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  Trial #1


  I groaned when the brush fell out of my weak grip and hit my fingers. It came crashing down onto the tiled floors and I watched as the brush skidded to one of the showers. I leaned my palms onto the sink and just stared at my reflection. Tasks that were so normal and so easy now were challenging. I couldn’t grip anything without getting hurt. I couldn’t do anything without feeling the little pulses of pain run through my fingers and through my arms. I felt like I couldn’t touch anything and even the gauze was hurting me. I was always told to let cuts and anything else breathe overnight by my parents and it would harden. I was hoping that if it was hard, it wouldn’t hurt as much. However, that didn’t seem to be the case.


  After removing the gauze, I placed my hand underneath the lotion dispenser and allowed the cream to soak into my palm. Gently, I began to move my palm over my burned skin and winced as it began to sting. I closed my eyes and put my forehead on the sink’s counter to avoid getting dizzy. Any major injuries didn’t seem to hurt me but something like this was killer to me. Now that I was healing, I would feel the skin grow back and feel it stretch over each tip until it met with the old skin. I shuddered just thinking about it. “Here,” Jade said as she wrapped the towel around her body tighter. She moved the shower curtain back so that the water would drip down it and grabbed my hairbrush from the floor. I looked up at her through my arms and voiced my appreciation. “How are your fingers?” she wondered. I didn’t answer and just showed her my hand. “I’ll put some antibacterial cream and more gauze on it.” She dropped my hand and I picked my head up to stare at her. “Just let me get dressed first.”


  She jogged toward her clothes that were on a bench and quickly changed from her towel. She allowed her hair to airdry before coming back over to me. I nodded my head to indicate she could use my brush and watched as she ran it through quickly. Once her knots were detangled, she placed the brush down on my hair first.


  “Can I braid it?” she wondered. I handed her the scrunchie she had allowed me to use. “I’m surprised they didn’t confiscate this,” she stated. “You’re the only one who had enough balls to use it.”


  “Maybe it looks too much like lime green,” I stated. I shrugged my shoulders as she braided one side of my head. I held onto it gently with my teeth as she quickly did the other side. “Why are you being so nice to me? I told you no to joining your group.”


  Shrugging, she answered with, “I want our time here to be as fun as I can possibly make it.” She paused as she grabbed all my hair to throw it in a high ponytail. “Listen, I’m going to be frank with you, there is a very slim chance that both of us will make it out as assassins. Did you hear the statistics Bischoff listed? There are not a lot of females who make it but even fewer of them are inductees. I don’t want to hate everyone here like the elitists. Honestly, most of them are great when they’re by themselves.”


  “So… why didn’t you get your fingerprints burned off?” I asked as she picked up my hand and started putting gauze on it. “Are you secretly a bad guy?”


  “Like a mole?” Jade asked as she kept helping me. She shrugged her shoulders. “Colt burned my fingers with the burner on the stove.” She winced and when she was done patching up my left hand, she showed me her fingers. There weren’t any fingerprints there either.


  “What an asshole,” I said. I shook my head and huffed. I hated this guy. How could he hurt Jade? It seemed plausible too. It made sense as to why his entire palm was then burned off. Can’t attack another assassin.


  “Oh no, he-”


  Jade dropped my hands to cover her ears and I covered mine with my arms. I could see the three flashes that indicated that we were needed and waited impatiently for the alarm to stop sounding. When it stopped blaring, I looked over at Jade who just nodded her head. We needed to get to the living room before all the good seats were taken. She grabbed my wrist and as we exited the bathroom, we could see that some girls were barely awake. Some threw on the nearest shirt they could find while others rushed to brush their hair.


  I looked down and realized that I probably should have finished wrapping my fingers.


  As soon as we got outside of our bedrooms, we could see that the pillows on the chairs were rearranged. People seemed to be more comfortable with each other but as we made it out into the hallway, we could see that we were separating ourselves into the groups. Jade and I were not going to be the ones to break that cycle.


  We managed to score a spot on the couches, and I sat on the edge. Jade was much better at making friends than me and it was evident when people started moving to sit closer to her. She smiled and engaged them in conversation, but I couldn’t concentrate on them. I was focusing on Bischoff.


  He was staring at everyone. He was surveying the way we behaved and interacted with each other. Some people would stare at him and catch him looking but he never seemed to make eye contact with them. He almost seemed like a robot on


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Trial #2


  “You’re like a furball.” Instead of greeting me like a normal person or hugging me, Justin took his hands and swooshed them into my hair. I froze out of reaction and glared at him when he was done running his hands through my short hair. “You look better than half of the boys here.”


  “Are you sexist, Justin?” I wondered out loud. He retracted his hands from me and just stared hard. Almost like he was trying to figure me out. I continued to stare at him too and crossed my arms over my chest. He sighed for a moment and instead of answering, grabbed my arms to lead me to the training rooms.


  I made sure to get up extra early to run into Justin. He was an early riser, but I never knew where he had been going once he was done eating. I waited right inside the inductees’ living space and checked in on who was in the room. On days that we didn’t have trials or were woken from an alarm, I usually woke around ten. If I was on the farm, it would be whenever the rooster crowed. Barely anything else seemed to ever wake me.


