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 Chapter 1: Genesis 
 
    What does it mean to be a hero? This question rang in Tye’s mind as the golden light of the California sun filled every inch of his room. Fighting the urge to go back to sleep, he yawned as he stretched out his lanky frame and scratched at his short curly hair. His dream where he had all the powers he desired as a kid ended tragically when a creature had gotten the better of him and growled, “You’re no hero” just as it delivered the final blow that jolted him into consciousness.  
 
    Slowly coming to reality, he focused on the nightstand and grabbed his phone. His eyes adjusted as he attempted to determine just how early he’d woken up, “10:37 AM? Ugh.” He groaned. “Why do I always wake up so early on weekends?” 
 
    Fighting off the impulse to go back to sleep, he dragged himself to the bathroom to wash up. He then quickly threw on some clothes and hurried downstairs to look for his earbuds only to find his father watching the news through sorrowful eyes. His dad followed every word being said by the anchors reporting on the tragic shooting of an unarmed black man in urban Atlanta.  
 
    Tye stood next to him, watching the news. “Another shooting? I would say I’m surprised, but that’d be a lie.”  
 
    “You see, this is why as black parents we have to tell our kids to be careful when they go outside. You could be raising money for homeless deaf kids and they’ll still shoot your black ass,” his dad responded, reclining into the couch. “And when we scream about how there are real issues with the system, people side with the guys that can’t tell a cellphone from a gun.” 
 
    Tye chuckled, “Crazy how they only mistake cell phones for guns when the person is black.”  
 
    “Well, you're not wrong there, son,” his dad agreed. “Maybe we get these people some glasses and all these shootings will stop. Worth a shot, right?” He grabbed the remote and muted the television. “So, where are you headed off to so early?”  
 
    Tye detailed his day’s plans, “I'm just gonna chill with Brodie and play some ball. Then we’re gonna go pick up the other guys and go for a hike. Maybe see a movie and get some food or something. The usual. I do need my earbuds though if you’ve seen em.”  
 
    “A hike? You guys weren't planning on going hiking in the Hills, were you?” 
 
    “The hills? Like, the Forgotten Hills? Nah. We weren't planning on it. Why?” 
 
    His dad sighed, “Because there was a news story a bit earlier about another set of boys that disappeared around there. But I suppose as long as you’re staying away from them then go and have fun. And I think I saw your earbuds in my car.” 
 
    Taking this as a sign that he was free to go, he walked over to the counter to grab the car keys hanging next to the door, but with the thought of the hills now at the forefront of his mind, he turned back to his dad and asked, “More missing kids? Everyone’s sure the hills aren’t just some smoke spot that high kids happen to get lost in a lot?” 
 
    “I can’t say. One of my co-workers lives by there he always talks about seeing a strange light in the sky that he’s positive comes from the hills. But, as far as he and the neighbors know, there aren't any other houses over there to connect them to. There very well could be more to the story than high kids getting lost.” 
 
    “Hm. That’s definitely mysterious but it’s not proof of anything. Personally, I like my ‘stoned kid’ theory. Anyway, if I need anything, I’ll text you. I’ma probably be gone all day.”  
 
    “I won’t wait up for you then. Maybe you’ll be gone long enough for me to actually throw a party and invite some of my cool friends to the house.”  
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and walked out. He opened the garage and eventually stumbled upon his prized earbuds in his dad’s car along with a bag of chips and shoved them both into the front pocket of his hoodie before walking back to the control panel to close the garage. 
 
    He felt a buzz from his cellphone and smiled at the message from his childhood friend, Brodie. As one of the only other black kids in the suburbs of Mountain View, Tye had quickly taken a liking to Brodie. He’d felt an almost familial connection to the only other person in school who looked like him. The two had been inseparable since early Middle School and often spent their free time together having lengthy discussions about basketball, politics, and music, while going on adventures all over the Bay Area. 
 
    Brodie: We still ballin’ today? 12?  
 
    Brodie: We have about an hour before Nathan and Tony make their way down here and then we can pick up Jax.  
 
    Tye: Fosho. Bring your ball. I’ll see you at 12. And try not to suck this time. All these Ws are getting heavy  
 
    Brodie: Dunno about that, chief. Last time I checked, you were the one holding this L but I guess I gotta whoop u again so that you know wassup 
 
    Tye: Haaaaah. Whatever boi. I'll see you soon. PEACE!!!!!!!!!! 
 
    He put his phone back and ran up to his room to grab his backpack. He double checked to make sure he had everything he’d need for the day, his wallet, a few external chargers, and a couple of water bottles. He then plugged his earbuds into his phone and played a song from the new Oddisee album and walked out saying bye to his dad. 
 
    Before Tye met his friend at the courts, he stopped by at a local convenience store to grab some snacks. He roamed the store in search of his favorite items but the prying eyes of the attendant made him subconsciously pick up the pace. She sent him a distasteful glare. Her focus darting to any object he reached for. Not wanting to cause any trouble, he quickly bought some candy and another bag of chips for the road.  
 
    As he walked out of the store, he began digging into the new bag of chips. Sheesh. She must’ve really liked me. Tye thought sarcastically as he checked his phone. He still had about 30 minutes to get to the courts. He decided to take the long way through downtown to avoid being the first one there. He felt it might be good to let Brodie get some shots in first, considering he hadn’t played in a while and often got frustrated when he was rusty. 
 
    As Tye strolled through the bustling downtown which was lined with a multitude of shops and a diverse set of eateries, he noticed three girls talking and laughing as they walked out of a nearby restaurant and towards him. He paused his music and focused on the trio ahead of him. Recognizing them immediately, he shifted his gaze back to his screen, pretending to be preoccupied so that he didn’t get caught staring. As they drew closer, the girl in the front chuckled and said to him, “You know, it’s more awkward when you pretend like you’re looking at your phone when you’re really just swiping between the home screens.”  
 
    Tye’s heart began to race the second he heard her voice and lifted his head to meet the smiling face of the girl standing before him. 
 
    Gemma’s beauty was noticed by everyone that she came into contact with. From her long brown hair, to her flawless skin, and her brown eyes, she easily stood out in a crowd. Her family had emigrated from Lebanon to the United States in the 1980s. Gemma’s mother had taken up coding while her father started a small restaurant. It was at that restaurant that Tye and Gemma had first met. Tye’s family frequented the spot often when he was growing up and the two had spent quite some time together in their early childhood. While they were genuine friends, Tye had developed a crush on her and Gemma often found joy in making light of this fact. 
 
    “You could at least say ‘Hi’ when you see someone you’ve known since you were a kid!” she said loudly with a smirk, feigning offense.  
 
    “Oh! Sorry! My bad, Gemma!” Tye responded with an awkward inflection in his voice.  
 
    The other girls behind Gemma snickered and repeated Tye’s words back to him in a mocking tone. 
 
    “So, what’re you doing today? I see you have your backpack, so I’m guessing you’re going on an adventure?”  
 
    Tye, clearly trying to impress Gemma, quickly responded with fake bravado, “Adventure? Hah! You know me, I’m all about adventure. Me and the guys are planning on doing something legendary tonight.”  
 
    Gemma’s interest piqued. “Oh? And what legendary adventure would that be?”  
 
    Realizing he was about to essentially talk up a day of basketball and hiking, Tye desperately rummaged the pits of his imagination, attempting to come up with something that would impress her when his dad's ominous warning popped into the forefront of his mind. “We’re uh... going to the Forgotten Hills! That’s the plan,” he said, internally berating himself. 
 
    “Wait isn’t that where all those groups of kids went missing?” she asked with wide eyes and a shaky voice.  
 
    “Yeah but I doubt that has anything to do with the hills themselves. Plus, aren’t a lot of the stories behind it urban legend? Do we even know that as many people actually went missing as people say? Or that they weren’t found later?” 
 
    “Yeah we do! Those stories were talked about on the news for months. I even remember hearing that the bodies of one of the families that went looking for their kids was found miles away burned to a crisp with holes through their chest.” the girl to the right of Gemma blurted. 
 
    Turning to her friend, Gemma added, “From what I heard, one of the groups that went after thought they might have a chance of recovering something. Of course, no one knows if they actually found anything. Just that they never came back and no trace of them was ever found.” 
 
    Gemma looked back at Tye with a serious expression and said with a grim tone to match, “You guys are idiots if you think you can go there and mess around. There’s a reason it’s patrolled 24/7. People who go in never come back.”  
 
    Tye shrugged, “Eh. We’ll be fine,” How do we know other people haven’t snuck in and come out? I doubt we’ve heard about every person who’s been through there. It’s just a hill. And grass. And dirt. And probably more dirt. Not like the thing is gonna open up some portal to the underworld and swallow us up or something.” 
 
    The girl to the left of Gemma cleared her throat and said softly, “No one I know of has snuck in. But this one guy at school, Crazy Steve? Well, apparently he flew two drones at different times over the area and noticed something... weird...”  
 
    “Weird how?” Tye asked, intrigued.  
 
    “Just that the security patrols really only went about four or five miles up the trail. They didn’t even have any near the hills. And the drone he used to explore the area stopped working after that point. He apparently used a different drone to explore the area like a month later. He made sure to steer clear of where the first drone dropped and managed to catch a lightly used trail that connects Buck Hallows Farm to the hills right above where the patrols are. But the crazy part is that after he saw that, he tried flying the drone back to the spot where the first drone fell and boom! Same thing happened! It just... died.” 
 
    Out of curiosity, Tye pressed her for more. “Do you have proof of this or is this some bull crap you’re saying to mess with me?”  
 
    “Oh, I have proof,” she replied raising her voice slightly. “Steve had a little bit of a thing for me, so I guess he was trying to impress me with some of this stuff. He was able to record a video on the second drone and he sent me some of it. I never deleted it from my phone, so I can send it to you if you’re actually gonna go. Might help you find your way in. What’s your number?”  
 
    Gemma interrupted, “Mai, why are you helping them do this?” Her sweet tone contrasted with the daggers she was shooting from her eyes. “Tye. Don’t be an idiot and go there. And Mai, stop trying to get people killed!”  
 
    Mai scoffed, “If he wants to do it, then let him. Go live out your stupid macho fantasies. But to be fair, it’s dangerous or whatever. So, I’ll give you props if you survive. It might even help you find a girlfriend or two.” 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and the two exchanged contacts. Realizing that talking Tye out of this endeavor was fruitless, Gemma changed tack. “I got a new phone and you don’t have my number yet, right? At least send me pictures when you guys get to the hills and text me when you get back. Just so that I can make sure you’re okay.”  
 
    Tye began fumbling for words again. “Uh. Um. Yeah, s-sure.” After they exchanged information, Tye waved goodbye to the girls as he took off towards the school to meet Brodie. 
 
    “Don’t forget to text me!” Gemma yelled as he ran off into the distance. 
 
    Once the girls were out of sight, Tye slowed his pace to a walk. He could see the school just a couple blocks ahead. As the structure came into view, he felt his phone buzz. 
 
    Brodie: Bruh. Where the hell u at?  You were supposed to be here at 12 and now it’s 12:03. Hurry yo ass up. 
 
    Tye: Bruh, I’m literally right outside. You really that eager to get beat smh 
 
    Brodie: But u not on the court tho so u not here. Now I gotta drop a triple double on yo ass just for making me wait smh 
 
    Brodie: And aye! Don’t think just cuz you dark skinned it means you’re gonna come out here and bully me, kid. Hurry up! 
 
    Shaking his head in amusement, Tye casually strolled into the large school and past the empty classrooms. His friend was already shooting on the worn-down hoops, sporting his signature cornrows, baggy basketball shorts, and a brand-new New York Knicks jersey, cursing with each bounce off the rim and backboard.  
 
    “Oof. That one was ugly!” Tye yelled joyously from across the courts.  
 
    “Oh hey, there he is! Late as usual!” The two boys embraced and as Tye took a step back to look for where the ball had bounced off to, he took note of his friend’s New York Knicks jersey.  
 
    “Bro. You’re really repping that underachieving franchise in public? You have absolutely no self-respect,” he jeered. 
 
    Brodie rolled his eyes and replied, “Oh, that how you feel? Bet. I’ma show yo’ smug ass who the underachiever is on the court then, boy.”  
 
    The two of them played for nearly an hour, running back and forth and trash talking throughout. As the clock struck 1, they were both exhausted. With a tied score the two agreed to settle their on-court differences another day and instead wait for Nathan and Tony to arrive so that they could set off. A few moments later, Tye received a text from Jax. 
 
    Jax: Sup. You guys still coming to pick me up? 
 
    Tye: Yeee. We’ll pull up after Nathan and Tony get here 
 
    Jax: Cool. Lmk 
 
    Just as he put his phone away, Tye received a call from Tony. He picked up and put it on speaker so that Brodie could listen in. 
 
    “Yo yo yo!” Tony exclaimed. 
 
    Tye groaned. “Man. You know you guys can say ‘Hey’ like regular human beings, right?” 
 
    Tony laughed, “True! But don’t hate on the fun, my guy! We’ll be a few minutes late, but we’re close by.” 
 
    “Don’t you guys always leave early?” Brodie interjected. “How are y'all late all the time? Y’all needa practice punctuality.” Tye rolled his eyes and hung up, reminding the twins to come to the basketball courts. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan for today?” Brodie asked as he and Tye sat on the courts, watching others who had come to the school on a Saturday to use the track and courts. 
 
    “Well, I thought we’d do something different,” Tye said sheepishly. 
 
    “Different? Different how?” 
 
    “Y’know man... Different.” 
 
    “Okay, but... Different how?” 
 
    “Like, I dunno man... I was thinking maybe... Pshhh. Something like...” He rubbed the back of his neck and turned away as his voice dropped to a mumble, “Forgotten Hills different?” 
 
    Brodie’s scooted back and quickly stood up. With fear and confusion in his voice he yelled, “What?!” 
 
    The few people on the campus stopped and stared at the spectacle. With a quick look around, Brodie took a deep breath to calm himself and sat back down. “You want us to go to a place we could get killed at? What are you on, Tye? Is it crack? Is that crack smoke I smell on you?” 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and said, “I hear your concerns and I respect them. I really do! But man, think of the adventure an—” 
 
    “Hold up, hold up. Adventure? Adventure?!” Brodie’s voice rose higher and higher with every word as he walked around, pulling at his hair as he tried to think of what to say. “Man. Death isn’t an adventure! We have families, futures, and lives to live. And you wanna risk that on some dumb ‘adventure’?” 
 
    “Yup,” Tye responded matter-of-factly.  
 
    Brodie looked Tye up and down, shook his head, and then rubbed his hand on his chin thoughtfully and asked in a blasé tone, “Is this about a girl?” 
 
    “Whaaaaaaat? Nah man! No way!”  
 
    “Gemma Abbasi?” 
 
    “I meeeeaan...” 
 
    “She gonna be there or did you just promise her pics of that hill?” 
 
    “Just pics,” Tye admitted. “Thought we could get in, take a couple snaps to prove we were there, and then bounce.”  
 
    Taking a minute to think about the proposition, Brodie stated, “This is a terrible idea. But... You did help me get with Janice Clements last year so I guess I owe you one. Damn it... Fine. As long as we don’t stay there for too long.” 
 
    “My man!” Tye fistbumped Brodie and just as he was about to call Nathan and Tony, he noticed two figures walking towards them. A pair of twins with unkempt black hair, baggy hoodies, and sandals approached them. The only major thing separating the two was that one was slightly taller and thinner with glasses and the other had slightly longer hair, freckles, and opted for the cardinal sin of socks with sandals. 
 
    “Wassup my dudes!” Tony yelled across the blacktop. 
 
    “Hey, weren’t you supposed to call us? And why are y’all so late? I know it only took y’all all of three seconds to put on those ugly ass outfits!” Brodie said, a hint of frustration in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah, we were. But I may have gotten just a tiny bit stoned on the way here and kinda... forgot.” Nathan admitted, adjusting his glasses. 
 
    Tye looked at the twins in disappointment and stood up. “You guys got high on the way? Couldn’t you at least wait until we were out and about or until you weren’t driving?” 
 
    “Yeah!” Brodie interjected. “Why didn’t you just wait until you got here so we could all smoke together?” 
 
    “Tye doesn’t smoke!” Nathan shot back. “So we figured if we’re not gonna be doing it together anyway, we might as well just start by ourselves.” 
 
    Tye and Brodie looked at each other, turned back at the twins, and then simultaneously said “Fiends!”, mocking their obsession with marijuana. 
 
    While the twins and Brodie began to discuss the day’s plans, Tye went to get his clothes on from his backpack and text Jax. 
 
    Tye: Yo, Jax. The twins are here 
 
    Jax: Cool. How long till you guys get here? 
 
    Tye: Like... 5–10 mins. Just wait outside for us 
 
    Jax: Aight 
 
    From across the court, Tye could hear Tony already yelling at Brodie. “You want to go where?! Bro! Do you even know why it’s called the Forgotten Hills?!” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Brodie rasked rolling his eyes. 
 
    “My dad told me it used to be a super popular spot until the first set of kids went missing. Another group went to see if they could find them and they disappeared too. Around the same time, stories about weird lights and unmarked cars driving in started to pop up. From then on, the place has been abandoned. Some people pretend it doesn’t exist all together. No one even know what the spot looks like anymore. Hence it being forgotten. And you want to mess around there?” 
 
    “Relax, relax. We’ll be in and out in no time. Look, man. This is the best opportunity for a real-ass adventure, right?” Brodie responded calmly. 
 
    “I’m just saying, man! Who knows what’s going on down there?! Demons?! Skinwalkers?! Tweakers?! Aliens?! The freaking works, man!” 
 
    Tye walked over to the commotion. “Not to interrupt, but Tony? Do you wanna quit being a dumbass and have a logical conversation? Some kids went missing. No one said anything about demon-alien-tweaker-skinwalkers.”  
 
    “You never know,” Tony said softly, yet with conviction. 
 
    Tye sighed and nodded before saying, “Look, I know. It’s crazy, but to be honest? It’s not like we were gonna do anything else all that interesting today so... Fuck it. Ya know?” 
 
    Nathan looked at Tony with an eyebrow raised but nodded in agreement, giving in to the peer pressure. Despite their still-existent trepidation, they agreed to make the visit to the Forgotten Hills.  
 
    Tye smiled slyly, “Knew you guys would see it my way. Aight, it’s settled then. We out to the Forgotten Hills! But first we gotta pick up Jax, who’s expecting us in like... five minutes.” 
 
    The four boys loaded into Nathan’s car, with Brodie taking the driver’s seat as none of the other three trusted Nathan to drive in his state.  
 
    “So what is it” Tony asked quizzically, leaning towards his friend from the back seat. 
 
    “What is what?” Tye responded, feigning ignorance. 
 
    Brodie shouted back at the two, guessing where the conversation was headed, “Issa girl!” 
 
    “Oh dude! That makes so much sense! Gemma Abbasi?” Tony questioned, reclining into his seat. 
 
    “Why you all up in my business? Maybe I just like hills and cool places we haven’t been to yet?” Tye seethed, looking down embarrassed at the floor and refusing to make eye contact with Tony. 
 
    “Aye bro! No shame in doing weird shit to try and impress a girl. We’ve all been there, little homie!” Brodie snickered from the front. “Worst comes to worst? We all die. She comes to your funeral, looking all fine in her Sunday best. You come back as a ghost. She’s saying, ‘Oh Tye, why’d you have to go and die?!’ And y’all get it on, Paranormal Blacktivity style.” 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes at Brodie’s scenario. “I must’ve missed the part of the movie where people are out there gettin’ jiggy with ghosts.” Looking out the window and seeing the familiar driveway, he continued, “By the way, we’re about to come up on Jax’s house, so chill with the strange ghost stories...” 
 
    As they drove up in front of Jax’s house, they spotted the familiar slim tall figure with teased dark brown hair and freckles leaning against a fence in a button-down plaid shirt and crisp jeans yelling into his phone. He was nearly pulling out his own hair at what seemed to be a very tense exchange. Seeing his friends, he quickly waived and said, I’ve gotta go! I love you!” as he walked up to the car. 
 
    Despite not being on speaker, the boys could still hear the voice on the other end yelling, “WE ARE NOT DONE WITH THIS CONVERSATION!” Jax pushed the end-call button and loaded into the back with Tye and Tony. 
 
    As Jax slid his phone into his pocket, Tye began grilling him about the conversation. “So, broski? Ole girl is giving you shit again, huh?”  
 
    “Yup,” Jax replied softly, blowing air from his nose in frustration. “I swear, man. She gets mad over the smallest things.” 
 
    “What’d you do?” Tye asked. “Did you get drunk and throw up on her mom’s carpet for the second time? Or did you get caught with two girls grinding on you at a party again?” 
 
    “None of that!” Jax declared, waving his hands in the air. “I was at this party and I guess... I guess I got pretty drunk and started talking to some other girls, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Tony chimed in. 
 
    “No, man! It wasn’t like that! I literally just said hi and we talked about school, music, and Margaret. I guess some of her friends were also at the party and kinda Snapchatted us talking and sent it to her so... I think I’m in trouble.”  
 
    “Wait. Dude... You were at a party without your girlfriend? Ah shit. You’re a fuck-up!” Brodie stifled a laugh. 
 
    “She didn’t know about the party and I didn’t want her to worry about me, so I didn’t tell her.” 
 
    Tye stared at his friend for a moment, shook his head, and said with a chuckle, “Bro is right, man. You’re a fuck-up. You probably wouldn’t be in trouble if you didn’t do dumb stuff like that. Mordecai never did stuff like that to her. You got some living up to do, bro.” 
 
    Jax shrugged. “We’re just going through a rough patch. I’m sure we’ll be fine. And hey, uh. Do you guys mind if we take my car?”  
 
    “Uh, sure,” Nathan responded. “We’ll just leave my car out front.” 
 
    “Why do you want to take your car?” Tye asked. “Didn’t know you liked being the chauffeur.” 
 
    “I’m just more comfortable in my own car. Lack of smell,” Jax replied with a smile. 
 
    The boys loaded into Jax’s car and continued to catch up and joke around as he drove to a local fast-food joint. 
 
    After pulling through the drive-thru and getting their food, they settled at a spot to eat. Tye summarized the group’s plans for the day, “So. Everything is settled, right? We finish eating, go to the movies, hang out for a bit till it gets dark, and then we head to Forgotten Hills.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me!” Brodie mumbled through the nine fries in his mouth. 
 
    “Hold up. Forgotten Hills? Who said anything about that?” Jax objected, filling Tye with an irritating sense of déjà vu. 
 
    Nathan, who was just coming down from his high, ignored Jax’s obvious concerns and asked, “So what’s even the plan for getting in? Isn’t the area blocked off?”  
 
    With a smirk that made it evident that the gears in his head had been turning to conjure up a solid plan, Tye laid out his strategy to the group, repeating what the girls had told him and where they could enter the park without getting caught. 
 
    “Damn. This might actually be crazy enough to work,” Brodie gushed. “We’re gonna do this. High fives for being badasses?” 
 
    In collective jubilance, the boys cheered and high-fived each other, celebrating what they deemed to be a true adventure for the ages.  
 
    Hooting and mentally preparing themselves for the challenge ahead, they drove off to face down the Hills of secrets.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: The Journey Begins 
 
    After their movie, as the five boys drove towards the mysterious hills, Tye sat back and stared out the window at the night sky, brooding over the adventure. He couldn’t stop thinking about what exactly was going on with the hills. There seemed to be more to the story of the missing kids, and his mind couldn’t help but contemplate the infinite possibilities of what they might encounter.  
 
    Noticing this, Brodie gazed at his friend with a concerned expression. In an attempt to lighten the mood, he said, “Yo, Tye. You’re the one that wanted to come here, right? You’re not getting cold feet, are you? We could still turn the car around and hit up a party or something if that’s more your speed.” 
 
    Tye shrugged. “I don’t know, man. Don’t get me wrong. I still want to do this, but I just... I feel like there’s something about this place. I can’t put my finger on it. I’m just getting weird vibes. But probably not too weird when you’re dealing with a place where kids went missing though, right?” 
 
    “Is it weird that I’m getting those vibes too?” Jax added. “Considering I found this out last minute and didn’t really give you my take on it, I feel like I should say I think this is really dumb. But... We’ve been through some shit together and we’ve always made it through. Hopefully this is just another crazy story we can tell our kids.” 
 
    “Aww,” Tony cooed. “That’s a positive way to spin it, buddy. We got this!”  
 
    “Hah. Yeah, I guess we do,” Tye said softly. “Nathan, how are you feeling?”  
 
    Nathan thought for a moment before replying, “Like we’re gonna be horribly torn limb from limb by some monstrosity from hell. What about you, Brodie?” 
 
    “I was trippin’ over it before but honestly? Now? Man. I feel like we’re chillin’,” Brodie declared. “I been thinkin’ about it, right? And bro.. I don’t even believe in monsters or demons. Plus we’re five dudes! On top of that, two of us are tall black dudes! You really think some regular dude is gonna come up in here and start messin’ with us? Hell nah. We good.” 
 
    Tony agreed, “And hey. Even if someone did want to kill us? It’s not like we all gotta be the fastest ones out of there. We just gotta be faster than Nathan!” 
 
    The boys all laughed with newfound confidence and began looking forward to the challenge that lay ahead of them. 
 
    After roughly half an hour of driving, they slowly pulled into the pitch-black parking lot of Buck Hallows Farm. They shuffled out of Jax’s car and took in the cold night air.  
 
    First to hit the gravel, Tye yawned and stretched as Brodie ran to a nearby bush to pee. “Well. Guess we’re gonna do this. Am I the only one taking anything in my backpack or?” 
 
    “Depends,” Jax said with a smile. 
 
    “Depends on what?”  
 
    “Depends on if you want to bring her along...” 
 
    “Her who?” 
 
    “Jax. Stop the annoying bullcrap and tell us straight,” Brodie yelled from where he was urinating on the side. 
 
    “Man... You ruined my whole reveal. Fine. Whatever.” Jax opened his trunk and took out a small case with a punch-in code. He proceeded to type in the code and opened the case to reveal a small firearm. “I was wondering if you wanted to bring my gun along,” he said, dejected at his grand reveal being ruined. 
 
    “Aye! You strapped?!” Brodie rushed over, zipping up his pants. “Bruh. We gotta bring that shit. You never know what’s gonna go down.” 
 
    “Weren’t you the one saying nothing was gonna happen?” Tye asked Brodie critically. “Look, man. I just don’t know if we need a gun. I feel like that just invites more trouble than is worth.” 
 
    Nathan walked over and inspected the gun. “Here’s what I think. Is there harm in bringing it? Probably not. But considering this is a place where kids went missing and where private security does rounds every day, it might behoove us to have some sort of protection. If we really expect to run into um... something... I’m not sure if it’s smart to risk going in without something given the option.” 
 
    Tye looked around at his friends, who all seemed to agree with the idea. He sighed, “Fine. But I’m not carrying it in my backpack. On the off chance that we get caught by security and they search my shit, I’m not going to jail for your dumbass idea.” 
 
    “So who’s gonna take it then?” Jax asked. 
 
    Tye looked around at the options and then turned to Jax. “Well, since it’s your gun and your perm… Wait. Do you even have a permit? Damn it, Jax! That’s not your gun is it?” 
 
    Jax laughed nervously. “I just turned 18 and it’s a whole process to get a permit. So I asked Davis if I could keep one of his in my car until I could get one legally!” 
 
    “Christ man! We could get into serious trouble if a cop found that. Just... keep it hidden or something, alright?” 
 
    Jax obliged and tucked the gun into his jeans, concealing it with his shirt. 
 
    “So, where do we go?” Nathan asked the group.  
 
    Tye pointed in the general direction of the trailhead. “There,” he said, and the boys stared into the darkness. He reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and quickly input some coordinates into the GPS. Confidently, Tye began to walk eagerly into the darkness using his phone as a flashlight. The other boys looked at each other, shrugged, and then followed behind their friend also turning on their flashlight apps.  
 
    As the distance grew between the boys and the safety of their car, so did the unease and uncertainty. The conversation slowly died down with each step they took down the dark path. After nearly an hour of walking in near silence, the only noises were the ones made by their feet as they hit the dirt and gravel. Tony tried to make a joke but it didn’t elicit as much as a chuckle from the other boys. 
 
    Tye in particular found the quiet the most disturbing. To break the deafening silence, he turned to his friends, “Hey, guys. Notice anything weird about this trail?” 
 
    “Like what?” Nathan asked, trailing behind the others. 
 
    “Like the fact that we haven’t heard any animal calls in the dead of night or that we’ve barely seen any bugs. Flies? Ants? Spiders? Nothing. That’s not normal, right?” 
 
    Nathan stopped to contemplate this fact. He looked around to confirm Tye’s observation and then let out a scream that made the other boys cover their ears and grimace. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?!” Brodie snapped after Nathan’s outburst. “We’re literally right next to you! Are you tryna bust our eardrums? I swear if we weren’t homies, I’d slap the shit out you!” 
 
    Nathan laughed at Brodie’s anger and said, “But did you guys hear what happened after I screamed?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I heard something rupture in my skull but other than that, nothing,” Tye said, rubbing his temple. 
 
    “Exactly!” Nathan said, waving his arms. “Nothing! Not a single animal scurrying away from a random loud noise in the woods? We’re surrounded by the woods and not a single animal responded? Not even a bird flapping away?” 
 
    Tony offered his opinion on the matter, trying to restore some normalcy to the situation, “Maybe everything is asleep? It’s pretty late.” 
 
    Tye shook his head but decided to keep his theories to himself. 
 
    As the boys continued on the trail, conversation picked back up. A familiar peace of mind had returned to the group, until Nathan suddenly stopped and fell to his knees. Before he knew what was happening, vomit erupted from his mouth. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Tony yelled as he rushed to his brother’s side. “Are you okay, dude?!” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Nathan said, pushing his brother away. “It’s just... I felt a little nauseous, is all.” Nathan dusted himself off, shook his head, and took a couple deep breaths to ensure that he was indeed okay. “Probably just some bad theater hot dogs or something. I feel better.”  
 
    Tye looked at the vomit on the ground and raised an eyebrow. “Just a little nauseous, huh?” 
 
    Exchanging concerned looks, the boys decided to stay on course and continue towards the hills. Barely a few minutes later, Brodie began to complain about a splitting headache and sudden fatigue. They stopped once again to check on their friend and make sure the adventure could go on without a rushed visit to the emergency room. But much like Nathan, Brodie was able to shake it off after about five minutes and agreed to keep walking.  
 
    Nonetheless, Tye was worried about his friends. He felt it would be best to also check on Tony and Jax. To his surprise, both admitted to feeling lightheaded and nauseous too. Trying to determine why his friends all suddenly felt this way, he attempted to probe into the matter. “So, were you guys sick beforehand? Or did this just kinda… pop up...? It’s not a particularly hard hike, so I’m just wondering what’s up.”  
 
    Nathan admitted that he’d only begun to feel sick around the time the group had noticed the absence of animals. Jax, Tony, and Brodie nodded in agreement.  
 
    “What about you, bro?” Brodie asked. 
 
    “What about me?” Tye asked. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Oh!” Tye paused. “Hm... Fine... Uh... Great, actually. I’m pretty pumped and energized.” 
 
    “You always were a weird one, Tye,” said Tony with a chuckle. 
 
    Tye shrugged and asked if they should continue walking or if it’d be best to turn around. The boys agreed that since they had made the effort to be there they might as well tough it out and continue. They started walking again at a slower pace. However, Tye couldn’t help but wonder why he seemed to be unaffected by the strange sense of fatigue and sickness that had overcome his friends. He also began to think about why he felt so energized and ready to take on the world when just a few hours ago, he could barely stay awake in the movie theater. His mind raced, trying to find a connection between his friends’ sudden bouts of sickness and the supposed horrors of the hills. 
 
    As they continued to trudge along the dark path, they came upon a fork in the road with no discernible sign around.  
 
    Tye rubbed his chin and a strange sense of familiarity hit him. Despite the missing sign, he knew he had recognized the area they were in.  “I swear, I’ve been here before. I just... don’t remember there being two trails.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Brodie pulled out a lighter and a pre-rolled joint from his pocket. “These trails could go down for miles. I’m up for going to the Hills but not if it means walking around for hours just to see the damn place.” 
 
    “Hmm. You guys chill here for a minute. I’ll scout down both paths and see what’s up,” Tye told his friends before quickly jogging a few hundred feet down the path on his left to see if he could find anything familiar. After seeing nothing interesting, he started back to report his findings. 
 
    As he began to jog back, he tripped in an attempt to clear a dip in the trail and took a nasty tumble on the hard gravel, dropping his phone. Collecting himself off the ground and shining the phone’s light in front of him, he noticed an active fire ant hill inches from his face. “Ah! God damn it!” he yelled, as he jumped back. “Fuck! That!” He scooted back in the dirt, scuffing his jeans in the process, until he felt he was a sufficient distance from the raging ants. As he stood up and patted off the dirt, he had an epiphany. “Wait... Ants?” He quickly turned his light to the ground and noticed a litany of insects crawling at his feet. Excitement building inside him, he did a quick fist pump and ran back to the fork in the trail.  
 
    From the fork, he could see his friends talking and smoking joints. He had a large smile on his face and was eager to share his findings, but he did not want to give them false hope until he was sure. So he replayed what he had seen and jogged down the trail on the right, making sure to go more slowly and thoroughly search the trail with his flaslight.  
 
    His suspicions were now confirmed. As far as he could tell, there were no insects, birds, rodents, or big predators hiding anywhere. He stopped to contemplate this and its ramifications, theorizing what the explanation could be. It was then that he realized that if they had continued left, they would’ve likely hit the Red Mountain trail and gone off into a completely different part of the woods.  
 
    Excitedly, he yelled with pure joy as he dashed back to his friends, confident in his newfound knowledge about the location of the hills. Sweaty and out of breath, Tye attempted to convey his findings despite the constant swirling thoughts in his mind, only to be met with confused and slightly concerned looks from his friends. 
 
    “Bro,” Brodie began. “What on earth are you saying?” 
 
    Tye took a moment to compose himself, wipe the dirt from his sweater, and yelled, “I freakin’ found it!”  
 
    Shocked at the sudden outburst, his friends became even more confused and concerned. Nathan offered Tye a hit of the fresh joint he had rolled to calm his nerves.  
 
    “No, man! Listen. There’s wildlife on the left but nothing on the right! Absolutely, freakin’ nothing! I think... I think it means we’re getting close.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” Nathan asked.  
 
    “Because I’ve hiked this before! To the left is Red Mountain, and as far as I know, there’s nothing interesting about Red Mountain besides an incredibly difficult trail known more for people puking their brains out than people having a good time. And to the right—” 
 
    “The unknown,” Jax said, cutting off Tye. 
 
    “Exactly!” Tye responded, pointing. “See, I knew this place was familiar! That trail wasn’t there before! They must hide it or block it off during the day so people don’t try and walk down it. The question being... Why?”  
 
    The boys turned towards the pitch-black trail on the right and took a second to process the fact that they were potentially heading towards something much more terrifying than the legends claimed. 
 
    As Tye strode forward, he turned to look at his friends, who continued standing there for an uncomfortably long time, paralyzed and staring into the void. He couldn’t quite place the feeling, but he knew that much like the sudden disappearance of the animals and the sickness that had washed over his friends, something was off. 
 
    “Guys! Wake up!” Tye yelled. “We gotta keep moving if we plan to see this thing.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Brodie responded, shaking his head. “Where the hell were we? I feel like I blacked out.” 
 
    “You kinda did,” Tye said, concerned and fearful of what exactly was happening. 
 
    “How long, exactly?” Jax asked, confused.  
 
    “Just a few... er… More than a few seconds. It was... Weird.”  
 
    “Is this place starting to freak anyone else out?” Nathan asked shrilly as he jumped back slightly from the wind blowing through the leaves of the surrounding trees. “Is it too late to turn around and smoke somewhere? That sounds way more kosher than this.” 
 
    Tye shook his head and said sarcastically, “Yeah, man. Five high teens operating an automobile at night, when four of them can’t even stand up straight, is a great idea.” 
 
    “Just a thought man,” Nathan said under his breath. 
 
    Tye could sense the fear that had come over all the guys. While everyone had been on edge before, this moment seemed to take it up to another level. “Look, guys. I don’t know what’s happening here. But is it possible that there’s a logical explanation for all of this? Maybe our fears over the stupid legends about this place has our minds playing tricks on us? I get it if you want to turn back, I really do. But what if we miss out on something great because we decided to run from our own shadows? Are we gonna turn back because of a little nausea and not seeing boring animals that we would’ve ignored anyway? Can we just all take a deep breath, clear our minds, and choose? I’m with you guys either way. But I have a special kind of feeling about this place that I’ve never had before and I want to see it through.”  
 
    Everyone took a moment to process Tye’s words, debating silently whether the whole ordeal was worth it. Jax stepped forward towards Tye and yelled “Fuck it!” at the sky. “I’m with you on this, bro.”  
 
    Brodie smiled and nearly skipped over to Tye and Jax. “If the white boy is in, I’m fosho in. Can’t be out here getting outdone by someone that looks like they should be bucking hay for a living.” 
 
    The twins, still not convinced, conferred with each other and ultimately offered to wait by the car until the other three got back. 
 
    Tye groaned. “Look, if one of you wants to go back and wait by the car then that’s fine, but it’d be cool to have at least one of you with us.” 
 
    The two reluctantly agreed to the compromise and seeing as he had experienced the brunt of the mysterious effects of the hill, Nathan volunteered to walk back to the car and wait for the others. 
 
    Jax tossed him the keys and as he turned around, he told the group that he’d be on the lookout in case he saw anyone or anything from his side of the trail. 
 
    As Nathan walked back up the trail, the four remaining boys descended further into the darkness, only able to see what their phones could illuminate before them.  
 
    As they walked, Tye noticed a noise after roughly five minutes after separating from Nathan, “Either I’m going insane or there’s an annoying buzzing I hear. I doubt anyone is doing any work out here at this hour and we’re pretty far away from any residential areas, so what’s up? Brodie, you’re a mechanical engineering guy. What is it?” 
 
    Brodie shrugged. “Can’t say, man. I build shit but I don’t know every machine sound on the planet.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Tye conceded. 
 
    “I think it may be coming from the hills,” Tony suggested.  
 
    “Like, something we’re walking past?” Jax asked. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t think so. It seems to be increasing as we walk towards it. If it was in one place we were walking past, we’d hear it slowly increase and decrease.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the Doppler effect. Like... Trains or police cars,” Tye commented. 
 
    “Exactly!” Tony said. “The fact that we’ve been walking for a bit now and the sound has only increased makes me think it’s up ahead. And as far as we know, there’s only one place to go. Meaning it’s either in or on the hills. Either that or someone up ahead is doing some weird trail work at 11 PM.”  
 
    “Damn, is it really 11?” Tye asked. 
 
    “It is, according to my phone,” Brodie responded. “We’ve got a clear sky in a place that’s relatively away from all the light pollution we normally see. Take it in, boys.” 
 
    The four of them stopped to admire the night sky, gazing at the bright stars glistening back at them. 
 
    “You know?” Jax began. “We see stuff like this all the time at my cabin up in Northern California. We should all make a trip up there sometime. Just us guys for a week.” 
 
    As Tye was about to respond, he noticed a faint blue streak across the sky. As far as he could see, the strange light had no source. He was entranced by the light despite it being miles away. As he stared at it, he could almost see it become increasingly brighter in sync with the buzzing in the background. His mind and body seemed totally attracted to the beam in a way he didn’t know was possible. He stood there, frozen, seemingly isolated from the world. The only thing he could perceive was himself and the light, as if they were the only two things there and were somehow connected. He felt a deep power rise from inside him. An inexplicable energy incomprehensible to his mind. He felt that if he raised his hand and jumped, he would cover the impossible distance between him and the source of the light. But his trance was broken when he felt Brodie push him and heard Tony yell his name into his ear.  
 
    “What...? What happened,” Tye asked, shaking his head and rubbing his temples as he struggled to stay upright, still reeling from that strange experience and trying to understand what had just occurred. 
 
    “Dude, you stood there not saying a word for like five minutes. Are you okay? How do you feel?” Jax asked with concern. 
 
    “I feel... great,” Tye said softly. “I just. I dunno. I just felt like I was somewhere that wasn’t here? If that makes any sense. My whole body felt weird, man. I... Do you guys notice that light across the sky? Like, really notice it?” 
 
    The other three boys stared up at the sky, trying to locate the light for a solid thirty seconds as Tye attempted to guide them to no avail. Finally, Brodie located the beam—an extremely faint yet noticeable line across the sky. “That thing?” he asked, pointing to it. “Uh, dude. That’s what you were freaking out about? That thing looks weaker than a spotlight to be honest. That’s what has you all riled up?” 
 
    “Nathan said this place freaked him out and I kinda agree with him,” Tony admitted softly, fidgeting with his hands. Tye nodded in agreement, but still unshaken by his strange ordeal, he urged the guys to continue. 
 
    A little later, Jax noted that they had been walking at an ever-increasing incline for the past half hour. They could now see some patrol cars casing the area a few miles away.  
 
    “The hills should be right up ahead, I think,” Tye said. “Weird that they’d shut off the entire surrounding area. Maybe there’s other trails they don’t want people finding?” 
 
    “But why not shut down this one as well?” Jax asked. “If they go through the trouble to hide this thing in the morning, why not patrol it at night if they know about it and what it leads to?” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Brodie said. 
 
    Tye logically considered the matter. He guessed that maybe patrols didn’t actively patrol the area because the trail was too narrow for cars and that there were only so many men available, so they possibly took turns walking between trails. However, no one found this answer satisfactory.  
 
    Suddenly, all the boys’ phones turned off, leaving them in the darkness as their makeshift flashlights went out. They unsuccessfully struggled to revive their devices, furiously pressing the power buttons and shaking their phones to no effect.  
 
    “Dude! My shit had like 70% left!” Brodie shouted in frustration.  
 
    As he put his phone back in his pocket, Tye calmly said to the group, “Something tells me it’s not about the battery. What are the odds that all our phones would bug out like this at the same time?” 
 
    “Not very likely. Not very likely at all,” Brodie stated flatly.  
 
    Knowing they’d need light to carry on with this adventure, Tye reached for his bag. 
 
    “What’re you doing, Tye?” Tony asked.  
 
    “Getting my chargers. They also double as flashlights. They’re not strong but it’s all we have.” Tye handed the two extra chargers to Jax and Brodie and instructed Tony to stand between them while he took point. 
 
    After another mile of walking and stumbling in silence with the weak beams struggling to penetrate the all-encompassing darkness, the boys found themselves at a steep incline. They stopped and pointed their lights up at final stretch of the trail before they officially entered the hills. There were still no insects or any trace of animal life, and they still hadn’t spotted a single patrolling officer in the area despite the fact that they could see the cars just a few miles below. 
 
    “Seems like we’re in the home stretch, fellas,” Tye said with a smile. “Just gotta climb this last part and we’re good.” 
 
    As the boys began their ascent, the buzzing seemed to increase significantly faster than before. They now had to yell to be understood. This seemed to impact Tye the least—the more the buzzing intensified, the more determined he seemed to follow the sound to the top of the hill. Eventually, he went completely silent as the boys walked upwards. Their conversations were drowned out by the buzz that seemed all too familiar, urging him to continue forward until he found its source. He couldn’t tell why or how it was pushing him, but he felt a sense of peace as he walked forward. He knew what he had to do. His friends assumed that he was eager to reach the top of the hill and wasn’t in a particularly talkative mood.  
 
    Tye’s pace increased; he went from a slow methodical walk to nearly running as he could feel the top approaching. His feet were taking off from the ground, almost of their own accord. He flew up the trail faster than he had ever run in his life, zipping up with more speed than his friends thought possible. Tye sprinted up the winding trail, rounding corners with ease and skipping over every obstacle almost as if he knew every foot, every inch, every atom of the trail. Despite the steepness and his speed, he didn’t feel exhausted for a single second: There was no need to stop and rest, as his heart wasn’t pumping any faster than normal and his lungs seemed to be working better than ever. It was almost as if, in spite of the great apparent physical exertion, Tye wasn’t doing anything at all. He felt as if he was exerting only as much energy as it would take for his body to be at rest. 
 
    Noticing something was off, Tye could hear Brodie call out to him. “Yo! Tye! What the hell are you doing, bro? You’re acting hella weird again!” 
 
    “Uh, maybe we should go catch him?” Jax asked. 
 
    “Did you see how fast he took off? I don’t think we’re gonna catch him. How he has the energy to do that up here is beyond me,” Tony commented.  
 
    “Are you serious?! Our friend is running around acting insane in an area where kids went missing in the dark with no flashlight! We gotta go!” Brodie said urgently before taking off after his childhood friend. 
 
    “Damn it!” Tony and Jax said simultaneously before running after Brodie. 
 
    Struggling to catch up but quickly running out of breath, Brodie came to a complete halt panting, hearing Tye’s footsteps get swallowed by the darkness. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jax suggested that the three of them walk up the rest up the trail and meet Tye at the top, rationalizing that that’s when he would probably stop.  
 
    Brodie and Tony agreed with Jax’s logic and proceeded to walk the rest of the trail uphill. Struggling against the growing buzz and all but covering their ears with their hands, they fought every urge to turn around, until Brodie shouted that he could see the top. They looked up to see a figure that they reasoned had to be Tye.  
 
    As they climbed the final few yards to the clearing, the buzzing instantly ceased. They all stood alone with their friend in a clearing. The hills loomed around them, and Tye stood staring fixedly on a bright blue light emanating from a crater just a couple hundred yards away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: The Hills 
 
    There was a stillness in the air. A canopy of stellar majesty hung overhead and the bright stars of the night sky shone down on the young boys. Yet Tye noticed none of this, for him the world was the buzzing, and he was transfixed by it’s source, mesmerised, but not knowing or caring why. His friends screamed his name to absolutely no response. They began to shake him violently until he turned to them, his eyes glazed over. He looked back at the light and then shook his head in an attempt to clear his mind of the buzzing still echoing inside. 
 
    “Damn! My head,” Tye said through gritted teeth, rubbing his temples. “Where are we? I think I kinda blacked out.” 
 
    Brodie furrowed his brow and scratched his head, confused at Tye’s lack of any sort of recollection. “Huh? Dude, you don’t remember taking off at the speed of sound? Running all the way up this hill?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? Not at all! Honestly! Like I said, I just blacked out. It was almost like I was sleepwalking up the trail, you know?” 
 
    “Sleepwalking while running like Usain Bolt on steroids?” Jax asked.  
 
    Tye shrugged and sat down on the grass, looking out over the field. “I guess so, man,” he said with a laugh. “Yo. If I told you guys something... weird, you wouldn’t think I’m crazy, right?” 
 
    Jax sat down next to him, followed by Brodie and Tony. “After what’s happened so far tonight? I think we’re way past weird, bro. Shoot.”  
 
    Tye stared up at the night sky then turned his gaze to the bright blue light. “I feel like that light has been... communicating with me. Ever since I saw it... I almost feel like... it’s been calling to me. Telling me to come closer and... I don’t know. But that buzzing we heard? I almost felt like it was a voice telling me where to go and telling everyone else to stay out. Am I insane or what?” 
 
    Brodie and Tony looked at each other with concern before Tony spoke, “It just sounded like buzzing to us, man. And the light was just a light. You sure you didn’t hit your head or something when you ran up those trails?” 
 
     “Yeah man, you might be a little crazy. But you’re okay, and we made it so... I guess everything is alright,” Brodie followed up. 
 
    Tye chuckled to himself. “Nah, man. I fell into some dirt but luckily I avoided hitting my head.” He took another look at the hills and the beautiful blue light that shone from below, “You’re right though. We made it, so fuck it.” 
 
    Brodie shot up as fast as a bullet, fumbling with the phone in his pocket. “Yo! Amongst all this weird shit, we totally forgot why we even came here in the first place! Tye! You gotta send a pic to your girl!” 
 
    Tye got up slowly. “Hey, hey! She’s not my girl. She’s just a really attractive girl that I know I wouldn’t mind taking out to pizza someday.” 
 
    “That’s what I said, bro! Your girl,” Brodie shot back with a smile. As he attempted to turn on his phone, he realized no amount of button smashing or phone shaking would work. He groaned in frustration as his attempts were unsuccessful. Tye, Jax, and Tony silently pulled out their phones and were met with the same result. Their phones simply refused to turn on. 
 
    “So the plan is out?” Jax asked.  
 
    “Kinda sucks knowing we came up for nothing,” Tony groaned, his arms falling loosely to his side as he stared morosely at the ground.  
 
    “What do you mean, for nothing?” Tye asked. “We made it to the fuckin’ Forgotten Hills! And yes, I know we don’t technically have anything to show for it, but who cares? Guys! We have experienced some shit that’s... strange, to say the least. There’s five of us as witnesses to what happened and that’s pretty damn valuable, right? Look, I know I came here to impress a girl but... look at this view. Look at how much we hiked. And most importantly? Look at how we’ve bonded. This is a story we can tell everyone!”  
 
    Excitedly, he jumped onto a nearby tree stump and pointed down to the crater and said, “And the best part? We still have a big-ass glowing crater to investigate!”  
 
    Jax shrugged. “Fuck it, man. I’m down. We made it all the way up here so we might as well see what’s going on down there, right?” 
 
    Brodie nodded in agreement, but Tony seemed reluctant to leave the safety of the field to investigate further. “Are you guys sure about this?” he asked apprehensively. “I mean... Considering everything we’ve seen today, are you guys sure this is the best idea? Tye acting weird, our phones not working, us getting randomly sick, animals not being willing to touch this place, the missing kids, and park rangers not even patrolling this area... And now you want to investigate the giant crater with a light emanating from its gut?” 
 
    “Well... Yeah,” Tye replied nonchalantly. 
 
    Tony huffed in frustration and said, “Okay. Cool. Just um... Just making sure. Let’s walk to our deaths or whatever other monstrosity that’ll scar us for life.” 
 
    “Naaaaah. It won’t be that bad, man,” Tye reassured him. “What’s the worst that could happen down there? There’s no one around for miles and it’s literally right there. How many opportunities are we gonna get to see a big glowing thingy in a crater? Could be something pretty dope.” 
 
    Tony shook his head in disagreement. “Tye, aren’t you the one always complaining about how white people do dumb shit in every horror movie that gets them killed? And how ‘if they had just done the logical thing and walked away,’ they wouldn’t have their heads mounted on some serial killer’s wall?” 
 
    Tye paused for a moment, rubbing his chin. He then pointed at Tony and said, “Okay. True. But we’re not dealing with some psychopath in a town with six people where the police are totally incompetent or some creepy cabin in the woods.” He then pointed towards the crater and continued with a mischievous smile, “We’re dealing with a mysterious glowing crater in the middle of the woods where there’s no one around for miles. This is more sci-fi than horror, to be honest.”  
 
    Dejected, Tony replied with a nervous smile, “Oh yeah! No cabin in the middle of the woods. Just a glowing crater! Makes a world of difference!”  
 
    Tye winked and walk towards the crater. “Now you’re getting it!” 
 
    Tony groaned in frustration as Jax and Brodie laughed and followed Tye down. Tony took a deep breath before slowly exhaling and then sprinting to catch up with his friends, screaming out, “I have a bad feeling about this!” 
 
    Tye quickly skidded down the side of the hill and took slow methodical steps towards the glowing hole. The crater looked over 100 feet in diameter. As he approached it, he noticed a small metallic object in the middle emitting the bright blue light that had entranced him not too long ago. He stood at the edge of the crater, looking down at the object. His friends quickly came up behind and gaped down at it as well. It seemed to be an egg-shaped segmented metallic capsule. The segments looked to be six identical blue pods coiled around a centerpiece from which the light shone. A mysterious liquid substance stood stagnant with bubbles forming in the center of each of the pods, encapsulated in what seemed to be a clear glass casing. 
 
    “What is that?” Jax asked.  
 
    Terrified, Tony exclaimed, “Guys, I really don’t think we should be here. We should probably get out while we still can.”  
 
    But Tye was fixated on the object, once again drowning out the voices as his friends argued about what do. His body was frozen, and this time the urge to race towards the light was more intense than it had been till now. The buzzing came in waves once more, forming words in his mind that almost sounded like they were telling him to go forward. He couldn’t fight the desire; he backed up several feet with determination in his eyes and a sense of finality in his heart. He stopped just a few meters away and then without warning took a running start towards the commanding light.  
 
