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Chapter One
            
The beach was beautiful, perfect, a rival to the finest tourists spots anywhere on the planet, and had its existence been widely known, it would have been as crowded as Rio, Cancun, or even the Mediterranean. This was the fantasy beach painted by winter bound Midwestern artists staring out at fields of ice and snow, the beach dreamed of by the 50-year-old newlyweds trying one more time. It was the perfect beach with the perfect ocean and perfect climate.  

Oblivious to the beauty and perfection of the beach, the seagull circled, watching the glossy object bobbing just beneath water. The seagull was old, as seagulls went, and the object, round and fleshy looking, was unfamiliar to it, though it knew it could be only one of two things—food or not food. Food would mean one more day of not starving to death and not food might mean it was the seagull’s turn to be a meal. Of course, the seagull didn’t look at it in philosophical terms like that. No, its tiny brain was much simpler. It was hungry and the object might be food. The large bird circled once more, on the lookout for predators, then dived, scooping up the object in a glut of salty sea water, and then was airborne once more. The fleshy round object was indeed food, the seagull decided, as it swallowed in one quick gulp.

The seagull had no idea where the eyeball, blue and bloodied, had come from, or even that it was an eyeball. It had no sense of horror. It didn’t know and it didn’t care. 

The man in the cage on the beach, butted up against a cliff face so straight it looked as if it were carved by a giant miter saw, might have cared. Though, at the moment, struggling through a drug filled haze, he was trying to remember why his wife was sobbing. 

He awakened slowly, like a man coming out of a thirty-year coma, his body aching and stiff. When he opened his eyes he saw only burlap-filtered light and noticed the scratchy sensation, a combination of four-day-old beard and the sack covering his head.  Salt stung his nose and his clothes were damp with days’ old sweat. Wherever he was, it wasn’t Houston in December. It was as hot and sticky as home and he could feel the grime of not bathing for days stuck in his pores, but it didn’t feel like home. Something tasted different in the air…there was something missing. The air was crisp and clean, not the slightest hint of Houston’s permanent pollution. He breathed shallowly, trying to stay calm and not scream out through the sack. 

His hands, though still sore around the wrists from the rope that had bound them, were free now, and as he reached up to remove the hood, his felt the stretching and pain of fresh stitches on his right side, near his waistline, and the pull of fresh scabs on his left arm. He ignored both and removed the hood. 

He, of course, noticed the bars first. There wasn’t anyway around it. Despite being on the most beautiful beach he’d ever seen, one was forced to notice the bars first. He and five other hooded and blue jump-suited people were in a cage made of bamboo with thick wire at the joints. The cage was about twenty foot square, the bamboo sections making one-foot square holes. Despite the cage and the implications of waking up with a hood and rope burns, he did for one moment take in the beauty of the beach and the ocean. It reminded him of Cancun, Mexico, minus the thousands of tourists and margaritas and the newness of marriage. There was a large cave leading into the cliff face, and sounds coming from inside. He could hear people talking, children laughing, and a multitude of other everyday sounds. The rock wall went further up than he could see, flat and straight like a darkened mirror, trees and shrubs sprouting at insane angles and blocking his view of the top. The cave entrance was surrounded by graffiti, reminding him of the public restroom of the Greyhound station in downtown Houston. Much of it was weather worn and illegible, but some was legible. It consisted of names and dates…thousands of them. John Henry, 1867, Adam Salinas, 1978…the oldest date he could make out was dug deep into the stone wall. Alberto Morales, 1520. Morale’s name was carved beneath a skull and crossbones motif along with the words Renacimiento o Muerte.

“Steven?”

His wife was still sobbing and it took him a few moments to understand why, despite understanding nothing else.

“Rebecca,” Steven whispered, ignoring the pain in his side and on his arm and in his heart and going to his wife. He helped her remove her hood and moved her thick black hair from her tear-streaked face.

“The boys…” she whispered back, between sobs. “Oh my god, the boys.”

She grasped at his face, broken fingernails digging into four-day-old beard, drawing tiny droplets of blood that ran down his cheek into his mouth, tasting of copper and sweat. He gently clasped her hand, pulling it away from his face. “Rebecca, it’s going to be okay.”

It wasn’t going to be okay, he knew, but that’s what you said. That’s what you had to say. But how could it be okay? 

Rebecca pulled away in anger. “The boys.”

“I…” There was no lie he could tell, no comfort he could give her. He’d heard the same two gunshots, and then the silence that followed. He could tell her again that it would be okay, but he knew it would sound just as hollow as it did when he’d said it.

“Where the hell are we? What the hell did they do to me?”

The voice was deep and full of strength and anger. Steven looked at the giant black man, trying not to stare at his sheer size but unable to draw his eyes away. The man’s arms were as thick as Steven’s legs, his neck a mass of muscle, his face a racetrack of scars and ripples. He literally bulged through the blue jumpsuit, and one of the seams, at the man’s right shoulder, was already splitting. Though sitting, Steven imagined him to be quite tall, maybe six and a half feet, and had he been in his car in some warehouse store parking lot, he probably would have made sure his doors were locked. 

They locked eyes. “What are you looking at?”

“I’m sorry,” Steven said, forcing himself to look away in guilt.

“This might be a beautiful place,” another man said, standing and stretching. “In fact, it is a beautiful place. It reminds me of home somewhat, except for the cliffs and the cage, of course. Along the coast…we had beaches like this. Yes, this might be a beautiful place…but I’m afraid our situation isn’t.”

He was maybe as tall as the black man, but not nearly as wide. He was fit, though, with the slim body of a runner. He was dark and vaguely Mediterranean looking, the rival of any of the male lovers gracing the covers of the romance novels his wife was so completely stricken with. He spoke with a gentleness and ease of language, both educated and comfortable.

“I’m sorry,” he said, eyeing Steven’s sobbing wife. “Please forgive my arrogance. Despite this cage,” he said, gripping the bamboo bars, “this place is quite beautiful and I was struck by it. Are you hurt in some way?”

“We’re fine,” Steven said, though the three-inch stitched incision and scabs running up his right arm screamed liar. 

“I’m not fine,” the large black man said, standing to his full height and stretching. “I’ve got a cut in my side someone stitched up and these damn tattoos.”

Steven looked at the man’s arm as he pulled up his sleeve, the block numbers stretching from his wrist up to his elbow. If not for the scabs, he probably wouldn’t have been able to read them against the man’s dark skin. He felt his own right arm and the scabs there. Rebecca’s arm was the same and she struggled mildly as he checked her side for the same incision he and the others had. 

“I have the same tattoos,” he told them, still gripping his wife as if she were the last anchor to his life before the cage. 

“I’ll hazard that they aren’t the same tattoos,” the Mediterranean man said. “At least…not the same numbers.”

3456723 Steven’s number read. His wife’s ended in 24. 

“Identification numbers?” the black man asked. “We’re tagged like prisoners?”

“A cage, numbers…what else could we be but prisoners?” the Mediterranean asked. 

Steven remembered the tales of Auschwitz and the other German concentration camps he’d read about in high school and wondered if gas chambers were in his immediate future.

The two other people in the cage stirred, both young girls. The first, with long flowing blonde hair and teak-streaked grime masking what Steve was sure was a gorgeous face, pulled the hood from the other, a red-haired girl with milky white skin. The blonde clutched the redhead to her chest, rubbing her hair.

“It’s going to be okay, Cassandra, it is.”

Steve knew it wasn’t, but there was no point in saying so. He’d tell his wife the same lie a thousand times over but it wouldn’t make it any truer. 

“Are either of you hurt?” The Mediterranean asked. 

“Fuck you,” the blonde spat back, her voice full of fear and despair.

“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I don’t mean to intrude, but as you see, we’re all in the same situation. We’re all prisoners here.”

The girl did not respond to the kind tone in his voice. “My name is John Hussein, and I am,” he said, looking at the numbers up his arm, “3456721. It is my pleasure to meet you, though I wish the circumstances were different.”

Middle Eastern, Steven thought, and not Mediterranean. He immediately suspected the man, a result of watching too many years of watching Fox News, then felt guilty about it. 

“I’m…my name is Darius,” the large black man offered, taking Hussein’s hand, “Darius Vernon…”

The big man didn’t get to say anymore as the blonde rushed him, fear and despair replaced by anger and fury, as she pounded the big man’s chest with her fists. “It was you!” she raged. “You’re the one who brought us here!”

Darius didn’t flinch, didn’t retaliate, and looked shocked that the girl had even made the accusation in the first place. He stood there for a long while until the girl’s hits became slower…softer. “Ma’am, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

“It was you,” the girl said, “outside of Club One on Richmond…you…the van…”

“Club One?” John interrupted, “in Houston?”

The girl nodded agreement. “He was there.”

“I’ve never been to that club,” the big man said much more calmly than Steven would have thought. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“It was you. You bought us both drinks…danced with us…then outside you…you had a mask on then, but I know it was you. I could smell your cheap ass Drakar cologne.”


The hits resumed until Hussein, as gently as he could, pulled the girl back. “Ma’am, what is it you think this man did? I’m not sure how he could have imprisoned us here when he is one of the prisoners.”

The other girl with hair the color of a campfire stirred, but wouldn’t look up. “Look at them Cassandra…show them.”

The girl did, showing blackened and puffy eyes, cuts across her lip, and bruises on her neck that looked suspiciously like a large man’s handprints.

“He beat her and…” the girl said, the tears flowing again like a waterfall, “I couldn’t stop him. In the van…with the other men in masks watching. They laughed,” she said as the tears and sobs began flowing harder and faster. “They laughed at us.”

“Ma’am…” Darius began, again surprising Steven with his calmness, considering the situation, “I don’t have any idea what you are talking about.”

“Darius, were you in Houston?”

“Yeah…I manage a grocery store there, in the Heights. It’s a little mom and pop affair and I’ve worked there since I was a teenager. I was walking home and this van pulled up.” The man stopped, obviously uncomfortable with the memory, not wanting to offer more. “I was in Houston but I don’t know these two girls.”

“I was in Houston as well,” John told them, “at my father’s home in River Oaks. Four men came through the door…” John was silent a moment and then turned to Steven. “You, sir…are you from the Houston area too?”

Steven stirred and Rebecca clung tighter. “My name is Steven Alexander and this is my wife, Rebecca. We have two sons…”

Rebecca started crying and Steven remembered explicitly.

* * *

It was a humid night in Houston, much more humid than December should be. Steven’s father used to joke that tourists coming to the Bayou City often got back on their airplanes once their eyeballs started sweating. Rebecca was in the kitchen, cooking spaghetti for the family meal that she and Steven insisted they have each evening. In the hustle and bustle of school, work, little league and the myriad of other events in a busy urban family’s life, they felt eating together each day was important. 
 
Corry and Lonnie sat in front of the large plasma television, playing each other on the Xbox and laughing heartily. Steven sat on the couch, watching them play and enjoying their laughter more than anything else. 
 
The front door opened in a scream of splinters and paint chips, and four men, dressed all in black with their faces covered with tight-fitting half masks burst in. Each was armed with a pistol-gripped pump shotgun and they immediately spread out through the foyer, a well-drilled team. For a moment, Steven thought that they were the police, maybe involved in a mistaken raid on a suspected drug house. He’d seen a similar circumstance on the news not too long ago. He stood, raising his hands as Rebecca screamed from the kitchen. 
 
“Officers…”
 
Steven was interrupted with a shotgun butt to the gut, driving the air from his body and knocking him to the floor. The boys screamed as his hands were bound behind him and a hood quickly draped over his head. He heard Rebecca struggle and then scream, also forced to her knees. 
 
The boys continued screaming until one of the shotguns rang out, once then twice.
            
The following silence was the loudest thing he’d ever heard.
 
* * *

“Men broke into our house. They killed my two sons.”

Steven stared at his wife, her black hair in tangles around her tear-streaked face. She’d loved the boys as her own, despite not being their biological mother, and they’d loved her just as fiercely as they’d loved their own mother. He’d met her shortly after Michelle, his first wife and the boy’s mother, had died in a horrific car crash in downtown Houston, a drunk driver hitting her small Prius and driving it over the I-45 guardrails. Rebecca was there for him shortly after, consoling him at work and eventually in their home. She was all he had left now.

“I’m sorry,” John told him, moving to shake his hand. “We are all from Houston…that has to mean something.”

“It doesn’t mean jack shit,” the blonde girl spat. “Ask him…he knows why we’re here. He knows where here is.”

“Lady…I’m very sorry for you,” Darius responded gently. “I can’t begin to imagine what happened to you, but I am really not the man you’re talking about. I don’t know you.”

“Why are we here?” Steven asked, desperately trying to push the sounds of his boys dying out of his mind. “What is this about?”

“I don’t know,” John said, standing and going to the side of the cage facing the ocean. “I have no idea. From the heat and humidity, I suspect we’re in the tropics somewhere. Maybe off the coast of Costa Rica?”

“That’s Spanish,” Steven said, pointing to the weatherworn motif carved into the stone near the cave entrance. “It says rebirth or death.”

“You speak Spanish?” John asked.

“Enough to get by.”

John went to the engraving, fingering its deep grooves. “It’s also a pirate emblem, is it not?”

“It could be,” Steven said. “They all had different emblems, different logos.”

“But rebirth or death? Isn’t the Christian tradition usually rebirth and then death, rebirth through the act of Baptism?”

“What makes you think it has anything to do with Christianity?” Steven asked. He wasn’t a believer and, when pressed in religious conversations, he didn’t like participating in any of its forms. Religion could be blamed for most of the world’s ills. 

“God doesn’t mean anything,” Darius told them. “Why we are here is all that matters.”

Faint sounds of laughter mixed with fear and agony drifted out of the small cave entrance. There were also wisps of scents…meat cooking and filth.

“There might be answers in there. I…we have to be some sort of prisoners,” John told them. “Though I don’t know what crime I could have committed to be sentenced to such a place.”

“Maybe it’s a joke,” Steven offered, “some sort of reality television event. Maybe Ed McMann is about to jump out and hand us all a check.”

The group stared at him for a moment, silent, and he had to wonder if any of them could begin to imagine what sort of twisted and depraved individual would sentence someone to a place like this, kidnapped, cut, probably raped in the case of the young girls. What sort of person would put a person in a place like this in the name of television? 

“I don’t know, but I don’t plan on finding out,” Darius told them, moving next to John by the cage entrance. The bamboo bars were smooth and weathered, like they’d been here for many, many years and had many hands on them, like the steel stair rails in an old refinery. The door at the center was fastened only with a piece of wire. Darius quickly untied it and stepped through. 


As soon as he did, an ear splitting alarm sounded, forcing the group to cover their ears. Darius cowered and then stepped back through the doorway. The alarm went silent. He stepped back out and the siren wailed again. 

“It knows when I step out,” he said to no one in particular as he stepped back into the cell. 

“Motion detectors, perhaps?” John asked, testing the entrance way himself. Stepping outside the cell produced the same siren, rustling birds from the trees in the cliff face above. Stepping back in quieted it.

“Who cares if there’s an alarm?” Cassandra said, standing. Her red hair caught in the gentle ocean breeze like an angry solar flare. “There’s an alarm but there isn’t anyone coming. There isn’t anyone to prevent us from leaving. There aren’t any guards.”

“Cassandra,” the other girl said, putting her hand on the girl’s shoulder, “we don’t know anything yet. We don’t even know where we are.”

“I don’t care,” Cassandra told her, shrugging off the comforting hand. “I’m going. This is crap…I didn’t know it would be like this.”

“You didn’t know it would be like what?” Steven asked, but the girl didn’t answer.

The young girl took a few tentative steps away from the cage’s gate, turning and looking in wide circles, half expecting prison guards to materialize out of thin air as if Scotty had flipped the switch on the teleporter. When none appeared, she moved further down the beach, the alarm still wailing, until she was at the water’s edge. She knelt down, washing her face off with crystal clear seawater, then motioned for her friend to follow.

“It’s fine,” Cassandra hollered back to her friend, barely audible above the wail of the siren. “Come on!”

“There are people coming,” John, standing near the cave entrance, told them.

“What?” Steven asked, his hands over his ears.

“People…coming,” John repeated, pointing to the entrance.

They flowed from the cave entrance like water from the dike once the proverbial thumb was removed. The men and women were dressed in filthy rags and their combined stench made Steven want to give up the imaginary contents of his stomach. They were of all ages, all ethnicities. A man, his scruffy beard obscuring most of his face and neck, shoved Steven back against the bars of the cage. 

“Stay out of the way,” he hissed, his breath reeking of rotten meat and soured milk.

“Where are we?” Steven choked out as he gasped for air. “What’s going on here? Please…I don’t understand.”

He was interrupted by a rough knee to the crotch, driving the air from his lungs and sending pain spiraling through his body. 

The bearded man watched as others pushed the remaining new arrivals up and away from the gate, two men holding Darius who, surprisingly to Steven, didn’t resist. Amanda tried to surge forward, tried to stop them once she realized where the five men in the front were heading, but the woman in front of her kept her pressed back against the bars, her forearm against her neck. 

Cassandra, once she saw the group of men sprinting from the open gate, tried to take off running down the pristine beach, but stumbled and fell face first into the sand. The men were upon here in a second, fists flashing. Steven couldn’t see around the man holding him to the bamboo bars, but could hear the girl’s screams even over the alarm. Amanda screamed just as loudly as her friend, her line of vision a little clearer. The fists continued to fly until finally the screaming from the beach stopped. They came back to the cage, carrying Cassandra between them like pallbearers at a funeral. She looked at Steven meekly, her already bruised face now a twisted mass of cuts and abrasions. Her eyes were blank, the girl solidly in a state of shock.

“Where are you taking her?” Amanda pleaded but the woman holding her didn’t answer, instead hitting her hard in the stomach and then releasing her. Amanda slumped to the ground, gasping for air. 

The others were released as the entire mass of people retreated back into the cave tunnel as quickly as they had appeared. It was several more seconds before Steven realized that the alarm was no longer sounding either. His heart still raced, though, and he quickly went to Rebecca’s side.

“Are you all right?”

“They killed her…that poor girl. They killed her for getting out of the cage.”

Steven suspected she was right, suspected that there was a set of clearly defined rules for their new prison. He also grudgingly gave the prison masters a certain amount of respect, thinking that their system, if he was correct, was ingenious. The incisions could only mean that there were some sort of tracking devices embedded in their bodies and, instead of having guards, their fellow prisoners enforced the rules. It certainly cut down on the cost of guards, he though. 

“I don’t think she was dead, Rebecca,” he answered.

“Nor do I,” John agreed, “but she was hurt quite badly.”

“We have to go get her,” Amanda demanded. “We have to go get her now.”

She stood and started towards the cave entrance, but Darius blocked her. “No, we can’t.”

“Get out of my way.”

“No. It’s not safe. We don’t know what’s going on. We don’t know if we’re supposed to leave this cage or not.”

John nodded in agreement. “And our current available evidence suggests that we should not, in fact, leave this cage, and that if we do, the penalty is death.”

“You can’t stop me from going in there.”

“How is the alarm set off?” John asked aloud, examining the gate for some sort of electrical connection.

“I think there are RFID chips here,” Steven offered, pointing to the general area of his still aching side. “They’re tracking us, at least through the gate.”

“Like a GPS?”

“No,” Steven said, “more like when someone tries to steal something from a department store. The sensors and wires have to be embedded inside the bamboo, or maybe there are some directional monitors on the cliff face that we can’t see yet.”

“Get out of my way,” Amanda again demanded of Darius who stood like a stone statue.

“I won’t allow you to go in there to your possible death. We don’t know if that’s within whatever rules govern this place. We don’t know anything.”

“I know that my friend and I were kidnapped, raped, drugged, cut and tattooed like animals,” Amanda began. “I don’t know why we’re here, or why they would do these evil things, but I do know that I will not let them hurt her anymore. Now get out of my way.”

Darius nodded gently then stepped out of the girl’s way, but Amanda stopped at the cave entrance, staring blankly ahead.

“I don’t really want to follow her,” Darius said. “I know I should, and that it would be the chivalrous thing to do, but I’m scared to set foot inside that tunnel.” The big man stared at his feet, apparently embarrassed by his lack of courage and thinking of what was going to happen to the two girls inside. Steven once again felt guilty for his initial impression of the big black man. He could see that in the current situation, Darius’ own fear was conflicting with his fear of what was happening to the girls, and it was having a profound effect on the man.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” John replied. “There’s nothing out here for us, no escape and no appearance of a rescue on the horizon. Whatever this place is, it is inside these cliff walls. If we stay out here, as beautiful as it is,” he said, pointing to the beach, “we will die within days. There is no food, and more importantly, there is no water. We cannot survive on sand.”

Steven, still holding Rebecca, told the group. “The other girl, Cassandra…she said ‘this isn’t how this was supposed to be’ before she ran out, like she knew something about what was going on. Did she know why we’re here?”

Amanda ignored him, still crying uncontrollably, her chest heaving like a child who’d cried itself into a frenzy. 

“I’m sure she meant it in general terms,” John replied quickly. “Like this isn’t the way life was supposed to turn out. How could any of us know what was going on here?” He stood, taking a deep breath. “There is only one thing to do, but much like our large friend Darius, I do not want to do it. We can only go inside the cave and attempt to find out what’s going on.”

“I don’t want to,” Darius said sadly, “but I can’t see any other option. Let’s go.”

Steven helped Rebecca stand and once again lied, “it’s going to be all right.”

She looked at him coldly, the tears replaced for a moment by something else, something he hadn’t seen in his wife’s eyes before, and managed a smile. “How’s this for excitement?”
* * *

He remembered exactly the conversation they’d had, where they’d been, even the Jasmine scent of her perfume. He remembered the cool breeze filtering through their open window, the smell of the bayou that ran behind their house. He remembered quite vividly the nightgown Rebecca wore and the way its red lace danced with the wind. The boys were sleeping soundly upstairs and the wine was uncorked and on the windowsill. He remembered their lovemaking, as passionate as the first time, and then relaxing in each other’s arms by candlelight.
 
“Is this all there is to life?” she’d asked, leaving him a bit confused and taken aback.
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“I don’t know. I just sometimes wonder if this is all there is. Don’t get me wrong. Life with you and the boys is wonderful. I can’t remember ever being so happy. I just wonder, sometimes, if this is all there is to life.”
 
 
 
“It isn’t enough?” Steven asked, wondering if the wine was taking hold or if the conversation was something he should be worried about. He didn’t know what he’d do without Rebecca. After Michelle had died, she was all he had. Her and the boys. 
 
“Of course it is, silly,” she said, caressing his cheek, “but that’s not what I mean. Don’t you miss the thrill? The desire for excitement?”
 
“What, like bungee jumping?” he asked, still perplexed.
 
“Sure…like bungee jumping. There’s a rush there, a thrill you can’t get by standing still. The sudden onrush of the ground…the fear of death. That’s what’s missing. We don’t fear death.”
 
Steven did. He remembered his first wife’s corpse, barely recognizable when he’d been asked to identify her. 
 
“I’m sorry,” she said, again stroking his face, “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
“It’s okay,” he told her, “I just don’t get what you’re getting at.”
 
“Life seems perfect. We have great boys, both of us have great careers. We live in this ideal house overlooking the bayou and we have great friends we can laugh with. We have everything we need,” she told him. “But do we have everything we want?”
 
“I have everything I want,” he said playfully, cuddling closer to her and trying to lighten the mood of the conversation, “But if you want a little excitement, how about we go again?”
 
She laughed out loud in that way only she could, completely disarming and enchanting. “Oh, you want to go again? Like we’re teenagers?”
 
“You bet.”
 
“Come get me, big boy.”
 
* * *    

They lingered another half an hour before conquering their collective fears of the cave and stepping forward. When she finally found the courage she’d lacked, Amanda darted ahead of them. Light danced with shadows in the cave entrance, barely filtering around the large form of Darius, who took the lead, followed closely by John, then Steven and Rebecca. The entrance was barely wide enough to walk through and Steven half wondered if Darius’ shoulders scraped the side, if maybe his head was bouncing along the top of the tunnel. The tunnel was filled with sound, not only of their own haphazard scuffling, but of the people ahead of them. There had to be hundreds, judging from the cacophony of sounds not unlike a market festival or even the food court at the mall. There was laughter, screams, fear, and happiness all in one place at one time. 

Amanda stood by the cave entrance, completely shocked by what she saw.

“My god,” Darius said softly from the lead, stepping out of the tunnel into a larger chamber.

The cavern was immense, at least three stories tall and as wide as several football fields. Stalagmites and stalactites of different proportions dotted the ceiling and floor, sticking out like shark’s teeth glistening with moisture. There were hundreds of people, some of which were the same who’d come through the cave earlier, yet almost indistinguishable from each other in their filthy clothing. They wore the remnants of faded blue jumpsuits, the ancestors of the bright, new suits that Steven and the others wore. Many wore simple kilts made from black plastic garbage bags, burlap sacks, and all sorts of other accumulated trash. Others wore clothing that looked leather, but had a different shine to it. There were many bare-breasted women, both young and perk and old and sagging. It took him aback, his slight arousal only abated by the sudden onslaught of smells. Meat cooking intertwined with raw sewage, rotting fruit and human stink. 

There were hundreds of haphazard shelters around the cavern, built between cone-shaped rocks jutting up from the floor and constructed of black plastic garbage bags, blankets, wood and cardboard. The entire cavern reminded Steven of a documentary about horribly poor people somewhere in Mexico, living in a cemetery in whatever shelters they could put together. The only thing the shelters had in common was the lack of any sort of roof. They all appeared to be opened to the air, and he could only assume they were meant more for some sort of privacy in the crowded cavern than anything else.

Thousands of torches burned, filling the air with a thick haze not unlike walking through Houston on a high ozone day, and the smoke burned at his nose. Smaller outlets dotted the walls of the cavern and there were hundreds of people there as well. Clothing hung between the upper story outlets and some stalagmites, much like it might between buildings in 1950’s New York. Children played everywhere, and had Steven not been through one of the most traumatic events of his life, he might think this was a community like any other. Poor, yes, but just people getting by. 

“Would you look at that?” John said, amazed, and as Steven followed his gaze, he couldn’t help but gasp in shock himself.

In the center of the cavern, constructed above a raised platform of stone and hanging between the stalagmites, was a very old wooden ship. It was in rough shape, showing its hundreds years of age, with many holes throughout its hull. Its masts were gone and thick ropes held it suspended at the top of the cavern with a network of wooden and rope ladders, suspended platforms, and bamboo suspension bridges forming a meandering path down to the raised stone platform. A tattered black flag, bearing the same pirate emblem that was engraved into wall of the cave, hung over the side of the ancient pirate ship.

“They had to have moved it in here a piece at a time,” John said, marveling. “I can’t begin to imagine the amount of work that took.”

There were people mulling about on the deck of the suspended ship, and more on the ladders and platforms leading down to the floor of the cavern. Most, like the people of the cave, seemed to be making their way to the center. 

“Who are all these people?” Darius asked aloud. “Where did they come from?”

“I’m guessing they’re like us,” John Hussein answered, grabbing the arm of a passing girl. “Ma’am…can you tell us where we are? What’s going on?”

The girl could have been the same age as Amanda, and maybe without the bruising and grime, would have been as pretty as the blonde. The girl stared at John with wild blue eyes, trying desperately to pull away from him. 

“Please, ma’am,” John said as calmly as possible. “We just want to know where we are. We’re here by mistake.”

Steven thought it odd that John would include the entire group in his plea of innocence. He didn’t know him from Adam. For all John knew, Steven could be the world’s greatest serial killer, sent to the prison of prisons for life. He wasn’t, of course, but he knew nothing about his fellow newcomers. He knew that he, and his wife, shouldn’t be in this place, but he didn’t know anything about the others, other than that they claimed to be from Houston. For all he knew, they were some sort of criminals or terrorists that he and Rebecca had been accidentally mixed up with. He imagined some super secret government organization having them mixed up with another Bradjolina Mr. and Mrs. Smith couple. 

The girl ignored him and managed to pull away, and Steven wondered if that was the case. Why were they here? It was obviously some sort of prison, yet there were no guards. 

John started after her but Darius stopped him. “Leave her. She’s scared to death of us.”

“But someone in here has to know where we are and what’s going on?”

Darius nodded. “But it isn’t her.”

Others they tried to stop and question reacted much the same, as if the group of newcomers carried the Black Death and they needed as rapidly as possible to get away from them. No one would look them in the eyes much less acknowledge their existence. 

Their small group plunged into the crowd of people, still sticking close together if for no other reason than because they had arrived together. Rebecca clutched at his arm, still sobbing, still not talking. Earlier, she’d mumble about the boys, and then burst into full-blown tears. He wondered if she’d cried enough for both of them.

“Oh,” a small, old, plumpish man said, stepping in front of them and looking them over, “I didn’t realize we had newcomers. Though I guess I should have, considering the new girl in the blue jumpsuit. That should have been a clue, right? Well, it doesn’t matter. You’re here now, though I should have seen to you in the Cage.” He said “cage” as it were an official designation, like the name of a city or a museum. “I’ll see you now.”

He wore a long coat made of patched pieces of leather with voluminous pockets at his waist and chest level. The coat was covered in dark stains that Steven could only guess were from blood, and a tattered stethoscope hung around his neck, nearly obscured by the thick, dirty gray beard that hung down to his chest. His feet were clad in moccasins that looked as if they were made from the same material as the coat. He stepped up to Darius without an ounce of apparent fear at the big man’s size, and said, “Bend over and open your mouth.”

“What?”

“You must bend over or I will not be able to see into your mouth. I thought it was really quite simple,” he said, turning to John. “It was, wasn’t it? It wasn’t complicated like ‘forgive thy neighbor’ or some other silly nonsense, was it?”

“Where are we?”

“I’m only allowed to examine you,” the old man said, “not talk to you. You’ll have to figure out all the rest, just like we did. I’m just to make sure you aren’t going to infect us with some disease before you get a chance at the Game.” Again, he said the world like it was a title.

“The Game?” Darius asked, bending and allowing the old man to examine his mouth. Satisfied with that, he listened to the man’s chest with the ancient looking stethoscope, repaired with tape and glue. 

The old man listened to his heart, nodding. “Yup, you got a strong ticker there,” he said. “Like a damn horse.”

“Are you a doctor?” Steven asked the man.

“As much as a veterinarian could claim to be a doctor, I suppose. Actually, here, I guess you could claim to be anything you want.” He stepped back, rubbing his scraggly white beard. “You know…I never thought of it that way. I think I’ll be Richard Nixon. Yup, former President.”

He made two peace signs, grinning, and said, “I am not a crook.”

“What’s your name, sir?” John asked as the old vet examined him.

“I just told you. I’m Richard Millhouse Nixon. Tricky Dick to my friends.”

John managed a smile as the old man finished and moved onto Amanda, then Steven and John. He hummed while he worked, and then, when finished, stood back and smiled. “Well, you all look healthy, which isn’t a surprise, considering the selection process, but we have to be sure. An outbreak of disease, here in this cesspool, would kill more people quicker than we could eat them efficiently.”

Steven’s ears perked at hearing eat them, but the others didn’t seem to notice and he said nothing.

“It’s going to be hard for you to stay healthy from here on out, but all I can really tell you is try not to shit where you drink, you know?”

With that, the old man melted into the crowd, leaving them just as shocked and confused as they’d been when they arrived. They pressed on, trying to push between the glut of people who were gathered around the raised stone platform at the center of the cave.

A slime-covered stream of water ran down a large horn-shaped stalagmite, forming a pool of tepid water at its base. Naked children, without the arm tattoos Steven noted, frolicked in the water as people stopped to drink from it. Darius knelt and drank a handful of the water and then spat it out.

“It’s nasty.”

A small boy smiled at him as he peed in it, waving.

“I wonder why,” John said as Amanda, seeming not to care, dropped to her knees and gulped at the water. She drank until she threw up, the water the only contents of her stomach.

“We’ve got to find something to eat and a cleaner source of water,” John told them as he helped Amanda to her feet after she had finished. 

“Good luck here,” Darius said. “This place is nothing but filth. I don’t think anyone is taking Richard Nixon’s advice.”

Steven sat Rebecca down near the pool and tried to clear away some of the grime and filth covering the surface, trying as best he could to get her a clean handful of water. She balked at first when he offered it to her, but took it eventually. A drop of water joined the flow of tears through the dirt on her face. He hugged her tightly to him, his arms wrapped around her. 

“When are you going to cry, Steven?” she asked softly. “The boys…”

“I…I can’t cry right now. I have to worry about us, here and now. I’ll cry when I get us out of here.” That was optimistic, he thought. Some of the people in the crowds, eating, sitting around small fires, looked positively ancient.

“They’re gone, Steven.”

“I know.”

“Do you smell that?” Darius asked aloud.

“All I smell is shit,” John replied. “Shit and death.”

“No, there’s meat cooking somewhere. I don’t know what kind of meat, but it’s meat.”

The big man walked towards the smell, and the tendrils of smoke drifting near the cavern’s ceiling, wrapping the pirate ship in a haze. There were several large cooking fires surrounded by men armed with wooden clubs and spears. They were a ragged looking bunch, but much healthier appearing than their counterparts in the rest of the cavern. Steven also suspected he recognized a few from the frenzied beating of Cassandra. Looking well fed and ready for a fight, they formed a loose circle around the cooking fires, guarding the area where spits of meat cooked alongside large pots of some unidentified stew. Darius marched to the head of the line.

“Get back to the end of the line,” one of the men said, a thick Latino with gang tattoos all over his body. He stood with a stone-tipped spear across his chest. There were three vertical slashes carved into his forehead, forming rough scars.

“We just got here and we’re hungry.”

“I don’t give two fucks when you got here. You can get back to the end of the line or you can go the fuck away. I don’t care.”

Darius looked past the man where several other large men sat laughing and eating. One man in particular, a large Samoan, sat on a throne made of bamboo, wood, and bone, eating a meat Steven couldn’t readily identify from the bone. Skulls lined the base of the throne as well as its tall, arched back.

“I bet they didn’t stand in line,” Darius said simply.

“They’re three- and four-timers. Why in the hell would they stand in line?”

Steven had no idea what the man meant by three- and four-timers, but Darius still wasn’t moved, “I don’t care. We’re hungry and we’re going to eat.”

The spear tip was quickly at his throat. “It’s not against the rules to drop you in order to keep order, you know.”

“No,” Darius shot back, “I don’t know. I don’t know what the rules are; I don’t have a clue where we are. Tell you what, chump, why don’t you take that stick and shove it up your ass before I do it for you.”

The man looked back and forth at the large Samoan on the junk thrown, confused. He obviously wasn’t used to someone not backing down. He wasn’t used to non-submission. The Samoan looked at him with disgust and then stood, coming to them.

“What’s the problem here?” he asked.

The Samoan was at least, if not larger, than Darius. Steven was sure he was meaner. He, like the Latino, was covered in tattoos, though his looked more traditional Polynesian than prison, and instead of three marks on his forehead, he had four. A series of circles, lines, and dashes ran from his knees up his thighs, and up his chest. His black hair was close cropped to his scarred head.

“The problem here,” Darius said, taking a step past the spear holder, “is that we were brought here to this place against our will, and now I’m fucking hungry. I’m hungry and you have food.”

“And you think, being a newcomer and large, maybe a little scary looking, that you’re going to walk right up and take what you want? You think this is some sort of mob rule prison or something?”

Darius looked uncomfortable with the accusation, just as uncomfortable as when Amanda accused him of attacking her. “I don’t know what to think, I don’t know what’s going on.”

“Well most new people don’t get this much help,” the Samoan told him. “Most newcomers have to find out what this place is all about on their very own. It’s part of the process. But I’m going to help you out. I’m feeling generous right now.”

The men around him laughed like jackals around a fallen gazelle. “You’re not shit here. I don’t give a fuck what you were before. Here you’re worth less than shit. No one cares what you were before, no one cares what power you had. It doesn’t mean shit here. No one even fucking cares that you’re here. And I’ll bet no one back there,” he said, pointing in the general direction of the cave entrance, “cares that you’re gone. There’s a reason you’re gone, you know?”

Darius’ arm flashed so quickly and the lighting was so bad that Steven didn’t see his fist connect with the Samoan’s jaw. He simply saw the man stagger back a few paces and then the dozen sharp looking spear tips at the black man’s throat.

The Samoan laughed as he righted himself. “You hit like a mule,” he said, walking back up to Darius. “That’s good. It will come in handy later. I should kill you. I’d be within the rules—all these people saw you attack me—but I won’t.”

He bent down and retrieved the piece of meat on the bone that he’d been eating and offered it to Darius. “Here. You want it? Have it.”

Darius took the offering, looked at it, and then turned to the side, throwing up in violent spasms, the raw meat falling to the muddy floor with a wet thud. Steven looked down, seeing it was a forearm, stripped of skin, most of the hand still attached, and his stomach threatened to join Darius.

The Samoan and his men began laughing hysterically, along with anyone else in earshot of what had transpired. Rebecca joined Darius in heaving, and Amanda cried out.

“Oh my god…they’re eating Cassandra.”

“She broke the rules, she pays the price,” the Samoan said. “We all pay the price if we break the rules, and that, if nothing else, is something you should learn this very minute.”

“She’s still alive,” Steven gasped.

Okay, crapCassandra, or what was left of her, lay on a large piece of sanded driftwood next to the impromptu throne. Her legs were missing, cut just beneath the knees, and her left arm was gone. The stumps had been burnt to a crisp, and there wasn’t nearly as much blood as Steven would have figured. A pile of the bones from her legs were stacked neatly next to her, bits of cartilage and meat still attached. Her chest had been marked up with a knife, like a butcher might mark up a hog for slaughter. She stared at them, eyes pleading and expressing a pain Steven couldn’t begin to imagine. 

“They keep better alive and last longer,” the big Samoan told them without emotion, as if they were discussing storing beef. “Nothing will be wasted, and her death will contribute to the survival of the Cave. And though she hadn’t yet had the opportunity to join us, she will be remembered nonetheless. She will live on, forever, on the Wall.”

Amanda fainted straight away, falling to the ground before Darius or John could catch her. Darius surged forward again, his face full of rage and anger, but stopped short of the wall of spear tips separating him from the Samoan. Rebecca was speechless, staring at the mutilated girl, and Steven threw up again.

“Save it for The Game, big man,” the Samoan, leaning in and whispering to Darius, said. “Save it for the Game. Use it…it might save you.”

A siren split the laughter and the mood in the cavern turned festive, people cheering and shouting. Steven, wiping bile from his mouth, watched as even the children began laughing and marching towards the opposite end of the cavern, away the entrance. Everyone in the cavern, man, woman, child, young and old, marched out, some even singing, though Steven couldn’t make out what the words of the song were. It only took a couple of minutes for the cavern to empty completely out, leaving the group of five by themselves.

Amanda dashed to her friend’s side and Cassandra managed to raise her remaining arm and hold the other girl’s hand. She gurgled, trying to speak, yet was unable. Rebecca pulled away from Steven and went to the girls. “You can’t do any more for her.”

Rebecca gently guided Amanda to John, then turned back to Cassandra. “I’m sorry.” 

Steven didn’t see it, but he heard the twisting of her neck and the snapping of her bones, and when his wife stepped away from her, he knew the girl was finally dead. The three men stared at her in shock but Amanda rushed to her, hugging her deeply.

“Thank you.”

“She’s not suffering any more.”

“I know.”

John Hussein, who, during the exchange with the Samoan had been silent, said, “I…I don’t know what to say. Did they bring us here as food? This is the plot of a bad B-movie, isn’t it, where some rednecks in the Appalachians or desert kidnap hapless tourists for their evening meal?”

Darius shook his head. “They only killed her because she tried to escape. They could have killed me right here without blinking, but they didn’t. There’s a set of rules here, a set of laws that they live by.”

“What’s the Game?” Steven asked and wondered again what Cassandra had meant when she said it wasn’t supposed to be like this. He’d never know now; he was still in shock at the violent act of mercy from his wife. 

“I don’t know and don’t particularly want to know,” Hussein told them, “but I think we have no choice but to follow them once again.”

Steven looked at the other cave entrance, wider and taller than the one they’d entered, and wondered what horrors lay in the next chamber.





Chapter Two
            

He’d met Rebecca a short two months after the death of his wife, when he and his two sons were still not just in mourning at the lost of their wife and mother, but in utter and complete shock. It had been a simple incident, but one he looked back on fondly as if fate had sent him an angel to guide him through the dark times. He’d been mindlessly jogging, just burning away excess energy and trying to keep thoughts of his deceased wife out of his mind. It was just one foot in front of another, trying to stamp out the vision of Michelle laying there on the coroner’s table.

The medical examiner had tried to clean her up and had wiped much of the dried blood away, but it had been hard to hide the bones sticking through the skin at unnatural angles. 

He’d been staring at the ground, unconcerned for traffic and other runners when he’d run right into her. They bumped, head first, and then both fell backwards to the cement sidewalk. She hadn’t apparently been watching out either. 

Steven looked into her face, and she smiled. It was a good smile.

He felt himself smiling in return, something he hadn’t done since that night. 

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay,” he replied, the uncomfortable smile still present. “I wasn’t watching.”

A few moments of awkward silence followed until she finally stuck out her hand. “I’m Rebecca.”

He took the hand and noticed the little string of numbers tattooed between her thumb and forefinger, 12345. “I’m Steven. It’s nice to meet you.”

They stayed like that for a few more awkward moments, holding hands, looking into each other’s eyes. He felt something instant, some click between them, and then instantly felt guilty for feeling it, withdrawing his hand.

She sensed it, right away, like she’d sense his emotions in years to come. “Is everything all right?”

“I…” he wanted to tell her about Michelle, to talk to her about it for some reason, but he didn’t. “That’s an interesting tattoo. What’s the significance of the numbers?”

“They are significant,” she said, but offered no more about the tattoo, instead standing. “It was nice meeting you.”

They’d meet at the same spot many more times over the next year, sometimes talking, sometimes not, always jogging. They’d talked more once he finally asked her to dinner.     

* * *

The light burned his eyes as he stepped out of the tunnel into the open air, and it took several seconds for him to adjust to the bright sunlight. The tunnel emptied into a large circular canyon, easily a football field across. The walls were un-scalable and as slick as the cliff face by the Cage. There were large windows along the southern side of the canyon—Steven only knowing the direction from the position of the sun—that immediately reminded him of the sky boxes at Minute Maid Park in Houston, boxes allowing the wealthy to observe the game without actually having to mingle with the unwashed masses. Above those, along the rim of the canyon, were nasty looking turrets, dark machine gun barrels aimed down at the crowd. 

The crowd filed alongside the canyon walls, leaving the area in the middle clear, as well as a section to the south. They formed a rough U-shape around the canyon and all stared upwards. Beneath the windows set in stone was a large digital billboard like you’d see at any sports arena, perhaps when a batter hit a home run. It displayed a cartoon of two gladiators fighting, pounding on half shields with short swords. When one of the cartoon characters fell, the crowd cheered and the words “The Game” were displayed. 

“What the hell is the Game?” Hussein asked aloud, though Steven could barely hear him over the roar of the crowd. The feeling of the place was not unlike a sports arena, Steven thought, thinking of the Astro’s baseball park back home.

“They kidnap us and bring us here to watch cartoons?” Darius asked. “What kind of sense does any of this make?”