  “A little,” Justin answered when we were far enough down the hall that nobody could hear us. He stopped and turned back to me. “But I’m unlearning it.” He smiled softly at me, but I could see the weariness in his eyes. “We all have different circumstances that we grew up in.” I nodded my head and he finally let go of my arm. “I have seen so many kickass women in my life but I grew up with a dad who was wronged by one woman.” He shook his head. “At least I’m giving everyone a chance.”


  “Why are you?” I wondered.


  “Well,” Justin paused. He looked down at me and looked around to make sure we weren’t being listened to. However, we both knew that there were cameras probably everywhere. Justin was the smartest one here and he has studied previous trials. “Because you were the second smartest person here.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Because you were willing to show compassion toward Colt despite how evident it is that he hates you because you’re an inductee. It made me ask myself why I hate you because you’re a girl.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” I answered. I leaned against the white wall, and he just shook his head.


  “I’m not rich like the other elitists,” Justin admitted. “You remember that second house that we saw get ransacked?” I denied it. There were too many houses to remember. “Well, that was my house. It had neighbors and a fence.” I stared at him. That little description wasn’t going to help me. “Forget it.”


  He shook his head and turned around. I followed him silently and wished I knew what to say. I felt like he wanted me to help him feel better. I didn’t understand though. If he was sexist, why would he help me? Why would I suddenly make him question how he thought and acted? He was the smartest person here. He should have realized that far before now. As he continued to stalk forward, I felt myself slowing down. He was the smartest assassin here and suddenly, he felt like he had to change his mind. That didn’t sound right to me.


  “Are you setting me up?” I questioned. I stopped in my tracks and watched Justin slow down. He seemed confused when he looked back at me. He shook his head when he turned toward me and walked back. He grabbed my wrist to usher me forward and I tried to flick my hand away. “Why are you trying to help me all of a sudden?” I stared at him as he pondered what to say. This seemed suspicious especially since I knew that he had to share a bedroom with Colt, Eddie, and Garrett.


  “You’re smart,” Justin finally answered. “But you don’t know anything about the trials.” He watched me carefully and stepped closer to me. “There’s a reason that a lot of inductees don’t become official assassins. You don’t know what to expect. You aren’t taught about the secret pros of this place.” His face softened as he stared at me. “I observe everyone. While you are reserved, you are kind to everyone. If I tell you about the secrets here, you will tell everyone.”


  “Why do you want that to happen?”


  “I want the best assassins to win,” Justin finally said. “I don’t care if that means I won’t make the cut. I want the best people to win. How is it fair that we all know about this stuff and you guys don’t?”


  “It’s not,” I answered.


  “Exactly. You can choose to come if you want,” Justin said as he turned back around. “I underestimated how smart you were, and I think you did too. If you think this is a trap, you aren’t as observant as you think you are.” He shook his head. “I don’t get along with a lot of the elitists.”


  “Do you get along with Heather?” I asked. Despite feeling uneasy, I still followed Justin down the hallway. I stared at him as we walked and could see a small pink blush spread from his neck up to his cheeks. “Does she know where you live?” He nodded his head, and I sighed out.


  I remember Heather acting weird about a house being mediocre. At the time, I assumed it was hers but knowing her and how kind she was, I had to assume she was embarrassed for Justin. I hope that wasn’t an act just by his reactions. I hope that meant that they were going to be friends and stay away from that group that I dealt with yesterday.


  As soon as we entered the training room, everybody who was in there stopped to turn toward us. Since it was so early in the morning, there didn’t seem to be as many people here. There was someone who was working on the treadmills but someone else was working on what looked to be a matching game.


  “You can train your physical fitness over there,” Justin said. He pointed to the area, and I didn’t recognize any of the machines besides the treadmills. When I looked back at him, he was climbing up some stairs and I had to jog to catch up with him. “Here, you can train your brain. There are matching games, trivia, and scenario questions. There are also tutorials and videos on past trials. I felt like that would benefit you the most.” He turned around and I looked at the screen. I nodded as I touched it and it started giving the history of the trials. “We’re not done yet.” He walked backward as he led me up more stairs and got to the high point of the area. As soon as I got to where Justin was, I could see down below an arena. “That is for sparring and combat matches.”


  “What’s the difference?” I wondered. I started walking down the stairs to look at the field closer. It reminded me of a hockey rink with how the seats were turned toward the center. It seemed to be dirt and grass. I could see gym mats bunched up in the corner but nothing else.


  “Sparring is where we’re pitted against each other. It ends when one of you wants to quit,” Justin said. He set his arms on the arena’s ring and leaned forward. “Combat matches depend. You can choose to use an injured assassin and they’ll help you and give you tips. You might get a bit beat up but they’re there to help you.” He paused. “You can also choose to do it with one of us. It doesn’t end until both of you decide to quit.” He paused and looked at me awkwardly. “Or until one of you passes out.” He eyed me as I nodded my head and looked out there. There seemed to be blood stains on the white floor and while not a lot, it was visible. Maybe they chose not to clean it up. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.


  I stopped looking around the arena to look back at him. He had a sorrowful look on his face and sat down at one of the benches. However, my nerves were on a high end as I looked around the arena to see injured assassins flooding the place. I had hands on my shoulders and hands pushing me into the arena before I could figure out what was happening. I looked back at Justin, but he refused to meet my gaze as he sat back in his chair and watched the middle of the arena. I turned my gaze back to the arena to see what was interesting to him, but the hands forced me over the ring.


