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The team rushed to their entrance to the arena, and Echo quickly surveyed the area, his heart pounding.

“Let’s go over the strategy one last time,” he said. “Kimo and Cleo will want to get to cover as quickly as possible. Kimo, be ready to tell me everything you see. Halo, try to get to high ground, but stick close enough that you can defend Kimo if need be. Coco, stick close enough to Cleo that you can protect her, but don’t give her position away. Rocko, you and I’ll try to get to high ground with Halo. I can strategize better if I can see what’s coming. We aren’t able to watch our first opponent, but based on what the other teams are doing, I think this will work.”

He looked around to make sure everybody was in agreement.

“Watch your backs, and watch the tops of the boulders! Team 4 really took advantage of those and laid waste to Team 3. You all remember how to yell warnings without directing them at anyone, right?”

There were nods all around.

Echo exhaled sharply. “Okay, remember: do not get distracted. Always stay with your teammate, no matter what! If your teammate gets incapacitated, join the nearest group as quickly as you can! Work together, call dibs on the person you’re going to attack, and everybody work together, okay?”
“We got this,” Kimo said reassuringly.
“Stay together, fight together, watch your back, watch the rocks, stick to the strategy,” Halo said.

Echo frowned and grinned. “Succinct as always,” he chuckled. “That’s right. We’ll see how it goes this round, and by the next round, we’ll have a better idea of how to tweak it. Everybody ready?”
“Ready!” everyone chorused.

The energy in the breezeway was palpable as everybody took their stances to sprint out into the arena as soon as the order was given. Echo squeezed Coco’s hand, and everybody gave nods of encouragement to each other.
“JUDGES, ARE YOU READY?”

If the words were loud when they’d been in their chamber, they were deafening here, but as soon as they came, it was oppressively silent.
Still silent.

Still silent.

Still—

“TEAMS, ARE YOU READY?”
Echo glanced over his teammates. Each nodded as he made eye contact. He exhaled slowly, nodded to the attendant, and everybody tensed in preparation. The attendant stood in the doorway, gave a thumbs-up, and then quickly backed out of sight.
More silence. It felt like a lead weight, pinning them down. With the adrenaline already pumping, every second felt like an age.

“BEGIN!”
The team raced out into the arena, Kimo and Halo sprinting to the left, Cleo and Coco running to the right, and Echo and Rocko charging down the middle. With their faster builds, Halo, Cleo, and Echo outdistanced their partners and used the opportunity to scout for enemy combatants.
“Rat away!” Halo called.

“Five far!” Cleo roared.

Echo made it to the mound in the middle of the arena and quickly claimed it as Rocko joined him. From his vantage point, he could see the rat standing in front of him, looking rather terrified.
“Confirm rat!” he called.
Glancing quickly around, he didn’t see any of the other competitors, but he did see Kimo make it to the top of a tall boulder nearer the enemy side of the arena. 

“Engage!” Echo barked.

Halo charged from the boulder where Kimo was perched and quickly attacked the rat, pummeling him in the chest and side. In terror, the rat grabbed her ear and bit down savagely, drawing blood.

“Two can play that game!” Halo roared, grabbing his entire forearm in her mouth. “Yield!” she warned.
“Rhino, bear, far, Halo!” Kimo cried.

Halo glanced over just in time to see them coming. She turned to face them head-on with the rat’s arm still in her mouth just as the bear clawed for her face. She let go of the rat and ducked just in time. The bear’s massive paw slapped across the rat’s head, sending him sprawling and out cold.
“Hey!” Kimo yelled, beginning to pelt the bear with rocks. “Hey, up here!”
The bear roared in fury and barreled towards the boulder.

“Dibs!” Kimo called, and Halo shot off in hot pursuit with the rhino giving chase right behind her.

Just as the bear reached the boulder, Halo lunged from behind and latched her mighty jaws onto his shoulder. The bear roared and swung around to hit her, but she clung tightly, using her claws to slash over and over at his sides, leaving more and more crimson streaks as her claws gouged his skin.

She groaned in pain as something heavy and hard hit her in the side and glanced over to see the rhino aiming a punch at her kidneys.
“CC, assist!” Echo yelled, and Cleo charged from across the field to sink her claws into the rhino’s back before disappearing behind one of the boulder-columns before he could turn around.
Coco took a few seconds longer and waved flirtatiously at the rhino. “Aww, did that hurt?” she asked, grinning.
The rhino snarled and charged towards her. She nimbly dodged, and just as the rhino started to turn to charge her again, Cleo charged him from the side, leaping onto him and scratching with her front and back claws. He nearly toppled over, and Coco quickly joined in the fight, jumping and kicking him in the head to finish him off. But he turned at just the last second, and she kicked his horn with her foot.
“Ahh!” she cried, falling to the ground with what she was pretty sure was a sprained foot.

