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    GENDER GAMES 
 
    Kieran Parker assumes there was some mistake when he was chosen to represent Zone 18 in the upcoming Games, the annual battle to the death between all one-hundred Zones. It’s been ages since the last time the choice went to a random lottery and there wasn’t a volunteer. Had Kieran known getting chosen was a possibility, he probably would have learned to fire a gun or put a few pounds of muscle onto his small, slender body. 
 
    So if he’s going to be able to compete with all of the well-trained killing machines representing the other Zones, he’s going to need a different strategy—a unique strategy that involves a little skirt and a cute blonde wig.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER I 
 
    I shouldn’t have been on that plane, about to be thrust into almost certain death—there must have been some mistake. They must have had the wrong Kieran Parker. Someone must have volunteered for the Games with my same name, and they came knocking on the wrong door.  
 
    There was a saying in Zone 18, the Zone I grew up in: You have a better chance of winning the lottery than losing it. I’d bought a few lottery tickets before, and I’d never won a single dime. Now I’d lost everything.  
 
    One hundred men and women enter, one man or woman leaves. Even Mel Gibson wouldn’t fare well in those odds. Occasionally two or three people left, if there was something preventing the final few survivors from killing one another, but that hardly helped my odds any, or my confidence as I looked at all of the people in my plane with their parachutes tied tightly to their backs. I wasn’t even sure I would survive the parachute down into the Play Zone. Given my luck, my parachute would fail to deploy and I would end up splattered all over the Play Zone, the first man dead. I would be the first announcement on the loud speaker: “Zone 18 has been eliminated.” At least I wouldn’t have to hear it, or the audible shame of the eight million Zone 18-ers who would be watching my body disintegrating against the ground while I screamed like a little girl.  
 
    I built up the courage to look around for the first time since stepping onto the plane—until that moment, my gaze hadn’t left my feet. 
 
    I could tell everyone on my plane had volunteered. There was excitement on their faces, and they all looked like they’d trained their whole lives for this moment. Each Zone had between five and ten million residents—there were usually at least a few lunatics who wanted to compete in the Games. How was there not one volunteer that year in Zone 18? Or had I pissed off some government official enough that he slipped my name onto the ballot? I’d always had a short temper with police officers and other authority figures… 
 
    There wasn’t a man on the plane who didn’t have at least fifty pounds on me, whose arms weren’t covered in tattoos, whose muscles didn’t look like they were about to burst out from their skin. All these men knew how to fire guns, and they all probably knew how to kill a man with their bare hands. I’d never held a gun before, and the guns that were scattered all over the Play Zone weren’t loaded. You were supposed to find the ammo separately; it was supposed to make it so you wouldn’t get wasted right out of the gate, but it didn’t stop people from murdering one another with their bare hands.  
 
    There was one girl on my plane, who looked just as scared as me. She looked so tiny, squashed between two large men, her blonde hair tied into a bun on top of her head. She couldn’t have been older than eighteen or nineteen—the minimum age to compete in the Games. There was no way in hell she’d volunteered. Judging by the fact her face was completely pale, I assumed she didn’t know how lucky she was.  
 
    Girls were always surviving the Games. In fact, a statistic I read before being shipped off said that women have nearly ten times the odds of winning than men, based on data collected from previous years. The same article speculated that men have a harder time bringing themselves to kill a woman. Just the year before, there were two winners: a man and a woman. They apparently fell in love on the plane ride over to the Play Zone, and he made sure to keep her alive until the very end, and then he refused to kill her, so the game ended. Sometimes when allies made it to the end, they forced them to battle to the death by threating to kill everyone still alive—but that year people liked the love story so they let it slip. It wasn’t the first time.  
 
    Though it was rare that two men were left alive, so that little statistic didn’t help me any.  
 
    I looked down to the end of the plane, at the floating glass orb that was watching all of us. There were two of them on the plane, and one hundred of them down in the Play Zone. They were cameras that floated in pre-determined paths, broadcasting the glorious violence of the Games to the world. Back home, there were roughly eight million people staring at me, shaking their heads, wondering how they got stuck with me as their representative. It was their fault for not stepping up to the plate, letting it come down to a random lottery. It wasn’t my fault I hadn’t trained for this a day in my life—I’d been told, since the day I was born, that it was astronomically unlikely that I would end up competing in the Games, so I went into computer programming—the least physically-demanding profession I possibly could. And I was a damn-good computer programmer. It was a shame that talent was now being wasted. Hopefully I would be a lesson to future generations: don’t tell your kids that it’s impossible, or they might just end up like Kieran Parker, splattered all over the Play Zone, the first one dead.  
 
    I had to look away from the glass orb camera. It was like looking into your father’s eyes after you’ve done something you know you shouldn’t have. I felt so ashamed. I was about to let so many people down.  
 
    The Games served a very important purpose: they determined which Zones got funding and which Zones got left behind. The first twenty zones eliminated got nothing from the government and their people were stuck living in absolute poverty until the next Games came around. The second twenty eliminated got a little bit of funding, but nothing worthwhile—enough to feed everyone some bread once every couple of days. The third eliminated twenty got an okay cut—enough to pay for food and water and electricity. The fourth twenty got a better cut yet, enough for the aforementioned plus some bonus money to pay for things like police and teachers. The top twenty got to sleep warm, fed, safe, and wealthy for the year, and the winning Zone got enough to live like kings and queens for the better part of the decade.  
 
    From what I learned in school, before they implemented the Games, the world government was truly communist—splitting up assets equally amongst all the Zones. But with that system, everywhere was left poor and struggling, and each year, crime was spiralling more and more out of control. They decided to create a system where twenty Zones got to take turns being wealthy while the others were poorer than ever, but the system quickly fell apart when Zones finished their year of wealth and realized it would be half a decade before they got to experience wealth again. They tried a random system for a while, but the people protested that. They tried a bunch of different methods of wealth distribution, and eventually they tried out the Games, and it was a hit. People loved it. The protesting seemed to end overnight and it became a sort of worldwide phenomenon. People felt like their destinies were in their own hands. Individuals loved it because it was their chance to be heroes. With enough hard work and training, they could bless their Zone with years of prosperity. I’d never seen that kind of enthusiasm from anyone, but if the textbook said it was true, it must have been true and not just propaganda, right? 
 
    But sometimes there were Zones that didn’t have anyone who wanted to be a hero, but all Zones were obligated to compete, so a lottery was put in place. Every person between the ages of eighteen and fifty-five was put into the system and one name was drawn. In my lifetime, in Zone 18, the lottery had been used only three times. I was the third winner, or loser, depending on how you look at it.  
 
    “Hey,” said the man sitting across from me. I looked up. He was looking right at me. “You alright?” His head was shaved and he had a tribal tattoo on his face. He was smirking.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Kieran,” I said. “Kieran Parker.” 
 
    “I’m going to find you down there, Kieran Parker. You know how I’m going to find you down there?” he asked. 
 
    “How’s that?” I said. 
 
    “I’ll be able to smell the shit in your pants,” he said and then he started to laugh. I didn’t laugh with him. I just looked back down at my feet and hoped I wouldn’t be deployed into the same square mile as him. Once that door opened up, you didn’t get to choose when you jumped. The seats were all rigged to eject automatically, one person every five seconds. Seeing as me and the man with the face tattoo were sitting right across from one another, that meant we would be deployed within at least twenty seconds of one another.  
 
    “Hey baby,” another man said. I looked over. He was talking to the little blonde. “If you let me fuck you, I’ll let you live. What do you say?” he said. 
 
    She was in too much shock to hear him. She just sat there, pale-faced, staring at her toes, wondering how she ended up in this mess.  
 
    A bunch of the guys on the plane laughed. I couldn’t imagine laughing under the circumstances. How could these men be so confident? Even if they were all well-trained and confident in their combat abilities, surely they were aware of the terribly small odds of winning—right? It doesn’t matter how skilled you are with a rifle when there are ninety-nine other people with rifles, all trying to kill you. All it takes is a little bit of bad luck—land out in an open field, end up stuck in a house with no weapons, get sniped from a mile away by a guy you never even saw—it took far more luck than it did skill to win in the Games. I had neither. 
 
