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The arena comprised a rectangular concrete
room with only three features of note. The spectator box in the
back, which even with darkened glass appeared empty. The
scoreboard, a giant single-screen LCD monitor with several dead
pixels displaying a blank white screen. And the ring proper, a
weathered yellow ring painted on the center of the floor with two
red, equally weathered circles in its middle spaced evenly apart.
The ring left plenty of space to sit around the front and back
walls, but the edges of the ring neared the left and right walls
with only a four-foot gap at the widest.

Paris surveyed the rest of
the fighters of his class, sitting around the
room’s front floor. He counted twenty-four
(not counting himself or Logan) of various sizes, colors and
species, up to and including an enormous white sleepy-looking
capybara who snoozed in the far corner. The Green fighters
clustered into small groups of their own as they sat on the floor
of the training room, like this was a PE class
presentation.

A consideration which gave
Paris flashbacks to elementary school dodgeball. He shuddered, and
sat beside Logan. Although he still wasn’t
sure if he liked the handsy green deer, Logan had been kind enough to him these
past two hours. Everyone else here was a stranger.

“You need these!” Logan
said, pulling out strips of fighter’s wraps—the kind to bind wrists
and ankles and reduce the chance of spraining. Paris sighed and
looked away as he held out a hand to let Logan mother
him.

As the wraps went around his
hands and wrists, Paris spotted a pale teal opossum sitting on his
own, sighing at the floor, long skinny tail curled around his
ankles. Paris frowned at the sight. He wondered what the other
fighters were even doing here. Were they all in the same boat as
him? Or did they even know what they signed up for? The opossum
didn’t look like he even wanted to be
here—had someone forced him? Did he have no choice?

Given
Paris’s predicament, it would at least be
easy to make friends, right?

“And I should get your ears,
too,” Logan said.

“Why?” Paris
asked.

“You ever seen a long-ear
fight?” Logan said, slipping the wraps around Paris’s ears and
pinning them together. “You don’t want your own ears getting in
your eyes while you fight. In fact, might have to wrap these
against your neck so nobody can grab…”

From behind, Paris heard
snickering. Through his years of training in public school, he knew
at once they applied those giggles in his direction. A red spotted
skunk sat with three buddies of his, their wraps already applied.
When they noticed Paris turning to look their direction, they
imitated Logan’s delicate hand
gestures.
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Paris sighed.
“You know, even beyond getting a shit contract, my
biggest mistake coming here is forgetting that most people tend to…
suck.”

“Oh yeah they suck,” Logan
agreed.

Paris gave him the eye.

“Oh, you mean the other—”
Logan started. “Yeah nevermind.”

The general din of the Green Fighters fell to
silence when a heavyset honey badger stepped from behind the
spectator-side entry and marched into the center of the ring. Paris
lowered his brow and scoffed—whoever it was would be an employee
for the Pit Fighters, right? He was of the same caliber as Mack,
here to continue the exploitation.

Still, he had a swagger and
carried his weight like it was nothing to him. Paris wished
he’d turn around so he could get a look at
his—no, no, don’t
get involved with employees.

“All right, rookies!” the
badger called out. “… and Logan, again.”

“Hi, Dyna!” Logan called out
to the badger. “Looking good!” He gave Dyna a double
thumbs-up.

Dyna glared at Logan for a
solid second before continuing. “Because
we’re commencing the new seasonal round of contracts, this training
session will double as your orientation. Four things to keep in
mind.” He held up a finger for each. “First, the elevator in the
hall behind the spectator box is for spectators only. Second, the
elevator outside the locker room goes right to the medical center
and is not for any other use. Third, no fighting in this room
without approved supervision. Fourth, no fighting outside this room
period, not even in the gym.”

Paris perked his ears,
though Logan had bound them behind him tight and they barely
lifted. “Uh, Logan,” he whispered, “what
was that you said if someone tried to take advantage of me? Kick
their ass?”

“Yeah?” Logan said back, not
even trying to lower his voice.

“Wouldn’t that be against
the rules if we’re not supposed to fight outside the
arena?”

“Yeah,” Logan said
again.

“…so what did you
mean?”

“Well, either you take them
in for a match and show them who’s boss… or you don’t get
caught.”

“Yeah, but—”

Dyna blurted out,
“I’m sorry, is this boring? Would you prefer to
get to the fighting, bunny?”

“I was uh, wondering how
this affects our ranking,” Paris blurted, covering his eyes in
embarrassment.

The badger stepped forward
to get a closer look at Paris, sizing him up. The badger was tall,
at least Logan’s size. And his hips were
huge. He probably had an ass that—

Stop that, Paris commanded himself.

“Name, bunny?” Dyna
asked.

“Uh, Paris, sir.”

“You enjoy talking out of
turn, bunny?” Dyna said.

“My teachers always said it
was what I was best at,” Paris said, and pressed his buck teeth on
his lips to shut himself up.

Dyna stared at him for a
while longer, but then a grin parted his lips. It
wasn’t a comforting grin, though, given the
badger’s sharp teeth.

“…training fights do not
affect rankings,” he said. “Three things will affect your overall
rank. Exhibition matches, special matches, and tournaments. Any
fighter may request an exhibition match once per week, using the
computer in your quarters or the one in the locker room. You may
request exhibition matches against any other fighter within your
color rank or one higher, with scheduling determined by computer.
Management may at their discretion set up special matches unbound
by ranking. Tournament participation is mandatory regardless of
rank, and each individual match will affect your
standing.

“Your rank comprises two
parts: your score which is your number, and your grade which is
your color. Everyone new starts out at a score of 1000. Promotion
from Green rank to Blue will not occur until you reach a score of
2000 and hold it for one month. For comparison’s sake, our current
top fighter scores at 12,569.”

