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Foreword



From Blaise Corvin:

 

Hello readers! This book is /not/ LitRPG, or RPG GameLit.  Cole Blooded is classified as GameLit…barely. 

You might be curious what GameLit actually is. GameLit, a larger genre umbrella, is any fiction with game mechanics or that takes place in a game. RPG GameLit is a subgenre where stories include some sort of linear progression for characters that is significant to the plot of the story. These types of stories have been extremely popular in Russia and other countries where they are called “LitRPG.” They’re just now making an impact in the West!

RPG GameLit is usually a funky mix of Fantasy and Sci Fi. The settings can vary, but what most GameLit novels have in common is a world that most gamers can immediately relate to.

***

 

So let’s get something out of the way right now, and repeat something from the section above: This story is not LitRPG.  In fact, again, I’d suggest that this story is barely GameLit.  However, the story will move to more solid GameLit, and even LitRPG ground in future books.

If you’re reading this and wondering why it was necessary to include this bit of info in the foreword, just assume you’re not one of the people I’m talking to right now. :)  For some readers, genre classification is very important.

***

 

Like many of my books, Cole Blooded was a happy accident.  A while back, I decided that I was going to field short stories for a Delvers LLC anthology, to be written by fans and author friends.  As I mulled this over, Outspan Foster (someone I talk to pretty much all the time) decided he was excited about the opportunity, and took off on his own (with no prompting or payment from me) to start writing a short story.  I liked his concept and what he was writing, so I started contributing, and before we knew it, the short story had turned into a book.

We both envisioned this thing working as an experiment of sorts.  If Cole Blooded did well, Outspan might write the next three books of the series on his own.  However, now I believe in this story, and I think we’re going to move forward with this plan regardless of how this book sells.  Since the Cole Blooded series will be set in my universe, I’ll be giving input on the next three books, but Outspan will do most of the heavy lifting on them.

On the subject of this book, Cole Blooded, the story has some obvious religious undertones that Outspan and I really worked on with a delicate touch.  It was actually Outspan’s idea to include so many of them, mainly because he really wanted to explore what it would be like to be regular people confronted with a reality like Dolos.

I like how it turned out.  From past experiences, I know that some folks may get offended or read more into the prose than was intended.  Neither Outspan nor I were trying to “say” anything with this book, just tell a fun story with interesting characters.

This story was also a new foray for the two of us into a grey area of writing that is right between adult-aimed science fiction, and young adult, or YA.  Cole Blooded is most definitely not intended to be YA, but I know I would definitely have enjoyed this book in my teens.

Anyway, I could probably babble all day about craft, my career history, and my writer friends…but I don’t want to bore you.  In full disclosure, I also only have a few hours to finish this foreword and upload this book or the Powers That Be are going to be very upset with me.

Since I don’t want to wind up in my own version of a death game on a tropical island, I will end this note here and wish you lots of fun while spending time with Cole!

 

 

-BC

 

***

 

From Outspan Foster:


I want to give a shoutout to all my gamer buddies. :)  

 

-Outspan

Chapter 1

 

The tsunami had come out of nowhere and Cole knew he was going to die. As it turned out, he was a lot less freaked out, or at least less scared than he would have predicted, staring at his oncoming death. The reality left him feeling much different than he would have imagined.

His girlfriend, Holly, was wrapped tightly in his arms, sobbing silently in her final moments. Kiddy, his best friend, had dropped the regular, dispassionate gaze and gave Cole a nod. It wasn't forgiveness but something like respect, or appreciation. Cole regretted that he had allowed his friend to grow so distant. He should have done more.

Nadia prayed something in her native Creole while rubbing her lucky rabbit's foot. Gary-Wayne lectured his pre-teen daughter to repent for all her sins in the face of God's judgement. His voice rose and fell in pitch with the wind.

Sheriff Satin held his confused wife's hands, his lips pressed to her graying hair.

All the people nearby dealt with their incoming mortality in different ways. Death was no longer the distant light in a narrow tunnel, it was here and now--an undeniable fact. Mother Nature was about to sweep them away into nothing but a memory. 

Cole just couldn't accept it.

The product of a lonely childhood and an overactive imagination, he had imagined himself at death's door a thousand times. He’d thought a rush of calm would course through him before his light winked out, maybe his life would flash before his eyes and he’d know peace. Instead, all he could feel was rage. 

There had to be another way, an escape. He didn't care about how a human body would be decimated by the physics of a twenty-story wave. There was always another way. Always.

Hell, Cole had spent his entire life fighting ultimatums from his foster parents, teachers, coaches. Everyone. Whenever he’d been presented with two narrow paths, he'd find a third, even if that meant cutting through the metaphorical jungle and making his own way. This was who he was.

Unfortunately, death wasn't an ultimatum. It was an inevitability, and his eyes practically bulged with rage now that he had to stare at it, literally.

Just before the tsunami collided into their small hiking group, his oldest friend, Jin "Kiddy Whale" Yamamoto, cast him a faint grin and said, "Game over, bud."