  I landed with a plop but once I was in, I didn’t have any more hands on me. I dusted my clothes off and tried to stare out to the seats but now that I was in, there seemed to be a haze that I couldn’t see through. When I turned back around, Colt and Eddie were now standing at the edges too. When they noticed me, they gave each other a look before walking over to me. I felt the blood drain my face and I ran opposite of them. When I ran into the wall and had no more space to run, I watched as Colt and Eddie got closer to me. However, both of their faces dropped when they saw me.


  “What happened to your hair?” Eddie howled. He doubled over with laughter and only stopped when Colt elbowed him. It wasn’t until they were right next to me that we saw three other people at the other end of the arena.


  “Come one, come all,” Bischoff called. “To the punishment of Eddie Marlowe, Colt Kirkman, and Bridget Solomon.” He stepped in the middle of the arena and the three other people that were across from them stepped forward. I didn’t recognize any of them. When I looked back out of the arena, I could make out blobs of elitists and inductees sitting around the arena. Some were intently watching while others were busy talking to their friends. I pinpointed Jade, Nia, and Toby sitting together with their backs turned away from the action. When I could see Justin, he was sitting with Heather, Audrey, and Jordyn. They were all staring into the arena but didn’t seem to be enjoying it. Maybe they were concentrating. “Assassins do not harm others without it being their mission. So, I have brought three of my best.” He brought his arm out with a flourish to show off his band of green assassins. “To join you in a combat match.”


  “I don’t want to be part of this!” I said quickly. I put my hands up ready to surrender and could see Eddie and Colt’s disgusted faces with me. I looked back at Bischoff to see an amused smile on his face as well.


  “That would be a sparring match. This is a combat match where everybody must give up before the match ends,” Bischoff noted. When I looked over at Colt and Eddie, they both shook their heads.


  “I could take them,” Eddie gloated. “Bring it on.”


  There was a bell from somewhere in the room and instantly, the three assassins at the other end came running toward us. I quickly lost sight of two of them and kept my eyes on the one who slowed his run to a walk. He walked toward me menacingly and I could see the evil smile on his face. Thankfully, he did not have an electricity stick so I knew that it would be at least fair that we were both fighting with just our hands. I ran away from him and to the right. I kept going and when I looked back, I could see that he was still just walking. He wanted this to be torture for me.


  While he was walking, I looked around and could see that Eddie was on the floor. He was being tag-teamed by the remaining two assassins. I could see kicks with their legs and punches with their hands. He grunted with every assault that occurred to his body. I wanted to help but with the other assassin after me, I wasn’t sure how much time I had.


  I wasn’t a fighter. I didn’t know how to throw a proper punch, nor did I want to hurt anybody. Could I defend myself? I had no idea. I couldn’t the other night when the elitists attacked me. That was the entire reason we were in this predicament today. However, I was smart. I could work my way out of this.


  I looked behind me once again to see how close or far the other assassin was from me and knew that I had some time. I looked around the arena trying to find something to help me and as soon as I saw the mats again, I ran toward them. I felt a sweat break out from my forehead and when I was as close to them as I could get, I felt something crash into my side. My immediate reaction was that it was the assassin that was trying to get me. However, when I looked up, I could see blondie running away from me.


  I couldn’t tell if that was intentional or accidental.


  “Dude, I already forfeited!” I yelled as the assassin hovered over me. He brought his boot up to stomp on me, but I quickly moved my leg out of the way. I wiggled away from him and regretted not standing up as soon as I could. I was at a disadvantage right now. He reached down and grabbed my leg. With all his might, he pulled me toward him and jumped on top of me. I let out a shriek and looked behind me. I just need a mat to protect myself. I reached my hand out and stretched but the assassin that was on top of me dug his nails into my arms. “Why are you trying to hurt me? I’m just trying to survive the trials.” I crawled away from him and managed to hold onto one of the mats. He grabbed my leg again and pulled me away.


  From around the arena, I could see that Colt and Eddie were teaming up together against one of the assassins. Looking around, I couldn’t seem to find the other one though. I didn’t have much time to look because I could feel hands around my neck and pressing so that I couldn’t breathe. My lungs began to burn and he dug my nails into his hands. Slapping me across the face, my cheek stung and he grasped my neck harder. I looked back at Colt and Eddie to see that they had won their tangle with the assassin and were just staring at me. I tried to beg for help, but no noise came out of my throat. I reached my hand out toward them as black dots started dancing around my vision, but they just stared at me. I knew that they weren’t going to help so I did the only thing my brain could think of, I stuck a finger right into his eye.


  He jolted back and let the pressure on my neck go. I immediately twisted around and gasped for air. I tried to scramble away but he grabbed onto my leg again and slid me toward him. He got on top and held down my arms. I could see movement from the corner of my eye and was hoping that it was Colt and Eddie. However, I knew that they were just watching me struggle with a smile on their face.


  The movement I saw was that of the other assassin’s boot stomping down on my face which broke my nose and had me pass out. At least then, they left me alone.