    The door opened suddenly and the first man was ejected. My body became tense and the whole thing became suddenly real. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to be ejected from a plane, down to a small island where there were ninety-nine people looking to kill or be killed.  
 
    The second man was ejected.  
 
    “Here we go, boys. Yee-haw! The moment we’ve all been waiting for,” someone shouted.  
 
    The third man was ejected. Then the fourth. Then the fifth. The plane was quickly emptying out. The combined sound of the plane’s engines and the rushing of the wind was deafening, as was the ringing in my ears. I felt like I was on the verge of throwing up and passing out. I had to bite down on my tongue to keep myself conscious. The last thing I needed was to pass out before pulling my parachute’s string.  
 
    There were only four people left ahead of me. Make that three: fifteen seconds. “See you down there, kiddo,” the man with the face tattoo yelled at me. I took a deep breath. Then I felt the jolt and I was pulled violently out of the plane by the strong, invisible G-force.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER II 
 
    It’s hard to remember advice when you’re under extreme pressure. Luckily, I remembered the advice my friend gave me, who hadn’t missed watching the Games his whole life: don’t pull your parachute too early. The last thing you want is to end up floating slowly to the ground while everyone else is already finding guns. Not only will you miss out on finding a gun of your own, but you’ll end up being shot out of the sky. He even showed me a clip from a few years before of a guy with a sniper rifle picking off multiple falling competitors. There was something very haunting about the sight of those dead bodies floating slowly towards the ground. That image stuck with me while I watched the tiny island become very large. I watched little dots materialize into whole buildings, green smudges into forests. 
 
     The island was twenty miles across north to south, and about the same west to east. Each morning, the Play Zone would shrink in half, until it was just a half-mile across in all directions. We all had little watches with the map of the island on our wrists, letting us know where the Play Zone was and how long we had to get there before they started gassing us. If you didn’t get to the Play Zone in time, the gasses that they sprayed from little vents all over the island would kill you in a matter of seconds. It honestly didn’t seem like such a bad way to go, considering the other options.  
 
    I looked around me. I could see many of the others falling. Some had pulled their parachutes already, and some were using their bodies to direct themselves towards ideal areas, making themselves fall faster by pushing their arms to their sides and keeping their bodies straight. I looked down to see where I was about to end up.  
 
    There was what looked like a cluster of bombed-out apartment buildings below me. I wasn’t sure whether it was a stroke of luck or the opposite. I’d been told that food, guns, and water could all be found in buildings, but aside from that cluster of apartment buildings, there weren’t any structures in sight—which meant the people landing in the nearby fields would all be coming my way right off the bat. I was going to need to be quick finding some vital supplies and even quicker finding a good hiding place. 
 
    The ground was suddenly coming at me quickly. I panicked and pulled my parachute. I came out with a loud whop, and then I felt the sudden tug of my harness and the dull pressure against my chest. It worked. I was floating down towards the apartments at a safe speed. 
 
    I looked around me. Just about everyone had pulled their parachutes. Some had pulled theirs so early, I could hardly make them out, way up in the sky, floating so slowly down to the earth. It would be at least fifteen minutes before they reached the ground. Maybe I could be that guy picking off the floaters.  
 
    My plan was to hide for as long as I could. I’d always been very good at squashing myself into tight spaces, ever since I was a child. I’d always been one of the smaller guys, and for once, that was going to work in my benefit—unless I found myself face to face with an opponent, in which case my size was going to be to my detriment.  
 
    I thought I was floating to the ground slowly, until I was about thirty feet away from the ground and I realized I was actually travelling quite quickly. The ground came up on me fast, and I hit it hard, a sharp pain reverberating up my legs and into my spine. “Fuck!” I yelled as the pain lingered. I was pretty sure I’d just sprained my ankle, but the adrenaline was overriding the pain. I quickly detached my parachute, scrunched it up into a tight armful, and I ran into the closest apartment building, slamming the door shut behind me. I stuffed the parachute into the first cupboard I could find. I didn’t want to leave a trace.  
 
    The apartment reeked of gunpowder, and there was broken glass everywhere. They didn’t bother resetting the island after each Games. There was even dried blood on the floor from past engagements. At least they picked up the dead bodies. I could handle the smell of gunpowder, but rotting flesh?  
 
    I started rifling through cupboards and drawers, filling my pockets with whatever seemed remotely useful. I grabbed a kitchen knife and slipped it through my belt—it was better than nothing. The first apartment had nothing good in it. The second apartment was the same. In the third apartment I found an empty backpack, and in the fourth, I found a box of cereal. I took the bag out of the box and stuffed it into my backpack. I found a few water bottles and I grabbed those as well. I went to the window and looked out. There was a man, way off in the distance, running towards the apartment cluster. At the pace he was running, I guessed him to be about ten minutes out. I kept stuffing my bag with whatever I could find. In one drawer, I found a hand grenade. I put it on my belt. 
 
    I found a rifle in one of the upstairs apartments. I grabbed it, mainly because I didn’t want someone else to get it, and then I inspected it. I didn’t know anything about guns, aside from what I’d seen in video games. I could tell the rifle was missing a magazine. I looked around for one, but couldn’t find anything. I looked back out the window. I couldn’t spot that man that had been running towards me. How long had it been since I’d looked out last? Was it possible that he’d reached the apartments already—was it possible he was downstairs currently? 
 
    I carefully walked over to the stairwell and I listened carefully. I didn’t hear anything so I— 
 
    The sound of a door opening made me freeze. It came from downstairs, about three stories below me feet. I heard some footsteps and then another door, and then silence. He was raiding the downstairs apartments. Unless he’d found something I’d missed, he was unarmed. And unless I found a magazine for that rifle, I was unarmed, too. I returned to the cupboards and drawers, desperately pulling everything out, hoping to find some ammunition. 
 
    I found nothing I could use, and now, I could hear him downstairs, just one floor below me. Could he hear me? My heart was racing. They hadn’t announced a death yet through the many loudspeakers that were scattered throughout the Play Zone (one of which I could see just outside of the window), and it was starting to look like I was going to be that first announcement.  
 
    His footsteps were heavy, making the floorboards creek and groan. I snuck over to the bathroom of the apartment I was in and I closed the door carefully. I locked it. I looked around that bathroom in a last-ditch effort to find ammunition for my rifle, but there was nothing but a few bars of soap and an old makeup kit. The bathtub had dried blood spattered all over it. Someone had been killed there before, and I was pretty sure someone was about to be killed there again. 
 
    There were no windows in that bathroom—no means of escape. It was a terrible hiding place, but I was stuck there. I could hear him coming up the stairs, and any move I decided to make would undoubtedly be heard. All I could do was hope that he somehow missed that bathroom while he went around looting the apartments. I listened to his footsteps coming closer, moving further away, and then coming closer again. At one point he walked right by the bathroom door and my heart stopped beating momentarily. And then, when he was just a few feet away, it became completely silent. He’d stopped moving. Had I made a move? Could he hear me breathing? Did he sense that I was in the bathroom. I took a deep breath and pointed the rifle at the door, hoping it would scare him away if nothing else. I sat there, tucked into the corner, rifle aimed at the door, and I waited.  
 
    But the apartment remained silent.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER III 
 
    The silence persisted for a long time—how long, I can’t say for sure. It might have been close to an hour, maybe two hours, or maybe just ten minutes. My heart was beating ferociously and my head was spinning. I lost all sense of time.  
 
    The man in the apartment with me crept across the floor, making the floorboards groan gently. He was moving away from me. His footsteps became more and more silent, until he was gone. I continued to hold my ground, thinking it was possibly a trap. I sat there in silence for another ten minutes or so, and then I heard a struggle—someone banging into walls, loud grunting, and then a loud, dull thud. Then it was silent all over again. I was terrified, so I didn’t move. 
 
    “Zone 62 has been eliminated,” the monotone announcer called out. The sudden voice made me jump. I remained completely still, the apartment remaining completely silent. A few minutes later, the voice made me jump again. “Zone 81 has been eliminated.” “Zone 14 has been eliminated.” People were dying on that island. The Games were officially underway. I tried to keep track of the eliminations in my head, keeping a count until I reached five, and then my state of panic became overwhelming, and I started losing count.  
 
