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      Today is the day. Today is our turn to run, and if we win, if we finish the maze, we are free. We get out. Today is the day. If I win, I am free.

      I sit on the edge of the lumpy mattress, my bare toes freezing against the concrete. The rooms here are small, just a bed welded to the wall, a sink, and a toilet. It’s exactly how I imagine prison would feel, and yet this is where they house us, the children running the maze. I am one of the older competitors at seventeen, but there are younger, and I don’t understand why they treat us like criminals locked away to sleep in these windowless cells. We are already nervous, and these cold, bleak walls only add to the unease.

      Bending over, I grab a pair of thick gray socks and shove my frozen feet into them before standing up, and my entire body aches with stiffness at the simple movement. The soreness must be from sleeping on the lumpy mattress; otherwise I cannot imagine why else my body feels as if it has been on the losing end of a baseball bat. Stretches help loosen my joints and muscles, so I slowly fall forward, reaching for my toes. The pulling sensation is knives to my hamstrings, but I remain doubled over as I round my back. I breathe through the pain and count down the seconds just to keep my mind from the discomfort, and when I can no longer endure this position, my torso twists into a new one. Stretch after stretch pulls me like taffy, but I only stop when the blood rushing to my brain causes a lightheaded flush.

      Stiffly, I rise back to my full height and shuffle to the cell door. My feet dive into the scuffed combat boots, which forces me to bend over again to knot the laces. The movement is sluggish since I cannot move quickly so early with a stiff body, but there is no rush. The morning alarm wakes this compound each day with incessant clamoring, but the doors do not unlock until fifteen minutes later. Despite lethargic movements, it only takes moments to pull on the standard issue black pants, tank top, boots, and utility jacket. So here I stand, with nothing left to do but wait for release.

      The silence drags on, and then with a blaring alert catapulting through the air, the cell doors click unlocked and slide open. The hallway instantly fills with a horde of teenage girls shuffling toward the main exit ahead. Its wide opening swallows us whole and then spits us out into the sea of herded male bodies, and in a mass of jostled limbs, we make our way to the cafeteria.

      Breakfast is served, and we all file in relative silence into a massive, snaking line by a stack of cracked and worn plastic trays. One by one we drift down to where gray food that matches the gray walls waits unappetizingly for stomachs that have suddenly soured due to its off-putting scent. When I finally arrive to be served, half of it is already gone, and a miserable-looking woman, whose girth is probably equal to at least four children, shovels a lumpy sludge of what I am guessing is porridge onto my tray. I try not to make eye contact with her as I slide over to where a younger woman with pin straight hair and a pinched face hands me a piece of slightly burnt toast. I don’t want to continue down this inedible procession. The bleak meal on my plate has turned my stomach, but the boy behind me shoves my spine with impatience. With little choice, I step forward and settle before a pile of eggs that could pass as vomit. I swallow hard as the server scoops a small spoonful onto my tray. She looks at my disgusted expression and gives me an almost imperceptible look of sympathy, and I’m taken aback by the gentleness in her eyes. She must be new here. No one else has ever looked at me with so much as a single ounce of kindness.

      The boy behind jostles me again, and I leave the woman with the kind eyes and make my way to the last stop where another wretched server hands me a small glass of milk. I don’t want it. I know from experience it’s mixed with tap water to stretch it further, but I have nothing else to drink. Besides, if I refuse, she will strike me for being insolent and ungrateful. They have done it before, slap a child harshly across the face for even the most minor offences, and so I take the cloudy, plastic cup and shuffle away to our table.

      They separate us by gender to sleep, but for everything else we are required to remain with our teams. Upon intake, they divide the entering contestants into groups, and those are who we must run the maze with. My team, my friends. They are all I know in this bleak building, all I am allowed to know. I see other faces, but I couldn’t tell you one other person’s name in this sea of eating children.

      My team is Luka, Jude, Serene, Mimi…. no, not Mimi. Not sure why I thought that name. I don’t know a Mimi. Never have. There are only four to a team. Luka, Jude, Serene, and I.

      I slide in at our table next to Luka. Tall and blond, he is the oldest of our unit at eighteen. He is already hardened to the world despite his young age, the soul that lingers behind his gray eyes mature and bitter. His body is forged steel, strong and angular, and a distinctive scar runs along the back of his head down to his neck. He never divulged how it came to be there, and we never ask.

      It draws my gaze, though, as I settle to a seat on the metal bench beside him. His issued jacket hangs next to him to allow his muscular frame to be on full display, showing the crowd of fully dressed children he is not a contestant to be trifled with. The long, jagged scar adds to his formidability and could only have come from something traumatic, and he wears it with pride like war paint.

      My arm brushes against his bare bicep as I set my tray down, and a jolt of heat runs up my skin to settle in my cheeks. Luka turns his head slightly to catch my eyes and gives me a nod. The movement is small, and to all watching, it is a barely adequate greeting, but the twinkle in his eyes is only for me. They light up at my gaze, and it seems the tension in his body lessens at my arrival. I can’t explain it. I scarcely know this boy, but my heart longs for him. The thought that I have known him for years lodges within my chest, and his presence is the only thing that makes me feel safe. Somehow, he is my closest friend and ally, and while others might say it’s merely my seventeen-year-old heart’s infatuation with a handsome boy, it is not. Something about our connection is deeper than our limited encounters could form in the short time since we met. I know him. I am not sure how, but we are more than strangers.

      Luka turns back to his tray and shovels a monumental bite into his mouth, and the sight makes me want to gag. How he eats this gruel with such enthusiasm I will never understand. A boy of his size needs a large intake of food to sustain his mass, but he devours breakfast as if these gray and greasy eggs are a delicacy. 

      “You can’t show fear,” he whispers, nudging my arm with his elbow. I look at him with surprise. It’s as if he heard my thoughts, and that sense of closeness strikes again. He always seems to read my mind. This boy I met only days ago understands me better than I do myself. 

      “Winning isn’t just about how well we run the maze,” Luka whispers again, moving his lips closer to my ear. “Winning starts here. We can’t exhibit fear… not now… not in the maze. Trust me, people are watching us already. Eat,” he commands, swallowing another big bite, his spine straight and proud. “Everyone hates this food. Everyone is cowering. Eat it all without complaint. It will show them nothing deters us.” At his urging, I grab my fork and plunge it into the porridge, taking a deep breath and straightening my back before I shove it in my mouth. I almost gag at the semi cold slime, but I force my throat to obey my dignity, and I am thankful porridge need not be chewed. I swallow it whole and push a second bite past my tongue before I lose my nerve.

      “You too,” Luka orders, nodding across the table where Jude and Serene sit. Jude has dark brown hair and is small for his age. His wiry frame and lanky limbs hang shriveled against his body. He seems to collapse in on himself before our eyes, a stark contrast to Luka, who consumes every inch of his surrounding space. Jude is terrified, but so are we all, kept here in this base without our families before the race through the maze, only able to leave if we complete the task at hand. This competition is televised for the world to watch. Which of our nation’s youth are smart and fast enough to make it to the end first? He is scared. We are all scared, but he is worse than most.

      And then there is Serene. She is almost my height, with dark skin and short curly hair, and she doesn’t smile. Sometimes I see the ghosts that haunt her hovering behind her eyes. They must be the reason her lips are always drawn in such harsh lines, but she never acknowledges them. She keeps her mind closed, private to only herself. She isn’t much older than I am - I don’t think - but she acts like our mother. Here in this place, I am thankful for it, though. Serene may not smile, but she is kind, and her comforting touches, while fleeting, and protective coddling both comforts me in the absence of my mother and makes me miss her more.

      I am the last and the youngest of our team at seventeen, but not by much. One look at me, and one would see I wasn’t young. My curves are too mature as is the harshness of my mind, and with my olive skin, long, dark hair, and light eyes, I am a combination of my teammates. The common denominator.

      The four of us are all we know. Looking out over the crowd of teams mass exiting the dining hall after our depressingly lackluster meal, I am surprised at how there could be so many of us, yet I have never seen that towering redhead, or that extremely young boy, or even those triplets. But in the end, it doesn’t matter. I need my team to win, and getting to know the other competitors won’t help our success.
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        * * *

      

      Group by sullen group, we exit the cafeteria and filter down the hallways until they dump us into a massive concrete hangar. The vaulted ceiling creates a cavernous room, barren save for the rows upon rows of old and rusted folding chairs. They are lined up with uniform precision, filling every inch of this uninviting space.

      Most of the teams vie for seats at the rear, and our first instinct is to claim those coveted spots before the rest do, but before we can move to them, Luka places a broad palm on the small of my back and nudges me forward. Serene seizes Jude by his jacket as we separate from our group, halting him in his tracks with a gag as his collar constricts his throat, and she follows our lead, dragging a poor confused Jude through the jostling crowd behind us. As we make our way toward the front, Luka’s hand burns a hole in my skin, but I ignore the warmth his fingers spread through me, or at least attempt to. Instead, I concentrate on emulating his demeanor, on being unwaverable in this quivering sea. He pushes us forward in a power play, a way to declare to all that we are the team to beat, just as his actions at breakfast demonstrated. By his fearless attitude, one would assume he has run the maze before. Those are the rules, you are only released once you win, but I know Luka hasn’t competed before. It’s his first time; it’s my whole team’s first time, but I find myself wondering who in this room has the upper hand? Who has already run this and knows what to expect?

      A few rows from the front, Luka gestures to the chairs, and Serene corrals Jude into the row. Once they sit, he guides me to a seat, and as he settles beside me, I become acutely aware of the sudden absence of his warm palm on my back. My skin is only vacant his touch for a moment before Serene grasps Jude’s hand and then reaches over to seize mine. She clutches me, her grip strong, and I am not sure if it is for her own comfort or mine. I’m thankful for the contact regardless of her intentions though, and my fingers slide through hers like a key in its lock.

      It takes long and silent minutes for all the teams to find seats, the shuffling of feet and the scrap of metal chair legs against concrete the only sounds. I use the uneasy waiting to observe my surroundings since they have never allowed us in this section of the building before. At the front of the hangar sits a solitary microphone flanked by a row of folding tables and chairs. The space offers no other distractions, so I turn my curious scrutiny to the sullen faces painted across my competitors. At breakfast, everyone was too occupied with the sickening task of eating the food in the allotted time to pay attention to anyone else, but here with nothing to do but sit in uncomfortable patience, I carefully study my opponents as I cling to Serene’s fingers.

      I am once again struck by the realization that not a single one looks familiar. Some children wear features that are plain and forgettable, but some stand out with striking uniqueness. I don’t know how I haven’t seen them before. Like the teenager who is well over six feet tall. Luka is a larger competitor, and yet he is dwarfed by this lanky boy. A girl a few rows down from me has a large birthmark that covers the right side of her neck. All the girls sleep in the same quarters, so how have I never passed her? I would remember such a distinct mark. As I continue to scan, a flicker of recognition sprouts in my brain. A few seats away sits a teen, and while her teammates are strangers to me, her I recognize. I saw her this morning as she exited the cell adjacent to mine. Half of the blonde hair on her skull is shaved, giving her a harshness that matches the determined set of her jaw. The shaved section sports a jagged scar, and I wonder if her shorn locks is to allow her skin to heal uninterrupted or to show she fears nothing, not even that which harms her own flesh.

      “Welcome,” a male voice echoes through the hangar, and I jerk in my seat, my startled head snapping to attention. A thick man in a suit stretched taut over broad shoulders stands before the microphone, hair cropped close to his scalp, body chiseled in a way only steroids can achieve. At his booming word, the folding tables behind him fill with men and women dressed in ill-fitting pantsuits, their arms lugging black briefcases. 

      I can’t imagine the sight of this gargantuan man would comfort our parents. He looks like the kind of man mothers steer their young daughters away from, and I am thankful only the race is televised. I don’t want my mother, wherever she is, to see him with his leering stare and penetrating eyes. His gaze drifts over the crowd, lighting briefly on me like a ghost’s cold fingers, and I shudder at the knot it forms in my belly. The shiver causes my shoulder to bump Luka. His head shifts toward me with barely any motion, but I refuse to look at him even though his beautiful eyes burn my skin. I don’t need him to witness the disgust rippling through me. I don’t want anyone to see it.

      “Today is the day!” the man booms into the microphone as the men and women behind him set the cases on the tables. “Today the teams in this room will run the maze, the winners released into the world as heroes, worshipped by all who watch. And mark my words, the nation is watching! Today will prove which of our youths are the most athletic and intelligent. The maze houses many obstacles. Obstacles that will require teamwork and problem solving, great feats of strength and speed, but I have faith in today’s competitors. One team sitting in this hangar will come together to beat the odds and claim the coveted title of winner. They will be our nation’s best and brightest; children who will command the attention of the leading schools and businesses in our fine country. Not only is fame waiting across the finish line, but your future, a future filled with promise and success. We look forward to meeting this incredible team… the entire world does!” He pauses with a perverse smile on his lips as if he expects us to cheer, but we all sit frozen in silence, the knowledge that only one group gets to leave gnawing at our guts. It’s impossible to share his enthusiasm when all but four of us will have to return to these gray walls, lumpy beds, and disgusting meals.

      “Now for the rules,” he continues when he realizes we intend no reply. “The maze is circular and three-dimensional, with all paths converging on the end at its center. Each team will be released from gates around its circumference and run a different race with various obstacles to overcome, but each group has the same distance to travel and an equal number of problems to solve. The maze is equipped with three hundred and sixty degree cameras that will track your every move as you navigate the competition. We will edit these live streams as you progress for mainstream consumption, but if someone chooses to observe a specific team, they can log into our online webcams and follow you throughout. There are no blind spots, so remember the world is watching at all times. Give them a show worth tuning in to, a reason to worship you!” He smiles with an enthusiastic gesture meant to garner a battle cry of triumph, but once again his words are met with silence’s lackluster response. 

      “Now.” He gestures to the men and women seated at the tables flanking him, disappointment at our lack of participation clear in the pinch of his brow. “You will come up team by team to the next available attendant. They will check you in and assign gate numbers as well as insert a tracking device into your forearm. There is nothing to worry about; they are solely for monitoring your progress and for your protection in the event of an emergency. They are also biodegradable and will dissolve and pass harmlessly through your system shortly after the race’s conclusion. So without further to do, row one if you please,” he concludes, stepping backward and extending his arm toward the waiting attendants. The unlucky competitors unfortunate enough to be the last to find seats hesitantly stand and shuffle to the front of the hangar. With each group’s completion, they are sent down the hall behind the tables, and another group is motioned onward until it is our turn. 

      We step out into the aisle, and Luka ushers us forward. We are directed to a table manned by an official looking woman in a tan pantsuit, and she angles a tablet toward us with bored proficiency.

      “Place your thumb on the designated box until the scanner flashes,” she says, matter-of-factly, and Luka steps forward and presses his thumb against the screen.

      “Arm,” the woman demands when it signals its completion. Luka extends his forearm to her, and with an ease that only comes from practice, she seizes a massive metal syringe and plunges it into his soft flesh. Luka doesn’t flinch as the needle rips through his skin, and with a loud click of the trigger, she withdraws it from him. She tilts the tablet to face her and then gives him a once over as he wipes a small trickle of blood from the entry point.

      “You’re live,” she says, staring expectantly as he falls back into line. Luka nods his head at Jude, who shuffles forward like a beaten dog, cowering before his aggressor. He scans his thumb quickly and extends his arm, a visible tremble affecting his extremities. Undeterred by his shaking, the woman punches the needle through his skin, but unlike Luka, Jude flinches in obvious pain. The moment the syringe slides from his forearm, Jude retreats to the safety of the group, not waiting for confirmation that his tracker has gone live. Serene rubs his shoulder blades comfortingly as he settles next to her, and then with a deep breath, she steps to the table to register.

      When it is finally my turn, I place my thumb on the screen. Its rhythmic flash signals my acceptance, and I extend my arm as the sacrificial lamb and brace for the pain. The woman wastes no time injecting me with the tracker, and I take care not to show my discomfort as the massive metal needle punctures my flesh. It is over in a heartbeat though, leaving a dull bruising echo, and as with the others, she tilts the tablet back to herself to verify mine is online. She nods slightly in affirmation, and I return to stand among our ranks.

      “Your team will enter through gate eight,” she says, glancing up quickly. She has resisted lifting her sight to meet us this entire time, and not having anything but us to occupy her gaze seems to annoy her. But just as she is about to dismissively look down to her tablet in preparation for her next victims, her brow furrows. Her eyes flick up, staring at me and only me, and then gripping her tablet with a clenched fist, she furiously begins navigating unseen menus. A few silent moments pass, her fingers tapping glass the only sound. Her eyes scour the screen, and suddenly she must find something of interest. With a glance back to me filled with unnerving scrutiny, her hand lifts into the air like a student asking a teacher for a bathroom break. It hangs with stubborn persistence until the man in the suit notices. His bulky body struts over and hovers above her small frame as her finger jabs at something we cannot see. The woman then turns her head to whisper in his ear. I strain to catch her secretive words, but she is a master at concealing her voice. From the muted conference, I only make out ‘eight’, or at least a word that sounds similar to it. Eight has no meaning to me besides our gate number, so I peer intently at her, hoping to capture another snippet of conversation, but her lips barely move, making it impossible for me to even read them.

      After a minute, the man looks up at me with his leering gaze and then straightens to his full height. I want to shrink under his glare, to reach down and zip up my jacket to hide my body, but I remain still as he appraises me. After a tense moment, he breaks eye contact and turns down to the woman.

      “It shouldn’t be a problem,” he says and stalks off down the line of tables to the next attendant who requires his attention. I exhale a relieved breath, and Luka’s pinky finger gently hooks around mine in solidarity. 

      “Gate eight,” the woman finally continues, gesturing to the walkway behind her. “Go through that exit and make a right. At the end of a hall, a shuttle is waiting. Gate eight is on the opposite side of the maze, and once all the teams have registered, it will take you there.”

      Luka nods in understanding and herds us toward the exit. Our path forces us to walk past the man in the suit, and as I stride before him, I feel his crooked smile directed at me. Luka must notice it too, for with a large step, he pulls up beside me. His head turns defiantly on the lecherous offender, and with an icy menace that seems too harsh for a boy his age, he plants his palm on my back and angles his torso to block me from view. I peer up at Luka in relief, my skin crawling as if the man’s gaze physically caressed my body.

      “Keep walking,” Luka commands as I open my mouth to thank him. He pushes me forward harshly, all the while angling himself as my shield. “Don’t give him the satisfaction of saying anything. Just walk,” he whispers, and I obey without question, continuing toward the exit, refusing a sideways glance even though I know the man in the suit is following my every move.

      Once out of sight, Luka drops his hand, and we make our way down a lengthy corridor, flanked by the other teams destined for the opposite sides of the maze. After a good five minutes, we round a bend and come face to face with the transport. It is a long, tarnished silver tube, rust and dents peppering it like a Picasso. The panels of welded metal that form its body are in different stages of decomposition, as if it has never left the track, its only maintenance a hasty patchwork done in the darkness of this tunnel. 

      A young man stands by the shuttle’s yawning door, and despite watching our approach, he does not meet any of the contestant’s gazes. After the suit-clad hulk, though, I am thankful he won’t look at me as we file past and claim four seats next to the windows. They open to nothing but the dark concrete tunnel ahead, and I’m suddenly claustrophobic, like a bullet about to be expelled from a barrel. I want to ask Luka or Serene to switch spots with me. I know I can’t ask Jude. Having to witness the shaft walls careen by might be more than he can bear at the moment. 

      “It’s the best seat to have,” Luka whispers to me as if he knows what I’m thinking, and I wonder how he does that, always seems to know how I feel. “There is no one to your left, so you don’t have to look out the window; all you have to do is look toward us.”

      I nod. He makes a valid point, and my back settles against the glass, my eyes ignoring the wall of concrete inches from me as we wait to be delivered to our gates.
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      Boxed in on all sides by metal and concrete, fear clogs our throats, rendering conversation impossible. Time crawls at a torturously slow pace, yet the transport fills to bulging capacity with rapid waves of this pulsating crowd. I sit welded to the hard surface with my hands clutching each other for dear life, forced to either stare out the window at the gray walls or watch the solemn children flooding by. I can’t bear to look at the bleakness only inches from my nose, its cracked facade mocking my sanity, so I opt for studying the seemingly endless sea of identically dressed competitors. They are an unending wave of sameness; all clothed in the black uniform that hangs on my frame, yet their faces mark a stark contrast from each other, from myself.

      Two red-haired girls pass my seat, and my anxiety-riddled brain cannot help but fixate on the fact that while both are considered redheads, their different coloring rips a chasm between them. The taller girl’s hair shines with an orange tint, all fire and bold brightness, while the second’s deep crimson is luscious and dark. She is beautiful, a magnet for the boys’ appreciative eyes. All except for Luka, who stares straight ahead, stoically paying no mind to our competitors.

      The boarding crowd surges on, and they blend together in a seething mass until two identical blondes dominate my vision. My mouth gapes slightly, and my brain instantly electrifies with the overwhelming belief that my eyes must be playing tricks. Identic in every respect, their features are mimicked so exactly that even their mannerisms are carbon copies of one another. The way they move and shift through the throng is eerie, each a duplicate shadow of the other. I wonder if having your twin compete on the same team is an advantage, or if their likeness of body and thought will only hinder the group.

      My questioning thoughts die as they continue toward the open seats at the back of the transport. The first sister breaks from the crowd and turns left to sit with a group of three while her twin shuffles onwards until I lose sight of her in the swarm. They aren’t on the same team? Realization shocks me, and my mind instantly conjures their parents. How difficult will it be for them to watch the race, not knowing which team to cheer on? No matter their choice, they will have to pray for one daughter’s triumph and the other’s defeat.

      A nagging thought worms its way into my muddled brain as I stare at the spot where I lost sight of the second twin. When the first girl broke from her sister, neither of them spared a single glance at the other, instead moving to their own destination as if they didn’t know the other was there. Surely, twins would have exchanged a look upon parting, a small glimmer of solidarity and luck among bonded sisters, but these identical teens appeared to be unaware of the other’s existence. Observing them, one would think they were complete and utter strangers if it weren’t for the fact that they are replicas.

      My thoughts ground to a sudden halt as the seat beneath me shudders. I whip my head around just in time to see the doors slide shut with a resolute and confining click. The hiss of releasing breaks rises through the floor, and the shuttle lurches forward, careless of the children who have yet to find seats.

      The gray concrete outside the windows blurs as we pick up speed, and within moments, the transport is flying through the dimly lit tunnel at a neck-breaking pace. The air falls silent as we careen over the tracks; most of us anxious to arrive at our gates while praying we never make it. Yet a half hour later we are still racing through the tunnels, the transport showing no signs of stopping.

      I turn to Luka, and after a moment he seems to feel my gaze on his skin. He twists his neck slightly, meeting my eyes, and I can see my concern mirrored on his face. How vast is this maze that after a half an hour the shuttle is still hurtling into the darkness? How far do they expect us to run?

      The deeper into the concrete we travel, the more restless the tone of the crowd becomes. I am not the only one to notice the size of this tunnel, and some of the competitors push themselves to their feet despite the racing speed of the floor beneath them. They crane their necks forward, as if by sheer force of will they will see our destination, but the darkness is all-consuming, a suffocating blanket covering us all.

      A broad hand on my thigh brings my attention back to Luka, and I can see by his expression he thinks I should stop gaping at the crowd. I don’t know how a man of so few years has such intense discipline, but I’m thankful for his focus. Without it, our team would fray at the edges.

      It is at least another fifteen minutes before the brakes finally squeal into effect, and the transport slowly grinds to a halt. The doors slide open, and we are herded out like cattle. I cling to Luka’s arm as we elbow our way through the crowd while my free hand tangles with Serene’s. I drag her behind me, my fingers choking hers, desperate not to lose her, as I am sure she is doing with Jude.

      Minutes fly by as we cram our sea of bodies through the shuttle’s exits and onto the unadorned concrete platform. Armed guards stand ahead of us at the fork in the tunnels, and hanging above them are two signs. One points left for gates one through eight, the other right for nine through sixteen. As Luka hauls us toward the leftmost tunnel, my eyes snag on the guards’ frigid forms. My gaze lingers on their rifles, and I cannot think of a reasonable explanation for why men guarding teenagers would need such punishing weapons. I am no expert, but it is obvious the guns gripped tight with white knuckles would punch a hole through our flesh with deadly force.

