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 Attendance has stayed constant for years, but it feels unusually packed this 

season. They all stand, jittery and excited, weaving in and out of their spot in their 

designated line to take a closer look inside the arena. Not that it would help. The floor 

doesn’t officially drop until everyone has been spathed down. Some Blands are more 

electrified even before their spathe; it’s like they can’t wait to jam their embedder into 

an injector. Multiple people skitter from one line to the other, trying to skip multiple 

spots. One man, too old by the peaching look of him, twirls, leaps, and lands with a 

force that should’ve broken his ankles by now. Their dose of the injection lasts way long 

after a Contrive ends. Sometimes it even goes into the next month.  

 Sixty lines of Blands surround Prime Arena, with each line consisting of roughly 

100,000 people, so it takes a long time for everyone to get seated, not to mention the 

screenings and the injections. Prime guards are stationed at the 60 entrances around the 

arena to monitor the injections and perform the screenings. Most of these people know 

the drill, and practically do the tasks themselves. A Prime guard with a nail-shaped scar 

over his bottom lip beckoned to a little boy whose look of anticipation is either 

excitement or nerves. He hesitated as he looks up at the guard with bead black eyes, 

unsure of what to do. A closer inspection reveals that the boy’s irises are ever so slightly 

larger than usual, enough to miss it if one isn’t looking for it or directly at it.  

 A woman placed her hands around the boy, comforting him. “Go ahead. I’m 

sorry, he’s new. He’s never seen one before.” She pointed down to his wrist, which is 

covered in gauze. He had just recently received his embedder.  

 Healthy gray skin, gray hair that almost matches it, and the same beady black 

eyes as her son. This must be his mother. She must have paid extra for him to match her. 
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The guard didn't realize they can purchase such features nowadays. They all looked 

weird anyways. And the same.  

 “It’s okay. We have more newcomers every month. Must be a good sign, right?” 

 The woman smiled politely. “Must be. Although not so much if they’re going to 

act like these guys.” She beckons over the feverish people, who are now close to fist-

fighting for a chance to advance just one spot closer. She wondered if their parents 

thought thoroughly went they purchased the adrenaline level for their kids.  

 The Prime guard chuckles and looks down at the little boy, who appeared as if he  

had never broke eye contact with him. “Come. I promise it’s not as long or painful as it 

looks. It’s pretty cool actually.”  

 His mother motioned him to go forward with a simple tilt of her head. “Go, Ari.” 

 Ari examined what’s ahead of him. There are mechanisms obstructing the 

entrance way into Prime Arena. A screening platform raised by glinting stone with a 

floor of glass that looks particularly fragile and an injector station stand just a yard 

away from Ari. He stepped forward, hesitant at first, but then too eagerly, almost 

tripping over the platform’s curb. He widened his eyes and mouth in reflexive surprise, 

but for a split second, he also looked like he had just been caught in trouble. He shuffled 

his right foot uncomfortably as he fearfully looks at the guard, but he didn’t seem to 

notice.  

 Ari closed his eyes the entire time on the platform. Lights danced through his 

eyelids, but in mere seconds, an electronic voice chirped at him to step off. The guard 

beckoned for his embedder for the injection station. With his eyes still closed, he stuck 

out his gauze covered wrist to reveal a new embedder, the metal still shining. Once the 
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guard finished the injection, the boy felt a significantly happier difference. His eyes 

glazed over a little bit, then sharpened as it charged it with eagerness. 

 His mother smiled at him with approval. “See, Ari? That wasn’t too bad, was it?” 

 Ari mirrors his mother’s ease. “What’s it for, Mommy?” 

 She drew in a sharp breath as if he had said something out of turn. Thankfully, 

the guard with the lip scar was kind enough not to drag away a ten-year-old.  

 “Well, we try to make the Contrive as fun for you as possible, but bad people 

sometimes sneak bad things that aren’t allowed in our town. We still have to follow the 

rules, you know. So we check for all those kinds of bad things so that no one will ever 

have to touch something dangerous like a hair tie or a pen ever again. Okay?” 

 Ari stopped vibrating with excitement in his shoes long enough to tilt his head. 

“What’s a pen?” 

 “Exactly. Now wait right here while I proceed with your mother. Then you’re 

able to join your father inside.”  