    It was dark outside when I finally slipped out from my bathroom hideout. I looked at my watch to see where tomorrow’s Play Zone would be, and I was right in the middle of it, which meant I could keep on hiding for at least another day. But I wasn’t comfortable simply hiding in the bathroom—I was bound to be found sooner or later, so I needed to find a better hiding place, and something to defend myself when I inevitably found myself face to face with an opponent. 
 
    I went to the window and looked out. I could hear gunfire off in the distance—little pops like someone stepping on bubble wrap. Moving very, very slowly, I started searching through cupboards and drawers. I went up to the next level, pausing for a minute every time one of my footsteps elicited a slight creak. I found a magazine that fit my rifle. It had cartridges already loaded into it. I stuck it into the gun and I inspected the gun. I found the little switch labelled ‘SAFETY’. I flicked it to the off position.  
 
    I turned around to carry on my search for supplies and then I saw it right in front of me: one of the floating orbs, floating in the air, filming me. I jumped and nearly shot my gun. “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. At least I wasn’t one of the first people eliminated. Surely my Zone was happy about that—and I bet they were happy to see me holding an armed rifle, regardless of whether or not I knew how to use it. 
 
    “Zone 95 has been eliminated,” the robotic voice announced, making me jump, this time on camera. God, I probably looked so pathetic, jumping at every little noise, my face pale and my eyes red. I’m not sure I’d blinked once while in that bathroom, waiting for the door to burst open. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how many people had been eliminated—probably not quite twenty, but it must have been close. I knew that if I survived until the morning, I would probably make the top 80, which meant Zone 18 would get some funding—though my people were probably hoping for more than just some funding.  
 
    I crept into another apartment and then I saw her, laying dead on the ground: the blonde girl from the airplane. Her skin was blue and ivory and her tongue was sticking out of her mouth. There were dark red marks around her throat. She’d been strangled to death.  
 
    I looked away. It was a sad sight. A girl like that should never have been sent into the Games to begin with, and now there was a mother out there without a daughter. And God—to think that her mother may have watched the act go down on live television… I started feeling nauseous. I had to sit down. Her eyes were open so I closed them. I wondered if I would have done the same thing—probably not. Even if she came at me with a knife, I don’t think I could have done it.  
 
    So what would I do when a man came at me? Would I be able to shoot him? If it meant surviving myself, could I choke a girl out? I couldn’t even imagine doing it. I felt guilty enough checking her pockets for anything useful. She had nothing on her; it had either already been stolen, or she hadn’t survived long enough to find anything—probably the latter. All she had were the clothes on her body.  
 
    I looked at the clothes on her body: a skirt, a tank-top, and a little, short-sleeved camouflage blouse. An idea crossed my mind that I’d never considered before, and that I couldn’t believe I was considering now. That statistic lingered in my mind as I stared down at the poor, dead girl: women have a ten times higher chance of surviving the Games than men do. What was stopping me from becoming a woman? I could fit into those clothes, and there was that makeup kit in the bathroom, one floor below me.  
 
    The thought of being seen by millions of people putting on women’s clothing was exceptionally humiliating, but when it comes to life or death, who cares? I wouldn’t care about humiliation if I wound up dead—I’d be dead and I wouldn’t care about anything—and if I ended up surviving, then that certainly would negate the humiliation. Sure, a few people might laugh at me, but I’d be alive, and the people laughing at me would have me to thank for their sudden prosperity. 
 
    And if there was anyone else like me on that playing field—anyone who would pause before blasting a small, innocent woman away, even under the circumstances, then how could I not get dressed up like a lady? I slipped the skirt off of the dead girl and then I slipped off her blouse. I made sure she wasn’t facing the camera when I slipped her bra off (I put a blanket over her body so her nakedness wouldn’t be seen by the world). The camera orb was gone, but I knew it would be back.  
 
    I stripped out of my clothes and then I slipped into hers. It felt wrong on multiple levels: putting on a dead girl’s clothes. But on an island where the goal was to murder every other living person, morals weren’t exactly a priority. I stuffed the bra with some wads of toilet paper, and then I snuck back down to the bathroom where I’d seen the makeup kit. I pulled it out and started to work away. The plan seemed to make more and more sense as I stood in front of that mirror thinking about it. I’d always had a more feminine figure—at least that’s what kids at school always told me, usually in the gym change rooms. I’d never been able to grow the slightest amount of facial hair, and women always told me, “I wish I had your cheekbones.” It was the furthest thing from a compliment until now—now that it might end up saving my life.  
 
    It wasn’t until I started to move onto the detail work that I realized my hands were shaking. I wondered if they’d been shaking the whole time—probably since my name was pulled in that lottery. I tried taking a few deep breaths to calm my nerves, and I was close, and then—“Zone 20 has been eliminated,” was announced, making me jump and grab at my chest. If I was going to find a new place to hide, it would hopefully be a good distance away from one of those loudspeakers.  
 
    I gave myself another minute to relax before moving onto my eyeliner. I drew it on thick and I liked the way it looked. I probably got too carried away with the eye shadow, but I liked the way that looked too, so I left it. It was scary how a little bit of makeup and a simple outfit was enough to make me look like a woman. I wasn’t the most beautiful woman on the planet, but I sure looked like a woman. 
 
    It was strange, staring in the mirror at myself, looking like a lady, hardly recognizing myself despite the fact I wasn’t wearing a mask—just makeup; I’d just darkened around my eyes and brought out my cheekbones with a little bit of blush. I smiled and did a few little poses, admiring my small accomplishment—though it wasn’t an accomplishment until I actually came into contact with someone and made them hesitate. But who knows—maybe I would be sneaking across a field and someone would see me through the scope of their sniper rifle. As soon as they realize I’m a woman, they hold off—and I’ll never know about it unless I somehow survive the whole ordeal and make it back home to watch the footage.  
 
    I could think of no scenarios in which my feminine disguise ended up getting me killed. No, it didn’t guarantee me anything, but it didn’t hurt me either. I had nothing to lose except dignity, which had no place on an island crawling with one hundred people fighting for their lives.  
 
    The distant popping of gunshots rang out across the island. “Zone 29 has been eliminated,” the voice announced. I didn’t jump that time—I was getting used to it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER IV 
 
    I woke up to the sound of that increasingly familiar popping. I was only half awake until the loudspeaker blasted: “Zone 52 has been eliminated.” It was the first kill in a while, and I’d managed to get a few hours of sleep in. That was one of the tips I was given before shipping out: “Sleep whenever you can. You need to be constantly alert.” I think that was the mayor of Zone 18 that told me that.  
 
    I checked my watch and it showed me where the Play Zone would be restricting to in about sixteen hours. I wasn’t in it, but I was close. Some of the apartments made the cut, just not the one I was in. But I was in no rush to make my way over to the safe area. I had all day for that, and I knew it would probably be safest to wait until dark before making my way to the new Play Zone. I laughed at the term Play Zone. It sounded so harmless, like the ball pit at the fast food joint where kids go to play while their parents eat their meals. Murder Zone would have been a more appropriate title, in my opinion. 
 
    I hit my head when I stood up. I’d forgotten that I’d crawled up into the attic of the apartment building. I found the attic access in the hallway, and I’d pulled the ladder into the attic with me once I was up. There was a pair of binoculars in the attic, and a small dusty window. I wiped the window and looked out. I could see no movement—no sign of other people whatsoever. They were almost certainly hiding—some of them probably in those very apartments. 
 
    There was a little wooded area near the apartment cluster. It was dense and it looked quiet. I wondered if maybe that was a safer place to run to come nightfall. I figured most people would take shelter in the buildings, hoping to find some supplies while they were at it—or maybe they would avoid the buildings, sticking to the woods where they could remain unseen. Most of the survivors probably had guns, food, and water by now, so there was no need to go to the apartments. It was gambling either way. 
 