      The crowd behind me pushes onward relentlessly, forcing me forward into the left tunnel, and I lose sight of the menacing guards in a matter of seconds. Swallowing the uneasy bile rising in my throat, I clutch Luka and Serene, letting the wave of competitors carry me around the first bend in the corridor. A few minutes pass, footsteps of thirty-two teens the only sound echoing off the walls, and suddenly a gate looms ahead. The giant cracked and rusting Eight above the small alcove in the tunnel’s wall is our signal that my team has reached our destination. Angling our bodies, the four of us push diagonally through the masses, and by the time we burst from the pack, they have forced us past our gate. We backpedal and enter the alcove as the rest of the contestants continue their stampede.

      A harsh, plain woman waits for us in the shadows’ recesses. Her hair is slicked back so tight it pulls her sallow skin with unsettling tautness, and she looks as if she hasn’t seen the sun in years. She grips a clipboard, checking something off with bored efficiency, and not once does she look up, not even as we stumble heavy footed into place. Her taut lips refuse to speak, and the five of us hover in utter silence for what feels like an eternal wait.

      “You are to stand abreast on that line until the gate opens,” she says suddenly in a pinched voice, still not bothering to visually acknowledge us. “All participants are entering from different gates, but each team has the same distance to travel to the finish. Once the gates open, you will run through the maze using your athleticism and intelligence to navigate. The team that accomplishes the task first will be crowned the winners and released from the game.”

      She leaves without making eye contact once or even wishing us luck as the red digits of the clock above the gate tick the long minutes down.

      It reaches 5 seconds. 

      “Good luck,” I whisper. 

      3… 2… 1…
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      Luka is first out the gate, but I am hard on his heels. Jude reluctantly bolts behind me with Serene bringing up the tail. We are spit out into the pale and towering maze. Its desolate concrete walls dominate the horizon like drab and oppressive giants. The floor is worn and dirty, as if it has seen decades of children carelessly vaulting over its pavement. The air above the impossibly tall barricades is almost as bleak as the dingy and all-consuming concrete, and wariness tickles the back of my mind like that elusive fly who darts against your skin but never remains long enough to be vanquished.

      Collectively we slow our pace as we are vomited into this grayness. Contrary to our assumption, there is nothing maze-like to this entrance. A single empty path stretches before us in a lengthy downward slope before it rounds a corner and disappears behind chipped walls. Massive slabs rise in the distance, impressive and menacing, assuring us that this journey we have set our feet to is not confined to the earth alone but will defy nature and gravity.

      Luka surveys our path and looks at me with slightly raised eyebrows. His confusion is meant for me alone, and I am the only one who witnesses his subtle facial movements. I meet his eyes and shrug, knowing without words he feels the same as I. This entrance feels off. It is not a maze, but a descending straight track. Where are the clues? The puzzles we must solve to progress through the challenges?

      When it is clear I have nothing more to offer, Luka juts a hand toward me, halting inches from my hip as if he means to guide me without the intimacy of his comforting touch.

      “We should get moving,” he says with a bravado I am sure he does not possess. “We need to find our first clue… outsmart the others.” He launches into a jog, spurring us forward by his sheer determination, and as Jude and Serene catch up, I study their faces for any sign that they are alert to the absent challenges. They seem oblivious to everything except their nerves, and I am unsure if that is a blessing or a curse. Only time will tell, and so I pick up my speed and settle comfortably beside Luka.

      We run easily down the long decline, and when we reach the curve, I am drowning in a sea of gray claustrophobia. The walls loom ever higher as we careen around the bend, and the sight of never-ending bleakness renders me dizzy and disoriented. Panic blooms in my gut like a carnivorous plant at the thought of what this overwhelmingly consuming sameness will do to our sense of direction when we are finally removed from a straightforward path and thrust upon choice driven crossroads.

      So when we round the left hooking bend, I am almost thankful to find another stretch of barren walkway that eventually curves to the right, absent any twists and complicated turns. I am disoriented despite our obvious route and cannot tell if it is because of the walls or my growing discomfort.

      “Hey.” Luka’s fingers catch the soft crook of my elbow, and the warmth of his skin and gravel of his tone ground me. I realize I am running frantically ahead of the group, and I allow him to rein me in. Luka tucks me into his side, and his broad shoulder brushes mine as he leans down slightly.

      “You need to keep your head,” he chastises low into my ear. “Jude and Serene are terrified and won’t be much help, at least not at the moment. You are all I got.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Don’t be sorry,” he cuts me off. “Just have my back. You know I’ve got all of yours, but I need someone to have mine.”

      “Always,” I promise, and some of the disorienting panic fades. Luka needs me. He trusts me to help our team achieve victory, and I can’t let him down.

      Luka smiles slightly and releases my elbow, but not before his thumb brushes almost imperceptibly over my skin.

      “We should slow down.” He steps away from me, even though our pace has already reduced. “From the looks of the towers ahead, we will need to climb to reach the center. Don’t want to expend all our energy here.”

      Jude and Serene look relieved at his words, as if they believe Luka knows exactly what to expect from this domineering construction, but I am not convinced. I understand him, even if I do not know him. He is concerned and confused. This is not what we were expecting and suddenly plunging headlong into the unknown seems like a trap.
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        * * *

      

      Our pace slows significantly as our legs weary from treading the hard surface. We have yet to find any clues, puzzles, or challenges which is a puzzle in and of itself. I am not sure how long we have been walking. There is no sun overhead to herald the time of day. At first I had assumed this maze was outside, but the artificial immobility of the lackluster lighting convinced me we are trapped in a dome of sorts; its vast ceiling invisible in its sky-like camouflage. It makes sense, all things considered. We are on camera. Somewhere hidden in these slabs of concrete are cameras tracking our every move like rats in an experimental labyrinth. They do not want anyone escaping out of bounds. What would their precious viewers think of unviewable rogue children? Better to keep their terror confined.

      “The walls are closing in on us.” Jude breaks my reverie, and I jerk to high alert. I half expect our concrete cage to be hurtling in to flatten us, but nothing but drab sameness meets my sight. Jude’s eyes twitch back and forth like trapped prey, and I twist behind me to see the path we have discarded in our journey.

      “I wasn’t sure at first, but I think you are right,” Luka says. “It’s subtle, but the walkway is slowly getting more narrow.”

      “What does that mean?” Serene asks.

      “Hopefully, that the real maze is about to start,” I say. “Straight corridors don’t exactly test us. Makes for boring television.”

      “I hope so,” Serene says with a slight sigh of complaint. “My feet are killing me from all this walking, and we haven’t even gotten to the hard parts.”

      “I’m sure we will get there soon.” Luka places an encouraging hand on Serene’s shoulder. “This walk is probably just to throw us off. Give us something we don’t expect and tire us out. Make the game more interesting.”

      Make it more interesting or evil? That’s my real question, but I keep my lips clenched shut like a doll forced to live with a perpetual smile despite the truth behind the mask. Who knows who is listening? Who is watching? I do not want to throw rocks at the hornets’ nest… not yet at least.

      As we resume our silence, I am no longer oblivious to the narrowing walls, and their claustrophobia is all I can see. Slowly, our steps draw our group into a tighter cluster, and I am forced to walk shoulder to shoulder with Luka in the lead while Jude and Serene crowd our backs. The walkway is not so narrow that we have to huddle like rabbits in a burrow, but rather, the closer the corridor encroaches, the more our skin revolts at the idea of scraping over the rough walls. The less space it provides, the further into a pack we collect as if the concrete will burn us alive if we even so much as brush it.

      A groaning interrupts the silence, and the sound of stone grinding gears shatters the air. Deep within the maze something shifts, and despite our wildly searching eyes, the eruption seems to come from nowhere. I flick my gaze to Luka as the shuddering of machinery vibrates the passage with such force, my chest rumbles like a death rattle. His eyes hold mine, and I search for strength in them, but I only find the same concern flooding his irises I know is drowning mine.

      An ear-splitting grating explodes from the section behind us, and all four of us jerk and duck collectively like a well-choreographed dance.

      “The wall!” Serene blurts, but I already see it. The corridor at our backs is moving, its massive slabs corralling us like cattle. Instinctively, I pick up my pace, reaching behind me to grasp Serene’s searching fingers. She clutches my hand with an iron fist and together we push onward, an impenetrable attack closing in on us. The rumble of the gears is deafening. It blots out every other noise, consuming our ears, invading our minds. Jude has lifted his palms to his ears. I want to mimic him, to block the pain of the overwhelming sound from my head, but Serene’s clutch imprisons my hands, unbreakable claws digging into my flesh.

      Luka is screaming something unintelligible but gives up after unsuccessful seconds in favor of gesturing behind us. The wall is closing in faster, on a collision course with our spines. I think I curse at the sight. I’m not sure; all I know is that a concrete slab of that magnitude should not be barreling down upon us with the speed of a manic train.

      My legs kick into full gear, and my hand tightens around Serene’s as I haul her after me. The pace is breathless. My lungs sear red hot like an iron poker is stabbing them, but I do not stop. Serene stumbles, her fumble nearly wrenching her from my grasp, but Jude is atop her in a second, propelling her forward. The mechanical roaring drowns out the slapping of our feet against the ground, as if to convince us we are not moving, but I can feel the impact jarring my knees, straining my ankles.

      We round a corner, and the maze abruptly comes to a dead end. Panic bubbles in my chest, crushing my heart with its deadly fingers. In a matter of seconds, we will be crushed between the wall at our backs and the concrete at our fronts. Tears prick my eyes with sudden ferocity. I don’t mean to cry, but my body’s response to the horror of death is a visceral explosion. 

      Suddenly Luka’s chest barrels into my shoulder, and I almost collapse, but his arms seize my waist and half carry my flailing body until my feet are once again firmly on the ground. He gestures wildly as he herds me toward the side of the corridor, and I see it. Our salvation. An opening.

      I yank Serene from behind me and catapult her viciously for the gap. Her shoulder scrapes the concrete as she barrels through, but I don’t care. I shove her relentlessly as I charge after her. Jude explodes through the gateway next, and Luka is last, barely making it through before the wall groans a defeated roar and slows its chase. The grinding of gears fades and after a minute, the maze is utterly silent except for the ringing in our ears.

      For a moment no one moves; our voices locked behind the dam of panic in our throats. The absence of the machinery’s purr seems louder than its cacophony was. The section we just vacated has vanished, overgrown with new solid walls. It barred the way back; the maze demands our onward movement.

      “That could have killed us!” Jude blurts into the silence. “What is wrong with these people?”

      Luka erupts in hysterical laughter at Jude’s outburst and doubles over as he heaves for breath. His rigid fingers grip his knees, supporting his shaking torso, but the rest of us just stare at him with ever widening eyes.

      “This isn’t funny,” Jude panics.

      “No.” Luka stands up and wipes his eyes. “No, it is not. Their commitment to the testing process is impressive, although I guess that’s to be expected on a show this popular.” He takes in Jude’s and Serene’s cheeks, blotchy with concern, and shifts closer to me. “It’s all a game,” he reassures them as he holds my gaze, and I’m not sure if he’s telling them or asking me for confirmation. “But still we need to keep our eyes open. No slacking, even if the maze seems too easy. Remember, this is all for good television.”

      But the word television is cut off by sudden and deafening screaming. Not joyous, not playful, not even battle cries, but the kind four youths would scream if they were burning alive.
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      The sound does not cease, but continues in long and agonizing wails. Tears spring uncontrollably to my eyes at the tortured voices, the horrible death cries of children. They carry over the concrete, echoing off the concealed dome above in terrifying pulses, as if the victims are watching their own flesh peel and blister from their bones in slow motion.

      We cannot see where the screams are coming from, nevertheless we are frozen where we stand. Jude covers his ears as if his fingers will blot out the noise, but nothing can drown out the torture rattling in our skulls. The color drains from our faces until we are pale ghosts haunting this corridor. What on earth could be happening? This is a competition, a test of our abilities. We are supposed to be safe, aren’t we?

      Luka seems to hear my thoughts. “Maybe the closing wall malfunctioned.” His gaze shifts uncomfortably to the blocked path we just catapulted through. 

      “Or they set fire to them on purpose,” I say in a barely audible whisper. I don’t know what possesses me to say it, but the terror in my gut is threatening to heave itself past my lips, and my tears won’t stop.

      Luka studies my face for a moment with a hollow expression, and I’m not sure if it’s shock that I could utter such words or shock that I’m right that turns his already pale skin almost translucent.

      “Let’s go.” He grabs my wrist, and we take off running again even though the screams still linger thick in the air, but they have now been joined by a faint smell of sickening smoke like cooking flesh burned beyond recognition. A sobbing Serene pulls Jude by the front of his shirt to force him to keep up. If she hadn’t, his feet would have stuck to the cement where he stood until he became part of its framework.

      The screaming children is the first sign that the maze we were told we would enter is a lie. This is not a competition; this is a trap. The second clue is that there aren’t any. Isn’t that how they explained it? What they promised our parents, not that I remember that conversation? They called it a game to test the brilliance and the athleticism of today’s youth. Which children of our era are smart enough to unravel the mysteries and clues of the maze? But there aren’t any clues. Just countless left and right turns of pale towering concrete, endless running in circles until my lungs hurt and my feet ache.

      But we have to run. We don’t get to leave unless we run, unless we win. So we follow Luka as if he knows the way out, but we are merely blind rats leading each other. 

      “I can’t!” Serene collapses to her knees in a sobbing heap and curls against the towering wall. “I can’t breathe,” and she isn’t exaggerating. Her chest heaves and jerks, desperate to pull air into her faltering lungs. The rest of us skid to a halt, and I bolt back to where she quivers with hyperventilation.

      “Serene?”

      “I can’t,” she repeats. “You’re too fast,” but her words come out garbled as she cries. I know her refusal to run has nothing to do with the burning exhaustion in her lungs from Luka’s demanding pace, but from the lingering smoke and acrid air we cannot escape. I’m not sure how long we have been barreling through the twists and turns. It seems we should have escaped the horrors by now, but we haven’t; the oxygen is still thick and vile. Even though the air has fallen quiet, I still hear their anguish echoing through my mind.

      “Serene,” Luka says between panting breaths. “We have to keep moving. Can you walk at least?” She shakes her head, and fat tears roll off her beautiful copper skin and into her lap. Luka looks to me for help, but seeing her tears has rekindled mine. Struggling to keep up with Luka’s pace kept the terror at bay, but standing still has brought the panic rushing back tenfold.

      “Come on, Serene,” Luka says softly as he bends over. He scoops her up in his powerful arms and sets her on her feet beside him. He folds her into his chest with a solid bicep wrapped around her shoulders and pulls her slowly down the path. Serene’s face burrows into his jacket as he guides her, and it takes all of his strength to keep her from collapsing.

      I watch them walk together in their desperate embrace for a few seconds before my gaze turns to Jude. His sunken eyes are void of emotion, fear shutting him down. He does not possess the fortitude to pull himself out of this immobilizing haze, and so I shove my own self pity down like acidic bile and step to him.

      “We’re gonna be okay.” I extend my hand and let it hover inches from his. I could just grab him, but I hope that coaxing him to move will help resurrect him from his trance. Like a creature of the undead, Jude’s head twists to look at my waiting palm. He stares for a moment as if confused by its meaning, and then he grips me with a weak hold. “We’ll stick together.” I pull him close and interlace my fingers with his. “We will be all right.” I hope it is the truth. Please let this be the truth. And with hands fused together like soldered metal, we catch up to Luka and Serene.

      Before long, our path tilts down a slight decline, and the maze itself lifts before us, a three-dimensional death trap. The walls to our left and right are the same solidly smooth slabs we have grown accustomed to, but a climb rises ahead to deter any further progress. It is a wide cylinder shape that extends stories high, but the concrete is not smooth like the rest of the structure. It is constructed from stacked circular blocks, a manufactured vertebrate hemmed in by impossibly tall barriers. There is no way to go but up, but the base of the climb seems relatively easy. The stone segments are almost as large as Luka, more than enough for solid footholds, yet an ominous feeling drips into my chest.

      “Wait,” I say as Luka’s fingers grip a generous handhold, and he recoils from the formation at my plea.

      “What’s wrong?” He surveys the architecture for danger he missed.

      “It’s too easy.” I sidle up beside him. “The climb… it’s too easy.”

      Luka’s sight shifts from me to the concrete and then back. “Free climbing is never easy. It may look like the path is well defined, but trust me, when we get high enough that a fall will kill us, our muscles will burn. There will be no rest up there. One slip, and we are dead.”

      “I know.” I place my palm on his bicep, his skin hot to the touch even under his jacket. “I can’t explain it. It just feels too…”

      Darkness explodes around us, cutting off my words. We freeze in our blindness, and Serene sucks in a breath behind me. For a moment we hover, unable to move in the blackness, when a slight click disrupts the silence, and pale emergency lights flicker to life. Their soft glow barely illuminates the maze, their reach only bright enough to see a few paces at a time.

      “It’s too easy,” Luka repeats my warning into the artificial night.

      My gaze finds his, my grip tightening around his arm. “They want us to climb in the dark.”
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      “I don’t feel safe climbing this in the dark,” comes Serene’s disembodied voice. “The emergency lighting is barely bright enough for us to see the ground. What happens when we’re hundreds of feet in the air?”

      “It’s like they want us to fall,” I whisper.

      “Why would you say that?” The panic is sharp in Jude’s voice, and I can feel Luka’s disapproving eyes on my skin.

      “I don’t know,” I breathe, almost as an apology. “Why make us climb in the dark? Trust me, someone will slip while climbing this. The dark will ensure it.” I look at Luka’s chastising face in the pale, eerie light. “This part of the maze will kill a contestant before it is over.”

      “Stop.” Luka and Serene silence me with their unison command.

      “Just stop.” Luka steps to the imposing structure barring our path. “We are not going to die.”

      “We won’t,” I agree, stepping back from the blocks to disappear into the enveloping shadows, “because we won’t climb it.”

      “But we’ve got to,” Serene says without conviction.

      “They have to turn the lights on, eventually. When they do, then we climb.”

      “We’ll fall behind if we wait,” Luka says, but it’s not an argument, simply an observation of our standings.

      “Better last than dead.”

      “What if they refuse to turn on the lights until all the teams climb?” Jude directs his question at me as if I have the answers his terror so desperately craves.

      “We’ll make that decision when that time comes, but I have a feeling they won’t leave the lights off forever. Children falling unexpectedly in the dark will only hold its appeal for so long. Eventually, the audience will want to see our broken bodies splatter on the pavement.” This time no one reprimands my cynicism.

      “We vote then,” Luka says. “Wait it out and fall behind? Or climb in the dark?”

      I am not surprised by the unanimous decision.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes open of their own volition, waking me from an uneasy slumber. My spine screams in agony, the unforgiving concrete a harsh bed beneath my exhausted bones. For a moment I gasp, unable to move, the pain gnawing at my body like flesh-eating bacteria, and my lungs suck in breaths as if the air might cool the burning in my muscles. It takes me a minute before I can successfully peel my back from the maze wall, and as the fog of sleep drains from my mind, a nagging in my brain whispers that it was not the torture in my vertebrae that woke me. No, it was something inside me that blared its warning alarm, something I cannot put my finger on.

      I glance at Luka’s still sleeping form beside me. His large frame leans against the wall as does mine, and there is an indent in his jacket from where my head had rested in slumber. Serene sleeps against his opposite shoulder, and Jude snores lightly, his head cradled in her lap. After voting to wait the darkness out, Luka had suggested we try to sleep. We had gone hours without food or water. Combined with exhaustion, this climb would undoubtedly end in tragedy, even in ideal conditions, and so he argued that some rest would go a long way in giving us a fighting chance in the challenge to come. The ground was a punishing resting place, but fatigue consumed us, delivering us to our nightmares with urgent haste.

      I try to stand, but my muscles spasm, and I tip back against the wall with a slap of flesh against stone. I survey the darkness, searching for the disruption to my sleep, but there is nothing. The maze is silent. No odor drifts through my nostrils. No vibrations disturb the concrete. All is peaceful, yet my heart races. It thunders like a wild stampede, like animals careening through my chest, and I cannot shake the inkling that my body knows what my mind and senses cannot perceive.

      For anxious moments, I wait for the proverbial hell to break loose, but my anxiety goes unrewarded. With a frustrated sigh, my head begins its descent to Luka’s inviting shoulder, and just as my ear collides with the soft fabric of his jacket, I hear it - the whir and click of machinery deep within the belly of this concrete beast.

      My heart doubles its erratic panic, and I bolt upright. I am on my feet in a second, my palms pressing against the wall. The vibrations are slight, the teetering before the plunge, but they are there, my skin bouncing against their rumbling. The maze groans an awakening moan, and the tremors spike in intensity. This is what woke me. I knew this was coming. The maze is getting ready to shift, just as it did in that first hallway earlier. My eyes tilt heavenward to where our climb disappears into the blackness, to where children cling to jagged edges on their course’s version of this impasse. They are readying to unlock their gears, preparing to alter their appearances, and with bile racing up my throat, I know that it will not be the walls shifting this time. My hand flies to my mouth, and I shuffle further back from the cylindrical structure. I don’t want to be right. I can’t be right, but with a colossal grinding of heavy machinery, the maze shifts, and the screams begin.
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      “What was that?” Jude wakes with a start, his head leaping from Serene’s lap just as her knees jerk in shock. The maze shudders again, and Jude’s eyes zero in on my hovering form. “What is that?”

      But I can’t answer. I merely stand there, a leaf trembling in the wind. My limbs shake, and terror weaves a constricting web throughout my brain. I meet Jude’s gaze, fighting back tears as both he and Serene scramble to their feet. A groan of gears punctuates the darkness, and far above our heads, a panicked scream unleashes its fear. I flinch at the sound, my whole body recoiling from the horror, and my eyelids blink their losing battle with the tears escaping their stronghold.

      The distant cries wake Luka, and he is on his feet in a second, showing none of the signs of an aching body that the rest of us exhibited after sleeping on the concrete. It’s as if the boy was bred from steel, genetically engineered for adversity, and he is standing in front of me before I can even release the breath choking my throat.

      His broad palms cup my jaw, and he looks deep into my watery eyes. I can barely make out his features in this dim light, but I don’t need to see to feel the horror washing over his skin. His disgust is tangible. Almost as if by instinct, he crushes me to his chest, and my face burrows into the fabric of his shirt as if I could disappear inside him and hide from the genocide above. 

      Another scream hurtles through the air as yet another teen falls in this synthetic night, and I jerk so hard against Luka, my back twinges. The sore muscles ignite at the movement. The sharp pain rips a gasp from my lips that is muffled by Luka gripping me further into his body. His chest heaves beneath my clenched fingers, and I can tell by the rigidness of his frame caging me to him that his shock and concern has blinded him to how tightly he grips me.

      “Stop!” Jude screams into the blackness. “You’re killing them!” But the maze ignores his plea and unleashes another grind of metal against stone. “Stop! Please stop! Why are you doing this?”

      “Jude?” Serene’s voice carries the same alarm as his, and I peek between the folds of Luka’s jacket to watch her clutch Jude by the shoulders with desperate fingers.

      “Why are you doing this? Why are you killing them?”

      Jude is hysterical, inconsolable with fear as Serene tries frantically to pull him from his mind’s precipice. Luka shifts his body toward the panicked cacophony and removes a heavy arm from my back, his other forearm still cementing me to his chest. He seizes our teammates in one powerful swipe and draws them into the safety of his encompassing embrace. I shift sideways to make room as we four collide, and within seconds, my arm intertwines with Serene’s as if our limbs are suffocating vines. Our bodies cluster together, skin pressed against skin, dread mingling with our collective breaths, and another death scream rains above our heads. There is nothing we can do to stop the carnage, but if we allow hysterics a foothold in our souls, it will get us killed.

      “Jude!” I yell over the mechanic hum. “Jude, look at me.” I shift in Luka’s embrace and yank my arms free. My hands slap over Jude’s ears so he can’t hear, and I weld them to his head, forcing his gaze to mine. “Don’t listen. Just look at me.”