Cole replied with his final words. "There's always another way."

There was a flash of light, and the blackness swallowed them.

***

Cole blinked.

The tsunami was gone. Holly, Nadia, Kiddy, Gary-Wayne, and his daughter were all still there. They all stood in the same positions as before. 

Of course, Kiddy was the second to recover from the shock after Cole. They had both always kept a cool head in new situations. Kiddy pointed upward wordlessly.

Cole looked up. The sky was gone. It wasn't blue, didn’t have small traces of clouds or a sun. Even the darkness of the sudden storm was gone. Instead, a bright-orange dome covered the sky and what looked to be the entire island, shifting the color of the flora from a lively verdant to a sickly green.

"My pack," whispered Holly, patting her shoulder where the strap had been. Cole's hand went to his own shoulder, and he discovered that the backpack he'd been wearing was gone now too. In fact, almost the entire group had been wearing a pack of some kind on the hike, but now it looked like they only had the clothes on their backs and what they'd been wearing on their belts, if anything.

Nadia whispered something in Creole. Gary-Wayne muttered, "By the Lord Almighty."

Suddenly, the air above them all twisted as if someone had pinched the very fabric of reality. A bald figure in garish, multi-colored clothing winked into existence. He was twice the height of any of the pro basketball players Cole had seen on television. The giant man seemed impatient, as if being there was a waste of his time...and he was floating.

Gary-Wayne collapsed to his knees, his tight grip on his young daughter pulling her down as well. Holly, still in Cole's embrace, screamed so loud, Cole thought his eardrums would burst. Nadia froze like a deer in the headlights. Sheriff Satin's lined face went grim and he took a defensive stance between the floating giant and his wife. Kiddy tilted his head to the side, curious.

"Again, talking to these creatures. If I would have known this would be how I would spend even a fraction of the last few centuries, I might have just hibernated instead. And does anyone appreciate my many, many sacrifices? Of course not.”

The giant fixed Cole’s group with a steely gaze. “Filthy Terrans, pay attention. Try your very hardest to understand what I have to say. You probably still won't be able to grasp it all since your minds are so feeble." The man's mouth opened when he spoke, but Cole could hear his words inside his mind as much as with his ears. From the startled reactions of everyone else, he was sure they could too. "You may call me Great God Dolos!" announced the floating man.

Cole didn’t know how to react. He felt like a rabbit, frozen in the face of whiplashing emotions. Just a moment ago, he’d been sure he was going to die. Now he was staring up at a giant, floating man wearing all the colors of the rainbow. Since he was looking more closely, mouth open, Cole noticed that the huge man was wearing a stone crown and stone sandals.

The giant’s gaze swept over them, pausing over Pastor Gary-Wayne and his daughter. He sighed and rolled his eyes to the sky, saying, "My presence can be too much for mere mortals. Hopefully these ones will still be acceptable test subjects."

"What's happening?" Holly stammered, pushing away from Cole.

Dolos gave Holly the same condescending look all of Cole's teachers had given him in the past whenever he’d been confused. From that look alone, Cole knew he didn't like this floating man. Dolos said, "I don't have time to explain the mathematics of time and energy conversion. Even if I did, primitive...things’ minds would explode from the pressure, I’m sure."

He rubbed his face, then continued. "You were all supposed to die on your ugly, brutal Terran planet. But I, the merciful god Dolos, have whisked all of you away before the tsunami could take your miserable little lives."

"Oh Lord, we do not deserve your mercy," said the prostrating Pastor Gary-Wayne.

"No Terrans do not," agreed Dolos. “But this is an acceptable way to greet me. I approve.” 

Mr. Satin frowned at Gary-Wayne before cautiously asking in his southern drawl, "And what can we do for you...sir?"

Cole thought the sheriff was acting awfully calm in the situation. Meanwhile, Cole’s heart raced while his mind tried to catch up to make sense of everything.

Dolos said, "This group is being given another chance to live. Even more important, you are being presented with the grand opportunity to provide data for me. This island is no longer a part of your Terran planet, and to explain this in small words using the way you measure time, will no longer exist at all in a few hours."

"You mean, we'll die?" Nadia asked.

The floating man pointed to the orange dome above. "The dome will become smaller every hour. Anything outside the dome will be burned alive."

"Oh, like a game," Kiddy said. An element of hope had entered his voice, probably because he’d been able to frame some part of their bizarre situation in a familiar way.

Dolos rolled his eyes. "Jin Yamamoto, age twenty-one, whom other Terrans call Kiddy Whale. If you must use terminology from your profession as a video game streamer to help you understand the grand plan of the Great God Dolos, then yes. Call it what you will."

Cole's mind raced, but he managed to ask a follow-up question to Kiddy's. "What are the rules?"

Dolos looked even more impatient than before. After facing certain death, Cole found himself not caring very much, though. Sure, this was a floating magical god who could probably kill them with the snap of his fingers, but he should be dead already, right? Dolos looked into the distance like he was reading something only he could see. "Ah, yes. One of the other Terran 'gamers.' Efrem White, known to most as Cole, short for Coleslaw.” He paused, making a long, drawn-out, theatrical sigh before continuing. “Unlike Jin Yamamoto who plays video games for fun and to make dirty Terran money, you are a game tester, looking for ways the game itself is broken."