    I needed to use the bathroom so I carefully opened the attic hatch and lowered the ladder down. I took my time. I was in no rush, and I didn’t want to alert anyone who might have snuck into the building during the night. Every few feet I would stop and listen for a good ten seconds or so before carrying on towards the bathroom. As I reached for the bathroom door handle and began to open the door, I thought I heard a creaking so I turned and looked back. I stood frozen for a moment, listening for further sounds, but there were none, so I turned and stepped into the bathroom. 
 
    And then I jumped back when I saw her standing in the bathroom staring at me. I fell to the ground and scurried to get up to my feet. She did the same thing at the sight of me—and then I realized she was me. I was looking at a mirror. Had there been anyone on that floor, or even the floor below, my position would have been compromised from the sound of my panicked fall. Thankfully, as I stood and listened for even the softest footstep, I could hear nothing. I was fairly certain I was alone in that building.  
 
    I stared at myself in the mirror. I’d forgotten that I’d put on that girl’s clothes and that makeup I’d found in the bathroom. I forgot how convincing I looked. Hell, I tricked myself—I must have been pretty convincing.  
 
    I used the bathroom and then I returned to the safety of my attic hideout. I spent the day staring out the window, watching for movement, being startled by the booming announcer every hour or so, announcing yet another death on the playing field. It had been a long time since I’d lost count of the number of players that had been eliminated, but I knew I was at least in the top eighty—maybe even in the top sixty by now. Maybe I wasn’t letting my Zone down quite as badly as I’d originally thought.  
 
    Far in the distance, I watched a man running across a field, from a little forest to a little cluster of houses. He was too far away to shoot, so I just watched. He was running towards the Play Zone, right out in the open. He was either brave or stupid—though I don’t think you can have one without the other.  
 
    The popping of distant gunfire rang out and the man in the field ducked his head. He was only about halfway between the woods and the houses when he went down. By the looks of it, a bullet got him in the leg. He was only down for a few seconds before he got up and began limping towards the houses. There was more popping, shots missing. He was close now—within fifteen feet of the houses. I looked around to see where his shooter was hiding, but I couldn’t spot him. More popping. Another hit and the man went down. This time, he didn’t get up.  
 
    “Zone 4 has been eliminated,” the announcer called out.  
 
    I was going to be making a similar run later that night. I broke out into a nervous sweat just thinking about it, running for my life, having no idea if I was in the sights of someone’s scope. Would I wait until the last minute before making my sprint? Or would there be shooters expecting weaklings like me to wait until the last minute?  
 
    The day dragged by slowly. I tried to keep count of the number of deaths, but I kept slipping away into anxiety-ridden states of panic, and I would lose all trains of thought.   
 
    I found myself passing time by staring at myself in the mirror, tinkering with my makeup, trying out different looks, quietly practising my girl voice. Maybe I was just slipping into some sort of delusion, but it was kind of fun, playing around with all the different looks I could pull off—seeing how a little flick up could completely change my appearance from a little flick down. I lost track of time in front of that mirror. When I finally emerged from the bathroom, it was dark out. It was time for me to make my run. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER V 
 
    I don’t know how long it took me to reach the bottom level of the apartment building—maybe an hour, maybe longer. I moved slowly, listening carefully for signs of other squatters. I knew I wasn’t the only one hiding out in that apartment cluster, and I had a good feeling I wasn’t the only one waiting until the last minute to make a run for the Play Zone. Before opening the front door, I looked out the window and considered my options one last time: the woods or the cluster of houses. I picked the houses. The woods were further, and I didn’t want to be running out in the open any more than I needed to, even if I did have the cover of nightfall on my side. Plus, houses have basements and attics and nooks and crannies to hide in. If you hide behind a tree, you’re still exposed in three other directions.  
 
    So I took a deep breath, poked my head outside, feeling fresh air for the first time in over a day, and then I started running. The night was silent, save for my footsteps in the overgrown grass. There was a low-lying mist in the field between the apartments and the houses that had a peculiar glow to it. There wasn’t a second in which I wasn’t expecting to hear the pop of gunfire, to feel the hot lead entering my body. That shot never came—either because my potential shooter didn’t have a clean shot or because no one noticed my mad dash. I reached the houses.  
 
    The doors had been left ajar, as if people had already come and gone. Drawers and cupboards were left open, already looted. I carefully closed the doors, the drawers, and the cupboards. I wanted to make the house look like no one had been there, so if anyone came in they would look around for supplies rather than looking around for me. Once everything was reset, I went down to the basement and looked around for the best place to hide. I planned on staying there until the Play Zone narrowed and forced me to run again. 
 
    I took a seat behind a clothing rack, in a dark corner of the basement, and I tried to compose myself. I couldn’t seem to calm my pounding heart, no matter how hard I tried. It was a miracle I was still alive. That guy who had been gunned down in the field—that could just as easily have been me. I ran across that same field.  
 
    Once my heart finally did begin to settle, and my nerves cooled down to a reasonable state, I decided to explore the basement. There were clothing racks everywhere, some with strange outfits and costumes. One rack was strictly filled with monkey outfits, like the ones from 2001: A Space Odyssey. Another rack had lots of denim and plaid; under it were cowboy boots and cowboy hats. It was like I’d wandered into the stock room of a costume store.  
 
    I looked around hoping to find something camouflage—maybe a ghillie suit or some sort of military outfit. I couldn’t find anything, but I did find an assortment of women’s clothes, shoes, makeup, and wigs. I tried a few of the wigs on and then there really was no denying it: I was capable of looking more like a woman than a man. At least once every couple of months, someone would mistake me for a girl, usually from behind. One time I was face to face with a waitress at a restaurant and she called me ma’am, and she didn’t correct herself until I said, “I’m a man, miss.” I’d always just assumed it was because of my size and my petite build, but now, as I stared into the mirror with my little outfit, my makeup, and my long blonde hair, I realized that I really did look like a chick—and a good-looking chick, at that. It wasn’t a fact I was proud of, but I had a good feeling it was going to help me as the Play Zone continued to narrow. 
 
    I couldn’t sleep so I tried on a few different outfits. There was a rack of little cocktail dresses, and I was curious to see how I would look in tiny, tight-fitted number. I looked pretty good. There was a little white dress with gold frills that looked especially cute on me. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something move. I turned around suddenly. My gun was on the other side of the room. “Please don’t shoot!” I said on instinct. But it was just one of the many camera orbs floating throughout the island. 
 
    I felt suddenly embarrassed, standing in that little dress in front of millions of people. At least it was the middle of the night, and most people were probably sleeping. I liked to think that my little game of dress up wouldn’t make the cut for the next morning’s highlight reel. 
 
    It was especially embarrassing because I knew that my name and Zone were on the screen along with the image of me in that cute white dress. I couldn’t even pretend like I was someone else to the people watching on TV. And I didn’t exactly have an explanation as to why I was dressed like a little floozy—dressing like a woman was one thing, it was a fine strategy as far as I was concerned, but getting dolled up and putting on a little pair of heels? There was no conceivable strategic benefit. To anyone watching, I simply looked like a lunatic.  
 
    The camera buzzed away and I got changed back into the little outfit I’d taken off the dead girl. But I kept the wig—it added an extra layer of realism to my disguise. I made a little bed by piling up clothes in one of the dark corners of the basement, and I went to sleep. They say you don’t get a rested sleep when you sleep in a new place for the first time. I’ve found that’s true—and it’s even truer when that new place is a potential death-trap. It’s hard to get well-rested when you know you might not wake up, or you might wake up to the sight of a rifle barrel pressed up to your forehead. I had nightmares all night that were too realistic to bare. I kept waking up in a cold sweat, springing up, sometimes happy to be alive, sometimes cursing the fact my death was just looming around the corner.  
 
    “Zone 100 has been eliminated,” the announced called out when the sun was just rising over the horizon. I wondered if I was in the top forty yet. “Zone 95 has been eliminated.” If not, I must have been getting pretty close.  
 
    I checked my watch for the new Play Zone. I wasn’t even close—a good hour-long hike. I suddenly remembered advice my friend had given me before I shipped out. “Always try to stay right in the middle of the Play Zone so you never have to travel far when the Play Zone restricts.” I realized now how good that advice was. I ran for three minutes out in the open the night before and I thought it was a miracle I was still alive. How the hell was I going to survive an hour-long trek out in the open? Sure, I could try to run from cover to cover, but then I was looking at far more than an hour of travelling.  
 
