalty to his king, or the gallant loyalty of those poor Confederates serving under Pickett on Gettysburg’s fateful third day.”

			Carl nodded. They had covered a lot of military history over the last six months.

			“This modern age of self-worship would have us discard honor for individuality, but reverence for loyalty—and a corresponding loathing of disloyalty—stretch all the way back to the very roots of Western civilization. Certainly the Greek myths prove this. And what of Dante? Have you finished his Inferno?”

			Carl shook his head. “Not yet.” He could read very quickly now—two pages every ten seconds or so, one eye reading one page, the other eye reading the opposite—with absolute retention, but that only worked for straightforward material: handbooks, simple prose, and, thanks to the way his mind now processed notation, chess manuals. He was still stuck, however, with his own vocabulary, so trying to read Dante’s Inferno was like trying to run through chest-deep water, every line an Olympic length. At this point, he’d struggled through enough to understand the gist: Dante’s tour of hell’s nine circles, with sections of each ring reserved for sinners of a specific stripe.

			“Spoiler alert,” Stark said with a smile. “Dante’s hell is much like the Greek underworld. Asphodel, Styx, it’s all in there, and the Greeks’ idealized punishments live on in the Inferno’s contrapasso . . . poetic justice in scale with sin. Outside the gates, Dante saw those who had done neither good nor evil in life, fated in death to mill eternally in limbo, but Virgil led him down through the circles, past pagans and adulterers, gluttons and suicides, lower and lower, the punishments growing ever more severe the deeper Dante descended, until at last they arrived at the lowest, the most severe level of hell.”

			“The ninth circle,” Carl said.

			“Not a lake of fire,” Stark said, “but a lake of ice, the lake itself tiered, with its lowermost level known as . . . ?”

			Carl shrugged.

			“Judecca. Named for . . .?”

			Carl could only shrug again.

			“Judas.”

			“Like the cow?” Carl asked. Stark had told him of how, when nervous herds scheduled for processing wouldn’t enter a slaughterhouse, workers would introduce a trained “Judas cow” that would mix with the herd, then lead the way up the ramp. Cows, being cows, would follow. At the top of the ramp, just before the conveyor belt that would suck incoming beeves to their bloody deaths, workers would divert the Judas cow. By that time, the herd would be pressing hard from below, and the cows in front would stumble forward into the factory of death.

			Stark laughed. “Not exactly, though if beasts faced the abyss, Judas cows would undoubtedly belong in the lake of ice. Judecca was named for Judas Iscariot, the betrayer of Christ.”

			“Oh,” Carl said, feeling stupid.

			“The lowest level of hell was reserved for the treacherous,” Stark said, “and Judecca itself was reserved for the absolute worst sinners, those who had betrayed their benefactors.”

			“Oh,” Carl said again, not liking the direction of this discussion.

			Stark turned and surveyed the sparkling ocean. “Loyalty is the central pillar of humanity, society, and goodness. And as a leader of men, no matter what the outside world would have you believe, loyalty is the most valuable currency. Instill it in your troops, and you will march to victory. Forge on without it, and you and your men are so many cows on a conveyor belt.”

			“Okay,” Carl said. Like much of what Stark said, this all made sense without telling the whole story. Before he could sort this out, Stark continued.

			“Look past men’s flaws. Earn their loyalty, and you’ll convert liabilities into assets.”

			Carl said he understood and for the hundredth time, imagined pushing his own “benefactor” off the mountaintop.

			Stark turned to face him. “Do I have your loyalty now, son? Can I trust you?”

			These questions hit Carl like a stiff double-jab, not just because they rocked him out of his traitorous thoughts but also because Stark had never mentioned Carl’s loyalty, not once in the six months since the duel. Carl had unfailingly played the role of committed protégé, but with these questions, he had to wonder—had Stark, too, been acting?

			Reacting with a counterpuncher’s composure, he opened his mouth slightly and furrowed his brow, conveying, he hoped, mild shock and a shade of indignation. “You know I am. You know you can.”