      I can barely see him through my own tears, but he obeys. His erratic trembles lessen, and I press my palms harder against his ears as if I am trying to crack a stubborn nut.

      Serene forces her body tighter against Jude’s, and Luka’s arms trap the three of us. I am crushed against his chest, and I’m thankful for this boy’s strength as yet another contestant falls from the shifting maze. I don’t want to listen to their panicked deaths. I don’t want to hear their bodies splatter against the stone, but I can’t move my hands from Jude’s ears, and so I lean against Luka, sobbing with uncontrollable fear and anger. We remain plastered together, a solitary unit in the darkness. For how long, I do not know? All I know is that the climb above our heads continues its deadly rotation, and that some of the children from the other teams will never see light again.
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        * * *

      

      There is no oblivion of sleep to return to. Its emptiness refuses to reclaim us as its ignorant victims, and the hours of darkness press onward to an orchestra of machinery and death. By the time the screams cease, we are nothing but hollow shells peering out of bloodshot eyes, and I have gone numb. I can no longer feel my extremities, and the organ in my chest feels as if it has shriveled within the walls of my constricting ribs. Despite the silence, interrupted only by the occasional grinding of gears and stone, I still hear their cries. The contestants’ deaths ring on a loop in my brain, and I would be sick if it weren’t for the clawing hunger in my belly. I have nothing to sacrifice to my nausea, yet I heave small gasps whenever the shrieks in my head overwhelm me.

      A click disrupts the constant hum that has plagued the air, and collectively we flinch, preparing to endure the sickening terror of what this maze intends to subject us to next, but we are suddenly plunged into pitch black as the feeble emergency lights extinguish. Before our panic can rear its vile head further in our chests, a second click snaps in the quiet, and the lights flicker back to life, blinding us with their brilliance.

      My pupils recoil from the harsh assault, and I rub my eyes to alleviate the jarring pain. With a groan, I separate from our huddled pack and stand to unsteady feet, fingers clutching Luka’s shoulders for support. My spine screams in fire and brimstone at having spent the past few hours seated on the concrete, and as I shuffle toward the climb, I wonder if I will ever walk normally again.

      The maze hums with machinery, and far above my head, the blocks of the rising structure collapse in on itself, forming a new path to the top. I wonder if there is a pattern to the shifting, but a darkness in the back of my mind whispers it is random. No matter how long we stand here on the ground and track the movement, the labyrinth will never reveal its secrets, and we will have to climb with no warning as to when our footholds will be wrenched from beneath us.

      “We need to get out of here,” Serene says behind me, and I twist to see her limping with stiff muscles.

      “I think the only way out is forward,” I say. “There is no way back or over the walls. They want us to finish the race.”

      “What is this?” Serene breathes with ragged emotions as she settles beside me. “Why are they doing this? What about our parents? How could they have allowed us to participate in this…” she pauses, searching for the right word, “murder? What kind of sick bastards put children in a death trap?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer, and it’s the truth. My exhausted brain cannot fathom a reason for the torture we are being subjected to in the name of entertainment. I cannot imagine people watching this and not burning with outrage. I can’t imagine my mother sitting before the viewing screens, eager to cheer my progress and witnessing this atrocity. My mother. I try desperately to recall her features, but my exhaustion and terror are blurring her face, and before she can materialize in my mind, Serene interrupts my thoughts.

      “We have parents… right?” She questions her own statement with pinched eyebrows. “They cannot be okay with watching this. What about the government? How is this allowed?”

      “Serene.” Luka rests a heavy palm on her shoulder with comforting pressure. “We can’t think about that now. We need to get out of here. That’s our only concern. We survive this maze, and then we worry about what is happening. We can’t go back; that hallway was sealed off, and these walls are too smooth and high to scale. Our only option is up, and right now, our only goal is to stay alive.”

      “So we have to climb this moving section?” Jude asks.

      “It’s the only way forward. Our only way out.”

      “Will you try to catch me if I fall?” Jude’s eyes meet Luka’s. His question almost causes me to convulse in sobs, but I bite my lip with painful force to keep them at bay.

      “Of course.” Luka’s voice does not waiver. His strength is confident and sure, and it seeps into Jude, visibly reassuring the boy. Jude nods his thanks and turns to the climb. His fists grip the protruding stone, and he is the first to begin this treacherous incline. Serene follows once he is a few feet off the ground, but I hover back beside Luka. His invulnerability never ceases to amaze me. He is the rock this team is built upon, and I know if it were not for his unwavering courage, we would be lost. I glance at his profile and study the strong set of his jaw, and realize without this boy, I would be lost.

      We stand together in silence for a moment and stare at Jude and Serene growing smaller as their limbs carry them heavenward. Just as I am about to follow them, Luka’s hand snakes out and envelopes mine. His grip tightens, fingers clinging to me as if he is afraid. He does not meet my eyes, his sight remaining stoically ahead, but there is no mistaking the desperation in his hold. He clutches me as if he is trying to absorb any strength I have to offer, and with heartbreaking clarity, I understand. This brave, beautiful boy is as terrified as the rest of us; only he refuses to let panic consume him. He is forcing himself to be fearless so we don’t have to, but in these small moments with me, the girl he barely knows, he is silently asking for support, for someone to give him what he selflessly gives to us.

      Without thinking, I lift his knuckles to my lips and press a reassuring kiss to his skin to tell him I am here, that I understand. He responds with a tightening of his hold, and I squeeze back with all the strength my smaller hand has before we release each other. Together we step toward the climb, and with his palm pressed against my waist, Luka pushes me up.

      “Listen for the machinery,” he says with a tender warning. “Watch for movement. I won’t let you fall.”
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        * * *

      

      It only takes moments for my muscles to start burning, their fibers seeming to fray and peel apart within my skin, and now as we hover far above the ground, the determination fueling my limbs begins to dampen. Sweat pours down my back and chest, and I desperately want to remove this jacket, but to do so would require me to release my hold on the concrete protrusions. One misstep, and I could plummet to a brutal death, and so I leave the heavy fabric to cling to my flesh like the groping of unwanted hands.

      Contrary to my soaked skin, my mouth is parched with dehydration. The artificial light has distorted any sense of time I had, but forced to guess, I would say we have been trapped in this race for roughly twelve hours now. No one in this maze has had anything to drink since breakfast, and while I know that the human body can survive approximately three days without water, these conditions are brutal. How long before our own bodies begin to kill us rather than the labyrinth? At least this climb hasn’t shifted since we started our ascent. I suppose that is a small mercy among the chaos.

      Both Jude and Serene come to an unexpected halt above, and their lack of movement pulls me from the depressing whirlwind dragging at every corner of my mind.

      “We okay up there?” Luka calls from below me, his voice a ragged echo.

      “I need a minute,” comes Jude’s reply. His words escape him in breathless pants, revealing how winded the thin boy is. “I just need a break.”

      “That’s okay,” Luka reassures. “Not too long, though, all right? I don’t want this thing to start moving while we are still climbing.”

      I lean my head against the rough structure and heave a deep breath, thankful for the small respite. Rustling comes from below and continues until Luka’s body settles beside mine. My forehead twists against the cement just enough to peer at him, and he flashes me a quick smile. It vanishes from his beautiful face in a heartbeat, though, replaced by concern.

      “You doing okay?” He shifts closer and presses a palm to my clammy forehead.

      “I’m too hot,” I answer, shaking my head.

      “Come here.” He pulls his fingers from my skin and slips his arm under my jacket to clutch my waist. “I got you. Take it off.”

      The angle is difficult, crushed between his solid chest and the unyielding concrete, but eventually I wriggle out of the fabric’s constricting hold. Awkwardly, I move the clothing to my hips and tie the jacket’s arms in a double knot. The air hits my skin in blessed coolness, and I sigh weakly. My forehead falls back to the vertical structure, and I suck in breaths as the steaming sweat slowly evaporates. Luka remains welded to me as my body cools, and when the lightness in my head finally settles, I shift my face to his.

      His lips are dangerously close to mine, and my breath catches at the sight of this beautiful boy clutching me to his chest. A flash of yearning rips through me, a longing that I had met Luka in a different place at a different time. His heart is too pure for this wicked and deceptive game.

      “Do you want help taking yours off?” I ask as my head lolls against his shoulder where I am vaguely aware of flesh brushing against me and not fabric. He flashes a smile and bends his arm holding onto the cement to get my attention. His skin is bare, and I realize he must have removed the jacket while still on the ground before climbing after us.

      “Sorry,” he says, lowering his cheek until it presses against my head. “I should have told you all to take them off before we started. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s all right,” I whisper and look above me. My mouth opens to tell Jude and Serene to help each other remove their jackets, but they have already beaten me to it.

      “Feeling any better?” Luka asks against my hair, his words rumbling through his chest to vibrate my back.

      “I think so…” but a grating groan beneath our fingers drowns my words. Luka and I exchange a panicked look, and then he is shoving me, his fingernails digging into the soft skin at my waist.

      “Go!” Urgency travels from his voice to his demanding palms at my spine, but the warning is unnecessary. Adrenaline floods my system, granting me the strength I don’t have, and I’m already moving. The excruciating burn of exertion returns to my muscles in seconds, but the dread festering in my gut like a rampant infection goads me heavenward. I race toward Jude and Serene as if there is safety in numbers upon this treachery, and in my panicked ascent, my clutching hands fail to consider the obvious convenience of the generous protrusion they just seized hold of. 

      “Look out!” Serene’s voice is wild and breathless, and my gaze instantly shoots up to meet her wide eyes peering down. She is standing on a short ledge, but that is all I see of the girl before a blast of air pummels my face. I sputter at the assault and duck to escape the wind when the entire section shifts. With horrifying clarity, I watch the block that Jude and Serene cling to jut out over my head and rotate ninety degrees, the corner punching the space my face occupied seconds ago as it rearranges its shape.

      Luka’s voice rages below, but I am deafened by the sound of machinery and my own manic heartbeat. I watch as if I am no longer in my body as the climb twists on an invisible axis, my generous handhold instantly clear to me as a divider between moving sections. If Serene had not called to me, if my face had not taken the brunt of that mechanic wind, a mass of ruthless concrete would have decapitated me, my blood raining down to bathe Luka’s blond locks in sticky crimson. 

      Suddenly broad hands are on my hips, pulling my frozen body away from the shifting block. It continues its rotation as I’m drawn down from the grinding danger and to a firm, comforting chest. Without warning, the rotating cube above us grinds to a halt, Serene and Jude hidden from view by its sudden restructuring. The stillness barely settles before an ominous moan purrs beneath our fingers.

      “Climb!” Luka’s demand pierces my ears and electrocutes my brain, and we are moving before the echo of his voice has the chance to die against the looming walls. He shoves me, surges against my back to force me to the now sedentary block above, and just as my toes leave its safety for the next section, the wall clicks. Panic splits my brain like an axe upon firewood, and I shove my hand down to Luka out of sheer instinct. The movement is involuntary, my muscles reacting to what my other senses cannot perceive, but as Luka flies through the air, his powerful thighs launching him toward the concrete I cling to, the section below shudders and falls. 

      A scream rips from my throat as I watch the foothold Luka vacated seconds ago plummet at least fifteen feet before wrenching to a bone jarring halt. Catapulting without an anchor, Luka crashes into the cement beside me, his fingers clawing for purchase. My extended arm wraps around his neck and heaves him to me just as he loses his footing. His large frame slides down, but I roar a panicked rage and lock him in the prison of my hold. His jaw slams my chest as he slips, and I hear the harsh clash of teeth as he slows.

      A groan escapes my clenched lips as I pull, and slowly Luka regains his foothold. His cheeks flush scarlet as my arm cuts off his breath, but I refuse to loosen my body’s noose on his neck. He is gasping, or perhaps that is me, but eventually he comes to a solid halt and retracts his head from my iron grip.

      “I’m okay.” His voice rattles as he breathes. “Thank you.” My throat is so dry I can barely swallow, let alone croak out a terrified response, so I just nod. I don’t trust my voice, anyway. I’m afraid if I speak, I’ll collapse in panic, and panic is dangerous at these heights. I will not allow them to turn my broken body into entertainment for the sick bastards of this world.

      “Jude? Serene?” Luka bellows their names.

      “Alive!” comes Serene’s muffled response from around the corner. “We are next to the barrier, but if we go up a little higher, we can climb over it. The rest of the maze seems to be on the other side.”

      “Come on.” Luka nudges me. “Let’s move before this thing does.” I nod and reach a hand toward a generous ledge to my right, but Luka grabs the back of my shirt and pulls me to his side. He nods heavenward before I can ask why he stopped me from joining the others.

      “The less time we spend up here, the better. Get off this, then regroup,” he says as he begins his ascent. “Serene?” His octave increases as he screams around the corner.

      “What?”

      “Don’t worry about finding us. Just climb. Get off this.”

      “Already doing that!” The sarcasm in her voice brings a smile to my lips.

      We resume our silent climb, but the pain wracking my body is a violent thunderstorm that cannot be muffled. The cramping spasms lock my muscles within the prison of my skin. How much longer before they are confined, the freedom to use them denied at the most perilous of times?

      “You know, those greasy eggs they served us sound really good right about now,” I blurt, my feeble conversation a desperate attempt to bury thoughts of my inflamed muscles in the depths of my mind. Luka casts a quick look at me before reaching to his next handhold, and I see understanding in his features. He knows what my words are meant for.

      “Or the bland concoction they claim is milk,” he says through heavy breaths. “I always thought milk was too fresh and flavorful, anyway. Tap water definitely makes it better if you ask me.”

      I can’t help the laugh that escapes me.

      “I’m sure they will have plenty of greasy eg…”

      “Luka!” I silence him as my fingers vibrate against the stone. “It’s going to move,” and the maze groans its agreement.

      “The barrier!” Luka angles to the left where a sheer and immense wall protrudes from the cylindrical vertebrae of this climb. “Its top is flat. We can use it to cross over for our descent.”

      I follow his path, but we make it only a few handholds before the section below clicks. My body tenses with frigid panic, preparing to be cast to the distant ground or flung aside like an unwanted cigarette butt, but as if by some good fortune, the cement begins to rotate left. Our destination closes in, and with rushed movements, Luka and I position ourselves to jump to the barrier before the centrifugal force smashes us to a bloody pulp against the divider this spinning block is disappearing into.

      “Ready?” Luka’s words are barely audible above the machinery so I pat his back in affirmation. “One,” he screams, his dry throat producing raw speech. “Two… three!”

      We launch ourselves in perfect unison. My arms scrape against the edge as I seize hold of the top, and my ribs slam into the corner with breathtaking force. I want to cry, the sharp pain in my chest is so intense, but with everything left within me, I pull. My shaking limbs haul me to safety, and when I can finally sit and rest, tears flood my eyes in uncontrollable waves. I can barely feel my muscles. I don’t know how I’ll climb down this infernal contraption. I wonder if falling to my death would really be all that horrific a way to exit this life.

      A yelp of panic pulls me from my macabre rabbit hole, and I am on my feet quicker than I thought was possible. Jude and Serene have twisted into view, but the maze is rotating faster. When Luka and I jumped to this ledge, the speed was of little consequence, but now? This velocity will liquefy them on impact.

      “Jump!” I scream with outstretched arms. “You have to jump. We’ll catch you.”

      “It’s moving too fast,” Luka whispers in my ear as he mimics my stance.

      “We’ll catch them!” We have come too far. We are not dying on this monstrosity of shifting building blocks.

      “Get ready, guys!” Luka barely finishes his sentence before Jude and Serene are hurtling through the air. Serene slams into the ledge first, and I hear the breath exit her lungs at the harsh impact. Luka’s broad hands are on her in an instant, stabilizing her, but Jude’s angle is all wrong. He careens toward me with alarm scarring his features. His chest smashes into the barrier, fingertips hardly gripping the edge. His pale knuckles slip from their hold as if in slow motion, and I dive for him even slower. I will never reach him in time.

      And then my hand is around his wrist, my fist grinding him to a jarring halt. I cry out as my shoulder threatens to give way under the strain, my bones nearly wrenching from their sockets, but despite my grip, Jude continues to slip lower. With horrifying nausea, I realize that I cannot save him, and that there are only two choices. I hold him, and we both plummet to an agonizing death. Or I let go. If my fingers stay locked, two lives are sacrificed to this televised altar. If I unhinge my grasp, we only lose one.

      “Help me!” I’m sobbing, fear rushing out of my mouth like a violent sickness. “Luka!” I should let go. I can’t let go. I don’t want to die. Mother, I am sorry you have to watch this.

      I slip. I wait for the fall, but there is none. Instead, hands are digging into my abdomen. Luka’s strong fingers burrow into my soft flesh as if he is trying to tear me open, but I welcome the pain as he pulls me higher up. Better his bruising hands than shattering pavement.

      “Jude!” Serene is on her stomach, reaching out to our companion. “Give me your hand.”

      Jude tentatively takes her offering, and when he is solidly in her grasp, he releases his iron grip on me. I feel suddenly weightless as Luka drags me to safety. He plants me in a firm seat beside him, and even though I am no longer in danger of falling, his hands do not leave my stomach.

      “Thank you,” Jude cries as he flings his arms around my neck. “You didn’t let go.”

      We cry together for a long moment, Luka’s and Serene’s arms ensnaring us until it is impossible to see where one body begins and another ends. We made it to the top. We endured the climb. Now we have to survive the way down.
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      To our surprise, the descent is uneventful. The giant three-dimensional blocks hold their rigid stance. The lights do not flicker. We do not fall.

      The way down proves easier than the grueling climb, but it still presents a challenge. We are exhausted and starving. Dehydration circles us like wounded prey, but except for Serene’s grip slipping once and Luka’s foot missing its target, we all land back on earth’s sacred ground, worse for wear but alive.

      “Is everyone all right?” I ask, surveying our soaked shirts and damp hair. Our fingers are raw from use, and my knuckles are cracked and bleeding from where my hands got caught in the crevasses. No one answers me, and I look to Luka. He is doubled over against the wall though, ignoring my question as he heaves in air. As the largest of our group, he spent too much of his energy to help the rest of us down the harder sections, and I’m worried by his reaction that he sacrificed more of himself for our sakes than was safe.

      Collapsing movement catches my eyes, and I turn in time to see Jude fall to the floor and sprawl on his back. “Jude?” Alarm digs in its fingernails as it climbs up my throat.

      “Hmmm,” is his only answer, but he dismisses me with a limp wave, and the needles in my throat relinquish their hold.

      “We need water,” Serene says through cracking lips as she surveys the passage ahead, and my curiosity follows her line of sight. Just as the other side of the climb, the maze presents no twists or turns to navigate. Only a single path guarded carefully by immense walls. They are giving us no opportunities to get disoriented among the chaos. No option to explore escape routes. No possibility to discover hidden supply caches. These game masters want the teams to traverse a preordained journey, and that is perhaps more terrifying than getting forever lost in a labyrinth of turns that lead everywhere yet nowhere.

      “We’ll keep our eyes peeled,” Luka says, pushing off the wall. His cheeks are flushed, but I can’t tell if it is from the heat or from gravity as he hunched over his knees seconds ago. “But I think they want us desperate. Desperate people make better television.”

      “I don’t know how much longer I can go without a drink, though.” Serene looks on the verge of tears.

      “I know.” I step forward and envelop her hand in my fist. “There has to be water in here somewhere. What, are they just going to watch us wither away from dehydration? Where is the sport in that?” Luka shoots me a reprimanding look for my bitter words, but it’s the truth. They are banking on our deaths to be exciting to improve their viewer rankings. Why else create a shifting climb and force teens to defeat it in the dark? But I realize Luka is only trying to uphold the group moral, so I open my mouth to apologize. Yet the second my lips part, the maze cracks with the power of an angered god.

      The ground heaves and bucks like a nauseous sea, and thunder erupts in the air above. But the sound is no storm. It is the climb we just defeated breaking apart.

      “Run!” I pull Serene by our clutched hands and bolt forward, but the shattering of stone muffles my cry.

      “Go, go, go!” Luka yells as if it’s his sacred mantra as dust and small particles rain down from the artificial heavens. Jude is off his back in seconds and scrambles to his knees. Luka hauls him the rest of the way to his feet by his jacket’s collar, the poor boy’s boots dragging beneath him like an anchor until his pace matches Luka’s. The spine-like section we just scaled is slowly exploding piece by massive fragment, starting with the topmost peak. Its cracking and plummeting weight hurtles toward the ground in one last attempt to defeat us. We survived its treacherous climb, and its bloodlust has been cheated. It is as if it recognizes our survival and is willing to sacrifice itself if it means it can claim victory over our lives. 

      An electric bolt of adrenaline careens through the fibers of my muscles, and a new energy vaults through me. My feet pound the ground as I race despite the intense suffering of my lungs begging to give out. I suck in one painful breath after another, and the wall to my right explodes in a cacophony of disintegrating concrete. My head ducks involuntarily as the bolder ricochets through the air and catapults toward Serene and I. Serene is screaming. I might be screaming, and I yank her forward with savage brutality.

      The debris narrowly misses our bodies, yet the crumbling structure has only begun its collapse. The sound is deafening, and with each explosion, I fear the agony of monstrous boulders ripping through my flesh and grinding me into the ground.

      Luka bellows behind us, his voice followed by a colossal crash of rock hitting cement. I want to turn around. I need to see if he is alive or if his innards are painted in an abstract artwork across the path, but our speed is breathless, and the wreckage is crashing faster. One wrong step, and Serene and I could trip, never to stand again.

      “Please say something!” I scream with all the terror my lungs can force out of their inferno. “Luka!”

      “Just keep running!”

      I almost stumble at his voice. Relief floods my soul like an engorged river after the rain, but a crashing section of cement steals any solace his words possessed, leaving me a hollow vessel for fear to fill. The massive hunk collides with the wall and careens straight for our path. Before I can even register what has happened, it falls; mass aimed for my body. Serene roars at the oncoming destruction and heaves sideways. Her shoulder plows into mine and knocks us both off course, my chest narrowly missing the debris’ deadly aim. Together, we fly through the air, and for a weightless moment, we are safe, but as I crash to the ground, pain claws its ripping fingers at my flesh.

      The impact goads a scream from my throat, my side grating over jagged rubble. As my skin gives way against the wreckage, Serene twists from the force of knocking us from harm’s way and lands on top of me with a harsh jarring. The collision forces me further into the sharpened ground, and warm blood oozes over my bicep. My skeleton screams within me at the brutality of the fall, and my ribs are undoubtedly blooming with the purple flowers of injury. My arm is slick, and my lungs are collapsing. Can I not just stay here? Can I lie on this hardened earth and let the falling maze bury me from sight?

      “Get up!” Luka pulls on my elbow, and I cry out as his fingers slide against my raw flesh. He ignores my protests of agony. “Grab her,” he orders. Serene’s smaller hands grasp my ribs, and together, my teammates haul me to my feet.

      “Oh my god,” Serene gasps, and my gaze wanders to her face. She is not looking at the synthetic attack at our backs, but instead, her eyes are glued to my arm. Against my better judgment, I angle my sight to follow hers, sick at what I might find.

      “You’re fine.” Luka pulls me against his side as he runs, dragging my aching body before I get the chance to survey the damage. He grunts as a baseball-sized rock pelts his shoulder, and he turns to Serene with gritted teeth. “She’s fine. Keep running.”

      Serene wastes no time arguing. She is a bullet from a gun as she tears through the minefield of falling maze. It is then I realize that Jude is nowhere to be found, and my heart hurdles into my throat. Was he buried in the collapse? If he was, we have to go back. We can’t leave him trapped.

      We burst from the cloud of assaulting dust, and slowly the sound of hell raining down quiets. A blur of movement ahead pulls at my attention, and I see Jude racing through the corridor at full speed. I release an anxious breath. He is alive, just fleeing in panic.

      “Jude!” Serene calls. “Slow down. Wait for us!” But it’s as if he cannot hear her. He continues his flight, ears deaf to her plea.

      “We need to stick together,” Luka says, and both he and Serene share a concerned look.

      “Jude!” Serene repeats with more urgency. “Wait up.”