It didn’t make sense, of course, nothing about the entire situation did. The cartoon, quickly replaced by numbers and one capitol letter, K, made no sense either. As soon as the numbers flashed, people began checking their forearms, and it took only a couple of seconds for Steven to make the connection along with Hussein.

“The numbers on our arms…but what does the K mean?”

Two men stepped forward from opposite signs of the cavern, and the crowd roared. They were dressed like any of the other citizens of the caverns, in either the blue ragged remains of the jumpsuits or clothing fashioned from garbage and what Steven was sure was leather produced from human skin. The only thing to distinguish the two men was that one was larger than the other. That didn’t matter much as both were emaciated, on the verge of starvation, obviously not part of the Samoan’s crowd. Neither had the marks the Samoan’s group had on their forehead, the same vertical slashes he was beginning to notice on many of the people of the Cave.

The crowd chanted and the two men first walked up to each other and hugged like long lost relatives. They then began circling each other like two angry pit bulls about to fight to the death. The smaller man looked nervous and sweaty, tiny rivulets of moisture cutting a path down his grime-covered face to his thick, black and gray beard. The other man lunged forward, catching his opponent by surprise, who only just managed to sidestep the larger man. The bigger man stumbled forward, tripped over a rock, and went crashing to the rubble-strewn floor. Cheering insanely, the crowd surged forward, those in the back trying to get a better view of the action.

“Gladiators?” Hussein asked of no one in particular. “We’re here to be fucking gladiators?”

Darius shrugged, unable to take his eyes from the match. Steven happened to glance at his wife, just for a second, and saw her in the same exact position, eyes locked on the battle of the emaciated men. She looked mesmerized, like she was seeing the best show Las Vegas had to offer, or something on Broadway. Her interest, and the small grin she hid when she noticed him watching, scared him.

The smaller man didn’t waste the opportunity to attack his stricken opponent, jumping and coming down hard, knees first, on the man’s back. He grabbed the other man’s head and pulled it back violently. Before the other man could react, he pushed it back down towards the stone surface, as hard as possible. Though impossible with the roar of the crowd, Steven imagined hearing the bigger man’s nose breaking. The head came up three more times and three more times he was driven down into the stone floor.

The larger man screamed out in pain and rolled to his right, instantly dislodging his rider. The skinnier man tried to scramble away, but the larger man, face bloodied and broken and angry, grabbed his ankle and pulled him back. When the little man’s leg was extended at an awkward angle, the larger man brought his right elbow down hard on it, cracking it and bending it grotesquely the other way. He screamed, but tried to continue crawling. 

The bigger man stood, wiping blood from his face and spitting out a couple of teeth. He turned to the crowd and raised his hands in victory, encouraging them to cheer, and cheer they did. Their roar was deafening, the very walls of the canyon reverberating. As the bigger man worked the crowd, the smaller man, destroyed knee and all, crawled towards him. The bigger man’s eyes went wide as the smaller one reached up between his legs, took hold of his genitalia, and pulled down hard. Roaring in pain and gushing blood from his groin, the larger guy stumbled forward and collapsed in a heap, rocking in pain in the fetal position. The smaller man, trailing blood, crawled to his opponent’s side and, with his thumbs, pushed his eyes in until the bigger man finally quit screaming.



He couldn’t stand to cheer and raise his arms in victory like his premature buddy had, but he raised his hand in glory anyway. Men rushed to his side and helped him up, carrying him back into the crowd. 

“I was sure the other had it,” John commented to Darius as the crowd mulled about, watching the giant digital billboard as another gladiator cartoon displayed. “Especially after coming back from that face smashing.”

“Naw, I knew the little guy had it in him. I’ve seen his kind a million times. You back them into a corner and size doesn’t matter anymore. It’s just fight or die. I will admit that him ripping the man’s balls out was somewhat unexpected.”

“He killed him,” Amanda said, still in shock. “He killed him and you two are standing there like it was a football game. You should be disgusted with yourselves.”

“Ma’am,” John said politely, “it might not be long before we’re out there.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You don’t get what’s going on yet?”

“No.”

“Watch.”

The gladiator cartoon ended once again to the roar of the crowd. The people were simply euphoric now, dancing and screaming out. 

Another prisoner number popped up, this time singly, with the letter H. Everyone checked their arms and it was several more minutes until a woman was identified. She didn’t go willingly, and several other women pushed her out. She twirled, looking nervously from the crowd to the billboard, shock and fear on her face. A very old scar ran from her right eyelid up her forehead in the shape of a 1. 

“They’re going to fight old women?” Darius asked.

John nodded. “One-handed old women at that. What do you think the H could mean?”

The woman tried to make her way back into the crowd, but was shoved backwards. Seconds later, a rusty, bone handled cleaver was tossed to her feet and she scooped it up, holding it in front of her like a weapon.

The crowd began to chant, “Do it. Do it. Do it.”

“No,” she screamed through broken teeth. “I already gave one.” She thrust her scarred and handless right arm into the sky. “I already gave one.”

There was laughter in the crowd among the chanting.

“Do it, do it, do it, do it.”

“I can’t…” she cried, slumping to her knees. “I just can’t do it.”

The billboard flashed again, the H becoming bigger, flashing between red and white, and taking up the entire screen.

“No, please…” the old woman begged in tears. “I only have one left.”

The crowd’s screams became so loud that Steven had to cover his ears, along with Darius, John, and Amanda. Rebecca didn’t, however, and Steven thought he could see her mouthing “Do it, do it,” along with the crowd. She saw him watching and quickly stopped.

“Please,” the woman pleaded again. “How will I eat? How will I do anything?”

The H sign stopped flashing, replaced by number 30. A second later it counted down to 29.

“How do I even do it?” the woman screamed, looking at the billboard, which had already counted down to 20. “I can’t do it!”

The crowd was in a frenzy verging on orgasm. The coordinated chant fell away into random screams and they group surged forward as one, crowding around the old woman who’d dropped the cleaver to the ground. A man jumped out, scooped up the cleaver, and grabbed her arm, turning to watch the countdown. Once it reached zero, silence ensued throughout the cavern.

“Please,” the woman begged. “Please don’t.”

The man smiled. “The Game is the Game,” and brought the cleaver down, severing the woman’s hand at the wrist in one clean shot. The hand flopped down and he scooped it up while the crowd cheered. 

The man with the cleaver helped her up while someone else tied off the stump with a piece of hemp rope. Steven watched as he gave the old woman some words of encouragement and offered her the hand. The woman, grinning now with the praise of her comrades, took her hand in her mouth. 

“Was it good?” Steven heard several people murmuring and watched as the crowd, once again as one, turned to the digital sign.

It cut to a live feed showing a simple stone room that Steven assumed was behind one of the one-way mirrors that dotted the southern side of the canyon. There was a man sitting there, though the camera only showed him from the nipples down, relaxing in a cheap yellow lawn chair. His hand was outstretched, thumb to the side, like Caesar watching at the Colosseum. The crowd watched breathlessly until the thumb turned upwards, and then they cheered again. Steven didn’t think it was possible, but the cheer seemed even louder than before. 

The crowd moved like a school of fish towards the southern end of the canyon, all looking upwards. A set of metal doors that Steven hadn’t noticed before opened and a six-foot-wide shoot that was twenty or more feet long extended. There was a rumbling sound, like a diesel engine, and seconds later, a river of garbage and slop poured out, raining down on the stone floor with the sort of wet sound only liquefied garbage could make. The smell overwhelmed Steven, making him dry heave, and the crowd went crazy, diving into the mounds of garbage as if manna had rained down from heaven. 

The feasting seemed to go on for an hour or more, but Steven wasn’t sure. His mind swirled with the implications of the Game, and again, and he wondered desperately how he’d come to be involved in any of this. His life had been simple and uncomplicated. The life of a network administrator generally was. Besides the occasional DNS attack or virus outbreak, life usually consisted of fixing seat to keyboard interface issues. Home was just as simple. There were the boys and there was Rebecca.

Were. 

When the crowd finally faded away, back into the cave complex, Steven dredged through the remaining garbage. Aluminum beer cans and broken bottles were intertwined with shredded black garbage bags, soaked and stinking paper towels, empty food containers licked clean by the people, and lumps of unidentifiable foodstuffs. Nothing looked appealing, despite his stomach threatening to start a revolution with his lungs and kidneys if he didn’t eat something soon.

“It’s a reward,” John observed. “A reward for good behavior, for obeying the covenants of this Game.”

“Like Pavlov’s dog,” Darius added.

“Yes, exactly. I’ll hazard a guess that not complying with the rules, or getting a thumb down, probably means the slop is withheld.”

“There’s nothing left,” Amanda said, sounding mad. “Nothing left for us to eat. We’ll have to be quicker next time.”

The woman who’d cut her arm off had been here a long time, Steven thought. She had that feel to her, one of familiarity with the situation. They all did. This was life to them, like the life of a network administrator was to Steven. This was their life.

“Rebecca…” he said, turning to his wife, but she was already ducking back into the tunnels.
* * *


He was worried about her. In fact, he was more than worried. She was so late coming home from work that he was tempted to call the police. Rebecca had never been this late without calling. Repeated attempts to call her cell phone led to her voice mail every single time. Four rings and then it was “Hello, this is Rebecca, I’m away from the phone and you know what to do.”
 
Steven didn’t know what to do. She’d just never been this late. It was too much like the night Michelle died.
 
As he picked up the phone to call the police, headlights pierced the darkness from the driveway and he heard the familiar click of her car’s door. He met her at the back door, hugging her tightly before actually looking at her.
 
“I was worried about you,” he said, never wanting to let go of his wife again. He couldn’t lose another… 
 
“I’m fine, silly,” she said, and as he looked at her, he had to wonder.
 
Her face was bruised and bloodied, purple splashes like flowers across her cheek. There was a large cut on her left cheek, her eyes were puffy and black, and she was missing a tooth.
 
“My god, Rebecca…”
 
“It’s nothing,” she said, showing her broken smile, “you should see the other guy.”
 
“What happened to you? Where have you been?”
 
“I was attacked.”
 
“I’ll call the cops…”
 
“I didn’t need them.”
 
There was something in the way his wife looked, something that he hadn’t seen before. Something he wouldn’t, for many years, see again. It was something feral, something primal. She was smiling.
 
“What happened?”
 
“I was coming out of the office and walking through the parking garage when this little punk,” she nearly spat the word out, the adrenaline and vitriol in her voice still present, “comes up to me with a knife demanding my purse. You should have seen him, Steven. He was huge. I thought if he was going to rape me, it was going to be like getting raped by a horse.”
 
She was smiling, as if she’d made a joke, and the smile made him very uncomfortable.
 
“I told him to fuck off. Just like that. Can you imagine? I told him to fuck off and die, and he stabbed me.” She raised her shirt, showing a small puncture to her left side. He wouldn’t remember that she’d managed to lose her bra, her breast standing pertly at attention, until much later. “I thought I was going to die.”
 
Steven was as close to panic as he’d ever been, even more so than on the night Michelle died. His wife had been attacked, she was here, wounded and to hear her tell it, it had been a grand adventure. 
 
“Oh my god, Rebecca, we have to get you to a hospital.”
 
“No, it’s fine. It wasn’t a big knife. Anyway, I don’t know what came over me. When he stood over me, I managed to kick him in the nuts and he fell down like a big ol’ sack of rice. I must have kicked him hard enough to shatter something because he laid there and cried. I started kicking him Steven, I mean kicking him really hard. It was like sex, almost, you know?”
 
Steven didn’t know. He wasn’t much of a fighter and never had been. He’d shied away from violence his whole life, not out of some grand moral standing against it but because he was an absolute coward. 
 
“He managed to get to his feet, though, and he hit me in the face a bunch of times. See the tooth I lost?” she asked like a school child might, expecting a visit from the tooth fairy that evening. “He really walloped on me, Steven.”
 
Steven’s heart filled with a mix of rage and fear. He wanted to kill the man who’d hurt his wife, but he also wanted to protect her, to heal her, though she didn’t seem like she wanted to be healed. “I really think we need to get you to the hospital.”
 
“No, I’m fine,” she told him. “Anyway, I was laying there under him thinking I’d never see you or the boys again and he was pounding on me. Just hitting me again and again. I guess I’d hurt his manhood by, well, hurting his manhood,” she said with an unnatural laugh, “and he wanted revenge. He’d dropped his knife at some point and I found it and I stuck it in his neck,” she finished matter-of-factly, “I stuck it in his neck and when he fell over I watched the blood pour out for awhile before I finally left.”
 
“So you killed him?”
 
“I don’t know,” she lied, and he knew she’d lied yet he wouldn’t let himself believe it.
 
“I still think we should get you to a hospital and file a report. Did you even call the police?”
 
She unbuttoned the front of her jeans, dark with blood, and let them slide to the floor. “I think you should get me to the bedroom.”
 
* * *

The mood back inside the large cavern was downright festive. People sang and danced to music from an ad hoc band playing with recycled instruments—guitars and drums that were heavily patched, a homemade bass, and a wide variety of bamboo flutes. The music was intense, heavy on the drums, and people danced to it rhythmically, leaping towards the ceiling and grinding on each other as if they were having sex. Steven, somewhat panicked and searching for Rebecca, couldn’t help but stare at the gyrating people, dancing as if that’s all there was.

He supposed that really that’s all there was, here in this place. To dance, he thought, was to be free for a little while.

The old woman and the skinny man were escorted through the crowd by the Samoan’s guards, driving back fans who wanted to touch them. The old woman, her new stump still bleeding profusely, smiled and laughed despite her obvious pain, like a Hollywood star parading for the paparazzi. She waved her stumps at them, blood trickling down her arm and adding to the stains of her dingy white dress. She was absolutely lapping up the attention.

The skinny man was no different. Bending down from the grip of the two large men who carried him, high-fiving little children and smiling profusely despite the obvious agony from his smashed leg. Both of the victors seemed oblivious to the pain from their Games.

The large Samoan led the parade, and that’s what it was—a parade—to the area where Cassandra’s body still lay and the cooking fires burned. He looked at her dead, lifeless form with some disdain and turned to the crowd like a king addressing his subjects. “It seems our refrigerator has quit.”

The crowd laughed as one.

“I suppose we’ll have to eat all of her right now! Along with Salias, the loser, we will feast!”

The roar of the people threatened to dislodge rocks from the ceiling, or so Steven thought, and he watched in disgust as workers moved to finish butchering Cassandra and start on the broken body of the Game’s loser. They were careful to strip skin first, piling it in neat stacks next to the bones. The corpse’s hair was carefully removed, wrapped up on sticks. Nothing of the corpses was wasted. Raw meat, along with rotting vegetables from the garbage, went into the massive pots, along with a multitude of mushrooms that Steven assumed were from inside the caverns somewhere. 

“And today we are blessed with two more Game winners,” the large Samoan told the crowd. “Two more people have joined the ranks of those who have fought and won. We have two more people…no, not people,” he told them, sounding like an inspiring politician at a campaign rally, or maybe a televangelist. “They aren’t people, they’re winners…” he said, the word like a promotion, like the two, the old woman and the skinny man, had been somehow elevated above the rest of the population. “Two more victors that are one step closer to being reborn!”

The crowd roared back, and it was several more minutes before the large Samoan, standing among the pots and dead losers under the corpse of a pirate ship, could speak again. “And to our fallen brothers and sisters who have lost…we hope you find rebirth after death, as always.”

That produced a solemn few moments as the crowd considered the losers. “Your loss, though, will be the Cave’s victory. Now come to Block and receive your mark,” the Samoan, apparently named Block, ordered. 

The woman stepped forward first, her stumps at her side, and knelt in front of the leader. He withdrew a sharpened piece of iron from the fire, its tip glowing bright red in the dim light of the cavern, and carefully cut another 1 next to the one the woman already had on her forehead. She didn’t flinch, didn’t cry out. After the cut, she stood and Block embraced her. 

“You nearly failed us, Cecilia, nearly failed your people,” he told her sternly. “Had it not been for Joseph, we might very well not have been eating today. Or we may have been eating you. You, however, pleased those in the Castle, and are that much closer to rebirth. And Joseph,” he said, pointing to the man who’d cut the woman’s hand off. “You will be eating extra today.”

The man grinned sheepishly as his friends around him slapped him on the back and congratulated him as if he’d just rescued a child from a burning building or performed some other act of heroism. 

The old woman’s smile turned to sudden anxiety and fear. “I’m sorry, Block. I didn’t know how to do it.”

“Of course you didn’t. How do you know how to cut off one hand when you only have one hand? How is it possible? That is why we are here, Cecilia. Sometimes, though, that is the aspect of the Game…the act of learning how to be reborn. But we are here to help each other through the Game, and we must help each other,” he said forcefully, turning back to the crowd. “We must help each other because there is nothing else.”

The crowd agreed, and though Steven heard no one say “amen,” he felt like he was sitting in the pews with the congregation. 

“Go, Cecilia, and take your place among the winners,” he said, pointing to the area behind him where his group had gathered earlier. “And eat first. Eat first and be strong because the Game will surely call upon you again.”

She waved the stumps to the crowd again, the fresh one still pumping out blood, and Steven wondered how she was still walking around. Three of the large muscular men with multiple marks on their heads helped the skinny man with the shattered leg kneel in front of Block. The bone protruding just below his knee scrapped stone and the man faded from consciousness for a moment. 

“And you, Thomas, native born son of the Cave, this is your first Game, your first win, a win that I knew that you would win,” he said, taking the man’s shoulder. “I had no doubts, none at all. You are now truly a son of the Cave.” He sliced the man’s forehead above his left eye. As the other men helped him stand, he handed him Cecilia’s hand. “And here. She won’t be needing it anymore.”

The man grinned and took a large bite out of the palm of the severed hand, turned, and showed the crowd a mouthful of fleshy skin. They roared in response and the music started up once more, along with the dancing. 

As the music and the party resumed Steven watched as the old man, Richard Nixon, the only name they had for him, went and tended to the two victors. He first had Block’s men hold Thomas down and, after painfully stretching out his broken leg, tied a stint from his ankle to his thigh to keep it in place. He shoved the bones back in the best he could and, thankfully, the man finally stopped screaming and passed out. The old woman he took by the arm, and, as gingerly as a nursing home attendant, led her to where one of the large fires burned. He guided her down to her knees and then produced a wooden stick from one of his many pockets, giving it to her to bite down on. When she nodded that she was ready, he thrust her arm into the fire. The woman’s eyes went wide and she bit down on the stick until Steven was sure she would pass out as well. She didn’t, and when she finally removed her stump, it was blackened and smoldering, but no longer bleeding. 

“This is sick…” Steven said aloud, to no one in particular. “I have to find my wife…we have to get out of here.”

“She’s over there,” John said, taking Steven by the arm and pointing to an area away from Block. “See her? With the little girl?”

Steven looked and saw Rebecca kneeling with a small girl whose thick mane of black hair contrasted oddly with her dingy yellow sundress. Rebecca held the girl tightly, hugging her and whispering in her ear like they were long lost relatives. He went to them and saw fresh tears on his wife’s face.

“Rebecca?”

“Hi,” she said, wiping away the tears and loosening her grip on the girl. “I…I met this girl.”

The little girl looked up at his with dark brown eyes, much like his wife’s, and managed a smile. She was missing teeth and he was unsure if it was from the fact that kids lost teeth or if it were something more sinister, which he wouldn’t doubt in this den of cannibals. How any of the children had avoided Block’s pot amazed him, and as he thought about it, he wasn’t sure that they had. He also noticed that the girl, along with the other children he’d seen, didn’t have the tattoos on their arms. 

“Hi, there,” he said, trying to hide the fear and panic that still gripped his voice. “My name is Steven.”

She smiled again, showing the expanse of missing teeth, but didn’t say anything.

“Her name is Mia,” Rebecca said flatly. “But she doesn’t talk.”

“You act like you know her,” he said, wondering how his wife would know the girl’s name if she didn’t talk.

“How would I know her, Steven? I just arrived here with you.” There was something different in his wife’s tone, something new and separate from the grieving mother of just a few hours earlier. She stared at him coldly as if daring him to counter or even ask something else.

“I don’t know…”

“She’s all alone here, Steven. She needs someone.”

Steven felt as if he were barely there, barely part of the conversation. She held the girl’s hand for a moment, and as the two locked eyes and souls, Rebecca pulled her close again. Steven wanted to break them up, worrying for his wife’s sanity and safety. For all he knew, the girl might be buttering her up to get her in the pot later. John, who’d followed, gently pulled him back.

“Leave her be, Steven.”

“Don’t tell me how to treat my wife,” he said defensively.

“I’m not trying to, but she’s just lost her sons. You’ve just lost your sons. It’s natural for her to latch onto children. It will help the healing.”

“Do you really think this is a place for healing?” he asked John mockingly. “Do you think that cannibals and whatever sort of mad gladiator show that was is good for healing? This place is death, John, plain and simple. It’s literally hell on earth.”

“But it’s the child’s home,” he said, nodding towards Mia, who was smiling in Rebecca’s embrace. “And here, I fear, we have to take comfort where we can.”

Darius joined them, Amanda just behind him, though not close enough where he could touch her. Steven was sure she was swallowing her fear of the black man, and what she alleged he’d done, in favor of being near the only thing that was known to her. Awakening in the Cage had been a birth, or rebirth, and they’d all latched onto the first thing that they had seen—each other.

“There isn’t any food that doesn’t have people in it,” Darius said simply.

“It’s Soylent Green,” John said, managing a small laugh.

“What?” Darius asked, not getting it.

“Never mind, obscure movie reference…so what do we do about food?”

“I don’t know,” John said. “I’m not at the point where I want to eat others. Honestly and truthfully, I can see it coming. I can see the point where we’ll all stand in line, eat from the pot, and be happy about it. If we live much longer, that time will come. I guarantee it, but I’m not there now.”

“I won’t be there. Not ever,” Amanda insisted, shying away from Darius and sitting next to Rebecca and Mia. “I will never eat people.”

Steven didn’t know. It just wasn’t something he’d ever thought about and never expected to have to think about. Who would? He didn’t have the desire, but he knew hunger could be an overriding factor. He could realistically see himself eating from the pot as well.

“There are mushrooms somewhere,” he told them. “I saw them putting them into the pots.”

“I’m sure they’re guarded,” John replied. “What about the refuse? Was there anything worth eating there?”

“Also part of many of the pots,” Darius said. “We’ll have to be quicker next time and acquire some for ourselves.”

“Where does it come from?”

“What?”

“That much garbage,” Steven asked. “It was a whole truck full. It had to come from somewhere. Maybe, if we can find out, we can get help.”

“I think that next time,” Darius answered, “maybe we should be more concerned about eating. We can’t escape if we’re dead.”

Indignant and somehow feeling the big black man didn’t really want to escape, Steven asked, “Next time? How do you know there will be a next time? How do you know we’ll even live through the night? You saw what happened to Cassandra, you saw what they did to her. They’re still eating her.” He felt like screaming and breaking things. “They tried to keep her alive so her meat would stay fresh like she was some harvest to be protected.”

“She broke the rules, Steven,” John said simply. “And she was punished for that. I think we’ll be safe as long as we don’t break the rules.”

“Safe until that infernal billboard displays this number,” he said, dramatically raising his sleeve and displaying his crust-covered tattoos. “And then what? Are you going to fight to the death so some freak up in the sky box can get his kicks?”

“I fear we won’t have a choice,” John responded. “You heard what he told the old woman. Her refusal to lop off her hand may have resulted in the garbage not coming. Her refusal to participate in the Game would have affected every single person in this cave. Should you not participate,” he said seriously, “you not only have the possibility of dying, but of hurting these children as well.”

“If I’m dead, why do I care?” Steven replied flippantly.

“I’ll fight,” Darius said, not really to the group but to himself. “I’ll do whatever it takes to survive here and find a way out.”

“That’s fine for you,” John told him. “But what about me? I’ve never had a fight in my life. I grew up, well,” he said somewhat uncomfortably, “privileged. My father runs the fourth largest oil company in the Middle East. I’ve gone to the best schools, had everything I ever wanted handed to me.” He almost sounded resentful. “I’ve never had anything to prepare me for something like this.”

“You do what you have to in order to survive,” Darius said, still not looking at any of them and staring at his feet instead. “That’s all there is to any of this. Any of the morals you brought with you are out there,” he said, pointing to the cave entrance that led out of the cave, “outside that bamboo cage. You either survive or you don’t. It’s simple.”

“So are you going to protect us?” John asked. “You look like you’ve fought a time or two in the past.”

The scars on Darius’ face agreed. His body was a patchwork of scars, like a road map, and Steven knew of only one way he could have gotten them. “What, you want to be my prison bitch?” The big man laughed hysterically. “You think I’ve done a lot of time or something?”

“Honestly, the thought had crossed my mind,” John said frankly, “and I apologize for that.”

“Don’t. I get it a lot. The big black guy has to be a criminal, right?” he said, finally looking up and staring at Amanda. “We’re too stupid to succeed without turning on each other?”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” John countered.

“Of course you didn’t, but you did. You did and then you felt guilty for even thinking it. Don’t worry about it, but no…I can’t protect you. I can’t protect myself. We’re on our own here, and we either survive or we don’t.”

They were silent a few moments, each wrestling with their own thoughts and fears. Steven was much like John, though he hadn’t led a life of privilege growing up. He’d led the typical, urban American life, born and raised in Houston, going to college there, and only leaving the city on vacation. The closest he’d ever come to fighting had been one badly thought out season at high school football. He’d never been robbed, never mugged, never raised a fist in anger to anyone in his entire life. He didn’t know how to make a fist, as far as he knew.

“I suspect you’re right, Darius, and I also suspect we will either find it in ourselves to survive this madness or we will perish attempting to do so.”





Chapter Three
            
Sleep came hard for the newcomers; their first night in the cavern was full of anxiety, fear and doubt. Steven, at first, dreamt of nothing but death—death at the hands of the Samoan followed by the pot, death at the hands of Darius, death from falling from the slick cliff face behind the Cage and into a vat of boiling blood. He died a hundred times in his dreams that night, and contrary to popular mythology, he didn’t die in real life. 

Though, perhaps, had he his life would have been simpler.

He only slept because he was exhausted. As soon as he’d laid down on the mud, trying to keep his head out of the muck by resting it on his elbow, he’d passed out, but the sleep, and the dreams, came fitfully. The sounds of sleep in the cavern were diverse, from snoring, crying, fighting and lovemaking, peace and hate. He awoke off and on and listened.

Sometime, late in the night—though he really had no sense of time in the Cave—he awoke and noticed Rebecca and the girl were gone. Her warmth at his side had been his only comfort and he wasn’t sure how long she’d been gone. He stood and stepped to the side of their little group and relieved himself. 

He wanted to call out for his wife, but he didn’t want to either alert potential attackers or wake his friends. He stopped for a moment, looking down at the sleeping forms of Darius, John, and Amanda, and wondered, in the space of a day, how one could consider anyone friends. 

He wandered a bit, looking for his wife, keeping quiet and trying not to step on the hundreds of sleeping people, the few torches scattered about tied to the rocks jutting from the floor his only light. He found her, along with the girl Mia, standing near the cook fires, her arm stretched out and holding a half eaten apple. Block stood in front of her, his arm extended, and Steven couldn’t tell if he was taking or giving the apple.
            
“What’s going on here?” Steven demanded, finding a voice he didn’t actually know he had. “Rebecca?”

She turned to him, the hint of a smile fading, replaced by a look of surprise, “Steven? You should be sleeping.”

“What the hell is going on?”

“I…” she stammered. “He wanted to take this apple I found.”

His wife never stammered. Rebecca just didn’t. She was as self confident and assertive as most men. The big Samoan and apparent leader of the Cave looked confused, staring back and forth between Steven and his wife. Steven wasn’t sure, but he thought she winked at him. 

“Give me that goddamn apple, bitch. You know I get mine first.”

She handed the rotted apple over dutifully, a properly shameful look on her face, and again Steven wondered what had happened to his wife. She was never dutiful—she had an independent streak as wide as the continental United States, a fierceness in everything she did, and yet here she was, bowing down to the biggest bully on the block. 

“Leave her alone.”

“What are you going to do about it, little man?” Block asked mockingly.

Steven, of course, wasn’t going to do anything about it. Even telling the big Samoan to leave her alone had gone against every cowardly fiber of his being. Instead of escalating the confrontation, he took his wife by the arm and started to lead her away, but Block stepped in front of him. 

“You really have no idea, do you?” Block asked. Steven was perplexed. The man’s tone wasn’t hostile, only curious.

“I don’t want any trouble.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about…” Block started to say, but was interrupted by Darius and John joining the fray.

“Leave them both alone,” Darius ordered. “They’ve done nothing to you and the man says he doesn’t want any trouble.”

Block turned to him. “And I suppose you’ll do something about it?”

Darius was quick, much quicker than a man of his size should be, and snatched the apple from Block’s hand. When Block tried to retaliate, balling a fist and driving it towards the black man’s head, he easily stepped to the side, took his shoulder, and used the Samoan’s momentum to fling him forward. Block landed face first on the mud-covered stone floor. He got up quickly, fury on his face, and rushed Darius again. The big man sidestepped him once more, this time tripping the Samoan, who came crashing down once more. 

“I’m going to kill you,” Block told him from the floor, anger blazing in his eyes. “We’re going to meet in The Game and I’m going to kill you.”

“I doubt that,” Darius told him. “You’re big and strong, yeah, but you’re not coordinated. You don’t have any speed. That and you’re full of shit.”

Block’s men, armed with the glass and aluminum-can tipped spears, finally roused and stepped to their leader’s side, spears thrust towards the newcomers.

“I could kill you now,” Block said.

“I don’t think so,” John, seemingly emboldened by Darius’ strength, said. “It would be a rule violation as far as I see. You were, after all, the attacker.”

“He took the apple,” Block said, his voice teetering on screaming. “Stealing is a capital offense. You don’t steal from the Cave. I’m within my rights to kill him.”

“Then you should be killed for stealing the apple from Rebecca,” Steven said softly but firmly. “Because that is what happened, right Rebecca?”

His wife looked uncomfortably from Block to Steven to Darius to her feet. The little girl Mia looked wide-eyed and frightened. “Yes, that’s what happened.”

Block’s demeanor changed in an instant, going from full-blown kill mode to laughter. “That’s what happened, is it, Rebecca? Fine. Have it your way.” He stood and snatched a spear from one of his men, thrusting it towards Rebecca. “Here, take it. If that’s the case, you are to be the executioner. Take my life, woman, for your apple.”

Rebecca knocked the wooden spear to the ground, took the little girl’s hand, and stomped off into the Cave, heading back towards where Amanda still slept. Block laughed aloud. “No, I didn’t think so. Get the fuck away from me!” he ordered to everyone. “There may be a Game tomorrow and I’m not losing because I was up all night dicking around with you assholes.”

His men obliged and the trio of remaining newcomers backed away slowly. They then quietly followed Rebecca back towards their own camp. Darius clamped his big arm around Steven’s shoulder and whispered into his ear, “Don’t worry about it, champ. I’ll help you take care of your wife.”

Steven didn’t know what to say, but instead of sleeping, he spent the rest of the night wondering why his wife had lied. 

* * *

“I have to go, Steven,” Rebecca told him as she madly stuffed clothing and toiletries into a small backpack, “I’m sorry.”
 
“I understand you have to go,” he said. “No, wait…I don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this. You get a phone call in the middle of the night that you won’t tell me about and now you have to go to some undisclosed location and you can’t tell me about that either? Am I supposed to understand that, Rebecca?”
 
She paused and turned to him, a lone tear snaking down her cheek. “No, you’re not supposed to understand, and I’ll understand if you’re not here when I get back.”
 
He stepped to her and looped his arms around her shoulders, looking into her eyes. “You’re also crazy. I didn’t marry you to up and leave you at the drop of a hat.”
 
“But this is big.”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“And I’d understand.”
 
“It’s not happening, Rebecca. I’m just worried about you, and I don’t understand why you can’t tell me what’s going on. Are you in some sort of trouble?”
 
“No.”
 
“Then what is it?”
 
His wife was torn and he couldn’t understand why she was hiding this. She’d never hid anything from him—they’d never hid anything from each other. “Steven, pleas—just trust me.”
 
“I don’t have any other choice. I love you.”
 
“I’ll be back in a couple of weeks,” she told him, stroking his cheek. “And everything will be right by then.”
 
He nodded grimly and watched as his wife walked out the door to destinations and situations unknown to him. 
 
* * *

Morning in the Cave was simple. People woke and relieved themselves, generally close to wherever they were, and if they had any food stashed away from the evening before, they ate. Children played as if the world they lived in, the Cave and its atrocities, was the right world, the proper place. Steven wondered if any of them actually managed to escape what they’d think of a school, or video games, or just not having to eat garbage and each other. Would they reject that life in favor of long pork?

Rebecca stirred, standing and stretching. Mia sat cross-legged, watching her and Steven.

“Good morning,” he said, forcing a smile.

“Hey.”

“Did you manage to sleep any?”

The right side of her face was covered in dried mud from where she’d slipped off her arm and landed in the mud, apparently without realizing it. Her hair was a tangle of knots and mud chunks, and the blue jumpsuit that she’d arrived in was already torn down her right leg. 

“I slept like Corey does after playing video games all day.”

He stared at her, saying nothing, and it took several more seconds before she realized what she’d said. “Oh my god…they’re gone, Steven. They’re really gone.”

He’d been trying not to think about his children, not to think about the two gunshots and the ensuing silence, a silence filled only by the rapid thumping of his heart. “We don’t know that. They could have done it just to scare us.”

“This isn’t scary enough?”

“Well…”

“They did it to send us a message, Steven,” she said, staring at him coldly.

“And what’s that message?”

“They are in control, period, and we have nothing left to live for.”

“We have each other,” he half asked, half said, hoping that was true.

“Hey, good morning,” Darius said, walking up. “I found a little food that still looks edible in the trash heap out there,” he said, passing out half-eaten slices of moldy bread and some pulpy-looking vegetables that might or might not have been tomatoes at one point in life. “It was a mess and you really had to dig. There’s people out there now cleaning up the rest of it.”

Rebecca took the slice as John and Amanda sat up, stretching. She handed it to Mia, who deftly tore the mold off and ate what was left. “Thank you Darius.”

“Yes, thank you,” John said. “And if you’ll wake me next time, I’d be more than happy to help you look for more.”

Steven was a bit jealous, which was another emotion he just wasn’t used to. The look of appreciation his wife had for the big man, both for the food and for breaking up the fight before it happened the previous night…it wasn’t comfortable. He’d never had a reason to be jealous before. She was the ultimate dedicated wife, happy to be with him and his sons, and he was sure she wasn’t doing it intentionally now. It was just the situation.

“I don’t know if you want to dig through that mess, but I’d appreciate the help. I don’t want to eat human, just yet.”

“They ate Cassandra last night,” Amanda, her eyes still blank, said. “And it was like a Thanksgiving Day feast.”

John put his arm around her shoulder. “I know it’s hard, Amanda, but try to imagine that your friend, in her death, helped feed these children.”

Amanda pulled away from him in disgust. “You are one sick fuck, aren’t you?”

Ashamed and shocked, John said, “I’m sorry, I was just thinking that…”

“Stop thinking. Stop thinking for me,” Amanda said, storming off. Several nearby people laughed and giggled at the exchange.

“You think this is funny?” Darius bellowed.

“You’re damned right, skippy,” a toothless hag said. “Newcomers are almost as much fun as the Game.”

“Fuck you,” John spat in disgust and it was the first time Steven could remember him cursing. 

“Calm down,” Darius ordered. “Anger isn’t going to get us anywhere here. In fact, I think we need to save that energy for the Game, if we’re going to survive this.”

“What is this ‘we’,” Steven demanded. “I don’t know any of you from Adam. As far as I know, you could be the reason my wife and I are here—some sort of sick, twisted fucking game rich boys play.”

“I’m not rich. I work at a damned grocery store, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not, buddy,” Darius said, the bile in his voice rising, “but we’re all in this together. You can go your own way if you want. I don’t care. But we have a better chance of surviving if we stick together.”

Steven wasn’t so sure. “What’s the point of surviving? They took my boys from me, they took everything.”

Rebecca stared up at him with a touch of sadness. “You still have me.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, instantly feeling guilty and going to her side. She shied away from him, standing and taking Mia away. He watched them go and felt a wall of tears threatening to crumble over him. “You see?”

“There is always revenge,” John said calmly and seriously.

“What?”

“If nothing else,” he repeated, “live for revenge.”

* * *

Steven wandered the Cave, watching the people go through their daily motions. Had he not seen the Game, not seen these people eat the girl who’d arrived with them, he’d have thought they were normal, despite the conditions. It would have been easy to maintain that illusion. Children played between the shelters, danced naked in the small pools of water, and generally were as mischievous as children were. Adults cleaned what they could, which wasn’t much, washed clothing, and prepared what little food they’d managed to scavenge from the food drop. Life went on, despite the Game.

It all could have been normal, even happy, and he might have maintained that silly notion had he not stumbled upon the tannery. An old man and woman, maybe husband and wife the way they argued, worked the human skin from the meals. Racks of it were strewn around their area, along with clothing and shoes produced from it. The area stank even worse than the rest of the Cave, a byproduct of the vats of boiling skin and bones. 

The old woman was smoothing out a section of tanned human skin on a table made from wooden planks and plastic buckets. The old man hovered above her like an angry Catholic school nun.

“Damn it, Erma, you’re doing it wrong. Twenty-five years and you still muck it up every time you do it.”

“Why am I doing it at all? This is your job.”

“My job is telling you what my job is. Your job is to obey. Remember, that’s what the vows said. Love and obey and obey and obey.”

“I don’t think that’s what the vows said,” the woman said, letting the section of skin drop to the stone floor. “I’m pretty sure they did say, however, that you need to piss off.”

“Piss off? Really?” the man said. “You’ve been spending too much time with the Englishmen again.”

“The Englishmen, at least, are polite when someone is trying to help them out.”

“I don’t need your help.”

“Then why did you ask for it?”

“Hello?” Steven asked meekly, not really wanting to get involved in the conversation, but wondering, as he stared down at his filthy bare feet, what he’d have to do to get a pair of shoes. 

“Oh, hello there,” the woman beamed. “You’re one of the newcomers!”

“I guess the jumpsuit gives me away.”

“Every single time,” the older man said, coming around the table and sticking his hand out. “I’m Glenn and this is my longtime, eternally happy wife, Erma.” He pointed to the woman, who stuck her tongue out at him. “What can we do for you?”

“I…you’re talking to me. Hardly anyone will talk to us.”

“The Rules are the Rules,” Glenn said, agreeing. “Not a lot you can do about it, but not actually a lot they can do to me. Who else is going to make their stinkin’ shoes?”

“You don’t participate in the Game?”

“No, I’ve never had the honor of being called,” Glenn told him. “I have to be happy with just knowing that more winners wear our clothing and shoes than anyone else.”

“You’re the only ones who make clothing?” Steven asked, perplexed.

“Yep,” the old man laughed. “I guess you could say we have a monopoly, if such a thing exists in the Cave.”

“Well, what do I have to do to get a pair?”

“Nothing, nothing at all.” Glenn told him. “We make them for free.”

Steven picked one up to look at it. The sole of the shoe was tire tread glued and sewn to the human leather top. As he turned it over, he could make out the slightest remains of a tattoo, a heart surrounding the word ‘Mom’. He shivered involuntarily, but knew if he didn’t find something to cover his feet they were going to be cut to hell and, in this cesspool, infected quickly. “Do you have something in a ten or eleven?”

“Oh no,” Glen laughed, taking the shoe from him, “you can’t have one now.”

“You said they were free.”

“They are free, but only to those with a mark,” he said, pointing to his forehead.

“So I have to win a Game before I can get a pair of shoes?”

“And then there’s the waiting list,” Erma put in. “There’s a back order, you know?”

“A back order?”

“Sure,” Glen told him, “along with the pieces of leather armor for the two- and three-timers, the other pieces of clothing…there just isn’t a ready supply of leather for making shoes, though it looks like we’ve got quite a bit more since yesterday, huh, Erma?”

“The Castle bless us, yes.”

“So how long is the back order?”

“At least a year, maybe more. Come back and see us when you win a game and you can order a whole outfit, if you want. That’s not to say you’ll ever actually get any of it,” he said, laughing. “But you can order anything you want.”

Steven left the workshop in disgust, and, ironically, stepped on a fist-sized rock and cut his foot.
            
* * *

Amanda hadn’t heard John’s comment to Steven, but revenge was all she could think of as well.

Amanda Gordon’s life had been relatively simple, as simple as an American girl’s could be. Born to middle class parents and loving parents, Amanda had grown up on Houston’s west side, not in the most affluent neighborhoods, but in neighborhoods not yet touched by the curse of gangs and drugs. She’d been a Girl Scout, a cheerleader, in the Honor’s Society, and played high school basketball. She’d done everything expected of her, and then some. She’d graduated in the top ten percent of her class and had college paid for by scholarship. 

She’d done nothing to deserve this, she thought, and Cassandra had most certainly done nothing to deserve being eaten alive, stored like that for later use like she was some sort of Quickie Mart. She couldn’t get the look on her friend’s face just before Rebecca had put her out of her misery off her mind.

She doubted that she’d ever forget that look. She doubted she’d ever forget the absolute pain in her friend’s face. 

Amanda envied the strength she saw in Rebecca. Through the tears and sorrow there was something else there, she knew. There was a spark that, for whatever reason, the others didn’t see. She’d have to get close to the woman, she knew, if she wanted to survive.

The others she didn’t really care about. She wanted Darius just as dead as Cassandra was, but John and Steven were two bumbling male idiots in world filled with bumbling male idiots. They were, at least for the moment, harmless. She’d known both their types in the world before the Cave and she considered herself a great judge of character. Steven was a loving dad and husband, one of those rare types that actually were what he seemed on the outside. She could see him and Rebecca at the park, sitting on a checkered tablecloth with a picnic basket, maybe sipping on wine, while watching their sons play. She was sure that, like her own parents, they were the stereotypical good Americans. 

John Hussein, on the other hand, seemed nice on the face of things, but was ultimately a spoiled rich kid. She’d known quite a few like him from River Oaks, Houston’s premier neighborhood. They always had money that their parents, or even grandparents, had earned and expected life handed to them on a silver platter. They were sly, wearing a camouflage suit of politeness and education until they were all-too-ready to show their fangs. John always seemed so concerned, yet she knew there was a monster lurking just under the surface. She could see it in his eyes. 

Darius on the other hand, she was sure, was a garden variety criminal. He was a man who, by virtue of his sheer imposing size, had little to fear from physical confrontation. She thought the story of him running a grocery store was laughable, the crisscrossed scars on his face telling another story entirely. She’d seen those scars, that night in Club Zero, as she and Cassandra danced with him, even touched them, running her fingers down the long crevice while her hips moved in sync with his, Cassandra dancing behind her and her hand doing much the same. On the dance floor, she didn’t care who a person was. It was as close to sex as you could come without actually having intercourse. The blaring music, the people moving as one…and Darius had played the part well with both of them. 

Later, in the van with the other men, he’d had on a mask but she could still tell it was him. When he was on top of her, thrusting with his mule dick while the other men laughed and Cassandra screamed out, she knew it was him. 

“Please,” Cassandra had whimpered during the multiple rapes, “it wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

She’d blown off the resemblance before she’d been taken off the beach, but now she wasn’t so sure. Had Cassandra known something of what was coming? Amanda tried to shake the thought, along with the stricken look on Cassandra’s face before Rebecca killed her, from her mind. 