Yet her kick wasn’t in vain; the force did unbalance him just enough that Cleo was able to throw him to the ground. She crouched on his chest, slashing at his face over and over again, yet the rhino snarled and continued to resist her. He shielded his face with one arm, which quickly turned into a shredded, red mess, and used his other arm to push himself—with her still on him—to a sitting-up position.

“The hell?” Cleo grumbled, panting from the onslaught she’d just given, yet though the rhino was covered in his own blood, his expression remained fiercely determined.
“Echo, home!” Kimo cried.

Echo and Rocko turned just in time for Echo to take a blow to the stomach from a Tasmanian devil and Rocko to receive a punch to the head from a hyena. A cheetah between them cocked his arm back to join the onslaught.
“Dibs, cheetah!” Echo cried, ducking just as the cheetah’s outstretched claws sailed over his ears.

“Got it!” Rocko confirmed.
Ignoring the beatings to their backs and sides, Echo and Rocko turned on the cheetah. As Echo distracted him, Rocko grabbed him from behind, pinning his arms and leaving Echo free to mercilessly pummel the cheetah’s face and sides with his fists.
“Done!” Echo yelled.

Rocko dropped the cheetah in a heap, and the two turned to face their attackers.

“Enough!” Rocko snapped at the hyena, lunging for him but missing.

“Rotten Tasmanian devil!” Echo barked, connecting an uppercut to the Tasmanian devil’s chin. 

Meanwhile, Halo was still having a hard time of it with the bear; though the rhino had been distracted, the bear was far stronger. He spun around so fast that her body flung outward and crashed into the column where Kimo was perched.
“Such roguish behavior!” Kimo scolded.

“Assistance is required,” Halo gasped as the bear turned and reared back his paw.

“Certainly.”
The orangutan leapt from his perch down onto the bear’s head, quickly wrapping his powerful legs around the bear’s neck, but the bear began to swing at Halo, who had rolled over and gotten to her feet. He put his hands on either side of the bear’s head, and his long fingers spread towards the bear’s eye sockets.

“Yield,” he ordered.
Halo blocked the bear’s swipe at her, but she was panting hard.

“Yield, or lose your sight!” Kimo warned once more.

The bear snarled and charged at Halo.

With a deft move, Kimo’s fingers stabbed into the bear’s eyes and scooped out the eyeballs, plucking them out and flinging them away.

The bear roared and clawed at his face, stopping dead in his tracks as Kimo leapt down behind him.

“Now, Halo!” Kimo cried.
Halo summoned a surge of adrenaline-fueled fury and leapt onto the bear, scratching and clawing at his face over and over again. Blinded and unable to see the onslaught coming, the bear shielded his face with his paws, finally crying out, “Mercy! I yield!” as he fell to the ground on his butt.
While this was happening, the Tasmanian devil had managed to draw Echo further away from Rocko. The two now stood next to one of the columns. Echo was certain he had the Tasmanian devil where he wanted him: pinned against the column as he swung for his head.
The Tasmanian devil grinned and dodged just in time. Echo’s fist struck the column with full force.

“Agh!” he cried, wincing and holding his hand as the Tasmanian devil began to land blow after blow to his abdomen. Echo crumpled and tightened his ab muscles to protect himself, but it was all he could do to withstand the Tasmanian devil’s fast-paced and unrelenting attacks.
Rocko wasn’t faring much better. The hyena was far faster than he was, and though Rocko was plenty tough, the hyena’s constant nips at his sides, claw-rakes across his arms, and punches to the stomach were beginning to wear him down.

“Be still, you stupid hyena!” Rocko snapped in frustration, eliciting much laughter from the hyena, who continued to toy with him but made no real attempt to incapacitate him.
The hyperactive Cleo had meanwhile been attacking the rhino over and over again, perplexed at his ability to withstand her unrelenting volley. She was getting exhausted, and though his face and forearms were covered in blood, he continued to give her a smug look.

“Allow me,” Coco said, wincing as she got to her feet.

The rhino raised his eyebrow and smirked as she hobbled over to him.

“When all else fails,” Coco said, “Go for the jewels.”
She snarled and jumped into the air off her injured foot.
The rhino’s expression suddenly changed, his eyes widening as what she’d said sank in. Everything moved in slow motion as he moved to try to protect himself and she began her descent, aiming with her good foot for his package.