      We hobble forward as fast as I’m able to go in an attempt to overtake Jude. The pain of the impact is slowly lessening, and I will be fine in a few minutes, but Luka is pulling me faster than my weakened body can manage on its own.

      “Jude, please!” I shout at the boy’s back, but it is no use. His panic has made him oblivious.

      “I’ll catch him,” Serene says to Luka. “You help her.” And she is off, barreling down the path.

      “Please,” I whisper to my blond competitor and grind my feet to a halt as she leaves us in her proverbial dust. “That fall really hurt. Please, give me a minute.” I gasp for air and stumble, almost toppling to the ground, but Luka’s locked grip halts gravity’s conquest over my body. He guides me to the wall and gently sets me against it for support. We lean there in silence as my breathing evens out, and after a few moments, I peer down at my bloody arm. Crimson is smeared down it in bold streaks, and I lift a sleeve from the jacket tied at my waist. I use the fabric to wipe away the blood, and an immense relief permeates my chest when I see only flesh wounds. 

      “Okay,” I whisper after the spasms in my muscles have quieted. “We can go.” I peel my spine from the wall and jog after my teammates. Luka follows close behind, palm brushing lightly against my back to urge me forward. Thankfully Jude’s bolt of energy has waned, and it only takes a few minutes to catch up. His faltering strength has done nothing to ease his panic, though. Instead of listening to Serene’s begging voice of reason, he is determined to fling himself recklessly down the path, taking each turn with wild abandon.

      When our coaxing fails to rein him in, we opt to try our best to keep pace with our manic teammate. His response to fear settles a rock of concern in my belly. We know what is at our backs but not what lies at our front, and a whisper of warning seeps through my mind like smoke in the night. It snakes intangible; hovers just out of reach, but with every bend in our path, it crowds more oppressive. If we slowed for a moment, perhaps I could understand its illusive foreboding, but my body is too tired to concentrate on anything but placing one boot clad foot before the other. 

      We round yet another corner when the maze moves without the slightest hint of warning. The pathway ahead closes off with a sudden whir of machinery, and a concrete panel slides out with a loud grating from a hidden compartment in the wall. As if it was laying in wait, it charges out with incredible speed, causing us all to skid to an alarmed halt. Jude’s shoulder bounces off the moving barrier, his momentum thrusting him too fast to avoid a collision. The impact sends him careening into an opening that hadn’t existed a moment ago, this new barricade requiring a change in course.

      “Jude, slow down!” Luka’s voice is no longer kind. There is a demanding harshness to his command as we follow Jude down the suddenly altered direction, and I cannot help the thought that leaps into the forefront of my mind. This moving panel was not to protect us from the dangers of these bleak walls, but to sacrifice us to them. 

      Jude continues wild with fear, driving us at a reckless pace as if something within him snapped. Instead of having to be dragged through the course, he is leading the charge into the unknown fray. He shouldn’t be our guide though, not if the maze is altering. He needs to slow down.

      “Jude!” I call, but he has already rounded the next bend.

      An icy fear sends shards of alertness through my veins as I follow his steps, and I am instantly alert. The hairs on the back of my neck raise, and gooseflesh tickles my skin when I see it. The dried, rust-colored stain on the wall. It is old and washed, but whatever happened here was too thick and determined to be worn away. The maze rumbles beneath our feet, and I know what that blemish is. I feel it deep within my soul that somehow I have seen this colossal barbarism before. I skid to a stop, heels digging harshly into the concrete below, and I fling my arms in as wide a net as they can cast. My wrists catch Luka and Serene in their guts, and both of them expel air in grunts of pain as my limbs bar their advancement.

      “Jude!” I scream, but his terror is too far-gone. It is consuming him, and he either cannot hear me or is choosing not to. For a split second I stall, torn between stopping Jude and keeping the rest of us from the dark premonition nagging my brain. My pause is only a moment, a fleeting breath, an inconsequential blip in eternity, and then I vault forward, shoving Luka and Serene back. But I know. I’m too late.

      Jude reaches the rust stain, and the rumbling within the maze halts with a loud click. What happens next is instant. A large slab of concrete the height of a hulking man and the width of two punches out from the wall with deadly speed. It explodes from nowhere with malicious purpose and collides with Jude’s side with a sickening crunch of the lean boy’s bones. Without mercy, it pushes his broken body on a collision course with the opposite barrier. The motion takes only seconds, but time slows down before my eyes as I watch the slab drive our teammate into the concrete. Only its momentum does not halt until both faces of the solid surfaces smash together in a carnage colored kiss. 

      Serene screams as Jude’s body explodes. Blood and flesh ooze from behind the cracks, covering the old rusty discoloration with a fresh coat of macabre paint. Serene’s voice echoes off the cavernous walls. Even once she falls silent and the three of us stand suspended in shock, her wails reverberate off the dome overhead. My knees go weak. My brain refuses to compute what it just witnessed, despite the fact that I can’t tear my gaze from the thick liquid pulsing from the gaps.

      Gears whir to life, and the slab separates with a pop from the wall and retreats back behind a sliding door. I almost throw up at the sight. Luka does, vomiting bile onto the ground. Serene and I are both silent as our friend wretches. I don’t know about her, but I can’t make a sound. I don’t even feel real at the moment. It is as if I exist wholly separate from my body.

      For Jude’s body isn’t one anymore. The force of the mechanical punch flattened him into an oozing pulp. The assault smeared his brain along the concrete. His innards hang in dripping ribbons, and his bones have been reduced to tiny splinters jutting out of the barrier. Every pint of his blood has been splashed across the already permanent stain, adding another coat to brighten its dullness; a stain I somehow knew in my gut was a horrific warning sign. Yet I could not have predicted this atrocity. I will never again close my eyes to sleep and be free from this haunting image. Even in my dreams, I’ll replay the nightmare of witnessing Jude’s muscles peel off the wall to land on the floor with wet thuds. I’ll never un-see the way his body exploded like rotten fruit.

      We just stand there, how long… do not ask, and stare at what used to be a boy, a scared and innocent child. A kid whose parents are viewing this race. Mother, if you are watching, turn off your television.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I am numb. My heart no longer feels the life coursing through its vessels. I am a hollow shell, a sickened hull. My pulse thuds in silence. It does not beat at all.

      Serene looses a heart-wrenching wail. Her voice is agony. Her tone is despair. She drops to her knees, careless of her joints, and collapses forward to knead the concrete with her fingers in absent-minded panic. She is inconsolable in her grief and fear, which is of little consequence because I possess no comfort to give. My soul is dry and empty, a desert within my skeleton, and all I can do is stand here, watching viscera drip from the wall.

      Luka stumbles and collapses against the hateful maze. His back plasters to the same stretch of wall that Jude now occupies, but he seems stuck, as if he has to touch the last remaining connection between us and our teammate. I see his chest heaving out of the corner of my eye, and I am struck with how young he suddenly looks. He has been our leader, our protector, and his maturity has led us this far, but his youthful terror shines through his reddened eyes. He shouldn’t have to bear our weight on his shoulders. We shouldn’t even be here. Jude should not be dead.

      “We have to get out of here,” I whisper through a constricting throat. I stumble toward Serene’s prostrated form and grab her shoulder with weakened fingers. “We’ve got to move”

      But Serene doesn’t respond. It’s like she can’t, her mind locking her in a prison of horrors. She has been the mother to our group, the comforting caregiver, and losing Jude has tipped her over the edge. Serene always clung to him, and I wonder if they knew each other before; if their connection was something deeper, and she has lost more than a teammate.

      “Serene, get up.” My voice is no longer a request but a demand. My arms shove their way into her armpits and yank. She sobs as I pull her up but doesn’t resist, her energy drained by her convulsing sorrow. I smooth her curly black hair in a gentle caress and plant a soft kiss to the back of her head before I step to Luka.

      “Stand up,” I whisper, grabbing his broad hands in mine. He does not fight my demanding force, and he peels himself off the concrete. “We have to go.” My palms cup his cheeks as my eyes study his. He is lost in the sea of emotion flooding his irises, his soul drowning behind his gaze. “We should move,” I repeat, planting a kiss on his forehead before pulling back. Luka follows slowly, his bravado stripped from him in a single blow, and suddenly I am our leader. I don’t know how, but I knew that was coming. Something in my gut had warned me of disaster, and more is bound to come. Hell is far from over.

      Bile rises in my throat as we approach the ever-expanding puddle of blood baring our escape route. The nausea and dread is so aggressive, I’m afraid I’ll pass out. The airy lightheadedness fogging my brain causes my sight to blur. If I don’t seize control of my senses, I will collapse right here and now amidst Jude’s unholy sacrifice, and my lungs start to hyperventilate at the thought. I just have to make it past his remains. I need to get the rest of my team away from this irreverent carnage.

      My fist scoops Serene’s hand into a tight hold, and I drag her to the ever-encroaching stain. We will have to step in his blood, and my thoughts scream their apologies to Jude. He doesn’t deserve to have his body desecrated so. He didn’t deserve any of this. He was a sweet and terrified child, and the debilitating fog clears slightly from my brain with my righteous anger.

      “Hold my hand, okay?” I give Serene’s hand a quick squeeze, praying that the wall will not move to crush us as we pass by. “We’ll go together.”

      She looks at me with watery eyes, but I see understanding in them. I haven’t lost her to her fear just yet. Simultaneously, we both suck in a deep breath and then plow forward. The blood sticks to our boots, and the bitterness in my throat reminds me of its presence. I heave a soft gag and then pull my teammate in close. I vault our bodies over the pool in one bound, and we land with the squelching of bloody soles on the opposite side.

      Luka does not bother to leap as he follows. He simply walks through the puddle, refusing to glance at the wall where Jude is smeared, and when he sidles up beside us, he looks at me with raw, unbridled panic.

      “We need to get out of here,” he says, and the terror in his eyes is even more frightening than this maze. I nod a response, unable to voice my emotions, and when it is clear Luka cannot take charge, I lead our exodus from the bloodshed. It’s as if he blames himself for not protecting Jude and can’t handle the responsibility of our lives. I know differently, though. We aren’t to blame. They are, and so help me god if I survive this race.

      From that moment on, we exist as panic. There is neither rhyme nor reason to our footsteps, no patterns or logic to our decisions. Just the overwhelming need to escape this hell.
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        * * *

      

      As we flee the defiled gravesite of our friend, Luka does not retake the lead. Normally so sure and confident, he runs only because I force him to. Serene is terrified to surpass me, as if I can protect her from the unseen, as if I will stop her from meeting Jude’s fate. There is some merit to her fear, though. The worm of uneasiness eats away at my gut with uncomfortable insistence. It warned me before. Perhaps it will rear its premonition head again.

      Every step we take is fueled by wary concern. Each corner we round, preceded by silent waiting. It isn’t long before our care is rewarded, and the maze shudders with a convulsing spasm. The walls ahead punch out with graphic speed, slamming together in the middle of the path in a violent kiss. Dust and debris punctuate the air from the impact, and I feel the jarring force rattle my chest. This time, though, we are not victims to this brutal assault, only horrified observers. Our flesh is nowhere near the colliding concrete, and it’s almost as if the maze knows this. It realizes we are distrustful. It is showing us what it can do, what it will do. Unknown dangers fill each turn, and my soul recognizes this avoided attack will be the last of its kind. The next one we won’t see coming. They won’t let us.

      Once the moving sections retreat to their state of rest, we pass their ill-intended trap unharmed, but the moment we are beyond their reach, something bounces off my bare shoulder. My voice belts out of me in surprise before I even realize I’m yelling, and I whirl around with alarm seeping from my every pore. Both Luka and Serene stare at me as if I’ve suddenly lost my sanity, and neither of them seem to notice anything out of the ordinary. Is my overexerted mind playing cruel tricks?

      “Did something hit…” my question trails off as I watch a giant drop splatter against Luka’s forehead and drip down his nose. His eyes go wide with surprise, and then as if the same impulsive brain controls us both, our palms shoot out in anticipation. 

      “It’s water!” Luka practically cries the words as a second fat droplet plummets to its death against his hand. One hits my chest, and another on Serene’s disheveled hair, and in a matter of seconds the artificial heavens open up and unleash.

      The soaking torrent cleanses my body, and I can’t help but laugh with sheer joy. My throat is parched like sun-baked sand. My skin is slick with blood and sweat, and I angle my mouth to the sky, letting the water splash my tongue.

      I don’t know how long we stand like that, inhaling the clear liquid in greedy gulps. My stomach starts to cramp, but I can’t bring myself to care. I’m so tired, dehydrated beyond measure. My body screams in pain, but they have given us something to drink. My throat no longer hurts, and the cool caress of this man-induced rain eases the burn on my overexerted muscles. 

      Time stands still as we bask in the artificial storm. Serene is laughing as she swallows mouthfuls. Relief, even as small as water among the death, has made her giddy, and while there will never be enough good in this world to truly heal her trauma, I am thankful this simple comfort has pushed the darkness into the corners of her mind for the moment.

      After I drink as much as my shrunken belly can hold, I tilt my palm to the heavens. The offering of water pools in my hand, and I use it to scrub the blood from my arm. Dirt and crimson break free from the bondage of my flesh, allowing me my first real look at the injury. I am fortunate. The skin is raw and pulpy, like meat shoved through a grinder, but it is only superficial. It’ll scab and heal in time, leaving no memory of its offense as the rain even now erases the more vibrant evidence.

      My thoughts drift to Jude’s abandoned body, and my full belly curdles within me. He is nothing but blood and splintered bones, and this downpour will wash him away as if he never existed, just like the blood on my arm. How long before the pooling fat and flesh drain away and leave only that horrid stain, for the rain must flow somewhere? It is not rising at our feet but instead escaping into unseen crevices in the maze, leaving only darkened concrete in its wake.

      I wish I was water and not flesh. I want to disappear into the cracks and never see these pallid walls again.
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        * * *

      

      The rain continues longer than any of us expected, and as we trudge through the wall of water collapsing on our heads, our skin begins to turn blue. I can barely see more than a few feet ahead of me, and my brain repeats an unspoken plea to the maze to not unleash another trap as if it’s my life’s mantra. I am frozen, an iceberg in the sea, and my relief at the rain’s arrival has soured into hatred.

      We shrugged back into our jackets a while ago, zipping them up to our throats, but they are not waterproof. The fabric is as soaked as we are, and they weigh us down like rocks in a pack. We cannot see our breath through the downpour, but the chill devouring my muscles, aiming for my bones, tells me each lungful of expelled air is a cloud of fog.

      “I can’t feel my fingers,” Serene says, voice almost lost in the artificial storm.

      “Take my hand.” My palm extends, and she snatches it with a clutch of icy death. I curl my cold fist around hers, and together we squeeze until the pain reminds us our fingers are not dead yet. “Grab her other hand,” I order Luka, and he readily obeys. He goes one step further, though. His opposite arm stretches across his chest and takes her fingers, and then using his closest limb, he folds her into his side. His mass shelters her, and as his forearm settles onto her shoulders, he beckons for me to move closer. I tuck myself against her body and wrap my arms about her waist. Luka grabs my collar and pulls me flush against Serene until I am practically on top of her, his grip on my jacket iron, and slowly we walk as a huddled group.

      “Try to think of something else,” I say, my ribs shaking from Serene’s convulsions. “Tell me something.”

      “Like what?” she asks through chattering teeth.

      “Anything you want.”

      Her forehead crinkles with concentration, and after a few minutes of silence, I think she has chosen to ignore my feeble attempt at distraction. I contemplate asking again, but before I can open my mouth, she starts humming. It’s a soft tune, like a summer’s breeze drifting through a flowerbed, and her voice gains confidence with every note. I do not recognize the melody, but it is full of peace and hope. It promises good fortune and beauty, and I am surprised how lovely Serene’s voice sounds, even if it only escapes her trembling lips in a hum. She continues for a long time; the refrain ending and repeating as she sings in an endless loop. The song settles like a blanket on my soul, and I almost feel a mother’s hands tucking unseen covers about me with soothing grace.

      “I don’t know the words,” Serene finally says as her music drifts away on the falling water droplets. “Maybe there are none. I’m not sure.”

      “Where did you learn that?” I ask.

      “In my dreams, I think. Just before I awake, I hear a voice sing that melody. The sun is on my skin, and I am warm and safe. Then I wake up, and there is no window shining light onto me; I no longer am safe. There is no face to accompany the voice, and I never remember the lyrics she sings. It’s only a dream, but a good one, and the tune? That always stays with me.”

      “I don’t dream,” Luka chimes in. “But I like the sound of yours.”

      “I wish I didn’t,” Serene says. “Makes getting up harder.”

      Her words are a poison, and they kill any peace her song offered us. Waking alone in our cells was nerve-wracking, but waking up inside this labyrinth is worse than anything our nightmares could conjure. Part of me craves the tranquility her dream afforded her slumber, but I do not envy her wakings. Better to dream nothing than to hope you will wake to the sun only to find this monstrosity. A shiver runs down my spine, and the cold rushes back to the forefront of my mind, replacing the haunting notes of her melody. I wish Serene would hum again, but it feels selfish to ask it of her. So my lips remain clenched, and my question silent as I huddle closer to the group.

      Our collective body heat had helped at first, but no matter how close we cluster, it’s not enough to combat the frigid water bathing our skin. I was so joyful when the dome opened up and wept for us, but now I hate it. I wish they had let us dehydrate and die. My frozen brain cannot be rational in the wet hellscape as we drift through the blindness. We have to escape this maze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The frigid onslaught lasts a lifetime, and then like a flipped switch, it comes to an abrupt halt. The domed heavens suddenly deny the water access to the maze, and the remaining droplets fall like a curtain unhooked from its rod. I watch the last sheet of artificial rain plummet to the soaked concrete in disbelief. Can it truly be over? Is this momentary relief a sadistic trick? They gave us what we wanted in its cruelest form, and offering a break from the numbing chill would be a sick punishment. Dashed hope will cripple our already brittle minds.

      But the stillness holds, and we can see clearly for the first time in what seems like hours. I glance down at my hands. The skin is a bluish tint, and when my eyes shift to my teammates, I notice their lips have lost all their color. Serene’s teeth are chattering so violently, I hear them crunching in the new silence.

      “Can we rest?” Serene asks.

      “Moving will warm us up,” I say when Luka doesn’t answer her. “Let’s try to dry off first, okay?”

      I look to my beautiful blond boy. I don’t know when I started thinking of him as mine, but he is. Somehow, he is.

      Luka is not looking at me, though, but is instead studying something with an expression of contemplation and disbelief. I follow his line of sight, and surprise ripples through my chest.

      Just ahead, the right-hand wall has crumbled as if blown apart by an explosion. The chaos looks fresh, and I wonder if another team running the course next to ours met with a gruesome end in the blinding rain. I am surprised we did not hear the collapse, but perhaps that is why the precipitation lasted so thunderously long. They didn’t want us seeing the traps laid so carefully for us. They didn’t want us to hear when they slaughtered the other teams.

      “We should go over,” Luka says, eyes slightly manic as he meets my gaze. “We have to get out of here. I’m not staying on this path. It’s what they want, and I’m not dying here.”

      “Luka…” I start.

      “We should try to escape. We should fight back. We aren’t lab rats. I say we climb over the wall and go from there. Maybe we can see a way out.”

      “I agree.” Serene’s words are mumbled by her shivering teeth. “We should take our chances.”

      “What if they come after us?” I ask.

      “They already are after us,” she says, and she’s right. Whether we scale the rubble or continue down our preordained path, they are hunting us. At least this way our deaths will be on our own terms, even if only in a small sense. Looking at it like this, we have little to lose.

      “Okay,” I agree. “... okay.”

      Luka takes off toward the obliterated wall, and Serene and I follow his renewed vigor. The sheer size of the collapsed section causes uneasiness to settle in my belly. Either this explosion was considerably larger than the game masters anticipated, or it’s a trap, a promise of an escape luring us into something much worse. I debate voicing my concern, but Luka is already scaling the cracked debris. I doubt my feeble words of warning will sway his resolve.

      His powerful body hurdles over the destruction with relative ease, and Serene is about to follow suit, when the collapsed wall shifts. A slab of metal and concrete slides from beneath Luka’s feet with thunder and speed, and one second he is standing before us; the next he vanishes in a cloud of smoke.

      Serene screams, and I bolt into a run. My boots pound the rubble, and within seconds I am flinging myself at the wreckage. Gone are my sore muscles. Gone is my suspicion. Only panic exists in my body. We cannot lose another teammate. They can’t do that to us.

      “Luka!” My voice catapults past my lips without my knowledge, his name both a prayer and a desperate cry. My belly and knees scrape over debris as I rush over the collapse, Serene’s panting behind me driving me faster.

      “Right here!” Luka’s arm shoots into the air, and some of the haze in my brain burns away. I dive for his hand, my stomach flat against a slab of concrete, and I peer below, expecting devastation.

      “Can you give me a pull?” Luka extends his palm to me as if I am merely aiding him out of a pool or up from the couch. Besides the dust from his fall coating his face, he is unharmed and whole, and the intense relief suddenly makes me feel like I might vomit.

      “He’s fine,” I say as Serene flings herself next to me.

      “Oh, thank god!” She looks how I feel. “You need to be more careful.”

      “Sorry,” he grunts as we haul him back to solid concrete. “This debris is unstable. We should go slow from here.”

      Serene and I exchange an exasperated glance before we pin Luka with reprimanding stares. He shrinks beneath our withering glares like a scolded pup.

      “I thought for a second we lost you too.” I brush dust from his skin with more force than necessary, but my heart is thundering so hard my hands can’t help but lash out, if only in this small way.

      “Sorry,” he repeats. “I just want to get out of here.”

      “I know.” I squeeze his wrist and hold tight before unhinging my grasp. “But we need you, so be careful.”

      “I will.” He returns the gesture and looks at Serene’s pale expression. “I promise.”

      Luka turns back to the destruction and leads the way at a significantly slower pace. The walls dividing this sector of the maze are tall but not as towering as the ones guarding the rotating climb, and before long we stand at the crest of the collapse. Luka stares at the intact section beside us and then runs his eyes up the length of my body as if to measure me.

      “You’re taller,” he says. “If I hoist you up, you can reach the top. Then I’ll help Serene, and lastly you two can pull me up. From that height, we should be able to see where we are.” Luka reaches for my waist and pulls me to him, but the rubble beneath us shifts. I trip on moving rebar, but he catches me before gravity claims me. His rescue does nothing to stop the avalanche of debris, and the upper layer of concrete and metal plummets down to collapse on the ground.

      “Oh god.” Serene’s words are as drained of color as her face. The displaced ruins reveal the cause for her distress. There among the stone and dust lay the bodies of the competitors who ran the course parallel to ours. Their limbs are strewn about the chaos, their torsos absent their legs. Fingers are pulverized, and heads are twisted backwards.

      “No…” My voice escapes in a breathless whisper. I pull myself from Luka’s grasp and move carefully across this grave of concrete. When I come to her body, I crouch beside the lifeless face and brush the hair from her eyes. It is one of the twins from the transport. I remember thinking how difficult it would be for a mother to have daughters on separate teams, but now? This is worse than anything I could have thought. A girl somewhere is missing her sister, her other half, and all for what? For ratings? Is this even a television show? How could it be?

      My hand crosses my chest in the sacred ritual, and my fingers fall to rest on the twin’s cool forehead. I am not sure what made me think of the gesture. I cannot recall if I am religious. To be honest with the fatigue, starvation, and fear pulsing through my veins, I barely remember anything about myself save the fact that I want to get out. I need to survive this, and the sign of the cross seemed the only thing my hands could do to honor my fallen competitor. I hope her parents did not see this, but if they are watching, that motion was for them. I can do nothing for this girl but send her off with my feeble blessings and believe that the angels have collected her soul.

      “Get me on the wall,” I say, bolting to my feet with new fortitude and rage. Luka seizes my waist and heaves me above his head. We miss our mark on the first attempt, but on the second, my fingers grasp the edge with a firm hold. I claw my way onto this looming barrier, using Luka’s shoulder and regrettably his skull to push myself up. My abdomen grates over the rough edge, and my muscles scream at me to stop moving, but within seconds I am on top of the maze. My breath comes out in wheezes, but I swing myself to my stomach and peer down at my teammates. My hands reach down for them with ready expectation, and Luka throws Serene as high as he can. Her hands grip mine as she soars heavenward, and I pull her beside me. As soon as she is safe, she mimics my prostrate position.