It wasn’t possible, she thought. My best friend in the world wouldn’t do that to me.

But what did she really know about Cassandra Mills? They’d met their first year at Rice University in Houston and hit it off like long lost sisters. Cassandra had come from similar roots—middle class parents that were maybe not wealthy, but well off. She’d only met them once, when she’d gone home with Cassandra for the holidays, but they seemed just as nice and well adjusted as her own parents. There didn’t seem to be any dark secrets, no axe murdering sideline hobbies or drug addictions, and the two had spent nearly every free moment of their freshman and sophomore years together. There was nothing that she could think of to indicate her friend had known about this situation in advance. 

And yet she’d said it twice—It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

She sat down near a pile of rubbish, exhaustion and fear and panic overwhelming her, and sank her head down between her knees. She didn’t know what was going to happen to her or if there was even a way out of this place. Rebecca didn’t know how she would survive in the place. Nothing in life had prepared her for it.

The only thing that she knew, for sure, was that Darius was somehow responsible for her and Cassandra being here and that meant the man had to die
* * *

John watched Steven stomp off, searching for his wife, and wondered why the man was here. 

“He’s not going to make it here,” Darius told him. “He doesn’t have the fire you need.”

“Steven does seem to lack passion,” John agreed. “Yet I can understand his emotional state.”

“Things are tough all over,” Darius said, nonchalantly. “He can get over it or he can die. That’s just all there is to it.”

“That’s pretty harsh, Darius. The man lost his children. They were killed right there in front of him while he listened. I don’t have children, but I can’t imagine that being any sort of pick me up.”

“None of that matters,” Darius told him. “Nothing about where we came from or what we were matters here. They could have butt-fucked the Virgin Mary while snorting coke off Mother Theresa’s ass in front of him and it just doesn’t mean shit. You can either get with this program, learn to adapt and survive, or you can fucking die.”

Darius’ tone bordered on rage and John couldn’t help but wonder if the man had two voices. There was one that he used in front of the women, soft spoken, demure. And then there was this one, showing the hint of rage and anger that sat just under the man’s scared black skin.

“I take it you have some experience with situations like this?”

A strange look of recognition passed between the two men.

“Yes,” Darius said calmly, his tone returned to his first voice. “I’ve got some experience in something like this.”

“I was being facetious,” John said. “I mean… how does one have experience with cannibal savages unless they’ve spent time in some Amazonian jungle?”

“Prison…prison is sort of like this, without the cannibalism.”

“Oh,” John said, unsure of how much to ask the man. “I’m sorry.”

“There isn’t anything to be sorry about. You didn’t put me in jail and you didn’t put me here.” He said the latter with conviction, “I spent ten years in Huntsville,” he told John, referring to the prison just north of Houston, Texas where the state executed death sentences.

“You…you were on death row?”

“No, but maybe I should have been.”

Again, John was unsure if he should pry or not. He decided to let it alone and give Darius the time to tell him, if he so chose. 

“I can see where prison would be somewhat like this, if modern fiction is any judge, in a survival sense.” John was almost jealous that Darius had that experience. He’d had nothing of the sort in preparation for the Cave and the Game in his life. He’d never touched another man in anger, never been in any fight besides verbal altercations. There had been the few women and he could still feel the pleasure at seeing the occasional bruise. The women had been nothing, servants hired by his father to be used as he liked, as was his right. He’d never hit a woman he’d had any personal interest in. John had never even played any of the popular American sports through school, instead focusing on his studies in preparation for the eventual day he’d take over his father’s company. He knew where the real power was, even at that early age. Sure, in school, the football players were popular with the ladies, but he knew that one day he’d employ people like that—the brain dead sheep that made up the working class. They were his servants, his subjects, and even then, he’d looked down on his fellow students. 

“You do what you have to do,” Darius told him. “Just like I’m going to do what I have to do here to survive. I’m getting out of here,” he said, rubbing his chin and staring at the mud-covered stone floor. “And no one is going to stop me.”

John didn’t doubt that and could see the passion—passion they both thought Steven was lacking—lurking behind the big man’s eyes. He too felt that same passion, though he knew he didn’t have the base physical skills Darius did. He simply didn’t know how to fight or how to perform when confronted by larger and more capable adversaries. He felt, though, that since Darius did, he was the guy to stick with. It was either Darius or the apparent leader of the Cave, Block.

“I don’t know these things, Darius,” John told him, sitting at his side. “I’ll admit I’ve lived a life of indulgence and pleasure. I never had to work for a thing in my life, and my father,” he said softly, remembering the gunshots in his own home, “gave me anything I ever needed or wanted.”

“Is this supposed to somehow endear me to you, John?” Darius asked curiously. “I don’t really give a shit what pampered life you came from. It might have mattered there, though it wouldn’t have to me, but it doesn’t mean shit here.”

“That’s my point exactly. I don’t know anything about this place, this situation. I…” He paused intentionally for effect and spoke softly. “I need help.”

Darius laughed out loud. “Seriously, that’s hilarious. I’m in the same boat you are, champ. I’m here and I have to survive, just the same as you. What in the hell would make me want to risk my own survival for the sake of yours, even if I could help you?”

“You can help me,” John insisted. “You can show me things that you know. Teach me.”

Darius shook his head sadly, still laughing. “The things I know…the things I don’t really want to know…they can’t be taught by someone. You have to learn them on your own, in your own way and on your own time. I can tell you what a man’s neck snapping feels like but I can’t tell how it feels in here,” he said, pointing to his chest.

The conversation didn’t get a chance to go any further as the same siren they’d heard previously before the Game sounded again. They heard several people wondering aloud about “two in a row.” From the look of surprise on their faces, John figured that the Game was, thankfully, not a daily occurrence.  Still the crowd marched merrily out of the Cave, many carrying garbage bags, bowls, and various cutlery in anticipation of the garbage feast afterwards. John’s stomach grumbled in fury, and suddenly a rotten apple was sounding pretty good. 

* * *

Steven thought again that the Game resembled a baseball game back home at Minute Maid Park, and he remembered one in particular.

It was hot in Houston, the June heat oppressive, and Steven wondered how the Cincinnati Reds would fair. Did they get off the airplane with their eyeballs sweating and their pores threatening revolt? He wondered, briefly, how different temperatures and climates affected team’s playing abilities. It didn’t really matter, he thought with a smile as he looked to his right where Corey and Lonnie sat between him and Rebecca. It didn’t matter if they won or lost. He was here with his family, a cold Saint Arnold’s in one hand and a hot dog in the other, and the boys were having a great time. Corey had started t-ball the year before, so he studied the Astro’s catcher as if he were a college professor, intent on learning everything he could. Lonnie, a year younger, wasn’t as into the game yet, but Steven had no doubt that with the brother he idolized playing, he too would join in America’s Favorite Game.
 
Rebecca looked at him and smiled in that way only she could. “I love you, honey.”
 
He couldn’t hear her over the din of the crowd’s cheering, but there was no doubting what she’d said. He didn’t reply, but returned the smile in kind. 
 
Steven tried to return to watching the game but was distracted by a man, three rows down, staring up at his wife. He looked confused, as if he were trying to decide if she was someone he recognized. Eventually, he got up, made his way up the stairs and then down the aisle to her. Rebecca hadn’t noticed the man’s staring, but instantly recognized him. She hugged him deeply and Steven couldn’t make out what the man was saying over the roar of the crowd. He though he heard She’s alive for now, but wasn’t sure. 
 
The man, tears in his eyes, grasped her shoulder firmly and then left. He didn’t return to his seat, but instead left the game, and Steven didn’t see him return. Rebecca was crying at that point, and he rearranged the boys so he could sit beside her.
 
“Who was that?”
 
She hesitated at first, stammering, and then said, “He’s my cousin. I haven’t seen in him in years.”
 
“Is everything all right?”
 
She wiped the tears from her eyes and looked as if she didn’t want to say any more. He was confused, wondering why she would want to hide something from him. “Yes. It’s just that my aunt is in the hospital. She might not make it.”
 
“Do we need to leave? Do I need to take you to her?”
 
Rebecca laughed through the tears. “No…it’s a very long trip and I…” It looked like it pained her to say it. “I wasn’t very close to her.”
 
“Well…maybe we can send flowers, or something?” He couldn’t understand why she was lying to him but he knew she was. He could see it in her eyes. 
 
“I’ll do that,” she told him, the tears gone. “Let’s enjoy the game for now.”
 
* * *
 
The crowd gathered just as they had the day before, in a U-shaped formation around the edges of the canyon. They were cheering the same gladiator cartoon again, the bare red forms of the outlined combatants doing epic battle, and he wondered if the same one won every time. His question was answered shortly thereafter as one fell to the other’s sword. It was the same one, repeated over and over again as the crowd settled. He still couldn’t find Rebecca anywhere, but Darius and John joined him. 

“Have you seen my wife?”

“No,” John replied. “I’m sorry, but I haven’t. I’m sure she’s okay, though.”

“How can you be sure of that?” he asked, incredulous. “How can anyone be okay here?”

“I don’t know for sure,” John told him. “But it seems that all violence is centered here, in the Game. You notice Block’s men didn’t attack us, though they said they could? There were also no incidents last night that I could hear among hundreds of people sleeping, though you would think there might be.”

Darius agreed. “It’s like in prison. Most of the violence happens in the shadows at night, if you can get away with it. It doesn’t happen here. No one came to rob us or kill us in the middle of the night.”
 
Though insane, there was a twisted logic to what the men said. He even remembered Block telling Darius to ‘save his energy for the Game’. It didn’t change the fact that he was worried about his wife. As Darius and John prattled on about their current theory, he tried to ignore them and scan the crowd for his wife. There were so many faces, all dingy and dirt like they were wearing a layer of camouflage, and they all looked the same. The many amputees stood out. There were people like the old woman who were missing hands and feet, one he saw even missing both legs. The man was carried around in a haphazard sling on the back of another man.

He didn’t see Rebecca or the child anywhere as the Game began. The gladiators disappeared and were replaced by two identification numbers and the letter R. He looked down at his own encrusted tattoo in sudden panic, hoping against hope it wouldn’t be him that was called to the canyon floor. He sighed in relief when he found it wasn’t his, and it was several seconds before two men stepped out onto the canyon’s asphalt-covered floor. 

“What do you think the R means?” John asked aloud.

“Well, K was kill, right?” Darius responded.

“Yes.”
            
“Then I’m guessing R might mean rape.”

“It’s two men,” John said, the horror in his voice evident. “They expect a man to rape another man?”

“Happens more than most would think.”

The two men walked up to each other slowly as the crowd quieted. They shook hands and hugged each other tightly. Steven thought for a moment that they might be homosexual and that this was simply a display of man-on-man pornography until one of the men, an associate of Block’s who was heavily muscled and tattooed, stepped back and then swung his fist forward like a bat, knocking the other man to the ground. The fallen man was nearly equal in size as the aggressor, the match much more fair looking than the previous battle. 

The surprised man stood, his opponent giving him the opportunity, and the two laid into each other. Their reach and strength was mostly equal, each landing blows in drum beat with the roar of the crowd. They traded punches and kicks back and forth, like prizefighters, but Steven could discern no clear advantage for either man. They kept at it, one blow after another, tit for tat, for what seemed to Steven like hours, though it was only minutes. Finally, both men staggered back, faces bloodied and broken, exhausted. They looked as if they might not continue the battle and the crowd hushed, glancing up at the digital billboard.

“Fight,” Block ordered angrily from the sidelines, his arms flailing and his face puffed up and boiling red like a hot water bottle. “Fight or we don’t eat. Fight, god damn you.”

His man in the fight looked at him and nodded, stepping forward and slamming a fist home while the other man was distracted with Block’s ravings from the side. He fell in a crumpled pile with the other man coming down quickly onto his chest, pinning his shoulder’s down with his knees. Steven could see the man whisper sorry before pummeling his opponent. He lashed out, fist after fist, until the blood pouring from his knuckles was indistinguishable from the blood on the other man’s face. The crowd cheered frantically, almost orgasmically, as one. Even Steven’s heart raced, a combination of the crowd’s energy and the adrenaline from watching the fight. 

When the pinned man moved no more Block’s man stood, blood dripping from his hands, and stepped back. He looked at his leader hesitantly. 

“Do it, goddamn it!” Block screamed. “Do it for the Cave.”

The man nodded in agreement and bent, untying the hemp rope that served as a belt through his opponent’s dirty and torn trousers. He rolled the man over on his stomach and pulled the trousers down past his knees. Standing, he let his own ragged pants fall to the ground and then grasped his flaccid penis, stroking it to make it erect.

“Fuck,” Darius whispered, barely audible over the din of the crowd, “it is rape.”

The crowd cheered the man on like he was a runner heading home, but it didn’t seem to have any affect. He looked at his boss desperately for help. Block nodded to a couple nearby women who rushed out to the man, kneeling in front of him and working his penis and testicles in a mad effort to help him with an erection. The man leaned his head backwards, deep in concentration.

Minutes passed and the crowd hushed in anticipation of the grand finale. It became so quiet that Steven could actually hear the birds circling high above the canyon walls.

“This is insane,” he whispered. “How could a man perform like this?”

“You might have to, one day,” John whispered back. “You should steel yourself for that. We all should.”

Several more moments passed and the women, in frustration, pulled away from the still flaccid fighter in disgust. Block shook his head sadly and then signaled for his remaining men to enter the fray. 

“No, god damn it,” the man with his penis in his hand pleaded. “I can get it up. I know I can.”

“I’m sorry,” Block told him simply as the dozen others tackled him. Steven couldn’t see the stricken man at the bottom of the pile, only the hands and fists of his attackers. He heard him scream, for a few seconds, and then there was silence. Once the man was dead, his attackers stood and lined up behind the other combatant who was still knocked out. 

One by one, they took turns raping the man—none of them apparently having a problem with an erection. Halfway through he awoke, and his screams were audible over the roar of the crowd. Those not in the act held him down while the last few men finished. The audience went to orgasm with the final man, a collective climax, and then turned their attention to the screen. 

The dozen men helped their bloodied and beaten comrade up, slapping him on the back and telling him what a fine job he’d done. He tried a smile but his face was so swollen and bloody from his fight that it looked more like a twisted jack-o-lantern carved by a three year old. They turned to the screen as well and the residents of the Cave waited in silence. 

The red screen turned to the live camera feed and, once again, it showed the torso of a man sitting in a stone chair, his head cut off by the top of the camera. His hand was outstretched, his thumb level. The image wavered for a moment, cut by grain and static, and then the thumb flashed down. There was a collective gasp as the screen went blank.

The crowd milled for a few moments, looking up hopefully at the steel doors and the garbage shoot. 

“I guess that wasn’t good enough,” Darius said.

“And so they, we, won’t eat,” John agreed.

“They’ll eat something,” Steven told them, pointing to where they were dragging away the corpse of the fighter who’d failed. 

“I’m not ready for that,” John said, following the crowd back in. “Not yet.”

Steven waited until the crowd had left the Canyon, leaving him alone. He sat on the ground and cried.





Chapter Four
            
Rebecca waited in the semi-cleared spot they’d all slept in the night before, Mia sitting quietly at her side. She was braiding Mia’s long dark hair, smiling and whistling while she worked. The girl, who still didn’t speak, hummed along. It took Steven several moments to realize they were both doing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”. Her behavior around the girl was different than it had been with the boys, more girlie, more feminine. She’d been a great mother to his son’s, after their mother’s death, but this was something altogether different. The two acted as if they’d known each other for years despite it being only the span of a few days.


“Rebecca,” he said softly, sitting at her side, opposite of Mia. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“Mia and I went to rinse off,” she said. “And then we went to watch the Game.”

“I don’t know that it’s appropriate for a child her age to watch the Game. I don’t know if it’s appropriate for any of us to watch it,” he said, instantly feeling silly. The girl had been born in the Cave, he was sure of it. She was used to no other life besides this one.

“She has to learn, Steven.”

“Why?”

“For the day she gets her number and becomes a woman,” Rebecca replied, never making eye contact. Her tone was distant and half crazed, Steven thought, like a mad woman in a sanatorium. 

“Rebecca, are you all right?” It was a stupid question. None of them were all right, not after what they’d been through, but he had to ask. He wondered if the loss of the boys was catching up with her to the point that it was driving her insane.

She looked up at him and smiled. “Of course I’m all right. Why wouldn’t I be all right? I have Mia, and that means I have everything.”

“But the boys…”

“What about them?” she asked coldly. “They’re dead.”

“Rebecca, how can you say that?” he asked, flabbergasted.

“Well you heard the gun shots the same as I did, Steven. There isn’t anything we can do about your boys being dead,” she said, and all he noticed from the tirade was her saying ‘your boys’. “But I can protect Mia here and now. If anything, Steven, the people responsible for your boy’s death are here somewhere.”

“Rebecca, they were our boys,” he said, lacking conviction.

“No, they were always your boys. Always, always, always. They didn’t love me like Mia does. You don’t love me like Mia does.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, trying to grasp his wife’s shoulder but she pulled away.

“I don’t care what you are, Steven.”

He didn’t know what to think about his wife’s behavior and wanted to attribute it to shock. His Rebecca wouldn’t say such horrible things. She was the strong one, the one that was always there when you needed her. He stood, looking at her sadly. She’d already gone back to braiding the girl’s hair like nothing had been said, humming “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”.

Steven wandered aimlessly, unsure of what to do, what to think. He was hungry, and his stomach screaming bloody murder pushed every other thought to the backburner. He was starving, and the smell of the cooking meat coming from Block’s camp, despite him knowing what it was, tantalized his nose. He wandered closer, where the leader was speaking. 

Two of his men held the gang-raped man between them, and Block held his broken face up by a tuft of hair. “You are a failure. You failed the Game, and so you failed your people. Our people will be hungry tonight.”

“Not because of me…” the beaten man said confidently. “Because of Charlie.”

“Yes, you are correct, because of Charlie.” Block turned to the crowd. “Because our brother Charlie could not see fit to abide by the rules of the Game, we have only his body to consume this evening. We have only his flesh because he was weak.”

Block turned back to the raped man. “I wish that I were putting a mark on your head tonight, Jason. I would have liked nothing better. But instead, with your failure, I’m forced to punish you.”

“Please, Block,” the man pleaded. “I tried.”

“And failed. Put him in the Cage for one week. Let’s see if he can live on the charity of others for that long.”

Three of Block’s men dragged him back towards the rear of the cavern, where the entrance to the Cage they’d found themselves in when they arrive was. The man didn’t resist, but cried all the way.

“It’s a death sentence,” Darius said, coming up behind him. “Unless someone feeds him. And these people, right now, don’t have anything besides that.”

“Now, brothers and sisters,” Block began, “either our stew has just meat, or we dig deep, as a family, and bring what we have put back for hard times forward for the good of the Cave. I know it’s hard, and I, too, have been hungry just as you are.”

Steven watched as people began passing forward bits of fruit and vegetable, some whole, but most rotted, to the cooks who cut them up into as tiny pieces as possible and added them to the pot. Soon the boiling soup took on an appetizing aroma, sending his stomach into fits. He chided himself for allowing the cannibalistic concoction to move him so but he was as hungry as he’d ever been. 

He pointed to the caldron of boiling water with the flesh of the failed opponent thrown in. There was already an orderly line forming, people with their bowls, cups, and tin cans in hand ready for the watery soup with a few chunks of meat in it. Steven wondered how far one full grown man would go in feeding the hundreds of people in the cavern. The pile of fruits and vegetables behind Block’s throne, though, went untouched, and Steven wondered why their leader didn’t contribute as he’d asked his people to do.

“His friends will take care of him,” Steven said of the Game loser, half hoping he was right. “They seem to care about each other.” He wondered who would take care of him if he were in that situation, who would look out for his wife? 

“Maybe,” Darius replied. “But maybe he ends up in a pot in a couple nights. I give him three days out there, max, without help.”

His stomach was doing somersaults as he stared at the bubbling concoction, his hunger overwhelming his knowledge of the main ingredient. It took everything he could muster to step away from the line and melt back into the crowd. 

* * *

Amanda walked around the shantytown, still hysterical, starving and crying.

“Ma’am,” she said to an older woman sitting next to a stalagmite with two small children. She was missing an arm and an eye and tried hard to ignore Amanda. “Please, ma’am. Can you tell me where we are? Can you tell me how to get out of here?

That produced a chuckle, not just from the old woman, but from the children as well. “Get you some marks, girl,” she said, pointing to the two on her forehead. “You need five of them. I traded one for this eye and one for this arm. God willing, I’ll get my other three before I die.”

“Granny,” the little boy said, “we aren’t supposed to talk to her yet.”

“It’s okay, Jimmy,” she said as she patted him on the head. “What are they going to do to an old woman like me?”

“They could put you in the pot,” the little girl said.

“And you could eat another day, then, couldn’t you?”

“I guess so.”

“Ma’am,” Amanda said desperately, “please help me. I’m starving.”

“Go see Block. He’s at the cauldron,” she replied, pointing in the leader’s general direction.

“I don’t want…”

“You don’t want to eat people?”

She shook her head quickly and sadly.

“You will,” the one-eyed woman laughed. “Oh trust me, child, you will.” She laughed again. “Hell, child, it ain’t bad once you get used to it.”

She held up a wooden bowl of the watery soup, a finger bobbing near the surface. “Now, I’m not so partial to fingers, but you take what you can get, you know?”

Amanda ran away from the woman, who laughed hysterically. She bumped into people who, without acknowledging her, pushed her away. She asked for help, begged for someone to give her something to eat, but no one would listen to her. She finally found herself at Block’s camp where the last of the line of Cave dwellers were being fed the remaining few scraps from the cauldrons. Amanda gawked at the liquid remains, her stomach screaming. 

Block looked at her and said, “There is no more. You should have been quicker.”

She noticed that behind the cauldrons, near where his wood and bamboo throne was, there were piles of semi-rotted fruit and vegetables. “Please may I have some of that?” she asked, pointing.

“No,” he said simply without anger or malice. 

“But why not? I’m starving.”

“Because the food is for three- and four-timers, me being the only four-timer, of course.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, though she wasn’t looking directly at him. Her eyes darted about like a nervous junkie.

“Of course you don’t,” he replied. “But you will.”

“Please,” she said, sliding her arms out of her sleeves and letting her blue jumpsuit fall to her waist. “I’ll do anything.”

“I’m sure you would,” Block said. “But so would most of the people in here. No, honey, I’m not going to take you for an apple. If I took you for an apple and sapped my strength, what would I do if I had to fuck someone in the show?”

She tried to look exotic, alluring, but wasn’t feeling it. “Please, Block. I’d fuck you better than anyone.”

He stepped up and took one of her pert breasts in his calloused hand, squeezing it gently like it was a tomato at the market. “And you might well do that, but not here, not now. Save it for the Game, girl.”

She pulled her jumpsuit back up, feeling humiliated by his rejection on top of everything else, and darted for the pile of food, hoping to snatch something and get away before he could move. He was lightning quick, though, and grabbed her by her blonde hair, causing her feet to fly out from under her. He held her down on the ground by her throat and leaned in very close.

“You don’t want to be labeled a thief here, girl. You really, really don’t. Now get out of here. You’re testing my patience. 

She scrambled away from him, and then turned, crouching like a feral cat. “I’m going to kill you,” she told him, rage replacing her fear and hunger. “I’m going to kill everyone responsible for me being here.”

Block didn’t laugh at the threat and only nodded solemnly. “Good. Keep that,” he told her. “That’s what you’ll survive the Cave with. Now go on before I find a rule you’ve broken.”

Amanda backed away into the darkness, never taking her eyes from the man. He’d pay, along with Darius. They’d all pay.

* * *

“It’s not nearly as bad as you’d think it would be,” John said, licking the remnants of the bowl he’d found. “It tastes a bit like pork boiled for a long time. It could use some salt, if anything.”

Darius looked on curiously. He wasn’t as opposed to eating human flesh as he’d made out, and certainly not as freaked out about it as Steven. His biggest problem at the moment, staring at the people soup, was he didn’t particularly want that piece of human flesh. He looked down at his own bowl and tried to determine what portion of the poor fool from the Game he was looking at. It was a chunk of skin, with soft blonde hair and the edge of a tattoo. He hadn’t noticed the man’s tattoos, and with his luck, it was probably ass. He couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought. Here he was, in the middle of a cavern packed with cannibals, and he could possibly be about to tear into the ass cheeks of a man who’d died in the Game. 

“Salt would be good. Maybe some Tony’s,” he said, referring to the classic Cajun spice in the green bottle. He stirred the soup with his finger, sipped the broth and let the warm liquid flow down his throat. “But I can dig this just like it is. Man that’s good.”          
            John looked up at him, eyebrows furrowed. “Well, I don’t know if I’d say that or not, but it’s definitely better than the hunger.”

Darius wasn’t surprised by the ease with which John had fallen into cannibalism, despite his urgent protests against it. He knew hunger and he knew what hunger did to a man. There was no more base instinct, no more purer form of survival instinct than the urge to beat the demon hunger. Darius had been hungry before, in his days before prison, and he knew from experience that if he went a long time without eating that he’d start losing muscle mass. He couldn’t have that. Muscle mass, he figured, along with general street skills, were what were going to keep him alive during the Game.

“Anything is better than hunger,” Darius agreed.

“Are you going to tell the others?”

“Why would I care?”

“I don’t know,” John answered. “I was thinking it might be awkward, but eventually, they’ll be in the line as well. I don’t guess it really matters.”

“No,” Darius said, taking a careful bite of the boiled flesh. It didn’t particularly taste like anything he could think of, though the texture was somewhat like pork. It hadn’t been boiled enough, though, and was chewy. He chewed on it for a few minutes until it was finally soft enough to swallow. The watery soup he downed in one shot and though his hunger was temporarily abated, he knew he could eat a lot more. 

“Well, I don’t feel any different,” he told John.

“What do you mean?”

“I thought once I ate people I’d feel different.”

“Evil or something?”

“At least guilty,” he said, wishing he had another bowl. “Like in that movie where the soccer team has to eat its teammates to survive. I thought I’d feel like that.”


“I think they felt guilty because they were caught. Or, not so much caught as exposed. At the time I’m sure they were just like us—doing what they had to in order to survive. I’m not going to feel guilty about surviving this place. And if this is the worst of what I’ll have to do in order to make it,” he said, holding up the empty bowl, “then I’m already most of the way there.”

“This is cake,” Darius told him. “All you have to do is swallow your pride and eat. There’s got to be much more to this place.”

“It doesn’t have to be everything,” John said, quieter and leaning forward. “We could have everything Block has.”

Darius smiled internally. He knew this conversation was coming, he could feel it in the Arab’s demeanor. John Hussein was a man used to getting what he wanted from a family of men who were used to getting what they wanted. He suspected that he, like Darius, would do whatever it took to get what he wanted. If in a place like this that meant half-spoiled fruits and vegetables, then so be it. 

“I don’t know what you mean,” he lied.

“Sure you do. It’s like prison, or what I assume prison must be like. There are ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’. How do people in the second group get what the people in the first group have?”

“They take it,” he said easily. That was the only way you got anything in life. 

“Exactly. We don’t belong here, with this rabble. We belong over there, on the throne. I suspect there is probably more to your life than running a grocery store. And I tend to doubt that a meager middle class income is what you’re striving for in life.”

The grocery store was a lie. A complete and utter lie that he thought was necessary to put the people he arrived with at ease. When white people woke up in a cage with a six-foot-four, 350-pound scared black man, they tended to get a little nervous. He’d always been tickled at how white people—hell, he thought, most people—got nervous around him. He liked the feeling of power he got just from his sheer bulk, and he liked when people got out of his way because of fear. That was the real power in life, the only real thing worth having. 

“What are you getting at?”

“You’re bound to do well here, Darius. This is a situation, I’m guessing, custom built for your talents. I, on the other hand, am not suited for something like this. Maybe in a corporate boardroom, or on Wall Street, I’d have a chance, but here I don’t. Honestly and realistically, I don’t see me surviving here.”


The man’s candor was interesting, Darius thought, and he was right. This wasn’t the place for CEO’s and bankers. This was the place for blood and sweat and, he laughed inwardly, glory. That was the silliest thing he’d thought in a long time, but it was true. Like the gladiators of Rome, this place was about glory.

“I still don’t know what I can do to help you,” Darius said. “Even if I wanted to help you, which, at the moment, I don’t.”

John chuckled. “No, there isn’t any apparent reason to help me, is there?”

Darius shrugged. He was going to have a hard enough time watching out for himself through all of this.

“Well, do you think this is the rest of our lives? Do you intend to grow old and die in this cave, eating human flesh and rotted vegetables?”

Darius really hadn’t thought any further than surviving. That’s just the way he was. Waking up tomorrow would be nice, but if it didn’t happen, he didn’t think he’d know or care. “I don’t know.”

“I do know,” John responded assertively. “I know that I’m going to get out of here, and I suspect that you will as well. We don’t belong here, Darius, not like these old people, the amputees and cripples that have spent no telling how many years in this cave trying to survive. I plan on leaving.”

“That still doesn’t tell me why I should help you with anything.”

“You have to think further down the line, Darius. You have to look into the future. We won’t always be here, in this pit of crap.”

He though the Arab might be a bit overly optimistic. “And?”

“And,” John began, looking him straight in the eye, “if you help me here, I’ll help you there.”

There it was, he thought, out in the open. “Meaning you’ll pay me if I can keep you alive, correct?”

“Among other things. I see you advancing here, Darius. I see you running this place shortly,” John told him, and Darius felt the bullshit getting so deep he might need waders. “I can help you in that extent. I know how to manage people, if nothing else, and I know how to run a business.”

“But this isn’t a business.”

“Well it should be run like one.”

“What are you getting at?”

John pulled a small piece of drift from his pocket and handed it to Darius. It had 10,000 scratched in it along with John’s initials, JAH. “Consider it a retainer, if you will. I’ll hire you to help me, payable when we both get out of here.”

Darius laughed out loud, turning the small wooden chit over in his hand. “This is absolutely worthless. For all I know you could be some conman just trying to convince me you have money. Even if I could help, which I don’t know if I can or not, how would you expect me to redeem these if you die? Is your father going to pay up on some wooden coin you scratched out here?”

“I can’t prove my family’s wealth here, obviously. I don’t have credit cards or a cell phone for you to call our bank. I guess you’ll have to trust me, though I’ll warrant that my assisting you in your endeavors here will be just as valuable. I think that together we could make a great team.”

Darius thought John was full of shit and there was little, if anything, that he knew of that he could do to help the man. He could give him some tips on fighting, maybe show him a few dirty tricks, but he couldn’t help him in the Game itself. He was sure that would be outside the rules. He was equally sure that the chit was worthless, but there was something about John he liked. He had the passion required to survive here, he just didn’t know how to put that passion to work. 

“Add a zero to this, and it’s a start. I can’t help you in the Game itself, but I can give you some pointers on the fine art of dirty street fighting,” he said, handing the chit back to John. “And there will be more markers. That won’t be enough, not by a long shot.”

John nodded in agreement. “Whatever it takes, Darius.”

He nodded and then looked to where Block and his small group sat, the area slightly raised above the rest of the cavern. Block looked like a king sitting in his throne, watching his subjects. As long as he had to be here, Darius thought, he could be king. 

Hell, he said to himself, I should be king.

* * *

Steven wandered back to where their group’s impromptu camp was and tried to distract himself from worrying about Rebecca and what they could do to make things better. Many of the shantytown buildings were made from palm fronds and driftwood and were more like fences than homes. You didn’t need a roof in the Cave, but if you wanted privacy from your neighbors, you needed a wall. He thought they could start gathering stuff from the dump after the Game, like garbage bags and whatnot, to produce satisfactory walls. He could even fashion some sort of bedding for Rebecca from scrap paper and cardboard.

His feet ached along with his heart as he sat next to Darius and John, and the way the two men looked at him, he was sure he’d interrupted a conversation they didn’t want him in on. Steven just didn’t care. The incision on the left side of his abdomen was healing poorly and the tattooed numbers burned and itched. He was exhausted, in pain, and depressed about not just the situation, but his wife in general. He didn’t care if he interrupted their conversation.

“Did you find Rebecca?” John asked, and Steven wondered if his concern was genuine.

“She’s…” he began, unsure of how much to tell them, “…she’s having a rough time of it.”

“Give her some time,” John said. “She’ll make it through this. She seems like a tough woman.”

Tough, and, at the moment, crazy as a loon, he thought. “She is.”

“She’ll find you when she’s ready,” John added. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”
            
“There are more than enough things to worry about,” Darius said, sliding out of the top half of his jumpsuit. “I think this damn incision is infected.”
            
The black man’s skin was roiled and red around the incision, a puffy section crisscrossed by the stitches. He pushed at it gently and it oozed green pus. “That can’t be good.”
            
“It isn’t,” John agreed. “Maybe you should go see Richard Nixon.”
            
“So are we sure that’s what they did to us?” the big man asked. “They put some sort of tracking device in us?”
            
“It’s the only explanation for the alarm when Cassandra fled to the beach. I didn’t see any sort of wire running to the gate. Unless maybe they had a watcher of some sort,” John said, feeling his own incision.
            
Steven was sure his own stitches were infected as well. He could feel it every time he walked, the stretching and pulling burning like fire under his arm pit. There was nothing he could do about it, though, so he left it alone. If he could find some clean water, he’d try and clean it.
            
If.
            
“So if they put them in,” Darius said, “there’s a chance we can take them out.”
            
“I don’t know if I want to risk that,” John said. “Your side is already infected. How much more damage do we do if we try, and even if we wanted to, where are you going to get the instruments to do it? We very well can’t do surgery with sharpened bamboo and tin cans from the garbage.”
            
“And if we did get them out,” Darius agreed, “where would we go? We don’t even know what hemisphere we’re in.”
            
Amanda wandered into the camp, wide-eyed and exhausted looking. She sat down next to Steven, staring at her feet. “I know what the marks are for.”
            
“Oh?” John said. “I thought they were just a measure of how many Games you’d won?”
            
“They are that,” she said, still not looking up. “And what’s the most you’ve seen on one person?”
            
“Four, I believe. On Block.”
            
“That’s because with five you get out of here.”
            
The three men were silent for a moment, contemplating. John leaned towards her. “And how do you know this?”
            
“I overheard it while I was scavenging for food. That’s why Block’s in charge. He has more marks than anyone else.”
            
“And when you get five, they’ll let you go?”
            
“Or you can go up into the Castle.”
            
“What’s the Castle?” Steven asked, his interest piqued. 
            
“I don’t know for sure, but it sounded like that was where whoever gives the instructions for the Game is. A man was talking about eating a real steak in the Castle if he won enough games.”
            
“So the reward for participating and winning is either to run the whole affair or leave the island?” John asked dubiously. “And the entire population is penalized when one tribe member doesn’t participate?”
            
“Like the man that wouldn’t fuck his buddy,” Darius agreed, nodding. “That is some twisted shit.”
            
“I think it’s also why we haven’t seen any, for lack of a better term, crime inside the Cave. If you commit a crime, you end up in the pot.” 
            
“It’s simple and effective,” Steven added, trying to keep his mind from his wife and participate in the conversation. These three other people, Amanda, Darius, and John, were all that he had in the Cave, besides his wife. And they were a group simply because of the timing of their arrival. They’d latched onto each other quickly, except for Amanda, who still looked at Darius as if he were a steaming pile needing to be scooped up and put in a doggie bag. “It’s probably the most effective form of government I can think of.”
            
“That’s sick,” Amanda spat.
            
“Sick but true. If the penalty for any crime is death, how much crime do you have?”
            
“It’s like the Nazis,” John said. “They were an incredibly efficient form of government.”
            
“You two are some sick fucks,” Amanda told them. “Because something is efficient doesn’t make it good or worthy.”
            
“No one said it was good, Amanda,” John told her. “It’s simply the way it is. We’ll either adapt or die. You, my dear, will adapt or die.”
            
“I see you’ve adapted pretty well,” she said, pointing to the wooden bowl at his feet and making the accusation without saying a word.
            
“And I will continue to adapt and evolve here. I will survive this. If that means I eat you, then so be it.”
            
Steven was shocked when he finally caught on to what Amanda was saying. John, and probably Darius, had eaten from the cauldron. They’d eaten their fellow humans, and, at least in John’s case, were smug about it. He didn’t know what to think about that. His stomach was grumbling so much he’d almost become used to it, but the thought of eating the flesh of another person still revolted him. But now that they had made that leap, he knew, they had an advantage. Not only were they adapting and surviving, they were going to have at least some of the nutrition required to keep going. It might make the difference in a fight in the Game if one person was hungry and the other not.
            
Still, he didn’t know if he could do it or not. 
            
“How did it taste?” he asked, genuinely curious. He imagined it like pork, like the old tales of ‘long pork’, but really had no idea.
            
“It tasted like shit.” Darius said. “But I don’t know that it was the meat. I think it was more the preparation. It was basically just meat and water, with whatever little bit of extra stuff people put in.”
            
“That was interesting,” John commented. “Even here, under these circumstances, these people pull together and support each other. I’ve seen others in the outside world that couldn’t hold a candle to these people’s sense of community.”
            
“I don’t know if it’s voluntary,” Darius offered. “Block could very well send his goons out into the crowd and just take what he wanted to add to the pot.”
            
“But they don’t, despite the obvious threat,” John replied, referring to the men with the spears. “They don’t have to be coerced into helping the community. They do it out of love. And have you seen the participants as they face off against each other in the game? These aren’t hardened criminals or slaves facing off against each other, they are friends.”
            
“More than that,” Darius agreed. “They are family. They take joy in the fact that, if they die, their brothers and sisters will live on by consuming them.”
            
Amanda turned to the side and dry heaved. The three men watched her until she was finished, wiping the saliva from her mouth. “You people disgust me. This isn’t Swiss Family Robinson. These are cannibals, period, and you two,” she said, pointing to Darius and John, “are no better.”
            
“You’ll either eat it or you’ll die, Amanda,” John told her. “The quicker you come to terms with the situation, the better chance you’ll have at surviving this.”
            
“What, so I can be a 60-year-old hag without hands? All for the entertainment of some asshole watching it like it was a football game?”
            
“Better no hands than being dead,” Darius said softly, looking at his own large hands.
            
“Is it?” Steven asked. “Is it really better than being dead? Is life here, like this, worth anything?”
            
“It is to me,” Darius told him, smiling. “And I’m going to live through this, period.”





Chapter Five

Steven awoke with Rebecca lying beside him, each sharing in their mutual warmth. He ran his hand up her stomach, feeling her heart beat between her breasts. He was unsure of when she’d laid down next to him, the hunger and exhaustion taking over early in the evening. For a few moments he could forget where they were and what had happened to him. For a few moments it was just he and his wife. 
            
And the girl, of course, he thought, finally noticing her lying on the other side of his wife, his wife’s arm draped over her. He didn’t know how healthy her relationship was with the girl, considering her mental state when they’d arrived, but he resolved not to get in the way of it, despite the jealousy he felt. If she wanted this little girl to fill the spot in her heart that the loss of the boys had caused, he could see no fault in that. It could be good for her or, if something were to happen to the girl, it could kill her. He just didn’t know.
            
He felt her stir, her hand going to his and holding it tightly. “Good morning.”
            
“Good morning,” she replied and turned over, holding him. “I’m sorry about yesterday.”
            
“Don’t be,” he told her. “I completely understand. I can’t blame you, all things considered.”
            
“I loved them, Steven,” she said, a tear forming beneath her eye. “I really did love them.”
            
“I know you did,” he said, pushing her hair out of her face. “And they loved you.”
            
They looked into each other’s eyes a few moments, not saying anything else, and for that few moments, the Game, the Cave…none of it meant anything. As long as he had Rebecca at his side, he could do anything. 
            
“I’m going to look for something to make us some sort of shelter today,” he told her. “And something for you and Mia to lie on besides mud and rock.”
            
Rebecca beamed. “Thank you Steven. She…she needs us.”
            
“I know,” he told her, though he didn’t. Looking at the little mute girl and knowing she had probably spent the majority of her life inside the Cave, he doubted she needed much from them. She had the look of a survivor about her like the majority of the residents of the Cave. 
            
The sounds of the Cave waking filled the air. There were babies crying, people crying mixed with the sounds of laughter. He was amazed how, in the worst of situations, life went on. The people didn’t get time to wake up easy and slowly as the alarm indicating it was time for the Game drowned out all other sounds. Hurriedly people stood up and made their way out into the canyon. 
            
The morning air was crisp and cool, the smell of seawater thick on the breeze. Clouds lofted lazily by and a group of seagulls circled high above, trained by the event to expect a free meal at its conclusion. Steven held Rebecca’s hand tightly, watching the screen as the cartoon gladiators repeated their eternal dance of combat, the one on the left always impaling the one on the right with his short sword. The crowd cheered, despite the early hour, and the children yelled and skipped along merrily. Steven thought it was something like Pavlov’s dog. The instant the sign came on, the crowd was in festival mood, hoping that they might eat, and hoping even more that they might get to participate in the death match in order to facilitate their advance up the Cave’s pecking order. 
            
“Steven,” Rebecca whispered in his ear, “I love you.”
            
“I love you too.”
            
“I hope…” she mumbled and then stopped.
            
“You hope what?”
            
“I hope you survive.”
            
“That’s an odd thing to say,” he told her, but she turned away, intent on the digital billboard.
            
The dying gladiator finished his death throes and flopped on the simulated ground while the other stood above him, sword and fist stretched above his head. The crowd cheered. The image faded, replaced by two numbers and the letter K.
            
There was something familiar about the first number on the left, 3456723. It took him several moments to realize it was the number tattooed on his arm, still scab-covered and oozing pus. He wanted, in that instant, to rip the number from his arm, to tear the skin away and fling it into the wind. His heart went from easy to turbo in a second flat, and he felt the sweat on his forehead, despite the cool morning air, run down his face. 
            
He was going to die. He knew that without a doubt, not even knowing who his opponent was going to be. He felt the letter K, for kill, emblazoned on his chest like the Scarlet Letter.
            
His feet were locked in place, and Rebecca wouldn’t look him in the eye as he panicked. Darius strode forward and slapped him hard, snapping him alert.
            
“You’ve got to fight now, Steven.”
            
“I don’t know how,” he whimpered.
            
“You’re going to learn really fast or you’re going to die just as fast. Look, just go for his knees. Try to get one hard and send him to the ground. If you can get on top of him you can choke him or something.”
            
“I can’t do it.”
            
“You do it or you die and you’re dinner tonight. I don’t really care either way, but…” Darius paused, looking back and forth between Rebecca and Steven.
            
“But what.”
            
“But nothing,” Darius replied, his uncertainty gone. “Just get out there and kill the guy. Look at him…he isn’t much. No more than you.”
            
He looked across the canyon’s floor to where his opponent, a skinny, one-handed Asian man about his size, was walking toward the center. He looked just as scared as Steven felt, but there was one mark across the man’s forehead, indicating he’d already won at least one Game. He wondered if that was how he’d lost his right hand, and then he hoped that the guy was right-handed. At least that would be one advantage, as he couldn’t see the man’s stump, cut at the wrist, being very effective as a weapon.
            
He turned one last time to Rebecca who managed a smile. Had she known about this in advance?
            
“Go, Steven,” Darius ordered, shoving him out into the open. 
            