That would be
Sultan’s rank. Even though Paris didn’t
have a good idea of “how much” 1000 points was, it still sounded
far too high for him. He sighed. Maybe it would have been easier to
get near Sultan as a groupie rather than a peer…

The skunk from behind Paris
spoke up. It relieved Paris that everyone’s
eyes wouldn’t fixate on him.

“Hey, I got a question,” the
skunk said, standing up and thumping his chest with his
knuckles.

Dyna glowered at him.
“Name, thunderbutt?”

“Porte Lincoln Meyer the
third,” said the skunk, as if that meant anything.

“Mmm,” Dyna said with all
the inflection of I don’t give a rat’s ass. “What’s your
question?”

“What happens if you hit
rank zero?” His three flunkies doubled over like this was a
hilarious joke.

Dyna stared longer, until their laughs
tricked to a stop. Porte coughed.

Dyna said,
“I would recommend you do not let your score fall
below 100.”

“What happens when it gets
below 100?” the skunk asked with a smirk. “We get your
job?”

“I see you still haven’t
read the contract,” Dyna said.

“Listen,” Porte said,
stepping forward, “this information is fascinating, but I know it
already. Me and my boys got this in the bag.” He swished his
massive tail back and forth as he stepped past the yellow line into
the ring. “We have a system.”

“And that system?” Dyna
asked, lips turned up in amusement even though he still carried no
emotion in his voice beyond “gruff”.

“Huh-uh,” Porte wagged his
finger in their trainers’ face. “If I told you, you’d complain.
Suffice to say, we’ll be on top of this place in no
time.”

“Oh, I see,” Dyna said. “I
know what you mean.”

Porte’s finger froze in its wag and he curled it into a question
mark. “Uh…”

“No, don’t let me stop you,”
Dyna said, marching back toward the center of the ring. “Now that
we have our two volunteers, let’s get started with the practice
bout. Come on bunny, thunderbutt.”

Paris jumped, startled,
having convinced himself that Dyna had forgotten him.
“Why me?!” Paris exclaimed.

Dyna turned and stared right
at him. “Because you were talking over me.
Come on, we’re breaking in everyone.”

Paris froze. This must have
been that fight-or-flight response he’d
heard so much about. Despite the name, he didn’t get to choose his
preference of fighting or flighting.

Still, the crowd behind him
chanted, “Do it! Do it! Do it!”, and Logan
lifted him up to stand.

“Go get ’em!” Logan
exclaimed, slapping Paris on the ass. Paris yelped and leaped into
the center of the ring, rubbing his tush and giving Logan the evil
eye. Logan grinned with his palms out-turned
not-so-innocently.

Paris stumbled next to
Porte. Porte wasn’t as tall as Logan or
Dyna, but still a solid head above Paris, so that Paris looked
right at the red skunk’s shoulders and neck. Despite the bragging
and grandstanding, God or the devil had blessed the guy with tight
pecs, abs, shoulders—just, everything. Was he a rich kid? A spoiled
brat? But jacked, with an ass to back that up! Paris would have
loved to watch him
fight. But how was anyone supposed to fight such a vainglorious work of
art?

Porte looked down at Paris,
and snorted, before his lips parted in a seedy grin.
“Mmm, this’ll be fun,” he said.

Paris swallowed.

“There are only two striking
rules in a match,” Dyna said. “One, do not go for the eyeballs.
Socket, brow, all those things are fine, but eyeballs are difficult
to repair. Second, no direct strikes to the genitals. I know it
will relieve you to hear that, you gang of perverts.”

“It does for me!” Logan said
from the sidelines.

Instead of the long glares,
Dyna elected to ignore him. “Street
fighting has long relied upon genital mutilation. This is a
classier production. It does not make for good television and so
it’s been blanket banned. So, the company will fine you any major
damage to your opponent’s eyes or genitals, including medical
costs.”

Dyna brought his hands
around Porte and Paris, bringing them together to stand—with Paris
uncomfortably close to the skunk.
Oh,
he even smells nice, Paris thought.
Even for a skunk.

Porte was still grinning at
him. Paris’s heart thudded in his chest. He
tried to look at anything else but Porte’s eyes or his crotch, but that only left that
taut chest of his.
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“Okay, you two,” Dyna said,
“we are not broadcasting. Don’t worry about appearances, but keep
this in mind. In a televised match, the referee will want you to
meet in the middle, just far enough apart like so. Meet each other
in the eyes. Chest out! Or your best tough pose. Look like you’re
gonna pound one another!”

“Oh, bunny boy will get a
pounding,” Porte said. Paris squeezed his eyes shut.

“Great for promotional
material. When the ref calls your name, you’re free to wave to your
fans, should you ever gain any. When that’s done—”

“Yeah, yeah, shake hands,”
Porte said, putting his palm out so his fingers touched Paris’s
chest.

“Actually, they haven’t done
the handshake for at least thirty years now,” Paris said rapidly.
“Several fighters kept using it as an excuse to break the other
fighters’ hand before the match even started. Now you touch
palm-to-palm, flat, no bending fingers to rake with
claws.”

Had he always been a
motormouth when he grew nervous and turned on?
Porte’s stare was so smoldering Paris could
have caught fire.
Paris inched
backwards and touched palm-to-palm with Porte. The pads of
Porte’s hand weren’t rough, but they
weren’t as dainty or soft as he expected. Just warm.

Porte snorted.
“You sound like a nerd. Why’re you here? Have
something to prove? Kept getting shoved in lockers at school? You
seem collapsible enough. Maybe I could see how
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