    With a sudden realization of what madness was about to unfold, Brodie screamed as Tye raced into the abyss. Jax and Tony spun around just in time to witness their friend take a powerful leap, taking off from at least 10 feet before them, clearing the three boys completely, and landing at the base of the crater completely unharmed. They looked on in shock and disbelief as they struggled to comprehend what exactly had taken place. Jax pulled on his hair with his mouth hanging open. Brodie mirrored Jax’s expression, and Tony refused to believe anything he was witnessing in that moment. “WHAT THE FUCK!” they simultaneously screamed at the top of their lungs, watching Tye walk methodically towards the mechanical object.  
 
    Tye was still staring at the blue light radiating beautifully from each segment. The light pierced the sky and seemed to call out to him to come closer. With every step he took, he could feel the buzzing intensify in his mind and the energy deep inside him grow more and more powerful. When he was right before the object, the buzzing in his mind cleared. The voices in his head became clear. His mind was no longer foggy and cluttered with the incessant buzzing. The only thing he could hear was a voice pushing him forward towards an enigmatic goal. One phrase rang clearly in his mind: Make contact. 
 
    He reached out to touch the object, it was smooth but felt warm to the touch almost as if it was alive. Running his fingers down it for a brief few seconds, he could feel an exchange of energy between his hand and the egg. The object made a booming noise as it lit up, five of the six segments quickly separating from the center. Tye’s trance broke as he was thrown back by the force of the sound. Not fully understanding the events taking place, he got up slowly and tried to focus his vision on the machine whirring to life.  
 
    He looked around in a desperate attempt to make sense of his surroundings. Why the hell am I in the crater? And what the hell is that thing in front of me? Looking up, he saw his friends screaming and waving at him to run back to safety. Realizing the danger, his instincts took over and he made a scramble for the top. The boys frantically called to him to hurry as five of the pods accelerated into the sky vanishing in streaks of blue light. 
 
    As Tye reached the top of the crater, his friends pulled him out of the hole. The boys made a mad dash for the trail, hoping that pure adrenaline would enable them to make it back to the car in record time. However, as they ran, they heard a thunderous roar wash over them as one of the pods appeared in front of them, blocking their path. A bright blue light shone from the bottom of the device, aimed squarely on Tye. He stood there once again, transfixed by the light. His friends attempted to drag him away, screaming at him to keep moving. As the object drew closer, they were forced to jump out of the objects path, leaving Tye as a tendril extended from its base. A small hole opened at the tip and a large hypodermic needle emerged and extended towards Tye.  
 
    Brodie watched as the tendril slowly moved towards his childhood friend. Fueled by adrenaline and instinct, he rushed to push his friend out of harm’s way, only to instantly be met by a second tendril cracking against his ribs that sent him flying into a nearby tree and knocked him unconscious. The first tendril seemed to inspect Tye as it neared him. It moved around him, examining every muscle and every bone in his body before rearing and striking suddenly. The needle jabbed directly into his left pectoral while making a rhythmic noise.  
 
    As Jax and Tony rushed to pull the tendril out of Tye’s chest, they were blown back by what seemed to be a wave of energy that sent them sprawling. The object continued to prod Tye, all the while making its strange noises. The second tendril then reached around to Tye’s back and stabbed him in his spine. Tye was still in a trance. He barely flinched at the invasion of his body. Suddenly, as quickly as it had begun, the object retracted its tendrils, made one final buzzing sound, and then in a brilliant flash accompanied by a thunderous boom, it disappeared in a cloud of electric smoke. Jax and Tony watched on in shock as Brodie slowly came to. 
 
    They gingerly walked over to their friend, who stared up at the night sky before falling to his knees and spitting out the contents of his dinner. Wiping the bile from his mouth, he asked Jax to grab the bottle of water from his backpack. They watched as Tye gulped down the entire bottle in one go. He took deep breaths and wiped the sweat from his brow as Jax and Brodie held him from either side so he could regain his balance. Tye looked around before frantically rubbing his chest and back, searching for the entry points of the needles that had pierced his skin.  
 
    “What the hell just happened to me?!” he screamed in confusion.  
 
    “We... have no idea. That thing attacked you and... You know what? Forget it,” Jax responded before regaining his calm and collected manner. “All I know is that we have to get you to an emergency room as soon as possible.”  
 
    Brodie scoffed at the idea. “And tell them what? That we trespassed on private property and an alien tentacle pod attacked us? They’re not gonna believe that shit. They’re gonna think we’re some idiots who got high in some place we shouldn’t have been. They might even arrest us for trespassing!” 
 
    Tony intervened nervously, “Then what do we do? That thing didn’t stab Tye for no reason! What if it injected something that’ll kill him or spawn little aliens?” 
 
    “I agree!” Brodie retorted. “All I’m saying is that no one is gonna believe us, and I doubt emergency rooms are equipped to find alien... you know… whatever is in Tye. All that’s gonna happen is we’ll get into trouble.” 
 
    “We have to try though.” Jax said calmly but firmly. “We have to at least see if something can be found. If there’s even a 0.0001% chance of there being something that they can find, we have to take that chance.” 
 
    As Jax, Tony, and Brodie argued, Tye pulled off his hoodie and shirt and ran his fingers over his left pectoral. He discovered a small sealant over what he suspected was the injection site. He then examined his back and found the same thing.  
 
    He turned to his friends and said softly, “Brodie is right. No hospital. It’d be a waste of time. The only thing they’d take seriously is us trespassing. And honestly? I don’t think I need it. Something tells me that... that thing, it wasn’t trying to hurt me.”  
 
    Jax stared at Tye, bewildered. “It wasn’t trying to hurt you? Dude, it stabbed you twice and you’re telling me it wasn’t trying to hurt you? You’ve been acting weird all night, Tye. I’m legit worried about you at this point, man.” 
 
    Tye looked at Jax and said reassuringly, “I’m fine. Outside of the holes in my hoodie.” He shrugged and proceeded to walk back to where they had come from as he put his clothes back on.  
 
    Tony called out after him, “Are you freaking kidding me? You take off like a speed demon, jump over the three of us, land in a crater that’s like 50 feet deep without a scratch, and get prodded by God knows what for God knows why, and you’re fine? Dude. This. Is. Not. Normal. We have to figure this out!” 
 
    Tye shrugged once more and repeated dryly, “Yeah. I’m fine.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan then?” Brodie asked. 
 
    “You’re asking me?” Tye countered. 
 
    “Yeah. You’re the man of the hour. That thing wanted you for whatever reason, so I think it’s fair to let you pick.” 
 
    Tye looked at the ground and thought for a moment before gazing up at the sky. “I don’t know. I think for now, we just go back to the car, drive home, take some long showers, and try to move on with our lives. We’re okay.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, I guess,” Jax commented.  
 
    Forgetting his past failures in turning on his phone, Brodie tried to activate his device again to tell Nathan that they were on their way back and to warm up the car for them in about 45 minutes.  
 
    Just as the familiar blue light on Brodie’s phone came back on, Tye looked back and noticed Brodie texting. “Wait. Your phone’s working?” Tye said with surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, dude. It’s a new phone. It better work,” Brodie replied apathetically.  
 
    “Dude! Remember how none of our phones were working? I wonder if that thing in the crater prevented electronics from working for a specific radius or something? Kinda like an EMP?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Brodie replied. “I kinda forgot about all that when you got Super Mario hops and got stabbed by an alien egg. But. Yeah. Cool?” 
 
    “Nah man. You don’t get it!” Tye exclaimed as he rushed to position himself in the clearing so he could have the hills as a backdrop while frantically turning on his phone. “Yo! Jax, Brodie, Tony! Get your asses over here and help me take this picture!” The other three boys were still shaken by the ordeal but agreed, walking over to Tye to help decide on a pose and a position so he could take a few pictures and send them back to Gemma as proof that he had indeed conquered the hills of legend.  
 
    Satisfied with how they looked and that they gotten enough of the hills in frame to prove they weren’t trying to pass off some random place as the Forgotten Hills, the boys began to walk back, laughing and making light of their harrowing experience in order to better cope. As they descended the steep incline back, they looked down to find multiple patrol cars lined up and driving out of the lower trail, headed by city police vehicles. 
 
    “Why are they all leaving?” Jax asked in a hushed voice.  
 
    Tye noticed they were turning onto a pathway that would connect them to the Buck Hallows Farm trail a couple miles down. “I don’t think they’re leaving. They’re coming up!” 
 
    “Is that bad?” Brodie asked. “We tell them we got lost and get a free ride down.”  
 
    Tye began shaking his head and backing up as his eyes widened. “No. A strange device gets activated and we’re the only people in the general vicinity. They had to know that thing was there. If I had to guess, I’d say that’s why the patrols exist. They were monitoring it,” he said in a whisper. “If they catch us, something tells me we become just like those missing kids. No way some teens see something like that and they just let them go tell the world. I don’t think we should even let these guys see our faces.” He began to walk backwards, “Yo Jax. You still got the gun?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, man. Why?” Jax responded suspiciously, apprehensive about what Tye’s request might be.  
 
    “Let me see it,” Tye said, extending his hand. Jax looked at Brodie and Tony, who shrugged. He reluctantly reached down into his pants to grab the weapon and held it out.  
 
    As Tye grabbed the handle and attempted to take it, Jax held onto the barrel, looked Tye dead in the eye and said, “This is absolutely for self-defense only.”  
 
    Tye nodded. “I know. No reckless behavior.” 
 
    Jax relaxed his grip and Tye took the gun.  
 
    He zipped open his bag and dropped it inside. “Alright, we gotta move. Now!” He took off down the trail, telling his friends to follow close behind. Jax cursed and ran after Tye, with Brodie and Tony following. They zoomed downhill, using their phones in an awkward attempt to illuminate their way. They jumped over debris and dips in the road as they followed the trail all the way back to the fork in the road. 
 
    As they approached the fork, they saw flashlights and a car coming towards them. The boys stopped on a dime, their shoes scraping the gravel and kicking up dirt as they spotted five men walking in their direction. The turned off their flashlights and Tye motioned for them to hide amongst some bushes slightly off the trail. The boys laid in silence, not daring to let the passing men even hear them breathe. 
 
    They silently watched the men argue over which trail to go down as they marched. Tye studied them closely, noticing that they weren’t dressed like typical park rangers. They wore camo with thick vests, and a couple were carrying firearms. One of them had a badge that seemed to indicate some type of authority, though he couldn’t quite make out what it said in the dark.  
 
    After a few minutes of deliberation, the man with the badge walked up to the truck and told the driver to take it down the left path while he led the four other men with him down the right. Tye whispered to the rest of the boys that it would be best if they waited a few minutes for the men to move further up on the path so they could make their escape without being spotted. After another few minutes of lying in silence, the boys slowly got up and ran back down the path, only to see yet another troop of men walking down towards them. 
 
    “Shit!” Jax whispered urgently. “The hell do we do?” 
 
    Tye looked around for another hiding spot but all he could see was open space. The only thing concealing the boys was the total darkness of the trail. Impulsively, Tye grabbed the gun from his bag, put it on his belt, and told his friends to run on his mark and not look back. In a moment of blind faith and owing to a lack of real options, the boys quickly agreed.  
 
    “Guys. I’m gonna do something really stupid, but I need you to trust me.” Raising his hand, he counted down from three on his fingers. 
 
    On the mark, the boys dashed towards the figures in front of them. They could hear someone yell at them to stop and that they’d be arrested if they kept going. Once they could make out the figures in front of them in the dim light, they dropped their shoulders and barreled through them like a running back cutting through a crowd.  
 
    Breaking through to the other side, they heard two of the men begin to give chase. “We just gotta make it to the car!” Tony screamed. “Everybody good?” 
 
    Between rapid gasps for breath, Tye screamed back, “They’re gaining on us. You guys keep running towards the car and drive over to the second parking lot further down by the lake! Pull into the entrance as far as you can. I’m gonna cut through the woods! Wait for me with the door open! And make sure you take off the license plates before you come and get me.” 
 
    “The hell are you talking about?” Brodie shot back. Tye skidded to a halt, nearly twisting his ankle in the process. 
 
    “Just. Keep. Running!” he yelled. He pulled the gun from his waist, whipped around, and began randomly firing at the ground. “Back up!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. The men doubled back in fear. One of them upon hearing the gunshots, came rushing over. He fired warning shots back at Tye, yelling at him to drop his weapon and slowly come towards them. Instead, he took off running to the right of the path, going off trail into the woods and firing randomly in the direction of the men to put some distance between them. 
 
    Tye could hear the men blundering after him as he ran through the brush. One of them was barking out orders. Looking back, Tye could see flashlights spreading out, trying to find him. He stopped for a moment to determine the direction of the lights. One was going wide right, one wide left, and another was coming straight down the middle but slightly off his position to the left. He figured it’d be best to run right to create the most distance and prevent the three rangers from converging on him.  
 
    He took off towards the right and kept running until he hit a steep dip in the ground, measuring at least 30 feet deep, with trees and jagged rocks lining its face. He turned to see a flashlight coming towards him. He looked back to the dip and then back to the flashlight. Knowing he didn’t have many options, he cursed, took a deep breath, and then backed up a couple of feet before taking a running start down the dip, making sure to maintain constant momentum so he wouldn’t trip and bash his head against a tree or a sharp rock. He jumped from stone to dry grass to branch, trying to maintain a near superhuman level of balance and precision.  
 
    Nearly at the bottom, his foot caught an upturned root. As he fell forward with his arms outstretched, he could feel his whole body levitate in the air for a few fractions of a second before descending onto a log under him. Instinctively, he placed one hand on a small, smooth portion of the log and placed his other on the ground right before him while thrusting his legs over his head and propelling his body forward. He landed on both feet near the end of dip. The gun slipped out of his pocket and skidded to the bottom of the dip. He picked it up and looked at it with contempt.  
 
    Tye looked back at the hill he had miraculously descended. He paused for a moment, amazed at this incredible feat of dexterity and timing. A feat that seemed reserved for world-class gymnasts. While a generally healthy and athletic kid, he had never before pulled off anything quite like that. He thought back to the metallic object from earlier for a fleeting moment, wondering if it was somehow responsible for his newfound skill but tabled those thoughts quickly upon remembering that he was on the run and needed to meet his friends before they got caught by the dozens of personnel patrolling the park. Seeing a light slowly come over the top of the hill, Tye ducked into the foliage and took off once again towards the lake. 
 
    He approached the clearing that led to the lake. He could see three men standing guard, blocking his path to the parking lots. Two of the men held large guns. Tye quickly crouched behind a nearby bush and pulled out the gun from his pocket, checking the bullets in the magazine once more, hoping he’d miscounted earlier in case he got into a shootout with the men. 
 
    Tye racked his brain for a plan of attack. He cursed, realizing that he would likely have to use the last of his ammunition and that if his plan didn’t work, he’d be left defenseless. He took a deep breath and gripped the gun tightly, shaking his leg nervously. He attempted to stand, but he felt his body tense up as anxiety kept him anchored to the ground. He bared his teeth and willed himself to move. Steeling his nerves, he slowly stood up and fired two shots just left of the three men.  
 
    As he had predicted, they began to retreat right and Tye took off to the left of the lake, hoping the men would remain under the impression that they were taking fire. He fired another shot in their direction and made a dash for the parking lot. 
 
    Realizing what was happening, the two men with guns began firing in Tye’s general direction but missed due to the lack of light and his erratic running. The third man began chasing after him, yelling for him to stop. As he ran, Tye turned his head to see that the man was quickly catching up. Letting out a yelp, he contemplated firing another round but feared he would kill the man. Catching a glimpse of the parking lot in the distance, Tye knew he had to clear some space before attempting to get into the car. Only, he didn’t have any real way of doing so.  
 
    As he drew closer the parking lot, he could see the car under a dim light with his friends yelling and motioning for him to jump in. Knowing that safety was but a few moments away, Tye accelerated forward with an extra boost of adrenaline, nearly doubling the space between himself and the man chasing him. 
 
    As he mentally screamed at himself to run, yet another wave of adrenaline hit him, and he shot forward even faster, this time tripling the distance. Mere feet away from the car, Tye dove directly into the open door, and Brodie slammed it shut as Jax peeled off into the night. Just as they made their exit, they saw no less than ten unmarked cars with tinted windows enter the parking lot along with five men dressed in outfits similar to those of the men in the forest.  
 
    “Holy shit!” Tye gasped after springing up in his seat. He looked around at his friends with a wide grin and let out a howl. “Did you guys see what we fucking did?!” Excitement taking over his body, he began to shake his fists in the air. “I’m hyped son!”  
 
    Completely baffled by everything, Nathan demanded an explanation—a request that Tye was all too happy to fulfill. He began to recount the fantastical tale of the buzzing, the crater, the floating metal object, and his epic shootout with supposed park rangers. 
 
    As Tye continued to embellish an already extraordinary story, Jax mentioned that they were about to pass a 24-hour gas station convenience store and that it might be a good idea to put their license plates back on and take a breather.  
 
    “I agree, Jax. Pull over,” Brodie said softly.  
 
    “Oh damn. You excited to help me put on some license plates, Brodie? What a pal,” Jax said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, man. I just love putting on license plates,” Brodie replied sarcastically. “Just, uh. Pull over right here and I’ll help you out.” 
 
    Obliging, Jax pulled into the parking lot and let Brodie out of the car, who proceeded make a mad dash to a nearby trash can and threw up. 
 
    The boys got out to comfort their friend and take a moment to process the events that had taken place. “Okay. We have to talk about what we saw,” Jax said sternly and without the apparent amusement that Tye seemed to be finding in the situation. “What the hell did we see?” 
 
    “Fucking aliens!” Tony snapped back. He began to pace back and forth with his hands on his head, staring at the ground. “We just saw fucking aliens. Th-They... They’re real. They’re h-he-here. Holy shit. Holy shit! Holy! Shit!!”  
 
    “Yeah. I think I have to agree with Tony,” Jax said with a sigh. “I think uh... I think we just saw aliens.” He looked over to Tye who was leaning against the car, scrolling on his phone in an attempt to distract himself from the conversation. “Tye. You had what I think we can consider a close encounter of the freaky kind. What say you?”  
 
    Tye looked up from his phone and looked around at his friends standing around him. Then he shook his head and shrugged, softly saying, “I say... Aliens?” He gave out a shrill laugh and continued, “I honestly don’t know what to say. What is there to say?” 
 
    Wiping the spit from his mouth, Brodie walked over and leaned on the car next to Tye. “I never got the chance to ask but... You good, man? After... what happened?” 
 
    Tye gave out another nervous laugh and said, “I’m feeling as good as I can. I’m not the one throwing up in trash cans, so I’ll say I’m alright. Surprisingly, I feel pretty... normal. But I guess we’ll see if I grow any extra hands or feet in the morning.”  
 
    “So what do we do now?” Nathan asked. “We can never unsee what we just saw and we obviously stumbled on something freaking insane. Where do we all go from here?” 
 
    “I dunno,” Tye said. “I think we should keep this on the downlow for the most part. For now we should just try to keep everything moving like normal. Unless something that requires our attention comes up, let’s just the convo about this casual. We survived. No need to freak out. Sound good?” 
 
    Brodie gave Tye a light punch in the shoulder. “Look at you taking charge. Sounds good to me.” He then jumped forward and threw his hands in the air, yelling, “But what’s really good is how you got us the hell out of there man! Did you see yourself, bro?! You were all ‘stay the hell away.’ Holding your strap like that?! Then you dipped and got them all to chase you and with that one dude at the lake?! Bro! You was like a real-life superhero out there, boy!” Jax and Tony backed Brodie up with cheers and a round of applause.  
 
    Tye smiled. Slightly embarrassed, he said, “Chill, my dudes. Chill. I just wasn’t gonna let you guys get hurt because of something I got us into. If someone had to make a sacrifice, I felt it was gonna be me. You guys are my brothers and I’ll be damned before anything happens to you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t not make you a hero,” Tony said with a smile. 
 
    Tye shook his head. “Nah, man. I’m not a hero. I’m just a guy doing what I think is right. Protecting what’s valuable to me. I don’t think about what that makes me. I just think about the result.” 
 
    “Always humble,” Nathan said with a smirk. “By the way. While you guys were going on alien adventures. I saw something wild from the car!” 
 
    “What was it?” Brodie asked. 
 
    “Some crazy lights shot up into the sky and kinda... dispersed. It was almost like seeing reverse shooting stars.” The air suddenly became heavy as the gravity of Nathan’s words hit the boys.  
 
    “The pods?” Tye proposed. “If what you’re saying is true, then... You guys don’t think—” 
 
    “They’re going to find other people?” Jax said, cutting him off.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tye responded, bowing his head.  
 
    “But what would they want?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Hell if I know!” Tye responded. “I’m not gonna say ‘This is just the beginning,’ because honestly? That’s super cheesy and cliché but I do feel like there’s gonna be a lot more to this story.” Pausing, he looked up at the sky and saw a light streak across the darkness. “And I feel like whatever happens, it’s gonna be bigger than any of us could ever imagine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Changes 
 
    Tye was woken up by an obnoxious buzzing coming from under him. He rolled off his bed in surprise before realizing that it was just his phone ringing. He yawned and reached under his sheets to feel around, pulling out his phone which was nearly dead from being left unplugged for most of the night. His eyes burned from the bright blue light and saw that it was an out of state number, likely coming from a telemarketer. Contemplating switching off his device and going back to sleep, he figured he might as well check for important messages. There was a message from Brodie.  
 
    Brodie: SOS!!!! MEET ME AT THE COURTS AT 12!!!!  
 
    Shifting his eyes to the clock in the corner of his screen, he saw that it was 11 AM. He let out a loud groan, knowing that this SOS was likely some ridiculous ploy by Brodie to do something stupid. As his dad walked by his room, he stopped to ask him if everything was alright.  
 
    Tye assured him that the only problem he was facing was eventual death from sleep deprivation. His dad gave him a confused look and a quick speech about how 11 AM wasn’t actually an early time to wake up and how he should really get to bed earlier if he wanted to be a productive member of society. Slipping in and out of consciousness and barely listening, Tye hid his face in the bed. His dad shrugged and walked out the room, more perplexed than when he had walked in. 
 
    Tye rubbed his eyes and sighed while staring at the ceiling in a dreamlike daze. He took another deep breath and sat up. Plugging his phone into his charger and grabbing a towel from his dresser, he headed to the bathroom to shower and brush his teeth. He caught his reflection in the bathroom mirror and paused. Suddenly, he felt a deep pressure in his skull. Weakness overcame his lower body, and he had to use the bathroom counter to steady himself. He felt the pain intensify as more images from the night before played rapidly in his mind. The more he saw, the more he wanted to collapse to the floor until the flashes of his contact with the floating alien machine disappeared.  
 
    He could visualize the scene in his mind clear as any picture he had ever seen. And yet, following the recollection of this episode was a strange sense of peace. The pain faded. He stared at his reflection. He began to inspect everything, as if to give himself whatever little comfort he could by confirming that he was indeed himself. He felt his neck, around his shoulders, and his biceps to find that he was incredibly sore. His whole body felt as though it had just gone through the most intense workout he had ever experienced. He shifted his focus to his chest, feeling around for the intrusion point from the night. But he didn’t find any indication that he had been stabbed at all. He repeated the process with his back, first feeling around and then turning around to examine it in the mirror. Again, he found nothing. 
 
    Is it possible that I imagined that part? Maybe it was some super lucid dream and me being there is a false memory?  
 
    He thought for a moment but ultimately was unable to arrive upon a logical conclusion. He hopped into the shower, washed his hair, and brushed his teeth and then proceeded to grab a pair of jeans and a hoodie along with his backpack. 
 
    As he was about to walk out of the house, he noticed a message from Gemma. 
 
    Gemma: Hey, Tye! Glad to know you made it out the hills alive haha 
 
    Gemma: I saw the pics too! It’s actually a lot prettier than I thought it would be :) 
 
    Tye: Oh hey! Yeah it was pretty dope! Maybe next time I’ll take you there 
 
    Gemma: Ik you guys made it out ok but I don’t think I’ll be going anytime soon lol. Especially with what happened on the news 
 
    Tye: What happened on the news? 
 
    Gemma: You didn’t hear? There was like a million calls to the police by people that lived near the hills. Everyone claimed they saw some crazy stuff.  
 
    Gemma: You were there so I was worried something happened. What did you see?? 
 
    The message caught Tye off guard. Though he had fully expected people to ask him about the hills, he hadn’t quite decided what his response should be, given the nature of the events that had taken place. Should he be truthful? Would people believe the truth? If they did believe it, how far would word spread? If word spread, would that in turn put him, his friends, and his family in danger? 
 
    Tye: Nothing. We weren’t there all that late. What did you hear people saw? 
 
    Gemma: Well, apparently there were a lot of calls about a bright blue light and a crazy loud buzzing sound 
 
    Gemma: That and people claimed to see five lights shoot up into the sky. They said one of them was way bigger than the others. Idk. 
 
    Tye looked at his phone perplexed. Excluding the one that had attacked him, he was certain he had only seen four pods leave the crater as he scrambled to escape the hills. He did a quick search online and found that the local residents had indeed reported five bright lights in the sky. A cold sweat ran down his brow. He bit his lip in fear of what that fifth larger object could be. He hoped he had miscounted the smaller pods or that the last object was simply there to hold the pods together, but he feared that it somehow had a much more sinister purpose. 
 
    Tye thanked Gemma for the info and told her he’d call her soon. As he made his way downtown and towards the basketball courts, he received another frantic text from Brodie, urging him to hurry. Tye rolled his eyes, reasoning that whatever was making Brodie so desperate to play basketball could wait. He took a familiar shortcut through some neighboring houses and casually walked to the basketball courts listening to Phony Ppl and singing softly to himself. 
 
    On the courts, he noticed Brodie waving his arms and yelling at Jax, Nathan, and Tony. “I’m telling you, bro! I can dunk!” he shouted as Tye casually approached the group. Brodie turned to Tye and continued, “Tye! Tell these dudes wassup! I can dunk, right?!” 
 
    Tye raised an eyebrow and scoffed, “You can dunk? Since when? I didn’t even know you could grab the rim with your baby hands.” 
 
    “Bro!” Brodie shot back. “See! Y’all playin’ wit me too much!”  
 
    Brodie turned around to grab the basketball lying idly beside him and proposed that they play a game so he could show off his athletic “talents.”  
 
    “Was this your emergency, Brodie? Whether or not you could dunk?” Tye asked, unamused. 
 
    “Nah, man. I said ‘SOS’ because I didn’t want to wait for you to show up at half past 5. We all know you prolly woulda slept till then if it were up to you.” 
 
    “I think he was also worried about you waking up at all.” Tony commented. “For all we knew, you could’ve turned into a pile of goop from that thing yesterday. You feeling alright man? Grow any extra limbs?” 
 
    Tye chuckled. “Like I said yesterday, I’m fine. I don’t really wanna talk about it. Since I’m here though, if you’re tryna play some ball then let’s get it. What are we playing to?” 
 
    “First to 7?” Brodie suggested. 
 
    “Sounds good. But when you lose, no bitching for the rest of the week,” Tye replied with a smile. 
 
    Due to the fact that he had always declined the invitation to play, Brodie turned towards Tony and gestured for him to get off the court so that they could have an even two-on-two game with Jax and him on one team against Tye and Nathan. He set up himself at the top of the key and checked up the ball with Tye. The game officially began and Brodie spotted Jax posting up the smaller Nathan. He threw a crisp bounce pass from between Tye’s legs to Jax in the key, where he threw an awkward layup that bounced around a few times in the hoop before going in.  
 
    “That’s wassup boy!” Brodie shouted, throwing his hands up before walking over to Jax and giving him a high five. “Aye! Winners! We take the ball back up the top!”  
 
    Tye looked at Nathan who, not the athletic type to begin with, shrugged. Tye groaned and shifted his attention to Brodie once again. He checked up the ball again and Brodie threw another clean pass to Jax and took off towards the corner, where he received a pass back and shot a three over the recovering Tye with conviction, swishing the ball and holding a pose afterwards. 
 
    “WOOOOO DON’T TOUCH ME, I’M HOT. CALL ME STEPH. CALL ME KLAY. CALL ME RAY. JUST WHATEVER YOU SAY?! KNOW THAT YOU NOT GETTIN’ IN MY WAY.” Brodie laughed and strutted back to the top of the three-point arch. Annoyed with his friend’s gloating, Tye checked up the ball hard into Brodie’s chest. Knowing he was getting to his friend, Brodie leaned in close to Tye and began talking trash. He then proceeded to cross him up and hit him with another contested three. “Five to zero. You let me hit another one of those and it’s OVAAAAAA!” Brodie screamed, prancing around and shooting pretend arrows into the sky. “It’s raining from deep and you can call me Poseidon!” 
 
    Irritated, Tye called for a timeout and got into a two-man huddle with Nathan. “Alright, I’m sick of this dude. You and I switch places. I’ma bait him into dunking and then I’m blocking his ass at the rim,” Tye said with determination, punching his fist into his hand. 
 
    “Okay, sure. But uh… for the record, I suck at basketball, so once we actually have to score—” 
 
    “Oh, I know you suck, man. I got us,” Tye said, cutting off Nathan.  
 
    They broke from the huddle and as planned, Nathan stepped up to guard Brodie with Tye wrestling with Jax down low.  
 
    “Aye Brodie!” Tye called. “Bet yo ugly ass won’t jam it on me!” 
 
    “You talking mad shit now when you down 5-0? Aight,” Brodie replied calmly.  
 
    Brimming with confidence, he drove right past Nathan and jumped up to dunk but Tye’s hand blocked the ball with the force of a brick wall, which sent Brodie flying into the concrete with the ball careening across the other side of the court.  
 
    Getting up slowly, Brodie saw Tye standing over him. “Guess you really can’t dunk,” he said with a smile, extending a hand to pick Brodie up from the ground. 
 
    “I can’t when an immovable object is in my way. Hell of a block,” Brodie admitted quietly. “Your ball.” 
 
    Tye set up at the top of the three-point arch and checked the ball up to Brodie with Tony posting up down low. He tried to drive past him but was stopped at the rim by Jax who stood tall with his arms lifted. He threw a quick pass to Nathan on the wing who dribbled it and shot the ball at the hoop, where it smacked the backboard and flew right back into Tye’s hands. He reset the offense and backed up to the three-point line and shot up a wide open three, which bounced off the rim and back into Nathan’s hands. “Don’t shoot. Give it back up here!” Tye yelled, prompting Nathan to throw the ball back to him. 
 
    “Let’s see you do it then!” Brodie yelled from under the hoop. 
 
    “The hell are you talking about?” Tye yelled back. 
 
    “Dunk!” 
 
    “Dunk?” 
 
    “Yeah! You blocked me, so I get to knock yo shit out too! You know what? If you can do it? You get the game!” 
 
    Tye considered it for a moment, knowing that until now, the most he had managed to do was grab the rim. However, running on pure adrenaline and competitive fervor, he focused, hearing only his heartbeat and the muscles twitching inside him. He took off towards the rim, took three mighty gallops, and launched from a good amount outside the key, flying towards the rim. He soared into the air while Brodie, Nathan, and Jax looked on in slow motion. They could nearly see the sweat drip off him as he stuck his tongue out. In one fluid motion, he cocked his arm back and flushed the ball through the hoop, his head clear above the rim. 
 
    The other four boys looked on in awe as Tye came down and fist pumped, hooting and dancing around to celebrate his win and first-ever dunk. 
 
    Jax was the first to break the silence. “Uh. Since when can you dunk?” 
 
    “Never,” Tye replied casually. 
 
    Brodie and Jax looked at each other with concern. “Dude,” Brodie began. “How normal is it to go from not being able to dunk at all to dunking from the top of the key?” 
 
    “I don’t see the big deal,” Nathan cut in. “He dunked the ball. Does it matter from where?” 
 
    Brodie glared at him, annoyed by Nathan’s sports ignorance. “Dude. The key is 19 feet long. And he was jumping from a like five or six feet behind that. Even Michael Jordan could only dunk from the free throw line. And that’s 15 feet. You mean to tell me a guy who couldn’t dunk doing something that even the greatest basketball player of all time couldn’t accomplish is normal?” 
 
    Nathan scratched the back of his head. “Hm. I see your point.” 
 
    “Then again,” Brodie said reflecting back. “Tye did get some crazy superhuman hops yesterday so I’m not too surprised.” 
 
    Jax nodded in agreement. “At least we know that what happened yesterday definitely wasn’t a one-off.” He turned to Tye, placed his hands on his hips and asked, “Tye, did you happen to wake up today feeling a lot different or?” 
 
    Tye shook his head and said, “Nah, man. I’m just...” He paused and then did a small spin in the air, pointing at his friends when he faced them again. “Naturally gifted!” 
 
    “Right...” Jax said, unconvinced. “Listen, we’ll chalk that one up to adrenaline, luck, and our eyes playing tricks on us... For now. But seriously, man. If you’re feeling... different. Just tell us, alright?” 
 
    “I’m alright, man. Honestly? I’m worried about your bum ass still being on my court. Get outta here, my boy!” Tye replied, taking the opportunity to poke fun at the losing team. “Speaking of getting out of here though, I am incredibly hungry. You guys down to pretend like we’re really tall middle schoolers and get discounted pizza from Freddy’s?” 
 
    “You mean that kids place with those creepy animatronics?” Jax asked skeptically. “Uh. Nah. How about Mario’s?” 
 
    “Yes!” Tony shouted, jumping up. “I need food and to be frank, I’m pretty sick of you guys talking about how far you can jump. Think we can smoke afterwards?” 
 
    “Why do you always have to smoke when we hang out?” Tye asked. 
 
    “Hey man! I’m just trying to chillax my brain, my guy.” 
 
    “‘Chillax your..?’ Please never say that again. So can we go or what?” 
 
    Jax offered to drive and within the next five minutes, they had all grabbed their things and hopped into Jax’s car. 
 
    Pulling up to Mario’s, they saw a crowd gathered in the parking lot of the breakfast chain.  
 
    “Oh snap!” Brodie said jumping out of the car. “The hell is going on?” 
 
    Tye looked on curiously. “This place isn’t usually nearly this busy. I feel like it’s not the pancakes.”  
 
    Brodie rubbed his hands and chuckled maniacally. “Oh right! I totally forgot there was supposed to be a fight today!”. 
 
    Tye snorted and raised an eyebrow. “A fight? People fight in upscale towns like this? Like... with their fists? Kinda just thought people settled things by whoever has the richest parents or most culturally insensitive posts online.” 
 
    “I’m telling you bro! It’s a fight!” 
 
    “I dunno, man. I’ve lived here all my life and I only remember seeing a couple fights in middle school.”  
 
    Nathan cut in, siding with Brodie. “Oh yeah. I heard there was gonna be a fight too. Didn’t know it’d happen at Mario’s though.” He then pointed to a rotund acne-ridden kid with dark hair, a black hoodie, and a serious expression on his face. His hoodie was up and his eyes were on the ground. “I think that’s Rakesh Chakladar? Word around school was he called out a kid that had been bullying him.” Raising his hands to make air quotes, Nathan continued, “Rakesh said he was going to ‘kick his ass’ and that ‘everyone should come and see.’ Pretty crazy shit if you ask me.” 
 
    “And who is this bully?” Tye asked. 
 
    “Thad Wilson. Rich kid. Preppy and low-key a total douche but could steal your girl in two seconds. You know the type.” 
 
    Tye raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “And instead of preventing two kids from beating the hell out of each other, we just gonna sit and watch?” 
 
    Brodie patted him on the back and said with a smile, “Yup. Isn’t it beautiful? Great way to spend a weekend.” 
 
    Tye shrugged. “I dunno, man. It’s entertaining, I guess? But um, when has fighting ever actually solved an issue? Shouldn’t Thad be getting shit for bullying a kid so hard that he wants to fight him? Why isn’t the fact that he’s a shitty person the main focus here?”  
 
    “Who knows, bro? I’m just here to see a fight and get a ton of views online when I’m the first to post the video.” 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes. As he resigned himself to the spectacle of the fight, he remembered what Gemma had told him earlier. “Oh crap! Guys, Gemma told me something pretty imp...”  
 
    Before he could finish, a wave of excitement hit the crowd as Thad drove up in his new car. The boy stood 5’11”, with short curly blonde hair and a defined chin. He wore a short-sleeve button-down with an expensive pair of jeans and a golden wristwatch. As he strolled towards the crowd with two of his friends who looked more like bodyguards than high schoolers, he chatted with some of the people he knew in the crowd, refusing to even look in Rakesh’s direction.  
 
    “Man, this guy just gives off the whole douchey vibe, doesn’t he? I can see why Rakesh wants to punch him in the face,” Tye said to his friends, who nodded in unison. 
 
    Thad made his way into the center of the screaming crowd, many of whom were pro-Thad, and walked directly up to Rakesh. As the boys faced each other, Thad smiled and backed up a bit, raising his arms in a taunting manner. “So what the hell are you gonna do, you pussy?!” he yelled. “You know if you touch me, I’ll beat the living shit out of you!” 
 
    Rakesh’s demeanor remained unchanged. His head was pointed down, but his gaze was locked onto Thad. As he continued to fiddle with his fingers, his lip began to quiver, and a tear ran down his cheek.  
 
    “What’s wrong Rakesh? You scared to get your ass kicked? If you want we could make this a regular thing. I promise you, you’ll be used to it by the end of the week!” Thad taunted. 
 
    “Shut up!” screamed Rakesh suddenly at the top of his lungs. The crowd went silent. Tears now poured down his face and he stopped fiddling with his hands. He charged at the bully, fists raised and yelling. 
 
    He attempted a quick right but missed as the quicker Thad deflected with deft head movement. Thad retaliated with a swift punch to the stomach that sent Rakesh down to his knees. The crowd oohed and aahed at the spectacle, giving them some space. Rakesh slowly got to his knees and charged at Thad once more, grabbing him around the waist. But was met with repeated knees to the ribs before being thrown onto the concrete. Thad walked over and began to kick the defenseless boy, leaving his face bloody and his hoodie with brown shoe prints. 
 
    Tye looked around in disgust at the crowd cheering on this barbaric display of violence. He bit his lip and turned away every few seconds, not wanting to see the beatdown occurring before him. Finally, Thad picked Rakesh up from the ground, put him on his feet, and took a step back. His arms raised, he tried to get the crowd to cheer for him, screaming, “What are you gonna do now, bitch?! Aren’t you gonna at least hit me? Do something!” 
 
    Despite being bloody and bruised, Rakesh stood with confidence and fire in his heart. He raised his fists, coughed up mucus, then spat a thick green slime directly in Thad’s face. As the cold spit slowly slid down his face, Thad’s smile slowly turned into a frown as he wiped the mucus with his hand. He turned red with anger and embarrassment, raising his fist once more and shooting it towards the smaller boy. 
 
    He looked around at the crowd and saw their thirst for blood, even spotting his friends cheering on the clearly one-sided fight. Deep inside, he knew this wasn’t right. Tye refused to be a bystander while this kid was bullied and beaten. He knew the only reason Rakesh was fighting was that he didn’t have someone to stand up for him. And he knew that no one in this crowd would do so.  Time slowed to a near standstill. He followed Thad’s fist moving towards the scared high-schooler. With inhuman speed, Tye dashed forward. Wading through the crowd, he skidded to a halt in front of Rakesh and extended his palm to block the oncoming fist mere inches away from making contact Rakesh’s face. 
 
    Murmurs of confusion and awe spread through the watching crowd, stunned to see Tye seemingly materialize between the two fighters.  
 
    “Hey! That’s enough!” Tye addressed Thad with confidence. “Can we find some other way to resolve this instead of nearly killing each other?” 
 
    Thad pulled his hand away from Tye’s loose grip and took a step back. “How the hell did you get here?” he said, his eyes wide. “Why are you protecting this prick? This shit isn’t your responsibility, he called me out! If he didn’t want to fight, he shouldn’t have been running his mouth!” 
 
    Tye looked back down at Rakesh who had blood and tears streaming down his face, then looked back at the bully. “He called you out because you were picking on him. He felt he didn’t have a way to defend himself! You think he’s doing this for fun? Can’t we just walk away and let this be?” 
 
    “The little bitch was talking shit!” Thad shot back. “I’m not gonna let anyone talk crap about me!” 
 
    Trying to de-escalate the situation, Tye spoke in a soft and even-keeled tone, motioning for Thad to relax. “Look, I get it. You don’t like each other. That’s fine. Wouldn’t it be better to just not talk to each other then? If you don’t like him, just stay away from him, man. It’s really simple. You guys don’t have to ever be near each other.” 
 
    Thad scoffed and took a threatening step towards Tye. “Look, if you don’t move, I’m going to kick your ass too.”  
 
    Tye looked down at the shorter yet more well-built boy and then back at his friends who were making their way towards them through the crowd. Shaking his head and motioning for them to stay put, he turned to Thad once more and calmly said, “First of all, no you wouldn’t. Second of all, I’m not gonna fight you, man. The whole point of this was to tell you this is stupid and—” 
 
    “Aye! Yo bitch! Back up off my boy!” Brodie yelled from the sidelines, cutting off Tye. God damn it, Brodie, Tye thought to himself. “I swear to God, bro. I will whoop the white privilege out of you!” Brodie screamed, clapping his hands with each syllable for emphasis. 
 
    “I appreciate it, Brodie. I really do. But please. Chill,” Tye said, once again calmly motioning for his friends to temper their heated emotions. The boys took a step back and Tye turned back to Thad only to see a fist heading in his direction. Once again, time seemed to slow down as he tilted his head and watched Thad’s bloodied knuckles sail past his face. Looking to his left, he saw another oncoming hook, which he again ducked with an exceptional reaction time. 
 
    “C’mon man!” Tye said, half angry and half shocked. Sensing another swift punch coming from the right, he ducked again, sidestepping and catching Thad off-balance as he leaned under his missed punch. Tye gave Thad what he thought was a light push that sent him flying across the parking lot and to the other side of the street, where he landed hard in some thick bushes. 
 
    Many of the onlookers stood with their mouths open in pure disbelief at the spectacle. Murmurs began in the crowd—people were wondering whether they’d actually witnessed Tye effortlessly push a well-built seventeen-year-old onto the other side of the street. The others knew they were witnessing something spectacular and resigned themselves to soak in the moment.  
 
    Tye looked around at the faces, not quite sure of what had taken place. He looked over at Thad, who was groaning and as he felt around his body to check for broken bones and bruised limbs. Tye turned back to the crowd and spotted multiple phone cameras pointing at him, which had most likely captured the entirety of his extraordinary feat. He also noticed that Rakesh had disappeared, leaving him surrounded by cameras and questions. 
 
    “Okay, so... For the record, I didn’t mean to do that!” Tye pleaded with the crowd. He gritted his teeth, looking back at what might be a seriously injured Thad. He noticed Brodie, Jax, Nathan, and Tony pushing through the crowd to surround their friend. 
 
    “Alright, everyone! Get out of here!” Jax shouted, having zero effect on the crowd. He sighed and continued, “I heard someone called the cops, so if you don’t wanna explain why you witnessed assault, you better leave. Plus, I know half you people got weed and alcohol on you!” 
 
    Like a swarm of insects reacting to light, the crowd scattered into their cars or running off in multiple directions. 
 
    “Tye?” Nathan began. “We gotta talk.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do...” Tye admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. The boys began walking back to Jax’s car, leaving Thad’s friends to attend to him in the bushes.  
 
    Shutting the car door behind him, Tye finally had the chance to bring up what Gemma hold told him. “Before you guys grill me, I was talking to Gemma today and she told me something... Interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting how?” Brodie asked. 
 
    “Interesting as in, apparently people saw five pods leaving the crater,” Tye replied with wide eyes. 
 
    “That sounds about right, right?” Tony asked. 
 
    “No man!” Tye said, slightly annoyed. “Five pods left the crater in the beginning. But one of them came at me right after the other four disappeared. I think those are the four that shot up into the sky. Then, after... what happened, the one that attacked me sorta just disappeared. It didn’t shoot into the sky with the others. Apparently, that fifth light was a lot bigger than the others too.” 
 
    “Well, that’s slightly concerning,” Nathan remarked. 
 
    Tye scoffed. “Slightly? Guys if there was something else in that crater, people have to know, we have to...” 
 
    Suddenly, the ground began to shake violently, and a loud noise blared from the sky. Powerful soundwaves reverberated through the air, adding to the already quivering buildings. “Earthquake!” Tony shouted.  
 
    “No!” Tye shouted back, gripping the seat in front of him tightly as his eyes remained fixed on something outside. 
 
    After about fifteen seconds, Tye swung open the car door, nearly forcing it off its hinges. His friends followed suit, rushing out to see Tye staring up at the sky. They looked around to assess the damage but instead saw dozens of other people standing outside, looking up at the sky with intense and shocked expressions. As their heads panned up, they saw what appeared to be a bright-blue beam of energy piercing the sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Prelude 
 
    Tye’s phone buzzed violently, snapping his attention from the sky as the shaking stopped. He fished it out of his pocket. It was an emergency broadcast message reading: “Emergency Alert: MASSIVE UNKNOWN OBJECT IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA. STAY AWAY AT ALL COSTS. THOSE IN AREA, EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.” 
 
    “Shit... it wasn’t an earthquake...” Tye whispered. He quickly switched over to social media and saw thousands of posts talking about a massive earthquake that had hit nearly the entire state of California and something that was being described as a “giant blue dome.”  
 
    Perplexed, Tye pulled up his news app and began watching the live news from Los Angeles. A well-dressed man standing on a ledge overlooking a pulsating blue orb emitting a bright blue light was in the middle of his report, “For those just joining us, a massive dome seems to have appeared over the Angeles National Forest,” he said in a shaky voice. “So far, we have no confirmed reports of injuries, but several known hikers in the area have been reported missing. Police and government officials are on the scene and as of now, we don’t have any information regarding the origin of this object. All attempts to enter the dome have proven unsuccessful. The White House and Homeland Security have issued a statement asking local residents to evacuate the area and move as far as possible.” 
 
    Tye pocketed his phone and looked up at the sky briefly before walking over to his friends. He asked if they had seen the news. They all stared back and nodded their heads dismally. Tye exhaled. “Okay. Just so that I know I’m not crazy. What did you see?” 
 
    “A uh... a massive fucking dome appeared in Southern California… I... Jesus Christ, dude... What the hell...?” Nathan squeaked. His eyes were watery and he was nearly ripping the hair off his head. 
 
    “Did everyone else see the same thing?” Again, they all nodded. “Damn,” Tye said with a nervous laugh. “I was kinda hoping I’d gone insane.” 
 
    Tony took a step forward. “You guys don’t think... You don’t think that thing has something to do with what we saw at the hills, do you?” 
 
    “I think it has everything to do with what we saw in the hills, dude,” Brodie responded. He pulled out his phone, which was still streaming the news reports. “This bullshit right here is because of us!” 
 
    “And what are we gonna do about it?” Tony countered. “We’re kids, man! The United States government doesn’t know what to do about that thing. How are we supposed to address it? I swear it’s got to be the size of the whole damn forest. And we still don’t know what it is!” 
 
    “What about you?” Jax asked turning to Tye. 
 
    “Me? I dunno, man. I mean... I’m not even sure that this is our problem to deal with. It’s not really like we could’ve known that going on a night hike would lead to... whatever is happening, right? Seems a bit beyond the scope of five teens. I honestly don’t think there’s much we can do.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly what I meant,” Jax clarified. “I mean, you’re involved in this. What we saw at the hills. The weird trance-like state the lights put you in, that metal pod thing... stabbing you. The weird athletic abilities. And now this giant dome? I doubt any of this is unrelated.” 
 
    Tye raised an eyebrow. “So, just because I’m involved, we’re deferring to me now?” 
 
    Nathan shrugged. “Pretty much, yeah.”  
 
    Tye thought for a moment and responded, “Well, that’s a bad idea because I’ve no clue what to do.” Taking a second to look around, he saw a variety of reactions in the people around, from shock to fear to people praying on the streets. Tye felt a sudden deep sense of responsibility for everyone caught in whatever was about to come. A wave of sadness washed over him while regret and anger bubbled up from below. “But, something tells me that I can fix this.” 
 
    “Forming an idea in your head there, chief?” Brodie asked. 
 
    “Nothing concrete yet, but I think there’s some seeds that could grow into something big,” Tye answered with a smile, tapping his temple. He looked at the anticipating faces of his friends and his smile turned into a frown. “But, this is all getting pretty heavy. Can we maybe get away from this?” he said, motioning to scores of people on the street. “We can get into what I have in mind later.” 
 
    “Bruh you sound like a cringey virgin that can’t just say what he wants. You can’t just tell us what’s on your mind?” Brodie replied with a laugh, breaking the tension of the moment. 
 
    “Shut the hell up, Brodie,” Tye responded, fighting back laughter. “I just... Despite the craziness, I wanna spend the day with you guys and not focus on what happened at the hills.” 
 
    “Tough ask but fair enough,” Tony said with a shrug. 
 
    The boys proceeded to get into Jax’s car and drive through downtown, looking for another place to eat. As they made their way through the clogged road separating the two sides of the densely populated area, they noticed that both sidewalks were packed with people who had come to see the blue streak across the sky, and those who weren’t staring at it were glued to their phones tuning in to the various new stations. Crowds huddled together, watching subtitled reports on televisions through the windows of stores and restaurants. There wasn’t a soul who could tear themselves from a device streaming the news. 
 
    “Looks like we really messed shit up, huh?” Tye said, looking out the window.  
 
    “We? I didn’t touch the glowing alien thingy,” Nathan said, leaning forward. 
 
    Tye shot him a look of annoyance and shook his head. “Where are we going, Jax?” Tye asked, ignoring Nathan. 
 
    “Just a little diner I know of. It’s one of those low-key places that I go to when I want to get away from things. Perfect for the occasion,” Jax replied, pulling out his sunglasses from the glove compartment and placing them on his forehead.  
 
    “Cool, man.” Tye shifted his attention to his phone to distract himself. Gemma and his dad had both messaged him a few minutes ago. 
 
    Gemma: Where are you rn? Can you call me? 
 
    Tye: With friends right now so can’t. Is something wrong?? 
 
    Gemma: Other than what’s happening on the news? Just... When you get home, call me. Okay? 
 
    Tye: I will. Promise 
 
    He then switched over to read what his dad had sent him.  
 
    Dad: Are you okay?! Where are you?  
 
    Tye: I’m fine. I’ll be home a bit later but I’m with the guys right now 
 
    He turned off his phone and shut his eyes for the remainder of the ride, waking up when he heard a knock on the window. He looked up at his friends waiting impatiently outside the car in a parking lot with a lone diner. He yawned and stretched as he slowly made his way outside and followed his friends into the diner. Looking around at the nearly empty parking lot beside a long road facing thick woods, he rubbed his eyes and shouted at Jax. 
 
    “Yo! Why are we in the middle of bumfuck nowhere?” 
 
    “Because it’s a good place!” Jax shouted back, holding the door open as Brodie, Nathan, and Tony walked in, motioning for Tye to follow suit. 
 
    Tye yawned once again, stretching his arms above his head, and followed his friends who had already found an empty table.  
 
    The place was small and only had a few people eating their meals. It gave Tye a retro vibe as it sported neon coloring, black and white tile floors, and an old jukebox that was playing Bill Haley. The boys were talking and joking when a perky teenage waitress walked up in a crisp blue uniform with “Shelly’s Diner” in bold cursive across the front. 
 
    “Hey Jax! Good to see you here again!” she said enthusiastically, a wide smile on her face. Her eyes softened as she looked at Tye and her voice took on a flirtier tone. “And I see you brought some cute friends with you!”  
 
    Tye blushed and his eyes darted back and forth between the waitress and his menu. 
 
    “Can I get y’all started with some drinks?” she said, addressing the whole group. 
 
    “Actually, I think we’re ready to order!” Jax announced. 
 
    “Uh. We are?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Jax answered. 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “We’re gonna have five of the bottomless pancakes with some hog fried sides!” Jax quickly said, cutting Nathan off. 
 
    “Dick,” Nathan cursed, wadding up a napkin and tossing it at Jax. 
 
    “Hey! I swear you’ll like it.” 
 
    “Jax is right!” the waitress interjected. “The bottomless pancakes and hog fried sides are some of our bestsellers, honey!” 
 
    “I trust her, honey,” Tye said, winking at Nathan. 
 
    “What are y’all doing up here anyway? If y’all live around Jax, that’s a good hour or so away.” the waitress asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but we wanted to come see your beautiful face,” Jax replied, leaning in. 
 
    Tye gave Jax a disgusted look and threw his hands up, mouthing “Dude, what the hell?” 
 