Steven felt his world crumble as he took the first tentative steps out. The other man strode toward him, a smile on his face and his left hand outstretched to shake. Numb, he took the other man’s hand.
            
“I don’t know you,” the Asian said, “but I’m sorry you have to die.”
            
“Me too.”
            
“Hopefully my victory and your body will be enough to feed the Cave tonight. Die with honor,” he said before stepping back and punching Steven in the face with his stumped right arm. Steven felt his nose break and blood rush free like water from a broken dam.
            
So much for his stump not being a weapon, Steven thought as the Asian advanced, swinging his right arm like a club. Steven stumbled backwards, his arms flailing out in front of him like a scared little girl. He caught a rock and stumbled backwards, falling onto his back. 
            
“Ha!” the Asian man screamed as he leapt up in the air, his knee in front of him, ready to come down on Steven’s chest like a wrester.
            
He managed to roll to the side quickly and the Asian came down, knee first, on hard, stone floor, instantly shattering the joint. The man cried out in pain, grabbing at his pulped knee. In a hoped-for flash of glory, he’d destroyed his knee, disabling it so that he couldn’t stand. He rose to his good knee, screaming as he grasped the bad one. Steven scrambled up and lunged at the man, tackling him, and driving him down. The knee was all he could think about as he punched the man several times in the face. Darius said I have to get his knee. 
            
The Asian tried to climb away from him but Steven stood, looking around as if the cops were about to show up and bust him for assault. He saw the entire crowd cheering but could only hear his own breathing and his own heart racing like a NASCAR. The Asian man tried to crawl further away and Steven, again, could only think of one thing.
            
Go for the knees. It didn’t matter to him that the man’s knee was already destroyed. He stood and then jumped down on it, feeling the further crunch of bones under his bare feet. He jumped again, trying to go higher and come down harder, and then again. He jumped until the man’s screams were just background noise. 
            
Panting, he sat down on the man’s back and grasped his head in both hands, pulling it backwards until the Asian bent like a bow. He pulled as hard as he could, not sure of what he was doing, but trying to rip the man’s head from his neck never the less. He worked his fingers around until he found his opponent’s eyes and dug in deeply, the wet, squishy eyes giving way to wet, squishy brain. The Asian screamed out in agony worse than anything Steven had ever heard and then went still.
            
He let the man’s head go and it hit the stone floor with a sickening thud. He looked at the blood and gore covering his hands and felt…he felt good. As the adrenaline rushed through him and the crowd cheered, he felt glorious. 
            
He stood and raised his hands above his head in triumph, soaking in the crowd. For a moment he didn’t feel any guilt, any horror at taking another human being’s life. For a few moments he felt no remorse, no philosophical agony. For just a few moments, as he turned in slow circles, letting the crowd see their winner, he felt nothing but glory. For a few seconds he understood, with absolute clarity, what the Game was all about. It was a feeling of elation unlike any he’d ever had, greater even than seeing the birth of his two sons. It was glory, pure and simple.
            
Looking at the dead Asian it only took a few seconds for the guilt to replace the glory, and then, even more quickly, anger replaced the guilt. How dare someone force a man into this position? They’d have to pay, not just for killing his two sons, but for murdering his humanity. 

* * *

Darius couldn’t help but laugh at the fool Steven prancing around the arena like he’d just won a battle at the Colosseum. The reality that he’d just murdered a man would set in later. And Steven, whom Darius considered the epitome of suburban white Republican male, would break down and cry like a little baby. He’d mourn the loss of someone he didn’t know even as he was partaking of the man’s flesh. 
            
“He got very lucky,” John said, seeming to read his mind.
            
“Yeah, if the little Asian hadn’t tried the wrestling move right off the bat, he probably could have beaten Steven to death with his stump.”
            
John laughed and Darius joined him. “Can you imagine? Getting beaten to death by an amputee’s stump?”
            
“I don’t think it’s very funny,” Amanda said, just joining them.
            
“You don’t think anything is funny,” John told her. “But if you don’t have humor, you won’t have anything.”
            
“Yeah, girl,” Darius said. “Laugh a little.”
            
“Fuck you,” she spat, locking eyes with the big man. “I hope your number comes up and I hope you die. Then I’m going to eat part of you and shit you out, then stomp on the shit.” She was nearly hysterical and Darius was sure she was about to try and hit him again when the next event’s numbers, four of them, popped up on the digital billboard.
            
“Crap,” he said, looking at his arm, and then turning to Amanda. “You might get your chance.”
            
The four numbers were again followed by the letter K, and Friday night wrestling cage matches came to mind. He scanned the crowd for the other three contestants and saw them, two good-sized men whom he thought ran with Block, and one woman, as they stepped out of the crowd.
            
“Die, motherfucker,” Amanda spat again, the venom in her voice akin to a rattlesnake’s.
            
“Might happen,” Darius said, shrugging. “Might not. It won’t change the fact that I’m not who you think I am.”
            
“Go die,” Amanda ordered, fading back into the crowd. 
            
He shrugged again and took John’s hand. “Well, wish me luck.”
            
“I don’t think you’ll need it, Darius.”
            
Darius started to walk away but turned back and said, “Hey, if I die, make sure you piss in the pot before they eat me.”
            
John chuckled as he said, “Yeah, no problem.”
            
The other three men and the woman were shaking and hugging in the center of the canyon, all familiar with each other. The smiled grimly as he approached. The woman came to him and hugged him. “I wish I’d gotten the opportunity to get to know you.”
            
She wasn’t saying it as if she knew she was going to win. She simply knew that there would only be one winner from the match and that person would never have the chance to get to know him, the newcomer. It was a sweet sentiment, he thought, as she turned away. He grabbed her rough, greasy hair at the back of her head and jerked her back towards him. Then, with hands on each of her ears, he twisted her head until her neck snapped. She slid to the ground, instantly dead from the broken neck, as Darius stared the other two men down.
            
The crowd was silent for a moment, digesting the quick nature of Darius’ kill, and then they erupted as one. 
            
He cracked his neck both directions and popped his knuckles as the other two men stared at him. 
            
“Well, aren’t you hungry?”
            
“That wasn’t very friendly,” one growled, circling Darius like a cat ready to pounce.
            
“Yeah, well, this doesn’t seem like the friendliest of places.”
            
The man rushed him and Darius sidestepped, leaving his left leg out far enough that the man tripped over it, rolling forward. While he was distracted, the other man, a medium built, heavily muscled black man, rushed forward like a lineman, intent on tackling Darius. Darius took the man full on in the chest and then fell backward but used his own momentum to hurl the man over his head, behind him. He rolled all the way over and came up on his knees just as the first man had recovered and lunged at him.
            
He stayed low as the other man bear-crawled towards him on all fours, eyes blazing with anger. He waited until he was close, then came up and drove his palm into the man’s nose, driving bone and cartilage up into his brain. He died instantly, but his body crawled on a few steps anyway before collapsing, late to get the message from the brain that its services would no longer be needed.  
            
Darius swung around as the last man got to his feet and rushed him before he had a chance to ready himself. The man caught him in the chest and he felt pus burst through torn stitches on his abdomen as he was driven backwards. Darius didn’t have a good enough hold on the man to flip him backwards and ended up with him sitting on his chest, reaching for his eyes. He held the smaller man’s hands away from his face and then rolled to the side, dislodging him, but still maintaining his death grip on his wrists. 
            
He stood slowly, smiling, and dragged the helpless man up with him. When the smaller guy kicked out, Darius head butted him hard, knocking him out. He then let go of one wrist and bent to pick up an ankle. His arms trembled as he knelt down, one knee out, and raised the man above his head. Just as quickly, he brought him down on his knee, instantly snapping his back. 
            

All and all it had taken Darius less than two minutes to kill three people.

* * *
Steven didn’t catch Darius’ fight as it was over before he got a chance to turn away from his erstwhile adoring fans. When he did manage to turn around, Darius was standing with three dead bodies around him, looking like he’d hardly broken a sweat. The digital billboard lit up, going to the live view of the hand, thumb outstretched. There was absolutely no waiver in it, and it went up right away, the crowd cheering as the rusty steel doors set high up in the canyon walls parted and the stream of garbage rolled down the chute.

Steven was stunned by what he’d done. He’d killed a man so he could eat, plain and simple. He’d taken another human being’s life for food, and that was something he was going to have to live with for the rest of his life. 

Rebecca took him by the arm and dragged him towards the pile of garbage. “Come on, there’s extra. We can get enough food for a couple days,” she told him, excitement in her voice like a kid at Christmas. 

Mia was excited as well, hopping in place but still not saying anything. He wondered if the child even had the ability to talk. 
            
The crowd piled on the heap of garbage with abandon, laughing and frolicking in the half-rotten vegetables, molded chunks of bread, and plastic and paper garbage. It was like a festival, and Steven, still numb from his fight, watched his wife dive right in like she’d been doing it for years. Seagulls fought to get in as well, and a few intrepid Cave dwellers would occasionally catch the birds and snap their necks. Steven figured between the meat of the losers, the birds, and the garbage, the Cave would eat well for days. He was even sure there would be enough garbage for him not to have to eat human flesh.

For now, anyway.

“You did well.”

Steven turned to see an older man with all his teeth and limbs, smiling at him, which was surprisingly rare for the people in the Cave. He was a tall man with a hawkish, narrow face. Long hair so gray it was white fell to the middle of his back, and he wore a purple bathrobe, long faded and repaired often, that gave him the look of a hippie holy man. He took Steven’s hand and shook.

“Ah…hi.”

“Hello, Steven. My name is Jackson.”

“How did you know my name?”

The old man laughed. “People hear everything here, and I hear everything they hear. Congratulations on your victory, Steven. It is unique for someone so new to the Cave to participate in the game, much less two of you.”

“Thanks, I guess,” Steven said, uncomfortable with being congratulated on killing another man.

“It’s something to be proud of here.”

He slowly realized that he was actually talking to someone from the Cave that he hadn’t arrive with. It was like the silent treatment he’d received since he’d been here had melted away with his victory. “Do you know where here is?”

“No, I don’t, and besides those in the Castle and those who bring people such as yourself here, I don’t know that anyone really knows.”

“There has to be some clue in all that,” he said, pointing to the people-covered pile of trash.

“Oh, there is,” Jackson told him, bending and picking up a crumpled paper cup and then handing it to Steven. 

He opened it and saw the Carnival Cruise Lines logo.

“There are half a dozen different cruise lines represented in that mess, each, as far as I know, from all over the world. We know that we are somewhere near the equator, and some, who discuss this sort of thing, think that we are near Mexico, possibly one of the large resort towns. And, considering the ship and the plaque, that’s more than likely correct.”

“This is all garbage from cruise lines?”

“It would seem so, yes.”

“How long have you been here?” Steven asked, sensing that the man was willing to talk.

“I guess that would depend on how old I am,” Jackson told him, “which I just don’t know for sure.”

“You were born here?”

“Indeed. This canyon is all I’ve ever known, and, I fear, all I ever will know.”

“And you don’t know how old you are?” Steven said, thinking what a horribly sad thing that was.

“No, as you can see, there’s no good way of tracking the seasons here. I suspect I’m in my sixties, but I can’t know for sure. The Game and the Cave, though, are much, much older.”

“That ship…”


Jackson nodded. “It’s an old ship, no doubt, and Spanish in origin, though those origins, or the rumors of them, are somewhat murky at best.”

“It is Spanish, from around the time of Cortez,” Steven told him.

“You have a knowledge of old ships?”

“Just in passing, and only in relation to the history of the Gulf Coast area. Besides that, though, there’s the date outside in the Cage.”

“Ah, yeas, Renacimiento o Muerte. Rebirth or death, our founding fathers’ motto.”

“If the date is right,” Steven said, “it would put them here around the time of Cortez conquering the Aztec.”

“Indeed, and so goes the legend.”

“They were Cortez’s men?”

“So the legend says. They were supposedly dissenters, a few who chose not to participate in the slaughter of the Aztecs, sent here as punishment for disobeying the Church, forced to fight for their very existence. Another version of the legend has them as pirates, lighting out with some of Cortez’s captured gold. No one knows for sure, but we do know that 1521 is the earliest record of the Game, and that it has been going on steadily since, in one form or another.”

“You’ve seen many Games, then.”

“Yes, more than I care to remember.”

There was sadness in the old man’s blue eyes that tore at Steven’s heart. “I can only imagine. You don’t have any marks,” he said, nodding towards Jackson’s forehead. “You’ve never participated.”

He rolled up the sleeve on his arm. “I don’t have a number, so there’s no way for me to participate in the Game. Sometimes I wish that I did, though, because the stories I hear from people like you are intriguing. To know that there is something besides living off garbage and the flesh of your fellow man…I can’t begin to imagine that.”

“Who runs it all? Who has managed to keep this running for 500 years?”

Jackson shrugged and pointed up to the Castle. “Many of the people who are there, watching over us and directing the Game, are from the Game. They say that once a man has conquered five Games, he is different, a God among men, unafraid of anything, and immortal. Hogwash, I know, but the participants who have won keep the Game going for the next generation. We never see them, but hear of them through the stories of those who have arrived, like you. I assumed you were kidnapped and brought here against your will?”

“Yes,” Steven said solemnly, “with my wife. My…” It was still hard to talk about it. “My sons were murdered.”

“I am sorry,” Jackson said compassionately, “but that isn’t unusual for new arrivals. It seems that the Castle recruits people who have no family ties, or very few, at least. I’m assuming your parents are dead and you probably have no brothers and sisters to speak of?”

“I have one uncle I haven’t seen in ten years,” Steven agreed. “But other than that…no. No family to speak of.”

“And they eliminated the other ties you had when they murdered your children. Bloodthirsty bastards.”

“What’s to stop someone who escapes from exposing this place? I can’t believe that in 500 years there hasn’t been an attempt.”

“No,” Jackson said. “No one has ever escaped without winning five games, to my knowledge. As for why those who do win don’t expose the Game…I have no idea. Maybe what they say about winning, that it somehow changes you, is true. I just don’t know. I can say, though, that I’ve dreamt of just that. I’ve dreamt of your Navy coming ashore and taking us all away. The idea is intriguing, yet the scariest thing I have ever thought of.”

“The idea has to be as strange to you as this place is to me,” Steven said, watching as Rebecca and Mia filled a large black garbage sack with half-rotted food. It was nice to have a somewhat normal conversation with someone, just a calm exploration of the facts instead of a debate on life and death and where the next meal was coming from.

“We are both strangers in strange lands,” Jackson said, smiling. “Anyway, I just wanted to say hello and congratulate you on your victory. I’m sure we will get plenty of opportunities to visit in the future.”

“Thanks,” Steven said, watching as the man made his way up the line of people wallowing in the filth. He’d stop and talk to individuals, a hand on the shoulder, a smile on his face, and in return they’d give him some small part of what they had gathered. They looked at him with the reverence he’d seen reserved for priests and other holy men. 

“He’s a nice man,” Rebecca told him, struggling to carry their haul. “And he’s been here a very long time.”

“How do you know these things, Rebecca?”

“I listen to people. You should to.”

“Yes,” he said, helping her with the sack, his mouth salivating at the site of all the half-eaten food. “I really should. But now I’m going to go see that vet about this nose.”

“He won’t do anything for you,” she told him.

“How do you know that?”

“I just know.”

* * *

He found the doctor at his makeshift clinic, near where the ghostly pirate ship hung in the sky. To call the collection of wooden boxes and curtains made from plastic garbage bags and newspapers a clinic was laughable at best, but the crudely painted sign, hanging above the entrance, proclaimed it just that. It red ‘Clinic’ and looked as if it had been scrawled by a stoned teenager.

His nose was throbbing and, as he pushed through the curtains, he was glad he couldn’t smell anything for the moment. There were two corpses inside on makeshift stretchers, both black and bloated with flies swarming around them. Several other people sat on benches made from driftwood and wooden debris, each looking as if they were ready to join the dead. They were coughing and sweating profusely, gripped by fever.

“What do you want?” the vet asked, coming out of the rear of the clinic between two curtains, his bloodstained leather coat even bloodier.

“Hey, Mr. Nixon,” Steven began, unsure of how to approach a crazy man. “I was just in a Game and…”

“Good for you,” the vet interrupted. “But this week I’m Marlon Brando.”

“Okay…Mr. Brando…I was just in a Game.”

“You were just in a Game,” he interrupted again, annoyed. “And you broke your nose. You thought, since you were finally someone, that you’d come here and I’d fix that ugly excuse for a nose, right?”

“Well, I was hoping you’d do something, yeah,” Steven agreed.

“And you thought you’d just waltz right in, huh? Get seen right away, or something like that?”

“You’re the doctor, right?”

“I’m the only thing that passes for one here, yeah, but this isn’t the Mayo clinic. Your nose isn’t serious, and even if it was, there’s a wait.”

“But I won a Game…”

“And so did they,” he said, pointing to the three people sitting on the bench who were doing their utmost to ignore the exchange. “Hank there has had that case of malaria so long he ought to be dead from it by now. Isn’t that right, Hank?”

The older man had two vertical slashes on his forehead, a sign of winning two games, and nodded in agreement. “Yes, sir.”

“And he didn’t waltz right in. Well, he did, but only to get on that list,” the vet said, pointing to a clipboard hanging by the entrance. “And then he waited six months…”

“Eight,” Hank interrupted.

“Eight months to be seen. I still can’t believe you’re alive, Hank. I wish I could have seen you sooner. We might have been able to do something before you went and ruined your meat.”

The big man shrugged, a look of What can you do? across his face, and it took several seconds before Steven realized what the vet was talking about. Since the man’s condition had progressed so far, his body was useless for consumption by the community. If they ate him, like the black corpses on the table, they’d probably infect the entire Cave. 

“Tell you what,” the vet started. “You can get on the list or you can just reset your nose yourself. If you wait until I can get to it, I’ll have to re-break it and start over. Or you can just leave it alone. I always thought a twisted up, gnarled nose gave a man’s face a certain amount of character.”

“I…okay.” Steven just didn’t know what to say.

“Now get the hell out of here before you catch something and ruin your meat too.”
            
* * *

The ceremony following the game had all the air of a football team winning the Super Bowl. There was music and dancing, and the cauldrons were all going into overdrive, their contents rich with noodles, vegetables, and chunks of meat both from the garbage and from the four dead bodies that were lined up behind Block’s throne. The meat was already starting to rot, and flies circled around like angry buzzards. They’d have to eat it quickly or it would go bad. Block approached him through the crowd.

“Welcome to the Cave,” he told him kindly, hand outstretched.

“Can you guys not talk to us before we win a game?” Steven asked, while ignoring the proffered hand and with no small amount of disgust. “It might have been nice for someone to say hi, hello, or fuck you when we got here.”

“It is our way, but it not necessarily because you won the Game that I talk to you. Once a person has been here a year or more, even without winning the Game, they are integrated into the community,” Block told him. “Also, if you lose a Game, yet live, you are also integrated.”

“Though punished like the man out in the Cage.”

“Something like that. Look, I don’t make the rules, I just play by them.”

“Who does make the rules?” Steven asked, enraged. “I’d like to see them.”

“Then win four more Games and you can go to the Castle. But none of that matters right now. I just need to know your and your friend’s names.”

“You don’t already?”

“Quite frankly, no. I try not to pay attention to those I think are going to fail and eventually fill the pot. It saves on heartache and whatnot if I don’t attach emotion to your eventual demise.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Steven said, his anger fading. He didn’t think it was the big Samoan’s fault that he was here, nor was the man responsible for the rules of the Cave. If Jackson and his apparent age were any indication, along with the graffiti on the entrance to the Cave, this place had been around for a long, long time. “My name is Steven. The big black man is Darius.”

“Steven and Darius,” Block replied, rolling the names around on his tongue as if he were tasting a fine wine. “Okay, I have it. You’ll come to the stage when I call you.” It was an order, not a request, and Steven agreed, though he wasn’t looking forward to the scarring process required to put the mark on his head. Was there a chance of getting four more to go with it? he thought. And if so, would he be able to take Rebecca home with him?

Steven nodded in agreement and stepped away from the big man as he turned to the crowd.

“Brothers and sisters,” Block began, his men whistling for quiet and attention, “this morning we celebrate not only a successful Game, but the start down the path of rebirth for two of our new brothers. We welcome Darius and Steven to the Cave, both of which defeated our brothers and sisters.” He pointed to the bodies behind him. “And because of the sacrifices of Helen, Jacob, Martin, and Lee, we will eat well for days to come. The Game has been good to us.”

The crowd cheered and people slapped Steven and Darius on the back, cheering for both of them.

“Come forward, Steven,” Block bellowed to be heard over the crowd. 

Steven stepped up hesitantly, but Block was quick, slashing down on his forehead before he got the chance to be scared. The cut was quick and neat, but it stung like hell, reminding him of his other bruises, abrasions, and cuts, along with his broken nose. He figured that if he lived through the infections, he was bound to have a fighting chance at another Game.

“You did well for someone only days here,” Block said, grinning. “And I’m honored to welcome you into the Cave.”

Steven nodded and stepped to the side as Darius stepped up. Just as Block was about to slash his mark into his forehead, Darius caught his hand. He could just barely hear the whisper, but he heard it all the same.

“I’m going to run this place,” Darius told the man. “And I’m going to kill you.”

He released the hand and let Block, visibly shaken, make the mark. He turned to the crowd and roared, hands above his head, and they ate up every bit of it. He stepped up to the cauldron and took a bowl from one of Block’s remaining men, scooped up a huge bowl full, and screamed again at the crowd, who screamed right back, cheering. 

Steven didn’t like the look on Block’s face, thinking the dark man was turning pretty red, and tried to melt back into the crowd. Block stopped him by jerking back his jumpsuit.

“Don’t you want to eat?”

“No, I don’t want to eat the man you made me kill.”

“I didn’t make you kill him. You had a choice.”

“Kill or be killed? That’s not much of a choice.”
            
“It’s still a choice.”

Steven shrugged free, knowing that Block wouldn’t do anything to him while he was on the crowd’s good side. He walked away from the cauldron and back to where Rebecca and Mia waited. 

* * *

Darius was riding high, higher than ever been before. The act of killing three people so quickly and so elegantly had been an adrenaline rush in itself, but the reaction of the people of the Cave when he’d murdered three of their friends was simply exhilarating. There hadn’t been animosity, as he’d expected from killing those who’d been there longer than he had. No, he was cheered equally as if he’d been there all his life. The Game was the great equalizer of the Cave, putting him on the same level as anyone else there, even Block. There was no racism, no judging of his past. In the Game, all men really where created equal. He’d never had such a rush, even with drugs or booze, like he’d had standing there, in front of what were soon to be his people, hands raised over his head and screaming bloody murder right back at them. He was sure that was how a rock star or a sports player standing in front of thousands of people had to feel. He fed off their energy and it was good.

Even afterwards, staring down Block at the Marking, he felt powerful and, for a moment as he felt Block’s wrist tremble and saw the look of fear on his face, he knew that he could beat the man. It wasn’t an issue of if, it was only a matter of when.

He sat at the edge of the elevated stone platform, eating the bowl of soup he’d snatched away to the cheers of the crowd. He’d made sure to get plenty of meat in it and wolfed it down greedily, half tempted to go and get another bowl. There was nothing Block could do about it, for tonight anyway, and there was plenty of meat.

Instead, he wandered to the back of Block’s royal area beneath the ship and pissed, letting the flow of the ad hoc band’s music flow over him and trying to forget where he was. 

He didn’t get to forget for long as he saw John climbing the stage, whispering in Block’s ear, and then leading him to the rear of the area, where the throne was. The only thing separating him from them was the throne.                 

Darius stood still, listening to the conversation.

“And exactly how am I supposed to know you are who you say you are?” Block was saying. “Sure, you can come here and tell me that your father is one of the richest men on the planet, but it doesn’t actually mean much. Even if it were true, it means even less. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but money doesn’t do any good here. We had a few hundreds once years ago, but they were as scratchy as toilet paper. The bales of marijuana that washed up with the money were a million times more valuable.”

“But you will not always be here,” John said, using exactly the same argument he had with Darius. “One day you’ll be off this island, and, if you care to be, you could be very wealthy when you leave.”

“I will already be wealthy from winning the Game, and the wealth I’ll earn through rebirth is not something you can ever buy with mere money. You have to earn this, you have to earn five marks. Can you buy these?” Block said, lowering his head so that John could see the four marks.

“No, I cannot, nor can I buy my way out of here. I realize that, and I understand it. I even envy you to a certain extent, and your marks. But the old adage ‘money can’t buy you happiness’ is flawed. It can buy a lot of happiness.”

Block turned over the wooden chit in his hand, very similar to the one John had given Darius. “And you want to pay me to help you, huh?”

“Something like that. I know you’re about done here. I know that, when you leave, you’ll return to the real world. And I know that when you leave, you’ll need someone to replace you.”

Block laughed out loud. “Yeah, you think so? And you think you—a newcomer and not a marked one—will walk right in and take my position?”

“I have experience managing people, if nothing else. I assure you that my family has been doing it for generations. People are like cattle; they simply need to be herded.”

Block counted through the chits in his hand. “So you’ll give me a million dollars to find your dad, tell him your situation, and then put you in charge?”

“Yes.”

“Nope,” Block laughed. “It isn’t happening. I don’t care what you were before you got here. You’re not shit here, and your daddy can’t write checks to get you out of this place. That might have worked out there, in the other world, but not here. Only you can do that, with these,” he said, fingering the marks on his head. “And the only way to get these is to win.”

“Then give me the chits back.” Darius couldn’t hear the anger in John’s voice, but he knew it was lurking just beneath the calm facade.

“No, I don’t think so. The boys will think they’re hilarious. Hell, I might pass them out as party favors. We’re always in need of a good laugh around here.”

“I’m going to kill you,” John said coldly and calmly, shocking Darius with an air of aggression he hadn’t heard before. “I’m going to kill you and I’m going to run this place. And when I do, you won’t be remembered fondly. I’ll punish the mere mention of your name with the pot.”

Block’s laugher filled the Cave. “That is rich, but I like it. Keep that thought and hold it…let it burn right through your heart. It’s the only way you’ll survive here.”

Darius tried not to laugh aloud and be heard by the two. He couldn’t blame John for hedging his bets. He would have done similar in his situation, but the absolute rejection was hilarious. And he knew why Block was keeping the chits. If John was being honest and was who he said he was, they could be very valuable for someone that was one mark away from leaving the Cave. Still, he felt a little hurt. After all the buttering up the man had done, he had still offered Block nine-hundred-thousand more dollars than he had offered Darius. 

No big deal, he thought, waiting for Block to move away before exiting. The price of John’s insurance and Darius’ cooperation had just gone up

* * *

Amanda sat near Rebecca and Mia with her haul of three half-eaten, black and slimy bananas, a half a medium-cooked steak, and two apples that didn’t look bad at all, and shoved the food into her mouth as fast as she could. And still her stomach screamed for more.

“You need to slow down,” Rebecca told her. “Or you’re going to make yourself sick.”

She couldn’t respond as her mouth was full of food, and she knew the older woman was right, but she didn’t care. She’d be sick, if that’s what it took, and deal with the rest later. 

Mia sat picking dirt and gunk out of a plastic bowl with a Carnival Cruise lines log on the side as if were normal. She looked up at Rebecca much like a child would a mother, and smile.

“Be sure to get all that mold, honey. It will make you sick but the oatmeal is good for you.”

Finally having gorged herself to the point she wasn’t, for the moment, starving, she looked at Rebecca and said. “You seem to be adjusting to all this okay.”

“What choice do I have?”

She was right, of course. None of them had a choice, but still, in the span of a few days, Rebecca had gone from a grieving mother to a stoic, stereotypical strong female. The transformation was amazing, and the care and love that she lavished on the little girl was amazing. Amanda thought, much like Steven, that the relationship with Mia was a proxy for the loss of her boys.

“What’s that tattoo on your hand?” Amanda asked. She could make out the string of numbers, but the grime and dirt caked on Rebecca’s hand, just like the rest of them, made it hard to read. 

“It’s nothing.” she replied. “A silly number that meant something when I was in college.”

“I have one of those,” she told her, turning around and showing her the ‘tramp stamp’ butterfly that she’d gotten after a night of too much drinking on Spring Break in Cancun. “My mother hates it. She says it’s going to be all wrinkled and faded when I’m old…” She let the thought drift, wondering if she would ever be old. There was a distinct possibility, here in this hellhole, that not only would she not grow old, she’d be someone else’s meal.

Rebecca tried a smile, not really wanting to talk, but Amanda ignored her. Amanda needed to talk. She wanted to talk to a friendly person who was in the same situation. No one else in the Cave would talk to her, and if Rebecca didn’t like it, she and Mia were just going to have to get over it.

“Where are her parents?” Amanda asked, curious.

“Who?”

“Mia.”

“Oh,” Rebecca said, looking confused. “You mean Mia’s parents?”

“Yes.” Amanda didn’t understand Rebecca’s confusion or hesitation. It was like she was afraid to even talk about the subject.

“I don’t know,” Rebecca said, looking at the girl with what Amanda thought was some guilt. “I don’t know where they are or what happened to them. For now it’s just me and her.”

“And Steven.”            

“Yes,” she said quickly. “And Steven.”

“What about Steven?” he asked, stepping into the small camp. He carried an armful of cardboard boxed and plastic bags, dumping them in the center. 

“We were just talking about how good you did in the Game, weren’t we, Mia?” Rebecca said like Amanda wasn’t even there.

“I didn’t do anything,” he said, averting eye contact with any of them. “I was just lucky.”

“Take the luck where you can get it,” Rebecca ordered. “Because we can use all the luck we can get.”

“Well,” he said, trying to change the subject, and Amanda could see the guilt he felt for taking another man’s life, “I found some stuff that we can try to use to make some sort of walls and something to sleep on. I think I can string these bags between the rocks…we can make a mattress.”

“Shouldn’t we be more concerned about finding a way out of here instead of how to make our lives more comfortable?” Amanda blurted out. She didn’t want a comfy bed, she wanted out of the Cave and away from the Game and Darius. Well, she thought, she really wanted Darius dead first, but that was a bump on the way to escape. 

“If you have some idea that I’m not exploring, some plan, let me know. Because right now, I’m lost. All I know how to do is protect my wife.”       

“And Mia,” Rebecca interrupted.

“And Mia,” Steven said, and Amanda could see the discomfort in his face as he continued. “Sure, I want to escape. But I don’t just want to escape…I want to punish the people who put me here.” Amanda wondered if he caught the sidelong glance from Rebecca. “I want to kill the men who killed my sons. I want to see those men in the pot, I want to smell the boiling of their skin, see their eyeballs floating like potatoes. I want all those things, like you do, maybe more than you do, but right now I can’t have them. All I can have, for now, is living here by the rules they’ve set up.”

“That’s too much like giving up,” Amanda said. “I think our priority has to be finding a way out of here.”

“Go ahead,” Rebecca told her. “Go exploring. I’m sure that they won’t kill and eat you like they did your friend if you go outside the Cave.” She said it with no small amount of sarcasm. “The gate isn’t locked.”

“Fuck you,” she replied vehemently without thinking. She didn’t want to ruin the one relationship she had, and as Rebecca’s eyebrows rose and she turned away from her, she added, “I’m sorry, Rebecca. I just want to get out of here.”

“We all do. But as Steven said, we have to survive until we do. Until you have a better idea, I suggest you get your mind wrapped around that.”

Rebecca, always the practical one, was right. Amanda was here, and it didn’t look like the cavalry was coming anytime soon. She had to make the best of it, along with the people she’d been stranded with, and ultimately survive. She’d never escape if she was dead and resting in the pit of someone else’s stomach. Instead of bitching more, she went to help Steven spread out the cardboard and plastic as best they could, forming small sections of privacy.

“It’s raining!” someone screamed from the entrance to the Canyon and the crowd, much like with a Game, rushed outside. 





Chapter Six
            
Steven had never seen so many naked people in one place before in his life. 

People were streaming into the canyon, beneath the gaze of the Castle, taking off their clothes as the torrents of rain cascaded down. He stood in the rain, staring up at the dark clouds, letting the water wash over him, taking with it the blood, the dirt, and the guilt. The guilt, like grime and blood, would return, but for the moment, he just stood in the rain, mouth open, the fresh rainwater tasting as glorious as anything he could ever remember. 

Children frolicked naked in the puddles formed by the quick rain while adults washed themselves and rinsed out their clothing as best as they could. Rebecca stripped down so quickly it shocked Steven, and she showed no modesty as she hastily began washing her and Mia’s bodies off. There was no modesty anywhere in the canyon, and Steven felt a bit guilty for admiring all the naked women about. 

There were the amputees, of course, along with the other disfigurements from the Game, that immediately turned his stomach, but there was also so much beauty in the Cave. There were people of every ethnicity, every color, from all over the world, dancing and laughing and bathing. 

Steven wandered through the crowd, looking for Jackson and hoping to ask the man some more questions. He seemed like he had more to say and knew more of what was going on than he’d said earlier. He stopped near a couple of men who were talking, discussing what looked like wooden poker chips.

“It’s bullshit, man,” one said to the other. “How would you know if he’s telling the truth or not?”

“But what if he isn’t lying?” the first man asked. “I mean, come on. Wouldn’t it be nice to have some money when you got out of here?”

“If you get out of here.”

“I’m an optimist,” the man said, and Steven noticed he had two marks cut into his forehead. “And I know that once I get the chance, I’m getting the hell out of here.”

“You don’t want to live in the Castle?” the other said, pointing to where the glass one-way windows were set into the cliff high above.

“I could care less about the Castle. I’m for Cali, man,” he said.

“Well, I still think it’s bullshit. Your traded a wooden chip for what, two apples and a banana?”

“Yeah, but it’s a wooden chip worth five thousand dollars. Five thousand dollars for two rotten apples and a banana that I wouldn’t even eat.”

“Five thousand dollars if you get out of here and,” he said, emphasizing and, “if his story is true. Say his story is true…what if his father doesn’t agree to his end of the deal?”

“I guess that’s a bridge I’ll have to cross when I get to it. Like I said, man, I’m an optimist, and right now, I’m an optimist who’s five-thousand dollars richer.”

“No, you’re an optimist that’s out two apples and a banana.”

“Rotten apples, man, rotten apples.”

Steven knew the men could only be talking about John, who’d claimed to be wealthy to their small group. That he was buying things with that supposed wealth wasn’t so unusual. People were creative about surviving, and John was no different, using the one thing he knew to make a go of it. He couldn’t blame the man. Maybe he’d have an easier time of it here than Steven would.

His multiple cuts, on his head and on his abdomen, ached along with his nose, but the cool rain washing over the wounds seemed to help. He cleaned the stitches as well as he could, pressing the pus away and wincing as even the slightest touch made the red, swollen area scream in pain. As he wiped the area with his dampened jumpsuit, several of the stitches burst loose and a torrent of pus and blood shot out. Afterwards, though, there was less pressure and he felt better.

“Try this,” Jackson said, seeming to appear from nowhere and handing Steven a handful of aloe vera plant cuts. “It’s really for burns, but there are healing properties in the salve as well.”

“Thanks…” Steven said, taking the plant. “Where did you come from?”

“Oh, I’ve been around, mostly sitting and talking to people.”

“I haven’t seen you, and I was looking for you.”
            “It’s a large cavern, Steven. I’m sorry I haven’t been available. Was there something you needed help with?”

“I…I’d enjoyed talking to you about this place, its history. I thought maybe we could talk about it some more.”

“I’m sorry, Steven…” Jackson looked around nervously, skittish.

“I guess people like to talk to you.”

“Sometimes. Mostly people act like I’m some sort of priest simply because I’ve been here longer than any of them. I hear everyone’s fears and doubts.”

“I’m sure that could be depressing,” Steven said, noting the man was not naked like everyone else and bathing. His robe, though, looked very clean, as if he hadn’t lived all his life in the Cave.

“I feel it’s my duty. I’m not, apparently, fit to play in the Game, so I’ll do the best I can to help others who are destined for that glory.”

“I wanted to ask you a few things, if you didn’t mind.”

“Sure,” Steven said. “I’ll be happy to help where I can.”

“I know you said you didn’t know exactly where we are, but I wondered if you knew about the area around the canyon and the Cave. Is it all rock and beach, or is there more to it?”
            “I don’t know,” he said simply, and Steven couldn’t tell if he was lying or not. “I’ve never ventured beyond the Cave system or the Cage. I don’t know what’s out there. Many speculate we’re on an island somewhere, but we could just as easily be on a part of a coast that’s hard to access. There are rumors, of course.”

“What sort of rumors?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. There are stories of wild men running in the jungles around the Canyon, waiting to kill anyone who manages to escape. Not that anyone has, in my lifetime. There are rumors that the guards manning those machine gun nests are actually aliens,” he pointed to the rim of the canyon, “and this is all some sort of super secret experiment where they observe human nature in advance of an invasion. There is every sort of rumor and conspiracy theory here that you can imagine.”

“What do you think this place is?”

“What does it matter?”

“Indulge me.”

“I don’t,” Jackson told him. “I don’t think about anything but helping people, day to day.”

Steven knew that was an outright lie. It was simply against human nature not to wonder about our existence. He couldn’t imagine a man living in the Cave all his life and never, not even once, wondering about where they were, or, more importantly, why they were here. He didn’t press the man on the matter, thought, and smiled. “I understand, Jackson.” 

* * *

Amanda, like everyone else, had forgotten modesty and had taken off the stinking blue jumpsuit to dance naked in the rain. She felt alive among the people of the Cave, relishing the water as it rained down, and it felt even better to wash the grime from her body. She noticed several men staring at her and guessed that she was, unlike many of the women on the island, as yet unaffected by starvation and the ravages of life in the Cave. She knew that, for the time being, she was something to look at, but that didn’t matter in the long run. The men here wouldn’t make their move on her outside the Game, just as Block hadn’t. It just wasn’t their way.

She washed as best she could in the downpour, ignoring the stings of the cold rain.

“You’re beautiful,” Darius told her from behind her. “Probably the best looking woman in this whole miserable place.”

Amanda spun around, her hair trailing wet behind her, and glared at him. “Get away from me.”

“Amanda,” he said. “I know whatever happened to you in that van that night was bad.”

“You should.”

“It wasn’t me,” he told her. “It just wasn’t me. I know there isn’t any way I can prove that to you, and I know that you’ll never believe me. There is nothing I can do to change your mind. Nothing at all.”

Amanda looked up into the big man’s eyes and, for just a moment, wanted to believe him. He was sincere and didn’t waver from her gaze. She knew, however, that he’d been there. There wasn’t any other explanation. She could trace the tracks of his scars in her dreams. She could still see Cassandra looking out at her in agony when he was on top of her. Shaking her head, she tried to twist the thoughts from her mind.

“Fuck you,” she said. “I know it was you. There’s nothing you can say that will ever erase that. There’s no lie you can tell that will wipe the slate clean. You act like you care, but you don’t really care about anything. I know what you are…you’re dead inside, dead to anything but your ego and your pride.”

He nodded, seeming to agree. “I have to try. It’s what makes us human.”

There was still no anger on his face, nothing but dismay at not having been believed, and once again Amanda doubted herself, doubted Cassandra. If she was wrong, she was no better than those who said all blacks looked alike. But she couldn’t be wrong…could she?

The rain party went on until the rain stopped, which to Amanda seemed like hours. She imitated what she saw the other women doing, washing their clothes on the rocks, scrubbing on flat parts. Dirt and grime came out in brownish fluid, but she was sure she’d never get them completely clean. 

There was nothing about this place that would ever be clean. No amount of rain could wash away all the blood. 

* * *

“Where in the hell did you get all that?” Darius demanded.

John was sitting on a tattered sleeping bag inside the enclosure Steven had constructed of cardboard and garbage bags. The walls did nothing to keep the sounds of the Cave out, but they at least didn’t have to look at the hundreds of other residents. The sounds of the community, laughter and tears, happiness and arguing, still filtered through the barrier. Next to John was a small dented green Coleman ice chest with the lid missing. Inside were fruits and vegetables, all in various states of rot, as well as the remains of a couple of T-bone steaks. 

“I bought it,” John said simply, looking back and forth from his haul to Darius, a bit of fear on his face as if he thought the big man was going to take it.

“You bought it with your wooden chits?” Darius said angrily. “Like the ones you gave Block?”

John looked suddenly afraid. “Hey, I was only…”

“You’re hedging,” Darius said. “I know what you’re doing, and, quite frankly, I don’t give a shit. I guess if I was in your situation, I might do the same thing. I’m just a little disappointed I’m only worth a tenth of what Block is.” He wasn’t being serious. He thought the wooden chits were silly, and didn’t actually believe that John was worth that much. Even if he was there would need to be an extraordinary turn of events for anyone to actually claim their prize. The whole thing was just another tool to use, another shovel added to the digging of the man’s grave.

“He’s a four-timer and that much closer to leaving this place. He’s also in a position of power that, while I think you might attain one day, you’re not in now. Block simply has more leeway on what could happen to me right now than you do.”

“What happened to us working together and running this place?” Darius asked, amused by the flimflam.

“I think we’ll get there,” John said seriously. “But like you said, I need to hedge my bets.”

He reached into the container, pulled out a half-eaten apple, and smiled. “Well, I’m glad you’re taking one for the team. What did this cost you? Ten, twenty grand?”
John’s emotionless brick wall cracked for a moment, but Darius didn’t really care. He chomped on the apple in silence, listening to the sounds of the Cave





Chapter Seven

Days passed without a Game, and the small group settled into something of a routine. Rebecca and Mia, first thing in the morning, would take plastic water bottles and fill them up at trickling stream that ran down the stalagmite. Darius and John would wake up, and, after arguing with Amanda about their situation for awhile, wander off in search of food. Amanda disappeared early every day, after the morning argument and accusations about Darius, and every evening she returned with, at the very least, some amount of information that they didn’t have before. Sometimes she’d return with a moldy hunk of break, and once even brought Mia the remains of a chocolate bar, which the little girl shared with the group, after picking off the dirt and grime.

As the days drifted on, the meager meals in the evening became even more meager. There was more and more water and less anything of substance. After the second night, Block once more asked for donations to the pot, and, once again, the Cave came through. But even then, it wasn’t much. Two days later, it was only broth, and then just water. Steven didn’t eat from it until he was sure there wasn’t any people flesh in it. Unfortunately, he could, with every passing hour, feel himself becoming weaker. He wasn’t going to be able to fight in another Game at this rate, not that he had any confidence that he’d be able to win without some sort of divine intervention. But he’d face that hurdle when it came up, he decided, and there simply wasn’t any point to worrying about what could happen now.

Steven spent the days exploring and gathering more material, when he could, for their shelter. Their first few puny walls had expanded, becoming taller, and taking up a bit more space. Now they had the basis of a floor, mostly of cardboard and scrap wood, but it was enough that Rebecca made them clean their feet before they came in. The Cave was much more massive than he’d first guessed, with multiple passages leading off in all directions, some leading up to the balconies, as the Cavers called them. The few flat places looked out high above the Cave, on nearly the same level as the ship, and were home to multiple Game winners. One set of tunnels, leading down and below the main cavern, interested him the most. He thought maybe one of them might lead to a way out, but one of special interest to him ended at dark, salty seawater and, though he was tempted to find out where it led, he didn’t want to dive down and see how far it went. It didn’t help to try and bathe in the water, either, as it left a slimy residue that wouldn’t wipe away when he got out. There were, however, thousands upon thousands of mushrooms, and, for a bit, his diet improved.