  #


  When I became conscious again, I didn’t open my eyes first. I allowed myself to try and figure out where I was. Yet, there was no noise and there wasn’t a soft, cushiony bed underneath my body. Instead, it felt hard and firm. Maybe it was the floor or a bench. I allowed myself even longer to sit there and wait to feel anything. My face hurt and I could barely breathe through my nose but that seemed to be it.


  “Get up.” I didn’t move and kept trying to make air move through my nostrils. It felt blocked. “I know you’re awake, get up.” I heard noise from somewhere else in the room and could hear them walking closer to me. I immediately recoiled away from them and blinked my eyes a couple of times before I could straighten out that blondie was in front of me. He seemed perfectly fine. I wasn’t sure that he was hurt at all.


  “Where am I?” I asked as I looked around. Everything was white but everything around here was. It was hard for me to pinpoint the differences between some of the different rooms. When I saw the blood in the corner of the room, I nodded my head. “We’re onto our second punishment, aren’t we?”


  “You are a genius,” Colt replied coldly. He bent down beside me and handed me a rag. He dipped his rag into a bucket of warm water and started scrubbing. “I’m not going to do all of the work.” He didn’t look at me again before beginning to scrub. There was a second bucket that when I got up and bent down toward, I could smell it was chemicals. Maybe bleach.


  “Did we win?” I asked as I kneeled where some of the blood was. He scoffed and kept scrubbing. He didn’t seem interested in conversation, so I set the same tone with him. I could do my job without talking to him.


  “You really are stupid,” he commented. He came back over to the bucket and rung out his bloody rag. “Of course, we didn’t win our punishment.” He shook his head and dipped the rag in again before moving across the room. “Clearly, you passed out and Eddie was ganged up on from the beginning.”


  “Why didn’t you help me?” I asked. I turned around and stared at him. He pretended not to notice and kept scrubbing away at the blood that was on the walls. I threw the dirty rag at him and waited for him to turn around. Instead, he kept scrubbing. “And why aren’t you hurt? There doesn’t seem to be a scratch on you!”


  “It’s because I actually use my brains,” he commented. He turned around and I could see the fury in his eyes. He charged toward me and when he got too close, I stepped back. My foot went into the bucket of bleach, and I tried getting my foot out. Falling over the object and bucket, my body landed backward and as I landed, I felt a sharp pain run through my entire body. A yell came out of my mouth and before I could react, I moved away from the pain and rammed my body into Colt’s legs for protection. I instinctively reached for one of his hands and held onto it as I tried to think about what just happened.


  Neither of us said anything as we stared at the circle of blood. It was Daniel’s circle that stung me. When Colt inched forward to peer at it, I did too. I didn’t want to but with my body pressed against his legs, I didn’t think that I had a choice. He leaned over me and peered into the circle. When I looked too, I could see my handprint mark on there. Looking back at my hand, I could see that it looked like the entire first layer of skin was burnt off.


  “Looks like Bischoff did amp it up a little bit,” he whispered. He crouched down next to me and gently took my hand away from my body. He opened up my fingers and looked at the discoloration of my hand. “The circle is still red. Maybe we can clean the other ones but not the rings with red around it.”


  “You stick your hand in there and you can find out,” I said as I took my body part away from him. His expression softened a bit as I hid myself away from him.


  “Like I said, I’m going to actually use my brains.”


  He stood up at once and grabbed the bucket that had tripped me. Going to a circle that had green on it, he hesitated and looked back at me. When he realized that he had my interest and that I was staring at him, he threw the bucket into the circle and waited. When nothing happened, I looked back up at him to see him put his foot down in the circle. He hopped in again and again and gave a thumbs up to me.


  “So, we know to clean everything but the two red circles,” Colt mentioned. I nodded my head and tossed the rag at him. He caught it and went right back to scrubbing.


  Okay, we weren’t talking again. I knelt too and scrubbed carefully around the two red circles. You could barely see what color they were from how much blood had completely soaked through. I could hear Colt moving around the room faster than me, but my hand was killing me. Between that and my nose, I wasn’t sure how much more pain I could take. I knew I had to be strong though. Maybe I should start using my brain too. Get him to scrub most of it off the floor. He wasn’t injured at all.


  “How did you get out uninjured again?” I wondered. He was ringing out his rag over the bucket of water and just smiled at me. I scrubbed at a smear of red on the floor next to me and watched as he moved across the room. He started wiping down the walls, but he was smart enough to keep me in the corner of his eyes.


  “I pretended to pass out,” he mentioned. He shrugged his shoulders at the thought. That was so smart. I would never have thought of that. “Don’t steal my secret.”


  “Hopefully, I won’t be in another combat match,” I mentioned. I aimed the rag toward the bucket and made it in with a splash. I could hear some of the water droplets hitting the red circle and found the sizzling to be soothing. “I don’t know if my nose can take another hit to it.”


  “I don’t see any more blood anywhere,” Colt mentioned. He turned around and threw his rag in too. He looked at me for a second before walking toward me. “I’m sorry about your nose getting broken. It looked brutal.” He stared at my face and when he outstretched his arms, I didn’t feel the need to revolt away. Instead, I let his hands cradle my chin. He moved his body closer to mine and while staring at my nose, I could see his eyes linger a little lower too.