    “Zone 33 has been eliminated,” the announced called out. They were dropping fast that morning. I hated to think that each announcement was the loss of a human life, but there was also a peculiar consolation in knowing that was one less person who would be scanning the fields for stragglers like myself, trying to get into the Play Zone at the last second.  
 
    I went upstairs to look out the window, hoping it was foggy so I could make my move before nightfall. It was bright and sunny. I stepped up to the window and looked out. As I did, someone ran right by the window, just a few feet from my face. They didn’t notice me as they carried on from house to house. The man stopped in plain view, his head turned away from me. I carefully opened the window and I lifted up my rifle. I had a clean shot. My hands started to tremble. If I didn’t kill him, he could end up being the one who kills me—if not now, maybe later. He looked like a soldier, like one of the many burly men who trained their whole life for this moment. Can you imagine? Training your whole life for something and then being wasted by some timid man dressed in girls’ clothing because you made one little misstep?  
 
    My sights were right on him. I closed my eyes and pulled the trigger. My gun just clicked—no bullet fired. I opened my eyes and now the man was looking at me, his eyes wide. I looked down at my rifle. Why didn’t it shoot? What was I forgetting? I noticed the bolt sticking out the side and I remembered seeing a similar gun in a war movie. I pulled the bolt back and heard the cartridge clicking into the chamber. The man across from me had broken from his rigid shock and was now raising his gun at me. I fired. It was the loudest noise I’d ever heard, making my ears ring and hurt. But I got him, right in the centre of the chest. He dropped his weapon, grabbed at his heart, and then went to the ground.  
 
    My hands were shaking violently now. I could hardly breathe. “Zone 9 has been eliminated,” the announcement said. I killed a man. My head was spinning. I could taste a tinge of gunpowder on my tongue. My God, I’d just killed a man. But what other choice did I have? I had to kill him to survive. I had to kill him for my Zone.  
 
    My heart was pounding faster and faster with each passing minute, rather than calming down like I wanted it to. I couldn’t get the image of him falling to the ground out of my head—or the thought that everyone within five miles just heard the gunshot and now knew there was someone alive and armed in that cluster of houses. Sights would be turned my way, no doubt about it. The question was: do I move now, or do I wait until dark? I looked to that small forested area. It wasn’t far—a sixty second sprint at most. And it was still early in the morning—maybe most people would still be sleeping. Or maybe my eye-bursting gunshot woke everyone up. Or maybe there was no right or wrong time—maybe it was all just gambling either way.  
 
    I didn’t think too much about it. I just opened the door and started to run. My eyes were shut for most of the heart-pounding sprint. My body was tense, waiting to be ripped apart by a barrage of bullets. But somehow, I made it to the woods. I made it to safety. I hopped over a fallen tree and peeked back towards the houses and the apartments. Everything was silent—no sign of people at all. For once in my life, luck was on my side.  
 
    “Zone 2 has been eliminated,” the announcer called out. Zone 18 was still in the game and gunning for that top spot.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER VI 
 
    I kept a close eye on my watch as I trudged through those woods. It seemed like I wasn’t getting any closer to the Play Zone, like it was going to take all day, and I was already exhausted. Walking while crouched takes its toll on your back and thighs quickly. It wasn’t long before I realized it was going to take a lot longer than an hour to reach that Play Zone, seeing as I’d been in those woods for nearly an hour and I wasn’t even a quarter of the way. I decided to stop for a drink and a bite to eat. I fished my bag of cereal out from my backpack. It was running low—just a few handfuls left, but I wasn’t too worried. The longest game ever lasted five days, so worst case scenario, I would go without eating for a couple of days. Can’t humans live for something like two weeks without food? Still, I only ate a small portion, saving the rest for when I was really hungry.  
 
    The loud speaker called out another elimination, but I was too far away to hear which Zone was cut, not that it mattered. I was another step closer to getting home, and another step closer to giving my people the prosperity they deserved. 
 
    My fellow Zone 18-ers must have been proud of me. I’m sure when they saw my face on the news after the lottery, they didn’t have much hope. But now, I was fairly certain I was in the top half, and I’d managed to eliminate another Zone—though no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t convince myself to be proud of that fact.  
 
    I took a drink from one of my water bottles and then I felt a cold dullness pressed against my throat. “Stand up,” a low voice said, “and don’t make a sound.” Somehow I managed to stand up, despite the rigidness in my limbs. My rifle was way out of reach. “How’d a pretty girl like you survive this long?” the man said. He leaned his head up next to mine, pressing his chin down on my shoulder. The blade of his knife was pressing so hard against my skin, I was shocked he wasn’t breaking through. 
 
    “Please don’t kill me,” I managed to say, though I don’t know why I said it. Of course he was going to kill me. It would be stupid not to kill me—the whole reason he was there was to kill me. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you. The question is when. I can keep you alive for a bit. How does top twenty sound? What are you willing to do for one of those top twenty spots, huh?”  
 
    “Please don’t kill me,” was all I managed to say back. Those were the only words my brain was able to process.  
 
    “Right now, by my count, you’re about to be twenty-sixth. It would be a damn-shame to be eliminated that close to getting that much money for your Zone,” he said. Twenty-sixth? Had I really managed to stay alive for that long? I would have celebrated had I not been on the verge of having my throat slit. “Bend over,” he said, and then he pushed me over the log I’d been sitting on. He dropped down to his knees behind me and he reached up my skirt, grabbing a handful of my ass. “I’ll keep you alive for six more announcements if you promise to be a good girl,” he said. “I promise it won’t hurt. You’ll probably like it.” He slipped down my underwear slightly. He was just an inch away from discovering my ball sack—that was the last thing I wanted. 
 
    Maybe dressing up like a girl wasn’t such a good idea after all. Now, some murderous goon was about to discover he was feeling up a man, and he probably wasn’t going to take it so well. A swift death would have been nice, but once he realized my secret, I was pretty sure there wasn’t going to be anything swift about it.  
 
    I heard him unzip his pants. I looked back, pushing through the rigidness of my neck. It was the man with the face tattoo—the man who had been sitting across from me on the plane. He smirked at me, I saw him whip out his big, veiny cock, and then I turned my head forward. My heart was pounding up in my throat and I could taste bitter copper on my tongue.  
 
    He ran his thumb over my asshole. “You’re a tight one. You ever taken it in the ass before?” he asked. I started to squirm in an attempt to break away, but he leapt onto me, pressing that knife into my throat again. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked. I could feel his bare cock against my ass, throbbing and growing. He pressed it right between my ass cheeks, keeping that blade to my throat. He was warm and sweaty and he smelled as though he’d been in those woods since descending from the sky.  
 
    He reached down and cupped my stuffed bra. He gave my fake tit a firm squeeze. “Just think, you’re doing a good thing for your Zone,” he said, and then he pressed his bulbous tip up to my hole. 
 
    And then he slumped over me, suddenly motionless and suddenly heavy. His blade fell to the ground and blood dribbled down my shoulder. I grabbed the blade and rolled him off of me. And then I noticed the arrow sticking out from his head. He was dead.  
 
    “Zone 17 has been eliminated,” the announcer called out through the loudspeaker.  
 
    Standing twenty feet behind the dead body was a man with a bow. He had another arrow readied and aimed right at me. I winced my face away and stumbled back, falling over the log onto my own backpack. I grabbed my rifle, and then an arrow struck it, forcing it out from my hands. The arrow graved my hand. It burned. “Shit!” I cried.  
 
    “Don’t move,” the man said, already with a new arrow pulled back in his bow. Why wasn’t he killing me? Did he want the same thing as the tattooed man? Was he looking to get a bit of action before offing me? “Hands on your head,” he said. I did as he said. My whole body was trembling. “Calm down. I’m not going to kill you.” 
 
    I noticed then that he didn’t have a watch on his wrist. Those watches didn’t come off once they were on, unless you wanted to lob off your hand—but this man still had both of his hands.   
 