He spent many of his days looking for the elusive Jackson, who never seemed to be where he was looking in the Cave. When he’d asked someone about the man, they’d say they hadn’t seen him since the last Game, or that they heard he was somewhere else. The Cave was huge and there were hundreds of people inhabiting it, but he wondered how hard it could be to find one gray-haired old man wearing a bright purple and usually clean robe. Steven was sure that Jackson was the key to getting out of the Cave, whether he knew it or not. The man had forgotten more about the place than Steven would ever know, and hopefully, if he could ask enough questions, he’d shake some little piece of information loose that could help his struggle to escape. 

But the man was simply nowhere to be found. He was a ghost among a ghost people, hiding in shadows.

His abdominal wound began to improve, and the infection, which never had spread from the area, began to heal and the scabs finally fell off the numbers on his arm. They were a rich black in a blocky style, deep and textured. He knew, though, that in another ten or twenty years they’d looks just like the wrinkled and shriveled numbers on the older people he’d seen. 

Life in the Cave, though not normal for the newcomers, was normal for everyone else. Steven was constantly amazed at just how life went on. There were births and deaths, funerals and weddings. Children celebrated birthdays, of sorts, when their parents managed to track the passing of the days by scratches on the walls, or sticks collected, one for each day. He didn’t have any idea how much time had passed since his sons had been murdered, but it seemed like an eternity. He was beginning to feel as if he’d been in the Cave all his life. 

He couldn’t begin to imagine how those, like Jackson, who had actually been in the Cave all their life, felt.

Wandering, he stumbled on the two men he’d first heard debating the merits of John’s IOUs in the form of the wooden chits. They sat behind a display stand made from wooden plank stretched between two rocks. On it, they displayed several pieces of rotted fruit, a couple hunks of spoiled meat, a stack of empty plastic garbage bin liners, and the real prize…a steak knife. They two men looked up at him and Ernie, the one who’d originally taken wooden chits from John for food, smiled.

“Good morning,” he said with a smile. “Can I interest you in something to eat?”

This was odd to Steven. Every night he and the rest of their group lined up in the communal food line, bowls in hand, waiting for the meal to start. You couldn’t have two bowls and if someone was not able to actually stand in line with their bowl, they didn’t eat. Steven had taken the people soup when it had been available, still made from the remains of the four dead people from the last game, and dug out the scraps of meat, giving them to John and Darius, who ate human with a passion. He hadn’t seen his wife or Mia eating the meat, but he hadn’t seen them giving it away either. He didn’t know about Amanda, who never ate with them but never seemed hungry. But there was never a charge for the soup, of any sort, and one never had to perform any tricks or special services for Block’s men to get it. It was the one thing he’d grown to respect about the big Samoan man. If there was food available, everyone was getting it. He and his men did eat better, of course, but so did he, now that he had a mark. He got more than someone without simply because of his rank. 

Two men with a vegetable stand in the Cave was odd, to say the least. “And what would I have to give you for something to eat?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“Well, if you have a ‘JIOU,’ that would be best,” he said, holding up one of the wooden chits. “But we’ll trade for something else of value as well.”

Steven was hungry, yes, but he’d fallen into the routine with the rest of their group of eating once a day, at the evening meal. Even if he was inclined to buying a piece of the rotting fruit, he didn’t have anything to trade. The only actual possession he had was his blue jump suit, now grimy and just as torn as everyone else’s. He couldn’t imagine what people were trading with these two men.

“No, but thanks. What are people trading?”

“Well, like I said, we prefer the chits,” he said, again holding up one of John’s makers. “They are actually something of value, but people trade all sorts of stuff. Clothing, bags, other food. I had someone come in yesterday and traded seashells. Now, I normally wouldn’t give two shits about seashells, but he had them arranged on a piece of yarn as a necklace. I said what the hell, and traded him an apple, and it wasn’t twenty minutes later that someone else came in and traded three quarters of a roasted chicken for it. I guess they just wanted something of beauty here.”

“Well, that’s interesting,” Steven said. He could imagine the though process of the person who bought it. He could see himself doing the same for Rebecca, just to break up the gray monotony of the Cave. He could imagine her smiling again.

“It’s something different, anyway,” Ernie told him as his partner, Max, counted chits. “Hey, you live with John, right? You guys showed up together?”
 
Showed up was an interesting way to term their violent kidnapping. “Yes.”

“Then maybe you have some sort of access that we don’t. We could make it worth your time and effort, once we’re all out of the Cave, if you could hook us up with him directly.”

“Why don’t you approach him yourself?” Steven replied. “He seems to be giving those things out fairly freely.”

“We did, actually. We wanted to go into business together, and offered him a hell of a deal, but he seemed kind of hesitant.”

“I don’t know why, that’s his background. His family is all businessmen, pretty successful ones at that, as far as I know.”

“If he isn’t lying,” Max said, expressing his doubts to his partner, “and all this isn’t for shit.”

“Who cares if it is, Max?” Ernie asked. “At least we’re doing something different. At least we’re eating better because of all this.”

“There is that.”

And Steven knew it didn’t matter, one way or another. Even if these two men made it out of the Cave with a pile of the chits, there was no guarantee John’s father, fictional or otherwise, would pay them. After all, if he didn’t, what exactly would the two men do about it?

He didn’t get to visit with them or ponder the situation any longer as, after the longest spell without a Game since he’d been in the Cave, the Game bell sounded. 

The two men very quickly became very excited. “All right,” Ernie said. “That’s what I’m talking about. Be sure to take some extra bags so we can get some more merchandise.”

“Nobody will buy anything right after the Game. They’ll have their arms full of stuff they scavenged themselves,” Max told him. “We’ll be sitting on a lot of crap for no reason.”

“But what if it’s longer, like this time, until the next Game? We’ll be rolling in it by then.”

“Whatever, man,” Max said, gathering up some of the black plastic garbage bags. “Let’s go.”

Steven followed them into the sunlight of the canyon, wondering if his number would, once again, be called.

* * *

Amanda winced at the sound of the alarm, and her heart began thumping nervously. She fully expected to be called at the next Game, and had been having nightmares about it for days. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she just did, and it was giving her fits. Unsure of what sort of Game she’d have to play, she dreaded the self-amputations the most. First off, she didn’t know if she could do it, and second, what would life be like if she ended up like the old hag with no hands? She’d seen the woman around the Caves, proudly displaying her two marks but having to beg the charity of others to eat or do just about anything. The woman stank more than the average Cave dweller, smelling strongly of urine and feces, and Amanda suspected she could do little to clean her private parts and that her fellow citizens simply weren’t willing to help her.



Trying to shake the image of the woman wiping with the bloodied stump from her mind, she continued towards the canyon entrance, along with every other living soul in the Cave.

The bright sunlight caught her off guard, and she had to, at least temporarily, shield her eyes. The sun was warm and felt good on her face. She knew that she hadn’t been getting enough of it. She was becoming as pale as the rest of the Cave dwellers who only went out into the sunshine during the Game. Living by torchlight in the great cavern, with no way to tell day from night besides when everyone was sleeping, just wasn't healthy. 

The gladiator cartoon was playing once more, and once more the crowd was cheering. It was sad, to her, that they would cheer the same death scene over and over again like someone might their favorite quarterback’s good pass. Each of the quarterback’s passes would be different, though. She couldn’t imagine him throwing the same one each and every time, the same guy catching it, and the crowd cheering in exactly the same way. She thought it must have something to do with the boredom of the Cave, those long days between Games when all there was to do was try and find something to eat and sleep. The Gladiators represented something different from the monotony of day-to-day living; they represented the Game. 

She held her breath as the gladiators faded, replaced by two numbers and the letter K. She knew, without looking at her arm, that the second number was hers, just as she’d feared.

“It’s yours,” Rebecca told her, shuffling out of the crowd to her side, dragging Mia with her. “Yours and that old woman’s without the hands.”

“How do you know?” she asked but already saw the old woman coming out of the crowd opposite them.

“I keep up with numbers…I can remember them pretty easily,” Rebecca said flatly. “You’re going to have to go out and kill her.”

“This isn’t fair,” she said, not because she was scared, but because she felt pity for the handless old woman. The Game hadn’t been fair to her in the least, taking both her hands and now her life.

“Is anything fair?”

Amanda nodded in agreement and took her first, hesitant steps out onto the field of battle. She wanted to tell the woman that she was sorry she was going to have to die and that she’d remember her name—something stoic and passionate. Yet the old woman came screaming at her, her stumps upraised like a wild woman, and caught her full in the face with the recently amputated wrist.

She felt the spurt of blood and pus as the stump exploded across her face, driving her backwards and to the ground. The old woman leapt into the air with a strength that scared Amanda and came down hard on her gut, knocking the wind from her and clouding her vision. Panic gripped her as the old woman began pummeling her with her stumps and, though she tried to block her face with her arms, more blows landed then not. Her stump was gushing blood and pus and it rained down on Amanda in a polar opposite of the cleansing rain a few days back.

Blow after blow landed, and Amanda felt her grip on consciousness slipping away. She saw her life before the Cave, Cassandra before the meal…everything she’d ever done, and realized she’d done nothing in her life. She’d accomplished no goals, and the ones she’d set as a college freshman didn’t mean anything. She hadn’t landed the big job and broken through the glass ceiling, she hadn’t found Mr. Perfect and settled down to have a passel of kids, easily balancing her profession and her family. She hadn’t done anything, and wondered who besides her parents would remember her.

No one, she realized. Even Rebecca and the others wouldn’t remember her past the evening meal. The old woman might, reliving the glory of her third mark until she died, but no one else would. She couldn’t die. Not yet.

Besides, she still had to kill Darius.

She arched her back upwards, dislodging the woman, and then scrambled out from under on her knees. 

“You have to die, missy,” the woman said. “I have to get out of here. James is waiting for me.”

She didn’t know who James was but could see the rage and fear in the woman’s eyes, along with her hysterical insanity. Before she could get up off her knees, Amanda lashed out with her left foot, connecting with the woman’s face, breaking her nose, and sending her over onto her back.

“I’m not going to die,” she said, walking up to the woman and stomping on the freshly amputated wrist. “At least, not at your hands.” She burst out in hysterical laughter. “Wait…you don’t have hands!”

The old woman roared and rolled to her side as Amanda was going to pounce on her injured wrist once more. She was trailing blood as she did, and Amanda knew that if she didn’t kill her, the infection would soon enough. When her back was turned, Amanda kicked her hard there, causing the old woman to scream out in agony.

She wondered, briefly, if she should feel some guilt, decided that she wouldn’t be guilty if she were the evening’s dinner, and kicked the woman once more. 

The hag rolled over, eyes pleading, and begged, “Please…I only need three more marks. James is out there…I know he is. He’s waiting for me.”

Amanda, her energy completely built back up, kicked the woman in the face, sending blood and cartilage flying. The old woman passed out but Amanda could still see her chest rising and falling.

“Kill her, kill her,” the crowd began to chant and as Amanda looked around, she could see Rebecca mouthing the words as well. She was, however, completely unsure of how to actually kill a person.

So she kept kicking.

With every kick, the crowd yelled louder and stronger, the old woman’s head quickly becoming a gooey lump of brains and blood. The splatter covered her body and face but with every kick, she felt that much closer to an orgasm. When she finally did experience one, feeling the wetness drip down between her legs, the old hag no longer had a head to speak of. 

She stood there numbed as adrenaline quickly faltered and the crowd rushed in and carried her away like the winning jockey at the Kentucky Grand Derby. 
 
I killed her, she thought, and tonight I’m going to eat her.
 
* * *

Steven watched as Amanda kicked the old woman to death and thought that was a pretty nifty way to kill someone. Your legs were naturally going to be stronger, so if you could just get them on the ground…he then felt guilty for even thinking it. That he was thinking of better and easier ways to kill someone was ludicrous, he knew, but so was the Game.

“She did well,” Rebecca said, beaming at Amanda’s victory like a proud parent, “I knew she would.”

“You knew she’d make a good murderer?” he asked his wife, incredulous.

“If you’d have had the chance to murder those people before they killed your sons”—there it was again, his wife intoning that the boys were his and not hers—“would you have?”

“Of course.”

“Wouldn’t that have been murder?”

“It’s all semantics,” he said, knowing she was right. “We’re forced to kill here.”

“At home we were forced to pay taxes.”

“Are you equating the two?”

Rebecca shrugged and Steven was dismayed by her apathy. But he didn’t have time to continue the debate as she said, “Well, I guess I’m up. Hold Mia’s hand while I’m gone.”

Steven looked up in panic as Rebecca slid Mia’s hand into his, at the board displaying his wife’s number. His heart raced faster than when his own number had been displayed, but she’d reacted so coldly to it, so easily, as if it were nothing more than a trip to the tax preparer. In one instant, with one display of numbers on a board, he could lose his wife, lose everything he had left. After everything they’d been through and survived, this moment could be her last. 

She gave him a small smile, the same thought apparently not on her mind, and strolled out onto the canyon floor.

“I’m sorry, man,” Darius said, slapping him on the back.

“It’s not…” Steven stuttered, “…not your fault.”

“That’s not what I’m sorry about,” Darius said, stepping forward behind Rebecca, and it hit Steven like a hurricane-force wind.

The other number, along with the letter R, belonged to Darius.

“You can’t do it!” Steven screamed, latching onto his arm and trying to drag him back, which amounted to an ant trying to drag a train. “I’ll kill you first.”

Darius turned and stepped backwards, the arm Steven was attached to outstretched. With his free hand, he drew back and popped him in the face. It wasn’t a hard hit, certainly not with all the power he could muster, but it was enough. Steven let go and stumbled backwards, hands holding his bleeding nose. 

“It’s not what I want to do,” Darius said, “it’s what I have to do. At least I don’t have to kill her. You can take some solace in that.”

“I’m going to kill you,” Steven said, but knew better than to step within arm’s reach of the big man.

“You’re going to have to get in line first.”

Steven watched, dismayed, as the man went out to rape his wife.

* * *
Darius strode through the crowd, not nearly as comfortable as he’d been when he reveled in the glory of his first Game. The three people before had been complete strangers to him. He hadn’t known them from Adam. But Rebecca was different. It wasn’t that he was close to her, but it was hard not to get to know someone when they all stayed in a shelter as small as they did. Darius like her husband. He was one of the few in the Cave who didn’t either expect something from him or judge him for some perceived past life. Steven just didn’t care, and though he tended to be a bit on the whiny side, he would sit and talk when Darius wanted someone to sit and talk with.

That he was about to rape his wife bothered him a bit, but it was only a bit.

Rebecca stood in the middle of the arena, cracking her neck side-to-side and stretching. She jogged in place for a few moments and shadowboxed like she was getting ready for a boxing match. 

“I’m sorry about this,” he told her.

“I know it’s nothing personal,” she told him. “Like that.” She pointed away.

When he turned his head to look, she executed a perfect roundhouse kick and took him in the face. She simply didn’t have enough power, though, to knock him over and just drove him back a few steps.

“That wasn’t fair,” he told her, rubbing his chin and smiling. This might actually amount to something.

“Why do I have to keep telling people this place isn’t fair?” she said as she popped him in the face. The punch wasn’t hard, as she just didn’t have the upper body strength, but she was quick. 

“I know it’s not fair,” he said, as she popped him several more times. He tried to reach out and grab her but she was just too quick, dancing around like a ballerina. 

“Stand still so I can knock you down and fuck you,” he growled, advancing again but missing, and then tripping over her outstretched leg.

“Oh, someone is going to fuck, I’m sure,” she said, skipping by and kicking him in the face. “I’m just curious what the boys are going to do when you can’t get it up for me to rape you.”

He nearly grabbed her ankle but she danced by, actually laughing. Any hesitation he’d had in the beginning was gone completely. This was as much a game for her as anyone else, he realized. She knew the consequences of failure, understood the dinner pot. He told himself he would not feel guilt because he knew, were the situations somehow reversed, she wouldn’t. He scrambled after her. 

She turned and stood her ground. “I’m guessing you probably can’t get it up anyway.”

“Fuck you,” he spat, trying to maintain his composure and trying to clothes hanger her as she snaked to his right, missed, and got several quick jabs in his ribs as a reward. From behind him, before he could turn, she executed another textbook roundhouse kick, catching him in the face and sending him staggering backwards again.

“Seriously, that’s all you can say? Fuck you. That’s not very creative.”

He rushed her again, and this time she went to her knees, then her back, and then, when he couldn’t change the flow of his own momentum, she punched upwards into his testicles. Pain flared through his body, fighting for position with the rage. He tumbled forward, face first, into the stone and mud ground.

“I’d also guess that if you could get it up, it would have to be rape, wouldn’t? A big man like you—you probably couldn’t get it up unless the poor little girl was struggling, could you?”

“I’m going to kill you,” he roared, holding his testicles with one hand while pushing himself up with the other.

“I’m sure you wanted to kill Amanda when she resisted, didn’t you?”

“Why would she resist?” he said, watching in slow motion as she jumped forward with one foot outstretched and connected squarely with his nose. He felt the bones break and the blood flow as he fell over onto his back.

“Ah…” Rebecca said, pausing to rub her chin dramatically, “maybe because girls don’t really like rape?”

“Sure they do,” Darius replied as they circled.  “Most just won’t admit it. But fuck you anyway, little miss. You don’t know shit.”

“Sure I do,” she said from the other side of him. “I know you raped her. What I don’t know is why you hid behind a mask. Are you a coward as well as a rapist?”

As she lunged forward once more, he managed to catch her in midair and then slam her to the ground, driving the wind from her. He scrambled on top of her and leaned in close. “It’s not rape when they make you do it.”

“Like here?”

“Like here,” he said, nodding.

He had her now, and there was no amount of fancy martial arts or quickness that was going to save her. The rage and anger, despite the blow to his midsection, was fueling a powerful erection.

“Just do me a favor,” she said, the struggling ended.

“What’s that?”

“Make me like it.”

* * *

Steven watched in amazement as his wife danced around the big man like a prizefighter. He had no idea where she’d learned the martial arts-type moves she was using, but she was executing them flawlessly. Darius, unlike his first Game, looked like a big rhinoceros floundering around, and for a few moments Steven was hopeful. His wife just might wear the big man down and beat him.

But then he realized she’d still have to rape him, to meet the terms of the Game, and he was unsure of how that would work in this situation. Jealousy wasn’t an emotion he was used to, but he was rapidly learning it. 

Rebecca danced around more, giving the man licks when she could, and he could tell Darius was becoming angry. He feared for her, but when he finally caught her, after they spoke for a few seconds, it was like a slow car wreck. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from the big black man tearing at his wife’s clothing, ripping her pants right up the middle. The roars of the crowd were silence to him as he watched Darius enter her, pounding frantically. He wanted her to resist, to do something to dislodge the man from her, but she just lay there.

Then her leg went up, wrapping around the man.

And she caressed his face.

And then she turned to Steven and smiled.

He couldn’t watch anymore, turning away and heading to the back of the crowd in tears. He slumped down on the canyon wall, head in his hands. Only when he finally heard the crowd again, over the din of his own emotions, did he know it was finally over. John came to his side and kneeled down next to him.

“Steven…I’m sorry about this.”

“You didn’t have anything to do with it. It was those sick fucks in the Castle.” His hatred for whoever was running the Game was only building. He didn’t mention that the appearance of his wife enjoying the rape was what troubled him the most, but John had seen it. Everyone had seen it. Everyone knew.

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” John told him, gesturing towards the sign. “It’s your turn.”

Steven looked up, sadness and jealousy funneling to an outlet of rage. He wanted to kill someone. No, he corrected himself, he wanted to kill his wife and Darius, but someone would do. He stood, wiping the tears from his face, and looked up at the board. It was his number and one he didn’t recognize, but instead of the letter K, like he’d hoped, there was another R.

“Fuck,” Steven said, knowing that he’d never be able to perform in front of the crowd. It wasn’t that they would make fun of him or some other childish ritual. That simply didn’t happen. There was always encouragement until there was failure and then, at that point, it didn’t matter anymore. The person was dead anyway. No, the crowd would cheer him on, but it wouldn’t matter. He just knew he couldn’t do it.

“Yes,” John said. “I think that’s the idea.”

He nodded in agreement and started forward. Rebecca, pulling her clothing together, stopped in front of him. “Steven…”

“Save it,” he told her. “Save it for Darius.”

She looked hurt but said nothing, taking Mia and heading back into the Cave. Steven tried to push her from his mind as he stepped into the arena, looking for the woman that was to be his opponent. He wondered if he let her win, and then let her rape him, if he would be aroused.

Then he saw it wasn’t a woman at all, but a sickly old man who was missing one arm and his left leg below the knee. He waddled out on a homemade crutch, waving at Steven with his good arm, a warm smile across his face. Steven didn’t know what to do. If he failed to go out and rape the crippled old man, he’d die. He didn’t want to do it, but he didn’t want to die either.

“Please,” the man said as Steven neared. “I know that I will not survive this. My heart is about to give out, and to be honest, I’m not sure why I’ve lived this long. I’m happy it’s finally going to be over.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Steven asked, still confused and still angry at his wife. He wanted to kill someone, but striking this crippled old man just didn’t feel right.

“Because I’m going to die and I don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to me now. I just want to tell you something, something they told us if we did tell you, or any of the others…well, they said we’d end up in the pot, or worse, we’d never, ever be selected for a chance at the Game.”

“Who is they?”

The man pointed up to the one-way mirrors and the billboard. “The Castle.”

Steven knew that the fear of not getting a chance at the Game was, for most of the Cavers, worse than the fear of death. At least in death they could become useful, fueling the people of the Cave for one more day from the pot. But without the chance of winning a Game, there was no chance at freedom. Whatever it was the old man wanted to tell him was drastic enough to warrant the greatest of all threats.

“What?” he asked, not able to imagine what the man could say of importance to him. 

“Your wife isn’t who she appears to be,” the man said, and then coughed hard enough Steven thought he was going to see a lung any second. He pulled his hand back, covered in blood and mucus. “You shouldn’t trust her.”

That embroiled Steven and, without waiting for the man to sayany more, he knocked the crutch out from under his amputated arm. The man stood there, for a few seconds hopping on one leg, his hand in front of his face and fear streaming from his eyes like water from a tap. 

“You don’t know my wife,” Steven raged, but the other voice in his head wondered if he even knew her.

He pushed the man over, who was coughing. “But I do know her.”

Steven didn’t care and whatever else the man said was drowned out by pain and anger. He kicked the man in the head, fracturing his skull, and then kicked him again. The man struggled to protect his face, blocking it with his arms, one handless, so Steven proceeded to kick his ribcage. He kicked over and over again until he heard the sickening crunch and felt the bones give way, his foot driving shards of bone into the old man’s lung and killing him. The man lay still, a pool of blood quickly forming around him, and Steven looked down in sudden sorrow.

He’d taken his anger out on this man, and he knew it. In an instant, he felt guilty about it. He wanted to cry, to fall to his knees and hug the man, apologizing. This man was dead because of him. Still, the crowd roared, cheering him on and chanting, “Rape, rape, rape!”

Steven wondered if they knew he was dead. 

He let his jumpsuit drop to the ground and stood there, his penis in his hand, completely oblivious to whether the crowd saw his nakedness or not. They wanted rape and he was bound and determined to give it to them. If this was what his life was about now, then he’d just get used to it. He wasn’t going to die here, in this hellhole, and end up in the pot. Besides…too many more people needed to die, people responsible for this situation. Steven shook with rage as he tried to get his penis erect and, out of the corner of his eye, saw Block signal two women over to him. In this Steven was as equal as everyone else in the Cave. Block would help anyone he could, he realized, within the confines of the Game.

Vaguely sensing them at his penis, one working it with her mouth and the other concentrating on his testicles, panic started to set in as he still didn’t feel an erection starting. He looked over at where Rebecca stood, still half naked. He was mesmerized as he watched her. With one hand she rubbed at her crotch and with the other, her left breast. All thoughts of what she and Darius had just done drifted away as his cock slowly began to rise, the warmth of the woman’s mouth on it and the allure of his wife acting like a slut on the sidelines driving him mad.

When it was hard enough, he ordered the two women, “Hold the old fucker up so I can get at him.”

The two women obliged and Steven felt his cock absolutely pulsing. That the man was dead didn’t deter him in the least. He was about to earn his second mark.

“Oh, fuck, man,” one of the girls said, looking up at him. He noticed she had no teeth and wondered for a second if she’d been the one sucking his cock. “He’s dead.”

“Hold him the fuck up,” Steven ordered again, dropping to his knees and positioning himself behind the man. His ass was covered in feces where he’d lost control of himself as he’d died, but Steven didn’t care. He was going to win. Inserting himself into the dead man’s anus, he pumped wildly, his arms raised above his head in victory like a wild man. It only took a few moments for him to achieve ejaculation, and when he did, he fell backwards on the stone, his energy spent along with his sperm.

The two girls rushed to Block and told him what had happened. The big man came to Steven and frowned. “Good going, fuckwad. You probably cost us dinner.”

“What do you mean? I raped him. Isn’t that what you fuckers wanted?”

“You were supposed to rape him, sure,” Block said. “But there was no K. You weren’t supposed to kill him.”

Steven looked up at where the live display on the bulletin board wavered, thumb outstretched. The crowd held their collective breath, and as it finally turned down, started booing Steven.

“Welcome to hell, motherfucker,” Block said, kicking him in the face and knocking him out cold.





Chapter Eight
            
Steven awoke to the throbbing of his head, feeling much like a stuck oil rig trying to pull a stubborn pipe out of the wellbore. His vision was blurry and there was dried blood around his face. His crotch itched horribly as well, covered in dried dead-guy feces and ejaculate, and he remembered raping the corpse, the feeling of elation and victory at winning the Game completely wiped out by the fear of his punishment for failing the details. 

He was on the raised stone podium, beneath the ancient wooden ship hung suspended in the air and the evening meals were cooked, and could feel that he’d already been awarded a mark, the new one burning next to the old one his forehead. He tried to stand but was jerked violently to his feet by several of Block’s men.

“We had such high hopes for you, Steven,” Block told him. “And while you did technically win your Game, you exceeded the rules.”

Steven croaked, trying to find his voice. “He said he was going to die anyway. He knew he wasn’t going to survive the Game.”

“And that means what?” Block asked. “I’ll tell you what it means. Jack and shit. You, my friend, for exceeding the limits of the Game and costing the Cave a meal, are going to spend a week in the Cage. Get him out of here.”

At least they aren’t going to kill me, he thought. How bad could a week in the Cage be? At least he’d be away from the madness inside the Cave. As they dragged him through the crowd, the people who were angry attempted to slap and hit him. He saw Rebecca standing next to Darius, his hand over her shoulder. She turned away from him, not making eye contact, and Darius smiled. It wasn’t a ‘Hey, I banged your wife’ smile, but a genuine, heartfelt sort of affair. Or so Steven thought. There really wasn’t any way to tell. 

They passed another group of men dragging a corpse along the tunnel, and Steven figured it had to be the man who’d been sentenced to the Cage a week ago. His eyes were open, but the orbs were gone, and, judging by the multiple tears and lacerations on his face, Steven guessed that birds had torn him apart once he’d died. Obviously, no one had gone to help the man, and he’d starved to death or died from dehydration out there alone as the people of the Cave forgot about him. He couldn’t imagine a worse way of dying, alone and that close to freedom but unable to even step out of the open gate. It was the ultimate fuck you on the part of the Castle.

The dumped Steven in the Cage, and one kicked him in the back for good measure. “You are a sick fuck,” the man spat. “Fucking a corpse.”

“Would it have changed anything if I hadn’t?” Steven asked through bruised and broken lips.

“What do you mean?” the big man asked, apparently curious as to why someone in Steven’s predicament would question him.

“If I had refused to, what would have happened?”

“You’d have been dinner.”

“No winning with you guys, is there?”

“No, I suppose not,” the big man said, but was less rough in handling Steven the rest of the way to the Cage.

His friends laughed and Steven fully expected more abuse, but they left him, alone, in the Cage as the sun set on the beach. He suddenly realized it was the first time he’d been alone, really and truly alone, and not separated by cardboard and garbage bags, since they’d arrived. It was an awkward sensation, one that was, at the same time, exhilarating and frightening. 

The sun setting on the horizon would have been a beautiful thing in another place and another time. He remembered sitting on the beach with Rebecca in Cancun, watching the sun set with a bottle of red wine. They’d made love on the beach that night, and never in a thousand years would he have suspected his wife of her current behavior. Of course, never in a thousand years would he have dreamed he’d be here, a slave for the entertainment of others, his sons dead, and watching as slowly he and his wife drifted apart. Michelle’s horrible death at the hands of a drunk driver had actually been less painful than this. At least that had been quickly over with… finished. Here the separation was a lingering death as he watched his wife, day in and day out, slowly drift away.

What did he actually know about her? he wondered, watching the reddish orange sun finally set, replaced by the clearest sky and brightest stars he’d ever seen. He tried not to imagine the worst, but other than their relationship of the last few years, he didn’t know her. Rebecca was an orphan, and didn’t know anything about her birth family. She’d been raised in one foster home after another until finally becoming an adult and going out on her own. She didn’t talk a lot about those years, and Steven had never pushed. He’d just assumed she’d been telling the truth, and had never questioned her. He was starting to have doubts about who his wife was, and the old man’s warning didn’t do anything to help.

Had the old man he’d killed and then raped actually known his wife? Was it possible that he’d known her in the outside world somewhere, before their confinement to the island? Was there a shred of truth to anything in this place? It was a long shot, but the idea suited him better than thinking his wife had been to the Cave before. 

And then he thought about the numbers tattooed on her hand…

* * *

John was eating despite there being no reward after the Game, but he was lying low in doing it. He sat behind a stalagmite far away from the centers of activity in the Cave and nibbled at a soggy single-serve box of Fruit Loops. He didn’t want the others, many who’d voiced their hunger, to see what he had and they didn’t. It just wouldn’t do for the masses to know their better had more than they did. And since he hadn’t shared what he had when the call went out to contribute to the pot, he figured the ramifications of doing so would be, at the very least, grim. So he leaned against the rock that had taken eons of dripping water to form and ate. 

He wondered why he hadn’t been called to the Game when each of the other people he’d arrived with had. Steven and Darius both had two marks, Amanda one, and Rebecca one loss. He wondered how long it would be before he got the opportunity to get one. On the other hand, he thought, he was doing just fine as is.

Shocked at how easily the people of the Cave took to his system of chits, he’d amassed many items that, if they weren’t quite necessary to his survival, then would go a long way to making life more tolerable. His father would have him beheaded, he knew, if he found out about the scheme, but John was sure there was little likelihood of that happening. Who among these people had a chance of getting out of this place? Well, John had a plan for the few that did, like Block and Darius. They simply could not live long enough to get out, he thought, and began planning ways to make sure they didn’t.

“I see you’re not going without,” Block said, towering above him like a total eclipse of the sun.

“I had this saved.”

“Not likely. What is likely is that you bought it off some unsuspecting idiot with one of your wooden chits. I wonder how those taste, right at the moment?”

“There is no rule against bartering,” John insisted, though he didn’t actually know. The Rules weren’t written anywhere and seemed to be exercised by Block at will, which could lead to changes in the middle of the Game. Some were clear-cut and written in proverbial stone, like do no harm outside the Game, but others, like bartering, were a bit more complicated. Block was consistent, though, and John would give him that. He had yet to see the man manipulating the unwritten rules in his favor, and was, by all accounts, as fair a leader as anyone could ask for in the Cave. He figured if trading were illegal in the Cave, Block would have done something about it long before now, especially considering the shop that had sprung up already, and the few people who were trying to produce something, be it seashell necklaces or clothing fashioned from the haul.

“No, you’re right. It isn’t illegal and people have always traded. But no one has ever gone hungry when there is food available. People never withheld food for something else of value. When there’s been a drought of the Game, or multiple losses, people have always donated what they had to the whole. It is our way.”

“There is food,” he replied. “There’s the soup.”

“And a brother had to die for that. Could a child have eaten that cereal instead? Or could that cereal, added to the soup, made the difference between starvation and not?”

“I don’t know what you’re getting at, Block. I traded for this fair and square, as the saying goes.”

“Did you really?” he said, picking up one of the chits that John had been carving on. “With this, did you?”

“What else?”

“So you’re trading worthless pieces of wood for actual, valuable objects and food. Do you not see the irony in that?”

He did but didn’t say anything. “Why shouldn’t I use my personal resources to survive this place? Why shouldn’t I do everything within my power to stay alive?”

“I don’t like this,” Block said, circumventing the argument altogether. “And I don’t like you. You will not survive here, if I have anything to say about it. You will not prosper, you will not participate in the Game.”

“I don’t think you have the power to do that,” John said. But what if Block did have that power? 

The big Samoan laughed heartily. “I’m the only four-timer here. I have more power than you know.”

He left John and the last few bites of his cereal. John looked down at the cereal and wondered if it had all been worth it.
            
* * *

Amanda didn’t dwell on the murder of the old hag. There just wasn’t a point. She’d done it, and if she ever managed to get out of the Cave and away from the insanity, then maybe she’d reflect on her wrongs. Maybe then, in some coffee shop in an urban nowhere, she’d have the opportunity to philosophize. Maybe then she could look back and reflect on what it took to survive the Game. But now, like Rebecca continued to say, survival was the name of the game, and there simply wasn’t anything else. 
She was starving. Despite winning her Game, she’d gained none of the rewards because of Steven’s failure. Oh, she had her mark and the adulation of the people of the Cave, but she didn’t have anything to eat. She watched as they sliced up the corpse of the man from the Cage and nearly threw up at the thought of eating the resulting stew. Maggots crawled around the body, and the women preparing the meal weren’t going to do anything about it. She’d seen many people in the Cave eating insects, and most thought they were perfectly healthy to eat. She’d even heard Rebecca talking about eating the maggots, as well as using them for cleaning away dead flesh from open wounds, but she still couldn’t get her mind around it. The mushrooms that Steven had spirited away from wherever they grew in the Cave had helped, but they were gone now, along with Steven. 

There was no more food in their shelter, and she couldn’t find John, who, for certain favors—favors that were among the things she didn’t want to think about—would usually get her something other than people to eat. She just had to pay the capitalist. Rebecca and Mia were hanging out with Darius, which was just plain strange to her, considering the man had raped her too, but she didn’t say anything about it to the woman. The two seemed closer, in many respects, than Steven and Rebecca had, as if the Game had done something to bond them. Darius even played with the mute girl Mia, tossing her up in the air like a rag doll and catching her, the little girl giggling in the weird way she had. Steven wouldn’t be of any help for a while as he was on everyone’s shit list for losing and was locked away in the Cage.

The only choice she had were Ernie and Max, with their little shop. She didn’t actually have anything to trade but her body, and had traded it with John on a regular basis. Unlike Block, who chose to save his sexual stores for the Game, John hadn’t quite learned that lesson. He wasn’t a good lover by any stretch of the imagination, and was rougher than she liked, but it had kept her fed. She’d participated in threesomes before, with both men and women, and she hoped Ernie and Max would approve. 

Their stand was overflowing with food, and there was a line several people long. They were mostly trading John’s chits, but some were trading things they’d made, clothing, necklaces and jewelry made from junk and seashells, as well as all sorts of eating utensils. There were several stacks of wooden and plastic bowls, along with all sorts of improvised cutlery. Amanda waited patiently, trying to push her hair back and straighten her jumpsuit. She knew she wasn’t quite what one would consider attractive, at least at the moment and in this places, but she also knew she was more attractive than most in the Cave.

When it was her turn, she stepped up and smiled, “hi.”

“Hello,” Ernie told her and then recognized her. “Hey, you won the Game today. Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” she said, trying her best smile, despite being congratulated for murdering another human being. She’d never get used to that aspect of the Cave, the completely opposing pulls of community and the macabre. “But a fat lot of good it did me.”

“What do you mean?”

“We didn’t get anything to eat and I’m starving.”

Ernie beamed. “Well, you’ve come to the right place, then. What do you want? And what do you have to trade?”

“Trade? Well…” 

“We’ll take just about anything of value. You never know when something you have will appeal to someone else, and we like to facilitate that trading. It…it reminds us of life outside of here.”

Max smile at the memories. “Me and Ernie used to run a pawn shop. It wasn’t the most lucrative of businesses, but it kept us fed. And it was fun. You wouldn’t believe the stuff that came through there.”

She was unused to anyone being so open with her in the Cave and supposed it had to do with her finally having a mark. People had been, before the mark, standoffish and had acted like she and the other newcomers didn’t exist. She could see, under different circumstances, enjoying the two beaming and happy men’s company.

“So,” Ernie said, “if you want to show us what you have to trade, we can start from there.”

“I don’t have anything, except…” she said, unzipping the front of her jumpsuit.

Ernie and Max burst out in laughter. “Well, anything besides that, sweetie.”

“She has a nice perky set, too,” Max said. “Too bad they wouldn’t do us any good.”

“You’re gay.”

“You nailed it. Quick even.”

“But…how do you get through the Game? If you have to take a woman…”

“You do what you have to,” Ernie said. “But now, if you don’t have anything to trade, could you please move along?”

“Ernie…” Max began. “Poor girl…she’s just hungry. You remember being hungry, don’t you?”

“No more charity, Max. We won’t stay in business long if we’re nothing but the alternative soup kitchen.”

“We don’t have to be in business now.”

“No,” Ernie said flatly. “I can’t help you, miss. Please move along.”

Amanda was flabbergasted and embarrassed, and a woman behind her giggled as if it was the most hysterical thing she’d ever seen. Embarrassment turned to anger and she fumed, “Well, fuck you. This belongs to everybody here,” she said, picking up an apple core. “You don’t get to parcel it out like some kind of king. You don’t have the right to keep us from eating.”

There were a couple supportive cheers from behind her, and she could tell Ernie and Max were becoming nervous, squirming in their seats. Good, she thought, serves the gay bastards right. She scooped up a few other oddball pieces of rotted fruit and vegetables and turned to leave when Ernie screamed out, “Thief!”

The few people gathered around her gasped, and she turned back to the gay duo. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’ve stolen from us,” Ernie said simply. 

Max shook his head sadly. “You’ve stolen from the Cave.”

“Ernie…” his lover pleaded, “please don’t do this.”

“Don’t do what?” Amanda asked. “You aren’t the Cave. You don’t make the rules.”

“No, I didn’t make the rules,” Ernie told her. “But there are rules. You don’t steal from the Cave, not ever, and you’ve stolen from us.”

It only took several moments for a couple of Block’s men, carrying spears, to show up. The larger one, the Hispanic man with tattoos covering his face, demanded, “What’s going on here?”

“She stole from us,” Ernie said, pointing to Amanda. “Look, she has the evidence right there in her hand.”

“What’s the big deal?” Amanda asked. “I got something to eat. We all have to eat, right? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“We don’t tolerate thieves here,” the man said simply. “You’ll have to come with us.”

“What? Over these bullshit fags? I’ll give it back. They can have it.”

“I’m afraid it’s too late for that.”


Amanda tried to turn and run, but one of the men tripped her with his spear. She fell face first into the mud and screamed for help as the two men scooped her up. The people around her turned away from her, not wanting to make eye contact, leaving her alone.

And when it came right down to it, she knew, she was absolutely alone in this place.

* * *

Darius was sitting with Rebecca and Mia in the shelter when John came through the opening made from overlapping black garbage sacks. He looked the man up and down and realized something was troubling him. His eyes darted too quickly and he kept looking back out the flap to see if someone was following him. He was trembling slightly and sweating profusely, though it was always cool in the Cave. 

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked the Arab man as he sat down.

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit. You’re shaking like a leaf.”

“Block isn’t happy with me.”

“The chits?” Darius asked. He knew this was coming. John had upset the apple cart, and there was no way, now that everyone in the Cave was trading chits like they were actual money, that the apples could be put back.

“Yes. He’s apparently not a free market capitalist. He’s also unhappy with the shop and the two men selling things.”

“I don’t blame him,” Darius said.

John looked at him, eyes pleading. “I’m just trying to get by…”

Darius sensed weakness, and while he didn’t really think any of the wooden chits would pay off at the end, even if they did escape this place, but in time they would become money here. And Darius knew money was power. The power here was subtle, it represented not starving more than anything else, but even that was something. A plan began to formulate.

“I can help you with that,” Darius told him.

“How?”

“We’ll work out the details later, but for now, let’s just say all your chits go through me. We have to control the supply of them. And in controlling the supply of them, we can control the people who are using them. It’s pretty simple, really.”

“I tried that,” John said, staring at the ceiling, “but I can’t do it. I don’t have the popular support among the people.” His eyes went wide with the proverbial light bulb, “but you’re starting to…”

“Yes, I am. I’ve got two marks now, but I don’t think it will be long before I have three. People like change, and a lot of them are starting to like me,” he told John, rubbing Rebecca on the leg.

“Okay, I see what you’re saying and I’m sorry,” he said, looking Darius in the eyes. “For doubting you. It seems my initial impression of you was right on.”

“I’m not worried about it,” Darius replied and did his best to keep from laughing. Had the Arab not started his chit game, he’d have no use for him at all. But with those chits, and how people treated them, he remained useful. “And it will take some time to sway some of Block’s men away from him, but it can be done.”

“With enough chits,” John added.

“Yup.”

The man looked sullenly at the top of the Cave again. “This isn’t how this was supposed to be. This isn’t anything like my father described it.”

Darius knew a part of the Contract was to not talk about it, even after they arrived at the Cave, but he was curious about John’s feelings on the matter. Hell, he was even more curious about how Rebecca and Steven arrived, but he was sure she’d tell him in her own time.

“What did you have to pay?” Darius asked flat out and hoped no one was near enough to the shelter to hear the conversation. He wasn’t sure what the punishment for breaking that portion of the Contract was, but considering most punishments included death and consumption, he didn’t particularly want to find out. He wasn’t at the point where he could stop something like that. Yet. 

John looked back at him, distrust written across his face. “We’re really not supposed to talk about it.”

“And yet here we are, talking about it. We’re going to have to trust each other to get through this, John,” he told him, doing his best to sound honest and concerned. “If we can’t trust each other, then we can’t trust anyone.”

“It was just money, nothing dramatic. My father paid it gladly. He was here once.”

Darius nodded in agreement. He’d figured it was something along those lines. John hadn’t come to the Cave as someone else’s payment, and he couldn’t figure out why he’d volunteer.

“He won five. I can’t really believe it, now that I’m here, but I see why he is the way he is now. He told me that if I ever wanted to inherit the business, I’d have to come here and win five Games. He was sure it was the only way I’d ever become a man.”

“I take it you two didn’t get along all that well?” Darius asked, savoring the flow of information.

“No, not really. I was always too weak in his eyes, too much of a pansy to be any good for the company. He wanted me to come here to toughen up.” John was on the verge of tears.

“Well, this place will do that. So how much did he have to pay?” Darius knew money could be used as payment for the Contract, but he was curious how much.

“It was in the millions.”

“Jesus,” Darius said, then whistled. “That’s a lot of money. You, ah…you didn’t want to take one of the other methods?”

“I couldn’t kill someone for them. I just didn’t have it in me. I think, though, had I, Father would have let me stay home and skip this nightmare.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered,” Rebecca said, finally entering the conversation. “They would have come for you anyway. The Contract is the Contract,” she said, like the Contract was a bible to be followed. “Once you agree to it you’re going to fulfill it, one way or another.”