  Hearing the doors open up behind us, I tried to look but felt his fingers gripping my chin harder. He took one hand and quickly pinched the bridge of my nose before I could react. I yelled out in pain but before I could squirm away, I could hear my nose snap again as he pushed it. I whipped away from him and heard some shouts of approval for him. I put my hands into my face and felt more blood falling out of my nostrils. I’m not sure who was beside me, but they ushered me toward the side and aggressively took my hands away.


  “Come on, our second trial is starting.” Jade pushed me to where we needed to stand and it took me a second to look up. “Is your nose dry?” she wondered. I let my hands fall from my face and she grimaced as she looked at it. “On the bright side, it looks like it’s straight, If it was crooked, they might have to realign your nose.” She ran a finger gently down the bridge and smiled again. “You were lucky there.”


  I nodded my head and repeated that word before turning toward Bischoff. I could see Colt on the other side of the room and while he was actively paying attention to what we were being told, I saw his eyes flick toward me for a second. Did he just realign my nose? Or did he do it so that it would hurt me? Could it have been both?


  “Do I have any volunteers to go first?” Bischoff asked as he looked around. I instantly started to panic as I watched hands rise in the air. What did I just miss? I looked over to see Shane and all the elitists raising their hands. Bischoff smiled at everyone’s eagerness and quickly scanned the crowd again for his first victim. “Asher Johnston.”


  The shortest elitist stepped forward and smirked at everyone as he walked up to the door opposite everyone. He got into a stance for running and when a buzzer rang out, he bolted through. The doors quickly closed behind him, and I was only able to peek inside to see pitch-blackness. What was this challenge?


  “How’d your punishment go?” Jade asked as her eyes scanned my face. “You really need to stay out of trouble. Try to keep a low profile.”


  “I am trying to do that,” I whispered to her. “What is this trial?” I looked around as everyone started sitting down. They continued to stare at the door and when Jade and I were some of the last people standing, we followed suit and sat down too. Mostly everyone was talking in hushed voices on our side but the Elitists were completely quiet.


  “Physical fitness,” Jade said.


  I looked around at the others and could see some were stretching their limbs. Jade bent down and I copied her movements. I loosely grasped one foot with my bad hand and tried not to wince. I didn’t need anybody to know I had a weakness right now. I could feel the tension in the backs of my legs as I leaned forward. I usually never stretched and felt inadequate in my ability to stretch properly.


  “Now,” Bischoff said getting back to the front. “We have two courses to speed things up a bit.” He looked around at everybody and some of the Elitists already started raising their hands. “On this second course, I have decided on someone who didn’t volunteer last time and probably isn’t prepared.” I felt myself beginning to shrink behind Jade. This couldn’t have been directed at me, right? “Would Colt Kirkman, Bridget Solomon, and Justin Frazier please step forward?” Jade looked behind herself and made way for me to be the center of attention. On the other side of the room, Colt stood proudly while Justin seemed less confident than before. “These three have chosen whether they wanted a punishment or a penalty for their next challenge.” I made sure that my hands weren’t facing Bischoff and pressed them into my body. While it stung, I didn’t need him to know what had happened. “Justin had chosen the penalty.” Justin nodded his head and walked toward the second door that was there. “Your penalty is a ten-second delay. Good luck.”


  I watched as he got into a stance to begin running and as soon as those doors started to open, he dashed through. I could see further into this one as they were still opening as he ran. It still seemed rather dark, but I could see that it was a straight runway. I’m sure it was going to be harder than it looked though. If they were testing our physical fitness, they wouldn’t just have us run.


  “Colt, you did volunteer so once someone finishes, you will be next up.” Bischoff then turned to me and I felt my nerves getting to me. “Bridget, you did not volunteer so you will run the course after Colt.” I nodded and swiftly looked over at him.


  He didn’t move from his spot up front and I felt like I had to mimic all his movements. I had no idea what was considered respectful versus rude. I wanted to go talk to Jade and Nia while I waited. I didn’t want to just stand here and think about what this course could look like. I wasn’t too worried about my fitness since I did live on a farm. It had its advantages – I knew that I was strong enough to move a cow. However, I didn’t have endurance. I couldn’t run forever, and it took me forever to catch my breath. As my eyes looked back at Colt, I could see that he had muscles on his arms. His calves were like steel, and he had shown me that he could scrub the floors and walls without getting sore. He would be doing well in this trial.


  “Colt,” Bischoff said. Colt nodded his head and went to the door that started opening. “You may begin.”


  Off he went and this time, his path was light. I could see that there were materials littered all over the floor. They were too far away for me to tell exactly what they were, but it would have to be something to jump over. As the doors began closing, I could also see a wall. Nothing beyond that grey slab of concrete though. It was there to prevent everyone from seeing exactly what we were up against.


  “Bridget.” I looked up at him confused but he motioned for me to step to the door. Justin was done already? “You may begin.”


  I copied Justin’s movements and started running before the doors opened all the way. I wasn’t the fastest runner, but I tried my hardest. As soon as I heard those doors close behind me, I slowed my pace and looked around. My room was dark just like Justin’s and Asher’s. As I started catching up to the grey wall, I could see the black circles on the ground. I stopped completely when my shoe hit one and knew the smell – these were tires. I hopped one foot in one and another in a second one. I knew I was supposed to be quick, so I hurried along. I smiled as I got the hang of it and quickly hit one of my hands off the top of my knees. If I kept high knees, I should be fine with this. My body hopped along until my shoe hit the dirty ground. When I was out, I was face to face with the grey wall.