    He started to look around cautiously. “We’re not alone. Just stay quiet and try not to move.” I did as he said. He was a damn-good shot with that bow and for some reason I trusted him. I had no choice but to trust him. He stepped towards me. “I’m going to ask you something and I’m going to trust you. I want you to grab your gun and cover me while I look something up.” It took me a moment before I was able to snap free from my state of frozen anxiety. I picked up my gun, looking him in the eyes, and then I started to look around. The woods were silent and seemingly empty. 
 
    He pulled out a little tablet. As far as I knew, there were no computers or tablets on the island. Maybe he was some Games official? But then why was he interfering with the game? “It says Zone 18 is here somewhere, and it says he’s close. Damn close.” On his screen was my picture, my name, my everything. He’d somehow accessed the whole Games database. Next to my name, it said ‘STATUS: ALIVE’.  
 
    My heart stuttered. He looked around and then called out: “Eric, if you’re here, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m here to help you—to get you out of here.”  
 
    “I’m Eric,” I said. “I’m Zone 18. This is a disguise.” I realized after I said it that I’d said it in the girl voice I’d been using and practising. Suddenly, it seemed hard to shake the voice, as if it was suddenly my natural voice. 
 
    He looked at me with wide eyes and a tilted head like a confused pug. “You?” he said. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m Eric. I got these clothes off of a dead girl,” I said in my male voice, which felt surprisingly forced. “It’s a disguise.”  
 
    He stared at me for another moment, as if still deciding whether or not to believe me. “Well, it probably just saved your life,” he said. “Smart.” He kept staring at me as if he didn’t quite believe me. “I need you to come with me,” he said, and then he started leading me away from the Play Zone.  
 
    The sun was starting to set and it wasn’t going to be long before we needed to get to the Play Zone. My saviour didn’t seem to think this was a problem when I brought it up. “We’ll be fine. It’s safer we go this way.” He showed me his little tablet, which had a map of the playing field on it. There were little dots all around us, and an especially dense cluster on the other side of the forest, when I’d been making my way towards before my run in with tattoo-face. “Those are surviving players,” the archer explained to me.  
 
    “Why did you save my life?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I’m not playing the game. I’m just trying to end it.” He explained that he’d snuck onto the plane the night before the Games were underway. “I’m going to put an end to the Games. No more of this unnecessary bloodshed.” His expression dropped suddenly and his gaze turned inward. I had a feeling he had some personal reasons for wanting the Games to be ended but I didn’t want to prod. I continued following him. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Zach,” he said.  
 
    “And why do you want me?” I said. 
 
    “Because you know computers, and I need someone who knows computers.” It was pitch-black outside when we finally reached the edge of the Play Zone, just thirty minutes before the area became restricted. Before emerging from the treeline, he checked his little tablet to make sure there was no one nearby, and then we ran across a field into an empty house. The loudspeakers called out another elimination. Zach winced slightly at the announcement. He seemed to hate everything about the Games. I wasn’t exactly a big fan of them myself, seeing as they had nearly cost me my life, but to me they were just a fact of life. They’d been around since before I was born, and they seemed to serve a purpose. Though I couldn’t help but think that there was a better way.  
 
    “This is where we’re going,” Zach said, turning his tablet towards me. He pointed right at the middle of the Play Zone, at the centre of a little village. “Underneath that tower is the computer that runs everything. I’m going to need you to hack into it for me.”  
 
    “What if I can’t?” I said. 
 
    He smiled. “You can,” he said. “If anyone on this planet can hack it, it’s you,” he said. His words filled me with a peculiar warm confidence that was short-lived. How did he know so much about me? How was he so sure I would be able to hack the computer?  
 
    “What exactly are we doing?” I asked. 
 
    “After each Games, all of the top government officials, including the Prime Minister himself, gather on this island to announce the winners and which Zones will be getting what. We’re going to take them out, along with this damned island.” He continued to explain the plan to me. It was a good plan, if your goal was to take out the most powerful people on the planet. He wanted me to break into the computer system and rig it so all of the gas vents would open on the island during the closing ceremony. There were thousands of vents all over the island, and the gas was flammable. Zach wanted to time the vents with the fireworks, the sparks of which would be enough to ignite the whole island into flames, incinerating everything.  
 
    “And then what? And then they bring in another Prime Minister and build another island,” I said. 
 
    He smiled. “No. And then we take over,” he said, and then he pulled out his dog tags. He was military. “Back home, there are thousands of us hiding out, waiting to take control of parliament once those fireworks go off.”  
 
    “So this is a coup?” I said. 
 
    “Exactly. And it doesn’t work unless you can get into that computer,” he said, and then I realized there was something he wasn’t telling me. The odds of me being selected to represent Zone 18, one of the most heavily-populated Zones, were astronomically high—impossibly high. Because they were impossible. I wasn’t selected by the lottery. Zach and his men had made sure I was selected. They needed a computer programmer, and they chose me. Before I could call him out on it, he said, “I’m sorry.” But he didn’t actually seem all too sorry.  
 
    “And what if I don’t do it?” I said.  
 
    “Then the Games carry on, year after year. And people—young girls, like the one you took those clothes off of—will continue to be killed.” The image of her poor, lifeless body entered my mind.  
 
    “Fine. But I can’t promise you anything,” I said.  
 
    “I have faith in you.” He looked into my eyes and smiled. He had nice eyes—big and shining and gentle.  
 
    The snapping of gunshots rang out. They weren’t far away. Zach pulled out his tablet and the screen was all fuzzy. “Damn, I was worried about this,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a storm coming in and it’s messing with my signal. Hopefully it passes soon,” he said. As safe as I felt around Zach, he was just a human. And without his tablet, we were just as vulnerable as anyone else in the game. Those gunshots were close, maybe just a house or two over, and the Play Zone was small now, just a few miles across. I offered him my rifle, but he said he preferred the bow. “It’s quieter,” he said, but the bow wasn’t going to help in a fire fight. It doesn’t matter how good you are with a bow, a rifle is always going to win at one-hundred yards.  
 
    “Get some sleep. You’ll need it for tomorrow,” he said. I went down to the basement while he stayed upstairs on guard duty. I wasn’t sure whether to feel angry that I’d been pulled into a scheme I never wanted to be a part of, or happy that for the first time since finding out I’d been selected for the Games, I actually thought I was going to live. There were only twenty people left, and I had a personal body guard who had a GPS of all the people that were still out there, looking to kill me. When I was on the plane, flying in with all of those burly men, I was so sure that I was a goner, looking around at all of the well-trained killing machines. Now, I was the one with the major advantage. And as an added bonus, in case things went south and I didn’t survive until the end, I’d already made the top twenty. Regardless of what happened, my Zone was going to be taken care of until the next Games. No one was looking at me on their televisions with shame. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER VII 
 
    When I woke up, the house was empty. Zach was nowhere to be seen. I crept upstairs and I whispered his name, but there was no response. Then I noticed the camera floating in the middle of the room, looking my way. It stayed on me for a bit and then it buzzed off, slipping through an open window and disappearing. “Hey,” a voice said behind me, making me jump, but it was Zach. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I was hiding from the camera. If they see me here, they’ll shut the whole thing down and our whole operation will be done for.” He looked at me. “Where’s your wig?” 
 
    “I took it off yesterday. Now that I’ve got you, I don’t need it anymore,” I said.  
 
    “Do you still have it?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s in the basement.” 
 
    “Put it back on. You aren’t going to have me for much longer. I can’t go in much further.” 
 
    My heart stopped beating for a moment. “What?” 
 
    “The cameras move in with each Play Zone restriction—there’s just too many of them. I can’t risk getting seen. You need to get to that tower and set the gas yourself. In the system, you should be able to see when the fireworks are rigged to go off, just set the—” 
 
    “—I can’t go in there myself!” I said. “I can hardly shoot a gun, and that area is going to be crawling with people.”  
 
    “You can do it. Just wait for nightfall and move then. While you’re in the computer, disarm the gas for this area,” he said, showing me an area on his table between the tower and the ocean, “and there will be a boat there waiting for us. We’ll take it out of here.” He pointed to a specific point on the map where the boat would be waiting.  
 