Rebecca had always seemed to know more about the Game than anyone else. He suspected there was more to the woman than she showed to any of them, even her husband.

“What did you pay, Darius?” John asked.

Darius knew he had to reciprocate. If he expected John to trust him, even though he was using and manipulating him, he had to tell him. “I think you already know.”

“You raped Cassandra and Amanda,” Rebecca answered for him. “After luring them outside of the club in Houston.”

John’s eyes went wide. “But you were so adamant in your denial…I…”


“I had to be, John. That’s part of the Contract. I had no idea they’d be here when we got here, and I was just as surprised to see them as they were me. I didn’t want to do it. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve done bad things—evil things in life that I’ll have to settle up with my Creator someday—but I’d never harm a woman. I think that’s what these bastards do from the onset. They set you up to fail yourself, like basic training in the Army.”

“They want to tear us down and rebuild us, better and stronger,” John agreed. “It all sounds so promising when the salesman pitches it. But why would you want to come here in the first place? You seem a pretty confident guy already.”

“The prize money is pretty significant.”

“That’s it, you’re here for money?”

Darius shrugged. Of course, he was fighting his own demons and fears. The salesman’s pitch that cold December morning when he stepped out of prison had been too good to pass up. He’d often made a living in fighting, and that’s what the Game sounded like to him. He thought he’d win five fights and be home in a week, and he, like the rest of them, had no idea what the place would actually be like. Visions of the Ultimate Fighting Championship wafted in his head, and he thought, having seen the show a few times, he could take the majority of those guys. Fighting, as he’d once told John, couldn’t be learned in a class; it had to be learned on the street. And Darius had spent the majority of his life in Houston fighting for one thing or another. He was good at it, and he liked to do it. But this…this wasn’t what he’d expected. The rape part should have been his first clue, he knew, but the offer of the money had been too great to turn down. He’d been just as scared as the others that day they awoke here, but he wasn’t going to tell John that. He couldn’t lay all his cards on the table.

“So either Amanda nominated Cassandra or vice versa,” John said. “I don’t think they would have had the money to pay the fee. They seemed to be simple college students.”

Another option in fulfilling payment to the Contract was to bring someone else with you. It had to be a close personal friend or a relative, no strangers off the street, and the person absolutely could not be told. Whomever it was had to be someone that would hurt you to see harmed. It just demonstrated the sick nature of the people in the Castle. They had their own charity program to gain access to the Game, you just had to provide another victim. Darius had agreed, but he was sure Cassandra was the one who’d brought Amanda. “I think it was Cassandra. Don’t you remember her saying this wasn’t supposed to be like this before they hauled her away?”

“It was Cassandra,” Rebecca said softly. “Amanda is an innocent. One of the few.”

“That’s pretty fucked up that the people they pick for me to rape are already on the way here. They had to know the problems.” He paused, looking for the right words. “I mean, there are some sick sons of bitches running all this.”

“It’s their way,” Rebecca told them. “They don’t just feed on the violence of the Game, they feed on our souls. They are evil, vile people, but what they do…it works. If you leave this place, you leave reborn, unafraid of anything in the world outside. You leave here a god among men, and though they don’t know you’ve won five Games, they can look at you and see something is different. People can tell, as I’m sure John could with his father.”

“It was before I was born,” John replied. “But yeah, he takes no shit from anyone, ever.”

“And you, Rebecca, how is it you know so much about this place? How did you get here?” Darius asked, half suspecting what the answer would be.

She held up her hand and wiped the grime away from the numbers tattooed between the thumb and forefinger of her left hand. 12345. “I’ve already won five Games.”

Darius nodded. “I figured that. Why don’t you have the marks on your head?”

“That’s something new,” she answered. “Something that Block started doing after I left. I think it’s silly, but there’s nothing you can do about it. This is how we used to do it. This is how we recognize each other on the outside.”

“So you’re wealthy beyond your wildest dreams,” John asked. “A winner of the Game and all its glory.”

“There is money,” she said solemnly, nodding. “I’ve never wanted for anything once I left…”

“And what did you do, to be allowed to return?” John asked.

“Why in the hell would you?” Darius demanded, thinking his question was the most important of all. “You won it all, the money, the glory…what could possibly be worth coming back to this hellhole for?”

Rebecca nodded at the girl sitting silently at her side, the little girl who always smiled but never said a word. “She’s my daughter. They told me I had to win five more Games if I wanted her back.”

“And your payment?”

“My payment was higher than any of yours could ever have been. Not only did I give them Steven, I gave them his sons.”

* * *

Steven’s first night in the Cage was more therapeutic than punishing, cathartic even. He lay on the sand, watching the stars, and enjoyed the sounds of the ocean lapping at the beach. There was a peace here, something so different from the chaos just a few hundred feet away, through the tunnel and inside the Cave. He was able to sleep without the hundreds of people around him, the crying and the laughter, the stink of all those unwashed people, and it more than made up for the twinge of hunger and thirst, which he was fast becoming used to anyway. That his wife was nowhere near was starting to become commonplace. 

Throughout the second day, with the sun blazing down from above, he was sure he wouldn’t make it to the third without some sort of help. The tranquil nature of the beach at night turned to the fearsome oven of a desert. He wanted to think Rebecca would help him, but the way she’d turned away from him when he was being dragged out—he just wasn’t sure. He thought the worst possible thoughts about her, thinking she’d latched onto Darius for survivals sake, but when he really thought about it, he couldn’t blame her. Their marriage didn’t actually mean a lot out here, and if she were to survive, she’d have to do whatever it took. He was, essentially, useless to her now, and he knew it. 

He got excited that second night when Amanda appeared, but his heart sank when he saw two men were carrying her, her face even more bruised than after her Game, her eyes distant and vague like a zombie from a Romero movie. They dropped her next to him, and then left without saying a word.

“Amanda?” he asked, shaking the girl’s shoulder, trying to rouse her from her catatonic state. “Amanda, what happened to you?”

The girl wouldn’t answer, and Steven suspected she’d been beaten badly. He hadn’t heard the roar of the crowd during a Game, easily heard over the mountain from the Canyon, and wondered how and why she’d been harmed. Could she have done something wrong, committed some transgression that warranted a beating so bad she looked like she was in a wide-awake coma? Her blue jumpsuit was in complete tatters, the inseams of both legs split open, making it look like an awkward dress. Her inner thighs were covered in mud and dried blood, and there were multiple cuts up and down her legs. She’d been raped as well, he figured, and again wondered what, outside of the Game, she’d done to deserve this.

There was nothing he could do for her. He had no water to give her, no food. He rolled her onto her side, trying to arrange it where her blank eyes stared out at the ocean at least, so that if she vomited she wouldn’t choke on her own bile. He didn’t want her to die.

Or did he?
His survival was lying on the sand in front of him. Amanda’s corpse would provide enough food for him to make it through the week, and then some. If she were dead, he could live, and he knew that, in her already bruised and battered condition, there would be little they could do to prove he’d killed her. And they most certainly wouldn’t blame him for eating her after. They wouldn’t know if he killed her. He could just tell them she died from her wounds, and they already knew just how bad those wounds really were. His stomach groaned in agreement, and the sight of fresh blood trickling through a cracked scab on her stomach made him even hungrier. 

He could do this, he thought. He could kill her. Wasn’t that what was expected of a resident of the Cave? All he had to do was wrap his hands around her neck and squeeze until she stopped breathing. He didn’t think he’d even have to squeeze that hard. She was half dead now. If he could close her eyes…

He flipped her onto her back again and sat, straddling her chest. She looked up and thorough him, a slight haze over her eyes. His pulse quickened and his heartbeat reverberated through his whole body. This was power, he thought, this was what the men felt during the Game. He could do anything he wished to this girl, rape her, kill her…eat her without killing her. And there was nothing she could do about it. He touched her throat with his hands and shuddered.

And then he dry heaved until he couldn’t, falling from her chest.

“What the hell am I doing?” he asked aloud, thought there was no one to hear him, much less answer. “This isn’t me.”

He didn’t want to be one of the animals that roamed the Cave, a sub-class of men that he was hesitant to even call men. He didn’t want to be a monster like Darius or Block, not only killing to survive the Game but relishing it. He couldn’t become that. 

That’s not what his boys would have expected of their father. 

There was only one way out of this, he thought, feeling the now mostly healed incision on his abdomen. He had to get rid of that chip if it was the last thing he did.





Chapter Nine
            
Ernie and Max nodded nervously in agreement with everything John said as Darius stood behind him, testing the sharpness of the steak knife on the bench. It wasn’t that it was sharp at all. It was just a plain wooden-handled steak knife that had been accidentally thrown in with the cruise line’s garbage, nothing lethal, but he knew he looked lethal standing there with it in his hand, twirling it around as if it were Excalibur in the hands of King Arthur. That a couple of Block’s men, already on the payroll with a wad of John’s chits, stood behind him, spears at ready, only served to heighten the two shop owner’s tensions.

“I understand,” Ernie said. “You will be the originator of the chits, the Bank of the Cave, I guess, and all our monies will be deposited with you.”

“That’s correct,” John said smugly. Having muscle at his back had really done a number on his confidence level. “For a small fee.”

“I don’t know that I’d call fifty percent small,” Max said, and Darius could tell the man, the bigger of the two, was angry. He probably wanted nothing more than to stand up and take that knife from Darius, but he knew he couldn’t. With the support of some of Block’s men, the tides had changed.

“I don’t guess we really care what you’d call it,” John told him. “From now on you’ll pay us for your product, which we’ll make sure you get plenty of.”

“You can’t do that,” Ernie blurted out. “The dump is the Cave’s. You are allowed to take what you can carry and even go back for more, if there is any.”

“That will be changing. There’s no reason the haul shouldn’t be managed so that everyone has every opportunity to eat and prosper from it,” John said, and Darius thought he sounded like a politician, spinning bullshit into gold. “Most of it is wasted as it is, and that is just unacceptable. We have to make the supply out last the demand, or until the next Game, which I’m sure you know can be quite some time.”

“You can’t do that. The people won’t stand for it.”

“That’s funny,” John told him. “You want to protect the people even though you’ve already been bilking them through the dry spells. Make up your mind.”

“We provide a service,” Ernie said nervously. “And we help people.”

“And we’re going to help you help them, just as we’re going to help you. We just want everyone safe and secure,” John said, but Darius knew what the man really wanted. He wanted a handle on the chit situation in case anyone actually did make it to his father with them and caused an embarrassment. Still, Darius admired John in his negations. He really was in his element here, and he thought that the man’s father might be proud if he could see his son now.

“You’re not going to do shit,” Block said from behind them, and Darius wondered how long the man had been there, listening. He hadn’t gotten to enough of the Samoan’s men yet, and most were hard to bribe anyway. They consisted of two and three markers, so they pretty much got the first and finest of any food there was. He didn’t know if he had enough manpower to effect the coup he planned. If it came down to a straight up fight between the two groups, if he could even rely on the few men he’d converted, Block still had the numbers, and no amount of street fighting trickery could change that.

“Block,” Ernie said, happy to see the man, “these guys want to take over my business. They’re like the fucking mafia.”
“You can shut the fuck up, too. This chit crap wouldn’t have gone anywhere if you hadn’t opened your damn little stand. Now not only do we have hungry people in the Cave when there’s fucking food, but now I have to have a girl executed for stealing. This is your fault, more than his, Ernie. No one would have given these stupid little chits any credence if you hadn’t first. Now everyone wants them, thinking they are going to be rich or something if and when they get out of here.”

“Block,” the man said, looking as if he were about to cry, “I’ll shut it down. You can have everything. We didn’t mean to start any problems…we just missed our shop back home.”

“Shut up,” Darius ordered, stepping between the two men and then turning to Block. The big Samoan was as angry as he’d ever seen him, which was good. When he was angry, he made mistakes. “You don’t have any right to interfere here, Block. There aren’t any rules being broken. Trading is allowed, and using these chits is just that…trading.”

“They are worthless pieces of wood with a number carved in them. The wood is more valuable for starting a fire than it is for trading.”

“But the people assign value to them,” John interrupted. “Just as you do back home with paper money. It really isn’t any different.”

“Money back home is backed by gold,” Block said. “Yours is backed by nothing.”

“No, it isn’t,” John told him. “And it hasn’t been backed by gold for a good, long time. It’s backed simply by the credit of the government and the ability to control the supply of the money.”

As soon as he’d said it, Darius could tell he regretted it. Block caught on fast.

“And you want to control that supply here, so you control the people. I won’t stand for it. And as far as I’m concerned, this is over. Finished. The chits will be rounded up and destroyed.”

“Not only do you not have the right,” Darius told him, “you also don’t have the manpower. I hold all the cards. Your men are turning away from you and the people support me. They support the right to earn their keep. There isn’t anything you can do about this.”

Block laughed, which Darius hadn’t expected. “Really? You hold all the cards? Well, I guess we’ll see about that, won’t we?”

He turned away, still giggling, as the bell for the Game sounded. 

“Come on,” Darius said, dragging John away, “we’ll settle this later. And you,” he said, pointing to Ernie, “either get on the bandwagon or get run over by it.”

* * *

Steven wasn’t sure what would kill him first, the starvation or the hunger, and he suspected Amanda, her chest heaving as she struggled to breath, would be gone long before he would. He’d tried using the girl’s remaining clothing to shelter her face from the blistering sun, reflected back up by the white sand, but it had done little to help. Her previously pale skin was red and blistered, and he wondered, again, how she still lived.

When the three men entered the Cage, scooping up Amanda, he thought it might be to save her. But one looked at him and said, “Get up. It’s time for her execution and everyone has to participate.”

“What did she do?” Steven said, standing as quickly as his weakened state would allow, not caring about Amanda as much as he did about getting something to eat and drink in the Canyon.

“She stole.”

“And the penalty for that is death?”

“There is only one penalty.”

Steven quietly followed the men through the warren of tunnels leading into the Cave, and then into the canyon. He managed to scoop a handful of water from a muddy puddle on the ground, and he was sure his stomach was going into revolt over the foreign invader. He managed to hold it down and fell into lockstep with the people heading into the Canyon.

His skin was blistered and sunburned, and he was weaker than he’d been since waking up on the beach that first day. It didn’t take the body long to start breaking down without the bare minimum of sustenance, especially water. Though he’d heard this wasn’t a Game, just Amanda’s execution, he hoped that there wouldn’t be a follow-up Game, or, if there was, he wouldn’t be involved. He’d surely die from any combat right now, and could easily imagine being raped as he’d raped the old man. 

The three men dragged Amanda into the center of the Canyon where Block waited, hands on his hips. Steven was left alone, so he wandered into the back of the crowd, looking for more of the muddy pools of water to sip from. 

There was no celebratory mood in the Canyon that day, no cheering for the Gladiator cartoon. The air was laced with hunger, and, if not shame, then pity at the coming event. Most people evidently knew what was going to happen and shuffled their feet, looking at the ground or into the distance as Block spoke.


“Brothers and sisters, today is a sad day. One of our own, a Game winner even, has stolen from us. She attempted to take the very food that would feed us through the drought between the Games, intent on feeding herself instead of the community.”

There were a few groans from the crowd as most knew what had happened. Many thought that Ernie and Max were the real thieves, hoarding their food like they did and only parceling it out in trade. Many thought that it just wasn’t right or fair, but if Block didn’t do anything about it, there was little they could do. Even Block looked uncomfortable in describing the event as they had happened. But he had to follow the mandates of the Cave for the sake of the community. Still, he looked like a politician trying to spin the truth to a more palatable taste.

“Amanda came to us, dead in her soul, a nothing, an outcast from the outside. She was well on her path to rebirth and redemption in her Game, and, in return for that great favor, she rewarded us with cowardice and thievery. Her punishment is nearly done now.”

The three men tied Amanda, spread-eagled, to four stakes driven into the mud and stone. She was still in her catatonic state and didn’t react in the least. Steven figured that was probably a good thing. He didn’t know if he could stand her screaming right now. Block stepped up to her and kicked her violently in the ribcage. Her body shuddered with the momentum, but she didn’t cry out. Steven hoped she’d stay unconscious until she died. Block’s men stepped up, one at a time, and kicked her as well, and then a line of people from opposite the cavern filed by, each man, woman and child kicking her. It was like an assembly line, slow and emotionless. No one took any pleasure from adding their assault to the girl’s death, but it was their way and the rules had to be obeyed.

By the time Steven got around to her, the girl’s midsection was mostly a bloody mush. Her intestines were trailing on the floor, stomped flat, and he could see her spine through her chest cavity. She’d thankfully been dead for quite awhile. He hesitated, and Block, who stood by and watched the proceedings said, “You either join in or you join her. The choice is yours.”

Steven nodded and then kicked her as hard as he could muster. He slipped in the blood as he did and wound up on his back, his head hitting the ground and immediately beginning to throb. Unknown hands helped him stand and continue down the line. 

It took an hour for every resident of the Cave to kick Amanda, who’d been dead a long time. There was nothing left but a reddish stain on the ground and bones by the time it was over, not even enough to make a meal out of that evening. When the event was finished, they all turned to the giant billboard and waited nervously for the hand to appear. It only took a few seconds, but then the thumb turned upward. 

There was no cheer, though, and the food chute did not open. They were all being punished for Amanda’s transgression, and Steven, who’d arrived with the girl, felt all that anger and hatred directed towards him, guilt by association. He was happy to be returned to the Cage, because he feared that if he stayed among the starving residents any longer he would be their next meal.

* * *

On Steven’s fourth day in the Cage, it rained enough that he was saved from death by dehydration for one more night. His skin was burnt to the point it was brown and leathery, with large portions flaking off, revealing pinkish skin beneath, only to start the process all over. The rain was cool and nearly a shock, and he hollowed out a bowl in the sand, allowing the water to fill it. He even soaked the remains of Amanda’s jumpsuit in it, hoping he’d be able to suck the moisture out later. 

As he was digging another pool, he pulled his hand back in sudden pain from something sharp that had cut it. He sucked at the droplets of blood from his forefinger and, with his other hand, dug out around the object. It was a small piece of metal, no bigger than his palm, square-shaped and covered in rust. He sat back and stared at it, wondering what it was and what journey had brought it to this beach at the ass end of nowhere. 

There was a lot he could do with a sharp piece of metal, he thought. He could use it as a weapon in the Game, if he could get away with it. He could slit Darius’ throat while he slept. But there was only one thing that was important. He lowered his jumpsuit to his waist and fingered the long incision on his side. There were scabbed over spots where he’d picked at it, hoping to open it and pull the tracking device out. He imagined himself running free down the beach, away from the madness, away from everything. But his clumsy attempts at opening the incision had only lead to extreme pain and agony, so he’d stopped. The piece of metal changed that. With it, he was sure he could reopen the wound.

That it was rusty and would quite likely lead to his death through tetanus didn’t mean much at that point. Even with the rain, he was still half crazed, on the verge of insanity. 

The rain still poured and he gulped, plunging the squared into the top of the incision and then slicing down. It wasn’t nearly as easy as he’d dreamt, and the pain was the most agonizing thing he’d ever felt. He had to stop several times before he blacked out. His blood rushed out into the sand only to be washed away by the rain, and he wanted to scream out but was afraid to do so, possibly alerting the people in the Cave to his plan. 

After what seemed like hours, he had the incision open enough to put his hand into it. He did pass out the first time he felt around inside his abdomen for the device. When he woke he was even weaker than before, the blood running from his body and carrying his life with it, but he sat up and tried again to find the device.

It wasn’t a large thing, maybe the size of a quarter, and it was stapled to the inside of the cavity. Panting heavily and on the verge of passing out once again, he got it between his thumb and forefinger, took a deep breath, and pulled it out in one, quick, violent motion. 

Steven did pass out again, but when he woke the next time, the sun having set and the moon high above, he was free.

* * *

John couldn’t create enough chits to buy a scrap of bread because, after so many days without a Game, there simply wasn’t one to be had. So when the alarm for the Game sounded, he cheered along with everyone else and filed into the Canyon ecstatically. He still dreaded actually participating in the events, sure he would die in his first Game, but the prospect of acquiring something to drown out the protests of his ever shrinking stomach killed those fears. He’d either play the Game or lose, or there would be food of some sort. Either way, he was going to either be hungry or not care.   

“Outstanding,” Darius said, rubbing his hands together. “It’s about time to eat and I’m ready for some meat.”

The big man giggled at his rhyme. John could tell he was losing muscle mass quickly without eating, and he feared for their arrangement if he couldn’t perform in the Game if he were called. With one more mark, he should be able to sway a few more of the two- and three-timers to their side. With one more mark, they could rule the place. Of course, Darius had to be selected by the Cavers, but John was sure he would be. Darius was the Samoan’s single biggest threat at the moment, and he was sure that if he really did have the ability to suggest who was in the Game, he’d waste no more time trying to kill Darius.

The crowd’s festivity was muted and their hunger evident as they watched the two gladiators fighting. There was a cheer at the finale, as there always was, but it was softer and not nearly as exciting. People were weak and hungry, and they just didn’t have the energy to be very enthusiastic. 

It didn’t take long for John to realize he was right, seeing Darius’ number come up on the screen. The big man smiled. “I told you they’d pick me. Everyone loves a champion.”

He didn’t recognize the other number next to the letter K, and as Darius made his way out onto the Canyon floor, he scanned the crowd for someone else stepping out. A hush fell over the citizens, and he began to hear the whispers. Block’s name rode the wind as he stepped forward, smiling broadly. The crowd went wild, their lack of energy overridden as their two favorite champions approached each other, circling like wild animals about to attack. There were none of the customary pleasantries; the men did not shake hands, did not smile. There was an air of electricity about them as the two most powerful men in the Cave looked at each other. 

“Block can decide who’s in the game, can’t he?” John asked Rebecca, who’d been less than forthcoming with details about her past life in the Cave. She didn’t want to talk about it at all, and when pressed would clam up as silent as the mute girl Mia.


“He can ask and he can make suggestions,” she said, nodding, “but it is up to the Castle. He will probably only ask if the person is somehow affecting the situation in the Cave, like Darius is. Unless he wins and takes tenure in the Castle instead of freedom, he will never actually do the choosing, though.”

“You were offered tenure in the Castle?” John asked, not looking at her.

“And I took it, for awhile.”

He looked sidelong at the diminutive woman and wondered what sort of atrocities she’d foisted upon her fellow Cavers in her time in the Castle. He could almost understand wanting to stay there, as opposed to leaving. He imagined it was like a prisoner so used to the prison system and its trappings that he couldn’t imagine life free on the outside. John then wondered what he would do, if he ever managed to win five Games. Would he leave that place of ultimate power? Why had his father left?

“What made you leave?”

Rebecca turned to him and smiled. “I couldn’t watch my daughter in the crowd, watching the Games I helped start, and I couldn’t do anything to take her away from it. I…I had to leave. I couldn’t watch it anymore.”

“Rebecca,” John asked as a rare tear trailed down her cheek, “who is her father?”

She didn’t say anything but simply pointed at the big Samoan man in the middle of the canyon.

John nodded solemnly and then worked his way to the front of the crowd to try and hear what the two men were saying to each other. He knew his life, as well as both of theirs, was on the line at this very moment.

“So what happens if you lose, Block?” Darius asked as the two men exchanged a few preliminary punches, feeling each other out. “Have you thought about that?”

Block avoided a quick punch, darting to the side like a boxer, and said, “A three-timer will take my place, and my men will make sure it isn’t you. It doesn’t matter, though. I won’t lose.”

Darius laughed out loud. “I like the confidence, I really do. But after I kill you, the men that are not already on my payroll will be. I will be in charge, and I can tell you, I’ll be making some changes around here.”

“I guess if I’m dead, I won’t care, will I?”

“I’m going to enjoy eating you, Block.”

“We’ll see about that.”

The crowd hushed in anticipation, expecting a brutal, no holds barred fight that they’d be talking about for weeks to come. But as Block stepped forward, Darius simply hit him in the nose, palm forward, and drove his nose into his brain. It was a simple way to kill, and Block fell backwards, dead before he even hit the ground. The crowd was absolutely silent as Darius turned to them, arms outstretched over his head in victory.

He smiled at John and winked. It was the most anticlimactic thing the Arab could think of after all the sudden anticipation. The crowd had expected a duel to the death, blood and tears, and it was over in the space of a few seconds. There was finally a person clapping, then another, and then, as the people felt the change that had just occurred, there was a violent outburst of applause and the people chanted Darius, Darius, Darius.

As the crowd recovered from their shock, John jogged to Darius’ side. “You could have at least made it interesting.”

“That was interesting,” Darius insisted. “I hit him and he died.”

“But what if they don’t approve of it?” John asked, pointing to the giant digital billboard and the box windows. “If the Cave goes hungry again, right now, it could go badly for us. They could select someone else besides you to lead the Cave.”

“Then I’ll kill him too,” Darius said, his adrenaline rush not yet spiked. “I’ll kill any motherfucker who gets in my way.”

They didn’t have long to wait for an answer as the billboard lit up, showing the outstretched thumb. John wondered who the person that sat in the stone throne was and what satisfaction they could get from governing over the Game.  He could see the power of it, the sensation of ruling other people’s lives, but the endless violence had to get tiring. The thumb turned up as the steel doors above the garbage chute opened and the crowd roared.

Darius was quick to beat the people to the pile of muck as it landed with a wet thud on the canyon floor. The few of Block’s men that they’d managed to hire were already there, and it was only a few more seconds before the rest stood next to them, forming a wall between the people and the food. Darius raised his hands, stopping them. 

“No, people…that’s not how it’s going to work now. Not this time. You’re not just going to dig in and eat everything at once,” he said. “Who knows how long it will be before another Game, and how long we’ll have to survive on this.” He pointed to the pile of steaming garbage.

“What are we going to do now, then?” someone hollered. “We’re starving!”

“There will be a meal tonight, of course, and we will feast on our proud friend Block, but we will do it right and conserve what we have. You’ve waited this long to eat, you can wait a bit more.”

John didn’t want to burst out in laughter. What Darius wasn’t telling them was that each bowl of slop was going to cost them, and if they didn’t have any chits, they could come see John, the First National Bank of the Hellhole, for a little loan. It would have been cosmically funny if it weren’t so sick. 

He thought at first that they were going to ignore him and rush the pile anyway. He wasn’t their leader, at least not officially, and at the moment had only two marks on his head. It wouldn’t take much, right here and now, for the citizens to end Darius’ coup, to assert themselves as their own masters. It could be done. He’d seen similar revolts on smaller scales. They could just trample him and take what they wanted, as was their way, leaving him without any real authority. He might still become the number one man, if one of the other three-timers didn’t object, but it would really just depend on the mood of the crowd. If he could hold him here, though, they had it made. 

No one tried to step forward, and many moaned and groaned, but they retreated, heading for the entrance to the Cave, mostly wordlessly. John stepped forward and took Darius’ hand. “I can’t believe that worked. I seriously can’t believe that. They could have just run right over you, if they’d wanted to.”

“People are cowards, at heart, and sheep. They want to be led, they want to be told what to do. Why should they complain much if there’s the promise of more food on a regular basis?”

“But when they find out what they have to do in order to get that food? All hell could break loose.”

“It will be fine. They’re not going to do shit but what I tell them. Welcome to the new reality.” Darius smiled. “And welcome to power.”





Chapter Ten
            
The fifth night in the Cage Steven woke, his side throbbing, but recovered enough from his self-surgery to stand. The water had long evaporated out of the sand, but he’d discovered that if he dug far enough down there was salt water. He took it sparingly, only enough to quench his thirst, knowing that otherwise it would kill him. When the moon was full in the sky and he was sure that the people of the Cave were sleeping, he took his first tentative steps outside the gate.

All sorts of things could go wrong, he knew. There could be a second device in him somewhere, there could be someone watching somewhere up the slick cliff face. But when he stepped out of the gate, nothing happened. There was no alarm, no rush of people coming to punish him for breaking the rules. It was as quiet as the beach and ocean at night could be.

He stepped all the way out and walked down towards the water’s edge, confidence in his plan building. Putting a tentative foot in the ocean, the water still warm from the day, he flung himself into it and floated there for a few moments, face down in the water, letting the saltwater carry away his pain. It burned at the newly opened wound in his abdomen, but maybe the salt would be good for killing any infection that might be setting in. 

Bringing his head back out of the water, he turned and looked at the Cage. Still no one had come to stop him, and it looked like no one even knew he was out of the Cage. He went back to the Cage and stripped off his wet jumpsuit, stuffing the arms, torso, and legs with sand and then trying to arrange it so it looked like he was lying down, asleep. It wouldn’t pass anything but a cursory glance, but he was hoping no one would check on him until his seven days were up.

Rebecca hadn’t, and he was pretty sure she wouldn’t. He tried desperately to ignore the implications of that but couldn’t put the image of Darius screwing his wife out of his mind. 

He tore the remains of Amanda’s suit in two and wrapped them around his feet. Then, naked, he stepped back out of the Cage and, picking the direction randomly, headed south. He could see down the beach in either direction for miles, but he was sure that the cliff face didn’t go that far. He prodded along, enjoying the freedom more than anything else. There were no stone walls here, no bamboo cage—no one to force him to do something, or, if he refused, become dinner. It was just him and the open air.

He didn’t know how many miles he’d walked until the mountain started trending downhill along the beach. He was exhausted, but he knew he had limited time before someone came to check on him. Steven was half tempted to just find a way off the island, and to escape the insanity, but he wanted to give Rebecca one more shot. A lot of what was happening was pure survival instinct, he knew, and he could, on a certain level, accept her behavior. She was clinging to the strongest there was, Darius. And in that, she was hoping to survive another day. Now that Steven had something to offer, a possible escape from the Cave, maybe his wife would come back to him.

Just a few miles from the Cage, the slope of the mountain finally turned from rocks to jungle, and just in the area illuminated by the moon’s light, there were enough coconut and banana trees to feed the entire population of the Cave. He set to work cracking a coconut that had fallen to the ground open on a rock and then drank the warm milk. He then followed that up with half a dozen green bananas shoved into his mouth like the champ at a hot dog eating competition. 

Before he threw it up it was the best meal he’d ever had. 

He went slowly the next time, gathering up a few bananas and sipping at the cracked coconut, and after thirty minutes, he felt like he was mostly whole again. He needed fresh water, but the meal had gone a long way to strengthening his body and resolve.

He wandered away from the beach and into the jungle, finding trails and paths that he knew weren’t made by animals. There were boot prints in the sand, and he’d occasionally find a discarded candy wrapper or soda can. Seeing the evidence of human occupation put him on alarm, and he slowed his pace, trying to listen to the sounds of the jungle. The paths lead inward in meandering fits and eventually led to a freshwater creek. Steven knelt and drank, throwing up again because he’d done it too quickly and it was a shock to his body. He went more slowly the next time, savoring the unpolluted water in his mouth.

As he was drinking, he noticed a pipe running down a hill and feeding into the stream just down from him. Soapsuds flowed out, along with brackish, gray water smelling of laundry detergent and sewage. He decided to get off the path and follow the pipe, open on the ground and not buried, up the hill. Several minutes later, he squatted at the tree line overlooking a clearing with a small cabin at its center. It wasn’t ancient, but it hadn’t been built in the last ten years, either. The white paint was faded and chipped, the glass at the windows dingy from never having been cleaned. Anywhere else, it would be a dump, nothing at all special, but here it was like looking at the White House. It was the epitome of luxury. Solar panels dotted the roof, along with a satellite dish, and he could see the flickering of a television inside. He wanted to run to the house, to scream for help like the proverbial blonde girl who always died in the horror movies, but he resisted the temptation. He knew there was no way the person or persons who lived in the house could not know about the Game. They were more than likely connected to it. He sat and watched the house instead.

The sun was peaking over the eastern horizon before he actually saw anyone moving in the cabin, and when he did, he was glad he hadn’t rushed to the door. Jackson moved about the interior, naked with a coffee cup in his hand, reading a newspaper. Steven watched as the man proceeded to work out on a treadmill and then lift weights. Jackson was amazingly wealthy, by Steven’s new standard of measurement. The fact that he was exercising on a treadmill, when just miles away people were starving on a regular basis, was the ultimate injustice. He added Jackson to the ever growing list of people who just plain needed to die.

After a quick breakfast, Jackson donned the purple robe—Steven now understood how it was always so clean—and set out the front door, walking up a path Steven hadn’t noticed before that lead into jungle away from him and towards the mountain, circumventing the long walk down the beach. He figured it was a path up to where the Castle was, and soon enough, he thought, he’d explore up there as well. But for now, he wanted to see the inside of Jackson’s cabin. 

He waited for an hour or better, to make sure the man didn’t return, and then walked into his cabin.

* * *

The interior of the suspended pirate ship was awe-inspiring. He didn’t think there was that much wealth in all of the Cave, but the ship was packed, starboard to port, with objects accumulated over hundreds of years. There were swords and muskets along with armor from Conquistadors stacked neatly in one corner. There was treasure, from cold coins and ingots to necklaces and bracelets, gold plates and cups, and even a crown. There were tons and tons of books, from ancient, leather-clad tomes to new, modern paperbacks. Block’s bedroom had a real, honest-to-god bed as well as tons of clothing. Much of it would fit Darius, he knew, he and Block being of similar proportions. John walked with him as they explored in a kind of daze.

“Some of this stuff has to be worth millions,” he said, fingering a gold chalice encrusted with diamonds and rubies. “And most of it looks vaguely Aztec. I remember seeing this,” he picked up a golden rendition of the Aztec calendar, “on a trip to Cancun.”

Darius fingered one of the long cutlasses, admiring the workmanship in the blade and the still sharp edge. “That stuff is worthless, here. This…this is the real power. Do you know anything about muskets?”

“No,” John said. “But I think you’re wrong. With this stuff, you could actually back the chits. You could actually make them worth something for real.”

“Instead of a worthless promise for your father to pay later?”

“He’ll pay,” John insisted, though Darius knew he didn’t even believe himself. “But yeah, sort of. You could have an actual gold-based economy with this. Money would be worth more than the wood I’ve carved the numbers into.”

“Why?” Darius asked. “What exactly would the point be?”

“I…”

“The point would be your worst nightmare, right? What if someone actually showed up at daddy’s door with a story and a handful of chits? Would he actually come here to kill you or would he wait, figuring the Game would?”

“No,” John said, staring at his dirty feet. “He’d probably kill the person with the chits.”

“He wouldn’t have someone else do it?”

“He’s always done his own…” John paused, shuffling, “…dirty work.”

“My kind of man. Well, you still don’t get the point. These wooden chits have nothing to do with the outside, nothing to do with real value. This is just another method for keeping these people in line. This is to subjugate them, to control their behavior, and to make me more comfortable than they are.”

“Us.”

“What?”
“You meant us.”

“I meant me. Us only applies if you remain useful. We’ll continue on, as planned, and you won’t tell anyone about this stuff,” Darius ordered, returning the cutlass to its rack.

“I’m sure quite a few of them already know. It would be hard to keep all this a secret.”

“That doesn’t mean we have to advertise it any more than it already is. Like I said, keep it quiet.”

 The transition into power had been easy enough, and he soon knew that the Cave had to have a leader, though it didn’t matter who that leader was. The Rules were pretty much set in stone and easy to follow. You didn’t steal, you didn’t kill, and you did everything in your power to win the Game. That was it. The community dished out the punishments and Block was more of a figurehead, like putting a Hollywood Oscar winner up on a pedestal. Though rumored to have the ability to suggest players to the Castle for the Game, Darius wasn’t sure how you went about doing that. Things were simple and, as long as everyone behaved, the leader didn’t have much to do. 

Or so most residents thought. With Darius in power, the rules were about to change. Everything was going to change.

Rebecca came up the wooden and rope catwalk, past the guards, and stood next to him, his apparent queen, and Mia his princess. Their relationship has quickly blossomed, as he realized that she could be trusted simply because they were exactly alike. She had but one goal, and that was to make sure her daughter got out of the Cave. Darius understood that, and as long as their paths led to the same exit, she was more than welcome to stand at his side. That she wasn’t bad in the sack didn’t hurt either, though the girl constantly being around, even during sex, put a bit of a dampener on things. 

“I take it you’re the de facto leader of the Cave now?”

Darius turned to look at the old man in the purple robe who had just waltzed past the guards as if he were the leader of the Cave. He had long flowing gray hair and an equally gray beard that reached down to his chest. His face was weather-beaten and old, but he had a look of health about him that most of the pale and paltry people in the Cave did not. There was something about the guy that Darius plain did not like. He usually trusted his gut on new people, and right now his gut was screaming for him to get rid of the guy. 

“What do you want?”

“I asked if you are now the de facto leader of the Cave. Please answer, my time is valuable.”

“Well, fuck me,” Darius said laughing. “His time is important.” He turned to the other men who were standing around him. They didn’t join him in his laughter as he thought they would, and instead nervously averted their eyes.  

“Darius, this is Jackson,” Rebecca told him, smiling.

“Hello, Rebecca. I wish there was a reason to say I was happy you are back, but there isn’t. I objected most vehemently, I want you to know.”

“I had to come back for her, Jackson,” Rebecca told him. “I couldn’t leave her here.”

“And yet you did so willingly the first time. Never the less, welcome back. I hope you have as much luck as you did the first time around.”

Rebecca lowered her head in shame, the guilt at leaving her daughter behind the first time evident.
            
“So exactly who does this guy think he is? I’ve met Marlon Brando, or Richard Nixon, or whatever he’s calling himself this week, but I don’t remember this guy being anyone important. Nice shade of purple and all, but who the fuck are you?” Darius was nervous. The way the men bowed their heads in reverence to this old man couldn’t possibly be good.

“Jackson is a representative of the Castle, Darius.”

“Bullshit. I’ve seen him around at the Game. He’s one of us.” And when I say us, he thought, I mean you people. I will always be more than you are—better, stronger, and smarter.

Jackson pushed up both sleeves of his robe, one at a time, to show that he had no numbers. “And you will see me at future shows. I am your only connection to the Castle, so I ask you one more time. Are you the de facto leader of the Cave?”

“Yes,” Darius said, still sensing that the man was trouble and feeling the power there.

“And you are, at least at this point, undisputed?”

There had been no resistance to his stepping into Block’s shoes, though at dinner the first night, when people found out they were going to have to take out a loan from John in order to eat, there had been unhappiness. Still, the people’s conditioning, from the Rules, prevented them from questioning the authority of the leader. You just didn’t, or you might find yourself in the pot that night.

“No. No one opposes me.”

“And yet there are three-timers who have been here much longer than you. Interesting.”

“Get on with it, Jackson.” Darius spat. “What do you want?”

“You and the Arab,” Jackson said, pointing to John who sat just off to the side, his face buried in a bowl of gruel, “have set up a scheme that deprives the majority of people from sustenance. Sustenance is vital to maintaining the people’s readiness to play in the Game, along with the steadiest modifier of their behavior. It is, as I’m sure you’ve discovered in your short time here, an earned reward for participation in the Game, the reason we are all here. You, and the Arab, are to stop at once. It is unacceptable.”

Darius burst out in laughter and the men around him, who knew who Jackson actually was, cringed back in fear as if lightning were about to strike. “Really? We should stop? Tell me, why should I do that? I’m having so much fun doing it this way. Seriously, you should see the hopelessness on these people’s faces as they line up to John for a loan. A loan of fucking wooden chits in the asshole of nowhere. Can you believe that? That, in itself, is worth watching,” he roared. “This is the most fun I’ve had since prison, and I have to tell you, I don’t plan on changing it anytime soon.”

Even Rebecca was shying away from the big man as Jackson said, “You do realize that the true power here lies in the Castle, and not in this faux throne? You serve the will of the Castle.”

“No, I rule,” he said, correcting Jackson. “Because I am the toughest son of a bitch in this Cave, and there isn’t a thing you can do about it. There’s nothing anyone here can do about it, or they would have already. The power here has changed. Like a hurricane or a fucking tornado, there isn’t anything you can do about it.” Darius heard his own words through a tunnel, as if it were someone other than him screaming at Jackson. “I’m here, and now I’m here to stay.”

“Perhaps they were right, and I should appeal to your reasonable side, as opposed to threats,” Jackson said, mulling it over aloud as if Darius wasn’t there. “You are a reasonable man, are you not?”

“I can be.”

“You know the stipulations of the Contract that you agreed to, correct? And you understand the purpose of the Cave.”

“You want to make people stronger, better…” he said, his tone mocking.

“Correct,” Jackson said. “We give people that opportunity. The motto, rebirth or death. is quite literal. A person here will find themselves in the chaos or they will simply perish. There is no better form of personal training in the world. Once you’ve survived this place, you can survive anything.”

“Bullshit. What you want to do is have an all-out spectacle to watch. You sick fucks up there want to watch us kill and rape because you’re too afraid to do it yourselves. You’re living out your twisted fantasies through this place, behind the machine guns above and those glass windows. You keep us alive, just barely, so we can perform for you. Sure, your sales guys make a great pitch. Come to us and sacrifice, burn down your old soul and build a new one—crap like that. Hell, I fell for it. But what I didn’t know is that I’d be the main attraction in a freak show.”

“You’re not getting the point of the Game,” Jackson began, but Darius cut him off.

“Sure I am. I’ve seen it time and time again in my life. You fuckers that have something always want to leach off those of us who don’t. Well, I’ll tell you what, asshole, come on and try. You control the Game…sure. Who gives a fuck? There’s nothing you can do to me there that I can’t win at. You can’t beat me in the Canyon.”

“But we could prevent you from playing,” Jackson told him. “And you could die an old man in these caves.”

“And so what? I’ll still run the place and you won’t for all that time. You could try to have me killed, but that’s against the rules of the place you set up. No, I figure you’ll hurry me through a couple Games just to get rid of me, and that’s fine to. I’ll leave here a richer man for it.”

Jackson was apparently speechless. 

“Now carry your ass out of here before I decide that I’m hungry again.”

Jackson turned and left, and Darius tried to figure out why the man looked amused.

“This will not end well,” Rebecca told him, stepping away, taking Mia’s hand, and disappearing into the crowd.

* * *

Jackson’s small one-room cabin was an eclectic mix of varying styles and periods. There were posters on one wall about Woodstock, photos of WWII-era bombers on another. Books were crammed into floor-to-ceiling shelves, and a cursory glance showed topics from farming, solar power and first aid to vast swaths of fiction. There were tons of DVDs, some that had just come out before he’d arrived, as well as a flat screen television. There was the treadmill and the weight bench he’d seen the old man working out on earlier. There were piles of foodstuffs, MRES, canned food, and even a small refrigerator. He opened it, and, much to his delight, saw bottles of Dos Equis. He took one and drank it as he looked through the rest of the man’s stuff. There were newspapers from several major American cities, as well as London and Hong Kong. There were periodicals and magazines of all sorts. There were stacks of what Steven could only call artifacts—sacks of gold and silver coins, along with loose precious stones. Gold and silver ingots. There was even a stack of linen-wrapped paintings, their wooden frames very old. There were weapons from every era imaginable, from long, slick swords to bows and crossbows and piles of metal armor. What gave him pause, though, was the corner with modern weapons and ammunition stacked up. There were at least a dozen rifles and shotguns, mostly military grade, along with stacks of ammunition containers next to them. 

He picked up a Remington 870 12-gauge shotgun, much like one he had in the old world, and slid the action back and checked the receiver. It wasn’t loaded but there were boxes of 00 buckshot next to it. He picked up several, along with several packs of MREs, and then decided he needed a bag of some type.