"How did you--" Cole began.

Gary-Wayne lifted his head and snarled at Cole. "Be quiet! Bow your head and repent for your sins! This is judgement!"

Dolos ignored the older man and said, "The goal is to reach the center of the island before the dome burns you alive. I have implanted all the mortals of this island, including this group, with a new experiment of mine, something like an orb, but not quite near as potent. I call them power seeds. A power seed will give each mortal an ability based on your nature. You have the honor of being the first group to experience a real-world test with the power seeds! The next few hours will decide whether I move forward with the idea or not.”

He paused, rubbing his chin, seeming to talk to himself more than the people on the ground. "Of course, since there are no Dhu involved, your weak life forces will provide energy for the power seeds. You might already feel the seeds drawing on your vitality in the form of increased hunger. That hunger will only get stronger as time progresses, and even more so the more you use your new abilities." Dolos spoke as if he just assumed that the complete nonsense coming out of his mouth made sense to everyone else. "Luckily for you, I, the Great God Dolos, am wise and kind. After each ring closes, a supply of food and water will appear in these locations."

Cole's mind was suddenly filled with a blur of images, and just like that, he instantly knew the general layout of the island and where the food supplies would be. The sensation was bizarre, and felt weird but didn’t hurt. It was sort of like remembering something from a long time ago, but in perfect clarity.

Sheriff Satin shot a worried look at his confused, outwardly distressed wife and asked, "So all I have to do to get my Annie out of here is reach the center of the island before the dome burns us alive?"

Dolos smiled, and it wasn't warm, more like baring his teeth while his eyes were cold and full of calculation. "In a way, yes."

Cole’s mind raced. Kiddy had been right, this entire set-up was like a video game. He didn't like Dolos' expression, though. He had seen that same, neutral look before in cats playing with their food. At first he’d been hoping they’d been saved, but this situation felt like a scam. "What's at the center of the island?"

"A portal out of this location," Dolos answered. "All the mortals on this island were transported away from the tsunami that was going to kill you on Terra."

Cole realized what this meant. When his group of college friends had come to the island, they had split up into two different groups, each to hike a different trail in the jungle. They’d planned to meet up later at the motorboat they had arrived on from the mainland. Gary-Wayne Lucas and his daughter weren't a part of their group, and neither was Mr. and Mrs. Satin. This meant Kenan, Ray, Warren, Mohammad, Jarrett, and the two tour guides were still probably alive...somewhere.

He asked, "Does the other group know what's happening?"

"Yes," Dolos answered. He was beginning to sound bored.

Holly stepped forward.  "By mortals, do you mean life forms? Did you plant these power seeds in the animals, too?"

Dolos nodded. "Yes, Holly Hawkins, age twenty-one. You study biology in college and have been fascinated with evolution ever since you were a child, all of which made your question entirely predictable. All the lesser creatures here--the apes, the bees, snakes-- all of them have been implanted with a power seed. Some will manifest their power, some won’t. Others may simply destroy themselves. I look forward to the data this will provide."

A mix of fear and fascination crossed Holly's face. Even after facing certain death with the tsunami and meeting with an actual living god, the girl still thought like a scientist. Cole frowned, realizing Dolos had danced around some of their inquiries. His training as a game tester narrowed all of his questions down to one, and when he realized what it was, he was filled with a terrible premonition. He cleared his dry throat and asked, "What happens when we reach the center?"

"So many useless questions. Of course, they are Terrans." Dolos adjusted his crown and said impatiently, "When you reach the center, you can use the portal away from this island to avoid being burned alive by the dome."

Cole's heart raced at how Dolos had phrased that sentence. He asked, "How many people are allowed to take the portal?"

"One person," Dolos said.

Cole looked at his former best friend, Kiddy. The thin young man with glasses and matte-black hair nodded back to him and reflected what Cole feared. "It's not a simple race. It's a battle royale."

"Provide me good data, mortals," Dolos said cheerily. “To your limited minds, this may seem cruel, but all of you would already be dead right now if I had not intervened. Now one of you gets a chance to live on, perhaps even prosper.” Without warning, he vanished into thin air with a loud pop.

Chapter 2

 

Cole slammed his heel into the jungle floor. "Goddammit!"

"Looks like one already did, kid," joked Sheriff Satin. His wife stared at the orange dome above them with unfocused eyes. The glowing half-sphere lit the entire island as if they were inside a hollow sun.

Gary-Wayne Lucas got himself up, patting the dirt of his khakis. While everyone else's expression was a mixture of confusion and horror, his was a simple awe. A smile stretched across his face, and he threw his hands in the air jubilantly. "This is not damnation! This is the final test! Only those pure of heart may face the judgement of our Lord himself! This is the Rapture, my brothers and sisters, or perhaps purgatory!"