    Jax smiled and mouthed back, “I can’t read lips.” 
 
    Tye nodded and replied, “Aight then. Watch this.” He then turned to the waitress and said, “Yeah. We came up here to see your beautiful face, but Jax can only think about his girlfriend.” 
 
    Jax glared at Tye, flipping him off next to the table. 
 
    “Oh? You have a girlfriend, Jax? How cute! Funny. The way you’ve talked to me, one would’ve assumed you were flirtin’. Boy, I sure am glad I found out you’re not single. I was fixin’ to ask you on a date.”  
 
    This made Jax grit his teeth and let out a fake laugh. “Hah! Yeah. It sure is good to be in a lovely... committed... relationship.”  
 
    As she collected their menus, she said, “Ya know, I would think you’d wanna be with her during... whatever the hell is going on right now.” 
 
    “Yeah. Jax isn’t the greatest boyfriend,” Tye commented with a chuckle. “As you can see.” 
 
    “Oh I’m sure he’s just fine,” she replied. Her eye quickly caught the news report on a small TV suspended over the kitchen. “Gosh, I just... I wonder what’s going on down there you know? When I saw the news, I dang near broke down. It’s just so scary... If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it’s a sign from God himself.” 
 
    “Eh. I don’t think so,” Tye responded, shaking his head. 
 
    “Oh? So what’s your take on it then, cutie?” she asked, leaning in. 
 
    “I dunno. I just think that if a god was going to give a sign, it would be more straightforward than a giant dome. I don’t think it’s meant to be a sign of anything.” 
 
    “What do you think it’s meant to be?” Tony asked. 
 
    Tye thought for a moment and said, “Hah... Well I don’t know. Who does? But, part of me thinks it’s less of a ‘sign’ and more its own thing, ya know? I think it exists because it has a purpose in and of itself. Not because it’s warning us about something else, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “Wow! That’s a really smart guess! I like the way you think!” the waitress gushed. 
 
    “Thank you!” Tye said coyly. 
 
    She looked down at the menus for a second. As she began to walk away, she bit her lower lip, turned around suddenly, and briskly walked back to the table. She leaned over, motioning for the boys to lean in. She spoke in a whisper despite the nearly empty diner, “Okay so, I know I’m a bit of a gossip and I shouldn’t be sharing this but... Aunt Shelly has a really close cousin that works for some high-up government people. He called us about thirty minutes ago. Kinda debriefing us on what’s been going on because lord knows Aunt Shelly is a bit of a worry wart.” 
 
    “Holy freakin’ shit!” Tye said, his mouth dropping open. 
 
    “Yeah. Holy freakin’ shit,” she said, laughing. “Apparently, whatever that thing is, it isn’t from any human society, which... duh. But he said they think it’s some really advanced tech... We can’t even get near the thing. Any technology that comes within 15 miles of it dies out. Not only that, but people who come within the same radius start getting sick.” 
 
    “Sick how?” Brodie asked. 
 
    “Sick like they start convulsing. At best? Hot flashes, throwing up, extreme fatigue, passing out. At worst? Full-on seizures. It’s like that thing has its own barrier protecting it.” 
 
    “And they have no idea what it is?” Tye followed up. 
 
    “Nope. Not at all,” she answered, shaking her head. 
 
    “So, why not call a state of emergency? Isn’t it dangerous to just have everyone go on living their normal lives while this unknown thing is just... there?” Tye asked, pointing to the still-noticeable blue streak across the sky that shone through the glass panel windows. 
 
    Her eyes darted to where Tye was pointing and she held her gaze there for a moment, fear washing over her face. She looked back and said, “Again, this just hearsay, but... what I heard from Aunt Shelly’s cousin is that none of the higher-ups wants to call a state of emergency because they dunno what the heck that thing is. I reckon they don’t wanna deal with mass hysteria before they know for a fact that they can’t contain that... thing.” She shrugged and continued, “Honestly, I think they’re just waiting for more information before an official decision is made on whether they’re gonna try and explain it all away or enforce martial law. Supposedly after tomorrow, they might be grounding all flights into Los Angeles. He was saying how they felt this thing showing up with them grounding all flights on the same day would make people freak out so take from that what you will.” 
 
    Tye leaned back and put his fingers to his temple, making the “mind blown” motion, before thanking the waitress for her time. 
 
    “Of course boys! Especially you, cutie. I’ll go take care of these orders! And y’all stay safe!” she exclaimed with her trademark wide grin as she walked briskly to the back.  
 
    “So, what do you guys make of that?” Tye asked excitedly. 
 
    “Well, I’m hoping it’s not horseshit,” Brodie responded, leaning back in the booth.  
 
    “It doesn’t make you think, though?” Tye replied. 
 
    “Think about what?” Tony asked. 
 
    “Think about the fact that there’s a grace period,” Tye said. 
 
    “A grace period?” Tony inquired. 
 
    Tye looked around the room, leaned in closer to Tony who was sitting on the opposite side of the table and whispered with an ear-to-ear smile on his face. “Yeah. A grace period. For someone to make a run at that thing.” 
 
    Brodie threw his hands up in the air at Tye’s suggestion. “Dude. You’re not serious, are you? Someone to make a run? What idiot would... Wait... You’re not thinking of...?” 
 
    Tye let out a fake laugh, crossed his arms, and shook his head. “Nah, man! Me? Psh. I don’t have that kind of time or energy. Plus, I have no idea how I’d get to L.A. I’m just saying that in theory... if someone wanted to, this might be the right opportunity to do something while we still have our daily, unregimented freedoms.” 
 
    “That sounds an awful lot like the seeds you were referring to earlier,” Brodie eyed him with suspicion. 
 
    Tye gave Brodie a smile and tapped on his temple twice, signifying that he was on the right track, before getting up to excuse himself to the bathroom. He wandered around the small diner for a bit before spotting the nearly hidden bathroom in the back. After using the restroom, he left the stall to wash his hands. He briefly looked in the mirror and noticed two thin, faint beams of light emanating straight from the center of his irises.  
 
    He raised an eyebrow and moved his head closer to the mirror, trying to comprehend what exactly he was seeing. Confused, he splashed some cold water on his face and shook his head, looking in the mirror again, only to still see the faint beams of light in his eyes. He took a moment to focus. The more he focused on the beams, the brighter and more precise they became, until eventually, a loud POP echoed in the bathroom, pushing Tye’s head back and forcing him to cover his eyes and duck below the mirror. 
 
    Gingerly moving his hands from his face and standing up to see what had happened, he noticed two small burn holes in the mirror. His eyes grew wide and he yelped in shock, jumping backwards. Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit! SHIT! He paced back and forth in the small restroom, stopped, and pointed at the mirror and said to himself, “That’s not normal! You, Sir, are not normal! You gotta figure out what the hell is going on and sort it out because we... you... me? Um. Yeah! I can’t shoot lasers at mirrors from my fucking eyes!” He bit his lower lip, washed his hands again quickly, and stormed out of the restroom back to the table. 
 
    Just as Tye sat back to the table, the plucky waitress returned with a cart with five identical meals of pancakes, four sausage links, and four large bacon strips nearly hanging off the sides. “Here’s y’all’s food. The pancakes are all you can eat, so if you want more, feel free to ask! Enjoy fellas!” The boys all thanked her, and she flashed another smile before disappearing into the back. 
 
    As the other boys began digging into their meals, Tye stared at the food before him, his left hand holding his head as he poked at the sausage on his plate. Nearly halfway through his meal, Nathan stopped and looked at Tye, perplexed. 
 
    “Dude,” he began, “you’re usually done with your food before any of us even touches our plates and you’ve barely touched anything. Are you okay?”  
 
    Tye glanced up at Nathan’s concerned face. He looked back down at his plate and took a deep breath. “Uh. No. I had an... accident. If you can call it that.” 
 
    “You shit yourself, man?” Brodie asked with his mouth full of sausage meat and pancakes. “I can’t smell it.” 
 
    Brodie’s remark brought a fleeting smile to Tye’s face and he replied, “What are you on about? You’re crazy, son.” 
 
    “So, what’s the problem then?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “It’s uh... really hard to explain.”  
 
    “Try us,” Jax responded earnestly. Tye sighed and resigned himself to telling his friends about what had happened, pointing all of them to the restroom. Each of the boys returned in complete disbelief.  
 
    Brodie was the last to return to the table. He sank into the booth and said, “Okay. Just to recap. You shot two lasers, powerful enough to pierce holes into a mirror, with your... eyes?”  
 
    Tye took a sip of water and replied, “Yeah. That’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “This whole situation is messed up, man,” Tony mused, chewing on a piece of bacon. 
 
    Tye looked at Tony with a raised eyebrow, wondering how he could casually stuff his face with food at such a stressful time.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Tye began. “Dude, I saw who knows what in that crater, got jumped by a weird floating thing, got shot at, gained the ability to jump like no human before, moved faster than people could even see, pushed a kid hundreds of feet by barely touching him, and now I’m shooting lasers from eyes? Forget the situation! I’m messed up, man! What if I accidentally hurt someone? What if someone di—”  
 
    He downed the rest of his water and slammed the glass on the table. “What if I can’t control what’s happening to me and I hurt someone really bad? What if my friends and family get dragged in? God, if something happens to you guys or my parents or my brother... I don’t think I could live with that.”  
 
    His shifted uncomfortably in their seats, the reality of the situation hitting them. 
 
    Jax excused himself from the table to pay the bill, leaving Tye and the other boys in silence. Brodie stood up from the other side of the booth, walked over to Tye, and placed a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    He gave him a warm smile and said, “Tye, don’t worry. We’re going to figure this out together. We’ve been brothers from day one and we’re not going to let you go through this alone. Don’t worry about what happens to us. We’ll be fine and we need you to be fine too. Whatever happens, we’re here for you and we’re here with you.”  
 
    Touched by Brodie’s words, Tye responded with an equally warm smile. “Thanks, man. That means a lot. It really does.” His smile quickly turned into a frown as his face took on a look of concern. “Unfortunately though, I feel like there’s gonna be some places you guys aren’t allowed to go and I’m going to have to face those demons alone. I don’t want to force you guys into something that’s ultimately not your problem.” He stood up as Jax walked back to them with the receipt and motioned for them to go back to the car. 
 
    The boys shuffled out and sat in Jax’s car. “So, what’s the plan now?” Tye asked, sitting in the passenger seat. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Ideas?” Jax asked the group. 
 
    “Let’s go to Viewer’s Point!” Brodie gushed. 
 
    “Isn’t that all the way back in Los Altos Hills?” Tony asked. 
 
    “Yes, but worth it!” Brodie nearly shouted with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Well, we have to go back to Mountain View to drop everyone off anyway so why not drive through Los Altos?” Jax commented. 
 
    Tye suggested they also grab some post-lunch snacks for the trip, garnering the approval of the rest of the group. With that, they sped off towards Los Altos. 
 
    When they arrived, everyone got out of the car apart from Nathan, who was looking for a lighter and joints in the back. They made their way to the cliff’s edge and looked out over the Bay Area. They stood, taking in its majesty and appreciating the fact that they lived in such a place. They began to discuss their childhoods, their experiences together, and what it would be like to go off to college next year and explore the world outside the communities they had grown up in. They found a spot nearby to sit down and talked about life while munching on snacks until it got dark. The ever-present bright blue streak illuminated the night sky. 
 
    As he lay on the dry grass and gazed up at the stars while his friends smoked next to him, Tye once again found himself being unable to look away from the magnificent glow. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” he said, attempting to get their attention. 
 
    The conversations stopped, and Nathan was the first to respond, “What’s up, man?” 
 
    “Nothing, it’s just...” Tye began again. “I don’t know if this is a bit morbid but the light from the dome is actually kinda beautiful across the night sky.” 
 
    The other boys simultaneously looked up to admire the powerful beam and became almost as entranced by its incandescence. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Tony admitted. “It really is kind of cool to see.” 
 
    “Right?” Tye agreed. “And as strange as it sounds, we’re responsible for it. As far as we know, we could be the first humans ever to see something like this, and part of me wants to just acknowledge that we’re experiencing something really freaking cool in this moment.”  
 
    “And what about the other part?” Brodie asked softly.  
 
    Tye frowned and paused for a moment. His eyes darted away from the sky and looked at the bleak darkness encompassing the trees on the other side of the street. “The other part says that light is a beauty born out of darkness. And sometimes, even though you want to appreciate what pleases the eye, you have to take a deeper look and recognize the danger that’s staring you in the face.”  
 
    The boys contemplated what Tye had just said, an inexplicable sense of fear settling into all their hearts. “So, what are you gonna do about it?” Brodie asked. 
 
    Tye let out air through his nose and said, “I have an idea. But nearly every part of my body is screaming that’s it’s a terrible one.”  
 
    Nathan pressed Tye for more details until he finally relented and continued, “It’s just... Ever since I saw that thing on the news, I’ve had this urge to seek it out. There’s some innate feeling in me that’s telling me I need to get to the dome and that only once I’m there can this situation be resolved. But at the same time, I know I can’t. I’m not a hero. I’m not some ‘super’ guy. I’m just... me! Every part of me knows that going to that thing is suicide. Who am I to take on a force humanity has never seen before?” 
 
    Brodie sat up and looked at his friend with determination in his eyes, “So that’s what we’ll do then! We’ll go to the dome and figure it out as a team. You don’t have to be alone in this!”  
 
    Tye stood up, put his hands in his hoodie pocket and shook his head decidedly. “That’s the thing though, Brodie.” Tye pointed at the sky. “That thing is calling to me. It’s in my head. It’s been there ever since I made the stupid decision to force you guys to come to the Hills with me… Look, you guys are my brothers and that’s never going to change. But this... this is something I know I have to do by myself. It’s a place you guys can’t follow me. And even if you could, there’s no way in hell I’d allow you to.”  
 
    Brodie stood up and took a puff from the joint between his fingers. He then took a couple small steps forward and placed his hand on Tye’s shoulder. “Be honest with me, Tye. Is that why you wanted to hang out with us today? Did you know deep down that you’d have to go away for a while to do this?” 
 
    Tye looked down at the ground, refusing to make eye contact with his best friend. He shrugged and said under his breath, “I don’t know. I still haven’t really figured out what I’m gonna do. But if I have to leave, then yeah. I wanted to try and forget about all the craziness and just be with you guys today.” 
 
    Brodie held a half smile on his face and pulled Tye in for a hug. “I understand. If there’s anything you need, anything at all, just don’t hesitate to call one of us, man. Even if we can’t be there with you physically, we’ll support you in any way we can.” 
 
    Tye nodded and sat back down on the grass, gazing up at the stars once more. 
 
    The boys talked, joked, and laughed deep into the night until the urge to sleep came over all of them, prompting a mutual agreement for Jax to drop them all home. The drive down the hills was quiet. A mix of fear and anticipation of the coming events was palpable. No one quite knew what would become of Tye and a real sense of this being the last time they would see their friend crept into all their minds. Tye, for his part, feared that whatever was about to happen would not only profoundly change him at his core but also profoundly change his world.  
 
    As Jax pulled onto Tye’s street, the boys all fist bumped and said their goodbyes. When he looked back from his door, Jax’s car was still waiting on the street. He gave one final wave goodbye and walked into his dark home. Feeling his way around up to his room, he flopped onto his bed and lay there for a moment, trying to process the entirety of his day. 
 
    Suddenly, a thought hit him. He wildly reached into his pocket and fished for his phone, frantically searching through his contacts until he found the name he was searching for. He waited for her to pick up with his heart pounding. After a few rings, a gentle voice greeted him from the other end. 
 
    “Hello?” Gemma answered with a hint of grogginess in her voice. 
 
    “Hey Gemma, it’s Tye. You told me to call, you? But you sound like you just woke up so sorry for waking you.” 
 
    “Oh! Hey, Tye. No, it’s fine. I just didn’t think you’d call this late. I kind of assumed you’d be home earlier.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. My day with the boys dragged out a bit. Frankly, I’m surprised you’re still awake past 12.” 
 
    “Hah. Usually I’m not, but since we have a day off of school tomorrow why sleep early?” 
 
    “That’s the best philosophy in my opinion. The next day doesn’t start until you wake up, right? Staying up until odd hours is the secret to extending life.” 
 
    Gemma laughed. “I agree. Why only have 16 hours in a day when you can have 20?” 
 
    “Exactly! You get me! So, did you just want to shoot the shit or was there something you needed to talk to me about? You sounded pretty serious earlier.” 
 
    “Yeah, actually there was. Have you been online in the past few hours?” 
 
    “Uh, no. Why?” 
 
    “Outside of all the dome stuff, there’s a... video. Of you. And it’s been going around.” 
 
    “A video? Can you send me the link?” 
 
    “Sure, hold on a minute.” 
 
    Gemma’s text popped up with a link attached. When Tye opened the link, his eyes grew wide as he watched himself launch Thad into the air with a simple touch. He looked at the views and saw that in a few hours, it had already amassed over 100 million views.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Tye whispered. 
 
    “Yeah...” Gemma said softly. “Tye, is there something going on?” 
 
    “Something like what?”  
 
    “Something like the fact that you now have superhuman speed and strength? Please, please, please tell me that was just a really good fake.” 
 
    “And if I did say that?” 
 
    “I’d say you’re lying because I know Thad has been in the hospital with a broken... well, everything.” 
 
    “Okay, but I was only defending myself and Rak—” 
 
    “I don’t care about Thad! But I need to know what’s going on, Tye! The timing with you guys being the only ones to come back from the hills with the lights and this dome is weird and I need you to be honest with me! Because whatever is happening to you is happening to a friend I’ve known for a long time. I don’t want you to suffer and be confused because you won’t talk to anyone!” 
 
    Tye went silent for a few moments, contemplating whether or not to tell Gemma the truth. He considered whether she’d believe him and if it was worth having another person worry about his well-being. She pestered him until he finally relented and recounted everything that had happened in the last week. 
 
    “Jesus,” came her response when he was done. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tye answered. 
 
    “So... What now?” 
 
    “Well, like I told the guys. There’s been this innate... feeling to go to the dome, but I don’t know...” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s... difficult.” 
 
    “Is it? Tye, if you feel that’s where you need to be then maybe it made you feel this way for a reason.” 
 
    “I’m not disagreeing with you. But even if you’re right, I don’t exactly have the means to just drop everything and go to L.A.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I can’t steal my dad’s car and drive to Los Angeles.” 
 
    “Then fly!” 
 
    “I can’t afford a flight to L.A. either!” 
 
    “How serious are you about this, Tye?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean... If you had the money to go to L.A., what would you do?” 
 
    “I dunno. I think... I think I’d go, but I can’t say for certain. Why?” 
 
    “Because... maybe I could pay for the plane ticket and the hotel for you. That’s the finances taken care of. All you have to do is show up.” 
 
    “What? Gemma. No! That’s way too much! I can’t accept that.” 
 
    “Tye... please. Look, I know you only went to the Hills to try and impress me. I feel like I have some responsibility here. I’ve been working the past two summers and you know my family is well off. A plane ticket for a two-hour ride and a hotel stay really isn’t a lot of money for me. I probably blow the same amount on a day of shopping. If you can pay for everything else, then I want to help.” 
 
    “Gemma, I...” 
 
    “Please? Let me help? If a few hundred dollars is what it takes to figure this thing out, then wouldn’t you make that small sacrifice?” 
 
    “Figure it out? I’m just a kid, Gemma! I’m this tiny thing that’s going up against who knows what? I don’t know if the dome is harmful but I’m still terrified of what could happen to me. It’s one thing to say that I should be brave and do what’s right but look at that thing! It’s beyond human comprehension! And to have to face that alone? It terrifies me.”  
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I’m not scared too, Tye! Me, my mom, my dad, my grandparents, my baby sister... We’re so afraid of whatever the hell that thing is, and if you think for one second that it can hurt people and that you could maybe prevent it from doing so... Why wouldn’t you take the opportunity? It’s not just us. It’s your friends. It’s your family. It’s everyone you’ve ever cared about. Please...” 
 
    Tye went silent again. He put his phone down and cursed loudly. “How do we do it?” he then said resolutely into his phone. 
 
    “I can buy you a ticket out of SFO, but if it’s true that all planes are gonna be grounded then you have to leave tomorrow. Text me your email and I’ll send over everything. Tickets, hotel confirmations, anything you need.” 
 
    “What time do I leave?” 
 
    “I’m looking at flights to L.A. on my laptop right now. There seems to be a plane leaving at 11 AM. That should give you enough time to sleep.”  
 
    “Okay. Okay. Just...send me everything by 8.” 
 
    “Alright... And Tye... Thank you.” 
 
    “Yeah. I gotta go to sleep but I’ll talk to you later, Gemma. I promise.” 
 
    “Okay. Goodnight, Tye.” 
 
    “Night, Gemma.” 
 
    He hung up and texted Gemma his email address. As he plugged his phone into the charger next to him, he set the alarm for 6AM. Curling up in his comforter, he finally let his body shut down completely fell into a deep slumber, expecting tomorrow to be the day that would change him forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Journey to the Dome 
 
    Despite the 6 AM alarm, Tye was up by 5 and already making his breakfast of nine eggs, four slices of toast, and a mug of hot chocolate. Having already showered, packed, dressed, and received his plane and hotel confirmations, he sat watching the morning news while enjoying his breakfast. The man from the previous day’s report was on screen, once again reporting on the mysterious dome. “We are in day two since the mysterious object took up residence over the Angeles National Forest. So far, there has been no indication of a change in the object’s presence. Sightseers have flown in from around the world to view the spectacle from afar. Sources on the ground tell us that government officials have conferred with scientists and are claiming that this is a weather anomaly.” 
 
    “Weather anomaly? Hah!” Tye screamed at the TV with his mouth half-full of eggs and toast. 
 
    He gulped down his hot chocolate, nearly scalding his tongue, then walked to his father’s room. His dad was still asleep, but he walked up to hug him regardless. He told him that he was going to stay at a Brodie’s house for a couple days but had to leave early because they were going to spend their day off fishing with Jax, Nathan, and Tony. He then assured him that he would make sure to be at school on Tuesday. Barely awake, his dad hugged him back and made sure to say “I love you” before Tye walked out the door waving goodbye.  
 
    He went to his room, grabbed his backpack, phone, wallet, and keys. He then walked outside into the cool morning air. As he was about to set off, he realized that he had forgotten to put on something warm. He ran back inside to grab an orange hoodie with an image of a shrugging stick figure in the front along with a caption that read “This Hoodie Doesn’t Matter.” 
 
    He chuckled to himself at his nihilistic clothing. In a strange way, it filled him with a sense of confidence. It reminded that he shouldn’t take life too seriously and that he could ultimately find peace in the lack of objective meaning in the universe. He realized that his life and purpose were his choice and there was no reason he shouldn’t take the opportunity to do what he felt was right. Not fate, nor a God, nor the universe was conspiring against him or propelling him forward. He was, in essence, completely a product of randomness and his own subjective worldviews, and he was at peace with that. 
 
    With this newfound confidence, he put in his headphones and strolled to the train station, catching the first train to San Francisco Airport. The ride to the airport gave Tye time to think and reflect on the events of the past few days. He reflected upon his friends, his family, and his life. He wondered if and how things might change in the future and how his recent abilities were related to the dome. 
 
    He pulled out his phone from his hoodie and drafted a text to the group chat he shared with the other four boys: “On my way to L.A. to figure all this out. Told my dad I was staying at Brodie’s house for a couple of days, so imma need you guys to cover for me if need be. Jax, your bro can probably call in sick for me if I don’t make it back by Tuesday morning. You guys are my brothers and I love you fellas.” 
 
    After about an hour, Tye arrived at the airport. He had always hated going through the tedious and somewhat stressful airport procedures. Moreover, never in his life had he boarded a plane by himself. Normally he would have complained about the experience. However, at this particular time, he was completely focused on the task at hand, going through all the procedures stoically and making his way to the waiting area. 
 
    Scrolling through his phone waiting for the plane to arrive, he felt a pair of eyes staring at him. He looked behind, confused, but saw nothing out of the ordinary, so he shrugged it off and returned to browing the internet. 
 
    About five minutes later, he got the same sense and looked around. Again, no one. He moved to a different spot for the rest of the wait time and listened to music, occasionally looking back to see if he could spot anyone suspicious in the crowd. After over an hour of waiting, it was time for the plane to start boarding. He promptly got up to have his ticket checked, forgetting about the strange sense of being watched. 
 
    On the plane, he quickly found his seat and slid his backpack between his legs and the seat in front of him. He stared out the window, waiting for the plane to take off when a large sweaty man, scarfing down a bag of chips, took the seat next to him. The man smelled of cheap cologne that hid pungent body odor and had strange stains all over his clothes. The man frantically reached inside his jacket’s pocket and took out a packet of ranch to dip his chips in but before he could indulge in his snack, he sneezed and accidentally poured a good amount on the sleeve of Tye’s hoodie. 
 
    Tye looked over, gagged, and softly muttered, “Aw! C’mon man!” 
 
    The man leaned in asked, “Did you say something, boy?!” the foul smell coming from his mouth immediately stung Tye’s nose, forcing him to hold his breath and shake his head, tears forming in his eyes. The large unsightly man shrugged and began emphatically snacking on his chips again, chewing loud enough for the entire cabin to hear. 
 
    Just as Tye was about to turn his music up to a level that would surely make him deaf to distract himself, a young girl walked up and began speaking to the man. 
 
    The two conversed for a few seconds before the man got up and walked to the front of the plane and the girl took his place. Tye did a quick mental fist pump and was about to look back out the window when he had the now-familiar feeling of someone staring at him. 
 
    He turned to meet her gaze. She was studying his every feature, probably contemplating if she had recognized him. He pulled out his earbuds and raised his eyebrows in question. “Hi...? Is there something wrong?” he asked slowly. 
 
    She shook her head as if she had been broken from a stupor and a wide smile formed on her face. “You’re him!” she said excitedly. “You’re the guy!” 
 
    Tye’s eyes widened and he looked around confused before pointing to himself. “Me? I’m the guy? What guy?” 
 
    “Yes!” she cried, nodding furiously. “You know! The guy from that viral video!” 
 
    Tye scoffed and nervously laughed. “Viral video? As much as this beautiful face deserves to be plastered all over the internet, I don’t think I have that type of allure.” he said feigning ignorance, trying to diffuse the attention he was getting. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and quickly pulled out her phone from her bag. She found the video of him pushing Thad, pausing at a clear shot of his face. “There!” she exclaimed triumphantly, pointing to Tye in the video. “You’re literally the same guy!” 
 
    Tye exhaled deeply in defeat, pushing the girl’s phone down into her lap and asking her to keep quiet. He whispered to her, “Okay, okay. You’re right! That’s me. Just... Please keep quiet.” 
 
    “I knew it!” she howled. “Oh! By the way, my name is Bhavna! Ah this is so cool! A real viral star is sitting right next to me! So many people have tried to prove that the video is fake but even the best of the experts haven’t been able to do it yet! You know what I think?” 
 
    “What do you think? And remember...” Tye put one finger to his lips and lowered his palm to indicate low volume. 
 
    She awkwardly winked at him and said, “I think you really pushed that guy. I think you may have...” She then leaned into Tye’s ear and whispered, “I think you have a gift...” 
 
    Tye let out another nervous laugh and said, “Yeah, I guess you could say that. A lot has happened of late and trust me, I’m still trying to figure out what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Do you mean that big thing that's showed up? Is that why you’re going to L.A.? Aw. I totally thought you got a movie deal or something!” she said with disappointment. 
 
    “Movie deal? I think it takes more than one viral video to get a movie deal. Or at least, it should in theory. What about you?” 
 
    “I just have some friends there. If there’s anything you ever need, feel free to hit me up! Oh and if you need to rent a car down there—because between you and me, Uber is just not worth it—look up ‘ASAP Cars.’ Trust me, you’ll get a good deal,” she said with a wink.  
 
    “Um, sure? I’ll do that!” he replied, bemused.  
 
    The two exchanged contact information and then Tye decided to sleep for the rest of the plane ride, trying to avoid further conversation. He woke up to Bhavna tapping his arm, telling him that they had landed. With a yawn, he made his way off the plane and out of the airport. 
 
    Outside, he immediately noticed the bright blue light in the sky and the top of the dome it emanated from. He also noticed nearly every single person leaving the airport and the many bystanders standing in awe of the sight, taking pictures and excitedly talking over the phone. You guys really don’t know what you’re posting to your social media. That thing could be our deaths, he thought to himself. 
 
    He flagged down a taxi and as they made their way to his hotel, he awkwardly nodded through the taxi driver’s rant about how much he hated ride sharing. Once he was in his room, he immediately dropped his bags onto the floor and flopped on the bed. 
 
    He lay there face down for about five minutes, not moving, until he heard his phone buzz. He slowly reached for it and saw it was a text from Gemma. 
 
    Gemma: Hey! 
 
    Tye: Yo! 
 
    Gemma: Did you make it there safe? 
 
    Tye: Yes, ma’am 
 
    Gemma: Great! So do you know how you’re going to get to the dome? 
 
    Tye thought for a moment, realizing he had no idea. Until now, the biggest obstacle had been getting to L.A. He hadn’t really planned out what was next. Bhavna and her suggestion came to his mind and with it, the seeds of a plan. 
 
    Tye: Actually. I may have a way of doing it 
 
    Gemma: Oh? Is this a way that’s going to get you killed? 
 
    Tye: Maybe, but so could a giant alien dome, right? 
 
    Tye quickly searched ‘ASAP Cars’ and found that the shop was within walking distance of his hotel. He unpacked his backpack, leaving nothing inside except an external charger, his toothbrush and toothpaste, his wallet, and a small collapsable sleeping pad. “But before I go. I probably can’t be exploring around with this nasty ass thing.” Looking around at the clothes he had thrown on the floor, one piece caught his eye in particular. He pulled out a red hoodie with a lemniscate overlapping a lightning bolt in the center, “Not as fun but it’ll do.” He gave the room a final look-over for anything else he might need and walked out the door and out of the building. 
 
    Outside, scores of people were standing and observing the strange phenomenon looming over them from the sky. A deep feeling of worry and discomfort came over him. He shook his head and began briskly walking towards the rental shop, putting in his earbuds to distract himself from the sight. 
 
    He stopped at a convenience store on the way to grab some snacks and a soda along with a lighter and a flashlight in case he needed a source of heat and light inside the dome. He took out his earbuds and hung them around his neck to look for the items he needed.  
 
    In the candy aisle, he heard a couple nearby discussing the dome. The wife spoke with fear in her voice as she clung to her husband’s arm, almost as if the dome itself was listening to her. “I just... I don’t know, babe. Maybe we should get out of L.A. We can stay with my sister in Florida. I just don’t feel comfortable around that thing.” 
 
    The man laughed at his wife’s suggestion and said, “Babe, we’ll be fine. The military has that thing contained. Hell, most of Pasadena is blocked off. I’m sure they’ve got it all under control. We just have to give it time.” 
 
    “They told us to evacuate for a reason, Manuel!” 
 
    “They said people in the area should evacuate. Doesn’t necessarily mean us! We’re far enough away. We’ll be fine, I promise,” he said, kissing her forehead. 
 
    She buried her head in his arms, not calmed in the slightest by her husband’s reassurance and they continued to argue as they walked out of the store. 
 
    Intrigued by her statement, Tye quickly went to the news app on his phone to see if there was more information. He saw the same well-dressed man giving his update, “We are now in day two of this mysterious dome taking up residence over the Angeles National Forest! From our sources on the ground, temporary barricades have been set up around Pasadena and all entrance into the area is being restricted. Though the military is spread thin around the dome, many people have already been stopped from making mad dashes towards to object. More to come at...” he switched to his maps app and saw that Pasadena was only a 10 mile drive from the Angeles National Forest. 
 
    Tye contemplated their words. He left the aisle and brought the items to the counter, thinking to himself, So, apparently, there isn’t much protecting the dome right now except for maybe some guys with guns and a few barricades? Hypothetically... I wonder if I could sneak past and drive all the way through? He paused to consider it for a moment. I think I gotta do it either way, right? Best chance I have. After buying his items, he made the short walk to ASAP Cars. 
 
    As he strolled past the cars in the parking lot of a small car rental shop, his nose picked up a distinct smell that immediately registered as familiar from back home.  
 
    “Why the hell does this place smell like weed?” he asked himself, confused. “These guys are smoking while operating vehicles in a professional environment? That’s... uh... Not the smartest thing for a person to do. 
 
    Inside, a scraggly young man was leaning back in a chair. He quickly blew out smoke and stood to attention as Tye walked in. “Hello! Welcome to Cars ASAP!” 
 
    “Cars ASAP? Oh, this must be a different place. I’m looking for ASAP Cars?” Tye asked, confused. 
 
    “No, this is ASAP Cars! I'm Chad! What do I need from you today?” 
 
    Tye chuckled and shook his head. “Yo, Chad. I’m Tye. Well, what I need from you is a car rental. Something without electronics. That work for you, man?” 
 
    “Yeah! Sounds perfect!” Chad said walking out from behind the counter, dropping something in the process. He turned his head to look at the small, nearly used up blunt on the ground and smiled. He turned back to Tye and laughed, “Wild!” 
 
    The two walked over to the lot and Tye inspected the cars thoroughly. “These are nice. Where are the non-electric ones?” 
 
    “Non-electric? None of these are electric, bro. We can’t afford electric cars.”  
 
    “No, I mean cars with no electronic components. Something that could say... Survive an EMP?” 
 
    Chad scratched the back of his head. EMP survival? Nah, we don’t have those here. I think you’d struggle to find a car like that to rent by the hour. They don’t make ’em like my girl anymore.” 
 
    “Wait, your girl?” Tye asked, stepping forward. 
 
    “Oh yeah, bro. My car is totally survival proof. I don’t really trust the government or automation. Robots and hackers are gonna be the end of us, little bro. If they can hack your house and transportation? Game over, man. Game over. Mine is an oldie but a beauty.” 
 
    Fighting back the urge to walk away from what seemed to be an extremely paranoid and unhinged individual, an idea popped into Tye’s head. “Hey, man. I couldn’t tell, but you smoke, right?” 
 
    “Bro, I blaze for real. 24/7, no joke. But the only reason I could smoke today was because I guess my boss is freaked out about the dome, so he left the shop to good ol’ responsible Chad. Sucks that I smoked all my shit and now I’m coming down a bit though.” 
 
    The gears in Tye’s head began to turn. “Yo, man. What if you could get more weed?” 
 
    “I would bro, but I lost my phone and I can’t just leave the shop. I told you, bro. I’m responsible!”  
 
    “Yeah, super responsible!” Tye said with a chuckle. “But dude... What if I told you I’m on my way to get some weed, and I could bring some here?” 
 
    “Oh dude... No way. How much would I owe you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I just need transportation.” 
 
    “Hmm. Oh! I see what you’re doing...” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You want to use one of my rental cars for free! No sir! That’d be irresponsible! Plus what if you stole one of them and wrecked it! Or even worse, lost the product in the car? RIP to the ganja and RIP to me, bro. But what if...” 
 
    “What if...”  
 
    “What if you used my car to bring the weed here? At least you won’t be using one of the rentals that way. As long as you pay a deposit.” 
 
    Tye’s eyebrows dropped and his arms hung low when Chad had mentioned paying money to take his car out. “High enough to let a stranger use your car but coherent enough to make him pay for it? Aight, Chad.” He mumbled, reaching into his wallet and pulling out $50. “This good enough?” 
 
    “Muy gracias!” Chad said, grabbing the money. 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and asked, “Where are your keys? I’ll be right back!” 
 
    Chad nodded furiously, giddy with excitement. He fumbled for the keys in his pocket before handing them to Tye. “It’s the light blue beauty parked on the sidewalk. You know the one!” 
 
    “Nah, I don’t man but I’ll figure it out,” Tye said with a wink as he walked away, stopping for a moment to wonder what the hell had just happened. 
 
    As he looked up and down the sidewalk, he spotted an old, beat-up truck that looked like it gone through numerous modifications. He wrinkled his nose at the vehicle and wondered whether he’d be safer on a bicycle than what he considered to be metal deathtrap. 
 
    Against his better judgment, he opened the door and got into the driver’s seat while resting his phone between his legs with the GPS set to the Angeles National Forest. He looked back at the car dealership to see Chad waving goodbye and returned a genuinely warm look as he waved back. He turned his attention back to the road and groaned, pushing his head against the wheel. “Damn it. I really have to do this... Okay,” he said to himself. “We get to the dome. We go in. We figure out what’s going on. We come back. We fly home. Easy.” 
 
    As he drove off the sidewalk towards Pasadena, he felt a strange sense of calm rise inside him. There was an undeniable feeling that he was somehow doing the right thing, not because his actions had an impact on humanity but because he felt that this was where he belonged. As he approached the city, his mind grew blank and only images of the bright-blue orb growing in the distance filled his mind.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Entrance 
 
    Tye drove for roughly half an hour. His phone shut off in conjunction with the now-constant feeling of dread filling him as the dome expanded as he got closer. Although it had looked imposing at first, it had still been a relatively small, blue orb in the distance. Now, it increasingly had begun looking like an all-encompassing force.  
 
    As he pulled up to the first barricade blocking Pasadena from visitors, he looked on in absolute awe at the striking structure. He estimated that it had to be well over a mile high. Just as impressive was the area it covered. The dome towered over the city, appearing to completely engulf the forest behind it. In its light-blue backdrop, all other buildings or objects that dared to challenge its silhouette were dwarfed. 
 
    The tension inside him was more powerful than ever. It took every fiber of his being to not jump out of the car and run straight towards the dome. Though his logical mind feared it, a strange instinct inside of him sharply contradicted that and continuously pushed him towards it. His eyes dilated, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and the buzzing rose again in his ears drowned out every other sound, until he heard the loud bang of the butt of a gun against the car door, shocking him out of his daze.  
 
    A man in military uniform was standing uncomfortably close to the driver’s side window. Tye rolled it down to face a look that would have made a charging grizzly bear back down. 
 
    “State your business,” the burly man barked. 
 
    “I, uh...” Tye stumbled to find words that would best convince the man. 
 
    “State your business or leave immediately,” the man commanded in a tone implying that he would not repeat himself. 
 
    Another man was standing with a large gun pressed against his chest, staring him down at him with ice-cold eyes and a deep scowl. He turned to the man at his window and muttered, “It’s nothing, really. I’m just here to visit some friends.” 
 
    “No entry to unauthorized personnel. Leave now,” the man replied stiffly, glaring at Tye the entire time. 
 
    “C’mon man. What’s the issue with me going to see a couple friends? It’s not that big a deal, right? I’ll be in and out in a few hours tops,” Tye said, attempting to be persuasive. 
 
    Undeterred, the man retorted, “You either turn the vehicle around or we will be forced to shoot. There are no buts.” 
 
    “Shoot? You’re going to shoot me for trying to see some friends? Are you insane?” Tye asked bewildered. 
 
    “Now!” the man yelled, taking a step back from the window. 
 
    Tye thought for a second. Then he rolled up his window and put the car into reverse, slowly backing up about twenty feet. He looked at the two men staring at him again and then at the giant dome looming over them all, beads of sweat starting to form on his brow. He knew this was the turning point—either he took the plunge or spent the rest of eternity wondering ‘What if?’ He took in a deep breath and cussed loudly. Placing his hand on the shift, he violently jerked it forward, nearly breaking it, his foot anchored to the gas pedal. He accelerated forward, breaking through the barrier and sending the two military men diving out of the way.  
 
    He could hear the sound of bullets whizzing by and hitting his car. He drove maniacally, ducking past every barrier. He zoomed down the road, hellbent on reaching the dome.  
 
    Before long, he couldn't see anyone behind him but he eventually noticed two men and an armored vehicle blocking the road ahead. Fully planning to barrel through, he was about to continue driving when he noticed that the two men were standing at each side with their guns pointed directly at him. He slowed down and brought the vehicle to a stop mere meters from them, quickly grabbing his phone and bag and stepping out to meet them. 
 
    “Hands up in the air!” one of the men yelled, with his gun pointed at Tye, prompting him to shoot his hands into the sky. “You know you’re on government-controlled property, correct? You’re trespassing, which is a federal offense and you will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. Walk towards my vehicle. Now.” 
 
    Tye slowly walked towards the Humvee with his head down. “Listen, man! I can totally explain. It’s a really funny story, actually!” he begged. 
 
    “Shut up!” the other man yelled at him.  
 
    Tye went silent and watched as the first man began to speak into a radio, seemingly calling for backup. After his conversation, he turned to Tye and scowled at him. “I don’t know what the hell you think you’re doing here, but you’re never going to do anything like this again. It may not seem like it, but—” he turned and pointed to the massive dome behind them “—we’re trying to protect you from that.” He walked towards his partner but kept his eyes locked on Tye. 
 
    “What should we do with him?” the second man asked. 
 
    “Right now, all we can do is wait for Skipper, Kowalski, Rico, or Private to come pick him up.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we check the truck? He could have something nasty in there.” 
 
    “You thinking a bomb?” 
 
    “I dunno. But it can’t hurt to check and see if anything looks out of sorts. That car looks like it’s straight from one from those crazed ‘EMP survivor’ websites. Might have a loon on our hands.” 
 
    “Think he knows about what that thing can do?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m sure he’s just another lunatic that got lucky. I’ll go check out the vehicle.” 
 
    As the first man walked towards the car, Tye looked up to see the second man aiming his gun at his chest. Tye knew he had to think fast before backup arrived or his vehicle was put out of working order. The gears in his head turned and within a matter of seconds, an idea came to him. 
 
    His eyes widened, locking onto the gun. He gave the military man a wry smile and said, “Anyone tell you that you’ve got a big nose? Kinda makes the whole macho gun guy routine a little ridiculous, don’tcha think? Afterall, there’s no need to be so bold and brash, Squidw—”  
 
    “SHUT. UP.”  
 
    “Okay. Okay. Just, uh... Know that you’re not gonna be the one shooting,” Tye said matter-of-factly with a shrug. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking ab—” The man was cut off when a loud pop rang out, forcing him to drop his gun and clutch his hand in pain. Tye made a mad dash for the car as the other man spun around, reaching for his gun. Tye dipped his shoulder and rammed into him, sending him flying. Tye then quickly scrambled to get into his car and started it, accelerating just as he heard his right-side rearview mirror shatter as a bullet went through it. He forced the gas pedal down, shooting past the second man, who had now scrambled into the Humvee. 
 
    Tye noticed something odd in his left rear view mirror. The second man had not tried to follow him. He thought back to what the waitress had said and wondered whether they weren’t following him simply because they couldn’t. 
 
    He drove in silence for the next six miles. With no phone GPS and no music to accompany him, he once again let his mind go blank with the familiar and now strangely soothing buzz filling his ears. The dome grew closer. Tye felt as though he was but a speck before the colossal thing. 
 
    After fifteen more minutes of driving, he finally reached it. He stepped out of the car, making sure to grab everything he had brought with him. He looked up to see a gargantuan blue wall that looked almost as if it was made of water, dancing and flowing sporadically. Tye stood transfixed. The buzzing in his head once again became deafening while still managing to form coherent words in his mind. “Step towards it. Reach your hand out. Make contact.” It pushed every fiber of his being to go forth into the dome and meet his destiny. 
 
    Tye took a step forward. He could see his reflection in the near-liquid surface. He slowly lifted his hand and brought a finger to the surface, penetrating the membrane before quickly retracting it. He turned around to the outside world and saw nothing had changed. No one was following him and there was nothing stopping him from entering. He knew at that moment that this is where he belonged and that everything up to this point had been pushing him here. He turned back, closed his eyes, and took one final breath before walking through the membrane.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: First Contact 
 
    The buzzing stopped. He slowly opened his eyes to a warm splendid lush blue jungle with no humidity whatsoever. The interior of the dome was massive. He saw broad lush trees far taller than he thought possible. Each one easily dwarfing the tallest of redwoods and sequoias. The insects looked unreal, their exoskeletons lit up with a cavalcade of colors and each one looked different from the next, none of them even resembling what he was used to outside of the dome. Even the very dirt beneath his feet seemed to have a stupendous luminescent quality to it. 
 
    As Tye looked at this new world, he felt every cell in his body being revitalized. The air was the cleanest his lungs had ever breathed, energizing him in a way he had never experienced before. A half-smile appeared on his face as he looked around the alien environment.  
 
    Before stepping forward, he turned back to the membrane. With all his strength, he tried pushing his hand back out through the barrier but only managed to create a ripple of energy emanating from the point of contact. Bewildered, he ran his fingers down the barrier and could only see waves trailing each of his finger tips. In his mind he knew there was no turning back. 
 
    He faced the forest again and said softly to himself, “Well, it looks like I’m here for better or for worse.” He reached for the phone in his pocket only to find that it was dead. He shrugged and started walking, taking in the serenity of the world around him. He observed the strange plant and animal life, awestruck by every new experience his senses encountered. He ran his fingers through a patch of flowers that looked like neon tulips but had a green appendage that stuck out of the middle, recoiling when he saw one of them snatch an insect out of the air with lightning speed. He looked up to see the sun’s light still managed to penetrate the surface of the dome but the light  refracting through the membrane had caused an aurora borealis looking effect towards the top. 
 
    “This is all amazing but I still have to figure out why this thing is here and how we can get rid of it. How I do that? I have no idea.” As he looked up, he noticed a small black pod that seemed to be near the top of the dome, emitting a thin stream of light that connected it to the rest of the dome. “Huh. What do we have there?” he asked himself out loud. “I’d bet two whole dollars that this thing has something to do with our dome problem. Issue is, I can’t really see it. Maybe if I could get a better vantage point? But first. I should probably explore this area a bit. I don’t exactly know where I am, and there could be something else of note here. Also, I’m definitely going insane if I’m talking to myself this early. I really gotta figure out what this is and get out.”  
 
    Heading in no particular direction, he entered the forest. Something crept up from his right, and before he could move or assume a defensive stance, a blue dog-like creature popped out of the underbrush and jumped onto him, knocking him to ground. It began licking his face and burying its head into his chest as Tye laughed and stroked its smooth head. “Hey! You’re a little friendly, aren’t you!” He slowly moved it off him and stood up to examine the creature. He could see that it had the form of a large dog but was significantly longer. It was completely bald with reflective skin, large pearly white teeth, and a large green tongue hanging out of its mouth. It had no visible eyes but appeared to have sensory pits across its snout, a protruding spine, and a long thin tail with a small glowing bulge at the end. 
 
    He smiled as he watched the creature that was walking around him, nuzzling against his legs and licking his hand when he bent down to pet it. When he tried to feel its spine, the creature jumped back. Tye started at the sudden motion, slightly on edge. “Whoa, buddy. You cool? Cause I’m trying to be cool. So let’s just be cool, cool?” he said to the creature, holding his palms out flat. It turned around and started walking away, stopping every few feet and looking back at him and barking a metallic sound that seemed to indicate that it wanted Tye to follow. 
 
    Tye shrugged and began to follow the creature. At first, it walked along through the underbrush at a slow pace, but it soon began to pick up speed. After a few minutes, it began to strut, then it broke into a full-on sprint, prompting Tye to take off running after it, not quite sure where it was leading him. As they sprinted with blinding speed through the woods, dodging various branches, boulders, and vines, a sense of euphoria came over him, and he howled with pure elation.  
 
    Tye’s ears picked up the faint sound of rushing water. The sound grew increasingly prominent, until the creature eventually took a sharp right that led Tye along the banks of a large rushing river full of alien fish just as spectacular as the creatures he had encountered to this point. He admired them as he ran, awestruck by what looked like a mini plesiosaurs with bioluminescent fins breach the water. 
 
    His focus on the creatures broke when he felt a nudge at his legs almost knocking him off balance. Confused, he looked down at the creature that had since increased it’s speed and taken the lead. As he saw it run in front of him, he noticed a giant dip in the land where the water fell. As the creature leaped over the edge, he yelled curses and skidded to a stop just in time to prevent himself from falling into the waterfall. 
 
    His heart pounded at the sight of what was likely well over a 100-meter drop. He sat breathing heavily, thankful that he had stopped in time. “Well, shit,” he said to himself, panting. “Could’ve died there. You should probably be more careful about not dying, Tye. Death is bad. It’d be a really smart idea to not die.” He got up and patted himself as he looked around. “Maybe it’d help if I could get a vantage point.” He noticed one of the massive trees in the forest. “Okay, so my speed has increased significantly, I know that for a fact. I wonder if...”  
 
    He looked down at the ground, smiled, and ran back into the jungle. As he sped up, he took two long strides, landing on his left foot, and then pushed upwards, taking off into the sky.  
 
    He rocketed up nearly 50 meters, feeling weightless, and landed with a hard thud on his feet. He screamed with elation at the fact that not only had he jumped roughly half the height of a skyscraper but also that he had not injured himself while landing. He took off again, this time jumping 80 meters. Then again, a 100. And once more, a 150. Each time, he landed as though he had only jumped but a few inches. 
 
    Tye could barely contain his excitement, giddy at his two newfound abilities, he jumped up once more with the largest smile that had ever graced his face. Landing safely again, he said to himself, “Okay, so first off... THAT WAS DOPE! Second, I think I can make my way up to one of those super-tall trees and get a pretty good layout of the land. But first... I still have two more abilities I want to test.” 
 
    He raced out of the dense jungle to a nearby cliff face and stood facing it. He felt the hard rock and nodded with a smile. He stepped back about 20 feet, a look of pure determination on his face. He looked at the wall of rock, took a deep breath and focused his vision. Almost instantly, two large beams erupted from his eyes, pushing him back onto the ground.  
 
    Tye slowly raised his head and was shocked to see the full extent of the damage. The beams had created an impact crater, roughly six feet wide and deeper than he cared to find out. He stood up. “Well, that’s... powerful. Don’t know how useful it is if I fly back every time I use it though.” He then looked at his hands and could feel a tingling sensation rushing from his spine to his fingertips. “I wonder,” he whispered.  
 
    He extended his hands before him, closed his eyes, and focused on the sensation running through his spine, down his arms, in his palms, and ending at his fingertips. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled. Opening his eyes, he released a burst of energy from each hand. At first, the sight caught him off-guard, but he was able to maintain his balance, digging his feet into the dirt. He held the stream of energy for a solid ten seconds before letting it peter out. He walked over to assess the damage. He nodded in approval upon seeing two three-foot wide craters that appeared to go just as deep into the rock as his eye beams. This caused another wave of excitement as he danced around and cheered, letting go all inhibition.  
 
    “Yes! It worked” he screamed. “I have super powers! This is the coolest thing that has ever happened to anyone!” He paused. “Well. Actually. I could’ve won that billion-dollar lottery prize. I think with some savvy and conservative financial decisions, I probably could’ve made that last a lifetime and been in a pretty decent place money-wise for the rest of my life.” Tye looked down at his hands again. “But this is a damn good second place.”  
 
    Turning to face the gargantuan trees behind him with a look of determination, he cracked his knuckles and said, “One more thing to test.” Rushing back into the jungle, he found a thicket of the massive trees. He whistled in awe as he looked up, utterly dwarfed by the massive things. He casually walked up to a tree that stood nearly 200 meters tall and 70 meters wide. He then strolled around the base, noticing that it was positioned weirdly between three other trees, such that if it fell, the others would be able to support its weight.  
 
    “Sheesh. I dunno if I’m gonna be able to do this. In fact, I’m definitely not gonna be able to do this,” Tye said, folding his arms. “But... On the off chance that my strength has increased as much as my other abilities, I suppose it’s worth testing out. And I’m still talking to myself. Yikes.” He then took another look upwards and slumped over. “Craaaaap. I’ma prolly throw out my back or sum’n.”  
 
    He spat into both his hands, rubbed them together, and then placed them firmly on the base of the tree, digging his feet into the dirt and pushing with all his might. At first, he felt no movement, but as he continued to push, he could hear the  roots anchoring it to the ground snap. He let out an exasperated grunt and after another 10 seconds of pushing, he completely uprooted the tree, jumping back as it fell onto its massive brothers and got caught on a pair of intersected trees on the way down. 
 
    “Sweeeeet!” he said to himself, unsure if he was more impressed with his feat of strength or the fact that the tree had gotten caught just as he had hoped it would. He stepped back to take a second to marvel at what he had accomplished before jumping onto the base and rushing up what was now a walkable path. Taking off from its midsection, he landed on the highest branch of one of the trees it had been caught on. 
 
    Now with a clear vantage point, he looked silently out onto the new world he had entered, truly appreciating the wonders of this new strange place. He attempted to take in every detail before saying, “This is all... amazing. A whole new world of life never before seen by humans… And it’s somehow more fascinating and marvelous than any of our wildest dreams. And yet... The biggest question is, why?”  
 