Looking around, he found a desk with dozens and dozens of passports in it, along with credit cards, checkbooks, and dozens of wallets. There were piles of modern money from every corner of the world. Next to that were backpacks of every size and shape, and he suspected that many hapless campers had ended up in the Game. He picked a sturdy looking green one and loaded it with shotgun shells, MREs, and bottled water. He made sure the shotgun was loaded before he left the cabin, and tried to make the stuff he had touched look like it was before he’d messed with it. He didn’t want Jackson to know he knew his secret just yet, though he knew it was possible the old man would see the absence of the gun right off the bat.

He wouldn’t be able to carry the stuff into the Cave with him, of course, but he could bury most of it near the entrance if need be, which prompted him to find a couple large, heavy-duty trash bags. He was tempted to just walk into the Cave, the shotgun ready, and take his wife out of it. The shock and awe would be perfect and, unless they swarmed him en masse, there wasn’t a lot they’d be able to do about it. But he didn’t know where they were, and he didn’t have a clue how to get out of the place. He still didn’t know if it was an island or just a hard to find location. He was beginning to suspect it was indeed an island, but he hadn’t had enough time to confirm that one way or another, and there were no maps with convenient you are here arrows in Jackson’s cabin. 

He started out of the cabin and paused, looking to the rear. There was a small corral with a couple of small pigs and a goat. He smiled, looking at the pig. 

“Hey, porky, how’s it going?”

* * *

“People are hungry,” John told Darius near the throne. A day had passed since he and his men had commandeered the food, only parceling it out to those who were willing to take a loan from John and then use that money to pay for the food from Ernie and Max. The couple had fallen right into line after Block had been killed, and even proposed ways to make the whole operation more efficient. They weren’t stupid, John thought, and knew which way the wind was blowing.

Which was more than he could say for himself.

Darius’ attitude had changed so much in the few days since he’d taken over. John always knew the man was driven, but since his victory he’d turned dark and violent. He was prone to wild mood swings, and John watched everything he said around him. He didn’t want to tell him that the people were hungry, he should know that himself, but the matter was growing to the point that something was going to have to be done. The scheme they’d created to keep the people of the Cave under their thumb was going to collapse before it ever got started.

“So feed them. They all got loans, didn’t they?”

They had, of course, gotten loans, and if his father ever saw the millions of dollars of his money that his son had fictitiously loaned out, he wouldn’t want to survive the Game. “Yes.”

“Then have the boys whip up some soup. Start a line.”

“I don’t know that the people will submit to it, Darius. There’s already been quite of bit of grumbling about the pile,” he said, pointing to the remains of the reward from the last Game behind the throne. “And I’m afraid if I charge them to eat then there might be…well, there might be problems.”

Darius grabbed him by the front of his jumpsuit and jerked him forward. “I don’t actually give a shit if there are problems. They can eat if they pay for it. What the fuck are you so worried about? You set the system up. This is your baby.”

John regretted having done so now. He feared that he’d raised the ire of the Castle, through Jackson, and with that, he’d never participate in a Game and never earn his way out of the Cave. The system they devised wasn’t going to make it a week, much less the rest of his life, and he knew that once it collapsed, the people’s anger would be directed at Darius and John. The Cavers would be justified in adding both he and Darius to the pot.

“Just do it, John. If they get worked up we’ll kill a few of them in the name of the Rules to make examples, okay?”

John nodded, and then went to where the women waited at the cauldrons, ordering them to go ahead and fire them up. He sat down near them as the line formed, with his improvised ledger, just waiting for the jeers and threats to start. He could actually deal with the insults and taunts easily enough—after all, they were just words. It was the look on the hungry children’s faces that bothered him more. 

* * *

Hauling the backpack, the shotgun, and the small pig back to the Cave had been a chore, but stopping and drinking from the stream and then gorging on bananas and coconuts along the way had been a big help. Steven regretted killing the pig now, thinking what he planned would be a vagrant flag to Jackson that he knew of the cabin, and of Jackson’s dual life, but he was already committed. The pig was his ticket back into the good graces of the people of the Cave, and hopefully his wife. It had been a spur of the moment decision, one that, with a little more thought, he wouldn’t have done. Still, it might be good to let the Castle know he knew. It might shake things up a bit.

He buried the shotgun and backpack in the sand near the Cage and made sure to remember exactly how many steps it took to get to the edge of the bamboo and wire cell. He retraced his steps a dozen times until he had it down enough that he could find it in the dark without the light of the moon. Steven then returned to the Cage, as the sun was starting to set, and cleaned up the jumpsuit and the piles of sand. He slid back into the suit, noticing how bad it stunk, and leaned back against the bars of the Cage, the pig at his side. 

When one of Block’s men came to release him that night, he was surprised to see the pig.

“How the hell did you end up with that?”

“It wandered into the Cage and I killed it. I figure we can eat it tonight,” he said, hoping to gain at least a little support on his return.

“Well, I don’t know what Darius will say about that. He’s got the whole food thing on lockdown right now.”

“Darius?” he asked, his mind racing. “What does Darius have to do with anything? Who cares what he’d have to say about it?”

“Oh, you wouldn’t know, would you? Darius went up against Block in the last Game and won. It was a real disappointment too,” he said, quickly looking over his shoulder to see if someone had heard him or not. “Not that Darius won, mind you.”

He could sense the fear in the man’s voice, and couldn’t believe in that short of time Darius was already stirring such vivid emotions. “I understand.”

“It was disappointing because it was over so fast. One minute they were there and everyone was all pumped up about the fight of the century, or some such crap. The next, Block was lying on the ground dead, his nose all smashed to shit. Darius doesn’t fight fair, but I don’t guess that’s a requirement in the Game.”

“No, I don’t guess so,” Steven said, standing and hauling the pig up over his shoulder. “But how did that put Darius in charge?”

The man shrugged. “I don’t know how it all went down. All I know is that he’s paying us in wooden chits, and then making us buy our food back from him, food we helped him take, like the rest of the people. Hell, he’s making people take loans from that Arab guy so they can pay for their meals. I…” The guard paused, apparently unsure of how much to tell Steven. “I don’t know how it’s all going to go down.”

A lot had changed in the week since Steven’s isolation. He was going to have to relearn the Cave all over again. Fortunately, the pig worked just as he thought it would. Gone were the insults and threats about him killing the man during his last Game, costing the Cave a meal, replaced by cheers and congratulations at not just living, but on thriving. He knew his few days in the jungle and the masses of fruit he’d managed to find, along with good clean water, had done a lot to improve his appearance, but he was still sunburned, and hopefully still looked the part of a recently released prisoner. 

The crowd split like Moses parting the Red Sea as he made his way to the podium. There was a long line of people waiting to get food in their little bowls, but each had to stop and talk to John before they did. Steven walked up to the podium like a hunter returning with his game and dumped the pig off on the podium.

“Soup is served,” he said with a smile and the crowd that could hear him cheered.

“Glad to see you’re still alive,” Darius said, but somehow Steven doubted that, especially with his wife at his side. She looked at him sullenly and then wouldn’t make eye contact again. His heart fell through the floor. His relationship with Darius had started out fine, the man supportive of the weaker Steven, but things had quickly changed. “And I’m glad you brought us some more food. If you want to deposit over there, in that pile,” he said, pointing behind the throne, “I’ll make sure John credits you for it.”

“No,” Steven said defiantly yet quietly, and a hush fell over the crowd.

“Excuse me?”

“I said no. I won’t be selling it to you. This is for everyone, right here, right now.”

Darius stepped down off the dais and slapped Steven hard across the face, sending the pig flying in one direction and him the other. He hit the ground hard. Darius started to advance on him, but the people around him stepped between them. “You’ll do what you’re told, Steven, or you’ll go in the pot. This isn’t some joke, man. You will contribute to the well-being of the Cave one way or another, be it by actually helping or be it by the pot. I don’t care.”



“So you’re helping the people here, huh?” Steven said, getting to his feet and rubbing at his throbbing face. Darius, once again, had pulled his punch, not hitting him nearly as hard as he could have. Was there some guilt there?

“Everything I do, I do for the people,” Darius replied to the groan of the actual people who, apparently, didn’t agree with him. “For too long this place has been run in anarchy, and out of that chaos I’ve brought order.”

“You’re still not getting the pig, Darius,” Steven replied calmly, trying to keep the anxiety he felt out of his voice. “It’s for everybody.”

Darius moved to slap him again when several of the Cavers stepped in between the two men. 

“He said it’s for us,” one man said.

“And he’s not charging for it,” another replied.

Steven felt a mix of fear and pride, and then guilt at manipulating these people. They didn’t deserve to be pawns, yet if his actions and their reactions helped protect him from Darius, then he just didn’t care. Darius stared back and forth between his men, armed with spears and clubs, to the crowd, then to Steven. It was so quiet in the Cave that Steven could hear the water dripping off the stalagmites. He waited for Darius to blink, to slap him again…to do anything. 

Darius laughed. “Fine…if that’s the way you want it. See how long the pig lasts. The price of the soup just tripled.”

There was a collective moan and the men who’d spoken up for him helped him up. “You are doing a dangerous thing.”

“I’m just trying to get by.”

“Well, thank you,” Steven told him as they carried off the pig to be cleaned and prepared. As he made for their shelter, wondering if it was still there after a week of so much change, he could feel Darius’ eyes boring a hole into his back.

What he didn’t see, however, was Jackson watching a very familiar pig being carried away.





Chapter Eleven
            
Steven couldn’t sleep, knowing there was a whole world to explore outside the Cave and the Game, and that now, without his chip, he could do it if he wanted to. Rebecca hadn’t returned to the shelter and he was alone in it with John. He’d watched, through the garbage bags, as Rebecca hung around Darius. The man treated her as he would a wife, with simple pats on the ass, an occasional kiss…he treated the girl Mia even better, tossing her in the air and playing with her as if she were his own child. He closed the flap in disgust and thought that he’d have been better off just finding a way away from the Cave. Then he felt guilty for giving up on his wife and wondered if he told her he had a way out if she’d follow. 

She wouldn’t even have to go through the agony of removing her chip, he thought. With the shotgun he could hold them back easily as they made their escape, though he still didn’t know what the Castle contained. For all he knew there could be armed troops up there, just waiting for someone to escape. And even if there weren’t bloodthirsty Third World troops with AK-47s, he still didn’t have a clue how to actually escape the place and return home. He sure didn’t want to spend the rest of his life hiding in the jungle and living off bananas and coconuts.

“I’m sorry Steven,” John told him, lying back on his ragged sleeping bag and staring at the ceiling. “Most of this is my fault.”

“I don’t know how my wife being with another man could be your fault.”

“Well…” John stammered, “I’m sure it’s related. Darius wouldn’t be where he is if it weren’t for my stupid idea, and she wouldn’t be with him if he wasn’t where he is.”

His logic made sense in a twisted sort of way, but Steven couldn’t find it in himself to blame the man for it. “It’s not your fault, John. Don’t worry about it.”

“It’s not just that I’m worried about it. Darius is out of control. I didn’t know, when I got involved with him, that he’d be this unstable. I thought he was intelligent and rational, but he’s not. He’s a monster. Hell, even the people are starting to see it. I don’t see any of this ending well.”

Steven wasn’t exactly comfortable in the philosophical talk with John. The man was right. His chit scheme had, in large part, helped ruin whatever stability there was in the Cave. The money had turned people against one another outside of the Canyon and the Game. But it was hard to be angry with John, as with his wife, when he knew that the motive of everything they did was simple survival. How could you fault a person for the most basic of instincts?

“I don’t know what to do about Darius,” Steven admitted. “Or if anything needs to be done. You’d think that the people that run the place would do something about him if they felt like it needed to happen.”

“They will. We met one yesterday.”

“Really? You met someone from the Castle?”

“His name is Jackson. You’ve probably seen him around. He’s an old man in purple robes, and he doesn’t have a number,” John said, holding his tattooed arm up. “He said they weren’t pleased with Darius’ activities since he became leader, but I don’t know that there’s anything they can do about it.”

“How can they not do anything about it? They run this place.”

“They run the Game. They control who comes to the Cave, but they don’t control what happens in the Cave. I guess they could send a troop of armed goons and just enforce what they want, but I think the people would go for that even less than dealing with Darius.”

“And how are the people?” Steven asked, wondering what the overall reaction to Darius’ iron-fisted ruling was. There’d been the small revolt of the previous evening, people standing up to Darius over the pig, but that was a far cry from actually dethroning him. 

“People are nervous and scared and confused,” John said. “They don’t understand why they have to borrow mythical money in order to buy food and then pay the mythical money back. I,” the sadness was so evident in his voice, “don’t understand it either. I don’t actually understand why they have put up with the system at all. If they’d snip it in the bud now, things could go back to normal.” 

Steven almost laughed at the use of the word normal in relation to anything in the Cave. 

“I don’t care what Darius says, or what the people in the Castle think…the real power lies with the residents of this Cave.”

“What do you mean?” Steven asked. “They’re trapped here just like the rest of us. They either obey or die.” 

“They don’t have to obey. We don’t have to obey.”

“John, they’ll kill us if we don’t. Remember the machine guns above the Canyon? I doubt they’re for show and tell. There are ruthless murders that run this place, evil men who find joy in the torment of others. They have demonstrated time and time again their capacity for evil.”

“But it’s because we let them. We let them do this to us. How long did it take you, after you got here, to realize that surviving the place was the most important thing? How long did it take you to resign yourself to the fact that you were here and that was that, that you had to win the Game at all cost?”

John was right, of course, but there wasn’t any other way. The people in the Castle had all the cards. “I know what you mean, but that doesn’t change the fact that we have to do this. We’re forced to do it.”

“We’re not forced to do anything. We have free will, and everything we do, we choose to do. Darius chose to rape Amanda and Cassandra in order to come here. The people of this Cave choose to obey the commands of the Castle, choose to participate in the Game. They could, as one, stand up and refuse. They might die, of course, but they would ultimately be free, wouldn’t they?” The man’s passion was obvious, as though he’d been thinking about the subject matter a long, long time, but he still lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling. “Steven…your wife chose to murder your sons in order to return to this place.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Steven asked, his tone turning to a scream. “My wife didn’t kill my sons.”

John sat up, cross-legged, and then faced him. “Yes, Steven, your wife killed your sons as payment to return to the Game, a Game she’d already won freedom from, to save her daughter, that little girl who was fathered by Block. My father paid millions so that I could come here and become a man. Cassandra volunteered Amanda, without her consent, for the Contract, and Darius raped both women as payment for his. You see, they are all choices. I didn’t have to agree to my father’s terms, nor did your wife have to volunteer you.”

Steven reached out, full of rage and confusion and hatred, and slapped John. “Shut up.”

John rubbed at his chin calmly. “You know, I’ve accumulated enough power in this place, right now, that I could probably convince Darius to have you executed for assault. That’s the penalty, you know, for just about any crime. And we choose to accept that penalty. The people of this Cave, like all men, choose to be governed like this.”

“Then do it,” Steven raged, standing. His entire body shook and the pressure of his blood threatened to burst from his veins. “Because if what you say is true, you’re not the only one who’s going to get assaulted.”

“You know, you didn’t have a choice,” John said, lying back down and staring at the ceiling once more. “You and Amanda. Someone else made the choice for you to come to this place. You were a payment, nothing more, a sacrifice in order to fulfill the terms of the Contract. I’m sorry for that, but your actions now, here…they are choices.”

“You’re crazy, John.”

“Father said that might happen. He tried warning me, he tried preparing me for this place. I just didn’t listen.”

* * *

The alarm for the Game sounded in the middle of the night, jarring the residents from their slumber. Steven hadn’t been able to sleep anyway, the implications of what John said ringing in his head. He didn’t know if it could be remotely possible, and didn’t want to believe it, but it made a sort of sense. It explained her attachment to the girl and their resemblance. It explained her knowledge of the Cave and even the numbers tattooed on her hand. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed right, and no matter how much he didn’t want to believe it, he did.

She’d killed his sons. She’d murdered his boys and enslaved him in order to return to this place.

He wanted to storm out of the shelter and kill her. No, better yet, he thought, I want to kill her daughter. He wanted her as dead as Corey and Lonnie so she could know that pain, that empty place in his soul, the void filled only with two gunshots over and over again. They’d taken everything from him, and now that was the only thing he had left…revenge.

That he couldn’t kill an innocent little girl never crossed his mind as his rage boiled over, interrupted only by the alarm for the Game.

The citizens of the Cave were slow to get going, slower to get into the Canyon, so unusual was the time and circumstance of the Game. They just didn’t happen at night. Children rubbed at their eyes while holding their parents’ hands, and the air of festivity that was normal for a Game was subdued. No one even cheered for the Gladiators. 

When the gladiator scene cleared and was replaced by two Cave numbers and the letter K, Steven sighed relief that it wasn’t his. He couldn’t die in a game before he made Rebecca watch her child die. 

It was, however, John’s number, and the Arab man simply nodded as he stepped forward into the Canyon, nearly as catatonic looking as Amanda had been when she was tossed in the Cage. His eyes were distant, and he walked with the slow gait of a zombie, mumbling to himself as he went. One of Block’s former men stepped forward from the opposite side of the arena and ran at the man like a lion pouncing on its prey. John didn’t resist, didn’t put up his arms in protest—he didn’t do anything to defend himself. And the crowd, their anger with the man evident, came awake and cheered wildly once they realized who was in the Game.

He didn’t last but a few minutes at best, and Steven, as angry as he was, had to turn away from John’s massacre. The man hadn’t even tried, and had, as far as Steven was concerned, committed suicide. There was blood everywhere as the more muscled man beat him to a pulp, then at the behest of the crowd, beat him some more. He could sense the desire of those around him to kill John, to end the life of the man who’d made them go hungry when there was food available. His death was a proxy for Darius’ death, and by the look on the big black man’s face, he knew it. In just a few short days, Darius had gone from conquering hero to the most hated man in the Cave.

The winner stood, covered in gore from John’s body, and smiled to the crowd, who cheered him on. Darius strode forward, slapping the man on the back. He was uncomfortable, though, and Steven could see it in his face.

“Good show, brother,” Darius said. “And we’ll eat good tonight.”

The man shrugged away from Darius. “I’m not eating him. He was a scum bag.”

“I…” Darius was perplexed and didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t used to insolence out in the open.

“More numbers!”

Steven’s heart sank, again, and this time he had reason for it. His number appeared on the screen, quickly followed by another and the letter K. If he died here, in this place, he wouldn’t have a way to kill his wife and her daughter. He wouldn’t be able to avenge the death of his sons, to make her feel what he’d felt. He shook with rage, not at his wife’s actions, but at the thought he might not get to execute his revenge. 

He rushed forward even before his opponent stepped out of the crowd, and when the man did, Steven aimed for him, running at full speed. He was a man twice Steven’s size, heavily muscled, and with two marks on his head. Steven didn’t care about the impossible odds. He thought only of Darius’ quick victories. That seemed to be the key, he thought as he launched himself at the man’s chest. You had to get the fight over with quickly and decisively before your opponent had an opportunity to react. He hit the man, who was still not quite sure what was going on, square in the chest and drove him backwards, into the crowd. 

The people parted as Steven, like a feral cat, lit into the man, scratching as his face, reaching for his eyes. The big man, shocked at the sudden ferocity of Steven’s attack, tried to push him back and regain his composure, but the smaller man’s constant hits, scratches, and kicks kept driving him backwards. The bigger man eventually tripped over a stone and fell to his back and then Steven was on top of him. 

“Get the fuck off me,” the prone man screamed as the smaller Steven scrambled for his eyes. Why change what works, he thought evilly as his thumb found the left, soft orb and he pushed it in until he heard it pop. The man went spastic on the ground and screamed, but he could do nothing to dislodge the hurricane that was Steven ripping at his face. Steven eventually got his forefinger in the man’s eye and pushed into the brain, swirling it around until the man finally stopped convulsing, dead.

He got up and the crowd stared in shock at the abruptness of the battle. 

“That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? You wanted death and you got it,” he said, holding up his finger with bits of brain and blood still on it. He flicked the goo at the nearest adult. “There, have it. It’s all yours.”

Steven stomped away, leaving the crowd still gasping. One person started clapping, and then another, and then the entire population was cheering. 

The people loved the underdog, and, for the moment, Steven, with three marks, was their champion.

* * *

Darius didn’t know what to think about John’s suicide by Game—and that’s exactly what it had been—nor the refusal of the people to add his corpse to the pot. From what he could tell, hearing the mumblings among the crowd, they were going to let it lay there and rot. He was also pretty sure that, given the choice, they’d have preferred him to be in John’s place. After Steven’s sudden victory, when all odds seemed stacked against him, even Rebecca distanced herself from him, taking the girl with her. He tried to remember how many other three-markers there were in the Cave, besides himself, but could only come up with a couple of faces, minus the names. The man Steven had killed had been one. Would the little pipsqueak challenge his authority now? That would be rich, he thought, considering everything he’d done for the man. 

And he knew, even before the thumb went up and the steel doors opened, the rush of garbage flowing like manna from heaven, that he’d lost all the respect he’d worked so hard to earn in the span of a few short days. It didn’t matter to him, though. If they wouldn’t respect him, they would damn well fear him. He ordered his remaining men forward and cordoned off the area around the food. 

“No!” said, his voice bellowing like a bullhorn. “You will not tear into this pile. There will be a regular dinner tonight, as usual. We will make this last.”

“And you’ll charge for it!” someone, somewhere in the crowd, shouted back. 

He scanned the crowd, looking for the person. “Who said that? Your cost just doubled again, whoever you are. The rest of you get a discount tonight because of the two victories.”

The cut in their cost didn’t seem to excite the people as much as he thought it would. “Did you not hear me? You get to pay less tonight!”

There was still no response, no applause, no cheering, nothing. That they were paying less didn’t do anything to negate the fact they were paying at all. He didn’t care, knowing the new way would take some getting used to. They’d get used to it or he’d die.

He had all the time in the world.





Chapter Twelve
            
Steven still shook as he returned to the shelter, as he tried to avoid the adoring fans that flocked around him in the Cave. The adrenaline coursed through his body like crank, and he fought the urge to throw up. He couldn’t believe he’d won the fight, and the memory of it was a haze of rage and anger. It gave him three marks, though, on par with Darius, and he half wondered if there was some method of challenging the man’s leadership in the Cave. He’d even heard people talk about it, in hushed whispers when they thought no one was listening. He didn’t know what he’d do with that power, though, and wondered how much power Darius actually wielded. He ruled at the consent of the people, as John had said, but whether they understood that or not, he didn’t know. It wouldn’t take much pushing of the people for the big man to end up in the pot. 

Still, the third mark could get him closer to Rebecca and ending her daughter’s life. After that, it didn’t matter. 

But it turned out he didn’t have to get near Darius to be near his wife. She was waiting for him in the shelter.

“Hello, Steven.”

He wanted to race forward and rip her eyes out, as he had his opponent during the Game, but that wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, her daughter wasn’t there, so he’d be unable to force her to watch him take her apart limb by limb.

“What do you want?”

“I…” Her face was sullen and she’d been crying. “I’m sorry about all this. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

She obviously didn’t know that he knew the price she’d paid to come back to the Cave. He sensed a ploy, a trick to get back on his good side now that she sensed the tide in the Cave could be shifting in his favor, but he didn’t say anything.

“I went to Darius because I was scared, Steven. I was frightened for mine and Mia’s life. I didn’t think you could…” She paused dramatically. “I didn’t think you could protect us.”

He still didn’t say anything, but he bit down hard on his lip, the salty taste of blood flowing over his tongue, and kept his arms locked at his side in an attempt to hide the trembling there, caused by the rage and anger that racked him. He couldn’t believe she had the gall to stand here and try to smooth things out. She stepped up to him and caressed his clenched cheek. He couldn’t believe she’d had the nerve to even talk to him at all since murdering his sons.

“I see I was wrong. You and I were put here together for a purpose, to take care of one another, and to take care of Mia. I was just wrong, Steven. You do have the fire in you to run this place, the power to bend the Cave to your will. You can win this Game, and you can get Mia and me out of here. I’m sorry, Steven, can you ever forgive me?”

He couldn’t hold the rage in any longer. “Are you fucking crazy, Rebecca? You killed my sons!” His scream was loud enough that people around the hastily built shelter stopped to listen in. “You took my boy’s lives to pay for your Contract, and you brought me here to this evil, vile place for your daughter. How can you even look at me with a straight face?”

The tears and regret were gone in an instant, replaced by cold determination. “Who told you, Steven?”

“That’s it? You care more about who divulged your secret than what you did?”

“There isn’t any use in denying it, at this point, I suppose,” she told him, her tone instantly changed. She was no longer the regretful, sorrowful wife. She was now the calm, calculating Game player. She wasn’t ashamed in the least, and seemed to be more annoyed that someone had told him. “John told you, didn’t he? He just had to get it off his chest before he died, cleanse his soul and all that bullshit, right? I’m sure he didn’t even care about all the trouble he’d cause. But he wouldn’t care, would he, planning his death as he was.”

Steven slapped her as hard as she could, connecting with her left cheek but not knocking her down. She stood there defiantly, “Is that all you have, Steven? That’s it? I killed you sons and all you can do is slap me?”

“You killed Corey and Lonnie,” he seethed. “You killed my sons to come here.”

“I thought we just established that, Steven. I did it to save my daughter, and to help you. I did this for us. Don’t you see? You’ve been reborn here. You are a god among men. There is nothing anyone can do to you that is worse than this place. You’ve seen the absolute worst man has to offer and overcome it. I’ve done you a favor. When you win two more games, you will be immortal, Steven, because not even death scares you.”

He grabbed her by the throat with both hands and squeezed. She did not fight him, and she did not take her eyes from his, staring at him hard. 

“I’m going to kill you,” he vowed. “And then I’m going to kill your little girl.”

So swiftly did she move, in reaction to what he’d said, her arms coming up and breaking his grip on her throat, then going to his shoulder to steady him, and then finally her knee coming up to his groin. He didn’t know what was happening until he was flat on the ground, gasping for air.

“I thought more of you, Steven, than this petty revenge. I could have given you more boys when this was all said and done, when you were a god. But you are a weak and pathetic little man, worth nothing more than the mud you’re lying in. Goodbye, Steven.”

She walked out on him, again, and left him wondering if she was, in fact, completely insane.
* * *

The grumbling of the people continued, but after Darius had armed the men with honest to god weapons from the ship, there was a decided drop off in anger directed at him. At least no one was saying things to his face any more. He wished he had been able to get the muskets working, but there was no powder around, and neither he nor any of the men he talked to knew the first thing about using one of the antique rifles anyway. The swords, from cutlasses to broad swords to Middle Eastern-style scimitars, were intimidating enough, though, and the men wore them proudly. He suspected that trusting them with the cutlery had endeared one or two to him even more.

Darius wasn’t happy at the marking ceremony, especially when Steven stepped forward, not a trace of fear on his face that he could see. He cut the man’s head as hard as he possibly could, down to the skull, but he didn’t even flinch. In fact, he grinned the whole time like a cat with a dead bird in its grasp. With that cut he’d put the man on an equal basis with himself, in terms of the Cave and the Game, and that just wasn’t right. He leaned in close as he cut and whispered, “She said you couldn’t fuck for shit.”

“She also murdered my children,” Steven whispered back. “So I guess I don’t quite give a shit what she said.

Steven started to step away, smiled, then turned back to Darius and whispered, “Did she tell you she had AIDS?”

He left Darius silent, and the big man wanted nothing more than to lash out and break Steven’s neck. He knew the man was just messing with him, or so he hoped.

“Brothers and sisters,” he said, trying his best to hide the frustration and anger in his voice and, at the same time, sound as reassuring as Block, “we come together tonight to celebrate the victories of two brothers in the Game. They’ve done well, done the will of the Castle, and the will of the Cave. In their victory we shall, once again, feast and remain strong for the next Game.”

There was no cheer, and even to Darius he sounded like a crooked televangelist. If he couldn’t convince himself, how could he convince them? “Are you ready to eat?”

Still the crowd stared back at him, angry.

“Fuck it,” he told them.“Line up and eat if you want. I don’t guess I give a shit. Sign them up,” he told the guy he’d hastily arranged to replace John. The big man, more brawn than brain, was visibly nervous as he sat to record how much each person owed for his or her meal. 

When no one lined up, he turned to them. “What, are you not hungry?”
            
“They’re simply not paying for what is already theirs,” Steven told him. “And I don’t blame them.”

“You people don’t understand, do you?” Darius said, turning to them, inspired. “This is not my will. It is the will of the Castle. You have become weak, here in the Cave, and broken. Under Block’s babying, you’ve become fat and lazy. Did any of you come to this place for a hand out? Did any of you come here to wallow in your own filth and beg for food? You’ve lost the spirit and determination to succeed, to win the Game.” There was a murmuring among the people as they began talking about what he was saying. “I don’t want you to not have food. I share in your hunger when there is none,” he lied. “But the Castle has deemed it necessary so that only the best and the brightest, those willing to earn their keep, so to speak, should succeed. The people of the Cave have become fat and lazy, and only through hard work and diligence can we become what we were meant to be. You came here to be champions, did you not? To be reborn?”

Darius had to give himself credit, though he stopped short of patting himself on the back. He wasn’t quite sure where the words were coming from, but they were brilliant and he could see the impact in the people’s eyes. “It is a Game outside the Game, and only those who are successful here, in the Cave, will have the opportunity to participate in the actual Game.” The murmurs grew louder and the people began to understand. Only if they succeeded in surviving would they be given the opportunity to play the Game, and only through the Game could they be reborn. Once he told them, it made perfect sense, and he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it sooner. He wondered why John hadn’t thought of it. The conniving little bastard had seemed to think of everything else.

“You’re a bastard,” Steven told him. “You don’t have any control over who is in the Game and who isn’t, and none of this scheme of yours is the will of the Castle. In fact, it’s just the opposite and you know it.”

Steven was right, of course, but the people didn’t need to know that. How the man knew about his meeting with Jackson irked him, but it wasn’t going to change anything. He’d make changes in the Castle when he got there as well. This was all his, every last stinking bit of rotting flesh…his. He raised his hand high above his head and was tempted to shout ‘Hallelujah!’, but instead told them, “Brothers and sisters, are you going to work for your food? Are you going to strive for greatness for the Castle?”

“Yes,” the cheer came back unanimously.

“Are we not the people of the Cave? We are bound for greatness! That is why we are here!”


There was a roar, and Darius couldn’t believe how easily turned the people were. In a few moments, he’d gone from staring down potential rebellion to convincing the people that they needed to work in order to trade for phony money to pay back phony loans they’d received in order to buy food that was already theirs. He marveled at just how stupid people really were. 

The line formed quickly, and people smiled as they traded their chits for the gruel. The man doing the accounting, who had been nervous and sensing his immediate demise before, was happily collecting them, laughing it up with the people. The band started, and those who weren’t eating danced. It was the biggest party he’d seen in sometime in the Cave, and he was a bit proud of himself. He’d given them purpose other than just winning the Game. He’d given their lives direction.

Darius smiled, looking out over his soon-to-be-productive people. The Castle wouldn’t be happy, but what could they really do about it?

“That was a good move,” Rebecca told him, from just behind him. “Brilliant, even.”

He turned to her, smiling. He knew she’d tried to go back to Steven. He’d heard reports of their conversation. He also knew what was coming now.

“Rebecca, my dear. How are you today?”
“I’m hungry and Mia is hungry,” she said, about to step to the pile of bowls and get a scoop from the cauldron.

Darius stopped her with a hand on the shoulder. “The line is back there. If you’re hungry, you should get in line.”

“I don’t have to get in line,” she told him. “I’m with you.”

“You were with me,” he said, stressing were. “And you could have stayed with me had you not gone crawling back to your husband when he won one more fight. Do you see how long his popularity lasted? The people have already forgotten about him and his pig. I am god here, now and forever.”

“I’m sorry, Darius,” she said, not attempting to lie. “It won’t happen again.”

“No, I don’t think it will, considering I’m not going to let it. Now get out of here before I add you to the pot, and take that thing,” he pointed to Mia, “with you.”

Rebecca turned away, and the complete lack of anger on her face worried Darius for just a moment. There had always been a calculating part of her, a cold, honest woman who would do anything to protect her daughter. He respected that. It was how she stayed so calm about everything that worried him more.

And then he remembered a popular song from before he arrived and singsonged, “I got ninety nine problems but a bitch ain’t one.”

* * *

Steven was alone again, in the shelter he’d constructed for the five of them. He lay back on John’s sleeping bag, trying to put the pieces of the day together and form some plan of action on what to do. That he was coldly and logically plotting the death of not only his wife, but of her daughter, didn’t strike him as the least bit odd. That he wanted the people of the Cave to eat Darius alive from a boiling vat of hot soup didn’t bother him either. These were things that needed to be done, choices he needed to make as John might say. Some people, he thought, just needed killing.

His biggest internal debate, though, was if he cared whether he lived or not after he’d killed Mia. 

It would be simple to go out in the night and dig up the shotgun, then come back in the Cave blasting. No one would challenge him, and the deafening roar of the shotgun would be more than enough, he was sure, to drive back any who might. It would be easy enough to find Rebecca and her daughter, and he could imagine both of them headless courtesy of the .00 buckshot. But he didn’t have enough ammunition to kill everyone, and there wasn’t enough in Jackson’s shack. If he didn’t kill every person in the Cave, they would likely come after him for violating the rules. He didn’t know if he could execute Rebecca and Mia and then escape. 

So the decision came down to whether or not he cared enough to live afterwards. 

There wasn’t anything to live for anymore, he decided. He’d lost his sons, but even then, he’d still had Rebecca. Hope of them escaping together was what had driven him in those early days in the Cave. That hope had slowly eroded until it finally dropped completely off like an ocean side hill in California. There wasn’t any hope anymore, and as long as those who needed killing died, then he really didn’t care if he lived or not.

Once everyone was asleep, he rose and quietly made for the exit to the Cage. Once outside, his head cleared of the rage and anger, and for a few quiet moments he enjoyed the night air, the sound of the waves lapping at the beach, and the dim light from the half moon above. 

He retraced the thirty-seven steps from the corner of the Cage to where the shotgun was buried and dug it up, unwrapped it from the plastic garbage bag, and then made sure it was clean and loaded. He sat in the middle of the Cage, enjoyed a simple meal of MREs, and sipped from a bottle of water, all the while staring at the hundreds of years of graffiti staining the cliff face. It took him a long time to see Amanda, Cassandra, and John’s names on the wall, all freshly etched there, and he wondered how he could have missed them on his weeklong exile to the Cage. It took him several moments to realize that the names weren’t those of people who’d arrived at the island, not in the same sense as someone passing through a truck stop might write that they’d been there along with a date, but a record of the dead. The cave face told a story of everyone who’d ever been killed in the Game. He stood and solemnly nodded to those lost souls, vowing vengeance for them as well, slipped the backpack onto his shoulders, and started back into the Cave, intent on ending Mia’s life.

But he stopped before he made it through the Gate and looked in the opposite direction of where he’d been exploring his last few nights in the Cage. The entire place was still a mystery. He had no idea if it was an island or just an out of way place. He still wanted to know more about the men in the Castle before he died or escaped, and wanted to know more about how the Game was run. It was nothing more than sheer curiosity. What sort of men pitted their fellow men against each other? What sort of men would have an old woman cut off both of her hands and then feed them to her? Worse, what sort of man would condition the old woman to like eating her own hands, to think of it as some glorious step on the path to redemption?

The thoughts of murder and revenge danced logically around with the curiosity of exploration. That he was fantasying about murder, about the look on his wife’s face when he took her daughter’s life, no longer even bothered him. He didn’t even think about it as right or wrong anymore; it was simply something that needed to be done in the most efficient, yet bloodiest, form possible. 

His curiosity got the best of him, though, and he decided that he could put off brutally killing the little mute girl one more night. Instead, he turned down the beach and headed north from the Cage, the opposite direction of where he’d gone previously. He kept the shotgun and backpack in case he ran into someone he shouldn’t.

The mountain never sloped down like it did at the other end of the beach, and it was miles before he found anything besides endlessly perfect beach butted up against a sheer cliff face. Eventually, though, he started seeing signs of human habitation. There were empty beer and soda bottles scattered about, and booted footprints. There was an old cobblestone path along the cliff face, half buried in white sand. After he’d followed it for another half mile, he found it led to a large concrete dock.

He was disappointed, though, when he found there was no boat of any kind, no ship docked there, thought the dock looked big enough to handle a large one, say the size of a cruise liner. There were large roll-off trash containers he recognized from back home. The big dumpsters were hoisted up onto a truck with a hydraulic wench and carried to a landfill, dumped, and returned. They were most common at construction sites where large amounts of debris were likely to be generated. He climbed up on one of the three and saw it was loaded to the rim with garbage from a cruise ship. Recognizing the prize from the Game made him hungry and he quickly found some half-eaten dinner rolls without too much mold as well as an orange. 

The truck for moving the containers was just off to the side of the dock next to a huge fuel tank. Steven scrambled to it, hoping there would be a license plate, a company logo…anything that would help identify where in the world he was. The truck was plain white and dirty, though, and missing all its glass windows. The glove compartment yielded nothing but sand, and there wasn’t a license plate anywhere.

He stood back and chuckled. What did he expect from these people? They hadn’t been doing this for over five hundred years only to slip up and give away some details of their existence in the glove compartment of a garbage truck.

An asphalt road led away from the dock and up a ravine through the canyon. It was lit with street lamps, but he was wary of stepping into the light, less someone see him. He wouldn’t solve the mystery of where the Cave was, though, from the dock, so he carefully began making his way up the winding, one-lane road, sticking close to the rock sides.

He was out of breath and sweating profusely by the time he finally reached the top of the mountain and the road’s end. He kneeled down and used the shotgun to steady himself, working a bottle of water free from the backpack with his other hand. The water was warm, but what water from the Cave wasn’t? Up ahead he saw a small adobe building with a multitude of satellite dishes and weather monitoring equipment. He stuck to the shadows and crept towards it. It reminded him of the famous old Spanish missions in San Antonio, Texas, constructed of white adobe with grand sweeping arches and tall windows. The windows were plate glass and depicted various scenes from the Bible, including the birth and death of Christ. The building was very old, and Steven had no doubt the original tenants of the Game, some five hundred years back, had constructed it. It stood in stark contrast to the multitude of satellite dishes and antennas around it.

The walls inside were packed with electronics that he couldn’t identify, the thousands of blinking lights giving the interior of the room the appearance of a lit Christmas tree. There were dozens of television panels, and on them he could clearly make out the Canyon from many different angles. There were also a few showing the inside of the Cave and the hundreds of sleeping residents. Still staying low, he followed the outline of the building and found the masses of wires and cables leading out and away from the building. There didn’t seem to be anyone inside, but he didn’t want to risk it, so he followed the cables instead. 

Several hundred yards from the buildings, the cables split and ran in multiple directions. He kept following the center mass, and within another hundred yards found steps leading down into the mountain. They led into a series of manmade tunnels that split off in every direction. He picked one randomly and followed it until it ended at a steel door set in the rock. Opening the door and cringing at the ancient sound of steel on steel, he stepped down into one of the skyboxes overlooking the Canyon. There was no one present, but the trashcans were full of beer cans and food containers. The one-way mirrored window offered a perfect view, though, and he could visualize the fights and atrocities below, some prospective fans cheering here in the box while drinking beer and eating popcorn like they were at an MLB game. In the center of the skybox was a camera pointed down, and he guessed that’s what all the cabling was. These cameras all fed back into the main building, and then were broadcast to who knew where.

He explored the entire complex, finding four more skyboxes and then the throne room. He sat in the stone throne, looked directly at the camera, and tried to imagine the man who’d sit there during the Game and decided if an entire village ate or went hungry. What sort of man could sit in that chair and decide if people lived or died in the name of a sporting event? He fantasized about the man being there, right then, and wondered how loud the shotgun would sound in the narrow confines of the stone-walled room. Next to the camera was a simple console with a keyboard attached. Reading from the menu on the main screen, he knew at once what it was. There was a drop-down menu to select a person’s number, a place to select the action, be it kill, rape or self-mutilation, and then more drop-down boxes to select more numbers. Tacked to a bulletin board next to the console were dozens of photos with numbers stamped across the bottom. Everyone had their eyes closed in the pictures as if they were sleeping, and he recognized many of them. There was one of Darius, his wife, John…he picked the one of himself off the board and stared at it. It must have been taken right after they were abducted, he thought, as he was still clean-shaven and his hair had yet to grow into the wild mess it was now. In the waste bin next to the console were dozens more, the man he’d killed in the last Game on top. 

The room next to the control center was larger, open to the air above, and reeked of years old garbage. There was a path big enough to back the big roll-off truck down and it ended at a hole in the ground large enough for the truck to dump its contents. In the hole, a hydraulic ram would push the garbage forward to the steel doors that he was finally seeing from the other side, and into the chute where the citizens of the Cave would pick it up off the ground. Since they never heard the truck, he guessed that the garbage was dumped in advance, and then, if the Game went as they’d wanted, pushed out later. 

In the entire complex he hadn’t found one person, but he knew they had to be somewhere. There had to be people to run the cameras and maintain the fancy electronics. He also suspected spectators were shipped in to watch the Game, considering the amount of garbage in the skyboxes. And that meant there had to be people there to tend to the guests. He figured there had to be at least a dozen men and women somewhere in the area that worked on the Game, and yet the entire complex was deserted. Exiting the complex of tunnels, he found another pathway that ran just beneath and behind the rim of the canyon. It was deeper than the lip of the Canyon like a parapet on a castle. The path led around the canyon, widened where the machine gun posts sat like dutiful prison guards watching over their charges. 

He stopped at the first machine gun nest. The gun was ancient, of a WWII variety, and hadn’t been fired in decades. The barrel was rusted but covered with black spray paint. He tried the action on the gun, but it wouldn’t move, then burst out in laughter when he saw it wasn’t loaded anyway. Their guards, the demon machine guns watching above, not only wouldn’t function if they had to, but didn’t have any ammunition anyway. He wondered if there were any guards watching during the Game. How would any of them know for sure?

The rest of the machine guns were in exactly the same shape, if not worse. The path didn’t look like it had seen use in a long time as sand, blown in from the beach, covered everything. He didn’t think about his footprints in it until he’d made his way all the way around, but by then there wasn’t anything he could do about it. It didn’t matter, though, he thought, because he’d have already killed the girl and died himself by the time his footsteps were discovered. And even if they did find them, what exactly were they going to do about it? 

He left the path and made his way back through the tunnel complex, exiting the place and standing in front of it, trying to figure out where the people where. There had to be another location, somewhere close by, where the spectators would stay while at the island. It would have to wait for another night, he knew, as he saw the sun peeking over the eastern horizon, reminding him he had to get back to the Cave.

* * *

Finding five prone bodies in bright, brand new blue jumpsuits, complete with burlap bags over their heads, in the Cage was the last thing he expected to see on his return. He hurriedly reburied the shotgun and the backpack in the same place and then tiptoed around the drugged men and women and snuck back into the Cave, thinking of what those people were about to go through. He wanted to stop and wake them up, to somehow prepare them, but he knew that at least half of them had asked to come to the Cave willingly and made some sacrifice, be it a loved one, rape, or some insane amount of money, in order to do so. There wouldn’t be any way, now, to tell the innocent from the guilty, and suddenly he knew how those in the Cave had felt when they arrived. How did you trust anyone in a group of newcomers when some of them, at least, were capable of such evil in order to just play the Game?  