      “Can you make it?” she asks as she surveys the distance. Luka doesn’t answer. He simply steps back, traces the jump with his eyes, and then launches himself at us. His powerful thighs hurdle him into the air, and our arms beckon to him. The second my fingers touch his skin, they clench into a steel fist, but before I can pull him to the ledge, he slips from my grasp. I scramble to hold him steady, but his heavy weight plummets, forcing me to release him lest I fall face first to the rubble. A curse roils through me and lodges in my throat unspoken as Luka lands with a harsh thud and stumbles backward, almost falling down the steep pile of debris, but just as he is about to crash, his body jolts to a jerking stop.

      “I’m sorry.” Serene is on the verge of tears, her voice wavering on hysterical, and I realize he must have fallen because she failed to catch him. I want to scream at her, to berate her for not paying attention, but I bite my tongue so hard, pain blooms like a thorn in my mouth. This isn’t her fault. She is battered and breaking, and her grief is a vine, slowly strangling her until she ceases to exist. Serene is not like me. I am not sure when I noticed the change, but my fear is surrendering to my anger, to my determination. I am the vine, and I will not stop until I have smothered every crippling emotion within me. In the end, I’ll be the one left standing, and so help me god, I will drag these two with me if I have to.

      Frustration coats Luka’s face. Sensing his frayed nerves are at their breaking point, I open my mouth. “Try again,” I say with confidence. “We’ll catch you this time. Just give it another shot.” I lean further off the edge and meet his gaze. My eyes tell him I am ready. I’ll catch him if Serene cannot, and I will bear his weight. Luka inhales, and as his breath vacates his lungs, he bolts forward. His body launches, and Serene and I simultaneously brace for impact. He slams into the wall with a punishing blow to his chest. His grunt is loud in my ear, but I ignore it and grab his bicep with one hand and the back of his shirt with the other. My whole body clenches, preparing to hold his weight, but Serene yells beside me with a ferocious war cry. Both of her hands capture his other arm, and Luka jerks to a halt.

      For a moment, he dangles from our grasps, and then slowly his feet brace against the concrete. He pushes himself up as we pull him forward, and after a few minutes of groaning and panting, all three of us collapse to the top of the wall. We made it.
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      Luka lays sprawled on top of us, our limbs tangled together as we catch our breath. Laughter unexpectedly rips through me as we lay there, and I see Serene staring at me out of the corner of my eye, but I don’t care. I can’t. I’m just glad we are still alive, and my arms fling around both of them. I hug them to me as tight as our skin allows, and once the laughter dies on my tongue, I kiss Luka’s cheek and then Serene’s forehead. She giggles slightly at my affection and hugs me back with all the strength left in her exhausted body. Luka pushes his weight further into us, crushing us to the concrete, and burrows his face in our hair. We cling to each other for a long while, and hope floods my soul. I don’t know these two well, but I love them. Deep down I know I do, and I clutch them harder. We can do this; as long as we stick together, we will be okay.

      After a few minutes, Luka finally peels his body from ours and swings back to his knees. His cheeks are flushed pink and his smile full as his hands reach for us. Serene and I accept his help, and together we stand atop this towering wall. The ledge is wide, and its thickness convinces me that the collapse below was an accident, a miscalculation on the game makers’ part. The power needed to bring down this much concrete would have dwarfed what was required to terrorize four teenagers. They made a mistake. I pray it isn’t their last.

      My gaze travels from the wall to the extending maze all around us. My breath catches, and Serene releases an involuntary squeak. This structure is monstrous, vast and all-consuming. The convoluted walls bend and weave until they disappear from sight, their heights changing from high to higher without rhyme or reason. Some sections are worn and battle scarred while some are fresh, as if the concrete was poured only days before our arrival. This fact causes my stomach to pitch. I ignore its implications, searching the distant corners for any potential, but the dome has us sealed within this hellscape. They built this network of traps and death in a massive circle, and as I stare at the far edges, I realize the starting gates we entered from line the maze’s outer circumference. There is no escape the way we came, nor would we survive crossing the thresholds of the other competitors’ entrances. There are undoubtedly precautions on the competition’s part to ensure we do not backtrack.

      “There.” Luka points to the center of the maze, and Serene and I follow his gesture. It looms a king among the unworthy, its height mocking our insignificant statures. The end of the labyrinth. The finish line. That tower of concrete and metal is what every section converges on. It is there on that peak that a winner will be crowned.

      “If we run the wall, we should be able to reach it faster than the rest and miss all the traps,” he continues.

      “We have to climb that?” Serene’s eyelids are drawn up so wide I fear her eyeballs will pop out of her skull, but the churning in my gut agrees with her disbelief. The end of the race is a tower that nearly reaches the dome’s ceiling. Its circumference is thick, thinning slightly as it dominates the air, and while the bottom half is relatively smooth, the top is composed of massive blocks similar to the last shifting climb, only larger. Impossibly so. It is a man-made mountain, but to my slight relief, it doesn’t look as if we’ll have to scale the entire distance. Some sections seem to have paths that take you within the tower, but I have faith that those dark recesses will be worse than a sheer plummet.

      “We should get moving,” I say, a black cloud of foreboding dampening my hope, and I move without waiting for an answer.
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        * * *

      

      We travel unopposed over the wall, walking in a single file line. We do not look down, only ahead, but occasionally, my peripheral vision catches the sheerness on either side of our feet. It would only take one slip. Perhaps this idea was not wise, but at least for now we seem unnoticed. Minutes trail by, maturing to an hour, and we continue unimpeded. I hope the game makers are scrambling in their control booths, their bosses raging at them for letting this happen. I doubt they have ever had to experience teenagers scaling these monstrous walls. I pray each and every one of them gets fired for this mistake, for allowing our defiance. It is a ridiculous thought, and unemployment is no repayment for the torture they inflict on innocence, but in my weary state, it is the best insult my mind can conjure.

      Mechanical humming breaks through my depressing imagination, and my muscles stiffen. Luka’s and Serene’s footfalls silence behind me. I brace both my body and my spirit for the trap these walls intend to unleash, but after a long moment of stillness, realization creeps in. The purr is too soft to be the maze. Something else is happening.

      “Keep moving,” I say, breaking into a run. I don’t wish to meet the harbinger of this sound. Our heavy footfalls are an anxious orchestra; our speed amplified by the height, and just as I reach my stride, blackness barrels from the air to block my way.

      My voice escapes my lips in strangled surprise, and I barely manage to duck before the object whips for my face. My ankle twists, and I fumble. My knees almost hit the wall. My palms grate the uneven surface. Serene screams in fear, but the sound only fuels my desperation not to fall, and I launch back to my feet. I whirl around, locating my sudden assailant, and watch with horror as a drone barrels for Serene’s nose. Without thinking, I leap for the black machine and capture its humming shape. With all my strength, I fling it sideways, derailing it from its deadly trajectory. It narrowly misses both Serene and Luka, but its flight corrects with alarming quickness. It slingshots around Luka’s head and locks its target on me. I take a single step, but that is all the movement I am allowed. The drone shoots forward with breathless speed for my chest, and with a yelp, I throw up my hands. I catch its driving force in my fists, the momentum propelling me backward until my right heel slips over the edge. My voice is rage and thunder. I push against this small machine bent on my death, but it drives onward, determined to knock me from my perch.

      Suddenly a screaming mass careens for me, and Luka is leaping through the air, arms raised. As he falls, his forearms crash hard against the drone, and it plummets to the concrete with a whoosh of wind. Before the drone can react, Luka lifts his boot and stomps with all his weight on its curved surface. The cracking rings out and echoes off the maze walls, but he does not stop. His foot pummels the machine until it is nothing but pieces of scrap metal and wiring. His features burn with vicious brutality, and his jaw is rigid with anger, and when Luka looks up at me, I am taken aback. The murder in his eyes is terrifying, and I flinch involuntarily when he reaches to pull me from the ledge.

      “Are you okay?” Serene runs forward and kicks the lifeless hunk of debris from the wall. I nod as it crashes to the maze floor far below. This is the first drone or camera I have seen during this race. They had lost us, and even though they located where we escaped to, I am glad that for a moment, we had ceased to exist.

      “That won’t be the last one,” I say as I back away from my teammates. “They know where we are. They’ll come for us.”

      “Let them come,” Luka growls. Lord have mercy on this competition’s producers if Luka ever finds himself in the same room as them, for he will not.

      I turn toward the center of the maze and continue to lead my team along our precarious path. Each step injects panic into my heart, but for ten or so silent minutes, nothing happens as we move ever closer to our destination.

      And then the humming returns, tenfold in its ominous approach. To my horror, eight drones rise above the walls, bearing a massive load beneath them. I cannot tell what the contraption is, but I know it does not bode well. The question is, do they wish to kill us here and now and be done with our defiance, or are they going to force us down to the maze floor where our deaths are more cinematic?

      I expect the drones’ aim to narrow in on our group, but they continue parallel to our path. Once they exceed us by a couple yards, they angle their load directly above the wall. The barbaric looking machine fits securely over the width of our pathway, and with a loud click, two arms unfurl from its frame as the drones’ cables release their hold. The mechanical limbs clamp down on either side of the wall, small rollers pressing firmly against the concrete. For a few seconds, it sits there motionless, and then with such speed as to shock the soul from my body, it lifts a few feet off the ground to leave a gap beneath it.

      The drones and their swinging cables slowly retreat from the object and hone in on us. I stare at them, unsure of their purpose. What are they waiting for? And then a small blinking light catches my attention. The flashing red is a warning, a minuscule alarm attempting to jump-start my adrenaline.

      “It’s a camera,” I whisper. “It’s a camera!” My voice repeats with ear-splitting volume. They are filming. They have brought the show to us. “Run! Go back! Run!” But my words are cut off by the sound of metal slicing air.

      Blades shoot out from the contraption like gnashing teeth bent on cleaving flesh from bone. The engine within it whirs to life, and slowly it begins to roll toward us, picking up speed with each rotation.

      “Go, go, go!” Luka roars, but Serene and I are already moving, careening across the wall we just came down, flying drones in tow. The whir from each metallic revolution behind us draws closer with every spark of the long blades clipping the concrete. We will never make it back to the collapsed section. We cannot climb down the sheerness of the walls here. Our bodies would shatter upon impact if we leap from this elevation, but as the death trap gains momentum, those are our only two options. We jump, or that monstrosity consumes us.

      I glance over my shoulder in a panic. The blades are closer, ever closer, and with terror and nausea, my eyes fly to Luka and Serene ahead of me. My hand reaches out of its own accord and grasps Serene’s jacket. It is not her skin, her warmth, but it is hers, and I want to be holding something good and kind when I die. 

      One drone whips past my head, forcing me to duck out of the way of its swinging cable. The red light of surveillance hones in on Serene’s and my connection. These bastards, relishing the close up of children clinging for comfort in their end. It’s near enough to my skull that I could reach out and grab the cable. I should do it. Hold the camera tight to me as the blades cut me down. Force the monsters watching at home to witness what it’s like to die.

      The cables!

      My head flicks from my teammates to the drones. So intent on capturing our final breaths, they don’t realize the desperate hope they offer us. But that’s the thing. I’m desperate. I will try whatever it takes not to be chewed up and spit out like rotten meat. 

      “Luka!” I scream, forcing my voice to sound sorrowful, as if it’s my goodbye and not a warning. He turns his beautiful face to me, eyes wild, and as our gazes lock, I leap forward and shove Serene off the ledge.

      “Jump!” I push her toward a cluster of drones, and instincts kick in, dictating both of our actions. We grab whatever our fingers can latch onto, and we hold tight. Luka is seconds behind us, and his fists close around cables hanging from two different machines. The drones are already lurching away from the wall, but it is too late. They were too close, and we have them locked in our determined grasps.

      Their power strains beneath our weight, and both flesh and machine begin to plummet. Their motors keep us airborne though, and as we descend, their upward drive keeps gravity from welcoming our deaths. We plunge despite the engines, and my subconscious prays to whoever is listening that control doesn’t shut these machines down while we are still so high.

      The bladed death trap on the wall careens past where we stood moments before, denied its bloody sacrifice, and I scream at it, hoping the camera above my head has a microphone to capture my roar. I hope the sound broadcasts live for all to hear. You cannot have me so easily. I will not die for your viewing pleasure.

      The drone I cling to shudders, lurches upward, and then sputters its death rattle. I guess the camera heard my defiance. Its suddenly motionless engine caves to gravity’s supremacy, and we both collapse to the ground. My ankles crack painfully as my boots smack the concrete, sending a jolt of searing fire up my shins and into my knees, but I am alive. So are Serene and Luka as they land with harsh impacts. Serene’s sends her sprawling, but Luka has her on her feet before I can even consider helping.

      “Quick thinking,” Luka says as he limps toward me. My eyes travel down to his left ankle. He favors it as he walks, but when I lift my face to meet his gaze, he shakes his head as if it is nothing. 

      “Yeah,” Serene spits in a clipped tone. “Next time don’t just throw me off the wall, though.”

      “I’m sorry,” I apologize, watching Luka stretch out his leg. “I didn’t want to clue them in to my plan. It only worked because the drones were so close.”

      Serene opens her mouth, but Luka cuts her off.

      “We are on the other side of our original path.”

      “No doubt the traps are just as deadly,” I say. “That explosion killed all four team members with the cave in.” 

      The maze purrs to life as if to reinforce my statement, but before panic can sink its sharpened claws into my heart, the wall, separating our initial sector and us, moves. A small opening big enough for a single person to pass through yawns wide, and the section halts, waiting for us to obey its directions. When we refuse to take the bait, the maze shifts again. A slit separates the ground ahead, and metal bars rise to block any advancement in this part. They are too tall to scale and too closely set to squeeze through. I turn around and look at the path behind us, but a portion of the barrier opens, and a slab creeps out. It blocks any retreat. I expected that, though. I knew this place had fail-safes built in to keep contestants from withdrawing to the relative safety of the compound. We go forward, or we don’t go anywhere.

      There is no way but to return to our destined race, the sector laid at our feet when we departed gate eight. With a sigh of frustration, I walk toward the opening. My teammates follow me, and once we are through, the wall slides back into place as if it had never moved. We are back where we started.
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      We don’t talk as we travel. Defeat hangs heavy, and even my strong and confident Luka is faltering. I wish I knew what to say to lift the morale. I wish I could wrap them both in my arms and make everything all right, but I’m at a loss. So my mouth fuses shut, and I trudge onward, leading our disheveled group further into purgatory. I am not sure when I became our leader. When this race started, I was the middle of the pack, but something has changed. Or at least I have to believe it has, otherwise what happened to me to make me resistant to these horrors? 

      “I need a break.” Serene’s voice is full of pain, and I wonder how her body is holding up. Out of the three of us, she is the least athletic. Just by looking, one wouldn’t notice the difference. Her muscles are so toned, but watching her compared to Luka and I, leads me to believe we somehow have experienced grueling activities more so than she has. After arriving at intake, they put all the groups through a series of training exercises and workouts. The instructors claimed it was so we would be physically fit for the race. If the nation was going to cheer us on, they should root for the best of the best. Serene was strong during those gym sessions. Jude, poor sweet Jude, did not have the caliber we needed, but Luka was going to carry our team to the end. He was one of the most exceptional trainees there, and together, he and I were a well-oiled machine. The home viewers would surely forgive Jude’s smaller stature if Luka and I led the charge with Serene to back us up. We had it all wrong. They weren’t strengthening us to win. They were conditioning some kids to last longer than the others. There are probably bets on children like Jude. There was no need to absolve his lacking athleticism; the odds of him dying quickly were most likely guaranteed to rake in cash. And now as Serene limps, worry for her eats at my heart like a starved cannibal. I thought it would be easier to help them across the finish line, but I was mistaken. I am going to have to fight tooth, and blood, and claw to keep her from becoming the winnings to some sick bastard’s bet.

      Without waiting for an answer, Serene shuffles to the wall and collapses against it. She sits motionless for a minute and then reaches slowly for her boots. She unties the thick laces and pulls them off with a grimace. Her socks follow, and as her feet are bared to the light, I suck in a breath. Blisters bloom red on her toes and heels, her skin peeling in painful strips, and my heart aches for her. My feet are in decent shape, save for the ache of constant use, but perhaps her shoes were new, their stiffness chaffing her soft flesh. 

      I wordlessly slip beside her and place a hand comfortingly on her back. My fingers trace abstract designs, and a sudden and violent sob bursts from Serene’s lips at my touch. She convulses with unstoppable force, and I feel her despair reverberating in my chest as if every time she breathes out, I breathe her pain in.

      “I can’t even remember a time when I wasn’t terrified,” she sobs. “It’s as if I woke up, and my life was hell. I’m so tired.”

      Luka sinks beside her and leans his head against the wall. His fingers grip Serene’s hand, and then he closes his eyes as if trying to shut out every nightmare that plagues us. I want him to say something. Anything to assure me he is still with me, but he is silent as Serene cries. So I wrap my arm around her shoulder and pull her to me as we collapse against the concrete.
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        * * *

      

      I jerk awake with a start. Alarm courses through my veins. I didn’t mean to fall asleep, and my brain is screaming at me for my foolishness, but one glance at Serene and Luka tells me they too fell victim to exhaustion. I look around, but without the sun it is impossible to tell if I slept for minutes or hours. I twist my neck and spine, and the lack of stiffness suggests it’s been less than an hour. Any longer on this unyielding surface would have left me sore and rigid.

      I lean my head against the barrier and close my eyes, the desire to just lay here and sleep dragging me back to oblivion, but the anxiety pumping through my system has not dissipated. My eyelids peel open, and I stare at the empty silence. Something is nagging at the recesses of my brain. It is as intangible as smoke, but it is there, seeping through my mind. It forces me off the wall and into a kneel before my sleeping friends. Serene’s boots are still lying on the ground, and that same urgent nudging has me pulling on her socks and shoes. Once they are laced up, I angle forward and grab her shoulder.

      “Serene?” I give her a small shake. “Serene, you need to wake up.” She moans an unintelligible response and shifts her weight, but she does not wake. Urgency is slowly inching through my nervous system like icy fingers crawling over bare skin, and I lean over and place my palm on Luka’s thigh.

      “Luka,” I speak louder this time. “Get up.” He grunts in protest, but my shaking does not relent. “Luka, wake up.” One of his eyes opens, and he peeks at me with a bloodshot stare. “Please.” I’m begging now. “Get up.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asks as he watches me shake Serene. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine, and I’m not sure. Something feels off.”

      “This whole maze is off.”

      “Like with Jude.” I pin him with a harsh gaze, and his eyes widen at my meaning.

      “Serene?” He joins my efforts to rouse her. “Serene, sweetheart, you need to get up.”

      And the floor pitches.

      “Pick her up!” I scream as I scramble to my feet, pulling on a suddenly wide-eyed Serene, but Luka is already moving and has her in his arms before my sentence falls from my lips. We bolt forward, dragging a bewildered Serene, and the ground beneath us rumbles and separates. 

      “Faster!” I urge them onward. My sixth sense gave us a marginal head start, one they are undoubtedly rushing to overcome with their trap. I shove Serene before me, and the openings in the floor hiss. We just have to get past the tears ripping apart the ground, only past a few more endless feet. We run with everything we have, and I wonder how long before my lungs explode within my chest.

      “Jump!” Luka’s order ricochets off the walls, and his broad palms shove both Serene and I over the last hissing gap. Just as he is about to cross to safety, the maze clicks, and fire erupts from the earth. My scream rips painfully through my body as flames engulf him, and for a second, Luka is lost to us, consumed by searing heat. Then, with a roar of rage so vicious, Luka flies through the wall of fire and slams chest first into me. We both reel backwards, and I trip on a collision course with the ground. His arms constrict around my waist and halt my fall, cementing me to his torso as he digs in his heels. 

      A sob breaks past my lips, and my arms wriggle free of his hold to wrap him in a choking embrace of my own. My tears stream hot down his neck as I cling to him, desperate to convince myself that he is unharmed. For a long moment we stand locked together, and with each passing second, I grip him tighter.

      I eventually notice Serene’s arms wrapped about the both of us, and I peel my face from Luka’s throat and lean my forehead against hers. Our noses brush in a soft kiss of skin. We are okay. There isn’t even a whiff of singed hair lingering on our bodies.

      The wall of flames catches my eye, and my gaze wanders to the spot where we had fallen asleep. It is engulfed in rage, as if it was the focal point of the fire’s wrath. Luka notices my line-of-sight and twists our still entwined group around so he can see.

      “Holy hell,” he whispers as he loosens his grip on me. “If you hadn’t woken us, we would have been right in the middle. No way we could have escaped before it burned us to death.” He looks at me with squinted brows, studying me with sudden questioning. “How did you know?”

      I shake my head slowly as the heat bathes our skin. The truth is, I don’t know. Something woke me. An internal alarm determined to keep me safe, a premonition vibrating in my bones. I cannot say what is to come. I have no idea what dangers lie ahead, waiting to devour us whole. All I know is that both times the recesses of my brain warned me of danger, the maze did not disappoint.

      “It’s a good thing she did, though,” Serene says. “I hope her sixth sense keeps working.”

      I open my mouth to agree, but a deep rumble interrupts me. The concrete writhes around us like an earthquake readying to split the ground and swallow us whole, and slowly with the metallic grinding of hundreds of gears, the walls shift. The three of us stand frozen in both awe and terror as the maze reshapes itself into a new pattern. The path before us transforms as the walls move until the section we stand in is completely unrecognizable.

      What is this place, that this monstrous structure is able to remake itself? How much money and manpower went into building a death trap that can mold to the designer’s will? It’s as if the maze recognizes something in my premonitions that I cannot see. It is taking no chances. The first time with Jude was a coincidence, but now? No, they don’t want me to warn my friends again.

      “Why are they altering the design?” Luka steps forward into the unrecognizable pathway. “Is this another trap?”

      “No.” But it is the only word I can whisper. He turns to look at me, but I can’t form words at the moment. A thought has overtaken my brain. It is almost intangible, but it lingers all the same, and the phrase ‘gate eight’ plays on repeat in my mind like an unholy mantra.

      “They don’t want her intuition kicking in again, I think,” Serene says when I don’t answer. “They want us walking into the traps blind.”
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      Uneasiness spreads over my skin like a heavy blanket, thick and oppressive as it drives against my chest. This restructured pattern feels foreign and wrong, and I am afraid of what lurks in the dark corners. What new evils did they add to our future?

      My stomach grumbles in ravenous hunger. We have eaten nothing since the oily breakfast at the start of the race, but I cannot determine how much time has passed since that meal. It seems like days, but it has probably been less. Thirst is slowly starting to rear its brutal head, but it is only faint for now. After the frigid rain, I am too afraid to pray for food or water. How much more punishment can our bodies take before we break?

      “Nothing is happening,” Luka says, and both Serene and I glare at him as if the devil knocked at our door and he invited him in. 

      “I mean with nothing happening, shouldn’t we pick up the pace?” he corrects. “I realize we are starving and exhausted, but every minute that passes in here, is a minute that could kill us. I think we should speed up while we can and try to make it to the end.”

      “I’ll do my best to keep up,” Serene says. “It’s just my feet hurt so bad.”

      “I know.” Luka rubs her shoulder blades as he glances down at her boots. “I would carry you if I could, but…”

      “It’s okay,” she interrupts before he punishes himself further. He grins at her attempt to ease his guilt and then squints at me for approval.

      “Keep your ears open.” I nod, and collectively we pick up the pace. “If you hear the maze move, run.”

      We fall silent as our momentum consumes our breath. We do not jog recklessly but keep our eyes and ears peeled for danger. If only Jude had not been so blinded by fear. Bile churns in my throat, and I push the thought of our sweet companion out of my head. I’ll grieve for him later when I have survived this, otherwise my distraction will drive me to join him.

      Our panting is the only sound echoing off the concrete other than our pounding footfalls. I am not sure how long we can keep this speed, but with each step, every searing lungful of air, we draw closer to that ominous tower. The end is fast approaching, but I dread our arrival. That final climb will be the worst to come, all the desperate survivors converging on a single point, crazed by death and the desire to win.