  It was ginormous and had to be as tall as my house – maybe even taller! There weren’t any holes for me to grab onto and when I put my hands on it to feel it, the coolness helped soothe my burn. However, the wall was greasy and slippery. There was no way I could climb this. I looked up to make sure I wasn’t missing anything but there wasn’t a rope that I could use to climb up. If there was, I think it would be too painful for me to grip properly.


  Maybe this wasn’t just a physical fitness test. I looked around at my feet and grabbed two tires. I stacked them on each other and grabbed more. If I made this high enough, maybe I could reach the top. I was the second smartest person here anyway. Were there any rules to these trials? I heaved two more tires on the pile and just scratched my head. This was going to take too long. There had to be some other way.


  I jumped on top of my stack of tires and found just how wobbly it was. My balance betrayed me, and I instantly capsized onto my side. Getting the breath knocked out of me, I watched as the tires rolled everywhere. How was I supposed to get up this wall? I picked up any tires that were around me and when I got to the one that was in the farthest corner, I could see that the wall didn’t stretch the entire length of the walkway. I threw the tires in my hand back and pressed my body against the wall. I squeezed my way through and didn’t breathe until my entire body made it through.


  That was easier than expected.


  I looked up to see that the wall had nets coming from it now. While the goal was to get up the wall and then grab onto the net, I still wasn’t sure how people got up there. Maybe I didn’t need to touch the net. The floor seemed fine and as I ran across, I made it to the next obstacle.


  There were barbed wires that were very close to the ground. If I tried to run through, my legs and feet would be mauled with scratches and cuts. I might even get my ankle cut off. This would be something I have to crawl through. I lowered my body instantly and ducked my head underneath as I shimmied my body through. I could feel some of the razors cutting my scalp and was so thankful that I cut my hair. Imagine having to tear your hair out if it got caught on one of these? I shook my head and kept it low as another one hit me. I reached my elbow into the ground ahead of me and saw the razors get lower. I couldn’t lower my body anymore though. I accepted my fate and let the wire scrape the skin off my lower arm and catch in my pants. As soon as I saw the end, I got up too soon and the spike caught on my clothing. I had to wrangle it free with my hand and to do that, I had to grab hold of the wires and yank it off. My fingers felt almost useless as they dripped blood onto the floor. I pressed it harder into my clothes to stop the bleeding and looked at my next obstacle.


  It was a rope swing and it seemed to go on for miles. Falling off didn’t seem to be an option as underneath, was black. I didn’t know how deep this was but as I kicked off a shoe to listen to it hit the ground, nothing could be heard. I listened for a couple more seconds before shaking my head and looking at the swing again. I could not hold onto rope. My hands were too mutilated for that and the rough strands would probably make me fall off into this black hole. I listened a second longer to see if my boot hit yet but no noise was heard.


  I sat down and carefully grabbed the rope with my feet. As it got closer to me, I worked on the end to make a knot. If I did it strong enough, I could possibly step on it and just swing down like that. My left hand was killing me though and I knew that I was wasting time. I wanted to survive though. I needed to survive. I worked through the pain that I was feeling until it knotted itself. When I tugged on it, it seemed to be strong enough. I put the foot that had the boot on the knot and quickly stood on it. I wrapped my arms around the rope and held it so close to my body. I had no idea how to get this to swing to the other end. Maybe a running start? I backed up and ran with all my might. I closed my eyes as I began sliding down and waited until I felt the momentum stop. When I opened my eyes, I instantly panicked as I wasn’t at the end of the swing yet. Underneath me was all black. I could no longer see if I was closer to the end I started at or the end that I needed to go to. Everything around me was just black.


  I closed my eyes again and refused to move. I didn’t know how to do this. I knew my balance was off and if I looked, I was going to plummet to the bottomless pit. As I tried not to cry, my belly moved from the intense sobbing I may have done. This motion caused my swing to move forward and I stopped instantly. I jutted out my belly again and felt the motion too. Maybe if I swung like it was a tire swing, I would get somewhere. I continued to do this until I felt land hit my feet. I fell forward and quickly scampered along the floor.


  Looking back behind me, I could see the swing retreating to the starting position and could see the lights turn on. I looked down at the ground to see if there was a bottom but before I could look completely, the lights were, once again, turned off.


  I shouldn’t even be focusing on that right now. I had to get through this obstacle course. I looked straight ahead and could see different ladders all around. While my brain wanted me to avoid them, I could see the glass that was scattered all through. It seemed to shine in the darkness. I quickly climbed the first ladder I saw and as my skin pressed into the first step, I felt the splintered. I cursed under my breath but continued to climb. When I came back down on the other side, I was met with another ladder. Thankfully this time, there were no splinters. I continued to the other side and jumped to make it to the next step. There was a tiny space where if I wasn’t paying attention, I could have fallen through.


  What was my next obstacle? I put my hands on my stomach as I had to bend down to catch my breath. I needed to keep going though. There were three long twisty black tubes now. I knew that I was expected to go through them, but it seemed to be stupidly twisting and turning. I didn’t have time for this. I climbed on top and as my body moved across them, I kept my foot in the middle of where the two were meeting At least this way, if I fell, I was falling between the two tubes and could easily get my footing back. Another fear was that my body was going to cave in a tube. They didn’t seem that steady to begin with.