Cole frowned. The pastor had seemed kind before, even gentle. What the hell was happening to everyone?

Nadia coughed not-too-subtly into her sleeve. She shook her head, rubbing her rabbit foot pendant idly. "I think no, good pastor. This is bad ju-ju. This is wrong. Death is natural, and we were denied it. Fate cannot be denied so easily."

Cole snarled. "And what, you all think we should just sit down and die?"

"No, young man," said Gary-Wayne, wiping the tears off his face with one hand. His other hand gripped his daughter's wrist. The girl looked more frightened of her own father's reaction than she had while witnessing a floating god pop in and out of existence. "We must obey the messenger and trek to the center. We will find Truth there!”

Cole glanced at Kiddy, who was oddly calm. He had the same distant look as when he was laser-focused on a game. How could he be so calm in this situation? A god had literally pulled them out of death only to tell them that only one of them could survive. Even Holly seemed oddly calm, her eyes darting from tree to tree.

The truth was, they had all changed even before Dolos had transported them, in the dreadful silence before the tsunami overtook the island. Well, except Cole. He just wanted everyone to live, despite whatever the self-proclaimed god had told them. There was always another way.

"Why did our backpacks disappear?" asked Holly. "Nobody asked Dolos about that."

Sheriff mused, "Probably to hobble us, make us more dependent on the drops."

"That's likely, since we all had snacks and other things in our packs. Now we'll have to kill each other," Kiddy said with no emotion, as if reciting the ingredients to a recipe.

Sheriff pulled his absentminded wife behind him, his hand going to the hilt of the knife on his belt. He spoke calmly, but Cole recognized the look of a man on edge. "Why do you say that?"

Cole waved a hand. Enough was enough. "No. I don't care what the hell that Dolos guy said, we can figure this out. What if keeping peace, not being violent is the real test? You guys have seen the movies. He could be lying."

Holly hummed thoughtfully, the same way she had while looking at something interesting under a microscope in their Advanced Biology course. "I don't think someone powerful enough to transport us like this would go through all this trouble just to lie."

"She's right, kid," agreed Sheriff, his hand still on his knife. 

“But what if lying was the point? What if we shouldn’t fall for it?” Cole asked, the questions aimed as much at himself as the group around him.

Sheriff shook his head. "He didn't look at us like people. He looked at us like mice in a maze. That's all we are to him, I think. He even took the time to explain it. This isn't a delusion, or swamp gas. We were all there at the tsunami. We were all supposed to die, to be dead right now. As I reckon, we are all dead already, but now we have the opportunity for one of us to live again."

The group was silent for a moment, before Nadia asked, "How do we do that?"

Kiddy held up a couple fingers. "We have two options. First, we can all just go to the center of the island like he suggested. Apparently, we'll need the food and water supply since our hunger is about to go up."

Cole was suddenly aware of how tight his stomach felt despite the large breakfast he’d had earlier that day. "And the second option," Cole said, continuing Kiddy's line of thought, "is to choose who gets to live now."

"Second option ain't an option," judged Sheriff. "Cuz even if we all agree, whoever we choose, the other group might have chosen someone else. And besides, people don't vote for other people to live when their own lives are on the line."

Cole smelled the bullshit a mile away. "You'd lay down your life for your wife, wouldn't you?"

Sheriff's hand moved away from his knife, and his expression softened. "In a second. But to be honest, kid, Annie can't go on without me, with her Alzheimer’s and all. Without me to help, she wouldn’t have much of a life."

"Exactly," Cole said, smacking a fist in his palm. "I think the real test here is to figure out another way. We don't have to kill each other."

"D-daddy?" asked Pastor Lucas' daughter. Her eyes were huge, and her wrist was no longer held in her father's hand. Her arm was bruised now. Cole felt his anger stir and was about to say something that probably wouldn’t help matters when suddenly, the pastor's head snapped up, as if hearing something.

"Oh, yes," muttered Gary-Wayne Lucas. "Can any of you feel it?"

Nadia took a step back and everyone else followed suit. The man looked crazed.

"Of course, none of you can feel it. You're all unrepentant sinners," continued Gary-Wayne. His smile split so wide Cole was sure the man's face might have torn in two. "God has granted me the Holy Spirit! It shines in me like a sun, like a candle in the darkness! I am deserving, I knew it!"

"Daddy?" asked his daughter again, this time more frightened. She had taken several steps back now, and Cole wanted to rush to her and pull her away from her manic father, but something about Gary-Wayne made everyone pause. The man's skin was glowing.

"What the--" Sheriff said.

"Oh, pretty," commented his wife. She smiled vacantly.

"I am the Light of the World, chosen by the Lord!" Gary-Wayne shouted. Cole was sure the man was quoting the Bible. "Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness!"

Cole began to step forward as the man's skin grew brighter and brighter. Kiddy's hand pressed on his shoulder, and his friend whispered, "Wait."

Gary-Wayne Lucas, the calm, thoughtful man that Cole's group had met only a few hours earlier on the Costa Rica mainland, threw his head back, eyes to the sky, and began to speak incoherently.