    He noticed the black object he had initially seen upon entering the dome. His eyes widened as memories of the events at the crater flooded back, causing his jaw to drop. “That’s the centerpiece of the egg thing I saw!” he said, thinking aloud. “But I didn’t see it leave the crater when I was there last... Unless...” He rubbed his chin in thought. “Unless that’s the fifth light reported in the news. Could such a small thing have produced all this though? I mean... It’s obviously important enough to be connected to the rest of the dome. This is just a thought, but if we can find a way to take that out, then maybe we can find a way to take this whole thing down?” 
 
    Holding tight to one of the tree’s branches to steady himself, he raised a hand and shot a beam of energy at the thing, only to see it bounce off meters away from the actual device. “Hm. Looks like it has some kind of field protecting it. Which definitely makes me think it’s something that the creators of this place think is worth protecting. But I bet if we can get some weapons in here, maybe a bomb or something, we can take it out. The question is how the hell do I get out and how do we get stuff in?” 
 
    Before jumping down to make his way back to the edge of the dome, Tye noticed two figures racing through the jungle not too far from him. “Animals hunting each other in here?” he wondered, mimicking binoculars with his hands.  
 
    He strained his eyes to focus on what was happening beneath him. He spotted an extremely large and agitated purple boar-like creature with four large tusks protruding from its slobbering mouth. Multiple jelly-filled sacks and thick long hairs stuck out from it, making it look somewhat like a porcupine. “Jesus Christ! What a monster!” Tye said, impressed. “But what has it so pissed off?”  
 
    Shifting his imaginary binoculars ahead, he saw a feminine-looking humanoid figure in a pink hoodie and yoga pants running in a clearly distressed manner. “Oh man, these creatures are weird! That thing almost looks like a person!” He tightened his hands around his eyes to simulate focusing his binoculars and in near shock, he shouted, “Oh shit! That is a person!”  
 
    Shooting straight up, Tye jumped from his perch, rocketing forward and landing with a thunderous boom only mere meters away from the chase. He took off after the two. 
 
    Running through the trees, shrubs, and vines, his ears picked up on the heartbeat and breathing of the girl and the powerful gallops of the creature as it let out loud bestial furious grunts. He made a sharp turn, jumping off a small ledge and landing in a much thicker part of the underbrush. The two faced off. The girl was cornered, her path cut off by a large wall of rock.  
 
    Without the slightest hesitation, Tye rushed in front of the girl and faced the alien boar, which was much larger than he had originally estimated. It easily stood six feet tall and over twelve feet long in addition to its massive girth, likely well over 1,000 pounds in weight. Two angry red eyes burned in its head with the desire to gore them both. 
 
    Tye held his fists up in an awkward defensive position, ready to go to war with the monster. “Don’t worry! I got this!” he yelled.  
 
    From behind him, a strangely unperturbed voice replied calmly, “You got this? And what exactly are you gonna do?”  
 
    Confused, Tye yelled back, “Does it matter? Just run! Trust me. I can fight this thing!” 
 
    “Oh really? My hero! You’ve come to save the princess crying for help from her castle!” the voice mocked sarcastically. 
 
    Unsure of what exactly was happening, Tye noticed that the creature was about to charge. It let out a final booming squeal and took a step forward, forcing him to change his stance and put out his arms, preparing to blast the creature. Suddenly, he heard a snap, and in an instant the beast went flying up into the air, caught in a trap hanging some ten feet above the ground. The girl walked past him and over to the creature which, though struggling in the trap, could do nothing to free itself. Inspecting what she had caught, she spoke again, “It turns out that this princess never actually needed any saving in the first place. But I appreciate the attempt!” 
 
    “Um. What the hell just happened?” Tye asked, walking over to the girl as she turned to face him. He was immediately struck by her beauty. She had a thin athletic build and stood about 5’7”. She had flawless fair skin, straight long blonde hair that fell to her chest, and soulful blue eyes that resembled two dancing nebulae in the everlasting glow of the cosmos. She stood with a sly smile that encapsulated her strong but playful demeanor. He blushed, thrown off by her allure. “Whoa!” he unintentionally said out loud. 
 
    “Whoa?” she asked, tilting her head slightly to the side. 
 
    “Yeah uh... As in... Um... Whoa! I didn’t expect to see another person in here!” 
 
    “Well, here I am!” she said, her arms extended to her sides. “Honestly, I’m kind of surprised to see someone else here too. Though I’ve found some other reasons to believe I may not be alone.” She stuck out her hand for Tye to shake. “I’m Ashley. Ashley Rosé. My friends just call me Ash.” 
 
    Tye shook her hand timidly. Still confused, he said slowly, “Hi, I’m uh... I’m Tye. Look, I’m sorry but... What just happened?”  
 
    “Uh, I caught dinner?” She then walked over to the still-trapped and struggling beast, raised a hand up to it, and a bright orange energy surrounded her palm before she shot a ball of pure energy at the beast, instantly silencing it, singeing off all its hairs, and popping the sacks on its back.  
 
    “What I’ve learned through observation is that those sacks and hairs are its defense mechanisms. Obviously, the spikes don’t make it look like the most appealing thing to put in your mouth, but those sacks are pretty sensitive and burst to release a pretty nasty toxin. So if a creature does decide it wants to bite it, it quickly realizes this is not the meal it’s looking for. And that’s if you can deal with its size and aggression. That’s why I have to burn them off before I can actually cook the thing.” 
 
    Flabbergasted at what was transpiring, Tye put his hands on his hips and asked, “How the hell do you know so much about that thing? And you just shot a freakin’ ball of energy up at the space pig monster! How did you do it?!” 
 
    “How did I do it?” 
 
    “Yes! How did you do it?!” 
 
    “I do it by uh... I... I don’t really know? Honestly, it’s a pretty freaky thing and it’s something I can’t really explain. Just that once I got in here, I felt... Different? Yeah. Different. And before I knew it, I was shooting beams of energy from my hands and flying.” 
 
    “You can fly?! What the hell! I can’t fly!” Tye bawled. 
 
    “Wait, so like you can do other stuff?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have a few abilities. Super strength, super speed—which is how I found you—super jumping, energy beams, eye beams, super hearing, super sight, super endurance, and maybe a few other things.” 
 
    “Wow. I mean, I’ll trade you all of that for flight!”  
 
    “You’ve got yourself a slap-happy-butt-smacking-deal, good madam!” Tye joked, causing a genuine fit of laughter from the plucky girl. 
 
    She went over to the fresh kill and flew up to the vine, holding up the trap, using a small beam of energy from her fingers to cut it down, making the carcass drop to the jungle floor with a thud. “I kinda planned to just fly this over to my camp, but since you can’t fly, it might be kind of an awkward trip.”  
 
    “Wait, does that mean you want me to come with?” Tye asked. 
 
    “I do! But only because I haven’t really seen any other people yet, and it’s probably a smart idea for us to stick together. But I’m gonna need you to do one little thing for me. To prove your worth.” 
 
    Tye raised an eyebrow and nodded, unconvinced. “Okay... What is it?” 
 
    “Take that vine and drag our friend to camp. You said you have super strength, right? So it shouldn’t be a problem for you.” 
 
    Scoffing at her proposition, Tye folded his arms. “What? Wait, but you said you can carry this thing back to camp! Doesn’t that mean you’re strong enough to lift it too?” 
 
    “I can do it. But I don’t want to do it,” she said with a shrug. “Plus, you’re coming to my campout, so I feel like it’s the least you can do. Especially when I did all the hunting,” she said with a wink. Tye rolled his eyes and smiled, taking the vine from her hand and wrapping it around his waist as they started walking through the woods.  
 
    “You’re sure these vines aren’t going to tear with me dragging this thing?” he asked. 
 
    “They shouldn’t. They have a lot more tensile strength than anything in the outside world. That’s how I knew my net would be able to hold up that boarlien.” 
 
    “Boarlien?” 
 
    “Yeah! It’s like an alien that looks like a boar so... boarlien!” she responded with a smile. 
 
    Tye laughed and repeated the name in a playfully mocking tone. “You know, that’s super lame. But I also kinda dig it, so well done, Ash. Well done.” 
 
    The two walked and spoke for what felt like hours before eventually arriving at a small cave entrance partially obstructed by foliage. Tye walked in behind Ashley, giving the boar one final heave and deciding to leave it by the entrance. Ash was standing in the middle of the cave, two balls of energy burning in each palm. She floated them upwards, creating two bright sources of light. She then proceeded to gather up sticks into a large makeshift fire pit and ignited it with another blast of energy. 
 
    While she began preparing the semi-fresh kill, Tye took a seat on a flat protruding rock and looked over the cave. He noticed that the ceiling above him was entirely crystalline and radiated a faint pinkish light that also helped illuminate their surroundings. The ground was clean, save for the remains of a few odd-looking traps that Tye took to be prototypes for Ashley’s working model. 
 
    He then looked over at her and saw that she was beginning to gut the alien pig with a large sharpened rock. Not wanting to sit in silence, he asked awkwardly, “So! This is your place? It’s... homey?” 
 
    “Well, I hope it’s not too homey,” Ashley responded. 
 
    “Oh? Why’s that?” Tye pushed. 
 
    “I don’t exactly want to be here for much longer than I have to,” she replied, slightly irritated. “If you couldn’t tell, living in a cave kinda sucks.” She motioned towards the creature in front of her, “Doing this to survive? It’s not my first choice for a vacation.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m right there with you. I was kinda hoping this would be a couple-hours-maximum kinda thing.” Tye paused to watch her take off her hoodie and pull out the creature’s organs. “You need help with that?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s more of a one-person job,” she said coldly. 
 
    “Ah. You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re slightly annoyed.” 
 
    “Oh, you could tell? It’s like I said, I don’t really want to be here and in the midst of well, still being here... I don’t know. It’s just making me feel like my stay is going to be a lot longer than I expected.” 
 
    Tye frowned, feeling her mood crash. He got up from the slab he was sitting on and sat across from her on the floor. He reached into his bag and pulled out a bag of candy and threw it at her. 
 
    “Ow! What was that for?” she yelled, confused, as she inspected the bag. 
 
    “Break time! I feel like since you’ve done like 55% of the work here...” 
 
    “55%?” 
 
    “55%.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I also did 45% of the work, so I’ve earned a bit of crazy.” 
 
    She flashed a large smile at this and let out a genuine laugh before digging into the candy, thanking him as she chewed. Content at having brought a smile to her face, Tye proceeded to ask how she had found herself within the dome at the cave. 
 
    “It’s kind of a long story.” 
 
    “A long story? Oh no! It’s not like we have all the time in the world sitting in a cave!” 
 
    This prompted another laugh. “It really isn’t all that interesting. My family is from New York and we were just visiting the area. On what was apparently the absolute worst day to go for a hike, I decided to visit the Angeles National Forest, when some kind of drone, I think, flew over and shot a beam of energy into the sky. I remember just standing there watching as that energy or whatever it was started to form the outside the dome, coming down and surrounding the entire forest...” 
 
    “That sounds intense,” Tye said softly, leaning in. “Though I’m assuming the forest and all the animals didn’t look anything like this. So how’d that happen?” 
 
    Ashley nodded. Before continuing, she placed her hand on the carcass and watched as it started to heat up from the inside. “You’re right. This place has a completely different geography apart from the different plant and animal life. Honestly? I didn’t catch much of it, but it was almost as if the entire forest got re-skinned.” 
 
    “What do you mean re-skinned?” 
 
    “I mean, I watched as everything—the plants, the animals, and the very ground I stood on—changed from under me to become something new. I was in total shock at how something like that was even possible. I tried looking for other people but couldn’t find anyone. It was pure luck that I stumbled across this cave, so I decided to hunker down here till I could find a way out.” 
 
    “And your powers?” 
 
    She removed her hands from the carcass and looked down at them before reaching for the sharpened stone behind her. She began cutting up pieces of the now fully cooked meat and placing them on a slab nearby. “It was kind of by mistake. I got cornered by one of the less friendly creatures and as it was about to pounce, it was almost like instinct took over. I put my hand out and this strange sensation radiated through my spine. It went through my arm and out my palm where it was almost like I was releasing pent up emotion. Luckily for me, that emotion was lethal. 
 
    “A wise man once said there are no mistakes, just happy accidents. I think there’s a lot of good that could come from your powers,” Tye commented.  
 
    “Is that so?” Ashley smiled. “Oh!” 
 
    She jumped up and grabbed a medium-sized stone bowl and ran to the back of the cave. She returned with the bowl full of water, handing it to Tye. He thanked her and gulped it down.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I forgot to mention I have a small natural well back there. Don’t worry, the water’s clean,” she said with a smile. “Anyway, as soon as I was in this place, I had this strange feeling that something was different. But I couldn’t exactly place what. Turns out I’m a certified freak. After that, I figured I might as well take some time to explore my surroundings. I used the rest of the day to study as much as I could and make some traps in case I was here long enough to where I’d need to hunt.” 
 
    “You’re not the only certified freak here! I mean, I’m not exactly normal either. We’ve gotta stand together as strange human beings!” 
 
    “I appreciate your solidarity in weirdness, good sir.” 
 
    He flashed a smile and did a mini bow. “Thank you, fine madam.” He then grabbed a piece of meat, using a large flat rock as a makeshift plate. “And, don’t worry, Ash. We’re gonna find our way out of here, I promise. We’ll figure this out. I’m not gonna let you keep wondering when you’ll get to go home and be with your family.” 
 
    She smiled and walked around the firepit to hug him. “Thank you, Tye.” The two sat next to each other for the next couple of hours, talking and eating with Ashley even teaching Tye how to put a little energy into his clothes to prevent them from disintegrating before they mutually agreed to call it a night and go to sleep. 
 
    Before heading to bed, Ashley walked over to the kill and placed her hands on it. Tye noticed that the boar looked increasingly drier the longer she touched it. After roughly 40 seconds, she pulled out a small backpack from a corner of the cave and used it as a crude pillow. After she had lain down, Tye walked over to the boar and felt it to find that it was completely frozen solid. His eyes grew wide, realizing that not only could Ashley produce energy, she could take it away. Amazed, he whistled to himself and chuckled, curious about what other secrets she was hiding before taking out his sleeping pad and attempting to go to knock out for the night. 
 
    To his surprise, Ashley called out to him from her corner.  
 
    “Yeah?” he responded eagerly. 
 
    “We should go fishing tomorrow. I know we have food, but I thought we’d spice it up a bit so that we’re not just eating the same thing, you know? Plus, there’s a spot by the river that I want to show you because there’s something really interesting there.” 
 
    “Oh fosho! I’m down for that.” 
 
    “Good... I like talking to you, so I think it’ll be nice to kinda... hang out” 
 
    “Yeah? I’m looking forward to it too, Ash.” 
 
    “I’m glad, Tye. Night.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    With that, Tye drifted to sleep, eager for what the next day would bring. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9: King of the Monsters 
 
    Tye woke to Ashley shaking him awake. She was standing over him with a strange set of nets on her back, tapping her foot as she stared down at him like an impatient parent attempting to get their child ready the school bus. He stretched and yawned, “Did I miss my alarm or something? Why are you standing there?” 
 
    “I’m tired of waiting for you!” 
 
    “Tired of waiting for me?” Tye replied, still fighting off sleep. “You couldn’t have done literally anything else while waiting for me to wake up?” 
 
    “Like what, Tye? Check social media?” she snapped, arms still crossed. 
 
    Tye stood up and began looking through his bag and pulled out his toothpaste and toothbrush. “Oh, yeah. Phones don’t work here. Ash, can you imagine? A world without cell phones, universal internet access, and large televisions with hundreds of channels? We’re basically in the dark ages, ya know? I hope someone doesn’t come up to me with classic old-timey racism. Cause that would be quite the pickle.”  
 
    “You’re such a goof,” she said, rolling her eyes yet fighting back a smile. “C’mon, I’m bored! If we’re gonna be here, we should at least take the opportunity to explore. There’s a spot I want to take you to that has something really interesting. Plus, we need to get some fish for breakfast.” 
 
    Tye turned to brush his teeth, holding up his pointer finger signifying that he needed a moment. He spat onto the ground and responded, “Wait, you couldn’t have gone fishing without me? I see you got your traps there.” 
 
    She shook her head, “No. I couldn’t have. Not because I need your help but because you probably would’ve wondered where I was. And honestly? You would’ve decided to go looking. I don’t want to risk us getting separated. You don’t exactly know the location of this cave. Plus, I gotta admit, you’re kinda cool and it’s fun to do things with someone else. So can we go?” 
 
    Tye laughed, spitting out the last of his toothpaste. “Aw. You think I’m cool? That warms my heart, Ash. It really does. You’re a coo’ person too. And sure! I’m down for some good ol’ adventuring.” He took a second to look around the barren cave. “Not like there’s much going on here.” 
 
    She gave him a big grin before dashing out and flying up into the air, motioning for him to follow her. He wore his backpack and followed her outside, yelling at her to come down because he couldn’t fly. 
 
    Ashley apologized and landed next to him. They walked to the spot she had mentioned the day before. They hiked upwards through the dense forest, stopping occasionally to take in the incredible sights and sounds that bombarded their senses. Despite the wonder that surrounded them, Tye felt relaxed with Ashley, and casually asked, “So, you’re from New York, right?” 
 
    “Yup. The Big Apple as they say. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “I dunno... You don’t sound like it. Where’s your funky accent? You know? Saying stuff like ‘AY I’M WALKING HERE!’” he teased, shaking his hands in front of him. “Or screaming about how New York pizza is the best pizza? Or how the New York Knicks annoy you? My boy Brodie is from New York and he’s always doing at least one of those things. It’s kinda dumb. I mean I love the guy, don’t get me wrong but... sheesh!” 
 
    Ashley laughed at Tye’s poor imitation of New Yorkers. “You know not everyone has an accent, right? I don’t know too many of us that actually talk like that. Where are you from again?”  
 
    “I’m from here. I live in the Bay Area,” he responded nonchalantly.  
 
    “California? Why don’t you sound like a stoned-out surfer dude or a tech nerd who won’t shut up about his startup that’ll fail in two years?” 
 
    “Ouch! That what you think of us Californians?” 
 
    “Well... Yeah. And that you’re going to fall into the ocean.” 
 
    “Hmm. I dunno if that’s how plate tectonics work. We’re actually pretty anchored to the ground. The way climate change is making the sea level rise, I’d be more worried about you guys on the East Coast being under water.” 
 
    “Your state sure does shake a lot for a place that's anchored into the ground.” 
 
    “Better than blizzards! Oh hey and those traps you made earlier. What does a city girl need to know how to make animal traps for?” 
 
    “My dad is actually from Michigan. He goes hunting a lot and when I’m with him in the summer he takes me along. My parents split up when I was really young, so I’ve had a lot of time with him out in the woods. He’s always been a guy that liked doing things the old-fashioned way so I’ve picked up a few old-school trap making methods.” 
 
    “Interesting. I’m not really the hunting type but I respect that that’s how you guys bonded. I think it’s cool you guys have had those experiences to connect over. Plus, it paid off with a pretty great meal, so I’m not gonna complain.” As they continued to walk, Tye heard the sound of gushing water again. They emerged to a second large waterfall with two large green quadrupeds with crystalline skin and long necks covered in fur holding up smooth horse like heads drinking from the water. “Is this where you wanted to bring me?” 
 
    “Yeah!” she said enthusiastically. “Isn’t it cool?!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a really beautiful sight but what’s special about it?” 
 
    “Turn to your left!” 
 
    Tye did as he was instructed and saw a group of uprooted trees strewn across from each other and a large crater in the middle of what looked like the remnants of a violent scene. “Shit.” he said under his breath. “What did that?” 
 
    “Dunno,” she shrugged. “But whatever it is, it’s powerful. Sure, those aren’t the biggest ones we’ve seen, but to completely lift trees about as big as sitka spruces out of the ground and throw them around like they’re nothing? That’s something to keep an eye on.” 
 
    Just as Tye was about to walk over and inspect the damage, a large fist blindsided him from his right, sending him flying backwards over the waterfall. Ashley screamed his name as he sailed over the edge. 
 
    Recovering quickly, he opened his eyes to see that he was falling fast. He braced himself for the impact, knowing he could survive the fall, but his eyes grew wide when he noticed the large jagged crystals waiting for him at the bottom of the waterfall. “OH FUCK!” he screamed, shooting bolts of energy towards the ground in failed attempts to slow his fall. 
 
    As the jagged tips of the large crystals drew closer and closer and what was certain death became more of a reality, instinct took over. In a final attempt to save his life, Tye pulled his torso forward, shifting his position by 90 degrees, and shot forward like a rocket. He flew over the river at the bottom of the cliff before shooting back up into the sky to look down at what he had narrowly avoided. 
 
    “That was too close,” he noted, gasping, his heart still pounding in his chest. Looking down to see nothing but air between him and the river below him, he continued, “It looks like I took my own advice on the not dying thing. Wait... Dude... Am I flying?!” His mouth turned into a large smile and he did flips in the air, cheering, “ I can fly?! Holy shit, this is dope!” 
 
    With his jubilation at being able to fly, he had forgotten the punch that sent him off the cliff. Looking down, he saw Ashley battling a large beast that towered over her. The creature stood twelve feet tall and was extremely well built, with smooth grey skin, rows of thick protruding teeth, bone protrusions on its fists and back, and a crocodilian tail with a large spike sticking out of the end. Oddly enough, the beast also seemed to be wearing a stretched-out tank top with joggers that rode up to its knees. 
 
    Alarmed at this new creature and in a desperate bid to protect his friend, Tye sped forward at the thing like a bullet, grabbing it by the waist and taking it down. He smashed it through trees and boulders across the forest. He felt it crush its large fists into his back, knocking him off and causing them both to lose their balance and tumble forward. 
 
    Recovering quickly, he sprung forward again at the thing, aiming a clean left hook to the jaw, knocking it over. He quickly climbed over it and began punching its head into the ground, attempting to beat it senseless. Ashley scrambled to his side, unintentionally distracting Tye just long enough for it to use its massive paw to swat him into a nearby rockface. With a mighty roar and waving its tail like a hypodermic needle, it approached him slowly and cracked its knuckles and its neck as if unfazed by Tye’s assault. 
 
    Tye stood back up to face the thing, cursing when he realized he hadn’t effected much tangible damage to it. He readied himself, bracing his foot against the wall behind him, and just as it began to run at him with speed nearly matching his own, he focused a beam of energy from his eyes that hit the creature dead in the chest, sending it flying backward through the woods. Ashley looked on in shock. “What the hell is that thing?!” she cried. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Tye yelled back. “But the motherfucker is strong. He managed to tank a lot of my punches but hopefully that stung him!” They both rushed over to inspect the damage and to their surprise, a teenage boy lay before them. 
 
    They exchanged confused looks. As Tye reached down to wake the unconscious boy, he sat up and slapped Tye’s hand away. “Hey! Back the hell off me, creep! You just tried to kill me!” Tye retracted his hand just as the boy jumped up. Standing in front of him was a tall, well-built, boy with dirty blond hair, and a scowl. Ashley ran between the two, stuck her finger in his face, and began screaming at him. 
 
    “Hey! You’re the one that attacked us! You nearly killed Tye and now you’re acting like we assaulted you?!” 
 
    He waved her off and took a step back, his furious gaze still locked on Tye. “The hell is your problem, man?!” 
 
    Confused, Tye raised an eyebrow and calmly said, “My problem? Well. You did punch me in the face and then try to kill me, like she said. So, I feel like the whole self-defense thing makes this not so much my problem? Unless in your view I was supposed to just stand there and be hit, which to me kinda sounds like a dumb idea.” 
 
    “Plus, why did you attack us anyway? If you couldn’t tell, we’re also humans like you appear to be!” Ashley added. 
 
    The boy shook his head and replied, “I don’t know! I’ve seen some human-like creatures out here before and they weren’t too friendly. Last time I approached them, they tried to kill me, so I figured I’d get the drop on them this time.” Then, turning his head to Ashley, he said, “And when you tried to attack me, it just confirmed my suspicions.” 
 
    “You tried to kill my friend! Was I not supposed to defend myself from what was logically a threat?” 
 
    Tye walked up to confront the mysterious boy and reached a hand out. “Well, now you know we’re just people. My name is Tye.” 
 
    He looked down at Tye’s outstretched hand but didn’t take it. “I’m Dallas.” Looking back at Ashley, he smirked and said, “As long as we’re all cool. What’s your name, beautiful?” 
 
    She shot him an angry look and replied in a disgusted tone, “Ew! Don’t call me beautiful. My name is Ashley. Only Ashley.” 
 
    “Okay, Ashley. Sorry for attacking you back there. Sometimes I don’t know my own strength,” he shrugged. 
 
    She motioned towards Tye. “Strength? Funny because back there, I saw Tye kick your ass.” Tye shrugged at this and Dallas rolled his eyes, prompting a smile from her. 
 
    “Well,” Tye began. “Good to know that now we’re all friends and—” 
 
    “Friends?” Ashley interrupted. 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and continued, “Uh. Allies? Acquaintances? People that happen to be in a shitty situation together? Look, point is, we’re all here now. Everything is fine and we should continue together.” 
 
    “And what makes you think I’d want to be with you guys?” Dallas asked with his arms crossed. 
 
    Tye sighed. “Because Ash and I are gonna find a way out of here and I think that goal would benefit you too, right?” This elicited a slight nod of acknowledgement from Dallas. Tye continued, “Not only that, but our chances of survival go up by a lot if we stick together.” Dallas relented at the notion and agreed to join the two. 
 
    “Wait so you mentioned two human like things attacked you?” Tye inquired. “What was that all about?” 
 
    “I don’t really know...” Dallas responded. “Those things kinda just came out of nowhere but as long as you’re not them then it’s not really important.” 
 
    “So what now?” Ashley asked. 
 
    “Well, we came here to see those trees and do some fishing, so we should start there. We should head back and explore those uprooted trees to see what we can find,” Tye responded. This received shrugs from both Dallas and Ashley, and the three began walking back towards the waterfall. 
 
    When the trio arrived, they fanned out to observe the carnage, searching for any clues to what could’ve caused the destruction. Tye walked over to the crater at the center of the chaos and a strange feeling hit him. He looked over his shoulder but saw nothing. Flying up, he surveyed the area but spotted nothing noteworthy. As he came down, he could hear Dallas yelling, “Is there anything we’re supposed to be looking for? Why do we even care what did this?” 
 
    “Because,” Tye yelled back, “whoever is powerful enough to rip out these trees and create this crater might be strong enough to help us get out of here. 
 
    “How do you know it’s a person?” Dallas asked, walking over. 
 
    Tye looked over his shoulder once more and squinted, scanning the area. “Call it a hunch,” he said as Ashley walked over to them. 
 
    “I didn’t find anything,” she said, her hands on her hips. “But you’d think that whatever… er... whoever did this probably didn’t leave this as their only calling card, right? I’m sure if we keep searching, we’ll find other signs.” 
 
    Tye responded with a nod and clapped his hands together. “Cool! That sounds like a plan then. We’ll fan out to see if we can find this mysterious being. Sound good to everyone?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Ashley said. “We should do some fishing first and eat out here so we have our energy up. 
 
    “Can I suggest a third option?” Dallas asked. 
 
    “We’re a democracy, so go for it, man,” Tye replied happily. 
 
    “I actually have a bag of stuff I brought and I’d like to go get that.” 
 
    “Do you know where it is?” Ashley asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not too much of a walk from here.”  
 
    “Cool. Then you and Tye can go get it while I do some fishing. Can’t hurt to multitask, right?” Ashley said with a smile. This prompted an uncomfortable exchange between Tye and Dallas, who were both less than thrilled at the notion of being alone together.  
 
    “We can’t all just go together?” Tye asked as politely as possible so as to not insinuate that he didn’t want to be alone with Dallas. 
 
    “Nah! I think this will be easier. Plus, you guys get some bro time,” Ashley chuckled with a wink as she turned her back to the two. “I’ll just be at the river. I should have enough food by the time you guys get back!”  
 
    The two watched Ashley walk away. In an attempt to alleviate the awkward tension, Tye turned to Dallas. “So... I know I punched you in the face really hard and almost killed you with my eye beams, but we’re chill though right, man?” Dallas rolled his eyes and headed off. 
 
    The two had walked for nearly 15 minutes in silence when Tye attempted to break the tension again. “I have an idea. When we fought, which again, sorry about the uh... punching you in the face repeatedly thing, I noticed you’re incredibly fast. Like, almost as fast as I am. We could just run there and make great time, right?” 
 
    Dallas turned one eye to the trailing Tye before quickly looking back at the path ahead him and said quietly, “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can’t? But I saw you do it.” 
 
    “I can’t do it like this,” Dallas replied, the aggravation in his voice apparent. 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Tye pushed. “You mean, when you’re not the giant monster thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, if that’s what you wanna call it. I can only do things when I choose to turn into that. When I’m normal Dallas, I’m just as human as I was when I came in.” 
 
    “So why not choose to turn into that?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to, Tye!” Dallas snapped. “That’s my own damn business!” 
 
    It was silent again, and the two walked until they came across a rather conspicuous bush in the middle of a small clearing. To the left was a completely destroyed campsite and what looked like various survival gear strewn about. Tye leaned on a tree while Dallas quickly grabbed a green bag from under the thick bush. From it, he took out a pair of shoes and put on a blue football jersey that read “Bullworth” on the front with the number 12 just below it. 
 
    “Bullworth?” Tye asked. “Wait, is that your high-school jersey? Did you come here in that?” 
 
    “Yeah? Why?” Dallas asked, confused. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just... Who wears their high-school jersey around? You don’t think that’s kinda... Lame?” 
 
    “Why would it be lame?” 
 
    “Because aren’t the only people that care about high-school sports parents and scouts with some football or basketball phenom? Like people don’t just generally wear their stuff around, do they?” 
 
    “Where I’m from, people care about high-school sports. We have this thing called spirit.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    “Nebraska.” 
 
    “Oh! Because there’s literally nothing in Nebraska, right? So you gotta fill the void with football, beer, and... corn? You guys grow corn, right?” 
 
    Dallas rolled his eyes and walked back to the wrecked campsite, grabbing various smaller items. As Tye watched, his ears picked up something. He stood up straight and told Dallas to stop messing with the stuff on the ground and be silent. Dallas asked him why and was hushed again. Tye spoke in a whisper, motioning for Dallas to walk towards him. 
 
    “Dallas, don’t freak out. Come towards me very, very slowly.” Dallas looked around and nodded, proceeding to step carefully over to Tye’s side. Once he was right next to him, Tye continued, “I hear four very distinct noises. Three of them are really close and one is a bit further away.” 
 
    “And?”  
 
    Tye scanned the surrounding woods, completely taken aback by how dense the forest around them was. 
 
    “The three close to us sound really big. Can you transform?” 
 
    “No,” Dallas replied. 
 
    “Dude. Dallas. Dude.” 
 
    “I’m gonna rip my shoes and jersey if I do! I’m not walking around here with no shoes!” he whispered back angrily. 
 
    “Dallas, my guy. This is not something we should be debating right now. We are in a really bad situation, and it’d help if we had some of your giant thing powers to help.” 
 
    Without warning, a massive animal the size of an African bull elephant stepped forward out of the surrounding woods. Its skin was constantly changing color to blend in with the forest behind it before it eventually settled into a light blue. It had powerful legs resembling those of a rhinoceros, and its head had two sets of stacked horizontal tusks that spread out a couple of feet on each side. It shook its head violently, signaling for the two boys to get out of its territory. 
 
    Tye kept his eyes on the beast and said to Dallas confidently, “Ok. This isn’t awful. If this charges we can take it. But to be sure, just transform and—” He looked over to see that Dallas had already bolted into the woods. “Dallas, you dick!” Tye shouted into the wilderness as the creature flashed a litany of bright colors, let a loud trumpet, dipped its head, and charged him. 
 
    Tye held his ground and grabbed the giant’s tusks as they made contact. It pushed him back through the woods, slamming him through trees and destroying the underbrush. Gritting his teeth, he dug his feet deep into the dirt and pushed against the giant, stopping it almost instantly. 
 
    Just as soon as he had tamed the one beast, Tye saw a second run past him, presumably chasing Dallas who only had a modest head start. Tye took off like a rocket towards the second giant, shooting for the gap between its hind legs. Hovering in the air under its fat underbelly, he slowed down to keep pace with it. He fanned out his arms to grab as much surface area as possible and lifted it into the air, much to the giant’s consternation. It protested by shaking its head violently and changing colors in a symphony of destructive rage. Cursing Dallas’s cowardice, Tye turned around and dropped the giant off roughly two miles away before speeding back off towards Dallas only to see a third beast on his tail. 
 
    Tye dove at the creature and blasted beams of energy between the two, blowing up the space in front of it and causing it to come to a confused stop. Tye landed forcefully in front of the creature, his hands charged with energy, ready to fight. The standoff lasted only a few moments before the creature decided that the fight wasn’t worth it and took off in the opposite direction. 
 
    Tye sighed in relief and flew ahead towards where they had originally come from and waited for Dallas to come out of the woods. After a few minutes, Dallas broke through the tree line and met Tye’s disappointed face. He brushed himself off and nodded at Tye as he walked casually towards him. 
 
    “Bruh!” Tye called out. “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    “I didn't want to rip my jersey or my shoes, dude! I knew you wouldn’t let those things hurt me, so it’s fine. Good work, team,” he said, patting Tye on the back and starting towards the river. 
 
    Tye shook his head in frustration as Dallas walked away. But as he looked on, a small part of him chuckled at the ridiculousness of the situation, realizing that even though it had been dumb for Dallas to worry more about his clothes than his own safety, he was right. Dallas did need shoes if he was going to be trekking through the woods constantly and Tye was able to handle the situation without Dallas being transformed.  He called out for Dallas to wait up and jogged over to him. 
 
    They both arrived to see Ashley’s net was full of fish. She looked up at them smiling. “Anyone hungry?” The three proceeded to an open area and set up a campfire, and Ashley lit it with a bolt of energy. They each found branches to use as skewers and held their fish over them, waiting for it to cook. 
 
    As they waited, Ashley stared at Dallas, prompting a confused stare back. “What?” he asked. 
 
    Ashley shook her head and said, “It’s nothing. It’s just... Is that your high-school jersey? Because if it is, that’s really lame.” 
 
    “I TOLD YOU!” Tye shouted. 
 
    “Whatever. I take pride in my team,” Dallas said defending himself. “Plus, one day, I’m gonna trade this thing in for a college jersey and if all goes well health-wise, the big leagues.” 
 
    “You playing in Canada?” Tye asked mockingly. 
 
    “I’m playing in Dallas,” Dallas rebutted. 
 
    “I’m sure that Dallas has some decent rec-league teams!” Ashley mocked. “You can play with all the fat dads that banked on going pro instead of having real-life plans!” 
 
    “You’ll see!” Dallas retorted. “Just watch. I’m gonna be everywhere, making millions, hanging with supermodels, and winning championships! You’ll be wishing you supported me!” He was about to take a bite of his fish when he noticed that it had disappeared from his stick. He looked around to see if he had dropped it and was surprised when he couldn’t find it anywhere. 
 
    “Everything cool?” Tye asked. “You didn’t lose one of your trophies, did you?” 
 
    Dallas shook his head and reached for another piece of fish and waited until it was roasted, only to realize that it had disappeared from his stick again. He looked at Tye and Ashley, who were both happily enjoying their fish. 
 
    Once more, he grabbed a fish from the net, roasted it over the fire, and waited before slowly taking it towards his mouth. It disappeared again. “What the hell!” he shouted. “Why can’t I eat my fish?” 
 
    “What are you talking about, dude?” Tye asked. 
 
    “Watch this!” Dallas said. “Just keep your eye on the fish. 
 
    Dallas repeated the process with Ashley and Tye watching carefully, only to once again have his fish vanish. 
 
    Tye stood up and scanned the area. “Dallas,” he started. “There’s definitely someone stealing your food.” 
 
    “Someone? As in a person?” Dallas asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Tye said flatly. 
 
    “There’s another human here?” Ashley asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Tye repeated. “Do it again.” 
 
    “But we’ve only got like three fishes left!” Dallas whined. 
 
    “Then you’ll get the last two,” Tye said. “But if you want to have even one fish, trust me.” 
 
    “Fine,” Dallas groaned. He put the fish on the branch, waited for it to roast, and brought it to his mouth. Just as the savory food was about to make contact with his tongue, Tye jumped forward in a flash and tackled an unknown person to the ground. Dallas and Ashley rushed over to see Tye holding down a skinny teenage boy with straight black hair, a red short-sleeved shirt, a straw hat, and a pair of jean shorts. 
 
    “Gotcha! You were almost too fast for me to see!” Tye said triumphantly as he held him down. 
 
    “Almost? Hmm. That’s impressive on your part! I didn’t think I needed to run faster. I kinda banked on you guys not being able to see me at a speed faster than sound,” the mysterious boy replied. 
 
    “Why are you stealing our food?” Tye asked. 
 
    “I mean... Why would a buffalo take an antelope’s watering hole? Because it’s thirsty and there’s no crocodiles there! Plus... Those fish smelled really good! I dunno who made this whole dome thing, but they brought some really tasty animals with them! I swear I don’t mean any harm.” 
 
    Curious, Tye released his grip on the boy and helped him up. “How long have you known we were here? If you wanted food, you could’ve just told us that you, well, existed?” 
 
    “True,” the boy shrugged. “But uh...” He then leaned into Tye and whispered in his ear, “Between you and me, that guy looks like a huge dick and that girl is really hot. So as a trio, you guys are a little unapproachable.” 
 
    Tye stepped back and thought for a second before conceding, “You know, Dallas is a huge dick and Ash is pretty hot. So, under any other circumstance, I probably wouldn’t approach either first either. So I don’t blame you, lil homie.” He then shrugged and asked, “So, what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Kato!” he said. “I run track and field at my high school, so some people call me K-K-K-Kato on the track and field. I don’t really get it though.” He then started mumbling to himself, “Kato on the track and field. Kato on the field...? No. Kato on the track sounds more correct. But why Kato? And what is he doing on a track?” Looking up, he realized he was getting sidetracked by his own thoughts. He ran over to Dallas and Ashley to shake their hands before returning to Tye. “So!” he started. “What is our plan?” 
 
    “Our?” Dallas shouted. “You stole my food, asswipe! There is no ‘our’!” 
 
    Tye turned to Dallas and said, “Dallas, chill.” motioning for him to calm down. “While we haven’t formally invited you to join us, I think we could probably use a speedy guy like you, so welcome aboard. The plan really is simple. Find a way out of here.” 
 
    Kato raised an eyebrow and replied, “That sounds more like a goal than a plan, to be honest. Plus, you guys are trying to get out by hanging out in the middle of the forest? Seems like you’re a little confused on what ‘out’ means.” 
 
    Tye shrugged. “Well, in that case, we don’t have a plan yet. We’re kinda playing it by ear. But there was a patch not too far from here where someone was apparently strong enough to completely uproot huge trees straight from the ground and throw them around like they’re nothing.” 
 
    “OH!” Kato yelled excitedly. “Was there a crater in the middle with the trees all miraculously still there in the clearing?!” 
 
    “Yeah...” Tye replied. “You know the spot?” 
 
    At this point, a large smile formed on Kato’s face and he brimmed with energy. “Know the spot?! I know three!” 
 
    “Three?” Ashley stepped forward. “That’s a little concerning. Whatever is doing this is... strong. But the fact that it’s apparently easy enough for it to do it repeatedly is a bit concerning, right?” 
 
    Tye nodded his head in agreement. “That’s a good point. Which is why it should be a priority that we find this thi—” Tye stopped mid-sentence, listening. 
 
    “What?” Dallas asked. 
 
    “I hear roots snapping,” Tye said quietly. “Not too far away. Literally straight down for about half a mile.”  
 
    “How do you know what roots snapping sounds like?” Dallas followed up. 
 
    “Experience!” Tye yelled as he bolted forward with Ashley shrugging and flying behind him. Kato followed them, screaming, “Yay! Adventure!” Dallas yelled out to them that he couldn’t keep up as a human, but elected to run in the same direction anyway. They were all eager to find out what awaited them.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: A Force Beyond Nature 
 
    Tye broke through the tree-line to see more trees strewn about and the familiar crater at the center of the carnage. He looked around to see if he could find the person or thing responsible, but to his disappointment, he saw nothing. He slumped and cursed, turning around to be surprised by Kato. “AH!” Tye yelled, jumping back. “Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    “I think the real question is, where the hell were YOU?!” Kato said, pointing a finger. “I beat you here by like...” he looked down to inspect a fake wrist watch, “forever? I was never good with numbers, but I’m pretty sure it’s been at least that much.” 
 
    “Uh... Sure? So did you happen to see anything when you got here?” Tye asked. 
 
    “Of course! It was A-MAZ-ING! Trees were flying around, the ground cratered in on itself, the earth shook beneath my feet! Honestly? It was like a show at Disney. Really sucks that you missed it because I don’t think I’ll ever see anything like it again! At least until it happens again.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good! But what was causing all that chaos?!” Tye asked. 
 
    Kato stroked his chin, deep in thought, “Hmm, nobody that I recall. It was almost like everything kind of happened on its own. Maybe less like Disney and more like... a force of nature?” 
 
    Tye stepped back to think just as Ashley ran up to the two boys and stopped to marvel at the carnage. “Whoa!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tye commented. “Kato was saying how he saw the whole thing. Called it ‘a force of nature.’ The strangest thing is, there was no one behind it.” 
 
    “So, no one is responsible then? Maybe it’s just like a weird weather phenomenon here? Like a mini tornado or something?” Ashley thought out loud. 
 
    “A mini tornado? One powerful enough to do this kind of damage but weak enough to leave everything else completely untouched?” Tye questioned. “I’m not an expert or anything but I don’t think that’s how natural disasters work.” 
 
    “Then what would explain all this damage if nobody was here? For all we know things like that exist here.” Ashley countered.  
 
    “Who cares?” Kato said casually. “All I know is that it was cool, and you guys missed out because you’re too slow to enjoy the cool things in life.” As he turned around to walk back to where they’d come from, he screamed and ran back towards Tye. 
 
    “What?” Tye asked as Kato stumbled next to him. 
 
    Kato shouted, pointing ahead. 
 
    “What?” Tye asked again, looking in the direction that Kato was pointing. He squinted and noticed a deformed head poking out from between two trees 
 
    “It looks like a person? But it’s... off?” Ashley said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tye agreed. “I dunno if...” Just as he was about to finish his sentence, Dallas came rushing through the tree-line, shouting. 
 
    “GUYS!” he yelled as he sprinted towards them. “WE HAVE TO GET OUT OF HERE. THIS IS WHAT I WAS TALKING ABOUT. ON THE WAY IT STARTED TO LOOK FAMILIAR AND I REALIZED THAT’S BECAUSE—” he stopped mid-sentence as multiple heads began to poke out of the trees. He ran towards Tye, Ashley, and Kato who all stood back-to-back. 
 
    “Dallas, jog my memory. What did you see out here?” Tye demanded. 
 
    “I told you! Human-like creatures. That’s what I thought you and Ashley were when I saw you,” Dallas said, his voice trembling with fear. 
 
    “Human-like?” Tye asked. “What do you mean human-like?” 
 
    Almost as soon as he had asked, one of the creatures stepped forward. It was indeed human-like, as Dallas had said. Its features made it seem like the warped version of person. A naked, bald, lanky gray figure walked with a pronounced limp towards them, one arm slung low to the ground. Its disturbingly large eyes stared at the teens with dilated pupils. Another stepped forward. It had many of the same features but was at least seven feet tall, incredibly skinny, and had an elongated head. A look of terror seemed frozen on its face, yet it laughed a terrible hyena-like laugh that echoed through the forest. A third scrambled from behind the trees. This one was morbidly obese and had two massive hands, capable of completely engulfing basketballs, and a third childlike arm growing from its side.  
 
    As they watched in horror, more of these creatures appeared from the woods, slowly forming a circle around them. Some wore crude armor, some held arrows, others wielded clubs; all of them were grotesquely deformed and seemingly intent on hunting down the teens in front of them. 
 
    Tye gritted his teeth and looked towards Ashley, Kato, and Dallas who had all assumed defensive positions. “You guys ready to fight?” 
 
    “Why fight?” Ashley responded. “We can take Kato and Dallas and fly out of here.” 
 
    “No, that won’t work!” Dallas responded. “These things are the best pack hunters I’ve ever seen. They followed me for an entire day before I stumbled onto you guys. All it takes is one second of exposure and they’ll find you no matter where you go. They also have an uncanny ability to almost... appear where you want to go. The only way to get them off of your trail is to kill them.” 
 
    “How many can there be?” Tye asked, feigning confidence. “A few dozen? A hundred? We got this.” 
 
    Almost as soon as he had finished his sentence, one of the creatures raised a crudely constructed bow. It let out another screech, a warped war cry, and its massive pupils darted towards Kato. With lightning speed, it shot an arrow directly at him. Kato’s pupils dilated and just as he was about to duck out of the way, he noticed that it seemed to have frozen mid-air, a mere few feet from his head. 
 
    Confused, another creature shot an arrow towards Dallas, only for the same thing to happen. Frustrated, the first creature shot arrows in quick succession, which froze in the air one by one. 
 
    “Did those arrows break physics?” Tye whispered. Feeling a presence above him, he looked up and to his surprise, he saw a girl materialize from thin air and float just above them, her hands extended before her. “Yo... Guys... Look up.” Nearly in sync, the others turned their heads up and were shocked to see her. She waved her hands nimbly and the arrows turned around and were shot back at the creatures at blinding speed, hitting them all perfectly between the eyes. 
 
    With another swift movement, Tye and the others felt the ground below them begin to shake. He noticed that the cracks in the ground seemed to be forming a circle around their feet. Before he could register what was happening, all four of them were raised into the air on a circular platform. 
 
    The girl floated in front of them as they looked on. She raised her hands into the air and slowly brought them down, and the ground crumbled and caved in on itself, creating a massive pit that the creatures fell into en masse. Some tried to run from the carnage but were pulled back into the fray, seemingly by her sheer will. 
 
    None escaped. After what felt like hours of destruction, she brought her palms together and instantly, trees from the surrounding area were plucked from their roots and swiftly dropped into the pit, crushing everything inside. With another quick movement of her arms, dirt filled over the trees and hardened, completely sealing off the pit.  
 
    Looking satisfied, she slowly descended, bringing the platform down with her and touching down on the freshly made ground. Tye, Ashley, Dallas, and Kato looked on in awe as she started walking away as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Tye shouted after her and jogged in her direction, causing her to turn around. Despite the curly long, dark-brown hair obscuring most of her face, she still managed to give him a look that made him feel uneasy. He stopped when he was only a few feet from the girl and looked her over. She had light brown skin, thoughtful brown eyes, and wore a gray short-sleeved shirt with black jeans and skater shoes. She moved her thick hair behind her ears and then crossed her arms impatiently, waiting for Tye to speak. 
 
    “What?” she said sharply. 
 
    “I just, uh...” he stammered. 
 
    “If you don’t have anything to say, I’m going to leave,” she snapped. 
 
    “I wanted to say thank you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Um. Kinda? I want to address you properly. I’m Tye.” 
 
    She looked past Tye over to Ashley, Dallas, and Kato who were staring at them from a distance and then turned back to Tye. “Good to know,” she said. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Tye gave a nervous laugh. “So where are you headed?” 
 
    “Is there a point to this?”  
 
    Tye let his head fall slightly and sighed. “Just trying to make this as non-weird as possible. I saw what you did back there and we came across another spot that I’m assuming was you. What you did was... absolutely amazing. We could use your talents! So I was wondering if you wanted to join our little human resistance crew.” 
 
    “And what if I said no.” 
 
    “Why would you say no?” 
 
    “Maybe because I want to be left alone? I didn’t come here to make friends with other freaks.” 
 
    “Okay, then why did you save us?” 
 
    “Because!” she shouted, inadvertently causing rocks by her feet to shoot up in the air. “Because I wasn’t going to let random people die! Even if I don’t care to be around you, I still believe in right and wrong.” 
 
    “And we appreciate that you do. But maybe there’s something to be said about the trust between the few humans that exist here?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. Why would I trust you?” 
 
    “Because we can help each other? Look, I get it. This place is scary. Your powers are scary. The random people asking you to trust them are scary. It’s a confusing strange time and it’s not easy to just accept that some people want to be decent and help you out of the blue. I feel that. But the fact of the matter is, this place is a death trap and there’s only a few of us fighting against it. We’re stronger together and if there’s to be any hope of getting out of here alive, we need to be willing to help each other and develop some trust. If we don’t, this place will pick us apart. We don’t know each other, true. But I believe that regardless of who you may be, we have a responsibility as human beings to take care of each other. And I promise you, we’re going to do that and get out of here safe.” He reached his hand out to her with a warm smile. 
 
    She looked at his hand, contemplating whether to take it. She then looked up at him. With an eyebrow raised, she moved her hand towards his, but then abruptly placed it on his forehead and held it there with her eyes closed. Tye felt an unexplainable sensation rush through him—all his memories, thoughts, and emotions were pulled to the forefront of his mind at once while he swam through a mental explosion of dopamine and neurons firing so powerfully that it made him tear up. The grand feeling enveloped his entire being. And just as soon as it had begun, it stopped. 
 
    “What was that?!” he asked, breathless. “That was incredible.” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” she replied. “It’s not something I usually do, but I felt like I needed to know I could trust you. So, I did some digging and after seeing you... all of you, I do.” She then extended her hand, “I’m Carmelita.” 
 
    Tye took it and flashed a toothy grin, “Welcome to the squad.” Walking her over to where the others stood, he introduced them one by one. Dallas took particular interest and gave her a cocky look that caused her to recoil a little and move closer to Tye. 
 
    “Now that we have the notorious tree-plucker here, what do we do guys?” Kato asked. 
 
    “I think we should go back to camp and regroup,” Tye suggested. 
 
    “Hold on a minute, Tye,” Ashley said. “Just in the past 24 hours, we’ve found three people. Is it possible that there’s more out there? Maybe we should be searching for them?” 
 
    “It’d be a waste of time,” Carmelita interjected. “We’re the only five humans out here.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Ashley asked. 
 
    Carmelita shrugged and said, “To put it mildly, I have pretty good sensory abilities. I would’ve picked up on them. I noticed you four as soon as I got here and to this point, I haven’t sensed anyone else.” 
 
    “I agree with the hot Latina!” Kato offered. “I’ve run all over this place and haven’t seen any other people.” 
 
    “Well, if we see anyone on the way, we’ll pick them up,” Tye stated. “In the meantime, let’s go back and draw up a plan. If this really is everyone that’s here, then we know what we’ve got to work with.” With that, he began to fly back towards the cave but stopped when he realized Dallas, Carmelita, and Kato had no idea where it was. Taking a moment to think, he asked for Ashley to grab Kato and for Carmelita to grab Dallas and fly with him there. They agreed and with that, they followed him back to the cave. 
 
    Back at camp, Ashley grabbed some firewood and quickly ignited it. Tye was the first to find his spot on one of the rocks and motioned for everyone to gather around the brightly burning flames. Everyone anxiously sat around the fire, waiting for Tye to speak as they all took him for the natural leader due to him bringing them all together. He cleared his throat and said, “So, this is home for now. But it won’t be for long. We’re going to get out of here tonight. But once we’re out, this thing doesn’t go away. We need to find a way to shut it down too. Oh! And Dallas, are you okay? You and Kato were screaming the whole time we flew.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Flying just isn’t my thing. You mentioned getting out of here tonight? How exactly do you propose we do that, great leader?” Dallas asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Great question! But also, this is a democracy. Not a dictatorship. So I’m not your leader. Anyway, as far as leaving is concerned, I suggest we walk out to the edge of this thing and blast our way through.” 
 
    “That’s the plan?” Ashley questioned. “I’ve tried that. I’m sure we’ve all tried that. Those walls are impenetrable.”  
 
    “Individually, yeah. But I’ve been thinking about it. If we use our abilities together, we might be able to make a singular dent in that thing and keep pushing. A dent is damage. And when you keep pushing a dent—”  
 
    “You create a hole,” Carmelita finished. 
 
    Tye snapped his fingers and pointed in her direction. “Exactly! When I first got here, I noticed that there was some give when I touched it. Sure, it was incredibly resilient, but when I pushed against it, I managed to create some ripples on the surface. Which means that just by pushing the thing I was able to create enough force to generate a wave across the surface.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” Dallas asked. 
 