  However, as I made it to the other side in a much shorter time than I would have if I crawled, I knew that I was getting toward the end. While it was dark, this next part I just had to run. So I did. It felt weird to run with one shoe on and one shoe off so halfway through, I kicked it off. I felt my speed improve immensely and despite how much my lungs were burning, I continued to run. I ran and ran. Maybe I ran miles, but I knew that if I got to the finish line, I would need to take a breather. I forced myself to continue though. I didn’t stop until I got to another rope.


  Once again, this rope was suspended over a black bottomless pit. However, there wasn’t anything to cross it with. I carefully placed my foot on it but felt it waver. If I tried to run across this, I would fall off. I didn’t have that great of balance to begin with. How else was I supposed to do this? I got onto my knees and placed my hand on the rope this time. The scratchiness did not react well with my burnt and splintered hands. Instead, I bent down lower and wrapped my arms in the rope. I inched forward like a worm and the rope brushed roughly against my neck. I moved forward and as I did; my body began to droop, and I tucked the rope between my legs. My body flipped itself, but I continued to move like a worm. If I didn’t think about the near possibility of death, I could make it across.


  When I finally felt the floor press against my back, I let out my breath and let go of the rope. I lay there for a minute to catch my breath but knew that I couldn’t last long. I got up and despite how out of shape I was, I continued. This looked like another long run. I ran as fast as I could but knew that it wasn’t lasting. My pace was slowed, and I was tired. My body was all scratched up from the ropes and I wasn’t in good shape to begin with.


  I didn’t get to rest my body in preparation for this trial. I was beaten up in combat, then I had to clean an entire room with someone who hated me, and then I was thrown into this immediately. I knew that the first nap I took after this was going to be the best thing I had ever experienced. I would probably be sleeping for days. No noise would reach my ears and I would wake up refreshed and more youthful than I am.


  I just needed to finish this trial.


  With the lights completely out, I couldn’t see anything anymore. I ran and ran, and I may have only run for five minutes but with the darkness, I couldn’t keep track. I stripped off my shirt so that I didn’t feel suffocated and continued to run. I could feel the sweat dripping off my body and only when I hit a wall, did I take a breath. Why would they have a wall in a pitch-black section of this?


  I barely picked my head up when the wall opened, and I could see a white room. Asher, Justin, Colt, Shane, and Heather were staring at me. I kept my body on the ground and let myself breathe.


  “Bridget, your timer is still going on. You must come into the room,” Justin said as he looked up. I’m assuming it was because of a timer. I nodded my head and just rolled my body toward everyone. When I finally made it onto the white floor, I allowed myself to stare at the ceiling. I looked up toward the door too, but the timer reset and someone else was now running the track. “You okay?” he wondered.


  “Yeah, I just need a nap,” I said as I turned to my side.


  “How about you move from the door?” Justin asked. I already had my eyes closed and made some sort of noise coming from my mouth. I felt two hands grab my arm and two hands grab my waist before they pushed me closer to them. I was so close to them that I could feel their shoes on my back as I kept my eyes closed. “Forgive me for setting you up for the combat matches?” Justin whispered to me. I heard him and I believe I nodded my head, but I was already so comfortable that I knew I was falling asleep.


  Surprisingly, sleeping on the floor was amazing compared to the beds that they provided.


  #


  “Colt Kirkman.”


  He smugly made his way up to the front and stood proudly in his circle. His stance was wide as his feet touched both ends. He held his hands behind his back and pointed his chin up toward the ceiling. Probably just another way to show that he was better than everyone else.


  “Shane Newfeld.”


  He gave Colt a nod but other than that, they didn’t shake hands. It made me question whether this was really a competition to pit Elitists and Inductees together. Nobody seemed to be working together yet. Although I do believe that Justin and Jade might be the exception. Justin talks to us and Jade talks to them. At least, she did when she was one of the only people here. I have only seen her talk to Nia, myself, and Toby. She was friendly with everyone but did not interact with them anymore. At least, when I was around her. I seemed to be spending more time with the Elitists anymore – whether it was for punishment or to understand them more. I would have to introduce her and Justin together if they didn’t already talk.


  “Heather Flick.”


  I mildly clapped along. I was surprised to see a girl so high up in the ranks, but I was proud. She shook Colt’s hands and when she went to shake Shane’s, he avoided it. There was no pushing or shoving. Instead, she went to her circle with a smile on her face. It was so weird to see how different people reacted to each other.


  “Eddie Marlowe.”


  I turned my attention toward Jade. She seemed to have taken a lot more injuries than me. While her hands were rope burned too, she had a couple scratches on her face and all up and down her body. I’m sure that we would all have to take care of ourselves. Those razor fields seemed to do a lot of us damage. She was clapping along as everyone was called and despite how much it hurt her, she made sure to do it loud. She was like everybody’s cheerleader.


  “Asher Johnston.”


  I looked around at everyone to compare how exhausted I was to them. They all seemed to be staring straight forward as if they had a chance to change the outcomes. Maybe it was the proper etiquette that I hadn’t learned yet.


  “Audrey Beck.”