"Bad ju-ju," said Nadia, taking another step back. Again, everyone else did too.

Gary-Wayne was turning into a living light bulb. His eyes shot out light as well, so bright that it would hurt to look directly at it. Despite that, Cole couldn't look away. He was too transfixed by what was happening. Everything that had happened felt like something out of a dream. As he watched, Cole was sure he could see the pastor's skin wrinkle like shrunken plastic wrap.

It was then Cole remembered what Dolos had said about power seeds. His instincts warned him, and while defying all of his senses screaming danger, he took another step forward and yelled, "No! Don't!"

Kiddy pulled him back. Gary-Wayne's expression was one of pure ecstasy right up until his face contorted in pain. At that point, the man was not much more than a silhouette of light. The pastor screamed, and it was the worst sound Cole had ever heard in his life. Then Gary-Wayne burst into a pillar of light like an exploding sun.

Cole closed his eyes, but the light still burned through his eyelids. After the glow finally faded, he opened his eyes but couldn’t see well. His vision was blurred.

When it came back into focus, Pastor Gary-Wayne Lucas lay on the ground dead, a pained, twisted expression of surprise on his ashen face. His skin had wrinkled like a dried raisin, sunk nearly down to the bone.

"By the spirits," Nadia whispered.

"The girl," Holly asked. "Where is the girl?"

Cole looked around. The dead pastor's daughter was gone.

***

Ten minutes later, the group began to walk to the center of the island. They were all beginning to feel the effects of the hunger Dolos had described.

“What happened to the pastor?” repeated Sheriff Satin for probably the hundredth time.

“We don’t know,” replied Holly, also not the first time she’d said so.

Since the others were just repeating themselves, Cole decided to try his argument again. "We can't choose who gets to live.”

"Of course we can," countered Sheriff, gently guiding his wife through the thick jungle floor behind him while cutting a new path with a gnarly-looking machete. The group had abandoned the main path since heading in a straight line toward where the supply drop was going to be was the fastest route. “We vote." 

"How American of you," said Nadia, her Haitian accent steeped in sarcasm.

"Cole is right," Holly said, her hand pressed warmly into his. "Life is important. Besides, natural selection is the only selection that matters. We are clearly in this Dolos' experiment to see who comes out on top. To find a result through committee would defeat the purpose of--"

"You can't be serious, Holly," Cole interrupted. What was she saying? "The reason I said we can't choose who gets to live is because we’d give into that Dolos bastard's plans. It’s also wrong. We have to find another way, even if that means jumping him."

Kiddy snorted. "Jumping a god who can bend time and space?"

Cole was beginning to remember why he and Kiddy had begun to grow apart over the last five years. Kiddy could just become cold, especially at stressful times. It was his coping mechanism, but it was a damned annoying one. Cole ignored his former best friend and repeated, "We have to find another way. As long as we're all alive, we can get out of this together."

His blue jeans were starting to get dirty. He’d been expecting a light hike, so at least his clothing was sturdy. The hiking boots he was wearing was the pair he’d had for a couple years, well broken in. If he’d known he was going to die that day, he might have worn something other than a singing bass t-shirt and a hat with an Earth graphic.

"Well, Gary-Wayne Lucas and his daughter sure won't make the portal," added Nadia. The image of the man’s corpse, a dried-up husk, sent shivers down Cole's spine. 

Holly said, "Gary-Wayne's body didn't seem to have any blood. Whatever that lightshow was, it consumed both energy and mass from his body." 

Cole nodded slowly. This was a new reply from Holly about the corpse they’d all left behind, and it made sense.

"The power seeds," agreed Kiddy. "Instead of mana points like in games, it uses our bodies for fuel."

"Not everything is a game, Jin," Cole growled, his boots crushing an odd-looking plant as he spoke. 

Kiddy didn't reply, but other than a quick, irritated look, he otherwise seemed unfazed. Cole only ever used Kiddy's real name to drive a point home. He blinked, suddenly realizing he hadn't called Kiddy by his real name since their falling-out fight five years earlier.

"Look," Holly said. She stopped and poked at one of the vines hanging down. Everyone else stopped too.

Sheriff's eyes scanned the area around him, his thick forearms tight with anticipation. "Trouble?"

"No, just something interesting," replied Holly. Her finger floated above a thick black mass on the vine. At first, it looked to be a part of the plant, until Holly had pointed it out. "These are ants."

Everyone looked at the spot on the vines. What Cole saw when he really focused chilled him to the bone. Holly was right, the blotch was a group of ants, but they weren't moving separately in a train like he had seen others do countless times before. Instead, they had formed together in a single...clump. It was as if they were fusing together into some larger monstrosity. Where one's head ended, another’s abdomen began.

"Jesus Christ," Sheriff cursed.

"I don't think this was His doing," said Holly lightly. Cole examined his blonde girlfriend's face. She seemed to be in her element now. Other than her dirty jean shorts and shirt, or the leaf in her hair, she could have been explaining something about the scientific classification of a plant.