      Thunder rolls through the concrete, and my eyes fly to my teammates. 

      “I heard it,” Luka confirms as the moans continue. I scan the walls, but nothing strikes me as out of the ordinary. The sky above is unchanging in its emptiness, and the ground offers no hints at the disturbance.

      “Be careful,” I say between ragged exhales. “I’m not sure if it’s a trap or just a means to scare us.”

      “Hopefully they are moving another team’s section like they did ours,” Serene says. I hadn’t thought of that, and my mind crosses its mental fingers. Please let it be that simple. Let us get to the tower without another ambush attempting to flay our flesh from our bones.

      “We should slow down, just in case,” Serene adds, but her uneven gait gives her away. She is hurting but is too ashamed to admit it.

      “Good idea,” I agree and ease my pace. Nothing has happened yet, and a small sprout of hope pushes through the dirt of my chest. I’m almost praying it is a different sector altering and not ill about to befall us. I know that wish makes me a horrible person. Longing for such suffering to fall on others will send me to eternal damnation, but I cannot bear the thought of another trap. I need the noise to not be for us. The devil can take me, but please leave my group in peace.

      “I can’t decide who I want to punch first,” Serene says. “That bull of a man in that horrible suit? That awful lady with that ridiculous needle who assigned us to gate eight? Or those cafeteria employees serving greasy eggs? The only time you are supposed to mix oil and eggs is when you are making a sauce, not a scramble.”

      I glance at her with raised eyebrows at her sudden outburst, but her eyes are full of sympathy. Sympathy for… me? It’s as if she was listening to the ranting in my head, and her nature within pushed passed her own pain to offer aid to mine. I love her. Perhaps my love will save my soul from hell.

      “Oh, those cafeteria ladies for sure,” Luka chimes in, and I laugh at his resolute answer. “They are definitely the most heinous of the choices.”

      “I know right?” Serene giggles. “They would probably lock me away for the rest of my life if I hit them, but man, would the look on their faces be worth it.” The thought drags another chuckle out of me, and she looks at me with a sense of triumph.

      “When we get out, we will each pick one and punch them together,” I say.

      “Pinky swear?” Serene holds up a pinky to each of us. Both Luka and I wrap our little fingers around hers, and she clenches them tight. It’s childish, but this swear feels monumental and binding. We swore an oath. We are bound by a teenage covenant.

      My hopes are dashed as we round the next corner. The smiles and infinitesimal joy evaporates as a faint click vibrates the ground beneath our feet, the maze barely giving us time to react to its savagery. To think we were free from harm was foolishness. The maze will make us pay for that.

      “Jump!” I scream, voice hoarse from exertion. I snatch the rest of Serene’s fingers and launch myself through the air, dragging her behind me. Just as the soles of my boots leave the concrete, it opens its ravenous mouth, attempting to devour us whole. Our bodies sail over the gaping wound in the ground, and before I can stop myself, my gaze pitches down. Beneath the maze floor is a deep-shadowed drop filled with gruesome metal spikes jutting up from the depths. Teeth ready to cut and gnash, and whether that is blood or rust staining their tips, I cannot tell.

      My feet strike the opposite side, and we both stumble in a nosedive for the concrete. I regain my balance before we hit the ground, though, and yank on Serene to halt her fall, but we are both suddenly shoved forward by the impact of Luka’s landing mass. We tumble in a heap of limbs and tangled hair, but I keep rolling until my body is free of hers. My boots connect with the floor, and I surge to a stand, Luka’s chest at my back corralling me onward.

      “Get up!” He lunges for Serene, grabbing her by the jacket collar. She scrambles up and races after me, but she has barely regained her footing when the ground groans and yawns wide.

      I almost topple into the mouth of razor stakes, but by some miracle, my toes catch the edge at exactly the right angle, sending me soaring over the trap. I land heavily on the opposite side, and my ankle rolls dangerously beneath me. I keep going, biting my lip to help ignore the shooting needles in my bones. My eyes stay trained on the ground as I run, but I see no seams, no sign of where the next ambush will unfurl. The concrete offers no warning, and suddenly a slab pulls back with breakneck speed, revealing a third pit just as we are upon it.

      We bound over it together as if controlled by one mind, but Luka’s weight lands first. His boots make contact with ease, but my toes barely land on safety. With a strangled cry, I pitch forward and hurl myself away from harm’s boney fingers, and when I stagger a few paces, my eyes flick back to the trap. I realize with sudden panic that the gaps are growing wider. The jumps are getting harder, longer. I open my mouth to warn the others, but true to form, a gate of death expands beneath us, and the warning dies on my lip as a leap.

      My realization spurs me forward, and landing on the opposite end confirms I’m right. My feet barely make it despite my preparation. Any further apart, and not even Luka’s long legs will bear him to safety. He lands gracefully beside my fleeing form and barrels ahead with a speed I could never hope to match, even though I try. We are going to need all the velocity we can muster to defy the next leap, although our efforts might be futile. There is only so far human legs can stretch.

      I brace for Serene’s impact seconds after I land, but only her voice collides with me. She screams a blood curdling sound filled with every dark nightmare. My heels grind to a halt, and my head whips around to see the girl, our teammate, dangling from the edge of the mouth.

      “My leg!” she shrieks, and the blood pounding through my ears almost drowns out her cries. One of the spikes must have pierced her as she fell, and the urge to vomit crashes into me like a wave whipped mad by a storm.

      “We have to help her!” I scream at Luka and dive for the dangling girl. This maze is cruel. It will not give her time to free herself. I scramble over the ground on my hands and knees, palms grating the roughness. The concrete vibrates beneath me, and I bellow with a voice loud enough to pierce the heavens.

      “Hurry!” I launch my entire body at Serene. She grasps me with desperation, and the moment our sweaty fingers collide, I pull. Her frame budges slightly and then falls back into place, dangled over the lip of the trap.

      “My leg,” she repeats, and the fear in her eyes almost kills me. I scramble forward, afraid to look, but I have to. I have to help her. I could not save Jude, but Serene has to live. I peer over the edge, and just because I was expecting it, doesn’t mean it is any easier to see. One of the spikes is embedded in her calf, effectively trapping her.

      “You have too…” I start, but I hear the tick of machinery and know I am too late. I watch in horror as the mouth of the trap snaps shut around her waist, resealing the maze floor. Serene spits blood into my face as her torso is severed. I’m clutching her hands, still trying to pull her up, and her body twitches toward me as it relieves her of her bottom half. Sickness rises in my throat as her blood drips down my nose and lips. Her eyes are wide and aware. She is still alive, and I can’t stare at her, but I can’t look away. The color drains from her cheeks as she drools blood onto the concrete. It coats my fingers and arms, and her grip slowly loosens, but mine only tightens. My fist becomes iron, as if my sheer force of willpower can stop the terror.

      Serene’s eyes go from wide, to horrified, to dull, and it is only then that I realize Luka has me by my pants, trying to haul me back. He has been there the whole time, helping me pull our friend from harm’s way, but the maze will never let us win. It will extract its tax of blood, regardless the cost, no matter our efforts.

      For a moment, both Luka and I are motionless, and then he resumes pulling me away from Serene. I fight him with sudden rage and grief. I hold tight to her hands and wrap both my pinkies around hers. It was a promise, our promise, and they broke our sacred vow. My voice pours out of me in uncontrollable waves of anguish, and if anyone is listening, I’m sure my cries inject terror into their hearts. Serene was supposed to make it to the end. I swore to myself that no one else was going to die, but she is utterly still and lifeless, her body severed in two.

      I begin to convulse, and Luka pulls harder at my legs. I let him tear me away, my hands wet with both the blood and sweat of my dead friend. Our fingers slip apart, our pinkies the last to part, and a sob wracks my ribs at the knowledge that this is the final time I will ever touch Serene. We were not friends long, but somehow I feel I knew her well. I saw Jude die, and maybe I have seen others pass also, but I know in my heart this is the first time I have watched the lights in someone’s eyes fade out. This is the first time I’ve witnessed the soul leave a body in excruciating detail.

      Luka hauls me to his chest and drags me to my feet. His skin is so warm while I am ice. He helps me flee from the trap, terrified I’m sure of another mouth yawning wide to claim us, but as we move away in a dazed fog, no other ambush opens. They have claimed their sacrifice. They are saving us for later.

      We round a bend, and I turn to glance back one last time at Serene. All I can see is her crimson blood and her curly hair. Goodbye, my friend. I hope that you are somewhere absent of pain and fear. I pray you are in a better place than this barbaric maze.

      As Luka and I flee, I hardly remember any of what passes by us. I think we are running. I vaguely register my feet slapping the concrete. I barely register Luka clinging to me, but whether it’s because he needs it or I do, I’m not sure. From this moment on, I am no longer human. I am a shell.
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      I don’t realize how tired I am until my legs give out, and I topple to the ground. My knees smash into the concrete seconds before my hands, and the pain that grates over my flesh ripples through my body.

      “We have to stop!” Luka is behind me, panting from the grueling pace I’ve set. My rage and terror have forced us to flee with energy we don’t possess, and I can tell by his voice that he too is on the brink of collapse.

      “We have to stop,” he repeats as he grabs my jacket and tries to pick me up.

      “I can’t!” I crawl forward even as he pulls me, mucus and tears pouring off my face. “We have to keep going.”

      “No!” Luka bellows, fighting my struggling body. He drags me back forcefully, and my arms give way. I collapse in a heap on the floor with a writhing convulsion.

      “Let me go!”

      “Stop, please stop.”

      “Let me go, Luka!”

      “No!” He hauls me to him as if to embrace me, but my flailing arms resist with their every move.

      “Get your hands off me!”

      “Just stop!” He shakes my shoulders and then plants me hard in front of him. His eyes are bloodshot, and he looks older, as if his life is draining by the second. “She is gone. There is nothing you can do, and we’ve had no food or water. You will kill yourself at this pace.”

      “I don’t care,” I spit.

      “Don’t say that.” And by the expression plastered on his face, I see how much those words terrify him. “Never say that,” he repeats as he struggles to fight back tears. “I need you. You can’t leave me too.”

      “Luka…” My lips tremble at his name, and my hands lift to his cheeks. They are red with exertion and damp with sweat, but they are soft under my fingertips. He stares at me for a long moment, his beautiful face pleading with me, and then in a torrent of tears, I fling myself at him. My arms snake around his neck, and I cling to him as if my body is trying to absorb his. If my grip hurts, he does not let on. He only envelops me in his embrace and squeezes until I can barely breathe. We hold on to each other for endless moments, our chests pressed together, our faces buried in each other’s necks, and we sob, my fist grasping at the small wisps of hair at the base of his skull. They brush against his thick scar, and I trace the mottled pattern. Its outline is familiar to me, my fingers knowing its every curve and crevice. What gave him this? Why is its shape burned into my muscle’s memory?

      We kneel, clutched together for so long that my knees go numb from the unforgiving ground. I shift my weight off one knee to alleviate the pain, but a sharpness runs through my legs causing me to flinch.

      “Are you hurt?” Luka pulls from my arms and examines me with wild urgency.

      “No,” I answer and collapse, removing the pressure from my kneecaps. “My knees are numb.” My explanation seems to spark realization in Luka, and he follows my lead, dropping to his hips.

      “We need to rest. I need to rest,” he says, looking at me with defeat in his eyes. “I’m starving.”

      My stomach feels like it’s devouring itself, so I can only imagine how he is suffering. Luka is taller and stronger than I, his well-defined muscles requiring more calories than my lean ones. Adrenaline has kept us moving this long, but with dehydration setting back in from the speed I foolishly drove us to, not even adrenaline will keep our bodies mobile.

      I nod in agreement, and he starts to crawl to the wall. The tower is only a short distance away. I can see it; the end is almost tangible, but there is no way we can climb that now. My eyelids grow heavier with every second, and my gut tells me the worst of this maze is hiding in the recesses of this finale. I follow Luka to a small indent in the concrete and settle beside his leaning figure. He opens his arm to me, and I curl within his embrace, folding my body into his warmth. My head leans against his chest as my back lands against the hard surface, but I force myself to concentrate on his strong heartbeat, proof that he has not been pried from my life.

      “I don’t think we have parents,” he murmurs after a long time, voice soft in my ear.

      “Of course we have parents,” I say, but my words trail off as my conviction falters.

      “I mean, yeah, we had families once,” Luka says, “but what mother would willingly watch this? What father would allow their children to compete in a televised show that kills them? Maybe they are being lied to. Maybe this is a dark web game that no one but psychos knows exists, but how do they explain losing all the kids? An occasional accident might work, but this race has clearly happened before. It is too efficient, too expensive. This is not their first run.”

      My thoughts turn back to the rust-colored stain that caught my attention before Jude was crushed and to the sections of walls that were newer than the rest. Luka is right. This game has been played before. Multiple times, if I had to guess.

      “People would get suspicious if children kept dying after being accepted into this competition, even if no one but those viewing it illegally sees it. Wouldn’t parents eventually involve law enforcement?” he continues. “It just doesn’t make sense to take kids from families. I have a feeling we are orphans. Plus, I can’t really recall a family before this race. I know that can be a side effect of dehydration, lack of food, and extreme fear, but you would assume I could remember my mother.”

      “You might be right,” I say, but I can barely keep my eyes open, let alone concentrate on anything besides Serene spitting blood and Luka’s warm skin. “But I think I have a mom. I don’t know why, and I can’t think straight at the moment, but she is out there. She is waiting for me.”

      “I hope she is,” he whispers into my hair, the words moving his lips like small kisses. “But you, I remember.”

      “Hmmm?” I ask, but the world is dimming, and my brain is foggy. I can barely understand him, for sleep has almost claimed me.

      “I remember you.”

      “We just met.”

      “I know,” he mumbles, making no sense. “But somehow, deep down, my body remembers you.”

      But I don’t hear his words because I’ve fallen victim to my exhaustion.
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        * * *

      

      The wall behind me suddenly gives way, and I am leaning on nothing but air. I crash backward with a harsh jolt, and my head cracks with brutal force on the ground. I cry out as the pain jerks me out of my slumber, and before I can register what is happening, Luka crashes beside me with a thud. The air is dimmer than it was earlier. The light is bright enough for the cameras to see us without the aid of night vision, but dark enough that the edges of my sight blurs, the shadows encroaching to hide the maze’s demons. Luka and I share an anxious glance, all sleep instantly evaporated from our eyes, and we scramble forward as the machinery deep within this modern coliseum groans a savage growl.

      Luka tries to stand, but the maze chooses that moment to begin restructuring. Concrete collides with his skull, and he plummets backward. I skid for him, knees scraping across the ground, and catch him as he falls. He looks at me with a dazed expression, but thankfully no blood pours from the impact site.

      “Crawl!” I order and push his body before me. He moves slowly at first but picks up speed as the structure continues to shift. The walls shrink together, and portions of hidden concrete jut out above in an attempt to trap us in their stony tomb. As our palms clamor over the ground, dragging us forward inch by inch, sections close in behind our bodies. It is corralling us toward the finish line, but if we don’t move fast, we will be barricaded within its ever-changing terrain. 

      “Look out!” Luka yells over the droning gears, and a slab of concrete slams down before our faces. Luka’s fingers constrict around my wrist, and he hauls me to his side. We veer left to avoid the obstacle and clamor down the new path the maze is forcing us along. My knees scream at the constant pounding, but our shifting surroundings barely give any warning to their changes as we crawl like hunted animals.

      The section to Luka’s left suddenly slams down, almost crushing his shoulder. Luka flings himself into me, sending us both rolling out of the way in a tangle of torsos and limbs. His heavy body comes to an abrupt halt on top of mine. The impact drives the air from my lungs, but he gives me no time to recover as his hands haul me up.

      “You okay?” he asks as he shoves me. I cough, my breath returning to my chest like a vacuum sucking up dirt, and nod my head.

      “Okay,” I wheeze, barely able to push out the single word.

      A whoosh of air barrels from behind me, tossing my hair into my eyes, and instinct tells me to move. I heave forward, pulling my legs to my ribs as a section of the wall snaps down into place where my feet had just lingered. I curse unintelligible words. I fling a roar of obscenities at the shifting maze, but it ignores my insults and continues its systematic reorganization.

      The segment to my right plunges down, smacking my hip with bruising force, and my body plows into Luka. His balance teeters for a moment, but my hand shoots out to steady him. Just as I grab his shirt and pull, the section to his left snaps down, and Luka roars. Fear injects my veins with poison. My eyes snap to his grimaced lips, but he shoves me onward. I obey his urging and bolt as fast as my hands and knees can carry me. I see a motionless pathway ahead. If we crawl a few feet more, we’ll be free. 

      “Only a little further,” I scream with renewed vigor, but Luka doesn’t answer. I feel him at my back though, and so I continue with as much speed as my destroyed body will allow.

      Another section slams down behind us, followed by a rapid-fire succession of a barrier to my right. A click sounds above, and Luka’s hand snaps out with perfect reflexes and forces me away from him. My shoulder slaps concrete, and my head bounces off this newly created wall with a painful crack from the power of his shove. For a moment, confusion at his violence is my only thought, but before I can even regain my balance, a slab plummets down between us… exactly where my spine had been.

      “Get out!” Luka’s weak voice comes from the opposite side. I pray to anyone listening as I scramble forward that he is not trapped. He can’t be trapped. Luka will be fine. He has to be.

      With one final surge of panic-induced energy, my body surges back to solid ground. I stumble in my haste, and my chest smacks the concrete. My lungs are a searing organ of fire choking on the air flooding them. I sputter, my muscles convulsing, but I manage to swing myself around on unsteady arms to watch for Luka. For an agonizing moment, the shifting sections are void of human life. It is only seconds, but I age years as I wait, and then a wall moves and spits him out into the open. My whole body gives a sigh of relief at the sight of him, but then red fills my vision. It is unnaturally bright in this pallid landscape. My exhale catches in my throat, freezing like a swallowed ice cube strangling its unsuspecting victim.

      Luka stumbles forward, pale and unstable. His back and shoulder pour crimson, leaving a trail of gore along the graying concrete, and his arm hangs at an unnatural angle. Instantly I think of his cry when I bumped him, and with horror I realize that I knocked him into the path of the falling wall. I thought it had just clipped him, but I was wrong.

      Luka staggers, and I’m on my feet and before him faster than I believed possible. My arms catch his fall, and together we settle to the floor. Warmth oozes over my hands in hot pulses. Terror possesses me like a demon in the night, and with shaking fingers, I pull his jacket aside. A gash starts at his shoulder blade and travels down his back, cleaving a flap of hanging flesh from his body. I gag at the sight. Blood pumps from it and spreads down his chest and arm, and while I am no doctor, I know this is bad. Tears involuntarily spring to my eyes, and I suck in ragged, desperate breaths.

      “It’s okay,” Luka whispers, but I see the fear in his eyes. This stupid, brave boy that my heart loves without reason. I will not accept this. He has to live. I won’t let him leave me.

      With fast movements, I peel off my jacket and shirt and sit in my sports bra as I strip the clothes from his torso. I shove my balled-up top into the wound and use his larger one to tie the fabric to his body. It isn’t perfect, but it will hold, god willing. I then take his jacket and create a makeshift sling for his almost useless arm. I grab mine to reinforce his bandaging, but he shakes his head as I put it against his skin.

      “No.” he pushes it back into my hands. “They’re sick, watching us die for sport,” he continues when my eyebrows rise in question. “I don’t want them seeing you like that. Wear the jacket. Do not give them anything else to enjoy.”

      “But you need it,” I argue.

      “Please,” he says and brushes his bloody fingers over my cheek as if he is marking me as his. “I don’t want to die knowing the perverts viewing this game are staring at you.”

      “You will not die.”

      “I…”

      “You’re not going to die. Say it… Luka, say it.”

      “I’m not going to die.”

      I take the jacket back from his sticky grasp and shrug it on, zipping it to cover my exposed skin.

      “I’ll carry you if I have to.” I pull his body against mine and struggle to a stand.

      “You can’t…”

      “I watched Jude and Serene die,” I interrupt. “If you think I’m just going to leave you to bleed out, you have another thing coming. I WILL carry you, Luka. We cross the finish line together or not at all.”

      Without warning, Luka leans forward and presses his lips to my cheek, millimeters away from my mouth. My breath catches at the tender gesture, and I wrap my arms around him tighter, kissing his sweaty hair. I love this boy in a way I cannot explain, and I kiss his head again for good measure.

      “Together,” he says with a breathless pant. 

      “Together,” I vow, and then I drag him to the tower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The finale looms with mocking height, rendering all below it as ants to be crushed. It is a structural monster among mere mortals, and its colossal girth and bulky sections stand as a testament to its gruesome glory. It has stood the test of time, weathered every attack thrust against it, and as I drag Luka with slow and awkward movements, its invincibility greets us with a haughty air. This final leg of our disastrous journey hovers ready to strike down any resilient survivors who have escaped the maze’s vicious attempts. This is the gatekeeper, the last defense against the living, and it will not be so easily defeated.

      I pull Luka’s pale figure to the wall and lean him against the concrete, granting my fatigued muscles a small respite. My neck cranes at an uncomfortable angle to get a full view of this final haul. It seems the only way up is the narrow doorway on the ground beckoning us into the darkness. About halfway up, the ascent ceases to be inside, and the sole path to the next section is to scale the cubed blocks outside, much like the disastrous climb in the blackness earlier when we still had four. Toward the top, though, the route to the finish line looks to return to the innards of the tower. They want to see how many people fall, leaving only the worthy to battle for the championship.

      “Do you need a break?” I ask. Luka shakes his head with slow movements, but I see the color of his skin pale as if his life is draining as I watch. I open my mouth to argue, to insist he sit down and catch his breath, but the end is his only hope. He needs a doctor, and my small shirt will only staunch the blood for so long. His only chance at survival is to complete the maze and escape.

      “We’re almost there.” I tuck myself beneath his good arm and remove him from the wall’s crutch. “Who knows, maybe we’ll be the first to finish. Maybe we will win.”

      “You don’t think we took too many breaks?” Luka asks as we close in on the black doorway beckoning us with its ill intent.

      “You were one of the strongest and most athletic competitors at that last breakfast. If you needed to rest, then so did the others. No one ran this maze without stopping, and who knows how many died on that dark climb. At least we survived that.”

      “Well, we have one more chance at that death.” Luka nods his head upward as we step into the tower’s darkness. “The light is dim. You think they will turn them off again?”

      “No,” I answer as we meet a circular stone staircase that ascends into almost blackness. “This is the climax. They want the world to watch us in high definition.”

      Luka grunts an unintelligible reply and places one foot warily on the stairs. When no evil launches from the dark to devour us, I follow suit, and together we scale the winding stairwell up into the consuming black.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing happens for the first half of the climb. The dark is a thick cloak over our eyes, keeping our future shrouded in mystery, but our every step is met with solid stone. The incline is steep though, and my energy is a desert, dry and barren. Luka wheezes beside me, his blood loss a siren dragging him to the depths. I do my best to support his weight, but the blond boy is much larger than I am. My legs are desperate to give out, my back begging to collapse under the stress, but I grit my teeth with grinding force. If sheer will could be consumed as fuel, my body would be a seething hulk of rage and strength.

      Luka trips, and without warning, his body plummets. His weight catches me unaware and rips me off balance with a harsh jolt to my vertebrae. With a yelp, I topple forward, Luka crashing hard beside me, and as we slide down a few steps, he roars. He bucks backward and severs our connection. In the darkness, I can make out his huddled shape against the wall, cradling his broken arm.

      “Luka,” I whisper as my torso drags over the stairs to him. He flinches at my approach, and I stop, his labored, pained voice shaking me to my core. For a moment, neither of us moves, but then I push past his invisible barrier and envelop him in my arms. I pull the sobbing boy to his feet, and his body shakes against me. We move slowly, but once he is standing, I re-adjust his sling. The small movement causes him to cry out in misery, but he does not recoil. I tighten his bindings, and as my fingers finish their task, his forehead falls to my head. It rests there for a long while, his ragged breathing fluttering my hair.

      “Get me out of here,” he rasps, his defeated tone clinging to my body for strength. My arms wrap around his bare and bloody waist, and once more, I begin to drag him up the steps.