    “It means that it’s really good at absorbing energy and dispersing it,” Ashley answered. “Doesn’t that go against your plan ?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Because the ripples mean that we can affect the surface. It’s just able to deal with it well because it can spread the force over a large surface area. My theory is that, like anything else, if we can exert enough force, we can still break it. The ripples mean that it’s resistant, not impenetrable. That’s huge.” 
 
    “Smart plan there, Chief,” Kato complimented. “But the odds of us doing that are what? Maybe this thing can distribute that energy throughout the entire dome, so the force we need wouldn’t have to just be strong enough to break through that one spot but enough to smash the entire mile-high forest-wide dome. And excuse me for undervaluing our abilities, but I find that highly unlikely.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Dallas exclaimed. 
 
    “Kato,” Ashley began. “Did you just say something smart?” 
 
    “YA KNOW!” Kato shouted, scratching his chin. “I did! I made a smart! My brain good! Wait... I don’t think that’s how you say that.” 
 
    “And he lost it,” Carmelita said, shaking her head. 
 
    “To answer your question, Kato,” Tye continued. “I’ve thought of that too. If that’s the case, then I think our next-best bet is trying to punch a hole through it. If it doesn’t respond to blunt force, then maybe it’ll work if we pierce it?” 
 
    “With what?” Carmelita asked. 
 
    “With some sharpened trees à la the mental minx or the boy lightning bolt running at damn near the speed of light, using his body to barrel through like a human-sized bullet,” Tye suggested. 
 
    “Wait!” Kato interjected. “I get to be a human bullet? I’m in!”  
 
    “Doesn’t that seem dangerous? What if it doesn’t work and he splatters against the wall?” Carmelita criticized. 
 
    Tye laughed and said, “Okay. I was partly joking about using Kato as a human bullet,” Kato responded with a loud groan of disappointment. “But we can do the same thing if we gave him a makeshift javelin. If he can poke a hole, then that’s a huge step in getting out of here.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s all fine,” Dallas added. “But like you said, even if we’re out, that doesn’t get rid of the thing, so what about that?” 
 
    “Ah.” Tye stood up and pointed outside the cave. “Follow me.” Once everyone was gathered outside, Tye pointed up to the sky and showed them the black object floating above them. “That! I think that thing is how we shut this place down.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I’ve noticed that before,” Carmelita said. “What makes you think it’s the key to taking this place down though?” 
 
    As Tye was about to tell them about his journey to the hills and what they had seen in the crater, he stopped and realized something. If it was true that the black object was why the dome had come to exist in the first place, then everything that had happened to this point was his fault. It was he who had suggested they go to the hills. It was he who had pushed his friends to venture on further despite the warning signs. It was he who hadn’t been strong enough to ignore the influence of the buzz and the light. And it was he who had made contact and awakened the alien craft. He contemplated how he would be judged. Would they blame him? Would they resent him? Would the world see him as the anomaly who nearly brought on the apocalypse simply because he wanted to impress a girl? 
 
    Questions swirled in his head and before he could even begin to form answers, he felt Carmelita shake him. 
 
    “Tye!” she shouted. 
 
    “Wha...? What? What happened?” he stammered. 
 
    “Is everything okay? I just asked you how you knew that thing was connected to the dome and you spaced out.” 
 
    “Oh! Right! Um. I was climbing a tree earlier and I uh got a better look at it. It’s shooting a stream of energy up at the sky that connects it to this thing. Plus, Ashley was hiking when this thing was formed and she actually saw that drone fly over and create the dome from scratch. So, I’m pretty sure it’s important,” he responded nervously. 
 
    “Wait,” Dallas interjected. “Can’t like three of you fly? Why not just go up there and smash the thing?” 
 
    “I’ve tried to shoot it down,” Tye answered. “There’s a pretty strong energy barrier protecting it. And to be honest? I wouldn’t be surprised if there was more than one.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ashley continued. “I’ve tried flying up to it. It’s protected pretty heavily. I couldn’t get anywhere near it without being stopped. What about you, Carmelita? Do you think there’s any chance that you could crush it from a distance?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Carmelita responded. “I’m not great with objects surrounded by energy. It’s the same reason I haven’t been able to force my way out of the dome itself. Grabbing things behind a strong field of energy gets... fuzzy.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Carmelita,” Tye assured her. “The good thing is that we know where the heart of this thing lies, and once we’re out we can tell the world that.” 
 
    “Assuming we don’t all die horribly terrifying deaths on the way,” Kato added. 
 
    “Yeah. We just gotta avoid horribly terrifying deaths in an environment that was probably specially designed to kill every living thing. Shouldn’t be too hard. We got this,” Tye said, putting out his fist, looking at the others to do the same. 
 
    Ashley smiled and said, “Go team!” and put her fist out. 
 
    “It’s human bullet time!” Kato yelled, following suit. 
 
    “Better than dying alone,” Dallas said, with a wry smile. 
 
    The four of them looked at Carmelita who stared down at the cheesy display of comradery. Despite initially balking at their exhibition of teamwork, she relented at the prodding of her new-found friends and laid her hand down flat on the four fists. 
 
    Tye looked around at the now-smiling faces and said softly, “Good. We’re officially a team now. And we’re going to survive as a team.” They broke away one by one, heading back into the cave to talk out their plan once more. In the next few hours, they were going to attempt to make their way out of the dome.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Way In, Way Out 
 
    They finalized the details of their plan and set out into the woods after completely packing up their campsite. Tye had suggested that they fly to cut the time but Kato and Dallas both refused in fear of being dropped so the group mutually agreed to walk and make a bee-line through the woods to the outer edge of the dome in any direction and try to escape from there. 
 
    As they trekked through the woods, they talked at length about everything. They discussed their backgrounds, what they wanted to do when they got home, and how the world would react to kids with superpowers. Tye gave a small rant about how despite the aggressive creatures, he was still slightly upset that he wouldn’t ever get to see such a splendid world of flora and fauna again and that his phone wouldn’t allow him to at least have the satisfaction of clicking memories of it. 
 
    As they walked, Dallas uneasily stared at Tye, causing him to look back curiously. “Um. You okay there, bud?” Tye asked.  
 
    “Yeah. It’s just. Before we’re out of here. Can I ask you something, Tye?” Dallas said. 
 
    “Sure, man. Anything.” 
 
    “Okay cool? What’s up with your hoodie? Does that symbol mean something or?” 
 
    Tye pondered this for a moment and said, “Now that I think about it. I’m not sure. I kinda made it online and thought the symbol looked cool.” 
 
    “Just looked cool?” Dallas asked earnestly. “I feel like there’s gotta be some deeper meaning behind it.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Carmelita commented. “Everything has to have meaning.” 
 
    Tye chuckled. “I philosophically disagree with that! But, I dunno. The infinity symbol so... Infinite and the lightning bolt so... power? Infinite power? That’s a cool meaning, right? Maybe it’s about dyson spheres?” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Tyrone.” Dallas said shrugging. 
 
    “Actually!” Tye pointed out. “My name isn’t short for Tyrone. It’s just Tye.” 
 
    “Tyrone actually sounds like a cool name,” Kato offered. “It has a ring to it.” 
 
    “True but I kinda like Tye,” Ashley remarked. 
 
    “You do?” Tye asked. 
 
    “Yeah! I dunno why, but it’s a cute name.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just the face,” Tye responded, shrugging. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe it is,” Ashley blushed. 
 
    Here, Kato nudged Tye in the ribs and whispered, “Yo, man. I think blondie’s got a thing for you. If you didn’t know, Ashley is blondie!” 
 
    “I got it, Kato,” Tye said with his hands on his head. “But nah, I think we’re just friends. She’s just being nice.”  
 
    “Dude!” Kato whispered slightly louder. “I mean... Dude!”  
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and picked up his pace slightly to escape Kato’s rambling. For the next couple hours, they walked until they finally hit the edge of the dome. They looked up in awe at the wall looming over them. It was almost as if they had reached the end of the universe itself. 
 
    Tye walked over to it as the others stood watching. It was warm to the touch. His fingers tingled as the energy ran down them. Pushing once more, he saw the ripples again, confirming his earlier suspicions. 
 
    He turned back and gave the others a nod. He then raised his fist and looked at it for a moment. “Let’s go home,” he said softly to himself. He pulled his hand back and thrust it forward, causing a visible shock wave of energy to spread throughout the wall. 
 
    When he pulled his hand back, he saw a white spot marking where he had hit it and stepped back to show the others. “Is that good enough for you guys?”  
 
    “Looks good to me,” Dallas said, rubbing his hands. 
 
    “You wanna take a shot, Ashley? X marks the spot?” Tye said, motioning towards the mark he had made. 
 
    “Bet,” Ashley responded, smiling. She raised her hands before her, looked straight ahead, and with determination and fire in her eyes, launched bolts of energy at the spot before concentrating a powerful beam of energy that was so hot that it singed the dirt beneath their feet. As she began to relent, they saw that the white spot had grown, causing a wave of excitement to hit the teens. 
 
    “More!” Tye shouted. “Ashley, together!” 
 
    She nodded and the two stood next to each other. They raised their arms and with the sheer power of desire and will, they blasted the spot simultaneously with a stream of energy bolts and blasts, continuing their assault well beyond what they thought their limits were. Carmelita and Kato shielded themselves from the waves of pulsating energy emanating from the two. As they turned down their attack, they heard heavy stomping footsteps from behind them, shaking the ground. Dallas had transformed and was running at full speed at the now hippo-sized spot.  
 
    Ashley and Tye moved out of the way just as Dallas let out a booming war cry and jumped forward fist first, colliding with the wall. The impact was so powerful that it sent out a massive wave of energy, forcing back everything it came in contact with, a blinding white light accompanying it. 
 
    Tye was the first to shake off the impact. He looked around to see everyone else still recovering, struggling to get to their feet. Dallas stood in front of the wall, using his arms to shield his face, steam from the impact rising from his back. Tye wondered if that was it. Had they finally broken through? Was he really about to go home and put this place behind him? He took one tentative step forward, eager yet reluctant to see the results. 
 
    As he walked forward, he looked up at Dallas, trying to read his emotions but failed to make sense of the blank stare on the face of the creature standing next to him. 
 
    He nearly gasped when he saw that the dome was completely unscathed, having returned to the same bluish tint of the rest of the structure.  
 
    “No,” Tye whispered to himself. He reached out to touch it and noticed that it no longer rippled. He pushed with as much force as possible, but the wall remained strong, not reacting in the slightest to all the strength he could muster. His pushes slowly turned into bangs and his bangs into punches. As he howled in frustration, his fists grew sharper and more powerful but despite his fury-filled barrage, the dome would not relent. 
 
    Everyone watched as Tye continued to desperately fight his way out of the alien prison to no avail. Dallas, who had transformed back to his human form, scowled. “So what now, great leader?” he taunted. 
 
    “Do you ever shut up, Dallas?” Ashley retorted. 
 
    “No. He said he was getting us out of here. And look where it got us? The same fucking place. Great leadership there, man.” 
 
    Tye remained silent as Dallas continued to criticize him. “And you all fell for it too,” he shouted, pointing at Ashley, Carmelita, and Kato. “Who is this kid even? Why did we think he’s some savior? Now that we’ve WASTED a whole day doing this shit, we’re probably going to have to stay here at least until morning, and guess what? The longer we stay, the more likely it is that we die.” He rolled his eyes and turned back to Tye, yelling at him sarcastically, “Great. Fucking. Job!” 
 
    “What was the alternative?” Kato asked. “Literally no one else had a plan, right? And it’s not like it wasn’t worth a shot. We kind of have to explore all options, and we explored one.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” Dallas scoffed. “We need plans that work. This one didn’t.” 
 
    “Dallas, I'm gonna—” Ashley began before being cut off by Carmelita. 
 
    “Enough!” she said forcefully. “Tye’s plan didn’t work out, sure. Dallas, he didn’t know what would and what wouldn’t work. He’s not an expert on this place and never claimed to be. You can’t hold him accountable. We needed to try something. But you do have a point. We need results. We can’t afford to spend a million days here trying out plans that don’t work. Next thing we do, we need to make sure it’ll work.” Carmelita then looked at Tye before turning to Dallas with an annoyed look. “And the last thing we need to do is play divide and conquer. We need to stick together. Not tear the group apart by attempting to turn everyone on each other.”  
 
    Tye somberly rejoined the group and just as he was about to speak, a voice echoed from behind them. “You know, if you understood how this place worked, you might’ve realized how pointless your plan was.” Everyone’s head snapped back to see a tall slim figure wearing futuristic, glossy black armor standing calmly. 
 
    Though the figure was humanoid, it held two sets of arms folded behind its back. It had a slight hunch and slinked forward on long legs with knees that bent backwards. Its feet were large but only had two discernable toes that pointed forward. And though the mask it wore hid most of its face, it seemed to have four mandibles with large fangs on the ends. Its face also had four red lenses and the area where its nose should’ve been flat, instead containing four holes with small tubes running out to its back. 
 
    However, the one feature that struck all of them was the ghostly aura about it. It seemed to glide along the ground, moving through objects rather than over them. Tye pointed this out and softly asked, “You’re not really here are you?” 
 
    “No. I’m just a projection,” the figure replied calmly in a voice that seemed to be digitally modified. “No offense, but I’m much more comfortable here than I would be in there. And since you’re replying I take it that means my universal translator is working.” 
 
    “Who are you? Do you have something to do with this? You seem to know something about the dome,” Tye asked. 
 
    “That depends on what you mean. Did I select this planet? No. Did I engineer this environmental projection chamber? No. But I am an administrator of sorts, so I suppose I am involved.” 
 
    “Administrator?” Ashley asked. 
 
    “Yes, administrator. To watch over your progress.” It inspected them and then muttered to itself, “Hmm. Interesting. There should be six of you.”  
 
    “Can we cut to the chase, here? What the hell is happening?” Tye asked impatiently. 
 
    The figure sighed and said, “Yes, I do feel it’s time you knew. None of you are here by accident. You were brought here, or rather, beckoned here. Have none of you found it odd that you want to leave this place despite the fact that you all chose to come here?” 
 
    “You have a point,” Kato admitted. “The second this place showed up I made my way over from San Diego. Which, by the way, worst decision of my life. Because this place really sucks. And I mean, really sucks.” 
 
    “You all did,” it responded. “You’ve all become acutely aware of your abilities, correct? Those abilities aren’t random and they weren’t gifted to you. They’re products of your specific genetic codes, most of which remains unexpressed until a de-inhibitor is present. You all came in contact with a de-inhibitor via our pods.” At this point, he looked directly at Tye. “Some more directly than others.” 
 
    “Wait!” Tye interrupted. “Do you mean I’m the only person to get traumatically stabbed by one of those things?” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Most of the time, the de-inhibitor is introduced in one’s sleep or at a time of rest in a more inconspicuous fashion. We can even do it through targeted lasers. You were... unfortunate.” 
 
    “You guys are pricks,” Tye cursed. 
 
    It continued, “Point being, we were able to create a beacon of sorts that appealed to your specific genetic codes and lure you here. The same beacon initiated rather ghastly symptoms in those it wasn’t meant for, simply as a means of sifting through the people we didn’t want to make contact with.” 
 
    “So, the point is just observation?” Carmelita asked. “This whole thing is to just watch us? And what if we didn’t come in the first place?” 
 
    “Oh, you would have. These trials have existed for thousands of years and the technology has only gotten better. Everyone succumbs to the beacon. And no, it’s not just to observe you. It’s to test you.” 
 
    Tye raised his eyebrows at this last point and automatically asked the question now running through everyone’s minds. “Test? You’re testing us?” 
 
    “Ah. And now we’ve reached the crux of why we’re here.” Though they couldn’t tell through the mask, if the creature was capable of smiling, it surely was at that moment. “Yes. Test. You see, having abilities isn’t uncommon. In fact, many planets with life have special members who display extraordinary abilities. What we want to do is observe and test those who do in order to decide if your planet is worthy of its own survival. Your abilities go far beyond any army or weapon that a civilization could develop. You are in essence the greatest and most powerful assets your planet has to provide. That being said, if you can’t measure up to our tests then there’s no point. Your world and your people would be better served for other purposes. In essence, you must prove you’re worth your lives.” 
 
    “Worthy of its own survival?” Ashley asked. “And what happens if we’re deemed worthy?” 
 
    “Then, we begin ‘Phase 2’. However, that’s not really worth discussing at the moment.” It said coldly.  
 
    “And how do these tests work? Because I’m pretty sure I haven’t studied and even if I had, I’d probably get like a D+,” Kato piped up. 
 
    “Simple.” The figured started making its way towards the group, so it was standing right in front of them. This was when they noticed just how tall it was. Dallas and Tye were the tallest of the group and it still stood two or three feet above them, looking down with unmistakable contempt, like an insectophobe finding a dead roach in their kitchen. “There will be three trials, starting tomorrow morning. You will have them every other day. We wanted to wait until you were all together to begin them. Your goal is to survive. The trials end when—oh, if—all of you die. As long as there is even one person remaining, you will survive. But it’s more than just a fight. There are markers you must obtain from each trial to keep as a receipt of success.” 
 
    “And if we fail?” Tye asked. “Or refuse to participate?” 
 
    The figure casually walked over to Tye and bent down to look at him, face-to-face. “If you fail or refuse to participate, this dome will consume the earth and kill everything you hold dear. We will use this world as we see fit. Maybe if you get lucky, it’ll be a decent garbage dump.” It leaned into Tye’s ear and whispered, “Could you imagine that? The entire history of your planet. Everything you’ve worked to accomplish? Buried in our trash.” 
 
    The figure then backed up and scanned the downcast faces of the teens before him. “To put it simply: Fight or die. If you win, you can go home and your planet will be safe for the time being. Three trials. Failure is death. Feel free to continue trying to leave all night. It won’t work. Morning will come, and the trials will start.” It then turned towards the dome wall and continued speaking, “But if you want a chance at saving your planet, I suggest you try to succeed.”  
 
    With that, the image dissipated into millions of light particles and the group was left standing beside the wall in silence. No one knew what to say or how they should feel about what they had just been told. Everyone wanted to say something to make sense of what had just happened, but no one had the words for it. 
 
    Through the plethora of mixed emotions and thoughts bouncing within them, the common feeling they shared was a deep sense of dread as the chilling words of the mysterious being began to sink in. They now had to come to terms with the fact that the lives of their families and the fate of the planet now rested in their young hands. 
 
    They walked back in silence, each lost in their own thoughts, knowing they weren’t going to escape their captors any time soon and the reluctant comfort of the cave was something that they’d have to endure for a few nights more. Kato tried to make jokes and lighten the mood but in vain. Tye, in particular, had taken the new information the hardest, feeling as though his actions had put the entire planet in jeopardy and his resolve to keep the events that occurred at the hills a secret deepened greatly. 
 
    When they reached the cave in the dead of night, Ashley started a fire and called for a meeting. Everyone sat around, wholly disinterested in speaking. “C’mon guys, we have to talk about this,” Ashley began. “What do we do?” 
 
    “What can we do?” Carmelita asked. “We’re screwed.” 
 
    “Not die?” Kato added. “Not dying sounds like a good goal.”  
 
    “Tye?” Carmelita said. 
 
    “Yeah?” he responded with melancholy. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I dunno. Why ask me?” he said with his head down. 
 
    “Because you’re kinda the leader here,” Carmelita responded. 
 
    “I’m not the leader of anything. I don’t want to be the leader. I don’t want the responsibility of making sure that the entire planet survives some crazy aliens that I had nothing to do with. We act as equals. No one has any more deciding power than anyone else.” 
 
    “So, we’re like a board of directors?” Kato asked. 
 
    “A board of directors?” Dallas questioned. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, if we all have a stake in this thing and we make decisions as a group then we’re like a board of directors! Except our decisions determine our lives and the fate of the world instead of how many drugs we can sell.” 
 
    “What a capitalist way of looking at it,” Tye chuckled and then shrugged. “I dunno, man. Dictating what other people do isn’t my thing. But to answer your question, Carmelita. We fight. If the world really does depend on us fighting through these trials, then I don’t give a damn what we have to do. We have to complete them. Doesn’t take a leader to recognize that.” 
 
    Dallas sat with his arms folded and reluctantly agreed, conceding that since they weren’t getting out anyway, they might as well do what the aliens wanted. He stood up and grabbed his backpack and made his way to a secluded corner of the cave. “I'm going to bed,” he said coldly. “I'm done with today.” 
 
    The four other teens looked on, biting their tongues. Though they were annoyed by Dallas’s callous attitude, they understood it was driven by a strong desire to go home, a desire that they all shared and were willing to do anything to fulfill. 
 
    Kato followed Dallas’s lead by running outside to grab a pile of large leaves and making a makeshift bed in his own corner of the cave. Ashley too called it a day. She figured that she might as well get rest for the beginning of the trials. 
 
    Carmelita and Tye, however, hung around the fire in silence. While Tye refused to look at Carmelita, her eyes probed him as if she was digging through his soul. He sighed and threw a rock in the fire, watching it turn black and kick up ash. 
 
    Carmelita called out his name and received no response. She said it again, and he threw another rock in the fire. She frowned at his gloomy demeanor.  
 
    Tye heard her say his name again, but this time, it wasn’t her voice hitting his ears that caught his attention. It was the fact that he could hear it in his mind. His eyes popped up to see her smiling face. She stood up and walked over to hug him before walking back to her own corner of the cave and finding a spot to lie down in, using her sweater as a pillow. 
 
    Tye sat alone by the fire, watching it slowly burn out. He turned to look at the sleeping faces of the people he had not only promised to protect but the people he felt responsible for. He frowned but before anger, frustration, and guilt could take over, Carmelita’s calming and inspiring words echoed in his head as clearly as they had a few minutes ago: “It's going to be okay.” He smiled and walked out of the cave, looking up. Holding a rock in his hand, he threw it up towards the daunting black object and watched it get crushed against the shield, creating a beautiful, colorful ripple of energy that made his eyes grow wide in awe. 
 
    Exhaling, he went back inside to sleep and await the first trial that would begin in the morning.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Trial 1—Might as Well Start with a Bang ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ 
 
    The teens awoke in the morning to what seemed like tiny consecutive earthquakes. The powerful vibrations were accompanied by the unmistakable sound of falling trees mixed with the distressed wails of animals. Everyone scrambled to gather their belongings and ran outside in a confused haze to figure out what was going on. 
 
    Tye was the last one out as it had taken him the longest to be stirred by the commotion. He ran to meet the others outside. He immediately noticed the cause of the ruckus. A few miles away, a massive, featureless humanoid towered over the trees and was slowly making its way towards them. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Tye whispered before his tone changed to a shout, pointing at the monster in front of him. “THAT’S our first trial?!” 
 
    Kato stood with his mouth agape. “Remember how I said all we had to do was not die and that it should be pretty easy? Yeah, I lied. We’re screwed. Anyone have ultrahard steel?” 
 
    “Ultrahard steel?” Dallas asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You don’t have to get every reference, Dallas,” Tye responded. 
 
    “It’s a reference?” Dallas questioned. 
 
    Kato shook his head. “Seriously? Uncultured white people.” 
 
    Dallas disregarded the slight and looked ahead at the giant, unfazed by its massive lumbering physique. He puffed out his chest out and announced that not only was he not scared but that he would defeat the giant, ending the trials quicker than it had ever been done. 
 
    Ignoring what he deemed a desperate display of bravado and machismo, Tye tried to cobble together a plan to take the giant down. Without warning, he heard a thunderous roar from within the cave and turned to see a transformed Dallas charging full steam at the approaching giant. With one mighty leap, he sprung hundreds of meters into the air out of sight. 
 
    “Dallas, what the hell?! We need a plan!” Tye shouted. 
 
    “Well! I guess our plan is action!” Ashley responded, taking flight towards the creature. 
 
    Carmelita threw her hands up and said, “I guess we’re doing this.” With that, she followed Ashley’s lead. 
 
    Kato looked at Tye, sheepishly rubbing the back of his head. “So… We still doing that plan thing or?” 
 
    Tye waved his hand towards the monster. “Just go.” Kato screeched with glee and ran at lightning speed towards the creature. Tye shook his head. “God damn it,” he muttered under his breath before shooting into the sky to combat the giant. 
 
    As he rocketed forward, the meandering creature came into clearer view. It towered over everything else in the dome, it had shimmering transparent skin that looked to be molded over black bones making the beast appear as though it was made of clay. It was slightly hunched over and it had an elongated head with no defining features, save for a thin line running down and around what appeared to be flaps on its face. Its thin arms fell just below its knees but it had three fingers and a thumb that extended far further and it made periodic muffled screeches that made Tye’s blood run cold. 
 
    From around a mile away, he heard a familiar roar and saw Dallas jump out from the forest floor towards the head of the giant, his arms outstretched and his tail-blade fully extended. The giant instantly noticed him and without warning, the flaps on its face retracted, releasing a massive beam of energy that hit Dallas and knocked him on to the forest floor. 
 
    Fearing the worst, Tye immediately nosedived into the massive crater left by the giant’s attack and saw Dallas flat on his back, dazed and confused. Tye rushed to his side to check on his still-monstrous form, but as soon as he had gotten close enough, Dallas sprung up roaring and hopped into battle again. The creature’s face folded back again, and another beam of energy fired from its face, this time cratering Dallas to Tye’s immediate left. 
 
    Tye figured that, albeit painful, Dallas could likely take the damage. He flew skyward to challenge the giant, passing by Ashley, who was doing her best to hold it back by shooting bolts of energy. Once he was above the giant, he unleashed a large beam of energy from his palms, aiming it at the top of the giant’s head and causing it to screech and turn towards him. 
 
    As it fired a stream of energy, Tye zoomed to his right, barely avoiding the powerful beam that collided violently with the top of the dome. As it held its ground, Tye ducked underneath the attack and landed on top of its head. As he tried to gain his balance, he looked over the edge and saw Ashley flying around the giant, trying to do damage wherever she could land a blow. 
 
    He walked to the center of the giant’s head, gritted his teeth, pulled back his arm, and shouted to the heavens. With a mighty thrust, he forcefully brought his knuckles down, causing a ferocious shockwave that collapsed the top of the giant’s cranium as it screamed and staggered in pain, throwing Tye off. 
 
    He recovered quickly in the air. As he assessed the damage he had caused, a red object glinted inside the now severely deformed head. Tye’s eyes lit up when he saw it and he immediately realized that it was most likely the marker the administrator had referred to. He shot to grab it but swiftly recoiled when he saw the giant’s head begin to repair itself. 
 
    Within an instant, its skull had completely regrown, covering the marker. “Damn,” Tye said to himself as he landed on the newly reformed crown and bent down to feel the dense surface. “If this thing can heal itself, that’s going to be a problem.” He stood up and fired a thinner, precise beam of energy from his palms, hoping to pierce through to reach the marker. After several seconds, he spotted the marker deep inside the giant’s head. As a test, he reached into the newly created hole, only to swiftly retract his hand again as the hole began to heal. “If any part of me is in that thing while it’s healing, I don’t think I’m getting out. Or breathing.”  
 
    Just as he was about to try blasting his way through again, a large projectile was ejected from the giant’s skin. It anchored onto his torso, clamping his arms against his side, knocking him off its head, and slamming him into the ground.  
 
    Panicking, he used his eye beams to cut off a large portion of the thing. He then flailed his arms out to break free from its grip before tearing the rest off his body in one fluid motion. Cringing, he looked down to see the crab-shaped clay object lying on the ground. 
 
    “That was awesome,” a voice from behind Tye said. He spun around ready to fight and he came face-to-face with Kato, who flashed a toothy smile and gave him a cheerful wave.  
 
    “Kato? Wha... Aren’t you supposed to be helping us kill this thing?!” Tye shouted in frustration. 
 
    “Yeah, I am. But...” Kato looked up and put his hands on his hips. “I just run fast, ya know? I’m not sure how I can help you kill—” Before Kato could finish his sentence, the giant blasted Dallas out of the air yet again with another beam of energy and knocked Ashley out of the air with its massive hand before letting out a war cry. “That,” Kato finished with a shrug. 
 
    “I dunno man! Throw stuff at it really fast?” Tye said with desperation. 
 
    “Oh, yeah man. Smart!” He picked up a rock and threw it at the giant’s leg, watching it bounce off with no impact. “That did a whole lot. Hey! Maybe I can try scolding it?” 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes. “Aight, fine. Do you at least know where Carmelita is? She should be able to crush this thing!”  
 
    “Yeah, actually. I’ve just been seeing her fly around. Not really doing much.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kato. Appreciate it. And while you’re here, could you try to do... Something?” With that, he shot up into the air once again, this time spotting Carmelita who was being harassed by what looked like large clay birds. 
 
    Tye soared to her, shooting bolts of energy at the birds and knocking them out of the air. The two stood back-to-back and just as one of the birds was about to dive towards them, Carmelita froze it in the air and it fell to the ground. 
 
    “Nice catch!” Tye said, as he alternated between firing bolts of energy and punching the oncoming birds out of the air. “But why aren’t you using that psychic ability to crush that titan to the size of a penny?” 
 
    “I... I don’t know. I don’t think I can,” Carmelita shouted back. 
 
    “Well, we’re gonna need to do something here, Carmelita! We have to aim to kill this thing. Not aim to not be killed!” 
 
    “I know!” she yelled, deflecting another bird. “It’s just... I can’t!” 
 
    Tye looked down to see Dallas climbing the giant’s leg and then looked back at Carmelita. “Okay!” he shouted. “At least cover Dallas! I think he’s taken the brunt of this thing’s force, so make sure he stays out of harm’s way.” He saw that Ashley had moved onto its shoulder and was actively fighting an assortment of clay creatures. “I’m gonna go help Ash out! Make sure no one gets hurt!” 
 
    “Roger that!”  
 
    He flew over to the giant’s shoulder, landing next to Ashley who was struggling to fight off smaller versions of the giant. “Yo!” Tye yelled. “Need some help?” 
 
    “Yeah!” she yelled back as she fought one of the creatures off her back. “Actually. Hold the fort for a bit!” 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” He blasted massive holes in two more of the creatures. 
 
    She winked and somersaulted off its shoulder. As she dove down, her hair whipped around her face in the wind and her eyes glowed a powerful bright orange. She pulled back her arms and then thrust them forward, unleashing massive orbs of energy that exploded off the giant’s back, sending clay shrapnel flying and causing the giant to wail in pain and stumble forward. 
 
    Tye cheered as Ashley emerged from under its arm and repeated her assault from the front, blowing out the giant’s chest and upper thighs, causing it to yell out in agony. As Tye looked on, the jubilant smile was wiped from his face as he saw the creature begin to heal itself. In place of the holes, a familiar energy was about to erupt. Unaware of the giant’s defensive tactics, Ashley was about to unleash another attack when Carmelita swooped in and jumped in front of her, creating a barrier that immediately took the onslaught of the steaming giant’s raw power. 
 
    Carmelita struggled to hold her ground and keep the force field together as the stream of energy hit it with unrelenting force. All Tye and the others could do was watch as Carmelita and Ashley were nearly fried by the beam.  
 
    Desperately, Tye looked up towards the giant’s head and was about to fly towards it to distract it and hopefully draw its fire, when Dallas appeared from nowhere and launched himself at the giant’s head. 
 
    As soon as he made contact, he began violently pounding the surface with such force that the giant immediately ceased its assault and began swatting at Dallas like he was a mere fly, throwing him to the ground with impressive force once again. 
 
    Tye immediately rushed over to Ashley and Carmelita who were catching their breath. “You guys okay? How are you holding up?” he asked, slinging Carmelita’s arm over his shoulder to help her stand. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Carmelita said in a shaky voice, still trying to catch her breath. “All that just took a bit out of me, but I’ll be okay. It feels like I did a 15-mile run in about two minutes. So, I may need a bit to rest.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need, Carmelita. What about you, Ash? All good?” 
 
    Ashley nodded, “Yeah, I’m okay. I just want to know how we can kill that thing? It seems to be taking damage, but I have no idea how we’re going to put it down for good.” 
 
    Tye looked at the raging giant who seemed more ticked off by their assault than hurt. He thought about the marker he’d seen in its head and his eyes lit up. “We don’t need to kill it!” he shouted.  
 
    “What?” Ashley asked, confused. 
 
    “Where’s Kato?” Tye asked hurriedly. “I think I know how we can take this thing down.” 
 
    “Last I saw, he was still on the ground doing... something,” Carmelita reported. 
 
    Tye nodded and before flying off, he pointed at the two girls and said, “You guys take cover somewhere and keep Dallas safe!” He shot off to look for Kato, who was using a large stick to fight off a group of clay crabs by bashing them on the top of their shells repeatedly. 
 
    Tye soared in, landing on top of one of the creatures and crushing it into the ground. Sensing that he was about to be struck from behind, he spun around and blasted one of the larger crabs that was lunging towards him. Another tried to escape but by the time it reached the tree-line, Tye was already in front of it. He picked the thing up and tore it in half before looking up and seeing the last creature approaching Kato. He unleashed a powerful beam of energy from his eyes and completely disintegrated the creature, smiling and dusting his hands. 
 
    “Nice shootin’, Tex!” Kato cheered. 
 
    “Thanks,” Tye replied as he walked over. “So, I think I know how we can beat this trial.” 
 
    “I’m all ears, dude. Because—” the giant cut off Kato with another powerful roar as it beat its chest “—because right now, it’s looking pretty bleak.” 
 
    “I hear ya, buddy.” He extended his hand towards Kato. “C’mon. We're gonna win this.” 
 
    Kato recoiled slightly at the suggestion. As he slowly reached for Tye’s hand, Tye grabbed him and took off in the air within a couple seconds, while Kato screamed all the way. 
 
    Tye slowed down, and they hovered a few hundred feet above the giant’s head. He pointed at it and yelled, “So, here’s the plan. I’m gonna open a crater in the middle of its head. Inside is a red marker. It just looks like an orb. Grab that and jump off! I’ll catch you!” 
 
    “Tye!” Kato shouted back. “That’s a really cool plan and all but... I’m scared of heights!” 
 
    “I feel you, man!” he responded. “I’m afraid of giant clay people who shoot lasers from their body! Today we’re both gonna face our fears!” 
 
    Kato nodded and shouted back, “You’re right. The fate of the earth is at stake.” He lifted his fist into the air and Tye promptly fist bumped him as they flew to the giant’s crown. 
 
    Tye took a deep breath and stretched his hand before him. He felt the pool of energy within him begin to bubble and with a single push, he forced out a massive beam of energy that sheared off a third of the giant’s head, revealing the marker and throwing Kato onto what remained of its head.  
 
    Kato rushed into the hole and his eyes grew wide when he saw it. He quickly snatched it from the bottom of the crater and cradled the glowing orb. He had expected to feel some sort of power or energy flowing through it, but he felt nothing. Confused, he juggled it around as the wound slowly began to heal around him. He inspected the orb, unsure of whether it was really what they were looking for. Squinting to look at it, he saw what looked like tiny wires coursing through it.  
 
    Tempted to attempt to break it open, he looked around him to realize he didn’t have much time. He rushed out of the hole and just as his right leg followed his left out, a clay projectile hurled out and clamped on, forming a cast around it and causing Kato to scream in agony.  
 
    Tye, who had been fighting various clay offshoots instantly rushed over, only to be knocked out of the sky by a large clay bird that anchored onto his back and began dragging him towards the ground like a missile hurtling towards its target. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kato hung onto the marker for dear life despite the seething pain coursing through his leg and began to limp forward using his good limb in an attempt to jump from the giant’s head as he had been instructed, unaware that Tye was struggling to fight off his avian adversary. However, as he reached the edge of the giant’s crown, he felt it begin to shake. Looking down, he realized that the giant was beginning to fall.  
 
    Kato lost his balance as a result and fell from its head. Tye looked on in horror as Kato tumbled through the air, screaming. The bird’s wings were wrapped around Tye’s torso, attempting to crush him. In a single fluid movement, spurred on by the impulse to save his friend, his arms exploded outward, sending out a shockwave of energy and shattering the bird’s grip. 
 
    Tye dashed forward in a wild attempt to save Kato from crashing to the ground but was tackled mid air by another clay creature. Just as Kato was about to hit the ground, he was stopped mid air. Kato slowly opened his eyes to see Carmelita slowly lowering him to the ground from a distance. He flashed her a wide smile and she returned a relieved look. Her expression quickly changed when she saw torso of the mighty giant about to collapse onto Kato. 
 
    Kato looked up and tried to run out of the way. He immediately tripped and screamed in pain as the creature on his leg seemed to tighten its grip. He watched as the massive form of the now-lifeless giant was about to crash down on his defenseless body. It suddenly stopped mere meters above him. He looked over, expecting to see Carmelita holding it up but instead spotted Tye using all his strength to hold up the giant’s entire body by himself. 
 
    “Get Kato out of here, he’s hurt bad!” Tye yelled as sweat poured down his face with the strain of carrying the supersized load. 
 
    Ashley quickly flew in to grab Kato and move him out of the massive creature way. Tye let out a mighty roar and used his hands and eyes to blast a powerful beam of energy through the giant’s torso. It erupted through its back, clearing a hole straight through that allowed Tye to fly through as the giant fell over him. 
 
    He looked at the felled beast and let out the most relieved sigh of his life. “One down. Two to go,” he said under his breath. 
 
    He flew to the others and landed next to Carmelita, who was crouched next to a shaking Kato. She closed her eyes to focus and softly placed her palm on his forehead, putting him into a trance-like state. After about five seconds of silence, she removed her hand and shook her head, looking up at the anticipant Ashley and Tye. 
 
    “It looks like whatever is on his leg broke it pretty badly. I see at least ten small fractures and three massive ones. I doubt he’ll be able to walk anytime soon,” she reported in a hushed tone. “I’ve blocked all pain signals from his legs from reaching his brain but still, it’s amazing he was even able to stand at all.”  
 
    Ashley crouched down and placed her hands over the clay cast. “In the meantime...” Her palms lit up, instantly frying the surface. She then ran a finger along the cast lengthwise and cracked it open, freeing his mangled leg. “Might as well have it off, right?” She then turned to Carmelita. “Any chance you can fashion a makeshift splint with branches and vines? We need to set the bone if we want it to heal properly. Otherwise, this could be really bad.” 
 
    Carmelita nodded and used her telekinesis to break off two thin, straight branches from a nearby tree, placing then against Kato’s leg and binding it using vines. She then stood him up slowly and slung his arm around her shoulder. “I don’t think he’s gonna be able to walk back to the cave on his own, so I’ll fly him back there and you guys just meet up with us.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we fly back with you?” Ashley asked. 
 
    Tye shook his head, “We’re still a Dallas short. We should go make sure he’s okay. If something happened and he’s not in any condition to move, it might be better to have both of us here.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ashley agreed.  
 
    Carmelita took off with Kato while Ashley and Tye searched the area for the next half hour or so, desperately trying to find their lost teammate. With no success, they met back at the spot where Carmelita and Kato had left them to come up with a plan when they spotted Dallas slinking out of the trees in his human form with a noticeable limp. 
 
    “Dallas!” Ashley and Tye shouted in unison, rushing over to catch him as he collapsed from exhaustion. 
 
    “I just want to go home,” Dallas said weakly. 
 
    Tye looked over the bruised and beaten boy and put him arm over his shoulder as Carmelita had for Kato. Motioning for Ashley to follow him, the two took off back towards the cave. 
 
    When they arrived, Kato was fully awake and was surprisingly energetic, drinking water and having a cheerful conversation with Carmelita. “Hey, guys!” he yelled as they approached. 
 
    “You okay, dude?” Tye asked as he helped Dallas down to the ground. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, as good as I can be. My leg is pretty messed up but ya know. Could be worse. I could’ve gotten like... impaled or something so. You win some you lose some.” He took another sip of his water and continued talking to Carmelita. 
 
    Tye smiled and leaned against the cave wall, grateful that their first trial hadn’t turned out as tragically as it could have. Ashley walked over and tapped him on the shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, I’m gonna be out hunting for a few hours. I think we could all use some food,” she said. 
 
    “After a fight like that, you’re gonna go out and face more creatures in this place? Do you need any help?”  
 
    “Nah, I got it. Just make sure everyone is alright. I’ll be back in a few.” 
 
    Tye nodded and sat down next to his friends, watching them until it got dark. Ashley returned with fresh kill that she prepped and cooked over a fire, too tired to heat it up with her hands. As they ate, Dallas had his eyes trained on Tye in a death stare. Uncomfortable, Tye stopped eating to ask him what his issue was. 
 
    Dallas grunted as he bit into his food and spit on the ground. “What’s my issue? We got our asses handed to us fighting that thing. The only reason any of us are still here is because we got lucky. You’re supposed to be our leader. Where was the damn plan?” 
 
    Tye raised his eyebrows and scoffed, “I swear I’ve said a million times that I’m not anybody’s ‘leader.’ Second. Plan? Dude, YOU were the one to rush into the fight!” 
 
    Dallas recoiled as if offended. Making unwavering eye contact, he shouted, “You say you’re not the leader but you’ve damn sure acted like one the whole time we’ve been here! As someone who’s directed our actions this entire fucking time, you should’ve stopped me! You should’ve come up with a plan! We ran into the fight blind! As a leader, you should’ve stopped that shit from happening! You should’ve slowed everyone down and made sure we weren’t doing things that’d get us killed. And guess what?” He paused, his lips formed a deep scowl. Standing up, he pointed to Kato. The rage in his eyes made them glow as the fire lit up his face, giving it a demonic hue. “As a result, he almost died! And you know what?” his voice lowered to a growl, “It would’ve been all your fault.” 
 
    Tye remained silent. Carmelita spoke up, “God, would you shut up and stop blaming him for everything? Maybe Tye isn’t a good leader, fair point. But acting like this is all his fault is stupid and divisive! We all had responsibility fighting that giant and we survived and got the marker. That’s all that matters. Sure, it was tough, but you know what? It was a GIANT, Dallas. Who kills a giant with ease? These tasks are supposed to be difficult!” 
 
    Dallas turned to face Carmelita and laughed sarcastically. “Oh, so now you’re showing passion, Carmelita? Where was that in the field? You’re probably more powerful than any of us and what the hell did you do? You played defense the entire fucking time! We were fighting for our lives and your ass didn’t do shit but stand there like a scared little girl waiting for her daddy to come save her!” 
 
    Carmelita jumped up in a rage and before anybody could stop her, Dallas was ten feet in the air, struggling to breathe as she held a telekinetic vice grip on his neck. Ashley and Tye quickly rushed over to them in an attempt calm her down but she put a hand out, forcing them backwards, using the other to throw Dallas forcefully against the stone wall before letting him down and releasing her grip on his neck. 
 
    She walked over to him, bent down, and coldly said, “Don’t you ever call me a ‘scared little girl’ again. Or I swear to God... Te voy a dejar sin cara.” She then turned to the rest of them. “I wasn’t gonna kill him.” She turned back to Dallas and looked down to see the fear in his eyes, “But I am tired of his shit.” She stormed off into the back of the cave, where she remained in silence for the rest of the night. 
 
    Dallas slowly stood up, still clutching the newly formed bruises on his neck. Tye looked at him with concern and was about to say something but was met with a look of pure contempt, accusing him for Carmelita’s outburst.  
 
    “I’m going to sleep,” Dallas said hoarsely. “If you need me. Don’t.” He found a corner and lay down with his backpack.  
 
    With Dallas asleep, Kato flashed a nervous grin and slapped his knees. “Well. This night has been fun!” He then forced himself up and limped to his spot on the cave floor. “But! I think it’s time I got to bed because this is super awkward.” 
 
    Ashley and Tye were left alone in silence. Ashley fumbled for words, trying to make small talk but Tye didn’t reply. Realizing that she wasn’t going to get through, she simply gave him a hug and disappeared into the dimly lit cave. 
 
    Tye sat by himself, looking at the sleeping bodies near him. A colossal sense of guilt rushed over him. He clenched his fists and walked outside, unsure of where to go. 
 
    The light blue night sky that dimly illuminated the vast expanse of the dome, Tye felt a certain peace. He walked towards the waterfall, a place he felt he could find some comfort. 
 
    After a couple of hours of walking, he came upon the familiar site. He noticed that the gushing water was full of bioluminescent fish, lighting up the stream with a miraculous assortment of dancing greens, blues, and reds. He walked over to run his hands through the water, feeling compelled not only by its beauty but by its rejuvenating aura.  
 
    He scooped up some of the cold water and drank it, feeling his entire body being instantly hydrated and energized, similar to how he had felt when he first entered the dome. He sought more of the refreshing liquid but paused when he noticed a giant stag walk up gracefully next to him to drink from the river. It stood nearly 10 feet tall with an eight-horned set of bioluminescent antlers that rested on its blue head and long neck, all the horns vibrantly glowing with different colors. It stood on six slim legs with pointed toes and made almost no sound as it moved its massive body through the brush.  
 
    Tye watched in awe of the beast as it bent down and calmly drank. Silently, he stood up slowly and approached the stag. It opened one eye and looked in his direction as it drank but remained motionless, watchful and waiting. He reached out a hand and stroked its glossy black body. He ran his fingers along its neck and through the finest hairs he had ever felt. 
 
    Satisfied with its late-night drink, the stag slowly raised its head and backed away from him. It then turned around and walked off silently into the forest, only turning around once to examine Tye. It vanished into the forest, leaving Tye amazed at the experience. 
 
    He drew in a deep breath and walked down the river, not stopping till he reached the waterfall. He noticed a small mound to his right that overlooked the forest, the river, and the waterfall.  
 
    He sat down on a large flat log and suddenly heard a rustling from behind him. His heart stopped. He had thought he was alone. Images of a nightmare beast or one of the humanoids from earlier raced through his mind. He quickly spun around and defensively, when Ashley popped out of the bushes, tripping over some branches that had caught her feet. 
 
    “Ashley?” Tye exclaimed, dropping his guard immediately and sitting back down.  
 
    “Hey!” she said, dusting off her pants. “Mind if I sit here?” 
 
    Tye shrugged as he held up his head with his fist, as Ashley sat on the flat rock.  
 
    She looked at him with concern. “I had a feeling you’d be here,” she said. “I saw you leave and just wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Tye lied. “Just wanted to get away from everyone for a bit. I always went on late-night walks back at home, so it’s nothing new.” 
 
    Not fully believing him, she pressed. “Are you really fine? Tye, if there’s something bothering you, you can talk to me.” 
 
    Tye sighed and continued staring ahead. “I dunno. I guess I just... The fact that Dallas was right. I’m no leader.” 
 
    Ashley laughed, “Dallas was right? I don’t think ‘Dallas’ and ‘right’ ever belong in a sentence together. Tye, it’s like Carmelita said, we were fighting a giant. It’s not like any of us had experience doing that. You risked your life to fight that thing and you were great out there. That’s all we can ask.” 
 
    “Yeah but it’s not enough,” Tye said, throwing his arms out, still refusing to make eye contact with her. “I need to be better. What if the next challenge is even tougher? What if someone actually does die after the promise I made to get us out of here? God, Kato almost lost his leg today. The thing almost incinerated you. And if Dallas’s skin hadn’t protected him, he’d be dead too. And it’s all my fault.” 
 
    “God, you sound like me a couple years ago. It’s almost like looking into a mirror. I mean, without the blonde hair and blue eyes.” 
 
    Tye scoffed, unable to hold back mumbled, “And also I’m a dark-skinned brotha as they say,” he joked. “But other than that? We’re basically twins.” 
 
    “Oh, totally!” Ashley laughed. “Sometimes I get us confused.” 
 
    Tye fought back a smile and shook his head. “So, what’d you mean by that?” he asked more seriously. “That I sound like you a couple years ago.” 
 
    “Being down on myself. Thinking I was the root of everyone else’s problems. Never thinking I was good enough.” 
 
    Tye raised an eyebrow and looked at her. “You? Ash, you’re smart, gorgeous, independent. You know how to live off the land and hunt for yourself. Plus, you can rock a pink hoodie like nobody I’ve ever seen! What would you have to be down about?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I dunno. Ask clinical depression that. I know that from the outside, it looks like I have the perfect life, but just like with love, looks aren’t everything. Especially when all the guys in your life, strangers or otherwise, only really care about you being an attractive blonde chick. And when that leads to abuse, you blame yourself. What could I have done differently? Did I do something to deserve this? Why is this happening to me? Is this my fault? You continue to blame yourself. The clothes you buy, the makeup you wear, the way you talk to people. Am I leading this guy on just by being nice to him? Is he going to do the same thing?” 
 
    Tye’s eyes widened at what Ashley was implying had happened and asked a question he already knew the answer to. “Ash... Did something ha—” 
 
    “Yeah, it did,” she replied before he could finish his question. “It did. And to this day, there’s a noticeable cigarette burn hole in my mind that’ll never quite disappear. It made a vulnerable 15-year-old suicidal. A girl that was still three whole years away from adulthood unsure of why she had her innocence taken away by someone she was confident she could trust.” 
 
    Unable to find the proper words to comfort his friend, Tye remained silent for a few seconds, before softly muttering, “I’m sorry.” He turned towards her and quickly said, “Ash, seriously, if there’s anything I can do, anyone you need me to talk to, I...” 
 
    Ashley shook her head, silencing him. “That’s the thing, Tye. I’ve learned how to cope and move past the trauma. I realized that for a while, my mind had been my own worst enemy. Blaming myself for the actions of another awful human being wasn’t getting me anywhere because it wasn’t my fault. My choice of clothing, how I talked, the makeup I wear, how I look—none of it is an invite to abuse. His actions are his alone. And though it’s not the case for a lot of women, I’m glad to say, he’s suffering for them.” 
 
    Tye looked confused. “So, you’re telling me this to get me out of my own head?” 
 
    “I’m telling you this because I found that not only did I have to learn to not fight myself, I also had to learn to reach out for help and admit that there was something wrong and that I needed others to become the best version of me. And I think the same applies to you. In a fight, there’s so many variables you can’t control. In being a leader or just a friend, there’s going to be times where things out of your control happen and you can’t blame yourself. But when there’s a problem you also have to be willing to reach out for help.” 
 
    He looked ahead again, contemplating her words. “I think I get you.” 
 
    Ashley continued, “Good. I’m not saying this to depress you or anything. Just to prove that even from the toughest trials, we can grow and learn. But when we get down on ourselves, that’s what kills us. I bounced back from it, Tye. You can too. The most important thing I didn’t share is that it’s also on your friends to make sure you’re doing okay and provide that support. And I’m gonna do that for you.” 
 
    A smile formed on Tye’s face and he stuck his pinky out. “Promise to always be there for me and I’ll promise to always be there for you?” 
 
    She returned a warm smile and intertwined her pinky with his. “I promise.” 
 
    They embraced. She stood up and put her hands in her hoodie pockets. Motioning towards the cave with her head, she asked, “So, are you gonna come back or do you want to stay out here for a bit?” 
 
    He shrugged and responded, “Nah. I think I’m gonna stay. I’ll be back soon. I think, for my own sake, I still want to be alone for a few hours.” 
 
    “Okay...” she said. “Are you gonna be alright?” 
 
    He nodded earnestly and said, “Yeah, actually. I think I’m gonna be great. This meant a lot to me. Thank you, Ash.” 
 
    “Anytime, Tye. I’ll see you in the morning.” She turned around and flew back into the darkness. 
 
    He looked out into the expanse of the dome again and heard a loud trumpet in the distance. As he strained his eyes to see what it was, he found that his mind was once again lost in the chaotic serenity of the night around him.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: Hunted Become the Hunters—Kinda 
 
    Kato rolled around on his spot on the cave floor, waking up with a sharp rock poking him in the back. Popping up immediately, he flung the offending stone to the other side of the cave, stretched, and yawned, squinting at the light around him. He propped himself up the best he could with the cast wrapped around his leg and was about to walk outside when he smelled something cooking over the fire. 
 
    Tye was hanging about fifteen fresh fish over the flames. He hobbled over and was greeted with a smile and a “Good morning!”  
 
    “Hey, man. What do we have going on here?” Kato asked. 
 
    “I’m just getting breakfast started for everyone. I figured it’d be a nice thing to do.” 
 
    Kato sat down and responded, “Really? Weird. I kinda expected everyone to hate each other after yesterday, but if I’m getting free breakfast, I can’t really complain.” 
 
    Ashley and Carmelita were the next to wake up. They walked over to the flames and joined the boys who were in the middle of a discussion about their favorite superheroes.  
 
    “All I’m saying is that Goku would whoop Superman’s a— Oh. Hey, ladies,” Kato gave them a flirty smile and wink that led to eye rolls and sighs as they sat down. 
 