Only fifteen minutes earlier, she had wrapped herself in his arms for comfort in their final moments. Now, she was cracking jokes and commenting on some messed-up ant fusion like she was dictating a school paper. Holly continued, "In fact, I bet Dolos might not have even foreseen this outcome, if this whole thing really is an experiment like he said. Maybe this is why he gave these so-called power seeds to all the living creatures here, besides the plants. He did say he wanted good data. I wonder how the other animals have reacted."

“How did he even do any of this, though? Could he have been lying?” asked Sheriff.

“Not likely,” answered Holly. “We saw what happened to the pastor, after all. Based on his behavior, I wonder if mania or some sort of psychosis can occur now that we’ve been...seeded. It’s likely that all of this is a product of nano tech unless it’s magic or something. I’m not ruling anything out at this point.”

"Holly," Cole said, tugging on her shirt. "We need to get going."

After she nodded, they began walking again, following behind Mr. Satin who cut their path with ruthless efficiency. His faded, military-style pants had obviously seen a lot of wear. Cole didn't want to think about ever needing to fight the older man. Sheriff had the build of a seasoned fighter who still kept in shape--he wasn't even breathing heavily.

Cole himself wasn't a pushover. Despite his hours of work testing games, he had years of MMA training. This wasn’t a dick-measuring contest, though. He wanted to make sure everyone got out of this situation alive, not fight. There was always a way to make things work out, but he was still drawing a blank and it was starting to make his back tense up, remembering how he’d felt when the tsunami had been about to crash down on him.

Kiddy broke the silence. "You're wrong, Efrem."

Cole frowned. Kiddy was calling him by his real name now. "Wrong how?"

"We'll have to fight each other," Kiddy said, his voice flat.

Cole growled, "We are not going to fight each other."

"I'm certainly not killing anyone," chimed in Nadia. "It would taint the spirit. Ain’t worth it."

"Got that right, girl," agreed Sheriff somberly, his eyes far away.

"Well, we here might not fight each other. The fact we haven't gone for each other's throats yet is good,” Kiddy said, adjusting his round glasses. "But that can't be said for the other group. Haven’t you seen Lord of the Flies?"

"Warren wouldn't hurt a fly," Holly said. “He’s in the other group.”

Cole snorted and agreed with her. "Anyone named Warren Maximillion Price III couldn't hurt a fly even if they wanted to."

Holly punched him in the arm lightly. "Stop it. He funded this whole vacation."

“Yeah, and that turned out amazing,” muttered Cole.

“What about the others in the other group?” asked Sheriff.

Cole’s mood darkened further. "Kenan won't be, a killer that is."

"How do you know?" Nadia asked.

Normally, Cole would have kept the secret to himself, but circumstances had changed. "Kenan has a late-stage cancer."

Surprisingly, there were no immediate words of condolence or sympathy. No one said anything and the silence stretched. Had facing certain death changed them all so much? It had only been a half hour since the tsunami, but Cole was having a harder time recognizing the people around him.

"Vimous might," Kiddy finally said.

Cole opened his mouth, then closed it. Ray Casey--or Vimous, his gamer handle that Kiddy and Cole called him by--was one of their neighborhood friends, along with Holly. But unlike Holly, Vimous had moved to another state for ten years before coming back to Buffalo, New York for college. While he’d been away, Cole and Kiddy had stayed connected with Vimous through online video games. It was only the past few years that he was more than just a voice again.

Nadia, an exchange student and new to the group of friends, asked worriedly, "Why might Vimous. Wait, his real name is Ray, yes?"

Cole nodded and said, "Because he was in a gang in New York City, initiated and everything. He even spent a year in prison because he wouldn't snitch. He moved back home after that."

"But do you know that'd he'd actually kill someone?" asked Holly, also concerned. “Just because he was in a gang doesn’t make him a murderer. Isn’t that kind of judgmental? I mean, he’s our friend!”

Sheriff huffed, "Your friends aren’t the only people in this jungle. Our tour guides didn't look too friendly, either.” He shook his head. “Everyone is capable of killing. Well, except my Annie, here."

His wife looked up at her name and gave him a pleasant smile. She said, "I'm hungry, sugar. Why don't we go down to the Ironstone downtown in an hour? We can order your favorite lobster bisque."

"Of course, love," Sheriff said pleasantly, but Cole caught the worry in the man's face, and a hint of deeply buried pain. “We’re just having fun on a walk, right, love?” After Annie had been calmed, Sheriff glanced around and reminded everyone, "The food won't come in until the dome closes. We gotta pick up the pace."

"How are you so sure of our location?" Cole asked.

"A lifetime of land nav in the Army helps get you familiar with unfamiliar terrain," Sheriff explained. “We all have those maps in our heads.”

Out of nowhere, Kiddy interrupted, "The reason I brought up the others potentially killing us to survive is because like it or not, we may have to fight. Most of us are unarmed. It may be in our best interest to test our power seeds and see what abilities we have."

"No," Cole insisted firmly. "You saw what Gary-Wayne looked like after using his. It'll kill you."