			“Good,” Stark said, staring directly into his eyes. “That’s good, son.”

			Seconds passed. Stark stared. Carl felt like a man entering airport security with a knife in his pocket.

			Stark gestured toward the ocean. “In that case, I’m sending you away.”

			Oh no, Carl thought, not Zurkistan. Many times, Stark had suggested Carl accompany Baca and Z-Force to “get his feet wet”—a phrase they both understood meant killing—and each time, Carl had declined. He was willing to endure this place for however long it took him to overthrow the organization, willing to suffer, willing even to act with contempt and cruelty, but he refused to become a murderer. He might surrender his life, but he wouldn’t sell his soul.

			“Your first combat mission,” Stark said. “Everything on the line.”

			“But our training together,” Carl said, reeling. “You’re teaching me so much, and—”

			“Don’t look so distraught,” Stark said. “It’s not Zurkistan.”

			Carl relaxed a little, but the phrase combat mission still echoed in his mind. “Where, then?”

			A playful light came into Stark’s eyes. “I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know where you’re sending me?”

			“No—I only know what you’ll be doing once you get there.”

			Carl waited.

			In the distance, gunfire rattled faintly.

			“Fighting,” Stark said, and his smile widened.

			“Fighting?” The word could mean so many things. “Boxing?”

			Stark shook his head. “The Funeral Games.”

			Funeral Games? Carl thought. A vaguely familiar, overtly unsettling phrase . . .

			“Named for the ancient Greek tradition, of course,” Stark said. “The modern Funeral Games is an annual underground tournament held at an undisclosed location and hosted by the Few, a small group of enormously wealthy elitists who happen to love blood sport. One-on-one, mixed martial arts, ten million dollars to the winner. You will represent Phoenix Island.”

			Carl’s mind whirred. Was he actually leaving Phoenix Island?

			Stark laughed. “You look stunned. Hefty prize, eh? But as usual, we don’t care about money. We care about honor. Speaking of honor, you have proven a perfect apprentice: apt, diligent, durable, and loyal.”

			“Thank you,” Carl said, thinking, If he could read my mind . . .

			“Phoenix Force idolizes you, and the cadre fear you . . . and yet, you have no official title. Win this tournament, and that will change. How does ‘Lieutenant Commander Carl Freeman’ sound?”

			“Wow—I . . . really?”

			“Really,” Stark said, putting a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “This is your big moment, son. As lieutenant commander, you will be second-in-command here, and whenever I need to travel, I will leave you in charge.”

			“That would be awesome.” Carl didn’t need to fake a smile. This was it, the opportunity he’d been waiting for, exactly what he needed to topple Stark. Second-in-command would mean access to computers. “Thank you.”

			“Don’t thank me yet,” Stark said, giving his shoulder a friendly shake. “A soldier must earn his commission. You’ve put in your time and duly impressed me, but to earn your promotion, you must win the Funeral Games.”

			“Okay,” Carl said. For this opportunity, he’d fight anybody. Surprisingly, a thrill of excitement shivered through him. “Who do I fight?”

			“Whom,” Stark corrected.

			“Whom do I fight, then?”

			Stark spread his hands. “Does it matter?”

			“No,” Carl said, but it did matter, possibly very much. Over recent months, he had mastered MMA, and the chip made him incredibly fast, accurate, and devastating. During sparring, he destroyed Phoenix Force and consistently bested Stark, even holding back, but this was different. As every boxer learns early, sparring isn’t fighting, and the gym isn’t a tournament.

			“Competition will be rather fierce,” Stark admitted. “Teenage fighters who’ve trained their entire lives. Some come from places like Phoenix Island. Others exist in the shadowy world of underground fighting. A few dwell year-round in temples and dojos, leaving only to defend the honor of their chosen discipline. Do you accept this challenge?”

			Carl hesitated for a fraction of a second. What was he getting into? Excitement had abandoned him—but determination remained. “I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll fight.”

			“Fighting isn’t enough,” Stark said. “You have to win.”
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