  She slunk forward as her name was called. She seemed to be exhausted and I could see her legs jiggle with every step. For as young as she was, I was surprised she did so well on this test. Maybe she was destined to be a good assassin.


  “Tanya Booth.” Even she didn’t have enough energy to snub the Inductees, she quietly shook everyone’s hands and walked over to her circle. “Anthony Denkins.” He walked forward and took his place. “Justin Frazier.”


  I tried to look at him as he moved forward but he was determined to get to his circle. With his penalty, I’m surprised that he scored so high. It made me feel worse about myself. I was still here and didn’t get called. As I looked around, it seemed that most of the females scored in the lower half of the physical fitness test. That made me even more determined to do better next time.


  “Jamie Scott.” There was a slight pause in Bischoff’s words as he looked at the Elitists and Inductees. “The next two people came in at the exact same time but are placed based on if they volunteered – Cassandra Vise.” She hopped forward and I clapped along with everyone else. I had to support her. “Nia Williams.” Next to Jade, Nia skipped toward her circle. Almost as if she wasn’t nervous about these outcomes. “Jade Tricase.”


  I clapped as Jade sent me a smile. However, with her leaving my side, I felt insecure about my abilities again. There were only four other people still sitting here. They all seemed confident that they were going to make it through. I stared back up at Jade so that she would reassure me, but she was too busy chatting about something with Nia. I gulped and looked at the line that was forming and even Justin was busy. He seemed to have a telepathic conversation with Heather. The only person that was looking at me was Colt.


  “Garrett Arnold.”


  When I felt a hand grab mine, I stopped my staring contest with blondie and looked at Toby. He smiled at me sympathetically. I squeezed his hand too. While I hated these trials, I had no desire to die. I hated what I would have to do if I survived, but I didn’t want to die. I had so many things I wanted to experience.


  “Toby Ernst.”


  “You are fine,” Toby whispered to me as he got to his circle.


  I gulped as I looked at the three remaining circles. When I looked around, there were only two of us left. My eyes went back over to the circles and counted again – one, two, three. There were three circles left. Yet when I counted the remaining participants, there were only two – myself and Leah. Where was the third person?


  “Bridget Solomon, you beat the bottom two by one second.”


  My jitters stopped instantly, and I looked back over at Leah. She smiled at me and held out her arms. She wrapped me in them, and I could see the tears beginning to form in her eyes. She nodded her head for me to go and despite how many hateful glares I was getting, I tried to shake everyone’s hands. Colt led the reactions of everyone else and while he refused to shake my hand, he didn’t spit at me this time. I quickly tried everyone else’s and only a couple more refused.


  It wasn’t until I shook Toby’s hand that I stepped into the circle. I felt my feet vibrating and stared down at the circle. Maybe it’s because last time I had boots on and couldn’t feel it, but the vibrations felt nice against my aching arches. It was concerning though. As I moved my feet around in the circle, it seemed to take a second before it found me again. I finally stopped when he announced Leah’s name.


  “Finally in last place, Jordyn Carr.” I stared at the empty room and I could see others staring at each other. “Unfortunately, Jordyn did not make it out of the physical fitness course.” He paused and turned toward all of us. “While this was physical fitness, we still wanted you to use your brains. If there is a black hole, it is obviously not going to have a fall. Some of you did great with this – whether you threw a boot or stacked all of the tires up to get over that wall, or simply ran the course as you needed to. Others were hung up on how to go over the wall, some of you didn’t know how to get through the barbed wire, and others simply couldn’t combine their athletics and their brains.” Bischoff turned toward Leah. “Leah, you are, unfortunately, not made out to be an assassin.”


  “Cut with the anticipation and just tell me who is killing me.” She crossed her arms and closed her eyes. “I’m too old for this.”


  We all looked at our circles and I held my breath in hopes that I wouldn’t be picked. I grabbed onto Toby’s hand next to me and while I stared at his circle, he stared at mine. When I could hear someone moving out, I let go of Toby’s hand and stared toward the front of the circles. Colt was handed a gun and while I would normally assume he would be excited; his face was ghostly white. He had no expression and despite this, he still looked worried.


  He didn’t say anything as he walked toward Leah. Almost making it more torturous by not just shooting her. She had to listen to him walk toward her. He kept getting closer and closer. He got closer to her and closer to everyone in the circles. He didn’t stop moving until his arm was touching my skin. I wanted to step back but knew that I would be out of my circle if I did. Instead, I stood up straighter and pressed my skin into his. He looked at my entire body briefly before holding up his gun right next to Leah’s forehead. I knew she could feel the metal.


  I kept my gaze on Colt as he blasted the gun. He looked away as he pulled the trigger, and we kept eye contact as her body hit the floor. He was covered in blood, and I could feel it running down my body. I could see it on my left arm and feel it on my face. I could see it running down Colt’s as well. I broke our eye contact first to look at the blood running down him. He handed the gun off to Bischoff without saying anything and when people started moving, we both broke our contact to look at Leah’s lifeless body.


  It was only when Garrett pulled Colt away from me that either of us moved. But I could see it in his face. I could see that he had never killed anyone before. I could see that he had never wanted to kill anyone. I could see just how emotional he was underneath the mask he was wearing.


  Maybe there was a little something more to him than I thought.
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