Kiddy shook his head. "That's because the guy used up his entire mana pool."

"What did I just say?" Cole replied angrily. "This. Isn't. A. Game."

“No,” Holly said. "Actually, Kiddy is right. This is real life, but we might have to defend ourselves with whatever abilities we may have sooner than we think. Haven't you guys noticed how quiet the jungle has gotten?"

Everyone stopped. Sheriff held his machete up in the air, his eyes scanning the forest. His head whipped around, and he pointed his blade at a dark patch between the trees, only a couple dozen yards away. His voice was calm, but full of authority. "Pick up a weapon or use whatever magic powers you've got up your sleeves because we've got trouble."

Slowly, like a scene from a horror movie, ten hunched, muscular figures walked out of the shadows. They walked on their feet and the knuckles of their hands. At first, they looked like gorillas, but their canines were so large they were more like tusks. Their fur stood stiff as porcupine fur. They were also misshapen, each in their own unique way--one with unnaturally long arms, another with a neck so thick it seemed to swallow its head.

"What the--" Cole muttered, pulling Holly reflexively behind him.

One of the twisted creatures beat its ugly fists against its chest and screamed a war cry. It pointed at Cole's group. The ape monsters attacked.

Chapter 3

 

Sheriff Satin was the first to move, holding his machete defensively and slowly backing up while he moved his wife firmly, but gently behind him. He barked over his shoulder, "Form a circle! Backs to the center!"

Cole and the rest did exactly what they were told, picking up a rock or a stick. Annie Satin was nestled in the middle of the circle, and quietly asked what was happening as the gorilla creatures moved forward at once. The creatures slowed their momentum as they approached closer, spreading out to surround them.

Nadia said, "Maybe they won't attack. Animals are more afraid of us than we are of them, yes?"

"Pretty sure whatever Dolos did to them took all the cute parts of their DNA," Cole remarked. “If they had any to begin with.”

"That's not how DNA works," Holly corrected, her voice tinged with fear.

The mutated gorillas began beating their chests. Maybe Nadia had been right. In Cole's peripheral vision, one of the gorillas rushed toward Sheriff. The man yelled, "Hold!" Right before the animal came within range of actual violence, it backed off, grunting.

Sheriff, unmoved from his position, let out a slow breath and warned, "They're testing us."

It was good that Sheriff had given the warning because Cole could tell his friends wanted to dart for the nearest trees. Cole himself didn't have the urge to flee. His contrary nature always chose the strangest places to assert itself. Sometimes it didn't matter if it was a college linebacker, a giant gorilla, or even a damned tsunami; something trying to make him move would often just make him set down stubborn roots.

The first gorilla-thing that had charged came in again, its shoulders low, and this time it committed to an attack. Somehow, Sheriff ducked the wide swing of the gorilla's misshapen forearm. The gruff, older man’s speed wasn't abnormal, but his movement was so smooth he made it look like he’d fought with mutated monsters before. The weight of the gorilla’s arm, combined with the arc of its swing, caused the creature to twist in a circle, throwing itself off balance. Sheriff's machete blurred. Cole heard the creature roar in pain and saw blood.

The gorilla rolled away, clearly hurt, and ran off without looking back. Nadia threw one of the giant rocks she’d picked up at the retreating beast but missed. The other monsters began beating their chests in a steady rhythm, their white teeth reflecting the orange glow of the burning dome overhead.

Holly was to Cole's left and Kiddy to his right. Kiddy pushed up his glasses. The young, normally reclusive, thin Japanese man seemed to be studying the situation in a detached sort of way, like he wasn't really a part of it. He said evenly, "Cole. We gotta two-on-one. I can aggro one with a rock. You and Holly can attack it with your sticks."

Cole wanted to scream at his friend that this wasn't a damned game, but Kiddy had a point. They were sitting ducks. Still, what the hell were two wimpy sticks going to do to a bunch of mutated gorillas?

Sheriff's voice thundered behind Cole, "Incoming!"

Five of the ten gorillas attacked, two at Sheriff and three at the rest of the group. Kiddy pulled back his arm to throw the rock in his hand, but froze before throwing. Suddenly, the rock bulleted toward one of the gorillas, lodging itself in the beast’s eye. It screamed, stumbled to one side, and barreled into two of the other gorillas.

"Holy shit. I've got telekinesis," Kiddy whispered. The look on his face was pure joy.

“Just like that?” asked Cole. The situation was so bizarre, it felt like he hadn’t even had time to be properly terrified.

“Yeah. Something just clicked in my head and I went with it.”

Sheriff danced effortlessly between the two remaining gorillas, dodging their attacks and grabbing hands by inches. He hardly seemed to blink as his machete rose and fell, carving horrible injuries on the arms and legs of his enemies.

Cole desperately wanted to help, wanted to survive. He searched inside himself for some kind of glimmer of something, a sign of power. He felt his stomach tighten, but that was it. Nothing happened. Nadia stepped forward, her hands out. She yelled, "I can feel them!" then dropped to her knees, a hand on the ground.