Coco’s foot connected with the rhino’s gray, hairy sack, and a shockwave rippled from the point of impact over his scrotum as it began to fly away from her foot. She landed on her bad foot and began to fall over as the rhino’s eyes bulged and he began to fall backwards.
Time resumed, and the rhino’s balls whipped around to slap his leg as he let out an anguished gasp, fell on his back, and rolled to his side, clutching his balls with both hands as tears streamed down his face. Coco fell to the ground, collapsing in a heap and screaming pain shot from her injured foot up through her leg.
“Get up, Coco!” Cleo said. “You’ve got to get up, or you’ll be incapacitated!”

Coco snarled, squeezed her eyes closed, gritted her teeth, and forced herself to stand.

“Good. Hang in there!” Cleo encouraged her. She caught the sight of something out of her eye and whirled. “I have to go help. Come on!”
She grabbed Coco and was about to throw her over her shoulder when Halo’s paw came down on her shoulder instead.

“Stay with her,” she said. “We’ll take care of this.”

Cleo was about to protest, but Halo and Kimo quickly rushed away towards Echo and Rocko.

Halo quickly surveyed the situation. “Echo is in danger. We must help him,” she said.

“Dibs on the Tasmanian devil,” Kimo agreed.
“Hey,” Halo said, grabbing the Tasmanian devil by the shoulder and spinning him around, “Leave him alone.”
She delivered a brutal blow right to the Tasmanian devil’s muzzle, the force knocking him backwards against the column. Before he could react, Kimo moved in close, hugging the Tasmanian devil and the column and pressing forward to pin them together. The Tasmanian devil’s eyes widened as he realized his favorite trick wouldn’t work anymore: he couldn’t get his head far enough out of the way to make Halo miss! Within seconds, it was over for him. Though Halo was exhausted from her own fight, sensing that victory was near gave her one last burst of energy, and she whaled on him until he couldn’t keep his head upright anymore.

Kimo let him go, and he collapsed in a heap against the pole.
“Thanks, guys,” Echo panted. “Got to help Rocko.”
But before they could do anything, they saw a spotted-gold streak and heard Cleo’s voice.

“Hey!” she said brightly, tapping the hyena forcefully on the shoulder. “You look like a trickster!”
Startled, he whirled to see her standing there, waving.

“I learned a new trick, too!” she said, grinning ear-to-ear. “Wanna see?”
The hyena snarled and cocked back his arm, but before he could do anything more, Cleo reached under him, grabbed his balls, and squeezed him in a vise-like grip.

“Yield,” she growled, getting right into his face, “Or I’ll show you the trick of the disappearing balls.”
The hyena’s eyes went wide, and he quickly relented.

“TEAM FIVE IS THE WINNER OF THIS ROUND!”

Applause suddenly filled the arena. Echo looked around to account for everybody. Seeing that Coco had fallen down again, he rushed over to her.
“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said ruefully, “Just hurt my foot is all. It’ll be better after a bath.”

Echo pursed his lips. “Can you stand?” he asked anxiously.
“Probably better if you didn’t,” Kimo said, standing over her. “Come on, let’s get her back,” he said to Echo.
Echo nodded and hoisted her up onto his back.

“TEAMS 7 AND 8, PREPARE FOR COMPETITION. TEAMS 9 AND 10, YOU ARE ON DECK!”

They made their way back to their chambers, and Echo quickly slid Coco into the bath.
“Well done, team,” he said once he finally managed to catch his breath. “It looks like we all made it out okay! We stuck to the strategy, and it worked!”
“Well...” Kimo said hesitantly. “We didn’t all stick to the strategy.”
Echo frowned. “Huh?”

“Oh, right!” Cleo said, “Like the part where you and Rocko were having your own fights instead of fighting together!”

“We had to rescue both of you,” Halo agreed.

Echo pursed his lips and reddened.

“As many times as you’ve gotten onto us about sticking to the plan,” Kimo said, chuckling and shaking his head, “For shame, Echo!”
“It’s not like he did anything wrong,” Coco called from the bath in his defense, “I mean, Rocko is kinda headstrong…”
“Whoa, hey,” Rocko protested defensively. “I didn’t—”

“This isn’t Rocko’s fault,” Echo interrupted firmly. “It’s mine. I didn’t call dibs, and I should have.” He sighed. “You’re right to call me out on it. I got carried away, and I shouldn’t have done that, either. I’m sorry. I will do better next time.”
The others exchanged glances.
“There’s no need to sound so somber about it,” Kimo said, clapping Echo on the shoulder. “We know how it gets out there. We just like to pick on you.”

“And I’ve gotten my fill of picking on you already,” Cleo said, running around the divider and splashing into the enormous hot tub. “Time to get all of this tension out of me!”