 Once the guard finished with the mother, he stepped aside, revealing the circular 

entrance to Prime Arena. Ari and his mother didn’t stop to thank the guard; only the 

upcoming Contrive existed for them. They practically ran inside. The Prime guard 

already moved on to the next round of Blands, the next round of screening, the next 

round of injections. Only a couple more thousand to go.  

 Ari and his mother find his father eventually. Turns out, twirling, leaping, and 

landing with a force that would snap one's ankles puts one ahead of the line sometimes. 

Ari’s father has been standing in the back orchestra of Prime Arena for an hour, waiting 

for the rest of his family to join him, but he barely seemed to notice them when they 
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finally did. Ari was still buzzing with excitement, running down the tight aisle and into 

the prohibited front stage orchestra. The other thing that kept him from being fried alive 

is the other spathed people more crazed than him blocking his path, making him skip 

mindlessly back. He reached down to his plain, slip-on rubber shoe to adjust his heel 

and push an aglet under his foot.  

 After what seemed like an eternity to usher in the rest of the people, Prime Arena 

dropped into the hollowed ground beneath it to an upside down dome, indicating the 

start of the Contrive. What was once a flat plane of ground morphed into an actual 

arena, with elevation going back each level and railings rising to prevent people from 

toppling over. The crowd cheered and chanted, Ari included. An umpire, a Genyune 

young enough to be new at his job, walks out from the lower doorway made from the 

rising grounds.  

 “Good dawning, country of Primatora! Welcome to the Contrive! Hosted 

monthly to let you sit back from your tiring lives and enjoy a break while watching the 

world’s best Contrivers perform just for you!”  

 The crowd’s noise roared to a deafening roar. Ari can barely hear himself think.  

 “As you know, all of these months’ events are Deca Contrives: Contrives that 

happen on a decade of time, and this is the last Deca Contrive before we celebrate the 

Nium Contrive, just for you!” 

 The crowd kept cheering and jumping. Ari’s mother and father somehow had 

separated far away from him. 

 “But enough rambling from me. We have three very special Contrivers just for 

you! At the end, judges get to decide which performance is the most excellent with the 
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help of you, just for you!” He gestured to the door, and three people walked out of the 

lower doorway where the Genyune umpire came from. By the looks of it, they were 

Genyunes as well. Their clothing was white instead of black, and the material looked 

like cotton instead of the rough burlap the Blands in the audience wore. 

 The Blands continued to cheer, but a dull look glazed over their eyes, as if their 

vision fogged up. Ari felt a light buzz in the back of his temple. The glaze washed over 

the entire audience, then cleared up imperceptibly. No one missed a beat, or even 

noticed there was one.  

 The first Genyune, a girl, walks in the middle of the arena to a small table that 

has risen from the ground. A single rubber circle, a small stick next to a white square, 

and a long string bundled in a pile lay on the table. The girl takes the rubber circle and 

lifts her hands up to her the nape of the neck. Her hair was shoulder-length, and Ari 

vaguely wondered why they allowed her hair to grow past the restricted length. He’s 

never seen someone with hair past their chin, but the thought buzzed his head again, 

fading it into nothing.  

 The crowd settles just enough to watch the Genyune Contriver perform. One 

loop of gathered hair through the hair tie, a twist, then another loop of hair through the 

hair tie. The crowd watches in mesmerization as she tightens her ponytail by splitting 

her hair and pulling. Once she finished, she stood and curtsied in all four directions. 

The crowd lost all of their inhibitions with their vocal chords. Ari was amazed at such a 

feat.  

 The second Contriver walked over to the table, and took the stick and pressed 

one tip. He put the other tip to the square and dragged it across in intricate directions. 
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When he stopped, he held up the square to reveal marks that nobody understood but 

whooped anyways. Ari didn’t think the Contrivers had microphones attached to their 

cheek, but he thought he heard “this is my name on paper” before he felt his head buzz 

again.  

 The final Contriver stepped up to the table, picked up the long string, and lifted 

his shoe. Instead of the black slip-ons that everyone else had, this shoe had little 

uniform holes at each side, and the Contriver started to slowly weave the string through 

each one. Ari bounced up and down as he watched with pure exhilaration. This was the 

event that he was waiting for; it was the longest and the most fascinating to watch 

according to his parents. So much so, that Ari had decided, before he entered Prime 

Arena, that he would bring one of his own.  