    “When’d you learn to fish, Tye?” Carmelita asked. 
 
    “Honestly? Never.” He threw kindling into the flame. “At first, I borrowed Ash’s traps to catch some fish but I literally had no idea how to use the fish trap. But then I realized I have super powers, so I just caught em quickly one by one with my hands and put them into the trap.” 
 
    “Wow, Tye. How outdoorsy of you,” Ashley joked “But why’d you feel the need to cook all this for us?” 
 
    “I dunno,” he replied. “Just felt like it would be nice. Kato, you want to be the first to taste-test?” 
 
    “Hand me a plate, dude!” Kato replied with enthusiasm.  
 
    Tye reached for one of the flat stones they were using as plates and removed three fish from the large skewer. Unable to reach, Kato stood up to grab the plate but tripped over his own feet, nearly falling into the fire before catching himself by flinging his injured leg forward and breaking the splint in the process. 
 
    Ashley, Carmelita, and Tye sat astounded at Kato’s quick reflexes despite his supposedly injured limb. Kato stared back at them and then looked down at his leg, a wide smile spreading on his face. He let out an elated yell and started running around at high speed in and out of the cave. 
 
    “Woo! I’m back and I just did fifteen miles in five seconds! It’s great to have working legs!” he screamed before disappearing and bouncing back in again. 
 
    Carmelita was the most shocked of the group. “Wait, okay. Kato, I’m really happy for you and I’ma let you finish, but your bone was absolutely destroyed literally less than 12 hours ago. How are you doing any of this?” 
 
    Kato shrugged and leaned against the wall. “Who knows? I’m not a doctor or anything. But, if I’m being honest, as soon I woke up with that clay cast off my leg, I literally felt no pain. It didn’t feel like my leg was broken...” 
 
    Ashley suggested that Carmelita check his leg. She obliged and walked over, placing her hand on his forehead and confirming that he was indeed completely healed. 
 
    Tye raised an eyebrow. He picked up the sharpened rock Ashley had used to cut into the alien boar and walked over to Kato, asking him to stick his hand out. Unsure of why but trusting Tye, he put out his palm. Tye quickly made a small, shallow wound with the rock. 
 
    Kato recoiled in pain, prompting both Ashley and Carmelita to yell “What are you doing?!” at Tye’s apparent bloodlust. 
 
    “No, wait!” he yelled back. “I have a theory... Kato, hold your hand out.” 
 
    The four of them watched in amazement as Kato’s wound healed nearly instantly, not leaving so much as a scar to signal where he had been cut. 
 
    Kato flipped out and did five more laps out of pure elation. “I can heal almost as fast as I can run?!” he screamed. “Tye! You crazy son of a beautiful lady! There was a method to the madness! I see you!” 
 
    “No problem, man,” Tye said, smiling. “This actually works for what I wanna do today.” 
 
    From the back of the cave, Dallas made his entrance yawning and asking what all the commotion was about. 
 
    “Expanding our powers, apparently,” Carmelita commented. 
 
    Dallas’s interest was piqued. “Oh? Who got a new power?” 
 
    “Kato,” Ashley responded. “Apparently our buddy has a pretty strong healing factor.” 
 
    “Nice. Good for you, bro.” He looked over to the food cooking and nodded in approval. He took one directly off the skewer and ate it from his hand like a fish stick. “So,” he said with his mouth full of fish. “Should we train for tomorrow or? If the last trial was any indication, I’d say that we’re not super prepared for what the aliens or.... whatever have in store for us.” 
 
    “Actually,” Tye said. “I think we should spend the day getting to know each other. And to do that, I’ve thought of a little activity.” 
 
    Carmelita shrugged and said, “Well, we’re not doing anything else today. What’d you have in mind?” 
 
    Dallas interjected, “We’re still listening to Tye after the last two major mishaps?” 
 
    “It’s not about listening to me,” Tye said calmly but sternly, defending himself. “I just think we should take the opportunity to do a team-building exercise. It’ll allow us to get to know each other and if we’re not doing anything else, it can’t hurt, right?” 
 
    The teens exchanged shrugs and glances of acceptance. A mischievous smile grew on Tye’s face, stretching from ear to ear and prompting the others to feel uneasy and nervous. 
 
    “A couple days ago,” Tye began, “Dallas and I ran into these giant alien elephants, right? I mean, these things were huge. They had to be the size of African bulls with big flat tusks! Not only that, these things were powerful! They were smashing through the brush and trees with ease. And that’s not even the most interesting thing. I went on a bit of a night hike yesterday, right? And while I was hearing noises of all the animals, a loud trumpet stood out. So, I look down to see what it was and I spot one that was easily twice the size what Dallas and I saw. So I was thinking... what if we hunted it?” 
 
    “Are you crazy?!” Dallas yelled. “You want to hunt a massive alien elephant twice the size of the biggest elephant on the planet as a bonding experience?” 
 
    “Well. Yeah.”  
 
    Dallas drew in a deep breath and exhaled. Then he stood up and took off his jersey, carefully folding it over his sleeping back, and then placed his shoes on top. He then walked back to the group, clapped his hands, and asked, “How do we do it?” 
 
    “You’re actually on board with this, Dallas?!” Kato asked, surprised. 
 
    He nodded and simply said, “Yeah. I am.” 
 
    Surprised, Tye gave a teasing clap of approval with a stupid grin still plastered on his face. “All right!” he shouted, pumping his fists into the air. “Since everyone is on board, here’s how this is gonna go down.” 
 
    Tye spent the next hour explaining his plan to the group, taking questions and revising his scheme to fit everyone into the mix and to make sure everyone’s role was significant. 
 
    The group agreed to set out in the evening as Tye pointed out that the animal’s eyes were small and shallow, so it was likely his vision wasn’t very strong. They spent the rest of the day as Dallas had suggested, taking some time to hone their talents and relax in anticipation of the coming hunt. 
 
    As day began to turn into night, they set out into the vast expanse. Tye took point as they flew into the air with Ashley and Carmelita holding Kato and Dallas respectively who had both reluctantly agreed to be flown for the occasion. 
 
    They flew aimlessly for roughly half an hour, searching the forest for any sign of the large alien pachyderm. Just as they were about to give up and return to the cave, Tye’s ears picked up the familiar massive trumpet and motioned for the group to follow him towards it. As they got closer to the now very audible noise, they all immediately noticed trees being knocked over in a path that seemed to be heading towards a large body of water. 
 
    They moved towards the animal in silence, desperately trying to avoid detection so that they didn’t scare it away and ruin their plans. Soon, they were only fifty feet or so above its massive back. Tye nodded, signaling that this was the creature he had seen and also that the plan was now officially in action. Dallas was to go first, nodding to Carmelita that he was ready. She dropped him in front of the alien. 
 
    As he hurtled through the air, Dallas transformed into the familiar hulk and smashed into the ground with such force that he created a small impact crater, unaffected by the hard landing. He stared at the alien creature, which was now fully aware of him. It assumed a defensive position and trumpeted. Dallas stood his ground and slowly approached the beast. 
 
    Not one to be scared off by a challenger, especially one so small, it lowered its tusks into the ground and stomped its feet, shaking the ground around it. Dallas responded by cracking his fists and neck. The beast’s eyes grew wide as it saw that the challenger wasn’t scared off by its display. Without warning, it charged forward to attack. In a fashion that almost mirrored Tye’s feat two days ago, Dallas grabbed onto its tusks and used all his weight and strength to drive the beast backwards, tiring it out in the process. After nearly a minute of exerting all his energy, he yelled out to Carmelita, and she flew down into action. 
 
    Swiping both her hands, she cratered the ground in front of the creature as Dallas jumped back. She created a sinkhole that swept it from under its feet and trapped its hind legs. It struggled in vain to pull nearly its entire body weight out of the sinkhole. Satisfied, she signaled to Ashley and Kato for their roles to commence as she landed near Dallas to make sure the beast didn’t climb up out of the hole. 
 
    Ashley flew towards the ground and dropped Kato off nearby, and he took off into the forest. Ashley ran over to where Dallas and Carmelita were waiting and the struggling beast was now almost successful in pulling itself out of the crater. She put her hands out and shot two beams of energy under the creature’s front legs, collapsing the ground and causing it to slide back into the hole. She then put her hand out and summoned a ring of fiery energy from around the top of the hole that the creature dared not try and escape from. Dallas and Ashley walked over to see the fruits of their labor as Kato came flying in with a massive net of vines tied together. 
 
    Watching over the progress, Tye floated down onto the ground and gave the thumbs up for Carmelita to initiate the final phase of the plan. Raising both her arms in the air, she lifted the creature out of the hole and wrapped the massive net around it and then dropping it on the ground. 
 
    Tye walked around the captured animal and placed his hands on it. It was breathing heavily and was far too tired to struggle against its restraints. He yelped with excitement and cheered, “What’s gonna work?! Teamwork!” 
 
    “Wait, if it’s a team effort, what was your part again? You left that out when you were explaining our roles to us,” Carmelita pointed out. 
 
    “Ah,” Tye answered as if he was waiting for someone to ask. “The most important part of this whole thing.” He walked around towards its massive head and looked into its watery pleading eyes. “Ash,” he said solemnly. 
 
    “Yeah, Tye?”  
 
    “This net can definitely take the weight of this thing, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. The tensile strength of those things is crazy. With them woven together like that they should hold from my experience,” she turned to him and put her hands on her hips. “Why?” 
 
    Tye winked at her and then grabbed a loose vine. Before anyone could say anything, he took off into the air with the alien elephant in tow. Shocked, they stood in silence. Moments later, Tye came back without the giant. 
 
    “Tye. What did you do...?” Carmelita asked, confused. 
 
    “Oh. I let it go,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    The rest of the teens let out a collective “WHAT!” 
 
    “You said we were hunting it!” Ashley whined, throwing her hands up in the air. “We did all that for nothing?” 
 
    “I said it was a team-building exercise, not a requiem for bloodthirsty savages. Sheesh.” 
 
    “So what’re we gonna eat?” Dallas asked, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Well, not that,” Tye shrugged. “Wait. You guys didn’t actually expect to eat that thing, did you? You saw how big it was, right? One of its legs would’ve filled us for weeks. It’d be a waste of food! Plus, the thrill is in the chase, not the kill.” 
 
    “So what now?” Carmelita asked. 
 
    Tye scratched the back of his head and looked around. “Well, we should probably get dinner. We can hunt something a bit smaller to satisfy your thirst for blood and our collective stomachs.” 
 
    “We going back to the cave?” Carmelita countered.  
 
    Tye shook his head. “Again, this is all part of the team building! We can go on an actual food hunt and have a little campout right here to break up the monotony.” 
 
    Within the next hour, they had found and killed another boar and decided to stoke up a fire where they were to cook it. They stripped down nearby trees and used vines from the dense part of the forest to cobble together a stand to roast it over. 
 
    As they sat around the flames, watching the pig-like alien cook, Ashley walked over to the sinkhole and peered inside. She then turned to the group and said, “You know. I’m sure we could fill this thing with water from the lake nearby, right?” 
 
    “You wanna fill that dirty-ass hole with water and then have us drink from it?” Tye asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, we can easily pack the edges with rocks and leaves, so it doesn’t just get absorbed into the ground, but I’m pretty sure I can boil out any impurities,” she replied, as she sat back down with the rest of the group. 
 
    Tye nodded in approval and then asked, “Okay, but how are we gonna fill that thing with water?” 
 
    Ashley turned to Carmelita and asked, “Hey, does your telekinesis happen to work on liquids?” 
 
    Carmelita nodded. “It should be just fine. It’s a little harder for me to grab a liquid than a solid but it should be okay. Did you want me to make the trip?” 
 
    “Yes please!” Ashley said politely. 
 
    Carmelita stretched and stood up. “Sure,” she responded sweetly. “But,” she pointed at Tye, “he’s gotta come with.” 
 
    “What?” Tye said, louder than he intended to before standing up and walking over to her. “Why me? That’s work.” 
 
    “Because. I don’t want to walk alone in a dark forest by myself?” she said, sticking her tongue out. 
 
    “We can’t just fly?” Tye asked. “I mean since we can, I feel like it makes the most sense.” 
 
    Carmelita rolled her eyes and began walking into the woods, motioning for Tye to follow her. He groaned and jogged to catch up. 
 
    The path they were following was lit by a number of bioluminescent plants and animals growing and crawling around them. For some time, neither of them said anything. They simply observed the strange yet beautiful world around them, taking in the absolute splendor of an environment they had only ever imagined seeing in movies or in their dreams. 
 
    It wasn’t until Tye tripped and Carmelita stopped him from falling face first with her telekinesis did they speak the first words to each other since they had left. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist, buddy!” Tye said as he was lifted back to his feet. 
 
    “No problem, pal,” Carmelita chuckled. 
 
    As the two continued walking, Tye felt more comfortable talking. “So, why’d you bring me on this little adventure through the woods? And why didn’t you want to fly?” 
 
    Her eyes darted to the ground and she grabbed her left arm as she said, “Honestly? To talk.” 
 
    Tye looked at her confused, “Well, you haven’t done a whole lot of that. Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t really know how to address it...” 
 
    Tye’s eyes grew wide and large smile formed on his face, “OH!” he yelled, placing his hand on the back of his head. “You brought me all the way out here to tell me that you dig me? What a totally cliché moment. You know, I—” 
 
    Before Tye could finish, Carmelita burst out laughing. “OH. MY. GOD. NOO!” she yelled as Tye’s shoulders dropped, dejected at the rejection. He asked what she meant with much less moxy and a visibly bruised ego. 
 
    “Something slightly more important than a stupid crush. A crush that doesn’t exist by the way,” she said, still chuckling. 
 
    Tye’s attention was piqued at this. Standing straight again, he waited to hear what Carmelita had to say. “Important? What is it?” 
 
    Carmelita turned awkward again as she tried to find the best way to explain herself. “Well, remember when we first met and I put my hand on your forehead?” 
 
    Still confused, Tye slowly replied, “Yeah...?” 
 
    “Well, in that moment,” Carmelita said, still hesitating, “I might’ve read your mind. But not just your current thoughts, I saw... a lot.”  
 
    Impatiently, Tye asked her to just be honest and say what she had on her mind. She sighed and finally said, “I saw what happened at the hills, Tye.” 
 
    Tye stopped walking and stared at her with wide eyes. As soon as she turned to face him, he started stammering, “I... I... I’m sorry, Carmelita. I... I didn’t know. This... I had no idea it would cause any of this. I just wanted to see something cool with my friends and I’m so sorry...” 
 
    She folded her arms and frowned, then put her hand on his shoulder and quietly said, “Tye, it’s okay. There was no way for you guys to know that going on a hike would lead to any of this. You can’t blame yourself for something nobody on earth even knew could be a problem.” 
 
    Looking away, he somberly said, “Yeah, but it’s still my fault and I hate that.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault!” she said forcefully. 
 
    “Isn’t it? Is that how other people would see it? There’s a reason I haven’t told anyone. I’d be hated. People inside and outside this place would blame me for nearly causing the death of the entire planet... or maybe not even nearly. That’s a burden that I... It’s not something I think I can handle.” 
 
    “Tye, I’m not gonna tell anyone. I brought you out here to tell you this away from everyone else. You don’t have to worry about that,” she said, trying to calm him down. “This stays between you and me. I just felt I should tell you that I knew.” 
 
    He leaned against a nearby tree, still trying to gather his thoughts. “It’s not even about telling people though. I mean, yeah, I’d like to keep that under wraps, but it’s the responsibility that I still feel. There’s a reason I didn’t want to be anyone’s leader, y’know? I don’t like being responsible for others. Sure, I can be responsible for myself and handle my own shit, but other people? If I fail and they get hurt, then that shit is on me forever. And I won’t be able to ever let it go if someone gets hurt on my watch.” 
 
    Carmelita leaned on the tree next to him. “I hear you. But that’s life, dude. Sometimes you’re gonna be responsible for others and sometimes bad things are going to happen. And it’s not like you’re a stranger to that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tye asked. 
 
    “I’ve been in your head, dude. Diverting those guards at the hills, protecting Rakesh, coming here because you felt like you caused this? You’ve been taking responsibility even though you don’t feel like you have and you’ve done a great job of it so far. You’re more responsible and more of a leader than you think. They say those are two of the best qualities of a hero.” 
 
    “Hero? Let’s pause on that talk. I’m just a guy that wants to help. And what about this one, Carmelita? How do I follow through and get us out of here?” Tye asked. 
 
    She shrugged and pushed herself off the tree, “By kicking ass at these last two trials and saving the world. Simple.” 
 
    Tye took in a deep breath and exhaled as he walked towards her. “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said. “Ass-kicking kinda is our thing now, right?” 
 
    Carmelita nodded and did a kick in the air, making the karate “hiyah” sound. 
 
    “Nice kick there, buddy. So, did you see anything else in my head that you wanna discuss?” 
 
    She thought for a second. “Eh. Just that you think I’m hot. And that your last name is Cooper. Which is cute. Maybe I should call you that,” she said, winking. 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes as they resumed walking, chatting and making their way towards the lake. When they reached it, Carmelita used her telekinesis to roll a large amount of water into a sphere and levitate it over them as they flew back to the group. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: The Truth 
 
    Carmelita and Tye rejoined the others just in time to see Ashley finishing up the makeshift well. Carmelita deposited the water into the structure and stood back. Ashley then reached both arms into the water and instantly it began boiling, with impurities rising to the top. She asked Carmelita if she could remove them, to which she obliged. Thanking her, Ashley turned her attention back to the water and instantaneously, the boiling stopped and the water was still. 
 
    She called over to the others to come and see how it worked and one by one, they reached into the pit and drank the cool refreshing water, the likes of which they had never tasted. Initially using their hands to take sips, they eventually dunked their heads into their well to take in as much of the rejuvenating liquid as possible. 
 
    Once satisfied, they stepped back and made their way back to the fire, leaving Ashley and Carmelita to enjoy the fruits of their labor. 
 
    Kato stripped the meat, using the massive leaves from the surrounding trees as makeshift plates. As they gathered around the fire, Tye unexpectedly stood up to speak. 
 
    “You gonna make a speech?” Kato asked. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Tye responded. “I just wanted to say that this is all going according to plan. And now it’s time for phase 2.” 
 
    A collective murmur rose and with a wide grin on his face, Tye pulled out two large bags of sour candy from his backpack and dangled it for everyone to see. 
 
    “YOU HAD FOOD THIS WHOLE TIME?!” Kato yelled. 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and said, “Dude, it’s two bags of candy and we haven’t exactly been starving out here.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kato responded. “So, why bring it out then?” 
 
    Tye sat down and opened one of the bags. “We’re gonna do a little team-bonding exercise that I call ‘Real Talk Campfire.’ We’re all gonna say something interesting about ourselves, something deep and meaningful, as a way of getting to know each other better. Each person that says something gets a handful of candy. Deal?” 
 
    “Who decides what’s deep and meaningful?” Dallas asked. “What if someone just says some bullshit like their favorite color?” 
 
    “Fair point, Dallas. Which is why i’mma be the one asking the questions. You guys are free to go wherever you want with your answers but they’re not gonna be softballs.” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” Ashley commented. “Who goes first?” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Dallas responded immediately, surprising everyone with his eagerness.  
 
    This brought a smile to Tye’s face. He rubbed his hands together like a horsefly spotting a fresh pile of rotten meat. “Okay... Dallas,” he began, popping one of the candies into his mouth. “Tell me. Where does the anger come from, man? I feel like the whole time you’ve been here, you’ve been pretty uh... hostile?” 
 
    “That’s supposed to be deep?” Dallas chuckled.  
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly a discussion about whether or not the universe has any meaning. But for our purposes, I feel like there’s enough to unpack there,” Tye responded. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Dallas said, shrugging. “I think the first thing you all have to understand is that I come from a football background. As you can tell by my favorite jersey, I live, breathe, and eat football. And I guess I’ve always stuck by the mantra that when somebody on your team screws up, somebody has to say something. Because you’re only as strong as your weakest link. And sometimes that’s going to come out a lot tougher than people are maybe used to.” 
 
    “Why are you so into football?” Carmelita asked. “It seems like it plays a pretty big part in your life. What makes it more than just a hobby? 
 
    Carmelita’s question seemed to act as an emotional trigger as Dallas went silent for a moment, tried to speak, and then was at a loss for words again. He clasped his hands and his leg started twitching, the stress building up inside him until he finally burst out, “I think—” he paused again “—I think that for me, I grew up in a really small town, right? Most of the people where I’m from are either farmers or work in some small family-run business. And they grow up in the same town, doing the same things day in and day out until they have kids to start the cycle over again. And I... I can’t do that. I can’t live my whole life stuck in the same damn town doing the same things that people have done for hundreds of years. I want so much more from life and when I’m on the field—not only winning games but winning awards, getting scouts to come watch me, being recognized by colleges—that’s when I know that I can do something different. I know I have a way out that can allow me to make something of myself and guarantee I don’t waste the only life I have being unhappy.” 
 
    “That’s real deep, man,” Tye said, tapping his chest twice with his fist as a sign of respect. “So, is there a lot of frustration being here and not being on the field?”  
 
    Dallas nodded earnestly and looked around the circle. “You guys have no idea. It’s not just that I’m not there right now. It’s the fact that I’m worried about my whole future being taken away. Everything I’ve worked for could be gone. Even if we survive this, what college or team is gonna want a freak on their roster? A guy they’d have to worry could snap at any time and go on a killing rampage. They’re gonna think I belong in a dungeon, not a football field.” 
 
    “How would they know?” Kato asked. 
 
    Dallas closed his eyes and exhaled deeply before slowly opening them and staring into the flame. “Because.... Because every time I transform into that other version of me, I want to be like that more and more often. It’s like, the more I’m exposed to that, the more it becomes my identity. I can’t explain it and I can’t reason with how I feel, but I know at some point, ‘we’ is going to be ‘him’ and at that point, I’m gonna be fighting tanks not linemen.” 
 
    Unsure of what to say, Tye tossed Dallas the bag of candy and did his best to console him, “Dallas, we’re gonna figure this out. And when we do, we’re all gonna be front row at your first game in the big leagues. Thanks for sharing that.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Dallas replied with a smile. “Not to steal your thunder, but can I ask the next person a question? I feel like it’d be fair if the speaker gets to ask, right?”  
 
    “Go for it, my dude,” Tye replied. 
 
    “Cool.” Dallas stuffed a handful of candy into his mouth and then looked at Carmelita. “So, Ms. Mexicana, the fiery ball of passion and spice. 
 
    “Watch it.” she said. 
 
     “Ok! Sorry. But, you seem to be really familiar with your powers. My question is twofold. How did you get all this experience with your powers after only a couple days and why were you so reluctant to join our group?” 
 
    Surprised by the question, Carmelita leaned back as far as she could on her log before leaning back in and individually making eye contact with everyone. “Honestly,” she began. “I discovered my powers a little before I got here, during a um...” she trailed off for a bit. “During a dispute.” 
 
    “What kind of dispute?” Ashley asked, leaning in. 
 
    “I guess we have to be honest, right? If we’re really gonna understand each other, then we have to talk about our deep shit. Fine.” She steeled her nerves and sat up straight. “It wasn’t a violent thing. I’ve had enough of that with guys in the past. My girlfriend at the time and I were having a fight about her cheating on me. We had gone on a hike when we started arguing. She tried to leave and I grabbed her arm. That’s when I felt everything. And I mean everything. All of her emotions, all of her struggles, all of her... history. The truth. I saw it all right there just as vividly as if I had been there and I was so overwhelmed that I let go. To cut a long story short, when that happens and you notice that you’re turning invisible and trees and bushes get uprooted, you figure out quick that something’s going on.” 
 
    “How’d you know it was you and not some crazy random occurrence?” Dallas asked. 
 
    “Trees being uprooted and levitating in the air is some crazy random occurrence? No. In my anger I wanted to find out what was going on... Admittedly not for the best reasons... I came to realize that when I focused, I could kinda control it. I only really had a day before I came here but I got to learn a bit about myself and see what I could try to master. Luckily for me, invisibility was one of those things. So, when I got the urge to come here, I was able to practically walk past everyone.” 
 
    “What about Dallas’s other question?” Kato followed up. “Why were you so reluctant to join us?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Carmelita said softly, scratching the back of her head. “When I came here, I thought of it as a way to get away from everything. Something in me felt that my powers had a connection to this place and it was one of the only places I could just... be. No abusive boyfriends. No cheating girlfriends. No family pushing their ‘traditional’ religious values on me so much that my dad would put me on lockdown and shame me if I didn’t follow every word of the Bible. You can imagine how that went, with me dating girls. I was tired of people. I am tired of people. They’ve done me wrong so many times, I just didn’t have much faith that you guys would be much different.” 
 
    “Well, what do you think of us now?” Kato asked. 
 
    Carmelita brushed the hair from her face and a smile formed on her lips. “I think I’ve met some really cool people. I’m not at the point where I have complete trust in everyone here and to be honest I don’t know if I ever will be but so far? I think there’s potential and that’s more than I can say for a lot of the people I’ve dealt with. Honestly.” 
 
    Kato started clapping as a single tear fell from his eye. “That’s beautiful, man. Just. Beautiful.”  
 
    Dallas chimed in, “Hey, if you ever need us to kick a little ass, just give us names and addresses.” He tossed the bag of candy to Carmelita. 
 
    Tye chuckled and leaned back. “He’s right. Considering your ex-boy is a shitty human being and your ex-girl can’t respect agreed-upon monogamy, as your friends, we have the right to put hands on em.” 
 
    “As friends?” Carmelita asked with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tye responded, beaming with a sense of comradery. “As friends.”  
 
    “I’m glad,” she said, turning her head to the side. She ate a couple pieces of the candy from the bag and then looked at Kato. “Alright then, man of mystery and many confusing statements. What’s your deal? How’d you end up here?” Just as she was about to take another piece of candy, she realized that the bag had disappeared from her hands and that Kato was now enjoying his newly acquired treat. 
 
    Kato laughed and waved around one of the candies. “I’m gonna pass on this interview thing. You guys have a really good emotional flow going!”  
 
    “Since when do you get to pass?” Carmelita asked. “Actually... You know what? I don’t care. Something tells me you’d just say something crazy.” 
 
    While the others softly nodded in agreement, Kato took a handful of candy, stuffed his mouth, and said, “Whatever. So, Ashley... Do you have a boyfriend? And how much cuter am I than him?” 
 
    Ashley rolled her eyes and scoffed. “My boyfriend is non-existent and still cuter than you. Plus, I only seem to attract creepy guys that think harassing girls into dating them or hooking up is the proper way to approach another human being. C’mon ask me something real.” 
 
    “Hurtful,” Kato said. “I don’t know. You seem kinda boring. Just like a regular white girl.” 
 
    “That’s me!” Ashley said sarcastically. “Regular white girl,” she shrugged and took another bite of the meat. “But really though, I am pretty boring. There isn’t much to say. My dad is a country boy and my mom is a successful professional in the big city. I get good grades, am head cheerleader, get hit on by every guy, socialize with everyone, be involved in everything,” she paused. “It’s great,” she said, her voice quieter. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like you think it’s all that great,” Carmelita commented. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ashley said. “Maybe ‘great’ isn’t the best term. Having to project a certain image 24/7 but also having to live up to that image all the time… It’s stressful. The way the idea of ‘perfection’ is drilled into you psychologically without anyone ever saying the word is amazing.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tye asked. 
 
    “I mean, when I go out, people expect me to be one of the prettiest girls, one of the smartest, one of the most sociable, the person that has it all together, the person that everyone should desire and aspire to be, because anything less than that is failure. Some days, I don’t want to spend multiple hours to look a certain way for a few hours of school. Some days, I don’t want to talk to people. Some days, I want to be allowed to be alone and cry, because there are so many times when I’m not…” she trailed off. “When I’m not okay.” She had a forlorn look on her face as she fidgeted with her fingers.  
 
    “Yo, Kato,” Tye said softly, motioning for Kato to throw the candy to Ashley. He then stood up and said, “We appreciate that, Ash. That took a lot of courage. And for the record, it’s okay to not live up to everyone else’s expectations. At the end of the day, you’re only human and I think you should live your life according to what you think will make you the happiest and most comfortable. Not by how other people think you should project yourself to be. And thank you Carmelita and Dallas for sharing too. I think we really learned a lot about each other.  
 
    “Very solid speech, but what about you, Tye?” Carmelita asked. 
 
    “What about me?” Tye replied, sitting back down. 
 
    “You haven’t said anything about yourself! We’ve to get to know you too, right? So... What do you want to share with the group?” 
 
    Tye thought for a moment and then shrugged, unable to come up with anything that satisfied the question. “Honestly, nothing. My life has been pretty good to this point, I think. I don’t really have any issues other than general teenage struggles. Didn’t grow up in a bad place. My parents, though divorced, both love me and are involved in my life. My love life kinda sucks, but I’ve never been in a situation that would scar me for life. I’m just... boring.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Dallas asked. 
 
    “What does what mean?”  
 
    Dallas leaned forward and looked at Tye in the eye, “If you haven’t experienced struggle, how can we take you seriously as someone who’s motivated to make a difference?”  
 
    Tye leaned back on his log and crossed his arms. He looked at the ground and then turned to the waiting faces of his friends. “You have a point. You may not take me seriously.” 
 
    “That’s not a great answer,” Carmelita commented. 
 
    “Hear me out, though,” Tye replied. “I don’t think a person needs to struggle or be the victim of circumstance to be an inspiration or be moved to help people. Sure, having gone through rough times can inspire that but I feel like we should all aspire towards greater things and towards the good of humanity simply because it’s good to do so. While I’m someone who hasn’t been through a lot, I’m still willing to risk my life to help save the world. On a smaller scale, I still donate to help those less fortunate when I can. I still try to be a good person. And I still try to learn from and understand people with vastly different life experiences. Those qualities are intrinsic, and whether or not you’ve had a rough time in life, I think people can be inspired to make them universal.” 
 
    Everyone sat in silence after Tye was finished, taking in his words. They looked around at each other, contemplating how what he said had made them feel until, unexpectedly, Dallas began clapping. He was soon followed by Kato, then by Ashley, and then Carmelita somewhat reluctantly joined in. They held their applause for a solid five seconds before it died out. 
 
    “That was spoken like a true leader. I think we learned a lot about you from what you said, man,” Dallas spoke up. 
 
    A big smile now lit Tye’s face. He simply said, “Thanks,” before standing up and suggesting that they all head back to the cave and get some rest for the next day. As they prepared for flight, Ashley walked over to Tye and handed him the bag of candy. 
 
    “I think you deserve this,” she said kindly, pushing it into his chest. 
 
    Tye smiled and hugged her before turning to the rest of the group, asking if they were ready to leave. Once everyone was prepared, they promptly flew back to the cave. They spent the next few hours at the cave continuing the conversations from earlier, delving deeper into each other’s lives, interests, and thoughts towards one common goal: understanding. 
 
    Eventually, they fell asleep one by one, now more mentally prepared for the challenges that lay ahead, convinced their newfound strength and confidence in their teamwork would be an invaluable asset.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Trial 2—The Horde 
 
    The morning sunlight penetrated the translucent, cloudy surface of the dome. Everyone sat around the fire expecting another obvious signal to the start of the second trial. 
 
    Being the last one to wake up again, Tye groggily stretched and rummaged through his bag, trying to find his toothpaste, only to notice that it was nearly halfway empty. Confused, he picked up his brush and noticed a very distinctive brown shade now tinting the bristles. “WHAT DA FACK!” he screamed and rushed over to the rest of the group who were sitting and talking around a fire. 
 
    With a scowl on his face and his hands on his hips, he very loudly asked who had been using his toothbrush and toothpaste, to which everyone but Dallas raised their hand. 
 
    His jaw dropped and quickly spun around and spit repeatedly on the ground, ready to burst into curses at them. Instead, he dropped his shoulders and simply said, “C’mon man...” 
 
    He sat down dejected and tossed his toothbrush into the fire. Carmelita instantly caught the object with her telekinesis and told Tye to stop being such a baby. With a quick movement of her hands, she removed all the food and dirt particles from the bristles, tossing them into the fire. She took the toothpaste from Tye and put a fresh amount of paste onto the brush. She then tried to airplane the brush into Tye’s mouth like a young child. 
 
    He looked at her with disgust and kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “Oh c’mon!” Carmelita protested. “I stripped down the gunk to a molecular level. It’s literally cleaner than it was when it was brand new. There’s a reason we’ve been able to share it. I just forgot to clean it.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Tye opened his mouth and Carmelita put the brush into his mouth. He spat into the fire, his eyes still angrily trained on the three who had used his toothbrush without permission.  
 
    As Tye placed his things away after he was done, Kato turned to Carmelita. She tried to avoid making eye contact with the boy staring at her knowing that he’d ask for something ridiculous but eventually figured that he wouldn’t stop until he had gotten her attention. 
 
    “Yes, Kato?” she said, slightly annoyed. 
 
    “So... I was thinking...” he began. 
 
    “You think?” Carmelita joked, laughing. 
 
    “Ha-ha. Very funny.” Kato rolled his eyes. “No, but for real, I’ve noticed that my powers maybe aren’t the best for combat and I want to help in the future.”  
 
    “Yeah, I get that,” Carmelita replied. “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “Well...” Kato said coyly before pointing to the crystal ceiling, leading to a confused look from Carmelita. “What if you used your powers to fashion me a sword? With my speed, it’d be a pretty deadly combination, right?” 
 
    “What!” Carmelita exclaimed. “I dunno if I trust you with a sword,” she said looking him up and down. 
 
    Tye rejoined the group, still spitting on the ground in disgust. He leaned between the two and looked at Carmelita, “Sorry to eavesdrop, but Kato has a point. It’d be nice if he helped fight, and if you don’t do it, he’s definitely gonna annoy us forever about it, so...”  
 
    Carmelita rolled her eyes and groaned. Giving in, she pointed a finger to one of the longer stalactites, breaking it from the cave ceiling. She then chipped away at it until it resembled a pink arming sword, complete with a smoothed-down handle and a razor-sharp double edge.  
 
    Kato was giddy with excitement and ran over to Carmelita, giving her a big kiss on the cheek that caused her to scream. He ran over and grabbed the sword from the air, swinging it wildly and laughing like a madman. 
 
    “Happy?” Ashley asked, laughing. 
 
    “Very!” Kato yelled, hugging his newfound weapon. 
 
    Tye smiled and rolled his eyes, still bothered by the thought of sharing his toothbrush with the others. He stood up and announced, “I’m gonna go get some fresh air before Kato starts accidentally lopping off heads. And because of the toothbrush thing, maybe throw up a bit.” He grabbed his backpack and headed outside.  
 
    “Throwing up would just mean you have to use the toothbrush again,” Kato remarked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. As long as you have that sword, everyone’s gonna be dead in a few hours anyway,” Tye joked. 
 
    As he walked outside, he was met with the near-blinding light of the morning sun glistening through the dome’s surface. He took a deep breath and stretched his arms out, letting out a satisfied yawn as he felt his muscles and bones being pulled into their proper alignments. He was about to go back into the cave when he heard a faint rumble. 
 
    Tye whipped around and saw nothing amongst the trees. But the rumble in his ears was unmistakable. Immediately, he took to the sky to see if he could get a better view. As he scanned the forest for anything noteworthy, his eyes widened when he noticed a mass of humanoids running through the woods like the waters of a tsunami. 
 
    He quickly landed and sprinted into the cave, screaming at everyone to come outside with him. In a panic, everyone rushed out and stood in confusion, unsure of where the fire was. Tye ordered Ashley and Carmelita to fly into the air. Once they spotted the oncoming mass of bodies, they flew down and filled Kato and Dallas in on the situation.  
 
    Dallas immediately took off his jersey and shoes and transformed, ready to fight. Ashley summoned two balls of energy in her hands, Carmelita levitated and held her palms in front of her, and Kato raised his new sword up—everyone prepared to fight. Tye stood calm, listening. As they grew closer, the soft rumble turned into a thunderous stampede of cries and the mad stomping of feet. The figures appeared through the tree-line and just as the war was about to commence, they stopped without warning. 
 
    This gave the teens their first look at the creatures. They closely resembled the humanoid beings from earlier but took on many more shapes and sizes. Some were missing limbs, some had far too many; some were minuscule and others easily stood over seven or eight feet tall. But perhaps the most shocking was their numbers. There were easily hundreds of thousands or millions of them. The only thing uniform about them, other than their sickly pale skin, was their blank stares. 
 
    Tye held up his hand, waiting for the enemy to make their first move. Dallas, eager to strike first, let out a booming cry and just as he was about to charge into battle, Tye quickly flew before him and shook his head, signaling for him to wait. 
 
    The standoff was growing intense. Just as Tye was about to give the signal to charge, certain that the creatures weren’t planning anything, a hailstorm of arrows was suddenly fired into the air. 
 
    “Carmelita!” Tye called out in a panic. “Deflect as many arrows as you can back at them!” 
 
    With a short nod, Carmelita grabbed every single arrow out of the sky and returned the rain of death back onto the enemy, causing them to scatter, killing many. 
 
    As they ran about disoriented, Tye called out to the group to charge. With that, the teens steamrolled into battle. 
 
    Kato, most eager to prove himself, sped into the fight, slicing through an assortment of creatures and turning an already sharp blade into a weapon of deadly potential as he swung through bodies many times faster than the speed of sound. He danced through the battlefield, stringing together dozens to hundreds of kills within seconds. 
 
    Ashley followed, blasting through the enemy lines, shooting beams of energy that not only had enough crushing force to utterly destroy any creature in the way but also with enough heat to burn through their bodies. Her eyes glowed a fiery orange as she flew into the air and rained down heat bombs of energy that destroyed large swaths of the creatures. She shot undetectable packages of energy into the ground that detonated with three times the force of a grenade every time a creature stepped on one. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Dallas used his pure strength to smash through the enemy lines. He steamrolled his way through the bodies, flattening them as he went, even tearing the creatures in half as he approached them. One of the larger creatures attempted to grab him from behind but was met with Dallas’s tail piercing it straight through its chest and then being torn out of its body as he walked forward, completely unbothered by his own brutality. To celebrate his rampage, he looked back at his trail of carnage and let out a demonical guttural chuckle as he jumped back into action. 
 
    Tye was also enjoying the fight. He moved swiftly through the battlefield, attacking the enemies with a combination of energy beams from his hands and eyes. He cleared a path before him to find one of the larger creatures staring at him. A smile formed on his face. Like a torpedo, he took off with his fist before him, tearing through the center of the creature before turning around and launching a litany of energy balls at it, causing them to detonate and leave absolutely nothing behind. As he saw more begin to take the place of the creatures he had mowed down, he flew up into the air, closed his eyes and then let out a deep yell as he carved through them using his laser eyes, burning a smiley face into the dirt. He then flew down and barreled through the remaining creatures within his newly created boundaries, opting to use his speed and strength to punch them into oblivion. 
 
    Of all the teens, Carmelita seemed to be struggling the most. She appeared less interested in fighting back and instead seemed more inclined to be defensive. She was projecting a force field that was quickly being overrun by creatures who were gathering near her position like roaches to the kitchen pantry. Her eyes were shut tight and her hands were up as they continued surrounding her, bashing her shield with their fists.  
 
    After clearing out another area of the impending horde, Tye rushed to her. He used his energy beams to blast through the creatures, reaching her forcefield. She let him inside. 
 
    “Carmelita!” he yelled in the confined space as the creatures banged away, unrelenting in their ferocity. “You have to focus! If you don’t, these things are going to break through and kill you!” 
 
    “I can’t!” she yelled back. “There’s so much going on, I... My mind is...” 
 
    She seemed to retreat further into her own self-perpetuating cycle of anxiety and stress, searching for some kind of answer. Tye grabbed her by the shoulder and yelled her name to get her attention. Her gaze slowly turned to him and he simply said, “It’s going to be okay. Trust me.”  
 
    He pointed upwards at the top of the force field for her to let him out. He exploded out of the top, knocking back all the creatures that had swarmed around. She reformed the forcefield as Tye reared back and combined his laser vision with two powerful streams of energy from his hand that surrounded the shield and caused a shockwave of energy to explode outward and decimated everything in the immediate surroundings. 
 
    He gave her a thumbs up and she smiled back. Her smile was quickly wiped from her face when she saw another wave of the creatures rushing at him. 
 
    Tye noticed this just as he was about to fly away. He stopped and looked at the oncoming hoard. He glanced at Carmelita and then back at the creatures, standing his ground and bracing for impact. 
 
    “This may hurt but I need you to act, Carmelita!” he shouted. “If this is the only way to push you into action then so be it!”  
 
    Confused and scared for his life, Carmelita screamed at him to get out of harm’s way repeatedly but to no avail. Tye stood unmoving, not even attempting to push back the hoard. As the creatures zeroed in, the realization that Tye wouldn’t move to defend himself hit her. If they reached him, they’d surely kill him. Tears streamed down her face and desperation took over. In a final attempt to spur him move away, she yelled again, but he stood unmoving, his eyes shut tight for the coming onslaught. 
 
    In that moment, something snapped inside her. A newfound strength and determination to protect those she cared about bubbled inside so violently that she could feel her own determination and anger coursing through her body. She looked at a nearby tree and ripped it from its roots with her telekinetic strength. In an instant, she splintered the tree into thousands of pieces of shrapnel. She held her now-floating weapons in the air. With a single push, the pieces went flying through the air at a speed ten times faster than the fastest bullets on earth. She shredded the charging army, shooting the pieces through their bodies, severing their limbs, using multiple rounds for the larger creatures. Eventually, she had completely destroyed the force, leaving nothing but dead creatures cut up entirely or filled with holes. 
 
    Tye’s mouth was agape at her violent and powerful display. Unable to contain his excitement, he yelled at the top of his lungs, cheering her on for taking the initiative to be the aggressor and fighting back. But his cheering turned into trepidation as he spotted one of the bigger creatures standing imposingly behind her. 
 
    The thing stood nearly ten-feet tall with a massive bell-shaped clubbing fist that was nearly half the size of its body. Just as Carmelita turned around to notice it, it swung its hand onto her. 
 
    Not reacting quickly enough, she braced herself for the impact. Tye rushed to her side. Just a step too slow, he watched helplessly as the creature’s fist crushed into her outstretched hands, causing a small impact crater to form from the force. Miraculously, Carmelita held up its fist with a single arm. 
 
    Her eyes, which had been shut tight, opened slowly and she saw that she had stopped the attack. The creature grunted as it struggled to crush her. She balled her free hand into a fist and whispered to herself, “I have... super strength?” Another wave of determination hit her and she reared her free fist back launched it forward, making contact with the creature’s stomach and sending it flying into the forest. 
 
    Tye stood next to her with his hands on his hips. When she turned to look at him, he gave her two thumbs up with a stupid grin on his face. “Carmelita, my dude. I think you’ve evolved,” he said with a wink. “Think you can use that same energy and kill some more of these things?” 
 
    She took a second to look down at her hands, now imbued with super strength, looked back at him with a half-smile and nodded. With newfound confidence, she rushed forward towards an unsuspecting creature and punched it straight up into the air. Then she used her telekinesis to keep it suspended and levitated hundreds of other nearby creatures towards it into a massive ball. Looking up to admire her work, she closed her hand into a fist and in an instant, the wad of creatures was crushed into the size of a bowling ball. After her devastating display of power, she turned around to Tye and gave him a wide smile. 
 
    “Huh. Neat,” Tye replied. “I’ll leave you to it.” He gave her a salute and then shot forward to add to his kill count, tearing through another section and then stopping to admire his work and crack his knuckles. 
 
    When he turned to fight again, one of the creatures jumped onto his back and began pounding its fist into him, screaming. Like a moth drawn to a flame, another heard the commotion and joined in on the beating. Within seconds, there were hundreds in a massive dog pile that seemed to be growing larger by the second. 
 
    Kato, fighting the creatures nearby, caught sight of the growing mass and rushed over. He desperately tried pulling the creatures off and cutting the ones that he managed to get off, but the pile seemed to be growing at a faster rate than he could handle. 
 
    However, unfazed by the increasingly smaller odds, he kept going until he could feel an energy reverberate through his body. He took a step back as he noticed a bright-blue light emanating from inside the pile. It burned bright enough to make its way through the tiniest of cracks in Tye’s coffin of bodies. 
 
    Kato wasn’t quite sure what it was but something inside him told him to take cover. He dove behind a nearby boulder and peeked out. In an instant, the pile exploded with a burst of the same blue energy. He not only felt it vibrate through him, he could also feel the power shake the very ground beneath them.  
 
    Surrounded by a radiant blue hue stood Tye, completely unharmed and unfazed. Kato looked at Tye’s hands to see that each one now bore blades of pure energy that each extended roughly two feet past his fingertips.  
 
    One of the creatures who hadn’t been killed by the initial eruption tried to charge at him. Without turning his head towards the creature, Tye sliced it in half with his new weapons, completely cauterizing the wound as it lay unmoving on the ground. 
 
    Tye turned around to the dead creature and jumped in the air in excitement, giddy about his new power. 
 
    Kato rushed over to examine the damage, and then turned to Tye. “YO!” he exclaimed, sliding his hands down his face. “Yo! You have energy blade hands?! That's gotta be the coolest power out of any of us!” 
 
    Tye looked down at his hands. He focused for a second and the energy encompassing his hands completely dissipated. He looked back at Kato and shook his head. “Nah, man. I think Carmelita’s still got me beat, unfortunately.” He brought his hands up again, summoning his blades with ease. “But ya know, this is definitely the flashiest. And I very much dig flashy.”  
 
    Kato shook his head. “Right. Well, I hope flashy there can help us take on this horde because they seem to keep coming.” 
 
    Tye nodded, “You stay here and hold the fort. These things are easy to kill but we can’t fight forever.” 
 
    He extended his arms and powered up his blades. He charged into the battlefield towards Dallas, using a combination of his speed and powerful to slice through anything in his path like a katana through butter.  
 
    Dallas, meanwhile, was in the middle of his rampage, enjoying every second of it. He crushed another foe and beat his chest at his own savagery. He looked over to see Tye charging towards him through a sea of bodies. As he approached, he told Dallas to head to where Kato was, pointed in his direction. 
 
    Not being capable of forming coherent words, Dallas nodded and jumped towards Kato in a single leap. Tye repeated the process for Ashley and Carmelita before meeting up with all of them. 
 
    As they stood back to back, ready to continue fighting the horde before them, Kato asked why Tye he had gathered them. 
 
    “Because this isn’t working,” he replied. “No matter how many we kill, it doesn’t seem like there’s an end in sight.” 
 
    “So, then we keep killing them until there is, right?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ashley said. “During the last trial, there was a marker, right? What if... What if it’s the same here? What if one of these things has a marker inside them? Something tells me we could kill a billion of these things but they’re gonna keep coming until we find that marker.” 
 
    As the creatures approached, Ashley and Tye both shot waves of energy to push back the forces. 
 
    “I think you’re right, Ash,” Tye replied. “If I had to guess, it’s probably one of the two.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kato agreed. “But even IF that’s the case. It could take us just as long to find it. It’d be like finding a needle in the ocean. So, suggestions?” 
 
    “I think I can help,” Carmelita said, plucking roughly twenty of the creatures from the crowd and crushing them into a bowling ball-sized lump. “I can try looking into these creature’s heads and see if any of them is carrying it. I can create a mental link with all of you to feed you the location of it as soon as I know.” 
 
    “Wait what?” Tye exclaimed. “Don’t you have to make physical contact to do any of that?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. It definitely helps and I don’t have to focus as much, but I can do it from afar. The only catch is that I won’t be any help in battle because I need to focus,” she explained. 
 
    “I guess that’s the plan then,” Kato said, gripping his sword. “BREAK!” 
 
    With that, Carmelita levitated above the battlefield and hovered in the sky, focusing on trying to enter the minds of the dim-witted creatures.  
 
    The rest of the teens took off, sectioning the infinitely growing horde into four. Tye powered up his blades again and charged into battle. Dallas continued to smash his way through the enemy forces. Ashley rained bombs of energy on her foes. And Kato swung through any creature in his path with blinding speed. 
 
    Carmelita desperately searched through the minds of the creatures one by one. She randomly went through hundreds of the near-mindless beings, hoping for some sort of tell. Seconds felt like minutes and minutes felt like hours as she struggled to balance infiltrating their weak minds while maintaining the mental link with her friends. 
 
    Their numbers only seemed to increase as the fight drew on. Eventually, the teens realized they would soon be overwhelmed in a sea of bodies, all biting, clawing, and scratching to finally subdue their prey. 
 
    Kato was the first to experience this as the pain of an unexpected bite radiated through his shoulder, causing him to drop his sword. With his guard down, another creature tackled him from below and pinned him to the ground while three others began kicking him. Ashley rushed over but was met with one of the bigger creatures punching her out of the air with its massive fist. 
 
    Dallas came over to tear the creatures away but two of the smaller creatures jumped onto him, sinking their teeth into an arm and a leg. Tye yelled to his friends, slicing the creatures off Dallas and quickly dispatching the ones harassing Ashley and Kato. Using the mental link, he frantically asked Carmelita what her status was, but she had no response. 
 
    As she watched her friends slowly get overtaken, a cold sweat now formed on her brow. She shook in frustration, speeding up her search, stretching her mental limits to the absolute. Without warning, one of the creatures pointed up towards her and screamed. Within a few seconds, it had launched itself towards her and grabbed onto her leg, causing her to lose focus for a brief second as it repeatedly tried to eviscerate her with its hands. 
 
    In the confusion, as it dragged her out of the air, she caught a glimpse of what she thought was the marker she had been desperately searching for. She angled her fist and punched the creature off her. She took to the sky again, scanning the area until she finally struck gold. Maintaining her focus, she mentally shared the location with her friends, but they were too busy with their own struggles to even consider getting to it. 
 
    Dallas however erupted upwards through a thick layer of bodies and charged towards the humanoid with the marker. He parted the creatures in his path with ease as they rolled off his scaly body like water. Once he had it within sight, he let out a yell and lunged forward fist-first and punched it with so much force that its body was completely crushed, hurling it forward into a nearby tree and nearly fusing its body and the marker with the bark. 
 
    Dallas then stomped towards the dead creature, cracking his neck and laughing gutturally, and ripped the marker from its body, without taking even a second to inspect the blue object that looked like a marble in his massive paws. He held up the object, letting out another bestial cry of victory while beating his chest. Almost instantaneously, the creatures that had plagued the forest began to disintegrate. 
 
    The assault completely ceased as soon as the marker was taken. The creatures seemed to melt away as if their bodies were sand blown away in the wind. They turned into dust, leaving no trace that they were anything other than the memory that would forever plague the minds of anyone unlucky enough to have encountered them.  
 
    As the teens gathered again, Dallas had resumed his human form and showed off their new trophy. He then handed it to Tye to put in his backpack. Once it was safe inside, a huge sense of relief washed over them. 
 
    “So. Just one more and then we’re out of here for good,” Tye said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Dallas nodded. “Not gonna BS you guys, shit got rough back there, but it feels pretty good to only have one more to go.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ashley commented. “It’s nice to know that we’re nearing the end of our time in this awful place. I can’t wait to get home and take a shower.” 
 
    “Speaking of...” Tye followed. “When’s the last time any of us actually cleaned ourselves?” 
 
    The group paused and Tye crinkled his nose at the thought of how they had gone this entire time without proper physical hygiene and fake gagged. 
 
    “Well actually!” Kato began. “I cleaned myself yesterday when everyone was asleep.” 
 
    “No shit?” Tye replied. “Is there a dome lodge somewhere we don’t know about? Cause a brotha stank.” 
 
    Kato shook his head and pointed his thumb in no particular direction. “There’s some hot springs not too far from us. So, if you guys don’t wanna smell like stinky bums, we should make a trip.” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Tye shrugged and turned to the others. “You guys down?” 
 
    They all sniffed themselves and became aware of their own foul odors. They agreed to go and with that, Kato led them to the springs. 
 
    They opted to walk to the springs, and jovial conversation filled the entire three-hour hike. For the first time, the teens truly felt like a tight-knit group of friends. They joked, made references, and genuinely enjoyed each other’s company, going so far as to make plans to meet each other after the dome was but a distant memory. Happiness and comradery had now become a point of strength for the intrepid adventurers and their bond seemed to grow deeper with every conversation. 
 
    At the springs, they all took turns washing themselves, deciding to let one person go at a time so as to give each other privacy. By the time they were all done, night was already upon them and a collective decision was made to fly home. 
 