      “We are going to make it?” Luka’s weak voice asks.

      “Yes,” I promise. “And we will win.”

      “Good… I want to survive long enough to strangle whoever designed this place.”

      “I’ll hold them down while you do it.” I smirk, and Luka leans his head against my temple.

      “I wouldn’t have survived this without you. Even if I wasn’t hurt, I still don’t think I could do it. There is something about you. We make a good team.”

      “We are a good team,” I agree. “If we survive this, promise we won’t say goodbye.”

      “Say goodbye to you?” A short laugh bursts from his lips. “I could never. I would rather run this maze for a second time than never see you again.”

      “Don’t mock me.”

      “I’m not.” He squeezes my shoulders weakly, as if to reassure me of his words. “It’s the truth. I know it’s weird, but for some reason you have this hold on me. There is no one I would rather have by my side in this chaos than you.”

      “I wish we had met somewhere else. I would have liked not having a time limit on our friendship.”

      “Hey.” His head moves against mine, coaxing me to look up into his eyes. “You promised me we would make it. We don’t have a shelf life. We aren’t dying.”

      “I didn’t think Jude and Serene would die,” I say. “I barely knew Jude, but Serene… she had a way of making us feel loved. I could not save her. I tried so hard, but I couldn’t… what if I can’t save you?”

      “Then just stay with me till the end,” he says with such heartbreaking sincerity that tears flood my eyes. “But you won’t need to. You said it yourself. We are going to win.”

      “Yes,” I agree, wiping my wet cheeks on his bare shoulder. “Then when we are free, we will make them pay for this.”

      “Together.”
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        * * *

      

      We round what feels like the hundredth curve in the stairs, and suddenly the next step is absent. Only empty air offers aid like a toothless gap in a brittle mouth. The stone steps resume their ascent further up the stairwell, though, as if nothing was amiss.

      “The second we jump this, the climb stops being a simple staircase, doesn’t it?” Luka asks, and I look up at him with wide eyes. We are both winded. Of course this is where they ignite the fire and brimstone in their pit of hell.

      “Be careful,” Luka says when he sees my face, “and don’t do anything stupid for my sake.”

      “Luka…”

      “I mean it,” he interrupts. “You need to make it to the end. I want to get there with you, but I can’t cost you your life.”

      “I’ll be careful,” I say, but I can tell by the look in his eyes he does not believe me. He doesn’t push the issue, though. It’s as if he had to voice it for his own conscience, but I’m crossing the finish line with him or not at all. No one else from our team is dying.

      “Are you ready?” he asks in an unsure tone.

      “No.” 

      “Neither am I.”

      And we jump.

      The moment our toes graze the opposite stairs, the stairwell rears to life. It shakes beneath our thunderous landing as if to tease us with the question of who will plummet to the concrete below? Us or them? 

      I drag Luka’s unsteady body up, and a group of steps before us wrenches free from their place in the wall as if the welded stone suddenly caved in to gravity. The newly created gap is a single step longer than the previous. It’s like the traps that killed Serene. They will grow ever wider until one of us is sacrificed to the unyielding ground below. Thankfully, this staircase winds upwards in layers, and if we drop through, the rung of stairs below should break our fall.

      The gap approaches fast, and we soar over it with relative ease, but no sooner do we land, the steps before us give way with little ceremony. I stumble as I struggle to catch my footing in time to leap over the newly emptied air. Luka curses as he fumbles over the jump, colliding heavily with the opposite ledge of concrete, and my breath releases a groan as the burn in my thighs turns to singeing iron pokers.

      “We can’t fall,” Luka huffs almost unintelligibly. “They retracted all the stairs below. If we do, we fall all the way down.”

      It’s my turn to curse, but another set of crumbling steps drowns out my anger. We leap across, and Luka’s longer legs carry him with ease. He lands a safe distance from the edge, but my shorter jump deposits me on the first step after the gap. I wobble precariously, and the stone below my boots cracks and gives way. 

      My entire body pitches forward as my footing disappears, and my shins crack the sharp corner as I fall. I scream in pain, dragging myself away from danger, but the stairs keep falling. Each time my foot connects with support, the solidness vanishes and becomes thin air.

      I am screaming with a viciousness I didn’t think I was capable of. My chest grates over the jaggedness, my kneecaps digging into the hard surfaces with determination. To hell with the pain. Pain means I yet live.

      “Get up!” I realize Luka has been yelling above the chaos. His good hand snatches my jacket and lifts me up. My knees shove off the steps, but just as I regain a foothold, the stairs pull their support from me as if they relish this cruel joke. My body plummets down, and with an excruciating jolt of pain, my arms catch the ledge. My shoulders jerk with such force, I’m surprised my joints do not separate. I swing precariously over the black abyss and brace for the fall I know is coming. This step might give way any second, just as its predecessors did, and my blood will paint the concrete below with a chaotic vibrancy that would rival a Pollock.

      “Take my hand.” Luka thrusts a sweaty, adrenaline-laced palm in my face. “Now!” I reach for him, barely clinging to the dangling stair. The moment our fingers lock, Luka shoves one foot against the wall and the other against the steps and heaves. His voice exits him in waves of anguish as his shredded back pulls my weight. I can see the glint of tears in his eyes as he ignores his agony to save me. My hands claw the stone for any handhold. My nails bend and crack, all needles and razors, but the smooth surface offers no hope. Luka’s strength does not falter, and slowly my abdomen abrades over the ledge. 

      Luka pushes himself up to the next step and strains against my hanging weight. I swing my knee over, and I am safe. God have mercy on me, for I am back on solid ground, if only temporarily. I crawl with wobbling arms to Luka and scoop him to me. His breath falls heavy in my ear, and it is as if I can feel his pain in his every exhale. He needs a doctor, not the grueling task of saving me from a televised bloodbath, but the tower groans its brutality as a reminder that no matter what he deserves, Luka is its wounded prey. 

      “Go!” I shove him upward. He winces at the touch, and I try not to think of the pain rescuing me inflicted. Blood trickles fresh down his bare back as he stumbles. If only I could give him my unmarred flesh.

      Without warning, the stairs before Luka drop from the wall. He teeters on the balls of his feet as he tries to stop, but before he can fall, I’m behind him. My arms fling around his torso, and I draw his spine to me with urgent hands, welding him to my body. He grunts at the pain of his torn flesh colliding with my chest, but he does not plummet to his demise. That is all that matters. As soon as we steady, I thrust the both of us forward, and we fly over the ravenous darkness.

      “Stop trying to take him from me!” I am a banshee as I charge hellward, for that is where this tower climbs to. My body is breaking. My strength has evaporated like a single drop of water in the Sahara heat, but my resolution is a fiend. It screams within me and erupts from my lips. “You can’t have him! He is mine.” The stairwell grumbles again, preparing their ruthless havoc, but my mouth opens with a vengeance. “You can’t have him! Do you hear me, you bastards? I won’t let you.”

      The stairs stop their ominous whir of death, and the air falls still with an eerie peace. I hold my breath, waiting for every step to give way and sacrifice us both to its blood-thirst, but it holds solid and strong. Luka’s fingers search in the dim light for mine, and we clutch hands as our pace slows. With each stride, I expect the maze to extract payment for my defiance, but it does not. It’s as if it has heard my plea and answered favorably. I know that is not the case though, however badly I pray for it to be so. I suspect that the game has realized Luka and I are an inseparable team, and these mechanical traps will not be our downfall. It knows we will help each other instead of saving ourselves. It saw me keep Serene and Luka from suffering Jude’s fate. It witnessed me trying to save Serene. No, I think the human gods flipping switches to decide our fates are planning something different for us.
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      The rest of the climb is only as difficult as putting one foot before the other. Our thighs burn. Our lungs are shredded paper oozing air. Our tongues are swollen with dehydration, and our stomachs are shrunken cavities that have forgotten the feeling of nourishment.

      When we finally arrive at the end of the staircase, my arms slip from Luka’s waist, and I falter. I collapse in a heap and curl into the fetal position with trembling limbs and painfully heaving ribs. Luka crumbles beside me, but he only sits, sparing his back and arm the agony of the concrete’s harsh contact. He peers down at my prostrated figure, and outside of the darkened stairwell, I can see clearly how much worse he looks. Death lingers in his shadow; its boney fingers clenching and curling, anxious to dig into warm flesh and make it ice. I reach out and place my palm on Luka’s knee, but he merely stares at it as if he is too weak to even hold my hand.

      We remain that way for a long time, my thumb running over his kneecap in soft circles. Maybe we should stay here together, just lie down and let it end in each other’s arms. I open my mouth. I’ll tell him to sleep here with me. I will hold him until we are both gone.

      “Luka?” his name on my tongue surprises me as much as the sight behind him. All thoughts of failure evaporate, and I scramble to my knees. I crawl like a crippled animal across the ledge and grab the small paper bag sitting inconspicuously against the wall. I tear it open with violent fingers and burst into tears as its contents spill over my lap. A single bottle of water rolls over the concrete, and I lunge to catch it before it can escape and then look down to my legs. One sandwich wrapped in plastic sits on my thighs, our manna in the desert.

      “Luka,” I say through my tears and crawl back to him. I lay the food and water in his hands like a holy offering and watch as his eyes brighten. I know they have left this measly meal here to ensure we can complete the climax of the maze, that we have the energy to give the audience the spectacularly bloody ending they are waiting for, but I’m too happy to care about their evil motives. I grab the bottle and wrench off the top before handing it to Luka.

      “Go slow,” I say as he tips it to his lips. With small sips, he drinks a quarter of the water before passing it to me. Its coolness soothes my throat as it cascades down my esophagus. One bottle is not enough to hydrate our shriveling bodies, but I savor it with thankful tears. I re-cap it after I drink my ration and peel the plastic from the sandwich. It is cheap and flavorless white bread housing odd smelling mystery meat, but I grab its softness as if it were Christmas dinner. I pry it apart as evenly as I can and hand Luka the larger half.

      “Don’t eat too fast,” I warn as he lifts it to his eager mouth, and the suffering on his face makes my tears come again in a heartbreaking torrent. I lean forward and kiss his forehead as he takes his first bite. “Don’t want it to make you sick.” His head nods under my lips, and I feel the vibrations from his chewing. I pull back, my knees lingering against his so we do not have to part completely, and raise the sandwich to my mouth. My teeth sink into the food, and the fatty, unidentifiable meat hits my tongue. I ignore the flavor and the texture. They are not important. Only the calories are. The bread becomes nothing between my molars, and I swallow before capturing another mouthful. It is gross and unappetizing, and it is the best meal I have ever eaten.

      We eat in slow silence for a while. I know we are wasting time, but if we inhale this last supper, we could get sick. Our shrunken stomachs could revolt against the sudden onslaught after such deprivation. Perhaps that is what they are hoping for, that the competitors will wolf down the food in their starvation and then vomit as they climb the rest of the way. It’ll leave us as weak as when we started our ascent of this tower, and I do not want to be weak. Luka cannot afford that.

      As if he knows he is in my thoughts, Luka peers up at me and smiles. It is broad and wide; hints of his true beauty shining through, and I can’t help the grin that breaks out over my lips. He by no means looks healthy, but some color has returned to his face. Whoever brought this food here, bless you. Also curse you to hell for being a part of this game, but bless you for giving Luka a chance.

      “That was gross,” Luka mumbles, and his words drag a small laugh out of me. “Can I have the water?” I hand him the bottle, and he finishes his last portion before handing it back. The coolness forces the foul and lingering taste down my throat, and hope weakly raises her dying head in my chest.

      “Are you okay to keep going?” I ask.

      “No,” Luka answers.

      “Do you need to sit here longer and rest?”

      “No.” His good hand reaches out to my face and brushes a loose lock of hair behind my ear. “Sitting here won’t change that. I need real help to be okay.”

      “Did the food make you feel at least a little better?”

      “Yeah, it did.” He looks vaguely like he is lying, but I don’t want to press him too much. Fear for his life is painted across his face, so I choose to let hope take hold of us with her weak grasp instead of arguing my doubt.

      “Good.” I stand to my aching feet. I reach down and slowly help him to his. “Me too.”

      “Do you think every team received only one sandwich, no matter how many of them are left?” Luka asks as I travel to the edge where we will enter the next section of the climb.

      “I’m sure,” I say, turning back to see his forlorn face. 

      “So if there were four remaining, they only got a quarter of food and water instead of half like us?”

      “Yes,” I take his hand as if I can absorb some of his sorrow. “But there are no teams that have all four contestants left. They will have ensured that.”

      “I would still rather have eaten only a quarter.”

      “Me too.” I pull him to the ledge. “A hundred times over.”
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      This climb is not as sheer as the first one we encountered when the maze went dark, and for this, I am thankful. Luka’s broken arm will prove difficult on this challenge, but with the generous protrusions marking the way, not impossible. The giant cement sections above are like monstrous building blocks, ones that I have no doubt shift. I wonder why they are making us repeat the same feat as before. Surely the viewers want something more exciting, but I have no choice but to climb up the blocks as if they had been strewn here in an unstable stack by a giant’s child.

      I insist that Luka go first. With one good arm, he’ll need help up the larger sections. I can tell he doesn’t like the idea of potentially losing his balance and falling on me, but I am not to be argued with at the moment. I’ll push him up every inch of this tower, with my mother as my witness. Luka will not fall unless it is in my arms. Thankfully, he keeps his protests to his face and not his words and taking a steadying breath, begins the long and grueling ascent up these hateful cement cubes with only occasional boosts from me.

      We scale the initial quarter with no incidents besides labored breathing, but then I see them. They are mere ants at the moment, nothing but dots attempting to gain on us, but three boys have entered this vertical landscape, bent on winning the prize. Telling Luka we were the first had been a lie of encouragement, a feeble attempt to rally morale, but I hadn’t considered that we were truly in the lead. Yet watching this new team vanquish the obstacles below, it hits me we might actually be the head of the pack. Unless there are teams on the opposite side of the tower, Luka and I are the frontrunners. This open obstacle suddenly makes sense. This is the first time we have seen other players, the only part where our paths converge. The first time the stress of losing is tangible in the flesh. They want us to rush over these blocks. Our panic at seeing others overtake us will make us sloppy. It’ll only take one hastily misplaced handhold to start the final death count, and my stomach clenches in dread knowing this climb will force me to watch children fall instead of only hearing their screams.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Luka says as if my thoughts projected themselves into his brain. “Just climb and be careful. We are still in the lead.”

      We are, but for how long? Luka is moving slowly, and those boys seem to be scaling these blocks faster than us. How have three of them made it this far relatively unscathed? I hate to think of the reason. Was their fourth teammate sacrificed to the maze’s insatiable appetite for their salvation, or were they truly that lucky?

      “Come on.” Luka looks down from his position. “It’s just you and me like it was a few minutes ago, okay?” 

      “And they had less to eat than us,” I say, pulling up beside him, “having to split the sandwich three ways.”

      “You’re right,” he wheezes as he pulls himself up. “We are clearly in way better shape to win this.” His tone is exaggerated and tinged with bitterness, but I laugh despite our situation, the stress and terror causing infinitesimal cracks in my mind at his sarcastic words.

      A rumbling pushes out from the tower to consume my laughter in its ravenous hunger. It’s as if the maze heard my voice, the laugh that Luka coaxed out of me amidst this torture, and its displeasure ripples through the structure. Hinges and gears beneath our palms begin to groan and vibrate, and blasts of dusty air burst from the crevices in preparation.

      With urgent panic, I heave myself over the ledge and press myself against Luka’s back. My arms cage him in a prison of my flesh, and my torso shoves him against the stone, trapping him between the wall and my body. This entire formation is about to change in an attempt to obliterate us, and we stand no chance at victory if we allow it to separate us. Luka snakes his arm behind him and wraps his good hand around the small of my back, welding us together as the ridge we hover on shifts sideways. The concrete beneath our feet slides along a circular trajectory across the tower’s cylindrical face, its surface grinding the underbelly of the network of blocks diagonally above it; blocks on a collision course with our skulls.

      Luka and I bend our legs in harmony, and just as we are about to be knocked from our perch, we leap to the next foothold. Thankfully, the gap is small, and we clear it in a single jump. We won’t be so lucky with the rest. With the maze writhing beneath us like a snake trying to rid itself of dead skin, Luka will need more than just my strength to conquer this adversity. He will need both of his arms. Mother, if you are watching, get on your knees and pray for our safety. And pray fervently, Mother. I cannot watch him fall.

      This thin ledge supporting us is stationary for the moment, and I seize the opportunity to map the altering terrain. If we head straight up like the team of three below is attempting to do, we’ll encounter larger sections. Sections I can scale, but Luka will lose to. Desperately, I search this convulsing mass, and realize, with a plummeting heart, that if we travel diagonally, the shifting squares seem more manageable. That direction, though, will increase our time in this dangerous environment and bring us closer to the other teams. I’m not sure that’s the wisest option.

      “If we go on an angle, it should be easier.” Luka’s words mimic my thoughts. “It means we are on this section for longer, but we’ll climb faster. Those guys will burn through any energy that sandwich gave them with that incline.”

      My eyes fall to the group gaining on us. Another team has ventured onto this infernal construction since I last looked down. There are three of them as well, two boys and a girl. I remember her from the transport, her deep, crimson hair a beacon among the bland, and for a moment I wonder why she is climbing with it plastered to her face. Don’t those wayward strands obscure her vision? Then the realization punches my gut in a wave of nausea. It’s not hair, but blood dripping down her skin.

      “Let’s move!” I turn to an altering slab and scramble up on my hands and knees. The second I am secure on the drifting cube, I spin and shoot my hand out. Luka needs no urging and grabs it just as this new section passes beyond the reach of the stationary ledge. He grunts as the motion pulls at his back, but his boots thrust him from the concrete with ease. This might work. If we can travel fast but smoothly, this slightly easier path could deliver us to the end before the rest. 

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see more teams trickle onto the climb, their dwindled numbers mimicking ours, but I ignore them and force my concentration to every inch of gained height we conquer. We pick our route carefully; Luka pushing me up each moving block with his good arm, me pulling him up before the shuffling segments separate us. We trust each other explicitly, leaping and pausing in sync with no need to announce our plans. Our muscles grow tired, but this longer yet easier path works in our favor. The others have slowed in their vertical progress, and those that have adopted our method, searching for the simpler paths, are too far below to catch up.

      And then a scream rips through the air, followed by raging voices and booming obscenities. One scream turns to two, and suddenly the entire maze below us is alive with panic.

      “Stop!” a girl’s voice cries in a shrill tone. “Stop! What are you doing?”

      Instinctively, my fingers grip Luka in alarm, and my eyes turn down. I am not prepared for the sight.

      A new team has entered the playing field. I don’t recognize the two boys, they must not have been on our transport, but they are huge for their age, rivaling Luka’s stature. They have made quick work of the climb, and from their position, it seems they have traveled on an angle from the opposite side of the tower. Yet it is neither their size nor their speed that causes my breath to catch in my throat. It is the sight of the larger teen bringing his foot down hard on the head of the leader of the group of three boys. I watch in horror as his boot connects with his competitor’s forehead. I swear I hear the thud reverberate off the dome, and the assaulted kid falters. The crimson haired girl below screams like a wailing spirit, and the victim’s teammates scramble to his aid. They are too late. They cannot help him as the cruel competitor smashes his heel down for a second time. The poor helpless boy loses his grip. The shoe’s sole cracks his face, and for a breathless moment, his arms flail for purchase. Then he plunges backward. He does not stop until he splatters on the maze’s floor.

      The terror of the teams clinging to this moving monstrosity explodes, yet my voice catches in my throat, unable to break past my lips. As if he can sense my silence, that vicious teen turns his gaze to meet mine as he pulls his foot back under him and smiles. His grin is wicked and full of promise. A dark omen. A beautiful threat.

      “Go!” Luka shoves me with harsh force. “Climb!” he orders, and I scramble to the next shifting block. Any sense of careful mapping evaporates from our consciousness, replaced by blind self-preservation. Luka uses whatever he can to shove me up faster. His shoulders, fingers, head, and in turn, I don’t even bother to drag him up after me by his hand. I seize anything he offers and pull, his sweaty and bloody skin slick against my clawing fingers.

      The screaming starts again, and I know those two boys are moving toward their next living obstacle. Unable to help myself, my head turns down to see whom they have set their brutal sights on this time.

      “Eyes up!” Luka’s voice is harsh, almost mean as if to snap my mind out of its paralyzed horror. He shoves me, and I stumble forward, my chest smacking a rotating section closing in on us.

      “Climb!” Luka commands. I’ve heard fear come from his mouth, but never like this. This is primal. This is pure terror. “Don’t look down, just keep moving.” He nudges me again, and I obey. My mind tries without success to block out the sounds of screaming. I concentrate on putting one foot in front of another, one hand above the next, telling myself I cannot help. I can’t save those poor children below who only want their freedom. I can’t stop those boys who have let the madness of the maze consume them. 

      A sharp scream punctuates the air, followed by a torrent of anguished sobs. Every muscle within my skin flinches in response to the savagery gaining on us. This can’t be happening. How can they sit there and allow children to kill each other? How is this entertainment? Tears blind my eyes, and the section under my hands chooses that exact moment to shift. In my haze and haste, my fingers miss their hold, and my body slips. A cry explodes from my mouth, my belly clenching with sickness as it fights gravity.

      Wham! Luka’s chest slams into my falling back, halting my descent. My breast slaps painfully into the concrete as he catches me and thrusts me forward, and my chin bounces off the rough edge before me. All the air in my lungs forces past my lips as Luka pins me between the wall and his body. The force is crushing, constricting my breath until I am empty, but he does not release me from his living prison until the block stops its pilgrimage across the face of this tower.

      “Go.” I can tell by his grunt that saving me caused him great pain, and I realize his broken arm is pinned between us. The pressure he drove into me to halt my fall is crushing his battered bones, and I almost feel the fire of agony burning through his flesh into my back.

      “Luka…” I whisper.

      “Just climb.” He cuts me off and nudges me forward. I extract myself from the confines of his body and cast a quick glance below. Those two hulking boys are gaining on us, that team of three they attacked is now a team of one. More groups have joined the fray, each of them missing members, but they all hold back from these deranged new competitors. Arriving at the finish line last is safer than being bludgeoned off this tower, and these dangerous teens seem to have turned their blood-fueled intentions away from the recoiling children and toward Luka and I. They scale over the moving parts like inhuman creatures, and the thought that this could be a part of the game makers’ plan flashes through my mind. Did they save these boys for the end? Did they fuel both their bloodlust and their hunger so that when they arrived here, they would be strong and crazed enough to take out the weak and the broken?

      My attention snaps back to the climb, and my arms pull me up. A soft click hisses through the air, and the block above swings with unexpected speed for my head. I barely register the moving edge before I’m ducking, my skull narrowly escaping the collision. When the concrete passes, I whirl around and grab Luka. He clamors beside me, and together we search for our next hold. A large gap separates us from our next logical move, but I don’t hesitate. I can’t. They will not catch us, not so close to the end. We have come too far and lost too much to concede to madmen now.

      I soar through the air and land lightly on the opposite ledge. Luka connects seconds after me, but this block chooses this exact moment to shift. He falters, the soles of his feet barely welded to their stand, and without thinking, I leap for him. I snatch his makeshift sling before he falls backward and yank. He collapses against me with a moan of pain, and the force of his tumbling form flings me to my back. He lands hard on my chest, and his groan becomes an earth-shattering roar as his injured arm collides with the softness of my stomach.

      “I’m sorry!” I push him until he is kneeling before me. How much suffering can this boy endure before his body gives out, and he passes out? I fear he is reaching his breaking point.

      “Luka, stay with me.” His face is pale, and he stares at my moving mouth with a blank expression.

      “I’m here,” he says lethargically.

      “We are almost there,” I say, flinging my sight to our synthetic sky. The dome is closer than it’s ever been, and so is the end of this writhing mass of concrete.

      “Help me up.” Luka grabs my arm with a weak grip. I seize this boy I love beyond explanation and pull him to his feet. His gaze flits over my face and then angles down. His eyes widen, and I know those two boys have gained on us. I don’t bother to glance down, though. I am getting Luka to the top.