    “And what about you?” I said. 
 
    “When you take off for the tower, I’m going to start towards the boat. I expect the gas to be disarmed by midnight—that’s when I’m going to cross the line. If it’s not disarmed, I’ll be killed.”  
 
    “Jesus, putting enough pressure on me?” I said.  
 
    “You’ll be fine. Now go get back into your disguise. It might just save your life again.”  
 
    I went downstairs and got back into my wig and my little outfit. I would have never admitted it to anyone, but I was actually happy getting back into that little disguise. I felt comfortable in it. It made me feel safe, and I even felt kind of sexy. I knew it was no time to feel sexy or to indulge, but I couldn’t help it. For once in my life, my body looked good. I wasn’t just the small, scrawny guy—I was a pretty woman. And Zach was right, the fact that I looked so good had saved my life. Had I been myself when the tattoo-faced man jumped me, he probably would have just ended me right then and there. Had I not been such a looker as a woman, maybe it would have been the same ill-fate.  
 
    Even Zach looked at me differently when I was in that outfit. While we were sitting around and waiting for nightfall, I caught him looking at me a few times. It was a testament to how good I was able to look—he knew I wasn’t really a woman and even he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    At one point, I bent over to pick my rifle up off of the floor, and through my legs, I caught Zach staring at my ass. His face became red and he looked away quickly. “Sorry,” he said. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. It was kind of cute. He was on a mission to save the world from a corrupt government—the whole mission resting on his shoulders—and I caught him staring at my ass. I thought of reminding him that I wasn’t actually a chick, but I didn’t exactly blame him—I really did look like a girl, and my body may as well have belonged to a girl. Whenever I found myself in front of a mirror, I couldn’t help but check myself out, posing for myself, admiring how cute I looked with my eyeliner nice and dark.  
 
    The mood changed when the sun started to set and the reality of the situation began to set in. There was a good chance I wasn’t going to make it to that tower. There was hardly any cover, save for a few bushes, between me and that little town, and the moon was shining bright. It might as well have been broad daylight.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER VIII 
 
    I took only my rifle with me, leaving my bag behind. If all went according to plan, we would be on that boat in just a few hours. I didn’t need food or water. If all did not go according to plan, I would be dead and it wouldn’t matter how many water bottles or bags of cereal I had packed away. I took a few deep breaths in an attempt to calm my throbbing heart.  
 
    Now the stakes were even higher. It wasn’t just my life and it wasn’t just the prosperity of my Zone. Now, it was the future of humanity.  
 
    “Show me how you aim that thing,” Zach said to me, motioning towards my rifle. I held it up and aimed at a cup in the cupboard. “No, that’s no good,” he said, and then he stepped up behind me. “You want to relax your shoulders and lean forward just a little bit. Yeah, like that. Now press the butt of the gun right here, into the soft part between your shoulder and your collarbone. How does that feel?”  
 
    “I guess it feels okay,” I said.  
 
    “Lean forward just a little bit more,” he said. He put his hand on my hips to keep me stabilized. The position felt somewhat awkward. “Now when you go to shoot, and you’ve got your target in your sights, hold your breath and then squeeze the trigger. Don’t just pull the trigger until the gun goes off—squeeze it down in one smooth motion. Don’t do it now, but when you’ve got someone in your sights.” I wasn’t terribly fond of how he said, ‘when you’ve got someone’ instead of ‘if you’ve got someone’.  
 
    He reached his arms around me, putting his hands on mine to slightly adjust my posture. “How does that feel?” he asked, but I was distracted. I could feel the bulge of his cock against my bum. 
 
    “It feels good,” I said, turning my head to him. We were eye-to-eye, inches apart.  
 
    “Good,” he said, and then he kissed me. I froze. And then I kissed back. It only lasted about five seconds and then he pulled away, probably remembering I wasn’t actually a woman. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know what came over me.” He stared me in the eyes for a moment and then he released me. “You’d better get going.” His cheeks were dark red. Had he really forgotten momentarily that I was a man? In his defence, there were moments where I forgot that I wasn’t really a woman. The outfit fit too well, the makeup went on too easily, and I looked too good. The voice was so natural and that same voice filled my head, as if my own voice had packed up and left.  
 
    I walked to the door and looked back at him. He was looking at me with a solemn expression. It wasn’t the confidence-building send-off I’d hoped for. 
 
    I opened the door and I started to jog across that long field towards that little town, with the tower in the middle. It was far away—I could barely make out the tower through the haze, and there wasn’t much to hide behind along the way, save for the tall grass.  
 
    My heart pounded viciously the whole way. There were roughly fifteen men still alive, likely armed and definitely desperate for that win. I wished I could have reasoned with them, told them what I was going to do. There’s no need to kill one another! I know where the main computer is—I can disarm the whole system. 
 
    But the Games needed to go on. Those men needed to die for the cause. There needed to be a winner for the ceremony to take place, so that all of the government officials could convene in one spot. The men and women of that Games would be like martyrs, dying so no one would ever have to die again on that island.  
 
    And if the plan works, what would they think happened to me? Would they assume I was killed off-camera, and there was some issue with my watch—perhaps it was hit by a bullet and it malfunctioned, failing to send my vitals to the server? If I disappeared from the Game, would my Zone still get top twenty funding? If the plan failed, would I be wasting the opportunity to finish first? I tried not to think too much about it—focussing on the task at hand: getting to that tower alive. None of it mattered if I was shot dead halfway.  
 
    That field was eerily silent—just my footsteps crunching the tall, dry grass. No distant popping of guns. No booming announcements. Not even a gentle breeze.  
 
    When I reached the town, my body became tense. There were so many windows looking down at me, no matter where I hid, no matter which wall I pressed my body against. It seemed like a matter of time before I passed a window concealing a man. Would I even see it coming, or would my life just suddenly end? Would I hear the gunshot before I was dead?  
 
    I crept through the town. It was dark out, darker thanks to the shadows of the buildings—but still I felt completely vulnerable. I slipped around one corner and then saw a man, his back to me, crouching just down the lane between the homes. I slipped back, trying to remain completely silent, even holding my breath. I raised my rifle and I considered blasting the man. I leaned around the corner and aimed the gun right at him, just the way Zach taught me. I had a perfect shot—it would have been an easy kill, and I could have moved quickly away from the scene, before anyone moved in on that position. 
 
    But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Instead, I carefully stepped towards him, gun drawn. I stopped about ten feet away, and then I said, “Drop the gun and don’t make a noise.”  
 
    He didn’t even look back. He carefully placed the gun down and then raised his hands into the air. “Side arm, too,” I said, and then he dropped that as well.  
 
    He turned around slowly. “Please don’t shoot,” he said. He looked like a soldier—big arms, shaved head, scars all over. He was a tough guy, but even tough guys don’t want to die. At the end of the day, no one wants to die. 
 
    “I need to get to that tower, and once I’m inside, I don’t want anyone coming in,” I said. He stared at me with wide eyes. “I need you to watch the door for me. Now pick up your gun,” I said. Those eyes became wider and full of confusion. He slowly reached for his gun, probably thinking it was some kind of trap, but he didn’t have a choice.  
 
    When I turned away from him, he didn’t shoot me. I didn’t think he would. Even in the Games, people still have their humanity. He put his trust in me and now I was putting my trust in him. He watched me slip away, moving towards the tower. Once I was up against the side of the tower, I looked back. I could see his silhouette, crouched in that laneway, guarding the point I’d asked him to guard. I don’t know why I trusted him and I don’t know why he trusted me—but somehow I knew he would. I slipped into the tower and a wave of relief washed over me.  
 
    I started looking around for the basement access. I tried all of the doors and eventually found a locked door. It was a simple, inconspicuous wooden door. I bashed the lock with the butt of my rifle until it was hanging loose to the side. Sure enough, there was a stairway leading down to another locked door, which was made of steel—not something I could easily bash with the butt of my gun.  
 