    As they prepared for flight, Tye told the rest of the group that he’d catch up with them. He wanted to stay at the springs for a bit and admire the wildlife. Curious at his odd request, Kato suggested they all stay with him and make it a group activity, but Tye politely declined, saying he’d be back at the cave soon. 
 
    Confused but accepting Tye’s desire to be alone, Ashley and Carmelita flew Dallas and Kato to the cave. Once they were out of sight, Tye made his way towards his familiar spot overlooking the waterfall. 
 
    He breathed in the air, deep in thought about his time in the dome and what the future might hold. As he approached the familiar area, he saw another large figure drinking from the river, which was now lit up with streams of bioluminescent fish. 
 
    He landed softly a few meters away from it and leaned on a tree as he examined the new animal. Like the last one he had seen here, it appeared similar to a stag. It stood on four powerful legs with golden hooves that appeared to be metallic. It had a long strong neck with a small round head and two short horns, a dark face, and a long mane that seemed to stay upright. The rest of its body seemed to be completely hairless. Instead, its skin was a smooth pearly white with what appeared to be a boney golden ring around the middle with four protrusions pointing outwards. Apart from its head, the only other place it seemed to have hair was on its short bushy tail.  
 
    For a moment, it stopped drinking and looked around, potentially looking for something. It made a sound akin to a distorted digital horn, and fine thin lines on its body became visible, opening up slightly to display a rainbow of colors along each line.  
 
    Thinking he had been spotted, Tye was about to move when the beautiful stag he had seen the day before came from the trees. The two animals stood opposite each other, locked in an intense stare-down. Fascinated by what he was witnessing, Tye reached for his phone but realized it wouldn’t work so instinctively knelt down in the hopes that making himself smaller would decrease his chances of scaring them away. 
 
    The two were locked in confrontation, blaring out alien whines to each other and flashing a cacophony of different colors. The new creature changed its skin pigmentation to a dark red, seemingly in a show of aggression. Just as they seemed to be close to a clash of an unimaginable magnitude as they approached each other, suddenly and without warning, they stopped. The larger red creature suddenly changed color again to a milder yellow and bowed its head. The smaller blue creature followed suit. 
 
    The two seemed to embrace, rubbing their heads together and calming down. They then took a step back and walked off into the woods together, the conflict apparently settled. 
 
    Once they were gone, Tye stepped out from under the tree, speechless by what he had witnessed, still trying to process the scene. He contemplated the fact that despite the darkness that the dome represented, there was still beauty to be found. As he turned towards his spot, still in awe when without warning, a dark figure jumped out at him, causing him to scream and fall backwards. 
 
    Reacting quickly, he raised an arm up and conjured his energy blade. The figure jumped back, gesturing for him to calm down. Perplexed, he stood up and to his surprise, he saw Ashley with her hood up, giving him a wry smile. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Ash!” Tye swore, retracting his blades and putting his hands on his hips. “You almost gave me a goddamn heart attack. Watcha sneakin’ around in the dark like a friggin’ naked mole rat for?” 
 
    Ashley chuckled at the absurd assertion. “Naked mole rat?” 
 
    “Yeah, Rufus! Jeez. You scared me half to death. What are you even doing out here?” Tye asked, still upset. 
 
    “Following you,” she said shrugging. 
 
    “Oh wow. That’s definitely not creepy as hell. Glad to know I’m worth being stalked.”  
 
    Ashley rolled her eyes. “Relax, egomaniac. I was worried about why you suddenly felt like you needed to be alone. And I know you’d be here.” She then turned to look towards the trees before turning back to him. “So, you saw them too?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He then looked past her in the direction they had walked off together and saw a faint rainbow glow emanating from deep in the woods. “They were beautiful,” he said softly, his eyes darting back to meet hers. 
 
    “Is that what you came out here for? To be alone and look at nature? I can’t blame you if you did. The life here is... amazing.”  
 
    Leaning against the tree again, Tye shook his head. “Nah, I guess I just wanted to think. In a good way though.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ashley said, her interest piqued. “Mind if I pick at those thoughts a bit?” 
 
    Tye shrugged and motioned for her to follow him. The two flew to the spot where they had their conversation a couple days ago. As they took their seats on the familiar log, they stared up at the sky and Ashley leaned her head on Tye’s shoulder. 
 
    “So, what’d you come to think about?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Life,” he said chuckling. “The fact that this is all almost over, I dunno. So much has happened to get me to this place... this point... this moment... And to think that it could all be over is wild.” 
 
    “Got anyone waiting for you back at home when this is all over?” she asked, holding his hand. 
 
    “My family. I really miss my bros. Brodie, Jax, Nathan, and Tony. Those guys are like brothers to me. Believe it or not, they actually wanted to come with me to this crazy place. And you know? That probably wouldn’t have even been the craziest adventure we’ve been on.” 
 
    She giggled, “True pals! Anyone... special?” 
 
    “Like a girlfriend?” 
 
    “I dunno. Maybe. Yeah.” 
 
    He thought for a moment, “I guess... There’s this girl, Gemma. I’ve had a thing for her for a while and I honestly don’t know if it’s some deep affection or just a crush. Either way, even though we’re close, I don’t think she’s into me like that but even still. She’s special. She’s the whole reason I’m here and I want her to know how much she meant not only to me but to the world.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it that she’s special. You’re not bothered by her lack of interest?” 
 
    Tye shrugged, “Nah. No one is obligated to return feelings just because they’re friends with you. She’s still in my life and we’re still cool so that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “That’s a good way of thinking about it. I wish more guys felt the same instead of creeping on girls that happen to not have interest. Speaking of getting out, what do you think happens after this is all over?” 
 
    “Ellen? Meeting her would be pretty dope. I’m sure we’ll get a bunch of talk shows. Maybe we could start a podcast? I think we’ll have options. Of course, the government is probably gonna have a million questions for us but being super-powered kids is gonna change our lives. At least, if we decide to tell people.” 
 
    She laughed at his assertions. “Ellen, huh? I don’t know if I can handle everyone being in my business like that. But... What about us? Are we gonna see each other?” 
 
    He paused for a second and answered, “I’d hope so. You guys are all really cool and we’ve been through a lot together. I’d like to think we can all stay in touch and chill after this. I wouldn’t even mind seeing Dallas’ crazy ass once every 70 years.” 
 
    She laughed again. “That’s nice to know. Especially about how much you love Dallas but that’s not what I meant...” 
 
    Tye raised an eyebrow. “It isn’t? So, what’d you mean?” 
 
    She went silent for a second and then raised her head from his shoulder. Looking down, she said, “I meant what happens to you and me? Are we gonna see each other after this? I feel we’ve really hit it off and I... I want to see you more after this. A lot more.”  
 
    Tye looked at her with wide eyes and for a long moment, he didn’t say anything. 
 
    Sensing his awkwardness, she quickly said that if he felt too awkward about it, she’d drop it and he could forget she even asked but in response he shook his head. 
 
    “Ash!” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “It’s not that. It’s just... There’s a lot going on right now with... ya know. The massive blue alien thing around us for starters.” He motioned towards the walls around them and then shifted his attention back to her. “And honestly, I never thought you’d be interested in that sort of thing. I can’t promise anything now, but... once we’re out of here and things calm down, I’d love to see you.” He gave her a warm smile and a large one crept onto her face. 
 
    The two embraced then spent the rest of the night in deep conversation, observing the beauty of the life around them, only returning when night was close to becoming dawn. They sneaked into the cave with everyone asleep and said their goodnights, with what seemed a great future to look forward to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: Kato on the Track 
 
    The teens spent the next day relaxing in and around the cave. As their final challenge awaited them, a certain tense feeling seemed to take over all of them. They had overcome the giant clay monster with brute strength and beginner’s luck. For the second challenge, which was significantly harder than the first, they had relied on their new-found team spirit and had made it through alive. How much more difficult would the last challenge be than the last two? What would they use to face it? 
 
    The day was mostly spent lazing around and being playful. Dallas took the opportunity to do some quick strength and stamina training, claiming that he wanted his endurance to be in “peak form” for whatever awaited them. Ashley hunted a strange squid-like creature with four tentacles and a shell on its head, which was adorned with barbs. Carmelita meditated in her own corner of the cave and Tye took the opportunity to get as much sleep as possible, slapping away anyone unfortunate enough to try and wake him. 
 
    Suspiciously, Kato was nowhere to be found. As Ashley, Carmelita, and Dallas attempted to find him for various reasons, he seemed to be AWOL, only showing up to eat once dinner was ready to be served. Even when grilled about his whereabouts, he responded with shrugs and ambiguous answers until the others chose to drop it and leave Kato to his weird activities. 
 
    The day quickly turned to night and the teens went to sleep, comforted by the various activities they felt would improve their chances of success for tomorrow’s final challenge. Tye relished in the opportunity to sleep a whole sixteen hours and was the first to bed after eating. However, barely three hours into his slumber, he shot up as someone shook him awake in the dark. He was about to yell for help, fearing that he was being attacked, when he felt a hand on his mouth and heard someone telling him to shush.  
 
    Immediately, he recognized the voice as being Kato’s and moved his hand away from his face and spat on the ground. “Why are your hands salty, man?! What the fuck are you touching?!” Tye whispered in anger. 
 
    “Dude. Just come outside for a second,” Kato whispered back. 
 
    “Totally ignored my question, but okay,” Tye responded, slowly standing up and stretching so he could follow Kato outside. 
 
    Once they were a sufficient distance from the cave, Kato spoke in a normal voice. “So, since it’s our last day here, I figured I should show you something.” 
 
    Skeptical, Tye raised an eyebrow and drew out his words. “Whaaat is this... thing?” he asked with his arms crossed. 
 
    “Something really special,” Kato replied with a large smile and a twinkle in his eye. “I just feel like I can’t be the only one to experience it. I don’t know if it’s for my own sanity, knowing that what I saw is real, but it’d mean a lot.” 
 
    Tye sighed and rolled his eyes, expecting this to turn into a ridiculous adventure with an unsatisfactory ending. “Damn it, Kato. Aight. If it means that much to you, then I’ll go. But why me in particular?” 
 
    Kato thought for a moment. “Well,” he said, scratching his chin and looking up at the sky, his eyes darting back and forth, searching for an answer. Out of nowhere, he snapped his fingers. “Because Dallas is still a ‘uge dick, Ashley is an unapproachable hot chick, and Carmelita scares me because she could literally turn me inside out if I bug her?” 
 
    Tye nodded in acknowledgment and responded with, “Those are all really good points, actually. Lead the way then, homie.” 
 
    Kato cried in glee. As he turned to head into the forest, the grass before his feet lit up with a bright orange flame that quickly died out. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Kato shouted and jumped back. “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    Unfazed, Tye looked up and saw Ashley flying above them. He shrugged, casually greeted her, and then looked at Kato on the ground. “You okay, dude?” 
 
    “Does she do that a lot?” Kato shouted, his heart still racing. 
 
    “Yeah, kinda,” Tye replied, his arms still crossed. 
 
    As Ashley floated towards them and landed, she helped Kato off the ground. “Sorry,” she said, laughing. “I thought it’d be funny... And it was! So, mission accomplished?” 
 
    “Right,” Kato responded. “What are you even doing out here?” 
 
    “Bored. Couldn’t sleep,” she said. “I guess a little hyped for tomorrow. What about you guys? Something happen?” 
 
    “Nope,” Kato replied. “Just a little... guy adventure.” 
 
    Ashley rolled her eyes and looked at Tye who shrugged. “Right... Got room for one more?” 
 
    “I... Um…” Kato stammered. “Tye?” 
 
    “Whatever, man,” he said casually. 
 
    Turning back to Ashley, Kato reached out his hand and said with large smile, “Welcome to the team!”. 
 
    She shook his hand with a laugh and asked, “Where are we heading?” 
 
    Kato pointed to his left. “That way. Oh. And, we’re not flying there. You guys gotta follow me on foot.” He headed into the woods with Ashley and Tye following close behind. He made odd twists and turns through the brush, seemingly retracing his steps, losing and gaining progress as he went. There were various moments where he appeared confused and seemed to just be wandering.  
 
    Tye asked multiple times him if he knew where he was going, and he responded with a smile every time and claimed he knew exactly where he was headed while continuing to truck forward with bounds of confidence.  
 
    After nearly an hour of walking and listening to him speak, Tye stopped the group and, so as to not hurt his feelings, politely asked Kato where exactly they were heading because it seemed like they were just getting lost in the woods for no particular reason. 
 
    Kato looked past Tye and his eyes lit up with a yelp of excitement. He dashed forward with blinding speed towards a mossy rock overlooking a small pond that was almost completely obscured by thick vines that hung above it. Once there, he jumped up and down, waving his arms, trying to get their attention. Ashley and Tye looked at each other skeptically and made their way over and sat down on the rock with a visibly giddy Kato rapidly tapping his feet for whatever was about to take place. 
 
    Looking down at the serene pond with eight rose-gold lily pads in a perfect circle in the center, Tye turned to Kato and quietly said, “This is admittedly really nice to look at, but I still don’t see that p—” Kato shushed him and pointed downwards at the pond, bringing a finger to his lips and then completely fixing his attention on the small pond. 
 
    As they waited in the cold night, a faint green light made its way from under the water in the center of the pond. They continued to watch as the light slowly morphed from green to blue to purple to red, orange, yellow, and then back to green in a repeating cycle while its glow seemed to expand further and further, reaching the edge of the still lily pads. The water under the mysterious light then began to bubble ferociously until a massive pillar of water was streaming in the air, dancing around in a manner that put even the most spectacular fountain shows to shame. The colors that accompanied this water show were so vibrant and luminous that they almost completely redefined what color could and should be, making the earthly colors seem bland in comparison. 
 
    At the bottom of the dancing pillar were the lily pads, which were now moving and waving around as if they had minds of their own. Upon closer inspection, Ashley and Tye noticed tiny creatures under them, seemingly dancing in the splendor of this wondrous event as if it had the same effect on them as music on a ballerina. 
 
    The show continued on for a few minutes while the three teens watched in awe. The small pond had one more secret to share. Suddenly, the water around the dancing light dissipated and revealed a silver dragon blowing multicolored fire into the air. The large beast had a serpentine body with four bird-like legs, a mint-green mane that extended down its body, rear-facing horns, two sets of long winding whiskers, and the muzzle of a wolf that continued spewing the fire as it danced. Then, without warning, its scales turned into an iridescent black and it flew into the sky, gone almost as suddenly as it had arrived. 
 
    In the dragon’s absence, the creatures under the lily pads stopped their dance and moved onto dry land, making the dry grasses their home for the night. The water again became still and nothing stirred around the mysterious little pond. 
 
    With the spectacle over, Kato jumped up clapping and hooting as Ashley and Tye sat with their mouths agape.  
 
    “Kato,” Tye began. “That was dope as hell dude! How’d you find out about this?!” 
 
    Kato sat down next to Tye and shrugged. “Honestly, I’ve been coming out here every night. I can cover a lot of ground with my speed and on my first night here, I kinda just stumbled on it. I came back the night after I met everyone and lo and behold, it was still there.” 
 
    “What about when you were hurt?” Ashley asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I missed it that time. But you can bet I was out here the next night! I know I won’t be able to see this again after we leave and it’s been a really special thing so thank you guys for enjoying it with me.” 
 
    “No problem, man,” Tye commented. “That was amazing. I get why finding that would be so special to you.” 
 
    Kato drew in a breath and put his hands into his pocket, “It’s not just that that though. It’s so much bigger than something cool to look at. To me, it’s what that dragon represents and how when I look at it, I see a piece of me.” 
 
    “How so?” Tye asked. 
 
    “Because it’s a symbol,” Kato stated with more sincerity in his voice than he had ever shown his friends before. “It’s no secret that the dragon is a powerful symbol in Japanese culture. From mythology to spirituality to entertainment, it’s something that’s appeared in our history for thousands of years. And to see one in real life... To see a freaking dragon in a more astounding form than I could ever dream to see? To me, it’s a reminder of how beautiful and astounding my heritage is.” 
 
    “Reminder?” Ashley asked. “Did you not feel that way before?” 
 
    Kato sighed and shook his head, looking dismally at the ground. “Definitely not...” he began. “There’s been so many times in my life when I’ve been embarrassed of myself. I didn’t like the way we talked. I didn’t like our culture. I didn’t like the food we ate or the utensils we used. And for so long, I couldn’t block out the people who would look at me as something... foreign. I was mocked relentlessly for it.” 
 
    “What’d you do?” Tye asked quietly, noticing Kato fiddling with his fingers. 
 
    “Honestly?” Kato started again. “I tried to get away from it. Tried to show people that I was more of an athlete than book smart. I always insisted on eating ‘normal’ American food with ‘normal’ utensils. Which, by the way? You guys literally eat whole chickens squished into odd shapes and milkshakes with bacon in them, so I don’t know how our food is strange. For so long, I avoided everything that had to do with my culture and for what? Because some ignorant assholes thought it was funny to make jokes about something they couldn’t be bothered taking two seconds to understand?” 
 
    “So, how’d you reconcile that?” Tye pressed. “What changed for you?” 
 
    “I gave myself the chance to take interest in my history. It took a while, but I kinda forced myself to research and ask about Japanese culture. And you know what? I found some really interesting stuff that was completely different from what those ignorant people tried to make it out to be. Look, to this day, I never want to be defined by my culture. I don’t want to just be that Japanese dude. I’m a lot more than the history I was born to, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have respect and be extremely proud of where I come from, right? It’ll always be a big piece of me. A beautiful dragon flying high with its rainbow-colored flames, dancing on the water’s edge.” 
 
    “That was beautiful, man,” Ashley said slowly. “That speech is good enough to win an award.” 
 
    Kato rolled his eyes and stood up to stretch. “Oh, yeah. I know it’s good enough to win an award. Which is why when I get rich and famous and I’m up on a podium for... something, I’m gonna give it again with a little music, maybe some tear action, and then win a friggin’ Nobel Peace Prize.” 
 
    Tye raised a finger in objection. “I hate to crush your precious dreams bro, but um, speeches don’t win Nobel Peace Prizes.” 
 
    “That’s fine!” Kato shouted in protest. “I’ll settle for a Darwin Award.” 
 
    “Kato, that’s not...” Tye started again. “Uh... Never mind. I’m sure one day you’ll do something worth twenty Darwin Awards.”  
 
    Kato winked and pointed at Tye. “Thanks, man!” Turning to look at the now silent night, he shivered. “Okay, now let’s get out of here. We should probably get some sleep for tomorrow. Big day and all that.” 
 
    Ashley and Tye agreed. They stood up and opted to fly Kato back to the cave to get as much sleep as possible. Once they had arrived, they headed towards the entrance but were stopped by Kato just as they were about to set foot inside. He looked at them awkwardly, trying to find the proper words, but he couldn’t quite verbalize the thoughts. Instead, he opted for a simple “Thank you” and hugged them both before running inside. 
 
    Once he had disappeared into the dark cave, Ashley turned to Tye. “That really meant a lot to him, huh?” 
 
    He nodded and put his hands into his hoodie pocket. “Yeah, it did. I’m glad we did that. Kato means well and he deserves being able to share that with someone. Not just for him but for us, I think that was important.” He then gave her a smile and told her he was heading off to bed to get whatever sleep he could.  
 
    He settled down and lay there, staring up at nothing in particular. He couldn’t shake a nagging feeling that the moment he’d shared with Ashley and Kato was going to be the last moment of true beauty again in the dome. He knew that it was true they had been afforded the opportunity to leave, but that wasn’t the reason he felt as though something terrible was coming, a great darkness he couldn’t quite place his finger on. He turned to his side in an attempt to drift off to sleep, the feeling still burrowing its way through his mind. His only relief was the hope that his fears wouldn’t be realized the next day.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Trial 3—Life as We Don’t Know It 
 
    It was the middle of the day when the teens all stood together, staring at the object in front of them. They each tried to come up with their own theory about what its origins were, but no one seemed to have a proper answer. 
 
    “I’m telling you. It’s a tree,” Dallas asserted. 
 
    “How is it a tree, dumbass?” Tye retorted. “Trees are blue and made up of crystals?” 
 
    “Dude! We’ve seen a million weird plants here. How do you know it’s not one of those?” Dallas defended, throwing his hands up. 
 
    “What kind of tree is shaped like that, man? It’s like... humanoid but without a head. Trees are that shape?!”  
 
    Kato interrupted, “Are you guys sure it’s not just a rock that fell from the sky?” 
 
    “I think it’s a type of dog, honestly,” Carmelita joked. 
 
    “Maybe it’s some type of bug?” Ashley added. 
 
    “What?!” Tye shouted in frustration, throwing his hands forward. “You guys are ridiculous. Except for you, Kato. That’s a uh... Is a surprisingly good guess.” 
 
    “Well, what do you think it is then?” Carmelita asked. 
 
    “I have no idea! But it’s not a tree. It’s not a bug. It’s definitely not a dog. And... you know what? We’re gonna settle this.” Tye stomped forward towards the thing, determined to find out what it was and prove that his friends’ ridiculous notions wrong. As he walked towards it, he felt a strange energy radiate throughout his body. The feeling grew and reverberated through him with every step he took. 
 
    As soon as he was arms-length from it, he could feel his entire body tingle with a strange sensation. It was similar to the buzzing from the hills in the sense that he felt almost as though something was trying to communicate with him. He looked up at the thing that stood a few feet above him. 
 
    It appeared to be a golem made completely of bright blue crystals, similar to the ones that hung in their cave. It appeared to have thick canonical legs with cylindrical arms and spikes jutting from its back. Tye reached out to touch it and before he could make contact, a loud whirring sound erupted from the object and tiny yellow dots formed in a circle near the top. 
 
    Tye turned back to the other teens to signal for them to get ready, jumping back and getting into a defensive stance, ready for what could be the final battle. The golem’s arms and legs dislodged from its torso, stretching out while a yellow energy began to emanate from the dots. It enveloped it in a faint translucent glow that darkened around where its arms and legs should’ve connected, forming what appeared to be joints. It levitated a few inches off the ground with tiny crystals around the tips of its arms, forming what appeared to be floating fingers. 
 
    The teens stood firm, ready to battle the golem. But as they watched it transform, something became very clear. It didn’t seem interested in fighting. It simply stood there and watched them as they watched it. Unlike the giant and horde before, this thing didn’t seem to be hostile or intimidating. 
 
    Tye sensed this lack of aggression and relaxed, turning to the others. “Something tells me it doesn’t want to fight us,” he said. “At least... Not here.” He stood firm and then spoke to it. “So? What is it that you want? Did you come here to fight or just to stare at us? Because honestly, we prefer the latter.”  
 
    As expected, it gave no response. Instead, it turned and began moving away. Curious about where it was going, Carmelita tried to read its mind to see if she could find anything but was unsuccessful. Ashley then suggested they follow it to see if it was heading anywhere special. The others agreed and with that, the chase began. 
 
    Though it moved slow through the brush, it moved with purpose and with a keen sense of direction. It never doubled back, it never stopped to assess where it was, and every turn it made was on a dime. It even seemed to avoid obstacles almost as if it knew the entire layout of the dome by heart, down to the smallest pebble. 
 
    The teens kept pace with it, trying to gauge where exactly it was leading them as it took them to parts of the forest they had never seen before. Dallas wondered aloud if it was leading them to some sort of trap and if they were playing to its strength by allowing it to do so. Kato reluctantly agreed, stating that it probably wasn’t the smartest idea to be following it around. However, Tye was confident. Though he was unsure if they’d have to fight it, something inside of him was absolutely certain that it wasn’t leading them to gain any particular advantage and that if this was the final trial, it would be very different from the last two. 
 
    After what felt like hours, it stopped at a large lake. The teens kept their distance and watched as a focused beam of energy shot from the middle of the circle on its face and penetrated the surface of the water. As soon as the beam hit the water, a large hole opened up and was held open by a thin rim of energy. They looked on as it casually made its way inside the hole, only turning around once to make sure it was being followed. 
 
    Kato sped forward toward the opening and yelled for his friends to come over and inspect it. He peered inside with wide eyes as everyone else walked over and were met with the same unbelievable visual. 
 
    Inside the hole appeared to be stairs, leading to a crystalline cavern. 
 
    “Who wants to go first?” Tye asked. 
 
    Carmelita took a deep breath and volunteered to brave the cavern. Ashley quickly said that she’d be right behind her. Carmelita gave a silent nod and methodically made her way inside, thinking about every step she took with her heart beating so loudly that it rang in her ears. 
 
    As her foot hit the first step, she felt a swift cold rush through her body. And then another. Again, she was hit with what felt like ice water rushing through her veins. Again. The lack of heat was immobilizing. She slightly levitated above the stairs and made her way down. As she looked around, she noticed that the ceiling of the place wasn’t water; it was stone. It was almost as if she had been transported to another world entirely, rather than the place simply being hidden beneath the water. She stopped to consider this possibility and Ashley bumped into her from behind. 
 
    “Sorry, Carmelita!”  
 
    “Oh! Don’t worry about it,” Carmelita responded. “Hey, is it just me or is this place different? It doesn’t look or feel like any other part of the dome.” 
 
    “What does it feel like?” Tye asked from behind Ashley. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. “Colder. More closed off? Almost like...” 
 
    “The secret level or Easter egg of a video game that’s way too convoluted and crazy to actually get to without the aid of videos online completely dedicated to theories?” Kato suggested. 
 
    “That's really specific, Kato,” Carmelita said with an eyebrow raised. “But also... Really accurate, so... Yeah.” She continued floating down as the other teens pressed on behind her, reflecting on the ominous suggestion. 
 
    Once they hit the bottom of the stairwell, they saw it: A straight path leading directly to a large opening where the golem stood solitary, facing them in a manner that made it seem as though it had been waiting for them. This time, the feeling was different. Combat seemed inevitable and everyone was prepared for what they hoped would be the final battle. 
 
    Tye took a step forward and looked back at his team, giving them a sly smile. “So,” he said. “I guess this is it. Just one more dude we gotta knock down. And luckily for us...” he turned forward to face it and took on a more jovial tone. “We outnumber it and it’s only a few feet taller. We definitely got this.” His voice deepening, he became serious again. “But let’s not be dumb about this. We’re still gonna need solid strategy.” 
 
    Tye then reached his fist out and encouraged everyone to join in one last time. For a moment, everyone paused, unsure of what he was trying to do. And then, like a light, the realization hit them and one by one, they brought their fists together as a symbol of their bond. Tye smiled and then broke away, turning to face the golem. He called out to it, not caring whether or not it understood his speech, and let him know that they accepted its challenge. 
 
    It stood still for a few seconds, unresponsive. Then, a bright yellow light shone through its crystal skin from the middle of the circle on its face. The energy that seemed to be holding its body together flared up and small crystals floated around it in a circle, creating a protective barrier of beams that spun around it at blinding speed then settled to floating around it.  
 
    In a flash, a powerful beam of energy shot from between the ring on its face and crashed into the ground between the teens, sending them diving for cover. Tye ducked behind a large crystal, peeking out to see that the golem had enough power to completely shoot through the crystalline floor while it maintained its power, unrelenting in its assault. 
 
    Tye yelled for Ashley to shoot back with bolts of energy so that the others could attack but then saw that she was cornered as the beam was mere inches from the crystal she was hiding behind. The golem would surely see her move and incinerate her if she tried to attack. He then looked for Carmelita, who had taken cover not too far from Ashley, and asked her to see if she could form a shield using the stalactites. 
 
    Carmelita broke off seven of the thickest diamond-like stalactites she could find and arranged them into a shield. She forced them through the beam, causing a massive concussive wave and pushing back everyone in the immediate vicinity. Tye noted that the golem was slightly shaken from the impact and quickly conjured his energy blade and rushed at it, hoping to finish the battle. He stopped just short of piercing it when three lasers shot down from the floating crystals, mere inches from his skin. He recoiled and tried to jump away but was once again met with a wall of lasers. “Really? Come on, man,” he muttered under his breath. He raised his palm up to blast them, but despite the impact, they remained perfectly intact. 
 
    He cursed at the impressive defense. By this time, the golem had fully recovered and turned towards Carmelita. Without warning, it dashed forward at a speed comparable to Kato’s limits and raised a fist high over her head before bringing it crashing down on her. She managed to catch the impact and stood her ground in an impact crater. 
 
    Though it was unable to crush her, she struggled against its immense strength and tried to use her free hand to force it back but couldn’t due to the field of energy surrounding it. She grunted under the enormous pressure and yelled for help. Tye shot towards the golem with both fists before him and pushed it into the rock wall. As he hung on top of it, he raised his arm to plunge his blade deep into its face but suddenly realized that he was being flung backwards. The golem’s arm had detached itself, wrenched itself around his body, and was shooting him into the opposite side of the cave. 
 
    As it got up and prepared to vaporize Tye, a large fist crashed into its left side, sending it sliding across the cave floor. The hulking beast that was Dallas continued to strike it, forcing it to defend itself with one arm. It managed to get Dallas into a chokehold and slam him into the ground but was forced to release him when an energy bolt exploded off its side, once again forcing it to defend itself. 
 
    Tye struggled to release himself from the arm’s tight grip, looking on as Carmelita used the crystals around them as makeshift projectiles while Ashley provided cover fire. As he watched his friends fighting desperately for their lives and the lives of everyone on earth, a thought occurred to him. “Wait. Where the hell is Kato? And where are those floating rock things that protected the golem? They didn’t stop anyone from hitting it,” he asked himself out loud. 
 
    “Right here, boss!” Kato said, leaning against the wall. “Well, actually, I’m over there too,” he pointed in no particular direction. “And there,” he said, randomly pointing again. “Technically, I’m in a lot of places. I’m running so fast I’m essentially occupying multiple spaces at once. As for your question. I figured if I got those things to chase me around, I could keep them off your backs. No biggie.” 
 
    Tye looked on at the clash and back at Kato, a wide smile forming on his face. “Kato!” he shouted, catching him by surprise. 
 
    “Ah!” Kato yelled in response. “Dude, I can hear you. No need to scream.” 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and said more softly. “Right. How rude of me. Listen. I have a plan.” 
 
    “I’m all ears, dude.” 
 
    Tye motioned at the floating crystals behind Kato with his head. “Think you can get those things to smash into each other while they chase you?” 
 
    “Easy,” Kato nodded. “But uh. How does that help us take down big boy?” 
 
    “Small steps towards a bigger goal, my dude. Small steps,” Tye said with a wink. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” he said with a shrug. “I’mma go and do that then. Peace.” With that, Kato disappeared to carry out phase one of Tye’s plan. 
 
    Alone, Tye inhaled deeply and focused his energy into his hands and eyes. Slowly counting to three, he suddenly burst from the clutch of the crystalline arm and dashed into the fight. He watched as the golem stood like a tank, withstanding heavy punches from both Carmelita and Dallas, and shaking off every one of Ashley’s energy bolts. With all the strength he could muster, Tye screamed for his friends to fall back. 
 
    “What?!” Carmelita shouted as she jumped out of the way of a wild swing. “We’re in the middle of trying to kill this thing and you want us to fall back?” 
 
    “Yes!” Tye yelled back. “Just... Trust me!” 
 
    Ashley grunted and reluctantly flew back to meet Tye by the stairs. Taking a blow to the head, Dallas jumped back of his own accord and Carmelita gritted her teeth as she followed. 
 
    Once it felt like there was significant space between them, the creature stood once more unmoving, almost as if it was trying to scan the teens and ascertain what exactly they were planning. 
 
    “The hell are we doing, Tye?” Carmelita asked furiously. 
 
    Tye shot her a coy smile, “Trusting ya boy is what. Look above us.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows and looked up to see two large crystals hanging over them. “So?” she asked. 
 
    “So...” Tye continued. “Be prepared to do what you did earlier. We’re gonna have to move quickly.” He turned around to Dallas. “Yo, big dude. When he’s stunned, I’ma need you to give him the best two-piece you got, aight? Let ‘em hands go. BUT, you’ll need to do this in the dead center of its eyes or it won’t work.” Finally, he waved Ashley over and told her to prepare to let loose. 
 
    She nodded and told him to give her the signal. They both put their hands out, standing beside each other. He turned back to the other two and said, “Yo. If we die though... My bad,” before turning to face the golem once more. As he waited with Ashley, beads of sweat formed on his brow, unsure if his plan would work. He drew in a deep breath, tensed his muscles, and as soon as he heard the “Pop” of multiple crystals colliding into each other, he released his strongest beam of energy yet with Ashley following suit mere seconds later. Just as Tye had predicted, it retaliated with a concentrated burst of its own that tore through Ashley and Tye’s combined attack. 
 
    “Carmelita, now!” Tye shouted as he and Ashley dived out the way. On cue, Carmelita pulled out the two large crystals from the ceiling and directed them at the fast-approaching stream of energy, causing an explosion similar to the one that had accidentally occurred earlier. Having anticipated the force, Tye had taken shelter behind a large stone, which was now completely shattered. He looked over to Dallas and screamed that it was time for him to charge. 
 
    With a mighty roar, Dallas sped forward towards the golem who was trying to recover from the explosion. Before it could defend itself, Dallas was upon him. Surging forward, he thrust his massive fist forward like a ball leaving the cannon. It made a crushing impact on the golem’s face, cracking its armor-like skin. This was the opportunity Tye needed. A large grin across his face, he summoned his blade and flew forward with his left hand extended.  
 
    In that moment, time seemed to slow down. Victory was at hand. Tye could feel his heart beating, the blood rushing through his veins, every breath working its way through his body. Images of what he had been through for the past several days rushed through his head and with them, thoughts of everyone he knew he had to make it home to. His parents, his sister, his friends. He was about to save them all from certain doom in this moment. Just as all these feelings converged, he saw the blade deeply pierce the golem’s head, go straight through the top of the marker and out its back. 
 
    The challenge, however, hadn’t ended. For as Tye had lunged forward to defeat their final obstacle, the golem, in a moment of ultimate self-preservation, had frozen Tye and itself within a coffin of crystals. Inside seemed like a moment in time now frozen. The fate of the challenge, of Tye, and itself seemed indefinitely ambiguous as the other teens screamed and pounded away to no avail.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: I Haven’t Been Completely Honest with You 
 
    Tye stood up in a daze. He looked around the dark and empty space and saw nothing. “What the actual fuck, man? Why do I always end up in the weirdest places when I wake up?” He looked around into the chamber and walked in no particular direction, unsure if there was even anything to walk to. “I swear if this all turns out to be some bullshit prank or gameshow or a dream, I’m gonna be pretty sour.” 
 
    “This being a gameshow is what would make you mad?” a voice echoed from the void. 
 
    Startled, Tye jumped around and summoned his blades on both hands. “Hello?!” he yelled. “Whoever is out there, I just want you to know that I’m a smart six-foot-one black guy with laser hands and a hoodie. I’m basically white America's greatest nightmare.” He squinted to find the source of the voice but couldn’t see anything. Concluding that he was just going crazy, he retracted his blades and turned around, only to scream and jump back again when he saw the golem standing right before him. “Shit, man!” he screamed. “Please don’t tell me this is like one of those boss levels where I have to beat you again but you’re like three times as strong.” 
 
    The golem stood there, unmoving. It slowly moved towards him and unexpectedly, almost as if it had a mouth, it laughed. “No, young one. I am not here to fight. I never was.” 
 
    Tye slowly stood up and looked at the alien skeptically. “Not here to fight? Sure seemed like it back out there.” 
 
    “That was not my choice,” it said somberly. “I was chosen to be a guardian of these trials. As one of the few that made it past the first round but failed the test that came after, they felt it was best that I serve them this way. So long as I do it dutifully, at least my family can be safe. That was the promise they made me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tye said, still skeptical. He studied the golem and walked around it. “Still doesn’t explain what this place is or why you’re talking to me casually.” 
 
    The golem didn’t say anything for a moment. In that time, Tye genuinely started to believe that he was somehow projecting at the alien and that it was not actually talking to him. But then, its calm yet powerful voice echoed through the empty chamber once again. “To put it simply, this is a place where our minds can communicate, cut off from their observation. I’ve brought you here because I have something very important to tell you. However, whether you choose to listen or not is completely up to you. You may sever this connection at any time.” 
 
    “And why should I listen to you? How do I know this isn’t some trick?” Tye asked, raising his voice slightly. 
 
    “Because if you weren’t curious about what I had to say, you wouldn’t be here,” it responded frankly. 
 
    Tye looked away for a moment, contemplating what the alien could possibly want and how urgent it must really be if he was about to be free of the dome anyway. He chewed on his thumbnail, trying to decide if he truly wanted to give the golem his attention and then stopped and sighed, looking back at it. “Tell me what it is, boss.” 
 
    With a wave of its hand, images of the dome and the cosmos flooded their formerly empty space, now alive with vivid depictions of the grand universe around them. Tye’s eyes lit up as he saw the home worlds of the various species he had seen. He saw forests full of the grand trees, rivers connecting to mighty bioluminescent oceans, and cave systems with powerful crystals that dwarfed any he could’ve ever seen on earth. 
 
    “All of this is but a fraction of our universe. A mere speck on a speck on a speck of our tiny slice of all that is. The creators of this place took small bits and pieces from each of these places and put them into an environment that has the qualities of thousands of worlds—all in their ideal intellectual design. As you know, you all were lured here and once inside, the dome was able to fast-track the expression of genes that held your powerful superhuman abilities.” 
 
    “Thanks for the exposition,” Tye said with an eyebrow raised and his arms crossed. “The first thing is kinda cool, I guess, but hardly the important message that would require such a light show.” 
 
    “Because you aren’t connecting the dots,” it said in its booming yet soothing voice. “Why do you think you were brought here? These tests aren’t random. Your abilities have a wide-ranging field of implications and yet, they’ve chosen to see how you fight and how you survive, specifically.” 
 
    Tye walked forward towards the golem, his arms now at his sides and his eyes growing wide. “You... have a point. But... What does that m—” 
 
    “It means,” the golem cut him off, “they’re testing you as weapons to see how much you can break without being broken. And let me be the first to tell you that there are other weapons out there. Some with very impressive destructive power. This isn’t the end. And I mean that in more ways than one.” 
 
    By this point, Tye was sweating and his mouth was agape. He choked on his words, tangible fear building inside him for what the golem was insinuating. “I’m afraid to ask you to explain, but at this point... I need the truth.” 
 
    “The truth,” it continued, “is that if you make it out of here alive, you will meet the other weapons and they will see which species has the biggest bomb. So, to speak.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” Tye asked. “What do you gain?” 
 
    “Satisfaction,” it said coldly. “These creatures took my world. Took my freedom. Replaced everything with a burning memory of themselves. I’ve seen thousands of challengers come and go and I feel that you five may have the best chance to eventually bring this empire down. Prepare well. Warn your people. Make allies. I truly feel that you can lead a meaningful charge against them.” 
 
    “We didn’t sign up for that!” Tye shouted desperately, his voice cracking. “We didn't ask to be in this dome or kill aliens or take out a galactic empire! We’re just kids! Why should we have to bear that responsibility?!” 
 
    “Responsibility isn’t a matter of ‘why.’ It’s a matter of ‘is’ and ‘are.’ If not you, then countless worlds will suffer and you’d be foolish to think yours won’t eventually as well. It will. After you face your final challenge, you must prepare.” 
 
    “I...” Tye began, struggling to find words, his eyes looking down at the ground. “Wait... Final challenge? Wasn’t this our—” 
 
    Suddenly, a flash of light erupted from the void and Tye was forced to shield his eyes. In an instant, Tye found himself on the floor of the cave, surrounded by the others. 
 
    He sat up and gasped for air, reaching around his body and feeling himself to ensure that he indeed was back in the real world. Once satisfied, he looked around at the smiling faces, questioning why everyone was happy.  
 
    The next thing he knew, Ashley had rushed in to hug him. Still confused, he looked up at Kato for some kind of a hint as to what was going on. 
 
    To his amazement, Kato waved around the last marker and howled with pure excitement. Tye stood up and snatched it from his hands, looking down on it like a precious diamond. “We did it,” he whispered to himself. Unable to contain his excitement, he yelled out, “WE JUST SAVED THE WORLD!” 
 
    “That’s what teamwork gets ya,” Kato said with a wink. “And I gotta say, I’m happy to have done it with some new friends along the way.” 
 
    In typical manner, Dallas commented, “This sappy shit can be saved for later, in a group chat or something, right? For now, I really want to go the fuck home.” 
 
    Tye agreed, ready to leave the hell hole that they had spent the last couple of days in. He grabbed the final marker and rushed up the stairs and out of the cave with the other teens following behind. 
 
    Once outside, he stood with the marker in his hand, looking down at it and running his fingers over the surface. “This is it,” he said quietly. Quickly, he took off his backpack and gathered the other two and held them up into the sky, screaming “HEY! WE’RE DONE! WE’VE COMPLETED YOUR DUMBASS CHALLENGES. NOW, LET US GO HOME!” 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Tye looked behind him and Carmelita shrugged. “Uh. Did they give us a manual or something?” he asked. 
 
    “No, but it looks like they did give us a middle finger,” Ashley commented. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tye responded. “I do feel pretty stupid doing this. Maybe we just gotta—” Suddenly, the three objects began to glow in his hands.  
 
    Kato pointed in the distance towards the floating black object which was now emitting a concentrated red beam of energy into the sky. “Is it just me or is that an omen? I’m getting bad vibes from it.”  
 
    Tye turned around and nearly gasped when he saw the sky, now blood red and cracking with thunderous booms. The markers in his hands rose into the air, spinning rapidly such that they appeared like a perfect ring rather than three separate orbs. 
 
    A thin straight beam shot out from the floating black capsule and hit the ring in the center, sending out a massive shockwave and creating what looked like a tear in the very fabric of reality. 
 
    The teens looked on in horror as a large figure slowly climbed out of the portal, its body easily filling the entire two-meter-thick gap. It slowly reached its leg out of the portal and set it down on the grass. Then, a massive hand pierced the tear, grabbing the edge of the ring and pulling itself forward. It was then followed by three more hands and arms that worked their way out. In total shock, they continued to watch as, in one fluid thrust, it flung its body out of the portal, jumping into the air and landing with a thud they felt in their chests. 
 
    It slowly stood before them on powerful tree-trunk legs with long two-toed feet. The humanoid figure towered over the kids, roughly ten feet tall, sporting glossy black armor. Each of its four hands only bore two fingers and a thumb, yet each appendage looked rather versatile, as if the missing fingers didn’t impact its abilities at all. Its helmet had two thin red visors with short spikes and a quadruple-hinged jaw that split into four even sections as it slowly opened its mouth to reveal several rows of serrated teeth. It was built like a tank and seemed to have a number of gadgets and weapons attached to its futuristic and otherworldly armor. 
 
    It chuckled as it took one step forward, taking pleasure in the way the teens scrambled backwards. “Why so scared?” it asked in a deep guttural voice that seemed to be slightly modified by its helmet. 
 
    Tye struggled to speak, completely unable to form words in the presence of the thing. He gritted his teeth and then turned towards his friends and saw their fear on their faces. Despite his heart pumping out of his chest, he slowly stood up and stared at the alien. “We want to go home!” he said forcefully. “We completed all your tests and the deal was that we get to go home!” This time, he was yelling and pointing at the alien in an accusatory manner. 
 
    It gave another chuckle. “Oh, yeah. I suppose one of the administrators did say that. Well...” it stretched its massive arm out to indicate that the dome was still active. “They lied,” it hissed sinisterly. 
 
    A deep sense of dread and failure smacked the teens like a fully loaded truck. They questioned if they’d ever be free. Confusion and frustration rose inside all of them and it came to a head when Dallas, on the verge of tears, screamed from behind Tye. 
 
    “FUCK. YOU!” he shouted with deep-seated anger and rage. “YOU SAID WE WOULD GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE! AND NOW YOU HIT US WITH THIS BULLSHIT?!” 
 
    “Dallas...” Tye said, attempting to calm him down 
 
    “NO,” he said, shutting Tye down before turning his attention back to the alien. “What do we have to do?! I swear to God if you don’t fucking tell us right the now, I—” 
 
    The alien laughed, crossing his arms and nodding. “Such an aggressive boy you are, Dallas,” it mocked. “But I respect your request. The last challenge... is me. Remember, we want to make sure that your species is strong. If five of you can’t defeat one of me then that’s all the proof we need that you aren’t worthy. As a result, I will show no mercy. If you wish to return home, you must kill me in combat. No markers. No goals. Simply a fight to the death. Upon my death or yours, the trials will end. Is that good enough for you?” 
 
    A sinister smile crept onto Dallas’s face. “It’s amazing.” 
 
    Realizing what was about to happen, Tye spun around to try and stop Dallas from charging but it was too late, Dallas had completely transformed and was leaping towards the alien. Anticipating this, it snatched Dallas by the head mid-air and slammed him into the ground. Effortlessly he picked him up again and drove two fists into his stomach, causing Dallas to cough up blood before being thrown into the dirt again. Casually, the alien walked over to the bruised body, watching Dallas struggle to stand before stepping on his head and smashing it into the ground. 
 
    “STOP!” Tye shouted. As he was about to rush forward to intervene, the alien pulled out an energy blade from his suit and held it to Dallas’s back. 
 
    “You take a single step forward and I’ll sever his spinal cord,” he said coldly. 
 
    Tye stopped dead in his tracks, gritting his teeth. Silent, waiting for the alien to speak. 
 
    He chuckled with sinister glee. “Since when did you care about Dallas, Tye?” he asked, putting more pressure on the prone boy’s back. “I’ve been watching you... There never was a moment I can remember…” he paused for a second. “Unless...” Trailing off to think and then starting again, he said, “Unless, maybe, you feel responsible for what I could do.” 
 
    “How is it Tye’s fault that you’re threatening to murder Dallas?” Kato spat at him. 
 
    Another laugh escaped his masked face, his interest piqued by what he now knew to be true. “This is quite intriguing,” he hissed. Looking at Tye directly, he said mockingly, “Don’t tell me, boy. You haven’t told your friends your little secret? How you’re connected to all of this?” 
 
    Tye stood quietly, his head bent. Kato and Ashley looked at him with confusion. Before they could ask what the alien meant, Dallas transformed back and groaned. “Wha... What do you mean?” he said weakly. 
 
    The alien raised a large hand towards Tye and jeered, “The boy you’ve called a friend is responsible for all of this. The dome. Your freakish abilities. Your world being in great jeopardy. The fact that you’ve all had to risk your lives to protect it. And he’s kept it hidden from you all this time.” 
 
    “What the hell is he talking about?” Ashley asked. She looked at Tye with worry as he stood, unmoving. 
 
    “He’s too much of a coward for the truth,” the alien mocked. “I, however, have no such reservations.” 
 
    “So, tell us!” Dallas demanded, using the last of his energy for his outburst. 
 
    The alien looked down at the boy under his boot. “Gladly.” Raising one of his hands, he conjured up a hologram in his palm that showed Tye on the day he made contact with the object in the crater. “Decades ago, when our probe crash-landed on earth, a malfunction caused it to become decommissioned on impact. It remained inactive for years but maintained its defensive systems, preventing humans from moving it to another location. But more importantly, it kept sending out signals, looking to attract the superhumans we were looking for. Luckily for us, something brought Tye right into the range of the signal and as soon as it hit him, he was subconsciously drawn to the probe like a fly to light. But he didn’t stop at just admiring it from a safe distance. No. He made contact. And as soon as it sensed his unique biosignature, it reactivated with a newfound sense of purpose and the rest as they say, was history.” 
 
    Everyone remained silent in shock of what they had just been told. Tye had indeed been the unknowing catalyst for all this and had kept this a secret their entire time together. Ashley walked over to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Tye,” she said softly. “I—” 
 
    “No,” Tye said, stopping her. He looked back up at the alien. “You’re right. It is my fault. I’m the reason for all of this shit. It’s my responsibility, but you know what? I’d give my fucking life to stop it. And if you’re in the way of that, then—” he conjured up his blade and pointed it in the alien’s direction “—I’ll move you the hell out of it,” he spat. 
 
    Another laugh escaped the alien’s maw. “I appreciate your enthusiasm for death, boy. But...” He removed his foot from Dallas’s back and stepped back. With a single snap, a portal just big enough to fit his body appeared behind him. “I won’t kill you just yet,” he boomed over the powerful crackling of the vortex. “Wait for my signal tomorrow. As soon as you see it, the challenge begins. If you don’t come to me, make no mistake I will find you. Prepare as you must but I sense weakness and don’t foresee any of you surviving. If I feel that same weakness when we fight then mark my words, you will all die tomorrow.” With that, he turned and walked into the opening. It shut behind him, leaving an odd serenity as if he had never appeared in the first place. 
 
    As soon as he was gone, Tye rushed over to Dallas’s side and picked up his head, checking him over. “Are you okay?” he asked with great concern. 
 
    “Does it even matter? You’re the reason I’m here in the first place,” Dallas murmured. 
 
    “Dallas, I—” Tye began. 
 
    “Guys,” Ashley cut in. “Can we not do this here? We should get back to base camp to regroup and take a deep breath. And then, once we’re settled in, we can talk.” 
 
    “I agree with Ashley,” Carmelita followed. “I know we all have questions, but it can wait.” 
 
    “Fine,” Dallas said weakly but refused Tye’s help in getting to his feet. Guilt flooded Tye’s body as he began to feel like the bond he had formed with the others would be severed forever.  
 
    He turned around to see Ashley take off with Kato with. Carmelita walked over to Dallas to help him up and fly after them. She stopped mid-air and looked down at Tye who was still standing unmoving. “You coming?” 
 
    Momentarily brought back to reality, he simply said, “Y-Yeah. I’m coming.” He slowly flew up towards the rest of the group. They were not heading home but heading towards their most difficult challenge yet.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Who Would Win in a Fight? 
 
    They sat around the fire and stared into the flames that danced on their quickly dwindling pile of wood. 
 
    “So...” Ashley said trying to cut the viscous tension in the air. “Tye, what happened? Why did you keep this from us?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Tye said staring into the fire, holding his hands in his front hoodie pocket. “I was scared? Thought you’d blame me for all of this? I guess I didn’t want people I was spending an entire week with to hate me for something that I didn’t—” 
 
    “Didn’t do?” Dallas completed. “Because you fucking did.” 
 
    “I didn’t know, dude!” Tye defended himself. 
 
    “Didn’t know what?” Kato asked. “Can you at least tell us what happened so we have some kind of context?” 
 
    Tye nodded. “It really was nothing... There’s this spot in a bunch of hills where I live that had a bit of urban legend surrounding it. My friends and I just thought it would be cool to explore it. Plus, I wanted to take pictures to impress this girl that I kinda had a thing for. It was technically trespassing but we’re just kids. When we came up on the hills, we saw this egg with the pods that the administrator mentioned but we didn’t know we’d find... that. I saw it and something... something came over me that made me want to touch it and when I did, it kinda kicked off... Everything.” 
 
    No one spoke once Tye had completed his tale. Everyone simply looked at each other, waiting for a response, then looked at Tye to add more. They waited for the pop, for the moment where he had really done something malicious to screw over the earth to come to light, but there was nothing. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Ashley began laughing. It started off as a slight chuckle and then evolved into loud and raucous laughter. Tye raised an eyebrow at her as she wiped away tears. “Are you... okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah! I’m...” she fought to hold back laughed. “It’s just... that’s why we’re all here? You guys were bored and wanted to impress a girl? Tye. While, yes, this fucking sucks, you had no idea any of this would happen. You can’t blame yourself for that. How could you have known it would turn into... this?”  
 
    Kato nodded in agreement. “She has a point, dude. You’d have to be pretty insane to expect that trespassing on a hill somewhere would lead to superpowers and aliens trying to take over the world.” He smiled and continued, “You could’ve told us and we would’ve understood.” 
 
    “Understood what?!” Dallas shouted, standing up and ignoring the pain. “The fact that his dumbass antics led us here?” He pointed a finger accusingly at Tye, “If you weren’t trespassing on fucking someone else’s property, we wouldn’t be here! You could’ve done anything else that night and you chose to break the law and put everyone else in danger?!”  
 
    “I didn’t know, Dallas! Was going there dumb? Absolutely. But I wouldn’t expect the consequences to be this!” Tye argued. 
 
    “Who gives a shit what you knew?!” Dallas yelled. “The reality is what fucking happened! And all of you are pissing me off by simply accepting the fact that this is his fault and he lied about it!”  
 