 Ari bent down and turned to his right foot, ignoring the growing buzzing in his 

head. He lifted his heel and pulled out a string, almost identical to the one the male 

Contriver had, and tried to mimic his movement. His fingers felt clumsy, and he was 

poking the ends at his shoe that didn’t have any holes. Ari studied the Contriver’s every 

move, who is now tightening his knots.  

 What Ari didn't notice was the five Prime guards that were eyeing him since the 

moment he tripped over his own foot are now pushing their way to him with their 

batons out. They were shouting something, but it was drowned by the deafening Bland 

crowd. His joy turned to panic as a guard grabbed his shoulder and hauled him up.  

It happened to be the Prime guard who screened and spathed him, the one with the 

nail-shaped scar over his bottom lip. He snatched the string from his hands.  
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 “You know this isn’t allowed, right?” His voice sounded nothing like the 

reassuring tone he had earlier. It sounded like a growl with an underlining tone of 

concern, and Ari stood still as he dug his fingers into his clavicle. The buzzing in his 

head had grown into a migraine.  

 “It’s— it’s only one time. I swear, I promise! I didn't think it would hurt anybody! 

I just wanted to be like them!” Ari just barely managed to squeak out his words.  

 Another guard, more heavyset and a permanent scowl on his face, pointed his 

baton directly at his face. “Contrive events are forbidden to recreate. You shouldn’t even 

have that thing. Didn't they teach you that at Inculcation? Didn't your parents ever tell 

you that?”  

 Ari scrambled to try to find his parents, but he couldn’t see further than the 

Prime guards that surrounded him. “I’m sorry, I'm sorry! Please— please—“ 

 The heavyset guard looked at the nail-shaped scarred guard. “You know what to 

do.”  

 He nodded his head, then two guards seized him and started to drag him to the 

entrance. The Bland crowd roared again, and Ari barely had enough time to look back 

and see that the Contrivers gathered together to take their last bow. At the circular 

entrance, he was thrown to the right, where all the guards circled him again to block his 

path. Ari was surrounded by uniforms that spoke above his head.  

 “How did he get that in here? The screening was supposed to check for that.” 

 “I don't know, but that thing is forbidden and he shouldn’t have it. Anyone 

caught with a recreator… You know the law.” 

 “Sir, he’s ten. This is his first Contrive.” 
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 “The law still stands. Anyone caught with a recreator must be punished. You’d 

think with all the inculcating the Blands get, they’d know better. But they don't call 

them Blands for nothing.” 

 “Please—“ 

 One guard took out a handheld injector, jammed it in Ari’s neck, and not two 

seconds passed that Ari’s eyes glazed over completely. Then the guard struck Ari in the 

face with his baton. Another forced him the other way by striking him on the opposite 

cheek. He spat blood, but glazed grin appeared on his face.  

 “Look, he got his Bland blood on my shoe! Dumb, Bland bastard!” A kick in the 

ribs knocked the wind of Ari’s lungs.  

 “Just moments ago, he was begging for his life. Now he’s just laying there. They 

really did a number on those spathing, huh? Those injections are strong, and he’s doing 

nothing!” Another shoved him into the wall.  

 Ari couldn’t do anything but smile and lay there as he took his beating. The 

string he had was lying a yard away from the guards, forgotten. Like it wasn’t 

important to them at all.  

 The guard with the scar was the only one to not give a blow to him. He leaned 

agains the wall, watching, until everyone else had their fill. Then he stood upright and 

brought out a standard Prime firearm. “You know what this does, right?” 

 Ari had never seen one in his ten-year-old life, but Inculcation constantly talks 

about it. “It’s— it’s supposed to send you to a better place,” he coughed, “we’re 

supposed to be happy to see it.” 

 “What’s it called?” 
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 Ari took a moment before answering. Names fuzzed as his brain fuzzed with it. 

“A gun. I’m… I’m happy to see it,” he slurred out.  

 “And are you?”  

 His lip drooled. “Yes.”  

 The guard with a scar yanked the top, lay his finger on the crescent shape trigger, 

and pointed the end to his temple. The action seemed to last an eternity.  

 “I’m sorry.” 

 People didn’t notice the ringing of a shot as as they cheered on a vague voice 

calling out, “… is the winner! Give it up for our three amazing performers! Thank you 

for coming to the last Deca Contrive! It’s been a pleasure! Please come again!”  

 