    It had a big bolt lock, but I didn’t know how to pick a lock. I stepped back, aimed right at the lock, and fired. It left a dent, and sent my bullet ricocheting back at me (missing narrowly), but it didn’t break the lock. I stepped back, behind the doorframe of the first door, and I shot again, and again, and again, leaving more dents but making no more progress. “Fuck,” I muttered. And then I remembered I had a hand grenade. I pulled it off of my belt and I pulled the pin. I tossed it down the stairs and I closed the door. Five seconds later, there was a loud bang and a heavy rumble. The man watching the tower entrance for me probably thought I was being massacred.  
 
    The steel door was open, the metal all twisted and bent, and I could see the flashing lights of computers in the newly opened room. I ran down, through the heat of the recent detonation. The room was filled with large drives and servers, all blinking and beeping away. At the end of the room was a simple computer, with a screen, a mouse, and a keyboard. I took a seat. 
 
    It was running a single program called games_216.exe. The program was using over 100 GB of RAM. Turning it off would have been a simple click of a button, and everyone still alive probably would have been freed and sent home—and I would probably have been arrested and put in jail, or killed. But if Zach was right, then going through with the original plan would save countless lives, not just the lives of ten people or so.  
 
    The program had no interface, so I was stuck trying to figure everything out through the coding. It was programmed in a language I didn’t recognize, but there were some familiar universalities, which helped me gain a rudimentary understanding of how the program operated. I scanned through lines of code, slowly figuring it all out, and then I noticed the time on the corner of the screen. It was 11:55, five minutes before Zach ran out of the Play Zone and got gassed to death. I needed to act quickly. I did my best to focus, scanning through lines of coding, skipping over what looked like procedural computing stuff. I did a search for anything marked as “gas” but there was nothing. It was in there somewhere, probably with a vague variable as a name.  
 
    It was 11:57 and I wasn’t any closer to figuring it out. I thought about shutting the whole thing down, to at least save Zach’s life, but I knew he would sooner have me carry out the plan than save his life. I kept looking.  
 
    Finally, I found a chunk of code dealing with radius size. One line mentioned vents and, in computer-language, said, “All vents outside of Play Area are active.” I switched the value from true to false. It was 11:59. Hopefully that was the only line of code that mattered for Zach’s sake. There would be no way of knowing until I left the Play Zone myself.  
 
    Finding the code for the fireworks was easier, as the launch program was called fireworks_protocol.exe. I wrote in my own line of code, mimicking the one I’d disabled minutes earlier, telling the program to set all vents to true when fireworks_protocol.exe was set to true. One simple line of code to destroy an entire land mass and wipe out an entire government. And it was done—my job was done. 
 
    Before leaving, I found the database of players by searching my name. There were three status options: Alive, Eliminated, and Unknown. I changed my status to unknown and I disabled my watch. 
 
    I made my way back up the stairs and then I opened the front door. The door wouldn’t open all the way. There was a dead man blocking it. The laneway silhouette waved at me and I waved back, and then I slipped away, headed for the edge of the Play Zone, headed for the boat.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER IX 
 
    Crossing over the edge of the Play Zone was a heart pounding moment, but I survived, so I knew that I must have done my job right. And for the first time since landing on that island, I didn’t feel like death was waiting behind every tree, every rock, and every log. I’d survived the Games. I was one of the historic few who would return home and see my friends and family again.  
 
    I saw the boat in the distance, bobbing in the shadow of a tall cliff. It was a small speed boat, and I could see a man on it. It was Zach. He waved to me and I waved back. He helped me onto the boat, and then I couldn’t help myself—I jumped into his arms. I was so happy to see him. I felt like I owed him my life, my families’ lives, my future children’s lives. He held me tightly. 
 
    “You did good,” he said. “Now let’s get out of here.” He punched a few buttons into the boat’s navigation system and the boat started to direct itself home. “We’ll have you back in Zone 18 in just a few hours. I recommend you stay in your disguise for at least a few weeks, until after the ceremony, and after the new government it set up. Your family will probably assume you didn’t make it, but they’ll understand once it all—” I kissed him. I had to kiss him.  
 
    He kissed back, completely dropping his little speech. His arms slipped around me again and he held me tight, pressing his hard chest and abs against my small body. I loved the feeling of his rough stubble against my face, and I loved the smell of his musk in my nostrils. 
 
    I’d never thought about kissing a man before, but now it seemed so right. I couldn’t think of a world where I wasn’t in Zach’s arms, where his tongue wasn’t exploring the inside of my mouth. I could feel his big bulge against my pelvis. I rubbed myself into it gently, obsessed with the feeling of it getting bigger and bigger. 
 
    When our kiss finally ended, he looked into my eyes. “You know, you could always stay like that. I think it suits you,” he said, looking down at my body.  
 
    “You think so?” I said. 
 
    “It did save your life, didn’t it? It would almost be a shame to get rid of it.” His cheeks were a shade of dark crimson. 
 
    “I think it saved yours, too,” I said.  
 
    We kissed again. This time, his hands came up and fondled my chest. “You look good in that little skirt,” he said. 
 
    “Want to see what’s underneath?” 
 
    He sunk down to his knees and he slipped down my undies. Then he began to fondle my cock. It felt good. It felt even better when he sunk my rod through his lips and began to suck me off. His mouth was warm and wet, and his tongue moved expertly up and down my throbbing length. I slipped my fingers into his hair and I pulled him in tight.  
 
    I looked back. The island was hardly a speck on the horizon. In a day or two, it would be ablaze with raging fires. And thank God for that. It was a horrible place of needless death.  
 
    I looked back down at Zach and he was looking up at me. “You like it?” I said. 
 
    “I love it.” 
 
    “Let me play with yours,” I said, biting the corner of my lip. I sunk down and he lay back. I tugged down his pants, letting his big, spring-loaded cock flip out. He was big, hard, and throbbing impressively. I took his member in my hand. It was heavy. I bent forward and slipped it into my mouth. Everything about our little romp felt so natural—I never questioned it for a second. Was it wrong? Maybe to some people—but who cares? We just saved countless lives and helped overthrow a corrupt government. The least we could do was have a little bit of fun.  
 
    I could taste the sweet tinge of his pre-cum on my tongue. I ran my hands up and down his warm, rippling abs while I sucked him off.  
 
    I was getting hornier. I wanted more than just his cock against my tongue. I crawled over his body and I sat myself down on his lap, feeling his throbbing rod between my butt cheeks, placing my ball sack on his abdomen. “It’s my first time. Be gentle,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    He bit his lip and took a deep breath. I reached down and grabbed his rod, lining it up with my tiny hole. He penetrated me and I sunk down low, pressing my bum right against his pelvis. “Oh God,” I moaned, the pleasure overtaking me almost instantly. Warm energy was suddenly pulsing through my body. I could feel every inch of him inside of me, throbbing warmly. I slowly bounced up and down, feeling him sliding in and out. God, it felt good. I grabbed my chest and squeezed.  
 
    He grabbed my hips and held me tightly, and then he started thrusting upwards into me. That was the point where I lost all control. I started moaning wildly, placing my hands down on his chest so I wouldn’t flop over like a convulsing trout. His pelvis slapped against my tush with each penetration. I was totally lost in euphoria and lust. I wished I would have discovered this side of me so much sooner in life.  
 
    “Jerk yourself off on my chest,” he said, and I did without hesitation, reaching down and grabbing my cock firmly, beating it quickly with small strokes. Within thirty seconds I was coming all over him, and he liked it. He moaned and groaned and then his nails dug into the skin of my hips. “I’m going to come,” he said through clenched teeth, and then I felt it: his hot load blasting deep inside of me. I fell down on him, soaking my top with my own cum. I didn’t care. I was too far gone to care.  
 
    We kissed again, tasting a tinge of each other’s cocks on our tongues. “Maybe you can come live with me in Zone 18,” I said.  
 
    “In a heartbeat,” he said.  
 
    And he owned up to his word. One week after the news had been announced that the Prime Minister had been killed and the government had been overthrown, he found his way to my doorstep. The door was hardly open before I threw myself into his arms.  
 
    It was the beginning of a new life in so many ways. There was so much to look forward to, so much everyone had to look forward to.  
 
    THE END 
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