    “What do you want me to do, Dallas?” Tye asked calmly. “I was scared, man. It’s not like I can go back in time and fix things, I—” 
 
    “And there you fucking go!” Dallas spat out. “That’s your problem, you know? You don’t want to take any goddamn responsibility for what you’ve caused. Because of you, we may never see our families again. Because of you, we almost fucking died. And what about my football career, Tye? The only thing I’ve ever wanted in life. I... just wanted to be different. Be better than the small-town shit. My biggest dream is dead because of you!” he screamed. “And you know why?” He paused for a moment, staring daggers at Tye and then lowered his voice to a deadly serious tone. “Because of you, I’m a freak now and will be forever.” 
 
    Tye rolled his eyes and threw up his arms, “I’m sorry then, Dallas! Is that what you want?” Tye stood up. “I’m sorry! I get it. This is a rough time for you. It’s a rough time for all of us, but if it means anything, I truly am sorry. Trust me, I feel a lot of guilt about putting us in this position, but we can’t sit here and let this tear us apart! That’s what it wants!” 
 
    “Trust you?!” Dallas shouted, accidentally stepping into the fire. He screamed in pain and recoiled, limping over to the cave wall. He shot Tye a cold look of pure rage and then stormed outside. 
 
    “God damn it,” Tye sighed. “I’ve gotta get him.” 
 
    “Eh. Gotta isn’t the word I would use, personally,” Kato shrugged, reclining on his rock. 
 
    “Be careful, Tye,” Carmelita warned. 
 
    With a nod, Tye walked outside and saw Dallas storming off towards the woods with a slight limp. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” Tye shouted. 
 
    Dallas stopped and turned around. “I’m going to kill that bastard alien and then I’m going home! Hopefully I’ll never see any of you again!” 
 
    “Dude, what? You can’t take him by yourself! We need to do this as a team!” 
 
    “What team? You decided you didn’t want to be a team player the second you chose to keep this place’s biggest secret for yourself.” 
 
    Tye was about to stop him by force but stopped when Dallas put his hand out and simply said, “Tye, if you come near me, it will be the last thing you ever do. Leave. Me. Alone.” He then limped into the darkness, leaving Tye standing by himself. 
 
    Tye clenched his fist and tried to think his way out. He was heavily conflicted about what action to take. Should he chase after Dallas and risk facing his wrath? Would it be better to grab the others and start a mini-search party? Or would he dare let Dallas fight the alien by himself and face the consequences of his own poor decisions? Racking his brain over the choices before him, he drew in a deep breath in recognition of his only true choice. He had to take responsibility and get Dallas. Cursing, he walked off into the dark woods. 
 
    He walked on, shouting Dallas’s name. He stopped when he heard a faint rumbling from around him. He stopped to listen. Footsteps. He turned towards the direction of the sound and heard leaves crunching under something heavy. His breath was still as he quickly spun around and was met with a large fist colliding with his face, sending him flying backwards until his momentum was stopped by a large tree. 
 
    Shaking off the impact, he looked up to see a charging Dallas with his long reptilian tongue hanging out of his mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. Tye rolled out of the way just as Dallas punched the tree. He pulled his arm out of the bark with ease. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this, man!” Tye shouted with his hand up. “We don’t have to fight!” 
 
    Dallas said nothing and instead slowly walked forward before breaking into a sprint. He tackled Tye through a set of trees, ramming him into a boulder. 
 
    He let out a cry as he stood back while Tye fell to the ground and softly said, “Okay. Maybe we do have to do this.” Dallas noticed Tye getting to his feet and raised his hand up to strike but was taken by surprise when, with blinding speed, Tye caught him with a straight punch to the stomach that sent Dallas flying backwards. Though he landed on his feet, he was too slow to defend himself. Tye was quickly upon him and landed a flurry of rapid punches to the head and finished it off with an explosive bolt of energy that staggered Dallas. 
 
    Breathing heavily and landing roughly ten feet away, Tye tried to talk to him again. “Dude, I really don’t want to hurt you!” he shouted. “We can go back to camp and talk this out like two mature people!” Dallas paused for a moment and for that split second, Tye thought he was actually considering his offer but quickly realized that the fight was far from over when Dallas clapped his hands together, sending a shockwave that forced Tye back.  
 
    As he tried to regain his balance, he felt Dallas’s mighty knee catch him in the gut, lifting him up into the air where he was brought crushing down again with a hammer fist to the spine. He then grabbed Tye by the back of his hoodie and threw him hard against a tree, causing bark to fly everywhere as his body left an indent. 
 
    Trying to get back to his feet, he heard something cutting through the air. He jumped forward just as a large boulder crashed against the tree he had pulled himself from. “Really, dude? A boulder? What is this? A 1950s cartoon?” he muttered to himself in exasperation, throwing his hands up.  
 
    Out of the darkness, Dallas blindsided Tye with a large stick but at the last second, Tye blocked the brunt of the force with his forearm. However, he didn’t see the right hook that followed and was forced back again but managed to stay on his feet this time. Regaining balance, he fired multiple energy bolts to create some distance but Dallas ran through them, completely unfazed. He threw a punch that just missed Tye as he rolled out of harm’s way. 
 
    A surprise kick staggered Tye and Dallas used the opportunity to land a critical blow. He stretched out his long tree-like arms over Tye’s head and then swiftly brought them down but he caught his hands at the last second, struggling to keep Dallas from crushing his head. The two powerhouses struggled for control but Dallas’s immense strength slowly began to overtake him. Hho was sweating profusely and gritting his teeth, trying to summon the strength to defend himself. 
 
    As the seconds passed, Dallas’s massive hands inched closer to Tye’s skull. He could feel his arms trembling as they began to give out under the great force. Dallas sensed blood and his resolve to keep up the pressure increased. As he saw Tye on the brink of giving in, he leaned forward. With a wide devilish grin and in a deep gravelly voice, he slowly said, “You’re. Too. Weak.” 
 
    In this moment, something snapped in Tye’s mind. A flickering light bulb deep inside him ignited a burning passion and pure instinct. The feeling increased tenfold as those words rung in his ears. You’re. Too. Weak. He contemplated those words and suddenly, a flash went off inside him. “No!” was the first thing that escaped his mouth as he started pushing back against Dallas’s powerful grip. “I’m,” came out the second word as his resistance matched Dallas’s strength and began overtaking it. “NOT!” he shouted as his power completely broke Dallas’s grasp. The hulking beast now found himself in a position where he was the weaker adversary as Tye hit him with a powerful eye blast, forcing Dallas back. In less than an instant, Tye rushed forward and threw a flurry of hits to Dallas’s head and chest, causing a green fluid to flow liberally from his mouth and nose slits.  
 
    Trying to defend himself, Dallas threw a punch but Tye caught his hand mid-air and delivered a kick that sent him flying backwards against a boulder. He followed it up with multiple energy bolts for good measure. As Dallas lay there on the brink of defeat, Tye walked over to him with sheer determination on his face. Dallas yelled out in an attempt to scare Tye away but he held his ground. 
 
    Realizing that the fight could be over, Dallas closed his eyes, bracing for the final strike and waited. Nothing. He slowly opened them to see Tye reaching his hand out. “Dallas, I’m very tired. Can we just end this please?” he looked up at Tye, confused. He had been certain that Tye would’ve tried to kill him in that moment. Could this be a trick? No. His heartbeat was steady. He showed no signs of lying. Was he simply too exhausted to fight? Not that either. His breathing was calm and he had barely broken a sweat apart from their mini-tussle. 
 
    But something inside him wasn’t done. He needed to see Tye suffer for all that he had put him through and whether or not the gesture was honest, in that moment, Dallas made a choice that he could never take back. Instead of reciprocating, with a wicked smile, he snapped up and wrapped his agile tail around Tye’s neck and torso. Dallas roared triumphantly, finally having gotten the upper hand. He relished the prospect of crushing Tye slowly. 
 
    Gasping for air, Tye pleaded with Dallas to release his grip, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. Instead, Dallas beat his chest in a celebratory manner. Again, Tye cried for him to stop the fight, telling him that he didn’t want to do what Dallas was about to make him do. Dallas ignored Tye and continued to slowly suffocate him. 
 
    Desperate and now fully convinced that he absolutely needed to put Dallas down, Tye shouted with guttural might and summoned his energy blades from both his arms to cut through the section of Dallas’s tail that held him. Once free, he swiftly cut the entire tail off from the base. 
 
    Dallas screamed in agony, the flesh, muscle, and bone completely sliced through and cauterized at the end. He wailed and beat the ground at the searing pain. His shrieks could be heard throughout the forest and his rage and frustration grew with every second. 
 
    Tye jumped back, observing the scene from a safe distance. His eyes widened at what transpired next. Dallas began shooting dark-red bolts of energy from his eyes in his rage. He had somehow managed to evolve a new power through his anger. The bolts flew everywhere, severing trees, obliterating boulders, and causing large craters in the ground where they struck. 
 
    A bolt landed next to Tye, causing the ground to explode. Knowing he had to move, he dashed forward, barely dodging the bolts being flung from Dallas’s face and delivered an uppercut that launched him into the air. Tye repeatedly punched Dallas as he flew upwards with him, taking him higher and higher until they were far above any tree. Once they were up in the air, Tye turned around, putting his hands on Dallas’s chest, and then flew with great speed back towards the ground like a meteor crashing into the surface of the earth. 
 
    The impact had enough force to cause a massive shockwave as the ground gave way to the force of the impact. As he lay there with his arms splayed out, Tye stood over him with a blade to his neck. “It’s over, Dallas!” he shouted. “We don’t have to fight anymore!” 
 
    Exhausted and unwilling to fight, Dallas lay unmoving. Tye sighed and retracted his blade, sitting down in the dirt next to him. Out of the woods, Ashley and Carmelita rushed out, taking Tye by surprise. 
 
    “What are you guys doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “We heard the commotion and saw the tail end of the shit show,” Carmelita said, helping Dallas back to his feet. 
 
    “You guys were seriously fighting?!” Ashley chided. “We’re supposed to be a team!” 
 
    Tye rubbed his temple and scratched the top of his head. “Okay. True,” he said. “But to be fair, Dallas did attack me first and then tried to kill me even when I tried to stop the fight multiple times.” But looking up at Ashley, he still saw disappointment in her face. 
 
    “And you couldn’t have just come to get one of us?” she asked. 
 
    Tye shook his head. “He would’ve been long gone by then. Trust me. This wasn’t the ideal situation.” He then looked around. “No Kato?” 
 
    Carmelita walked over to join Ashley and Tye with Dallas slung over her shoulder. “He said he was tired and didn’t really want to get involved.” 
 
    Tye shrugged and stood up, wiping the dirt off of his hoodie. “Well, are we good now?” he asked. “We need to get back and prepare.” 
 
    Carmelita nodded. “I agree,” she said. “Dallas, we need you to come back.” 
 
    As soon as she said his name, he grunted and pushed himself off her and tried to stand on his own. But there was a noticeable limp as he struggled to gain balance. Despite still being in his hulk form, he seemed to be thinking deeply about the situation and what had just transpired. He looked around the circle of teens and rage filled his face. In his deep gravelly voice, he struggled to speak. What he managed to string together was an eerie warning that made it clear exactly where he stood. “No. Team. Never. See. You. Stay away.” 
 
    With that, he turned and ran into the darkness. Tye was about to follow him but Carmelita put her hand on his shoulder and shook her head. “Tye, I think it’s best if I try and calm him down. You, Ashley, and Kato stay at camp. We’ll see you back there.” 
 
    “What?” Tye questioned. “It’s not your responsibility to put up with his shit, Carmelita. Plus, I think he’s mad at me.” 
 
    “I know,” Carmelita said softly. “But, I think that I can calm him down. Look, we can’t risk everyone doing this the whole night and us all getting hurt or being dead tired tomorrow. You guys go back and rest. If we’re not back by tonight, we’ll be back by morning. Promise.” 
 
    Skeptical but trusting her decision, Tye nodded and with that, she took off after Dallas. Ashley walked over and put a hand on his shoulder, asking if he was all right. He told her he was and that the only thing he cared about at this point was sleep.  
 
    She agreed and the two flew back to the cave. Once there, they saw that the fire was still going strong, but Kato was nowhere to be found. Wanting to tell him about what had just happened, Tye walked around the cave, calling out his name but got no response. Figuring that he had probably gone to pee or something else, he walked outside and around the cave but still saw nothing. 
 
    He was now starting to get concerned. He rushed back inside and saw an equally troubled Ashley. “Where was Kato last when you guys left him?” Tye asked in a panic. 
 
    “Right here!” she replied. “We told him to wait for us and he seemed fine with that! There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary with him and now...” 
 
    “Now he’s gone,” Tye said gravely. He cursed loudly and began tapping his fist on his knee trying to think but his mind was blank. He looked over at Ashley who was leaning against a wall trying to sort through her own emotions. “So,” he began. “What do we do from here?” 
 
    “You’re asking me?”  
 
    Tye shook his head. “Yeah. Give us some inspiration because right now,” he looked around and shrugged, “this is all we’ve got. And personally? I’ve got nothing so, I dunno... Any ideas?” 
 
    She walked over and sat down next to him. “Hmm. Well. Worst-case scenario, Carmelita and Dallas turn up in the morning. And Kato...” 
 
    “We don’t know where to begin with Kato,” Tye interjected. 
 
    “Right,” she agreed. “We could look for him, but something tells me if he wants to be away from us, he’d be too quick to catch and to be frank? I don’t know if we can afford to spend the rest of the night searching for him. It’s too big an area and he moves too quickly for that to be effective.” 
 
    “So, we just let him be gone?” 
 
    “He knows how big this is. I think our best move is to wait until dawn. Kato is... weird. But I don’t think he’d jeopardize the entire world because he got a little uncomfortable with an argument.” Ashley tossed a stick into the fire and continued, “I know it’s not ideal, but that’s my best guess for how we can approach this.” 
 
    “And if they don’t come back at all?” 
 
    Ashley thought about this possibility and frankly said, “Then we have to fight anyway. If they’re not back by morning, then we don’t really have time to be waiting around. As soon as he gives the signal, we have to go to him or he’ll come to us.” 
 
    Tye nodded silently and stared into the flames. “I think you’re right.” He threw another stick into the hungry fire. “It’s just... We were so close. I know things started out rough, but we were building something special, you know? We were really coming together as a team. And now this? At the most important time of this whole adventure? Just our luck, I guess.” 
 
    Ashley snorted and lay her head on Tye’s shoulder. “I know what you mean. I had really high hopes for us. It’s gonna sound crazy, but part of me felt that those three trials weren’t going to be the end of the road for us, but even then? I saw us getting stronger as time went on and I felt like we could handle any challenge this place threw at us.” 
 
    “Goes to show how much we know then, huh?” Tye responded quietly. Just as he was about to throw more kindling in the fire, she took it from his hand and burned it up, letting the ashes fly. Then she looked up at him and smiled. “Hey, I was gonna use that, jerk,” he said with a slight laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she joked. “It’s interesting how this whole thing started with us two and now through everything, it’s back down to just us. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that something was guiding us here.” 
 
    “You about to give me the destiny and higher power speech, Ash?” Tye asked, rolling his eyes. “I don’t believe in that stuff.” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t either,” she said. “I just think it’s interesting. And you know? A big part of me says that that’s still enough. We have no choice but to believe in ourselves, otherwise the earth is gone. I don’t know if the others will come back. But even in the worst-case scenario, we need to keep believing in ourselves and fight until the last second and beyond.” 
 
    Tye contemplated the gravity of her words, nodding as he digested their implications. He realized in that moment that it was quite possible that only he and Ashley would be there to face the alien menace and that if that were the case, they would be the last bastion between the earth’s survival and its enslavement. Internalizing this information, he reached out his pinky finger and said, “Ash, promise me that we kill this asshole and then afterwards, we’ll go on a cool hike and enjoy this beautiful planet that we saved.” 
 
    She smiled and intertwined his pinky with hers. “I promise.”  
 
    Smiling, he simply said, “Good.” He then stood up to stretch and headed towards his spot. Stopping just short of it, he turned around and said, “I’m gonna sleep so I can be set for tomorrow. You should do the same. But before I sleep, I just wanted to say... Thank you. We got this.” 
 
    She shrugged and waved him off, indicating that she didn’t need to be thanked. He shrugged and lay down, waiting for Ashley to put out the fire and head to her own corner of the cave to sleep for what he hoped was be the final time in that cave. 
 
    Drifting off, he thought of all the people he would see back at home. This filled him with a sense of passion and pride, empowering him like nothing else. But he wasn’t unrealistic. Looming in the background of his pleasant thoughts stood the enemy. The ever-present darkness that was the alien standing just out of sight, ready to snatch everything and everyone away if Tye failed to be up to the mark. But even so, he was unfazed. In his mind and in his heart, he knew he was ready to face the last chapter of his epic adventure. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20: The Final Boss 
 
    Tye sat alone outside the cave looking into the forest, waiting for any kind of sign that his friends were coming back. Ashley joined him when she couldn’t find him in the cave.  
 
    “Hey,” she greeted him. 
 
    “Hey,” he responded with a small smile. 
 
    “Were you up before me? That’s new. I would’ve thought you’d take the opportunity to sleep in as much as possible. Have as much energy as possible and all.” 
 
    “I would’ve, but...” Tye shook his head. “I was pretty eager to get this going. I actually spent a good amount of time looking for Kato this morning. Didn’t find anything unfortunately. Oh, and also...” Tye pointed up at the sky. 
 
    Ashley’s eyes followed his finger and immediately noticed a distinct red beam cutting through the sky and touching down on the other side of the forest. The sight filled her with dread, and she covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “Shit,” she whispered. “That’s...” 
 
    “The signal,” Tye said, matter-of-factly. He turned to Ashley and gave her a hard look. “Ash, we gotta go. The others aren’t back yet, but we’re out of time.” 
 
    She nodded and gave him a silent hug as he stood up, knowing very well that this could be their last few moments together. She then took a step back and asked if he was ready. With a simple nod, the two flew off to face their final challenge. 
 
    While they didn’t speak much on the way, Ashley mentioned that it was odd that none of the three had returned. Tye agreed and guessed that they had gotten cold feet about potentially walking to their deaths. For some reason, that didn’t quite sit right with Ashley. A large part of her couldn’t help but feel like while Kato and Dallas were wildcards, Carmelita didn’t seem to be one. Why hadn’t she at least made a quick stop to say goodbye or let them know where she was? These questions and others played over and over again in her head as they flew. 
 
    Coincidentally, Tye was having the same thoughts. Everyone had been so committed to facing these challenges. Why would they be hesitant all of a sudden? He felt like there was something very wrong with what was happening here. 
 
    As they flew closer to the red beam, something strange began happening. Tye heard buzzing in his ears. He looked back at Ashley and asked if she was okay but she stared ahead as if she couldn’t hear him. Concern about what was happening grew with each passing second, and so did the buzzing. Suddenly, they both began an unconscious descent. No words were exchanged; only an eerie knowledge of exactly where to go. 
 
    As they touched down, they began walking as if they had no control over their own bodies. It was as though they had an extra sense spurring them on, guiding them exactly. 
 
    After a short walk, Tye felt a loud pop in his ears. Flinching at the suddenness, he stopped in confusion and looked at Ashley, who had the same look. “How did we get here?” he asked. 
 
    “I... don’t know,” she stammered. “But...” she pointed ahead and right before them, it shone brilliantly. It had created a landfall at the bottom of the hill they had mindlessly made their way up. The big red beam. They had arrived at their destination. 
 
    Tye took a moment to inspect his surroundings. Right behind the beam lay a cave. He assumed it was where the alien was waiting for them. Not too far away was a small waterfall that flowed into what seemed to be a very shallow river. And lastly, he took note of the fact that the ground had no vegetation. From what he could tell, it was solid rock and that it might make a good impact zone if the need arose. 
 
    “We should get a better look into that cave,” Tye suggested, pointing towards it. “I think that’s where Bowser stays.” 
 
    “Think there might be a Peach in that castle?” Ashley joked. 
 
    “I think so, Ash,” Tye responded with a nervous chuckle before getting serious again. “We should go down the hill and get a better look inside that cave. See if we find anything. I think I can hear breathing inside.” 
 
    Ashley nodded in agreement. The two slowly made their way down the hill, ensuring that they were hidden from the cave’s line of sight. Hiding behind a boulder, Tye strained to see inside the dark opening and when he saw it, his heart began to race at a million miles an hour. There was no mistaking it. A large dark figure, roughly the size of the alien they had encountered, was sitting on a floating throne and peering out onto the hill where they hid. Even more shocking, two human bodies lay next to him. Tye’s heart dropped when he realized who those bodies most likely belonged to. Unsure if Ashley had picked up on what he saw, he contemplated whether or not he should tell her he thought he had found their friends. He looked at her with pain in his eyes and said, “I... I think I found Carmelita and Dallas.” 
 
    Confused, she asked him what he meant. He pointed towards the cave, explaining what he had seen. As soon as his words hit her ears, anger and pain flashed across her face. The knowledge that her friends could be dead awakened new feelings that she had never come close to experiencing. Tye tried to calm her down so she didn’t blow the one advantage they had, being able to plan from the shadows. But it was too late. 
 
    She screamed, “Fuck that! We're gonna kill that bastard!” With tears in her eyes, her hands started to warm up with furious energy. 
 
    Tye attempted to shush her in a panicked motion but she was hot, and he could tell there was no turning back. He thought for a second and quickly came up with a plan. “How much do you want to get back at him?” he asked. 
 
    “A whole fucking lot,” she responded with no hesitation. 
 
    “Good,” he said confidently. “Here’s what I’m thinking. How long do you think you can hold him off for?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why?” 
 
    “What if you distracted him for a few moments while I went to check on the people in the cave? If they’re alive, then we need to get them out of here and without Kato, one of us has to have the speed to do it. We’ll fight him together after, but we have to make sure they’re okay first.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Ashley agreed. If there was even a one percent chance that either of them was still alive, they needed to be taken care of. Neither Ashley nor Tye wanted to risk them getting killed in what was sure to be an epic battle, and Ashley knew that at least for a little bit, she could play the distance and hold her ground. 
 
    This was it. All of their experience, knowledge, and skill had led up to this point. As they stood up, she looked him dead in the eye and asked, “Are you ready for this?” 
 
     Tye looked at the cave where his destiny awaited him and then back to her and simply nodded, filled with determination. She nodded too and then, to his surprise, quickly grabbed his face and kissed his forehead. 
 
    In slight shock, he was going to say something, but she cut him off by simply telling him to go. He took a deep breath and then turned and flew off towards the cave as Ashley rose into the air and fired multiple crushing bolts at the black figure in the cave. Tye braced himself for the smoke and spray of debris as he entered the cave and dove straight for the figures on the ground. He immediately noticed that they were indeed Dallas and Carmelita and that they both had multiple bruises and cuts on their bodies. He was about to flip them over to inspect more but immediately felt the impact of a heavy kick, shooting him backwards out of the cave. 
 
    As he was trying to regain his balance, the sting of his right cheek being slapped followed, and he found himself on the ground again, meters away from where he was earlier. He looked up to see the alien standing imposingly over him. A barrage of energy bolts whistled through the air and hit him, but he took the force head on and didn’t react in the slightest. 
 
    He was still focused on Tye, who had now stood up and assumed a defensive stance. “Boy!” he shouted. “I can sense your strength! If you really wish to challenge me, then so be it! Come and face The Warden at your own peril. You will die at the end of this conflict, but I expect nothing less than an entertaining challenge.” 
 
    “My friends!” Tye shouted back. “Are they in that cave?” 
 
    The Warden chuckled. “They are. Don’t worry. They’re not dead yet. They found me in the middle of the night and attempted to end the challenge a bit early. Luckily, I was in a jovial mood and only injured them. But this isn’t about them, Tye. I know you’re the strongest of the group. Show me that strength and fire. Come.” 
 
    Relief came over Tye, knowing his friends were alive, at least for the time being. He stood up straight and cracked his knuckles and then his neck, a slight smile on his face. This was his moment. Brimming with confidence he simply said, “Gladly,” and with that, he bolted forward to face his destiny.  
 
    Tye started by flying up to The Warden’s face, delivering a flurry of straight-line punches. Though they were heavy and backed by massive amounts of force, his armor was able to disperse the brunt of the damage, leaving him unharmed. A quick uppercut to Tye’s stomach knocked the wind out of him and in a split second, The Warden had grabbed the whole of Tye’s face in his large palm and drove his head into the ground. 
 
    Immediately, The Warden noticed his hand begin to burn and he released his grip as a blast of hot energy erupted from Tye’s eyes. Shooting back up, Tye attempted to blast the alien again but was kicked with great force into the face of the hill. 
 
    As The Warden moved forward to continue his assault, Ashley intervened with some well-aimed bolts that exploded on the ground in front of him. “Go!” she shouted at Tye. “Make sure the others are alright! I’ll hold him off.” 
 
    As Tye made his way towards the cave, The Warden tried to cut him off, but Ashley unleashed a powerful wave of energy to knock him away and then followed up by holding balls of energy in her hands and trying to beat him with it. 
 
    Tye ran into the cave and immediately slid towards the two bodies lying next to each other. He placed his hands on them—they were still warm. The Warden had been telling the truth about keeping them alive, but they were undoubtedly still in dire straits. 
 
    Carefully, he slung both their unconscious bodies over his shoulder and flew them over to the top of the hill. Once there, he laid them down next to each other and put his ear to each their chests and listened for breathing. As his head lay on Carmelita’s chest, he suddenly heard her cough and he jumped back to give her some space. 
 
    After giving her a couple seconds to get her bearings, Tye immediately jumped forward and gave her a hug as she weakly asked what had happened. He quickly told her that the final fight with the alien had begun and that Ashley was at the bottom of the hill fighting for her life. She tried to prod him for more, but bearing in mind the urgency of the situation, he simply told her that she needed to get herself and Dallas to a safer spot and that he had to go. 
 
    With that, he charged back into battle. Ashley was struggling to land a significant blow on The Warden. He came rocketing in fist-first and landed a clean shot across his jaw that slightly staggered him. Noting this momentary weakness, she threw a barrage of punches at his abdomen and quickly followed up with a large blast that managed to push him backwards. 
 
    Shaking off the damage, the alien started getting back up but Ashley shot a fury of bolts that forced him to cover. Thinking they had the upper hand, Tye fired shots of his own but both Ashley and he had to quickly move out of the way when two small projectiles headed their way, exploding with violent force on impact with the ground.  
 
    As Ashley was about to get back into the fight, The Warden’s blinding speed caught her off guard and he knocked her into a nearby boulder. He fired a devastating beam from his arm cannon that exploded the area surrounding her, leaving her squirming in pain. 
 
    Tye screamed from fear that The Warden had seriously injured Ashley. In anger, he released powerful beams from his eyes coupled that with energy blasts from his hands, which hit The Warden square in the back, launching him into the cave’s side and forcing him through the solid rock. He kept this up for a solid twenty seconds before relenting and opting to beat him senseless up close and personal. 
 
    But as he flew forward, The Warden managed to shoot out of what Tye had hoped would be his stone tomb. He weaved under Tye’s punches, bringing his fist up and smashing down on Tye’s back, knocking him to the ground. He then raised his foot and stomped with such force that the ground shook beneath him, forming a small crater. “My armor is made up of some of the hardest material in the universe. You’ll have to do better than that if you hope to harm me.” 
 
    Tye screamed in pain and The Warden pressed his foot down harder on his ribcage, “I’m disappointed,” he taunted. “I felt such strength from you. I had hoped you’d pose some kind of a challenge.” He raised his foot up high. “That’s why I let your friends live, you know? I’d hoped that you’d be motivated to protect them. That it would bring out an inner power we haven’t seen. Clearly, I was wrong,” he said gravely as he brought his foot down once more. He then rose into the air and pointed at Tye’s unmoving body. A small red ball of energy appeared at his fingertip. It zipped forward towards Tye. He weakly put a hand out to blast the incoming attack, detonating it and setting off a massive explosion that left the crater ten times the size it was initially. In the center lay Tye’s unmoving body. 
 
    By this time, Ashley had regained her senses. As soon as she got to her feet, she fell forward onto her knees, in time to see The Warden unleash his attack on Tye. She teared up as the reality of the situation hit her. In her mind, Tye was dead, and she hadn’t been able to save him. An intense mix of emotions hit her at once: sadness, remorse, sorrow, and rage. All swirling around inside her like a vortex at sea. The person she had grown closest to during these trials and tribulations could now be gone and at the hands of an alien who wouldn’t stop laughing. 
 
    She hated The Warden. Everything about him. The way he looked. The way he spoke. The situation in which he had put her, her friends, and her planet. And most of all, she hated the damn laughter. It rang in her ears endlessly, taunting her. 
 
    She couldn’t bear it. As she gritted her teeth and forced her body upwards, the whirlwind of emotions burned as a fresh and motivating force in her core. She clenched her fists as fury became the leading power inside of her.  
 
    Visible streams of energy began to circle around her, first moving slowly but then violently spinning as her anger grew. Her eyes glowed a bright orange. The Warden turned to see the transformation but didn’t attack as it reached its peak. Instead, he watched, intrigued and enthralled with this display of energy. Ashley’s power was rising, overflowing, and he could feel it. The waves of energy were so great that he saw everything surrounding her being forced back and thrown around as though a Category 5 hurricane was in full effect. She cried out in anger and her wails carried all throughout the forest, reverberating with an eerie echo much deeper than her own voice.  
 
    She put her arms out and in a remarkably powerful yet beautiful fashion, her whole body was covered with the energy, forming an opaque solid protective layer around her. The energy was smooth and featureless, concealing the anger-riddled teenager within. The only thing visible were her glowing eyes. She put her hand out and almost unconsciously released the anger in the form of a blast of energy. The Warden shielded himself, curious if he could take the brunt of the force. But as soon as it hit him, he cried out in agony. This was different. It hit significantly harder, burning and shocking him at the same time. 
 
    He attempted to rush her using his energy blade but as soon as he moved forward to attack, Ashley simply waved her arm and the ground erupted with violent seething energy in front of him, forcing him back. 
 
    Knowing that his best bet was to create some distance, he fired three missiles in her direction but with a simple look, she destroyed them mid-air before they reached her. The Warden cursed as he activated his anti-gravity device and propulsion system to fly away but as he turned to go upwards, Ashley materialized before him and blasted an energized ball at him that broke through the center of his armor and hurled him to the ground. She held her hand out and delivered three more large bolts that exploded with great force over him. 
 
    As he lay there writhing, Ashley closed her eyes brought her fingers together to form a triangle. Mere seconds later, her eyes flung open and a spinning vortex appeared over the alien. A broad ray of green energy, half the size of a basketball court, burst out of the maelstrom and pummeled into The Warden, creating a deep, perfectly square hole in the ground. 
 
    Feeling the agony of the attack, he tried to get up. But almost as soon as the first ray dissipated, another took its place. And then another. And then another. They kept coming, making the hole deeper and wider as they did. With every shot, The Warden sustained more and more damage and he knew this. Desperately, he tried to reach for a sensor in the middle of his suit, but the pain from the constant impacts was nearly unbearable. Slowly, he reached for the sensor, taking the full force of the shots repeatedly until finally he touched it. 
 
    A large boom echoed through the air as a great red ball of energy discharged from his suit, increasing the size of the crater and allowing him to roll out of harm’s way before the next shot came. Knowing he didn’t have much time before she shot at him again, he quickly stuck his hand out and instantly, his armor transformed into what looked like a high-tech rifle and shot a thin straight beam forward, directly through Ashley’s chest. 
 
    By this time, Tye had mostly recovered from The Warden’s earlier attack and as he stood up to get back into the fight, he watched in horror as Ashley fell out of the sky and crashed into the ground. He moved forward to protect her but as he flew back into the fray, The Warden shot him out of the sky with a well-aimed missile. 
 
    Still wary of what she could do, he raised his finger and summoned the same red orb to his fingertip that had decommissioned Tye a few minutes ago. This time, however, he tripled its size and taunted her, “You put up a good fight, young girl. For a moment, you actually had me hurt. However, in the end, the result is no different.” With a single flick, he released the devastating orb.  
 
    Out of nowhere, Carmelita and Dallas jumped in its path. Carmelita formed a powerful force field while Dallas stood behind it to serve as the second line of defense. 
 
    To their relief, their defensive efforts worked and despite a grave injury, Ashley was alive. Carmelita swung her hands downwards and to The Warden’s surprise, the ground split and opened up completely underneath him. With another quick motion, she forced him into the opening, letting the ground swallow him whole before sealing it up with him still under. 
 
    Tye rushed over to his friends. “Guys! You’re alright!”  
 
    “Not really!” Carmelita said through gritted teeth. “Definitely still fighting through immense pain here!” 
 
    Tye spotted Ashley’s unmoving body and knelt down beside her to listen to hear heart and breathing. Though there were definite signs of life, he knew that she was hurt bad. Standing up, he turned to look at Carmelita, who was struggling to keep The Warden sealed under the ground. “Carmelita, Dallas,” he began. “I appreciate the assist, but you need to get Ashley to a safe place away from here.” 
 
    Struggling to speak and sweating profusely, Carmelita didn’t try and argue with him. “I’m with you, Tye. I’m gonna be honest, I don’t think Dallas and I are in much of a condition to fight. We just couldn’t sit by and let Ashley die. But there isn’t a whole lot left in the tank.” 
 
    Tye sighed and said, “I guess I should consider this my get-out-of-jail-free card then.” 
 
    Carmelita gave a pained laugh. “Yeah, I guess so. I can’t hold him much longer. When I release, he’s going to come bursting out. By that time, the three of us are going to be somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Good,” Tye said, stepping out in front of her. “When he comes out, I’ll end this. Leave and don’t look back.” 
 
    She nodded and replied, “Just remember, we probably don’t have the strength to fight him. If he kills you, it’s only a matter of time before he hunts us down as well. So if you don’t mind, be a hero and...” She stopped for a second to take a breath and then dropped her voice to a serious tone, “And save the fucking world, Tye.” 
 
    Without a word, he gave her a thumbs-up and a genuine smile. She flashed one back and motioned for Dallas to grab Ashley. He did so and jumped out of sight. She followed his lead and flew away. 
 
    As soon as she was gone, The Warden burst from the ground and stared down the only human left in front of him. “That was rather inconvenient. How many more times do I have to beat you down? This time I’ll make sure you’re dead.” 
 
    “Man, do you ever just shut the hell up? I know you’ve got this God complex, but not everyone wants to hear you talk, man.”  
 
    “Soon, you won’t have to worry about being annoyed by anyone’s speech ever again, child.” The alien rushed forward with a wild strike but Tye anticipated this and jumped to his side, acrobatically balancing on his hands to deliver a spinning kick straight to his injured chest. He flew forward, grabbed him by the waist, and rammed him all the way through the side of the hill and back up through the top. He then released him in the air only to fire an energy strike at him as he collided with the ground. 
 
    Not to be outdone, The Warden responded with a barrage of missiles that exploded violently. Though Tye defended the attack well with a wall of energy, he quickly realized they had only been a distraction while The Warden crept up behind him to deliver a quick shot to the spine, knocking him out of the sky. With grace, Tye landed on his feet and immediately fired a blast at The Warden, which he responded to with one of his own.  
 
    The two blasts collided and both Tye and The Warden stood their ground, unmoving as the powerful blasts fought for control, going back and forth constantly. Realizing that this could drag on, The Warden raised his two lower arms and fired multiple balls of energy towards Tye, forcing him to abandon the struggle and move away. The Warden’s energy blast continued to move forward and strike the ground that Tye had just left, kicking up a great amount of dust into the air. 
 
    “Damn it!” Tye exclaimed as he turned around blind, summoning his energy blades to prepare for close combat. “Where is he?” Just as soon as he had said that, he felt a presence behind him and moved out of the way just as the figure fired another energy blast. Putting some distance between them, his eyes grew wide when memories of what he had done while fighting the horde flooded his mind. Seeing an opportunity, he put extra energy into his blades and dashed forward, slicing through one of The Warden’s bottom arms just before he was able to retract it after firing a shot. Tye doubled back while he was in shock to slice off another, his blade moving through the armor and bone easily. 
 
    As the dust cleared, The Warden yelled in anguish as pain shot through his body. He and Tye stood for a moment in awe of what just transpired. The Warden had never experienced something like this before. For the first time in his life, a significant and permanent blow had been landed on him. To Tye, the unscalable mountain suddenly seemed scalable. 
 
    He turned to the alien and pointed his blade towards him, “There’s gonna be a lot more bloodshed than that if you don’t give up! This can all end! Let us go home!” 
 
    The alien slowly turned his head towards Tye and yelled in anger. Quicker than Tye could react, The Warden was upon him, throwing scores of punches a second while Tye could only attempt to block, catch, and counter everything he could. The alien pushed him back into the shallow waterfall. Though Tye managed to land a deep slice into his armor, The Warden quickly retaliated with a hard right to the jaw, which stunned Tye. He then proceeded to beat him into the rock, all the while yelling violently.  
 
    Tye spat out blood, looked him dead in the eye and said, “Please, Sir. May I have another?” Frustrated, he continued to beat Tye senseless, smashing him down into the water and continuing his relentless assault. Once satisfied, he grabbed Tye by the neck and dragged him out of the water, bringing him to dry land and forcing him against a wall. 
 
    “You really are an annoying little shit,” he said, choking the life out of Tye slowly. “What’s the matter? Can’t stab me in the throat? I suppose it’s hard to concentrate when the life is being drained out of you.” His cold red eyes stared into Tye’s. “Or when my suit has the ability to absorb energy from the things I can wrap my hands around. Trying to conjure your blades is only recharging my battery.” 
 
    Tye managed to choke out “I hope you choke on an old man’s wrickly sack” and spit in his face. 
 
    Furious, he punched Tye in the stomach, causing blood to gush from his mouth. “You have too much heart, boy.” The alien started, driving his large knee into Tye’s midsection, again causing him to spit up blood. He then placed his free hand over Tye’s heart and a red energy began to flow over it, “This whole time you tried to protect the people of earth when in reality, you’re no hero.” Tye shut his eyes for the inevitable. He was too weak to fight. Too weak to defend himself. Too weak to protect earth. Part of him knew that he should continue fighting, that he had to try something, but he was so exhausted, he could barely lift his arms, let alone continue the battle with a monster that had outclassed him in every way. Just as The Warden’s hand began to warm up and he moved to insert it deep into Tye’s chest to rip out his heart and with it, the earth’s future, he suddenly stopped.  
 
    His grip on Tye’s neck loosened completely and Tye suddenly found himself free with the alien backing up. Unsure of what had caused the sudden mercy, he looked up to see that the alien had a giant streak running through where Tye assumed its heart was. 
 
    Confused, he watched as it rocketed off into the hills. He was about to give chase when he heard a familiar voice next to him. “God, what a baby,” Kato said, folding his arms. “I stepped on a one of those toy bricks once and that is some real pain.” 
 
    Tye immediately pulled Kato into a hug and kissed his forehead. “Dude! Where the hell have you been?!” he shouted. 
 
    “GAH!” Kato shouted back, telling Tye to let him go. “I dunno, man! I ran by you and Dallas fighting and the arguing and shit was just getting... weird. I thought I’d go by my spot to get away from the stress.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have told us that?! We were worried sick about you!” Tye shouted. 
 
    “Like I said, man! Things were getting heavy. Plus, look at this!” Kato took a step back and with the snap of a finger, he was twenty meters to the left. Tye looked on in confusion. He hadn’t seen Kato run to that spot. Though he was fast, he had always been able to track Kato’s movements at least slightly. But this time was different. Kato seemed to be placing himself anywhere on a whim. “Plus!” he shouted. “I learned how to vibrate the atoms of things I touch so fast that I can phase them through other objects! It’s how ol’ boy ended up with a pretty bad splinter. Sorry I didn’t show up earlier. I was actually watching from afar, kinda waiting to pick my spot. But with all the things blowing up, I felt I couldn’t just jump in there.” 
 
    Despite wanting to talk more, The Warden’s whereabouts were a far more pressing concern. Tye quickly told Kato that he had to leave and find the others but Kato insisted that he could help and that The Warden was severely injured anyway. Not wanting to waste time arguing, Tye became increasingly insistent that Kato leave before he was lost for good. Then, within an instant, everything changed. Kato’s eyes went blank. Tye let out a cry when he saw a giant hole open up on the left side of Kato’s chest. Standing behind him on the hill, with his finger pointed ahead, was The Warden. He had shot a much larger version of the attack that knocked out Ashley straight though Kato’s lung and part of his heart. Blood spewed from Kato’s mouth as he fell to the ground, lifeless. 
 
    Tye was in shock. Unlike with Ashley, Carmelita, or Dallas, he knew for a fact this time that Kato was dead. The cold reality of the loss hit him like a brick wall and he stood there, unable to break eye contact with the corpse that lay before him. The Warden stood with the wound gone, with a strange substance hardening over it. He laughed at Kato’s death, mocking it. “And you said I was annoying? He deserved to have his lung blasted out of his chest the moment he was born.” Dropping his hand to his side, he jumped from the hill, landing a few meters from Tye. “You know? You’ve given me the best fight of all your friends. Maybe I should hunt down the rest so we can finish our epic battle in peace, killing them would be as easy as lifting a finger.” 
 
    Tye didn’t respond—he was still focused on Kato’s corpse. The Warden noticed this and said, “Don’t tell me you’re crying over your friend? This is war, boy. Bloodshed is a natural part of it. Either you understand that or you become a victim yourself.” 
 
    This time, Tye slowly turned his head to look at the alien through watery eyes. He opened his mouth to talk but a deep-seated rage, beyond any emotion he had ever experienced, made speech impossible. All he could think about was that his friend was dead and that the creature responsible was trying to explain it with a nonsense line about war. 
 
    “You ruthless... heartless... bastard,” he seethed, feeling every muscle in his body tense up as his fists clenched so tightly they could turn coal to diamond. 
 
    The Warden began to laugh at what he deemed to be futile anger but then noticed something peculiar. The ground began to shake, and he could see rocks beginning to float in the air. He immediately jumped back as what appeared to be lightning struck the spot he had been standing in. To his dismay, a powerful energy similar to the one that surrounded Ashley began to swirl around Tye, but far more violent. For brief moments, the boy’s eyes would roll into the back of his head, and the bruises and cuts on his body seemed to be healing instantly. 
 
    “I won’t let you get away... with this,” Tye said callously. The floating rocks were now bursting in the air. The ground began to shake almost as violently as the sea of emotions billowing deep within Tye’s soul. Though to this point The Warden had been able to withstand most of what the teens had thrown at him, deep down, he felt that this was different. This power was much rawer and more vibrant, so much so that he felt a hint of legitimate fear for what he saw Tye becoming. 
 
    Not keen on finding out what monstrous force awaited him, he fired two beams right at Tye, but they had absolutely no effect. This only served to strike more fear in him, knowing that this was a completely different level of power than he was used to. With a mighty roar, a bolt of lightning struck behind Tye and his radiating power burst around him, destroying everything in the vicinity.  
 
    The Warden had shielded himself from the initial burst, and when the dust cleared, Tye stood with a translucent bluish aura radiating around him and a nasty scowl on his face. On the opposite side, The Warden was in awe, admiring Tye’s new form. “So, the most powerful version of you has finally come to fight me?” he challenged confidently. 
 
    The scowl on Tye’s face perfectly communicated his hatred. “Fight you? No. I want to kill you.” 
 
    Accepting his challenge, The Warden got into a defensive stance. “Fine. Let this be our final battle then. Come!” 
 
    Tye stood up straight and instantaneously, he disappeared and materialized before The Warden, delivering a punch so powerful he could feel it crack through the armor. 
 
    He staggered back as fluid spewed from his mouth, unable to bear the pain. Tye made his way to Kato’s body, picking it up and disappeared. He materialized where Ashley, Carmelita, and Dallas were hiding and dropped off Kato’s corpse.  
 
     Without a word, Tye vanished again and reappeared before The Warden, following up his initial attack with a second punch straight to the abdomen that again managed to break straight through the armor. 
 
    Doing his best to ignore the pain, The Warden took a swing at Tye, hitting him in the face with the strongest punch he could muster. Curiously, Tye didn’t attempt to dodge or block the punch. The Warden recognized this immediately and his heart dropped when he saw that his punch had no impact whatsoever. Tye simply turned his head back and said, “Is that seriously all you’ve got?” 
 
    Putting his hand out, he fired a violent blast that sent the Warden flying.  He then appeared instantly over him as he was sailing through the air and delivered a kick to his face that cracked his helmet down the middle, revealing a strange, semi-reptilian face. Before he hit the ground, Tye shot a powerful ball of energy that threw him over the side of the cave. 
 
    Getting up to fight again, The Warden screamed with rage and fired another version of the attack that had take Tye out earlier but this time blowing it up to the size of a basketball. Tye simply waited for the attack to come as it hit him with such ferocity that it sublimated the rock under his feet. Yet, when the dust cleared, Tye stood completely unscathed. He floated forward and vanished, only to reappear in front of The Warden to deliver a left hook that sent him flying once again. 
 
    While soaring through the air, Tye materialized under him and kicked him upwards. He then fired multiple energy bolts that each hit him with the force of a hydrogen bomb, causing explosions that could be seen from anywhere in the dome. As he began his descent back to the ground, Tye appeared in front of him and began to unleash a storm of punches while shooting his eye beams directly into his chest, slamming him into the earth with monstrous force. 
 
    Almost as soon as he crashed into the ground, Tye was back in the air. He raised his hand above his head and summoned a small orb of energy. With a mere breath, it instantly grew to the size of a truck. Looking down at the barely moving figure below him, he felt no remorse as he brought his hands down and unleashed hell on the alien. 
 
    The orb detonated on contact with the ground, completely wiping out the hill, cave, and waterfall, leaving nothing but a massive crater with The Warden’s unmoving body in the middle. Tye flew down to inspect the damage and saw that his armor had completely been ripped away and the only thing remaining seemed to be some kind of a skin-tight thermal jumpsuit, a lot of which was burnt. His skin was a grayish color that now had multiple bruises and cuts on it, a green fluid leaking from the many areas that were burnt and covered in debris. 
 
    Tye stood over him, still full of rage. He looked in disgust as the alien lay there. He brought his foot up and stepped down hard on his chest with enough force to drive him even deeper into the ground. “I don’t buy for a second that you’re really dead,” Tye said sternly. “I know you can take a lot of damage so wake up.” 
 
    A coughing fit left the alien’s maw as his eyes slowly opened to see the young boy standing over him. He tried to move his arms and legs, but his body betrayed him, keeping him anchored to the ground. “So,” he said weakly. “Do it then. Kill me. Be free.” 
 
    Tye summoned his energy blade to his hand and held it to The Warden’s neck. “It doesn’t have to be like this. Let us go home and you can live. We can both live.” 
 
    A weak laugh escaped the broken and beaten warden. “No, it can’t. Your freedom must come with my death. They won’t accept my failure.” He turned his head ever so slightly to make eye contact with Tye. “But there’s still so much fear in you. It’s not that you can’t kill me, it’s that you won’t. In self-defense or in anger, maybe. But that’s only in the fleeting heat of the moment. But now... now that I am weak and you can choose to end my life, an intelligent conscious life, knowing that I cannot hurt you, you won’t do it. Even after I killed your friend.” He turned his head back to look up at the sky as his eyes began to glaze over and then gave a shrill chuckle. “Fascinating.” 
 
    Tye let out a deep sigh and retracted his blade. “You’re right,” he conceded. “At this point, there’s no reason for me to kill you other than to give in to my own hatred. And if I did that, you still would’ve won. You tried to turn us into weapons. That’s what this has all been about. The fighting, playing on our insecurities... You made us desperate. You wanted us at our most vulnerable so that we would lash out and show you our strength at our weakest and unfortunately, you got that. But I refuse to let you control me like that anymore. I’m not going to change for you. I won’t become a murderer despite every fiber of my being telling me to end your miserable existence. Let us go and you can go home. Or you can stay here and succumb to your injuries, I don’t care. Either way, we’re leaving tonight and that’s a goddamn promise.” 
 
    The bluish aura surrounding Tye’s body disappeared and with that, he took off into the sky. The alien watched as Tye flew away and oddly enough, something resembling a smile formed on his face. He looked to his side to see that part of his chest armor remained intact. Using all his strength, he reached for it and brought it to his eye, inspecting it as a weak red light flickered on it. He whispered some words into it and then set it aside, waiting. 
 
    Tye stopped mid-flight when he heard a loud bang. He looked back to see that a massive explosion had taken place where The Warden had lain formerly. A sense of solace immediately came over him and he let himself take a mighty exhale, feeling all the stress and pressure leave his body with it. When he strained his ears to listen, he could no longer hear The Warden’s breathing or his heartbeat. In his mind he knew that The Warden was dead. The last challenge and the last thing keeping them in the awful place had been conquered. It was now time to return home.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21: In the End 
 
    Tye flew through the air at great speed, looking for his friends. He searched high and low but couldn’t find them. Eventually, he went back to the cave but couldn’t find any sign of them there either. He grabbed his backpack and as he turned to leave, something stopped him. He looked back and leaned on the wall near the entrance, remembering the talks, arguments, and laughs that he and his newfound friends had shared in that space. Things were going to be different. Things were going to be normal. Finally. Normal.  
 
    He smiled and flew back out. After a few minutes of flying, he looked down and spotted a fire and four figures around it. His heart skipped a beat and he made his way down with a massive smile on his face. He yelled out to them and three of the figures waved for him to come down, shouting out his name. 
 
    He landed softly next to them. Though he was excited to rejoin his friends, he saw the collective looks of sadness on their face. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    Ashley, who was using her hoodie as a makeshift sling motioned to Kato. Tye turned and looked in horror as Kato’s still body lay there. For a brief moment, the loss of his friend didn’t register in his mind. He wanted to believe that Kato was just hurt but as he looked at his body, he knew the truth. 
 
    He punched the ground in frustration and despair. “I couldn’t save him,” he said quietly. “I should’ve... Damn it.” Tears started to flow down his face. Carmelita walked over and put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him, but Tye was inconsolable. 
 
    Just as he was about to ask how they could track down his parents and let them know about the sacrifice he made, Kato’s body began acting strangely. It started vibrating quickly as if it was trying to phase through the ground. His eyes growing wide and Tye told everyone to stand back. 
 
    They watched in awe as the massive hole in his chest began to close up completely, with his lungs, heart, and other tissue and bone began reforming as though they were new. Once his organs had completely reformed, his chest closed up. Miraculously, it didn’t even leave scar tissue in the wake of its healing. The other teens stood in shock at what they had witnessed and before they knew it, Kato began to cough and opened his eyes. Sitting up, he rubbed his head, nonchalantly asking what had happened.  
 
    The teens immediately dogpiled onto him as jubilation took over their bodies. Not only was the nightmare over, but they were all alive and, for the most part, healthy. 
 
    Standing up, Ashley asked Tye what had happened with The Warden. He simply shrugged and said, “I kicked a little ass.” 
 
    “So that’s it then?” Carmelita asked. “It’s over?” 
 
    “Guess so,” Tye said. “There’s always the possibility that he was lying, because he seems like but I think... I think this is it.” He looked at the conduit producing the energy field and like clockwork, it released a massive energy wave that reverberated throughout the dome. Almost immediately, the energy it was shooting into the air ceased, and the black object that had been the bane of their existence for the past few days simply dropped, crushing itself as it hit the ground. And with that, the dome began to melt away. Their alien prison was dying, just as it had been born. The surrounding environment began to rot away as well, giving way to the original forest that it had replaced. 
 
    They watched in awe as everything they had worked for was coming to fruition. They smiled as the rays from their sun and their sky with their air hit them. They were finally back home. 
 
    “So, what now?” Dallas asked. “There’s no doubt everybody on the outside is going to want to know what happened here, right?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Ashley concurred. “This isn’t over. We still have big decisions to make. Should we let the world know what we are and what happened here? Or do we keep it a secret and move on with our lives? Each path is going to lead to vastly different lives.” 
 
    “Will our powers even work outside this thing?” Carmelita asked. 
 
    “Tye?” Ashley followed. 
 
    Tye thought for a moment and looked at the four faces that seemed desperate for an answer. Normally, he would’ve shrugged and tried to redirect the question to the group. But this was different. He felt different. He looked ahead and could see the military choppers approaching in the distance. A wide smile came to his face when he could hear the various cars and people dying to explore the mysteries of this unbelievable place. He then turned to his friends and nodded. “We’re going to give them the truth,” he said. “I think it’s only fair that world not only knows what happened here but that it sees how amazing we all truly are.”  
 
    With that, he turned to the oncoming people, the first they would interact with in far too long. With a single bound, he flew towards them, ready to start a new story. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
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