      We resume our upward movement. Another groan of changing concrete precedes yet more screams of a falling child, but I do not look down. A vicious war cry erupts from the mouths of that murderous team, yet I do not look down. I keep moving. Climbing over every block. Hauling Luka’s slowing body over each ledge. Leaping over each gap of endless air. 

      And then we are at the top. I don’t know how we survived it, but suddenly, my ribs are grating over the edge, and a flat and motionless surface beckons me with welcoming arms. With a cry of burning muscles, I pull Luka beside me, and we both kneel on this newfound safety. Those boys are gaining on us. We have to move, but we made it. We are finally at the end.

      I grab Luka’s clammy hand, and we stand victorious to gaze over the crown of the tower, the completion of our bloody journey. But the view that greets us is not the one I expected. I should have guessed a final surprise awaited us. They would not be so kind to let us have this hard-won triumph so easily. My jaw drops at the sight, and I feel dizzy. My heels almost stumble backward over the edge. We have not reached the end. This is the maze. The real maze, and like rats we will have to charge through it until we are trapped in a dead end or crowned the winners of this perversion.
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      “Which way?” Luka’s voice is as unsteady as his body. The entrance to this new labyrinth offers an option to both the left and the right, but it fails to provide its victims with any clues as to its correct path. Its walls are giants, even if they are dwarfed by the ones we abandoned far below, ensuring that none of us can scale them to discern its true nature.

      A grunt from below alerts me to the fact that our head start is coming to a fast death, and that if we don’t move, we will join it. My eyes frantically flick between both directions, but nothing about this sparks even the slightest premonition in my chest. My sixth sense has abandoned me just as the rest of the world has.

      “Come on.” Luka grabs me and pushes me forward as those murderous boys clamor ever closer. “We have a fifty/fifty shot. Left or right?”

      “Left,” I blurt as we enter the maze, my mouth uttering the word before my brain even has the chance to decide. 

      Luka veers left, feet slapping the concrete in a panicked staccato, and I barrel down our chosen path hard on his heels. The walls just ahead curve to drive us right, and when we obey their commands, a vicious flood of relief batters me at the sight of open maze and not a dead end to force us to retreat into the arms of our deranged competitors.

      My reprieve snuffs out as quickly as it was ignited when we come to a split in the passage.

      “Which way?” Luka asks.

      “I don’t know.” I hear my frayed nerves playing over my vocal cords.

      Luka takes the decision in his own hands and hooks right, but the moment we round the bend, a three-way fork looms in our path with mocking cruelty. Luka skids to a stop, and I see sweat on his pale brow. He needs to slow down. We can’t slow down.

      “Straight down the middle,” I say, taking the lead. I have no clue if we are closing in on the finish line, or if we are burrowing ourselves into an oblivion we will never escape, but I push forward. This straight stretch is longer than the others, and for a moment I worry that it’ll end unceremoniously at the edge of the tower, leaving us to fall off the end of its world, but a subtle curve reveals itself to assure me of our progress.

      And progress we make as it thrust us upon another fork in the maze. I corral Luka left, but no sooner do we round the turn, we are confronted by a dead end. I curse under my breath, and Luka groans, but at least this impasse only cost us seconds. With no choice but to go down the rightmost path, we bolt back the way we came, careening down our second option. The route to the right opens wide, beckoning to be run down, and we obey the siren’s call. For a few minutes, only emptiness greets us, and then the hallway curves in on itself. We bend with it and nearly collide face first into a solid slab of concrete.

      I dig my heels in so hard I swear the soles of my boots almost give way, and my palms slap the blocked path. Luka bumps into me at the sudden stop, but he barely groans at the pain in his arm. This is bad. I’m losing him.

      “No, no, no,” I repeat like my voice is broken. I slam my fists in an angry rhythm against the wall. “We have to go back.” I turn to Luka and cup his face in my palms. “You’re gonna be okay.” I’m not sure if I’m asking or telling, but he nods listlessly and lets me lead him back over our lost ground.

      We retreat, warriors defeated in this concrete battle, and return to the three-way fork. I look left and right, desperate not to make the wrong choice again, but nothing about the identical gray walls offers any hints as to which direction holds our success’ fate in its clutches. We don’t have time to sit here and ponder our decision, though, so I nudge Luka left and beg anyone listening that this is the right passage.

      We round a curve, and I hear the slap of running feet seconds before their owners come into view. The two murderous boys round the corner at a colossal speed, and before my brain can process the horrifying image my eyes are seeing, Luka lunges into my path. His hip knocks me sideways, and I stumble into the wall with a thud. My voice lodges in my throat as I stagger to regain my balance, but even my haste is too slow to stop the terror playing before me.

      A crack rings out into the air as the larger of the two boys whips a small metal rod he must have salvaged from the maze against Luka’s good shoulder. I realize with a rush of bitter bile that the boy had been aiming for me, but Luka had accepted the punishment in my stead.

      “No!” I scream, but I barely make it a few steps before the second teenager’s fist collides with my gut. I gag, almost vomiting from the sheer pressure, but he waits not for my recovery. Within seconds, he has his bloodstained hands against my ribs and throws me with brutal force. My body slams into the wall, and my head smacks the concrete with a harsh crack. My vision blurs, and I think pain is pouring over my lips in a torrent of screams, but I’m not sure. All I know is I’m prostrate before this barbarian, sucking in breaths that do not wish to be breathed.

      The boy kicks me in the gut for good measure, and the agony is so unbearable, I almost pass out. I lay like a fish on the sand, drowning on dry land, and he seems satisfied that my fetal body will not rise to oppose him. He turns back to his teammate with the rebar and zeros in on his next victim.

      “Luka…” His name spits out of my mouth with no sound. My vocal cords cannot loose the warning I intend, and the boy with the bar brings his makeshift weapon down. Luka manages to sidestep it with unsteady clumsiness but does not escape the second boy’s fist, and I hear knuckles crack his jaw. The noise wrenches tears from my eyes, and my fingers crawl over the ground, trying to gain traction for my collapsed body.

      Luka stumbles into the wall as the second boy recoils his fist again. 

      “Luka!” My voice is barely audible, but it’s as if he senses me. He rolls sideways along the concrete, and the kid’s fist slams into the unyielding solidness. A violent string of curses pour from his mouth as he cradles his bloody hand. His fingers look crooked, and I hope they are broken. Serves you right, you bastard.

      “You’re gonna pay for that!” the boy with the rod spits, and before either of us can register his movements, he aims the weapon at Luka with murder in his eyes and shoves it forward.

      Luka roars as it pierces his side. Blood spurts from his bare skin, and the sight of it colors my vision with a haze of red. It fuels my rage. It takes over my battered body, and I am on my feet with impossible strength. With silent lips, I hurl forward and slam my entire weight into our opponent’s back. He falls, nearly cracking his head on the wall at the force, but his free hand catches himself before he makes contact.

      But I wasn’t trying to pummel him into the concrete, and my fist grabs the weapon with an iron hold. His unbalanced body clutches the metal loosely, and he is unprepared for my true intentions. I rip the rebar from him with savage brutality, and before he knows it’s missing from his grasp, I bring it down hard on the back of his head.

      He stumbles, and I coil for another blow, but he is prepared this time. The teen whirls on his heels just as the air hums from the careening metal and grabs it before it can connect with his skull. He stares into my eyes with the evil of the devil incarnate, but I do not waver. I do not back down. I glare at him with all the hatred and despair this maze has shoved into my soul, and I release the bar.

      His body lurches as my momentum is suddenly absent from the rod, and as he stumbles forward, my knee slams hard into his groin. He doubles over with a screech, and I accept the offering of his easily accessible head. My elbow crashes into his temple with bruising force, and he topples to the ground. The metal clangs to the floor as his grip abandons it in favor of cradling his bruised flesh, and his teammate scrambles for it with his uninjured hand.

      “Don’t think about it,” I say with a calm menace as I snatch it up before the second boy can claim it. He freezes at my warning and looks into my eyes, but then a flicker of amusement flashes over his features as he notices something behind me. Alarm bellows for me to turn around, to flee from the prostrate contestant at my back, but my muscles fail to move as swiftly as my thoughts.

      “I’m going to gut you while your friend watches,” the larger boy growls as he grabs me from behind. His fist closes over my throat, choking the air from me. “Then after you’re dead, I’m gonna gut him too for fun.”

      “Let her go,” Luka says with a garbled tone as blood oozes down his side. Our eyes meet, but the large boy constricts my neck with a mountain of force, rendering it impossible for me to twist toward Luka. My teammate’s face is filled with terror and sorrow. The dread in his features ignites the rage in my belly, and an all-consuming fire ripples over my skin.

      “Nah,” the boy answers with a sick chuckle. “I’m gonna take my time with her now.”

      His voice cuts off with a strangled groan as I slam the metal bar into his gut. His hold falters, and I lean forward, forcing his hand from my flesh. He should have taken the weapon from me. It will be his final mistake on this earth. With the grace of a warrior trained in battle, I spin on my heels, ripping the rod from his belly, and slash it across his throat in one fluid movement. I am a dancer, a ballerina of destruction, and his weak attempts to stop me do nothing against my wrath. I cut him down in a flurry of blood and pain, and when I stand back to my feet, he is dead. No breath remains in his lungs, nor will any blood be left in his veins.

      “Get out of my sight,” I say slowly as I turn on the other boy. I aim the bloody rebar at his chin, letting it hover inches from his pale skin. “Or I will kill you too.”

      His eyes go wide, and he nods before turning and fleeing. He might be cruel, but he is not blind. He understands who stands before him. Someone crazed. Someone angry. Someone who knows how to kill, how to fight. We both recognize it simultaneously. I have done this before. Somehow, somewhere, I was molded into a killer by expert hands.

      He flees with furious steps, and from the echo of his footfalls, he is going straight down the center at the fork. It will take him a few minutes to travel what we have already learned is a dead end, and I turn to my damaged Luka with a flood of emotions.

      “Come on,” I whisper, dropping the bar to grip his arms, but he groans and withdraws from me.

       “You go and find the end. Leave me here.”

      “Luka…”

      “I’ll only slow you down.” He grips his stomach with both of his hands, but the blood pushes past his fingers in a macabre defiance of their barrier. 

      “Stop talking.”

      “I won’t make it.” He looks up into my eyes, and both fear and affection shine through his glassy irises. “I’ll slow you down too much. You need to find the end and win. I want you to go. I want you to leave me.”

      “Stop.” I seize his jaw in my palms and draw him to my face. My forehead falls against his until our lips almost touch. “I’m not leaving you. I refuse to.”

      “I don’t want you to die because of me,” Luka sobs, and the sound shatters my already broken heart. I fall forward and wrap this beautiful boy in my arms.

      “I don’t want you to die without me,” I cry into his neck and start to pull him up. His weakened body yields to my demands at first, but his legs buckle, and he crashes back to the ground.

      “Just go, please,” he begs. “Leave me.”

      “No!” I tilt back and glare at him. “I am not abandoning you. I can’t do it. Don’t make me. You already promised. We finish this maze together.” I lean forward and hesitantly press my lips to his cheek, the corner of my mouth barely brushing his. “Please get up,” I beg. “Or I stay here with you.”

      “No…”

      “Get up,” I repeat. “Or I will sit down here with you until the end.”

      “I’m trying to save you.”

      “I don’t want to be saved,” I say, pulling him up once more. “Not if it means leaving you. I couldn’t help Jude or Serene, but I can save you. So if you want me to survive, then stand up.”

      Luka exhales a shaky breath but lets me support him to his feet. I slide my smaller frame under his somewhat good arm, slip one hand around his waist, and the other to his side where my fingers press his wounds as if I could shove his blood back into its veins. We begin a slow limp down the path to the one last direction at that three-way fork we have yet to try. Mother, please let this be the right choice.
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      Our progress is slow. Luka’s weight becomes increasingly oppressive on my shoulders, but I refuse to give up even if it means I have to drag his bulk behind me. Thankfully, though his steps falter, they do not give out. 

      Sweat coats my skin where his blood does not, and together we take each turn and twist the maze presents in stride. My mind is focused, lasered in on the end, and with each choice offered, I decide without hesitation. It’s as if my sixth sense has returned to bring me good fortune, and each direction I choose at every fork in the road produces yet another path, ones I can tell are winding ever inward.

      We run into no other teams, even though their voices carry over the walls. Either they are hopelessly lost in this labyrinth, or fear of those murderous boys hold them back. Perhaps it is fear of me that keeps them far from our presence, but it is of no consequence now. I only care about finding both the end and help for Luka, if the game makers will offer us aid. I realize it is foolish to think they will, but I have to cling on to any shred of hope, no matter how tattered and threadbare it is.

      Eventually the turns come quicker, the pathways grow shorter, and I know this is the final stage. But my hollow chest feels nothing, our suffering too great to allow even a thin mist of hope to penetrate my soul. Only two from our team survived, and Luka clings to life with brittle fingers. How many other teams perished in the hellscape? How many parents watched their children get sawed into pieces for the enjoyment of vile strangers taking bets on who would see the finish line? These tests were not to prove our intelligence. Until the end, the route was not difficult to navigate since the structure told us where to go, forced us down our predestined paths. There were no options, no clues. It was a death maze. We were meant to die today.

      The walls groan with the reverberation of gears as Luka and I step into a circular path. The vibration of shifting concrete continues as we follow the suddenly very narrow and curved passage. Nothing happens despite the warning whine of machinery, but just as we complete the three hundred and sixty degree pathway, the innermost wall shudders, and a section slides back to reveal a small room. I pull Luka to its entrance, and there on a pedestal in the center is a large button. The beating heart of this infernal beast.

      We linger for a moment, staring at the seemingly innocent end to the worst hours of our lives, and dread descends upon us.

      “I’ll push it,” Luka finally whispers. “In case it’s a trap.”

      “No. We push it together,” I say, and I feel him nod against my hair, his exhausted will surrendering to my command. We limp forward until we stand before the button, and slowly I reach out my blood-encrusted fingers.

      “Wait.” Luka pulls me back and my arm falls helplessly to my side. Before I can question his hesitation, his arms drag me close and envelop me. His good hand weaves through my tangled hair and draws my head to him with soft urgency. I obey and collapse against his strong and battered chest. He winces at the contact, but his hold does not loosen, pulling me closer as if his body can absorb mine, rendering us forever one.

      Luka kisses my forehead, and my arms snake around his bloody torso. We stay frozen in space and time for both an eternity and for mere seconds. All our pain and emotions meld into each other as we embrace, and I can’t help the tears that drip down my face. I could live in this moment eternally with this boy who is somehow my entire world.

      All too soon, Luka pulls back, and I see he too could not keep the tears at bay. He smiles the most beautifully broken smile and then removes his hand from my head. His fingers travel through my hair to my cheeks, where he gently wipes away the wetness. He says nothing, but he doesn’t need to. He knows, as do I.

      Luka reaches down and takes one of my hands. He lifts it slowly and places it lightly on the button, careful not to apply any pressure. His eyes drift to mine, seeking approval, and with a shaky breath, I nod. Luka grips my hand even tighter, and then forces our intertwined fingers down, pushing this god-forsaken button.
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        * * *

      

      For a terrifying moment, nothing happens save the button glowing alarm red. Luka and I snatch our entwined fingers back, and as soon as we release it, the maze whirs to life. A siren erupts through the air like an army charging the battlefield, its aggression volatile and resounding. The competition is over. Luka and I won. We are the first to finish, and by the laws of this death trap, we go free.

      My gaze flies to Luka, and we lock eyes. We stare at each other with uncertainty, and then slowly, a smile spreads across his face. Relief and overwhelming exhaustion floods his features at our triumph. My lips twitch upward to mimic his emotions, but something behind him catches my eye and freezes my mouth in a mangled half grin. I squint and watch as paneled sections of the maze open to reveal tiny nozzles.

      “Luka?” I pull him away from the button, but we barely make it two steps before the nozzles unleash their fury.

      A burning smoke rushes through the air, consuming us in its cloudy vapor. It weaves effortlessly through the small room, filling every inch of space, denying us any escape. My eyes start to sting, and my chest begins to burn as my lungs inhale the thick gas. Instinctively, my lips slam shut to deny the smoke entrance, but it is too late. It is already in my mouth, in my lungs. It’s already eating me from the inside out. Luka tightens his grip on my hand and yanks me to him. Our bodies collide, and we cling to each other. Fear races through my veins, and my heart thunders in my ribcage like a child throwing a tantrum. Is this what we get for winning? Must they kill us all?

      My legs wobble unstably, and Luka fumbles and collapses against me, sending us both to the ground. We clutch one another in a fierce embrace as we sink to our backs, unable to control our muscles enough to even sit. My fingers claw Luka’s bare chest, welding him to me. His legs wind around mine, ensuring we are not parted, and together we meet each other’s gaze.

      “I…” he says, but then trails off. Confusion mars his face, causing his eyebrows to pinch.

      This boy. This beautiful boy. I can’t remember his name. Panic bashes my chest at the sudden realization, but the smoke’s effects slowly quiet my erratic heart as my eyelids grow heavy. They blink in my drugged delirium, and as I stare at this blond teen before me, his name slips further and further into the recesses of my assaulted mind. I do not know him, but I must. If he is merely a stranger, then why do I love him so? I cannot explain it, nor do I understand why our bodies are so desperately intertwined, but I adore this broken boy. No… this brave man.

      My eyelids grow heavier, and my vision becomes hazy, tearing the sight of this perfect boy from me. A small nagging tickles the back of my mind as the entirety of my body goes limp. It taunts and teases me just out of reach. My brain grasps for it like skeleton fingers clutching at fog, but it remains elusive. It feels important though, like something I should know. Something I have forgotten. With all the strength left within me, I look one last time at the man whose name I cannot remember. He is long gone, oblivious to the world in unnatural slumber. I tilt my head down and push my ear against his heart. It thuds erratically in his chest, a death lullaby to deliver me to sleep, and I close my eyes, giving in to the smoke’s demands.

      The nagging flares up one final time with weak resolve. It beats at my memory, struggling to break down the walls of my mind to allow one last thing through. A name. It is trying to push a name through, and not the name of the blond I cling to. Not the name of the boy who was crushed or the girl cut in half. Not the name of a boy who lost his hand or the girl who burned or even the girl who was poisoned.

      It’s a name that is important. One I should know, but it is no use. I cannot remember. I am gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Today is the day. Today is our turn to run, and if we win, if we finish the maze, we are free. We get out. Today is the day. If I win, I am free.

      Breakfast is served, and the horde of contestants floods the expansive and uninviting cafeteria. The cell-like dormitories they house the contenders in before the race are separated by gender, but we all eat together in this cold room. As usual, the male competitors surge for the buffet line like a tidal wave, knocking the smaller children and girls out of their destructive paths. I don’t understand their eagerness for this meal. It is filled with grease to sicken our stomachs and water to fill us with emptiness, but I guess for the more athletic teens, food is food. Muscles and strength are not born of wishful thinking.

      One such mountain of a boy is already waiting in the line with a plastic tray in his grasp. His gaze scans the room as if the foreign faces confuse him. I understand his wide-eyed observation. I recognize no one save him, but that is only because he is on my team. The rest of these children are nothing but abstract features in a sea of unfamiliarity. Some teens stand out - the girl with the blood crimson hair, the boy with a large birthmark on his neck, the incredibly tall girl with a shaved scalp - yet I have no recollection of ever having met them, but I feel like I should remember them. How could I have never laid eyes on these striking individuals before?

      My teammate’s roaming gaze finally lands on me, and his eyes brighten even though his mouth remains in a firm line. His head gestures for me to join him in the queue, foregoing the courteous action of filing in at the rear, but I follow his lead, thankful to not be alone in this sea of strangers. I slide in next to Luka, and the teen behind him grunts in annoyance. Luka turns and glares at the boy, and something in his icy stare shuts the kid up so effectively, he even retreats a step. Luka twists back to me and lifts his tray, separating it to reveal two, and hands me the second. My eyebrows raise at him, but he just shrugs nonchalantly.

      Tall and blond, Luka is the oldest of our team at eighteen. He is already hardened to the world despite his young age, the soul that hovers behind his gray eyes mature and bitter. His body is forged steel, strong and angular, and two distinctive scars disfigure his perfect skin. An older one runs along the back of his skull down to his neck, and a newer, still pinkish one starts at his left shoulder blade and disappears under his shirt. He never divulged how they came to be there, and I don’t ask. But based on the raised and angry flesh, this boy has seen trauma. His issued jacket hangs in the crook of his arm, allowing his scars and muscles to show the crowd of fully dressed children he is not a contestant to be trifled with. He wears his disfigured flesh like war paint, and perhaps that is why this whole room seems wary of him. He exudes confidence that is somehow filled with humility. He carries himself in such a way that tells you he can destroy you, but he would rather not. His scars always draw my gaze in an enchanting pull, as if an unseen magic lingers between us. My fingers ache to touch them, to trace the uneven flesh that dares mar his beauty. They only make him more appealing to me though, as if by some unknown event, they are what bind us, as if the thread that knit his skin back together also knit our souls into one. They fill me with sorrow, and an inexplicable urge to apologize. For what? Mother, tell me, for I have no idea. I don’t know what it is, but something about Luka calls to me, pulls at invisible threads in my chest, and the closer to this boy I am, the less I fear in this unforgiving place.

      “Make sure you take all they offer and eat everything off your plate,” Luka whispers in my ear as his chest pushes me forward. “The contest has not started yet, but the competition has already begun. The others, they are watching us. See how some push their breakfast around their trays. Their nerves are eating at them, and their actions are broadcasting it for the whole room to see. Keep your head up. Eat all they give you.” I twist my neck to look up at him, but he keeps his eyes trained ahead, only his chest brushing my back a sign that he means his words for me. “Also, if this is truly a test of our intelligence and athleticism, then we will need all the fuel we can get.”

      He falls silent as we approach a miserable-looking woman whose girth is probably equal to at least four children, and we offer our trays for her to shovel a lumpy sludge, of what I am guessing is porridge, onto. She does not make eye contact with us as we slide down the line to where a younger woman with pin straight hair and a pinched face hands us each a piece of slightly burnt toast. I don’t want to take any more food. The bleak meal on my plate is turning my stomach, but Luka nudges my spine with resolve. Adopting his stance of confidence, I stride forward and settle before a pile of eggs that could pass as vomit. The server scoops a small spoonful onto our trays with a sloppy plop without so much as a look in our direction. No one here looks at any of us with even a single ounce of kindness, but I don’t need their wishes of good fortune. I am determined to win today’s race. Mother, I will make you proud.

      We step to the final serving station where a rail-thin man hands us a small glass of milk. I would rather not drink it. I know from experience that it is mixed with tap water to make it last longer, but I take it with all the dignity my seventeen-year-old stature possesses. Besides, if I refuse it, he will strike me for being insolent and ungrateful. They have done it before, slap a child harshly across the face for even the most minor offences, and so I accept the cloudy, plastic cup and turn toward our table.

      Luka and I slid into our seats, and once again I mimic his stance. Head raised, shoulders back. My other teammates do not share Luka’s determination, though, but they are also not the shaking leaves some of the teams are composed of. The boy is tall and muscular, even if he is dwarfed by Luka. His skin is dark and beautiful, and he has eyes that tell you only goodness dwells behind them. The girl has brown hair, a shade lighter than my black, and while she seems nervous, her clearly athletic background has primed her for the task at hand.

      They separate the competitors by gender to sleep, but for everything else we are required to remain with our teams. They grouped us from the entering contestants when we first arrived, and those are who we must run the maze with. My team, my friends. They are all I know in this bleak building, all I am allowed to know. Luka, Carl, Ann, Jude, Serene ...no, not Jude and Serene. Not sure why I thought those names. I don’t know people by those names. Never have. It’s just Luka, Carl, Ann, and I. There are only four to a team.
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        * * *

      

      If you have enjoyed this book and feel comfortable leaving a review on Amazon, it would go a long way in helping Independent Authors like me. Thank you for taking the time to read There Are Only Four!

      
        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Nicole Scarano

          

        

      

    

    
      Pomegranate Series:

      
        	Pomegranate

      

      
        	Pitchfork

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
THERE ARG ONLY
FOUR

= . B S — s wa

BICDLE Srr

LR DA






images/00002.jpeg
K






images/00003.jpeg