There just wasn’t anything he could do about it, and the more he thought about it, the less he realized he wanted to do about it. 

People were already up and about, but no one, at first, noticed him coming out of the tunnel leading from the Cage. He made his way towards the shelter, exhausted and ready to lie down and sleep for a while. Drawing the garbage bag curtain aside, he saw Darius sitting there, waiting for him. 

“Where have you been, Steven?” the big man asked, prowling through the basket of stuff John had collected with chits and not looking up.

“I don’t need to tell you where I’ve been,” he said, trying to hide his panic, wondering if Darius had a clue to what he’d been up to. 

“You weren’t with your wife. I saw her fucking some other three-marker last night. She’s pretty intense when she wants to be,” Darius told  him, trying to get a rise out of him. “I’ve never known a girl to suck a dick as well as her. I mean…how in the hell do you get that high a compression ratio?” Darius chuckled. “You weren’t anywhere in the Cave, actually, and I know because I walked around most of the night looking for you. So, if you weren’t banging you wife and you weren’t in the Cave, where were you?”

“Why were you looking for me?” Steven asked, trying to change the subject. He would not let the man know he had a way out under any circumstances. He’d prefer the man dead, but he could just as well rot in this hellhole for all Steven cared.

“I need you to come work for me. You do need a job, don’t you?”
“I can’t see why I do,” he replied, nearly laughing. Darius was just as batshit insane as his wife.

“You need a job, Steven, in order to be a productive citizen of the Cave. You don’t get to leech off the work of others anymore; you have to pay your own way.”

He couldn’t believe the man had actually convinced himself of his silly speech. “Yeah…I think I’ll do without before I work for you.”

“No, sorry. It doesn’t work that way. See, I’m the boss, and the boss gets to pick and choose who does what. And the boss picks you to work for me.”

He couldn’t imagine what sort of humiliating task Darius might have for him, but he still wasn’t going to play that game with the man. “As I said thanks, but no thanks.”

“Then what do you propose to do to eat? Food is no longer free.”

He wasn’t going to mention that he knew several places on the island where food was, in fact, free. “I’ll manage.”

“You won’t manage. You either contribute work or you contribute to the pot, you know what I mean?”

Steven prepared to back out of the shelter and sprint for the beach and the shotgun buried there if he had to. “I know you think you know what you mean, but you’re insane. I’m not going to get a loan from a mythical bank to buy food, then turn around and work some made-up job in order to pay that loan back. Let me guess, the interest rate is pretty high too, right?”

Darius shrugged. “We have to make it worthwhile for the bank to loan money.”

“You do realize John is dead, right? If there ever was any truth to his tale, the odds of reclaiming that money now, even if you made it out of here, are exactly zero. Zilch. Nada. Your chits are, as they always were, worth nothing, and worth less than nothing now. The people will eventually realize this.”

“They are worth more now,” Darius argued, “because I control how many of them there are.”

“That’s insane.”

“It’s working. People are out there right now, cleaning the Cave, gathering things to trade, and helping each other. You should see the spirit of comrade that’s overtaken this place. You’d be surprised at what people will find to do, even in a place like this, in order to make a living. I’ve turned it from hell into a Utopia. I’ve given people hope.”

“And what are you going to do when the food runs out or if there’s a dry spell between Games? What are you going to do about the crime? What are you going to do when people start stealing in order to eat?”

“Nothing, why should I? It will all work itself out. Stealing is illegal in the Cave, punishable by death. If they steal, they’ll end up in the pot, same as always.”

Darius was clearly delusional, Steven thought, and in that delusion he was dangerous. “Well, I can’t help you. I’m taking another job,” he lied.

“Oh? Where at? With who? I wasn’t aware that there was actually another employer besides me here.”

“It’s a surprise. I’m sure you’ll be proud.”

The big man stood and Steven wondered, again, if he was going to have to run. If he were killed here, he’d never get a chance to strangle Mia in front of her mother. But instead of attacking him, Darius simply walked out of the tent, ignoring him as if he weren’t there and like the conversation had never taken place. 

Steven thought he’d be able to sleep the rest of the day, the night’s excursions weighing heavily on him, but there was no such luck. The alarm for the Game sounded and was followed by a rousing cheer from the residents of the Cave. Steven sighed, wishing once again he’d murdered the little girl and then gotten a nap instead of exploring.

* * *

He watched as the newcomers stumbled in behind the crowd and wondered if they’d had similar conversations as he and his group of five on arrival. Had they accused each other of being responsible for their arrival there, distrusting all? The group was just as varied—there was an Asian couple, the woman crying so hard that Steven thought she’d collapse from the deep heaving, a tall, slender black man who looked as if he had been stripped right out of an NBL team, and two young college-aged girls. Steven wondered which of the girls had betrayed the other, selling her best friend into a life of slavery, which of the Asians had stabbed his or her mate in the back, what price the black man had paid. He didn’t care about the people, and though he knew a few were probably innocent, he was more curious about what evil had been committed in order to fulfill the terms of the Contract.

Jackson pushed through the crowd as the gladiator cartoon played, making his way towards Steven. Steven was suddenly very, very nervous. He wasn’t ready to be busted for escape yet, and he was quickly aware of all the tracks he’d left, the things he’d taken from Jackson’s cabin…the complete mess he’d made while trying to be discreet. 

“Hello Steven,” the man said, smiling. “How have you been?”

“I’ve…what kind of fucking question is that for a place like this?”

“Indeed, it would be an awkward question for one not quite as,” he paused, looking for a word, “resourceful as you are.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Steven said, his heart racing frantically.

“The bit with the pig was sheer brilliance. It’s still quite interesting to see how a little food will change the entire attitude of the Cave, and you played that to the hilt. You went from villain to savior in the span of a week. I told them in the Castle that you deserved better, that you were smart and driven, but they insist that you’re a threat. I might have disagreed with them if I didn’t know what you’d taken from my cabin.”

“What are you talking about?” Steven asked, attempting to fake being incredulous.

“Where is the shotgun, Steven? Something like that could change the entire balance of power here, worse than you’re arrival mate,” he said, pointing to where Darius stood, waving to people as if he were their king. “He’s already messed things up. The swords and other artifacts from the Mary,” he said, referring to the rebuilt wooden ship hanging in the Cave, “that Darius has armed his men with are bad enough. They change the entire attitude of the people who do not have them. The ever-present threat of violence is intolerable.”

“You are kidding, right? The threat of violence is constant here.” 

“In the context of the Game, of course. But the weapons are a game changer, and the shotgun in particular could truly screw up our operation here. And, to be honest, we have a wonderful operation.”

Steven knew there was no point lying to the man. He had to keep him talking while he thought of a way out of the situation. “A wonderful operation? You traffic in people and pain. You bring slaves here and pit them against each other for your entertainment like some sort of modern Colosseum. You kill for pleasure, you rape for fun.” He stopped short of telling him how much he knew about the operation at the top of the Canyon. 

“We perform a service, Steven, both for the people who are brought here as well as those who watch, either from the skyboxes or long distances away on the video feed. We take people who need something in their life, some drastic change, and give them rebirth.”

Steven had already heard the sales pitch and wasn’t impressed. “You have people kill in order to come here. You had my wife murder my sons.”

“Yes, indeed, and that was a unique situation. Your wife is the first person, in our long history, who has ever returned to this place. She is the first who wanted to participate in the Game again, and she paid a dear price for the privilege.”

Steven wanted to kill the man right there. “She murdered my sons. I paid the price.”

“And yet you are here, stronger than the day you arrived, nearly reborn. Steven, if you let it, this Game will set you free. And in your service to the Cave, you help the rest of the world as well.”

“Oh really? How in hell do you help the rest of the world?”

“Those people up there, in the skyboxes,” he said, pointing to the one-way mirrors, “who make the requests and suggestions on the Game…what do you think they’d be doing if they weren’t here? They’d be out murdering and raping. Instead, they get to act out those aggressions here.”

“At the expense of the people of the Cave.”

“Who, if they win five Games, not only leave reborn but well compensated.”
            “I didn’t want to be reborn, and I sure didn’t want to be well compensated. I was happy with my life that you guys took from me. No,” he said, reconsidering, “you didn’t take it from me. You raped it from me.”

“But you will be reborn, Steven, or you will die.”

Steven started to walk away, but Jackson stopped him with a gentle hand on the shoulder. “I take it, then, that you are not going to tell me where the shotgun is? I cannot tell you the trouble it will create. If you think Darius is a monster now, then how do you think he’ll be with the shotgun you,” he paused, again looking for just the right word, “appropriated.”

“If you guys are so upset about Darius, why don’t you do something about him?” Steven asked.

“He was picked, as it were, by the people. We don’t control how the Cave is run. The people, contrary to your belief, Steven, have a choice. They can leave anytime they wish.”

Steven wanted to hit him again but instead managed to fake a laugh. “Really? And that’s what the machine guns and alarms are for? That’s why they run out and murder a girl who dared step out of the Cage?”

“Do you see some controlling authority telling the people to do that, Steven? There is an alarm, yes, but for their own safety. That the people of the Cave choose to punish escape with death is quite their own choosing.”

“That’s bullshit. What about the machine guns up there?”
“Completely inoperable, as I’m sure you already know. There is no one keeping them here. They choose to be here. They choose to live this way.”

“You’re saying you wouldn’t do anything to them if they didn’t carry out their end of the Contract? After you’ve went through the trouble of getting them here?” 

“Their Contract executions, whatever the payment may be, are watched and recorded as well. Once payment is made our requirements are fulfilled.”

“And you’d let someone just walk away? I find that hard to believe.”

“It’s happened before. We do not hunt people down and force them here, Steven. As I’ve said, everything here is the choice of the people who live here. We merely suggest and watch from above.”

“And you kill someone who doesn’t participate in the Game and then reward those who do with garbage.”

“There is abundant food on this island, as you’ve surely seen on the way to and from my cabin. The gate to the Cage isn’t even locked.”

 There was no arguing with the man, and he felt like he was having a flame war on some anonymous message board on the internet. The people in the Castle not only felt they were saving the citizens of the Cave, they thought they were doing the world a favor. They were righteous in their pursuits, and any guilt they might have was completely negated by believing it was the people who made the decisions to live this way. Steven turned away in disgust.

“You will not reconsider the shotgun? As I said, it’s a game changer here that the Castle does not think appropriate.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Steven lied, knowing full well that the lie would not save him as he turned and walked away. None of this had anything to do with avenging his sons and was merely a waste of time.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Jackson said, raising his right fist in the air and then motioning down with his thumb. “I truly am.”

* * *

Darius was literally on cloud nine. His little speech had worked so well he actually had people asking to take out more loans to fund whatever stupid little business idea they had. If Sally wanted to sell seashells by the seashore who was he to get in the way? It had gotten so bad he had two men creating more chits full time and had to use scraps of napkins and paper towels from the garbage hauls to keep track of all the chits. Now that John was dead, he knew they were worthless, if they’d ever been worth anything, but it didn’t matter. While he was here, the system would keep him in charge of the serfs and well fed. When he won, and left the Cave, he’d be a rich man anyway, not needing John’s money.

It was the perfect set up.

That the system was already creating a crime spree didn’t bother him either. People had soon realized they could make multiple trips through the food line as long as they paid. That led to people stealing other people’s chits or belongings in order to trade with Ernie and Max and get more to eat. Darius didn’t care about that either, knowing the ultimate penalty was death, and a person’s death meant meat in the pot which meant more product to sell the idiots to keep them fighting among themselves. If the thieves were caught, they went into the pot, and if they weren’t caught, there was that much more fear in the Cave.

And fear, really, was what kept things going.

He managed to say a few conciliatory words as the first three people were brought forward for execution, and the line of citizens took an agonizing hour to work their way around the three, kicking them to death. There was little left, afterwards, but the remains were carted off by his trusted employees for the pot later.

“And on to the Game!” he screamed to the cheering fans as the gladiator cartoon was replaced by one citizen’s number and the letter A. It took him several seconds to realize that the number was his and everyone in the Canyon was staring at him. 

“Oh,” he said softly, “that’s me. But what the hell does A mean?”

A hundred arms shot up at once, and he realized that he’d made a mistake and underestimated Jackson, along with the people of the Castle. They’d not managed to kill him in a Game, so they were going to do the next best thing. “That has to be a mistake,” he said, hearing the fear in his own voice. “That’s not my number.”

His own men, Block’s former men, began advancing on him, and he backed away. “No, god damn it. I’m the leader. I make the decisions here, not them.” He was scared and shaking, panicking. “You do what I tell you to.”

The men swarmed Darius, and there was no amount of struggling he could do to get free. Six of them hoisted him into the air, carried him to the center of the arena, and then let him flop to the ground. He sat up, looking around wildly. “Traitors…I’m paying you. You can’t do this to me. I run this place!” he screamed. 

Looking up, he saw the glint of steel of one of the cutlasses, a cutlass he’d provided the man. This wasn’t fair and he tried screaming at them, reasoning with them…he tried to threaten the men holding him down, his right arm outstretched at a right angle to his body. They wouldn’t listen, they didn’t care what he said. He watched in horror as the cutlass was raised in the air and then screamed out in agony as it came down, connecting with his arm in the bicep, between the shoulder and the elbow. 

Unfortunately, the man hadn’t bothered sharpening it and it was still dull. It took a half dozen more swings to separate the arm, but Darius had only been conscious for the first three. 
* * *

Steven watched Darius struggle with serious satisfaction. The man had most literally gotten what he deserved and, when he was awake later and eating his own flesh, Steven would enjoy that as well. The only thing that would have made it better would have been if it was his wife instead of Darius. Or her daughter, but her daughter couldn’t be selected. She didn’t have a number. He was unsure of the people’s cheers, though, unable to decide if they were happy the dictator had been taken down a notch or that another Game had been won and the potential for dinner was there.

He didn’t have long to think about it as another set of numbers popped up and he instantly recognized his own next to the letter K. Jackson had struck, he knew, though he wondered how he’d gotten a message up to the people in the Castle. He wondered, as he stepped forward without any signs of hesitation, if he’d agreed to return the shotgun if he’d be in this Game right now.

He raised his arms above his head like a champion and tried to look confident, though he figured that Jackson was arranging someone for him to fight that would have no problems killing him. After his last Game, he had no doubts that whoever it was would be prepared for a rage-filled, lightning quick attack like he’d executed the last time. He’d have to think of something different if he hoped to survive. He pretended to be a gladiator, shouting at the crowd, but inside he felt like a little kid who was afraid to drape his feet over the bed less some monster hauled him away. 

Minutes passed and no one showed. Finally, one of the newcomers, the Asian man, was shoved forward, his sleeve rolled up to his elbow, exposing the fresh tattoo of numbers matching the billboard. The man was scared, confused looking, his eyes darting around so frantically that Steven assumed his wife, like Rebecca, had paid her trip to the Cave with his life. The man’s wife was crying in the sideline, looking pretty authentic, but Steven didn’t buy it, and wondered how good the sales pitch could possibly be to sell your husband into slavery. 

Steven strode to the man and took him by the hand. “I’m really sorry about this.”

“I don’t know where I am,” he pleaded, gasping for breath. “I don’t know what happened to us and I can’t find my asthma medication. Can you help me?”

The man looked at him with pleading eyes, and he finally understood. Jackson hadn’t sent someone he’d be able to kill without issue; he’d sent an innocent for Steven to murder. He’d sent someone that would bond him to the Game…someone he really, truly knew was innocent. He was no better than anyone else on the island, but that didn’t matter to Steven. He already knew that. In fact, once he’d murdered the child, he’d be a million times worse. “No, I can’t help you, but your pain is about to be lessened.”

He hit him hard in the face, busting his lip and knocking out a tooth. The Asian spat it out and screamed, “Why are you doing this? I didn’t do anything to you.”

“I know,” Steven said, hitting him again, “and it isn’t your fault.” He hit him twice more and the man stumbled backwards. “You didn’t do anything wrong and you surely didn’t do anything to me. You are truly innocent in this.” He kicked the screaming man in his side as he tried to crawl away. “I’m glad you’ll never know what your wife did to get you here.” He stomped the man’s gut then and the crying and wheezing Asian’s eyes bulged wide. “Not only are you innocent, your being here, right this very moment, is a signal to me to conform.”

The Asian, surprisingly, managed to turn over and crawl towards his wife, who was being held back. She screamed in agony watching the fight, and Steven was sure, or at least he hoped, that she now regretted her decision to come to this place. “They think that your murder will make me one of them, ruin my innocence, so to speak, but they’re wrong,” he said, kicking the man and once more flipping him over onto his back.

He squatted down on the man’s heaving chest and caressed his hairless cheek. He leaned down and whispered, “This really will hurt you more than it will me. See, I’m past the point of caring. I’ve already sold my soul to the devil.” 

He drove his fingers into the man’s eyes, repeating what seemed to be the easiest way to kill a man on his back, and was genuinely thankful when he finally quit squirming. His wife never quit screaming, though, and he’d remember that scream until the day he died. 





Chapter Thirteen
            
The Marking ceremony was subdued, at least for Steven. There was no clear-cut leader to speak to the masses, and everyone kept looking at him for answers. He didn’t have any, but walked straight to the dais. The knife was there, next to the cauldrons, and he picked it up and cut his own head as best as he could, giving himself four marks. Darius, still unconscious, was dragged forward, and Steven cut his head, returning the favor of the last ceremony, feeling the bone scrape under the dull blade with some satisfaction. 

“You did good, Steven,” Rebecca told him, stepping up to the raised stone platform. “I…I can’t believe you’ve made it to four marks. One more and you can get out of here.”

“I don’t have anything to say to you, Rebecca,” he told her, trying not to be obvious as he looked around for her daughter. This wouldn’t be the best place to kill the little girl, but it would work. Most of the people of the Cave, who were queuing up to eat, would see it. They’d kill him afterwards, but the look of horror on his wife’s face would be well worth it. She wasn’t there, however, and he was sure Rebecca suspected some foul play on his part.

“Steven, we have to get pass this thing between us,” she said. “We have to heal our marriage.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” he asked, aghast. “You think that murdering my children is something to get over like having a fight over paying the bills or something.”

“I can give you more children, Steven, and we have Mia.”

And if she was here, he thought, I’d kill her in front of you. “I don’t have any use for you and your daughter, Rebecca. I don’t have any use for you. You need to leave before I do something we’d both regret.” He couldn’t imagine where she’d be hiding the girl in the Cave. Besides the plastic garbage bag and cardboard walls, there wasn’t exactly a lot of privacy. He supposed she could be hiding in one of the many shelters but didn’t know how to go about searching them to find out.

“She’s your daughter too, Steven,” Rebecca said. She was deadly serious. “Why can’t you love her?”

“You are fucking crazy,” he said, starting to walk away when one of Darius’ men stopped him.

“Hey, boss, what do we do with the haul?”

The man pointed behind him to where workers were hauling in the bounty from the Game. They were piling it up neatly near the cauldrons. The people of the Cave weren’t tearing into it, and many were forming up in a line, wooden chits in hand, to get their evening meal.

“I’m not your boss,” Steven said evenly. “Darius is, as far as I know.”

“But he’s out of it, man, and he’s lost way too much blood. I think we might be eating on him tomorrow night. No, you’re the next in line, man, what with those four marks on your head.” The big Hispanic man in front of him rubbed at his chin. “I gotta be honest here, man. I never thought you’d make it this far, but now that you have, you’ve got my respect. And I’m going to have to remember that eye deal next Game I have. That works good.”

“I don’t really care about your respect, hombre,” Steven said, noticing the unexpected sarcasm in his own voice. He did feel powerful, though. As twisted as Jackson’s sales pitch about the Game was, the man was right. He did feel reborn. He wasn’t afraid of the man standing in front of him, who looked like he’d just walked out of San Quentin Island.

“I didn’t mean any offense,” the man said, looking down in shame. “I…we just need to know what you want to do for the evening dinner.”

Steven couldn’t believe the man was scared of him. How could someone like that fear a skinny account manager who’d never been in a fight in his entire life until he arrived at the Cave? The feeling of power was tempting.

“Where are Darius’ chits?” he asked the man and was directed to the small cubbyhole under the wood and bamboo throne. There were hundreds of them inside, along with other odds and ends that Darius thought important. There was a small pocketknife, a flashlight, as well as a roll of actual hundred dollar bills. He didn’t bother counting the chits but just a cursory glance led him to believe they represented millions of imaginary dollars. He took two handfuls, walked to the ever-burning cooking fire, and tossed them in. The crowd around him gasped and one man even tried to reach in and grab them as they burned up quickly, scorching his hand as a reward.

“That crap is over with,” Steven said defiantly. “How long had you gone, before Darius and John, without having to pay for what you needed? This food isn’t his; it wasn’t Johns. That stuff over there on their table,” he said, pointing to Ernie and Max, who were doing a brisk trade after the Game as people prepared to pay for their evening meal, “that isn’t theirs. All of this is yours, it always has been. Despite whatever sick fucking place this is, you people always took care of each other here, in the Cave. Forget these chits ever happened.”

The people looked at him strangely, unsure as how to react, unsure if this was some sort of trick or not. “But Darius said the people in the Castle…”

Steven cut the man off. “Darius is full of shit. The people in the Castle don’t give a rat’s ass about you people working for imaginary money. All they care about is the Game. Darius lied to you to keep you in line. He liked keeping you under his thumb.”

There was a murmur among the people. Most didn’t believe him. “Look, all of this is bullshit,” he told them. “Living like this, eating the flesh of others…it doesn’t have to be this way. This island has food. There are coconuts, bananas, pigs…all sorts of fish in the ocean. You don’t have to eat each other to live.”

He could hear the word island repeated over and over again as the people talked about what he’d said. He was sure that the vast majority of people didn’t realize they were on an island, much less an island filled with food to eat. “You don’t have to play this Game. There’s nothing the people in the Castle can do to make you kill each other. You are a free people.”

“The machine guns!” someone blurted, and there was a round of ascent. 

“They’re rusted and destroyed. I’ve seen them. The entire operation is fake. You people are the ones that keep yourselves here. You are the only guards in this prison.”

“They’d kill us if we didn’t do as they say,” another said, and dozens more agreed with him.

“How? At best, there are just a few of them here. There are hundreds of you.”

He thought he might be close to swaying them and had a silly fantasy of them all lining up at the dock, waiting for the cruise ship to arrive to offload its garbage. Then they’d all march on, as one, and return home. The Cave and the Game would be forever destroyed. He could very well kill a half of millennia of evil here, this night, in one fell swoop. But before he could prod them anymore, an alarm sounded.

It wasn’t the alarm for the Game, and Steven had heard it only once in his entire time in the Cave, and that was on the day of his arrival. He gasped, imagining one of the newcomers racing out of the Cage’s gate, and took off in a sprint to the tunnel. He couldn’t get into it, though, as it was literally packed with people already pouring through to kill whoever it was who had tried to escape. Steven knew it was one of the newcomers and screamed at the people packed in the tunnel.

“Don’t let them kill her,” he said, suspecting the Asian wife had been the one to bolt. “Don’t let them do it.”

They didn’t hear him and he didn’t know why he cared anyway. The people were more likely than not going to die anyway in this place. At least the woman wouldn’t suffer more than a day or two of agony as the tribe kept her alive to eat slowly, as was the custom. Minutes passed and he still couldn’t push his way through the tunnel when the flow turned and the people started pushing their way back out. He stepped to the side and watched as they brought her out. Her delicate skin was bruised and bloodied, her face a mass of puffy lesions and scrapes. They’d broken her legs, just below the knees, and the bones poked out of her skin. The woman was, thankfully, passed out, but he knew she’d wake up once the cutting began.

“Why did you do that?” he demanded of the people. “Why in the hell would you do something like that?”
He suddenly felt a large hand clamped around the back of his neck, then was shoved roughly up against the stone wall. One-armed Darius leaned into his ear, his breath hot on Steven’s neck. “They did it because she tried to escape. They followed the Rules. And since you’ve been out of the damn Cage, you broke the rules as well. Welcome to the pot, asshole.”

Steven struggled against the man’s choking grip, his hand big enough that even from behind his fingers laced across his throat. Finally he got his feet up to the wall and pushed backwards hard enough to dislodge Darius’ grip on him. Standing and choking as he gasped for air, he stared at Darius.

The man’s arm was tied off in a tourniquet, but blood still flowed freely. A crusty blood trail led from the new mark, courtesy of Steven, down his nose. He looked wild and angry, worse than normal. “These people can follow the Rules, Steven. They know what to do in order to survive.”

“They’re not going to follow you now, Darius,” Steven said. “I’ve set them free.”

Darius turned to one of his men, who stood like a startled rabbit, his face rife with confusion. “What the hell are you looking at? Go start fucking collecting for the evening meal.”

“But he said…”

“I don’t give a shit what he said!” Darius bellowed. “And all you fuckers,” he said, looking at the people who’d stopped what they were doing to watch the confrontation between Darius and Steven, “get back to fucking work if you want to eat tonight.”

Many stood still, staring in disbelief at Steven and Darius. “Did you not fucking hear me? Get the fuck out of here!” His screams were loud enough to kick people into motion. “You see, Steven? I’m still in charge here and these people, if nothing else, obey the guy who makes the Rules, and as long as I’m fucking alive, I make the Rules. Got it?”

“Fuck you, Darius. You’re insane,” he said, but the words carried no strength. One insane man calling another insane meant little. None of this mattered, in the end, and all this was doing was delaying the death of Mia.

“Well, let’s see how insane I am after you spend a week in the Cage. Carry your ass out there and think about your crimes, idiot boy.”

Steven couldn’t help but to laugh as he turned to the tunnel to the Cage. Sure, he though, punish me with freedom. He’d just admitted he’d been all over the island, and Darius, in his pain and delusion, didn’t even realize he’d walked right out of the Cage. Why he hadn’t had him killed on the spot for breaking the rules was pretty obvious. His hold on the Cave was tenuous, at best, enforced mostly by the visage of a bleeding dictator. As angry as he looked, no one had the nerve to stand up to him, but if he killed Steven in front of everyone, that could very well be the proverbial straw.

No, he figured that Darius would come for him in the Cage, at night, while everyone slept. 

Too bad he’s going to die first, Steven thought, as he made his way to the Cage and freedom.

* * *

He sat for a long time in the sand, trying to get his thoughts straight as he waited for the sun to set. He was a mass of mixed emotions, tittering on the brink of going absolutely insane. There were too many influences pulling at him, too many people that needed to die in order for the wrongs to be righted. Something had to be done about Darius and his grip on the people of the Cave, but even if he were killed, Steven wondered, would that change anything? Would the people, if offered freedom, take it for themselves? The Rules were so ingrained in their behavior and day-to-day life, he didn’t think they’d be able to walk away from any of it without actually having won the Game.

That, however, was less important than his primary goal. Rebecca had to be punished, and the only way to do that, to retaliate in kind and exact the sort of vengeance his soul screamed for, was to kill Mia in front of her. It was the clearest thought in his head, the fundamental reason for his existence. It was the only reason he even bothered breathing. The higher implications of freeing those in the Cave were but passing fantasies.

The setting sun had lost its luster, and, for Steven, it was just a sign that nightfall had arrived. His plan was simple. He was going to go in, find the girl, and take her. None of the other issues mattered anymore. The people of the Cave didn’t matter, Darius didn’t matter…none of it did. 

He dug the backpack and shotgun up once again and then returned to the Cage. With the shotgun across his lap, he calmly ate an MRE and sipped at a bottle of water, prepared himself and watched the ocean. In the distance, he could make out lights on the horizon, a ship he thought, and he wondered how close to regular shipping lanes the island was. How could a place like this, so beautiful and at the same time harboring the deadliest of secrets, escape the scrutiny of the world?

The ship didn’t matter in the end either, he thought, as he stood and headed back into the Cave. He didn’t intend on living long enough to see it. There was no guard at the end of the tunnel, and he chastised himself, wondering if there had been those first few days of his first internment in the Cage. Could he have just walked back in and found water at will instead of staying out there on the verge of death by dehydration? There was no guard, and no one saw him enter. The people of the Cave were nothing if not predictable. They would sleep as the sun set, rise with it the next morning. Nothing but the alarm for a Game would rouse them from slumber, but Steven was never the less as quiet as he could be as he made his way through the prone bodies and haphazard shelters. 

Steven suspected that, with him safely isolated out in the Cage, Rebecca and Mia would either be in the original shelter he’d built or with Darius. The big black man slept by himself in the ship, and several of his guards slept on the catwalks leading up. He didn’t really want to have to go up there. Steven turned and made his way to their shelter, not far away, and peaked his head through the curtain. Sure enough, Mia lay next to her mother, Rebecca’s arm draped across her chest, cuddling her much like on those Saturday mornings when Lonnie and Corey would crawl into bed with her to watch cartoons. They looked so peaceful there, so serene. He stepped into the shelter quietly and watched them for a long time, his emotions conflicted.

She woke as if she sensed his presence. There was no fear on her face, no shock at seeing the shotgun. Sleepily she reached out to him. “Come to bed, Steven.”

He stepped over her and smiled warmly. Then he raised the shotgun above his head and brought it down, butt-first, to her head, knocking her out. Mia looked up in panic and alarm as Steven scooped her up, throwing the girl over his shoulder.

“I’d tell you not to scream but that would be a moot—or is that a mute?—point, huh?”

The little girl kicked, hit, and bit him, but he didn’t feel any of it as the adrenaline rushed through his body. He wondered if he should have killed the girl right there, in front of her mother. He imagined himself aiming the shotgun at the girl while holding her mother down with his foot, her face turned so she could see every agonizing detail. That would have worked, but it wouldn’t have been nearly dramatic enough, and the people of the Cave wouldn’t have seen his rendering of his wife’s punishment either. It had to be public, and they had to know why he was doing what he was. Most would anyway, he was sure, as gossip was the main form of entertainment in the Cave, and he was sure most would knew of Rebecca’s Contract. 

The little girl bit his ear, hard, drawing blood, and Steven popped her in the face, making the already flowing tears double. She quit struggling. He nearly tripped over a sleeping person, regained his footing, and then finally made it safely to the tunnel. He paused at the gate in the Cage for just a moment, still hoping that the little girl didn’t have a tracking device. He knew he could be wrong. Just because she didn’t have a tattoo didn’t negate the other. But when he took a deep breath and stepped through, nothing happened. He turned to his right, towards the dock and the weather station, and took off at a light jog.

The lights of the ship he’d seen on the horizon were closer now, and he could make out the silhouette of the huge cruise liner. It was hard to tell in the dark, but he was sure the ship was getting bigger as he watched it, coming closer to the shore. He could imagine the people onboard, partying late into the night as their ship docked at some tiny, unidentified port to off-load garbage. They’d be oblivious to the pain and agony just a few miles from them, ignorant to the evil of the Game. They would never know that the steak they wouldn’t touch because it had been a bit overcooked could go to feed a family for a few days in the Cave. He didn’t want to know, but he did.

The street lamps around the dock were blazing and he could hear the engine of the garbage truck running long before he neared it. He stuck to the cliff wall, trying to stay in shadows as he went. He neared and saw Jackson standing beside the truck, out of his purple robes and in a blue jumpsuit, staring out to sea. He was right about the ship coming in, he thought, carefully juggling the girl so he could make sure there was a live round in the chamber of the Remington. Sure of his weapon, he quit hiding and walked towards the man, the shotgun leveled at him.

Jackson was surprised to see him, to say the least, “Steven…why are you here?”

There wasn’t an accusation in the man’s voice, but a genuine curiosity. “I’m going to your Castle and sounding the alarm for the Game. Then I’m going to, in that nice little video throne room you have, explain to everyone in the Cave how I came to be here and the price I paid for it. Then I’m going to kill this little girl in front of the camera so everyone there, my wife especially, can join me in this place I’m at.” Both men knew that by place he didn’t mean geography. He wanted them to suffer as much as he had.

“I’m afraid that won’t do, Steven. There will be a Game tonight, no doubt. The viewers are already seated and when the Challenger out there docks,” he said, pointing to the cruise ship, “we’ll have the night’s reward as well. Besides spoiling the Game, you killing that little girl on the screen would throw the entire Cave into chaos. They wouldn’t feel safe anymore if they knew one of their own could kidnap someone and then execute them.”

Steven laughed. “Safe? Do you think they feel safe?”

“Of course they do. Now, if you want to kill the girl here, I’ll be more than happy to help…”

Jackson didn’t get a chance to finish. As he was stepping forward, Steven squeezed the trigger. The blast caught the man in the gut and flung him backwards. Mia started struggling again and Steven sat her down, keeping a hold on her clothing as she squirmed.

“I’m not going to be able to do everything I need to do if you keep fighting me like that,” he said as he reared back and hit her in the face as hard as he could. She slumped backwards, knocked out, and Steven scooped her up and threw her in the passenger seat of the running truck. He then took Jackson’s body and laid it over the rails of the truck. 

He’d never driven a truck that large, but managed to grind the gears into first and head up the narrow road towards the weather station, then once there, turned to the Castle. There was a man standing at the loading dock, waving him down, a surprised look on his face. He ran up to the cab and jumped up on the step.

“Hey, Jackson, where’s the…?”

Steven shot him in the face before he got a chance to answer. He got out of the truck, dragging the awakened Mia with him, and made his way into the tunnels. All the lights were on this time and he could hear men and women laughing and joking in one of the skyboxes. There was music playing and he wondered why no one had heard the gunshot. A man in a tuxedo carrying a tray of appetizers stepped out of a doorway, saw Steven, and tried to run. Steven shot him, but was low as he was bringing the shotgun up, and only managed to cut his left leg in two. The man fell to the floor, his tray scattering, and started screaming. 

The laugher stopped and changed to fear and panic. Steven put Mia down in front of him, and pushed her forward like a human shield. He pumped the shotgun, loading a live shell into the chamber, as the door opened and a portly man in an expensive tuxedo stepped out.
“What is going on here?”

From the gold weighing the man’s manicured hand down and the pristine cut of his hair, Steven could only guess that he was one of the spectators, flown in to suggest Games and then watch the result. He shot the man in the gut, and then, as he passed out, kicked him in the face for good measure. The women in the skybox, dressed in expensive eveningwear, screamed when they saw Steven and Mia. 

Another man, thinner but looking enough like the first man he shot to be his son, begged, “Please…we want no problems with you. I can pay you, I can give you what you want.”

“But isn’t this what you want?” Steven asked. “How much do you pay to come here and watch someone die? Is it charged by the act? Is there one fee for rape, another for murder?”

“My father,” he said, pointing to the prone man who still screamed in the hallway. “He paid for it. I did not want to come. I don’t want to see the Game.”

“Sure you didn’t,” Steven said, pulling the trigger again and, along with catching the man in the chest, blowing out the one-way glass. Wind rushed in and kicked up the women’s hair and dresses. One screamed and the other sank to her knees, pleading with him. 

“Jump,” he told them, motioning to the window with his gun. “It’s only a couple stories. You might live.”

The standing woman shook her head no and Steven shot her, forcing her over the windowsill and into the dark Canyon below. “Are you going to jump?”

The other woman nodded, rose to her feet and took off her shoes. She looked back and forth from Steven to Mia a few times before saying, “I’m sorry.”And then she leapt into the night. Steven heard her hit the Canyon floor, and then, moments later, began whimpering. He looked out the window and watched as she tried to crawl with two broken legs, and he couldn’t help but giggle madly.

He turned from the room and kicked the first spectator, who was already bleeding to death, for good measure and then made his way to the throne room where the camera was. He shut and locked the door behind him, and then sat Mia, who was so scared she was petrified, on the throne. She didn’t move an inch, but her eyes were wide and she watched every move Steven made.

The console, which he’d looked at before, was easy enough to operate. He pushed the button that was labeled Game Alarm, and listened with satisfaction as it rang through the Canyon and the Cave. Soon the people, rubbing sleep from their eyes, began filtering out of the small tunnel on the monitors behind the video camera. It pleased him to him to see his wife running around helplessly looking for her daughter. He pushed the button for the live feed and then stood next to the throne. 

“Good evening,” he said, nearly giggling. He sounded like some 1970’s reporter on the nightly news. “I’m sorry to get you up out of bed this late, but they were going to do it anyway. You were going to have another Game tonight so that four people could drink wine and watch two of you kill or rape each other. They may have even wanted someone to cut some part of their body off…I don’t know. It doesn’t matter now. They’re dead. I killed all four of them, along with Jackson, who actually isn’t one of you and works for the Castle.”

He could see Rebecca screaming on the monitor, waving her arms madly, but he couldn’t hear her. 

“Hey, there’s my wife and, as most of you know but failed to tell me, Mia’s mother. Say hi to mommy, Mia,” he said, picking up the girl’s arm and waving it for her. “Most of you also know how I came to be here. My wife, my darling Rebecca,” he waved at her again, “hi, baby…anyway, my wife killed my two sons as payment to come here. I know not all of you made a payment on a Contract for the so-called privilege of coming to the Game, but even you know those who did. You’ve killed and raped, stolen and lied to get here, and for what? So that you can kill and rape here for the entertainment of others. Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not here to judge you. I don’t care what you’ve done to get here, and I certainly don’t care what you’ve done since you’ve been here. I’ve done worse, no doubt.”

He paused, watching their reaction on the monitors. They stared blankly up at the big screen. Only Rebecca struggled to get free of the grip of the men that held her. “No, I don’t care what you’ve done, but I can tell you one thing now. You are free. The people who ran this place are dead.” He didn’t know if Jackson, the one waiter, and the man outside on the ramp for the truck made up the entire staff or not, but he didn’t care. “I’ve killed them as they’d have us kill each other. You no longer have to participate in this Game. There is a ship about to dock just north of the Cage. They will not be able to turn you away if you want to leave.”

Steven watched as the people turned and talked to each other in confusion, “Jackson and John both told me this place, this system of life, was a choice, and I thought them both insane, but they were right. They were absolutely right. You don’t have to live this way. There is no shame in quitting this game and going home. None. 

“Okay, now for my grand finale. I was going to execute this little girl live on the screen so that you could all watch, but now that I think about it, it would be better if you just hear it. See, that’s how I participated in my sons’ death. I heard the two gunshots and then silence. I’ll hear that silence for the rest of my life.”

He went back to the console and turned the video feed off, leaving the audio on.

* * *

The single shotgun blast jolted the people of the Cave as one, sending a collective shiver down their spines. Rebecca dropped to the ground wailing, a mix of anger and agony, sadness and defeat. She beat her fists on the stone floor until the flesh worn stone was maroon with her blood.

“Well, that was interesting,” Darius said in a wavering voice. The blood flow from his arm had never quite quit and he was wavering back and forth from consciousness to oblivion. He too was sad, but not for the same reasons Rebecca or even Steven were. He wasn’t angry anymore, and he knew that at the rate he was losing blood, the next time he passed out he might not wake back up. No, Darius was sad because it didn’t look like he was going to be able to win. If the people in the Castle were dead, then there was no one to run the Game, and if the Game were dead, there would be no winning. 

People shuffled about the Canyon, staring up at the now blackened screen as if waiting for it to give them some instruction. Some wanted to leave the Cave and see if there really was a ship there, but more thought that would be instant death, and no one knew if they could trust each other enough not to eat the person trying to escape. 

“Is there going to be a Game? I’m getting hungry,” someone said.

Rebecca stood and walked to where Darius was wobbling. “Aren’t you going to do something about this?”

The woman was wiping the tears from her eyes, and Darius could see the absolute rage behind them. “What do you want me to do? It’s all over. The Game is done.”

“Bullshit,” she said, taking hold of his amputated arm just above the tourniquet and squeezing hard. He screamed and sank to his knees, but she didn’t let up until her hand was covered in blood.

“What are you doing?” Darius asked, his own tears flowing over his face.

“The show must go on.”

She walked to the opposite side of the Canyon, below the billboard, and used the blood as paint to write her own number on the wall, the letter K, and then that of another woman’s. The other woman stepped forward, hesitant at first, but at a brisker pace as the crowd started cheering.

* * *

Steven watched, knowing he’d set the masses free, expecting a stream of people to rush out of the Canyon, out of the Cave, and to the dock. He was going to meet them there, if not their savior, then a hero anyway, and together they were all going to demand passage on the ship to a safe harbor. There would be more food than they could stand, real food, and not each other, showers, and ultimately, freedom. He had a reason to live now, a sort of redemption to make up for what he’d done in order to survive. Maybe God, if there was a God, would forgive his actions if he helped free the Cave.

When the crowd didn’t move, didn’t race to the tunnels, he was disappointed. When his wife put her number on the wall, the letter K, as a cheap and ready substitution for the board, and the crowd roared, his heart sank. And as he watched his wife lock in mortal combat with another woman, his spirit fell even further. 

“Your mother is verifiably insane, Mia,” he said, turning to the still petrified but quite alive little girl sitting in the throne. “I can’t do anything for these people. I can’t do anything for you but get you out of here.”

There wasn’t any way he could have killed the girl, and somewhere deep inside he’d known that all along. He didn’t even think he could have killed his wife, because somewhere, also hiding deep within his soul, he knew he still loved her. He couldn’t watch her battle on the screen for her life and the life of the Game. He still loved her. He’d always love her.

Mia didn’t struggle this time as he took her by the hand and led her out of the Castle. He expected some resistance, but there was no one around, and he could only assume that if there were more employees of the Castle, they were at whatever other residences there were on the island. He was sure there were some lodgings near an airstrip that the elite spectators stayed at. And he was equally sure there was probably an air plane there, with a pilot. He imagined forcing the man, at the end of the shotgun, to take them to Texas, but he knew that not only would there be issues upon arrival with a hijacked plane, he wouldn’t be able to stay awake the entire trip as exhausted as he was. And if he couldn’t stay awake, the pilot could easily get rid of him and the girl.

Mia was going to the real world, he’d decided. That was the most fitting punishment for his wife. He was going to make sure she had a chance at an actual life.

The ship was the only other option, and he opened the door to the still running truck, and helped Mia in. He turned the big rig around and headed down for the dock where the cruise ship was already docked. Workers were filling up the garbage bins with refuse from the cruise. They looked on in utter shock and surprise at the arrival of Steven and Mia.

He couldn’t blame them. He couldn’t imagine what the two must look like with his scraggly beard, long hair, and both of them covered in dirt and grime.

“Hey…are you all right?” a young man in a crisp uniform asked, rushing to them.

“My little girl and I…we got stranded here while sailing. We’ve been here for weeks…we really need to,” he paused dramatically, looking back towards the direction of the Cage, “we need to get out of here.”

“Where is Jackson?”

“Who’s Jackson?”

“He’s works for Island Waste and usually meets us here to help offload the garbage. It’s all dumped in a big hole at the top of that mountain. Surely you’ve seen him? He would have helped you off the island.”

“No…there isn’t anyone. We found this truck up by the dump and drove it down here when we saw you were coming. I don’t know. Maybe something happened to him. Maybe he fell in that hole?”

The crewmember nodded in agreement. “I always told him working out here alone like that was dangerous. He wrapped his jacket around the girl and began leading her up the stairs. “I’m guessing this young lady can probably use some ice cream and cookies, correct?” 

Steven doubted she even knew what ice cream and cookies were. He started to follow her up the gangway, but paused, again looking toward the Cage.

“Sir…aren’t you coming?”

The missing fifth mark burned on his forehead, and the four that were there felt wholly incomplete.

“I…I just don’t know.”

END
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