“We all took a pretty good beating,” Rocko agreed, following suit. “Come on, Echo. Let’s get ready for the next round.”

Echo shook his head. “No, after my performance during that match, I need to get my head in the game. Besides, I need to watch the other teams and see what their strategies are.”
Rocko looked at him skeptically but then shrugged and went around the partition to join the others in the bath. 
The water bubbled from the heat of the hot spring that fed all of the chambers. The arena had been sited at this very location because of this particular spring’s therapeutic properties. The faint scent of eucalyptus opened the contestants’ sinuses and invigorated them as they breathed in the steam.

“Here,” Kimo said to Coco. He sat next to her, their bodies underwater, and he took her swollen ankle in his hands.

“Better be careful,” Cleo joked. “I heard he plucked somebody’s eyes out with those hands.”

“Correct. He removed both of the bear’s eyes while we were fighting,” Halo confirmed. “However, he warned the bear twice prior to doing so.”

“My hands are versatile tools,” Kimo said calmly as he began to gently but firmly massage Coco’s ankle. “They can be used to inflict pain or healing.”

Within minutes, Coco’s aching foot began to feel better as the analgesic waters dulled the pain, carried away the toxins massaged out of her pores by Kimo’s masterful hands, and allowed her body to begin to heal itself.
“Hey, Rocko, will you do my back?” Cleo asked.
The crocodile nodded, and Cleo sat on his lap as he began to massage her neck and shoulders, working his way down the sides of her spine and radiating outwards, driving the aches out of her and into the water.
“I would likewise appreciate your services,” Halo said, blushing slightly as she said it.
“She likes you,” Cleo whispered to Rocko.
“I, um—” the crocodile stammered, averting his eyes and hiding his smiling snout in the water.
“Oh, Rocko, that feels so much better,” Cleo said loudly. “Thank you!” She lowered her voice again. “She won’t bite too hard. Just massage her like you massaged me,” she said encouragingly as she patted his shoulder and slid towards the cooler water.
Halo sat down on Rocko’s lap. Even under the water, he could feel how warm she was. Her heat excited him, but he dared not show any kind of interest. They were teammates, nothing more, and he didn’t want to mess that up between them. He began to rub her shoulders, rhythmically squeezing and relaxing his strong fingers around her biceps as he moved towards her neck. He could feel her relaxing in his hands, felt her striped back rest trustingly on his chest, saw her head lean back, exposing her neck. How vulnerable she looked to him, but the trust she gave him only made him feel all the more for her. How he wanted to kiss her lips, to tell her how he felt…

But that wasn’t his place.
His hands made it up to her shoulders and continued to rub. She sighed contentedly, her head resting against his, and a faint smile came over his lips. As austere and blunt as she could be, here she looked like a fierce, striped angel, like a—

He gasped as he felt her strong paws work over his hands and pull them down slowly past her neck, to her bosom. He swallowed hard and felt himself stiffen, hoping she didn’t notice as his hands cupped her breasts. He glanced at her, yet her expression remained unchanged: a faint smile in an otherwise relaxed face. His eyes darted to Cleo, who grinned and gave him a thumbs-up. He blushed fiercely but dutifully began to massage her chest, feeling the tension there leaving her as he worked.
As he was finishing up, his curiosity got the better of him, and he grazed his finger over one of her nipples. She stirred, startling him, and he quickly stopped, though he was almost certain he’d felt her shudder and her tail curl around his back.
Feeling refreshed and about 95% better, Coco got out of the bath and went over to Echo, who was actively watching teams 11 and 12 competing.

“You should get some time in the bath, too,” she said, caressing the back of his neck with her hand. “It’s hard to fight when you’re tense, sore, and exhausted.”
“I’m fine,” Echo replied, not looking away from the tiny window.

Coco frowned. His tone was a bit testier than she expected.

He glanced at her and sighed.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I just—”

“If you’re still beating yourself up for making a mistake, then stop,” Coco said firmly. “We can’t have you helping the other teams win by doing half their job for them, now, can we?” She smiled.

Echo gave a wry grin and shook his head. “You know me too well,” he said. “You’re right; it was stupid of me to forget the strategy; everybody else kept to it!”
“It was a different situation for everybody,” Coco said reassuringly, reaching through his arms to hug him and slowly rub his back. “Better to learn from it in the first round than to be defeated by it in the finals, don’t you think?”
Echo smiled and kissed her. “You do know how to make me feel better,” he said.

“Then come and get a bath,” Coco persisted.

Echo shook his head. “No, I still need to watch the other teams’ strategies,” he replied. “Next time.”
Coco sighed and looked at him reproachfully but reluctantly let him return to watching the fight.
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