One of the gorillas pivoted to face Sheriff, who had somehow slipped behind it. The monster's elbow would have connected with Sheriff's temple except something pulled it back. Several vines that had been on a nearby tree had wrapped themselves around the gorillas. After the initial surprise, the creatures snapped them with little effort, but their momentum had slowed and Sheriff had an opening. His blade made contact with his opponent’s neck.

Two hacks, and the gorilla was down. The other creatures hollered and hooted, but after a moment of hesitation, they turned and ran, most of them leaving trails of blood.

Sheriff's knee hit the ground, the knees of his khakis becoming covered in dirt. He groaned, breathing heavily while he held his side. Annie walked up to him, concerned. "Baby, you're hurt. Did you get into a fight at one of the bars again?"

Her husband gave her a pained smile. "I'm fine, love. Just a small bruise."

The rest of the group surrounded him. Cole's eyes scanned the trees for any sign of trouble. "What happened? Are you hurt?"

Sheriff lifted his shirt and revealed a long scratch surrounded by a nasty bruise. "One of them got me, glancing blow. Nail went right through the shirt. I can’t believe we survived.” He shook his head.

“I can’t believe there are gorillas here. We were on the other side of the world from their natural habitat,” muttered Holly. Her hands were shaking.

Kiddy snorted, betraying his nerves by moving constantly as he talked. “Well, we were transported away from instant death to a death game under an orange dome, and we have super powers now. Some gorillas are not the weirdest thing we’ve encountered today.”

“We got really lucky. They were moving slow,” said Sheriff.

“Slow?” Nadia was breathing hard and her voice went up as she spoke. “That was slow?”

Sheriff nodded seriously. “Yes. Didn’t you ever watch TV? Gorillas are very fast and strong. They should have been able to tear us apart, but these ones were slow and kind of clumsy.” His voice grew quiet. “We still got lucky though. I should have died, but something happened. Like, I wasn't even thinking about it until it happened. It felt like I saw what they were going to do, and I kind of reacted, but they hadn’t done it yet. In some cases I’d started moving before they did.”

"Precognition," said Kiddy absently. "Apparently Nadia can talk to plants. And I have telekinesis."

“Plants?” asked Cole.

Kiddy mutely pointed to the vines that had snared the gorillas during the fight. Nadia nodded.

Holly knelt next to Sheriff and said, "May I?"

Sheriff chuckled darkly. "You've got experience in triage?"

Holly shook her head. "Just following a feeling."

“Go ahead. Nothing to lose,” said Sheriff. He shrugged and winced.

Holly knelt and placed her hands on the older man’s wound. In a few seconds, it began to shrink until even the bruise was completely gone. Sheriff's breathing steadied, and he shot her a wide-eyed glance. "Mother of god. Did you just do what I think you did? And do any of you feel like you could eat a whole cow right now?"

She smiled. "Well, that was cool. And yes. I'm starving, which is funny because we all had a big breakfast."

"That's our healer," Kiddy said as if checking an item off a list. He looked to Cole curiously. "Do you know your ability yet?"

Cole shook his head. He'd never felt so useless in his life. "No. But I felt...something."

Sheriff stood up and rotated his arm, then thoroughly checked the skin where his bruise had been. “Well, I'll be damned."

Nadia warned, "Don't say things like that. Or else--" The dark-skinned young woman's eyes rolled to the back of her head, and she collapsed. 

Cole rushed forward, catching her before she fell. Holly placed her hand on Nadia's forehead, opened her mouth, and said, "She's too warm. Her tongue is white like she hasn't had a drink of water in days."

Cole realized he was starving and thirsty too. Then he remembered what Dolos had said about the power seeds, how they drew on their life force. He cursed. "She overused her powers, used them like Gary-Wayne but didn’t have any reserves."

"She's out of mana," Kiddy remarked idly.

Cole snarled and shoved his finger at Kiddy. "Shut up, Jin! If you make another damn game reference, I'm gonna--"

"You're going to do what, exactly? I have telekinesis. I turned a rock into a bullet, and all it cost me was a little hunger. What power do you have, Efrem?" Kiddy asked. He adjusted his glasses, the orange light of the dome reflecting off of them so that his eyes were hidden. Jin looked very alien in that moment.

Who was this new person? Cole didn't recognize this man anymore; he wasn’t the boyish recluse that had been his oldest friend. Sure, they had grown apart in the past five years, but people didn't change that much so fast, did they? The trip to Costa Rica had been strained, but this coldness? No. That wasn't his friend.

"Jin," Cole said, controlling his anger. "Monsters just attacked us out of nowhere. Nadia just passed out, and we don't know if she's going to wake up. The dome is going to close soon, and we're all getting hungry. If we don't deal with reality, then we'll all die."

Kiddy soaked in silence for a few seconds. He adjusted his glasses and said, "But we already did."

Cole felt his eyebrows knit together. "What? No we didn't. Dolos plucked us from Earth before we died from the tsunami."

Kiddy shrugged. "Either way, only one of us gets to leave here alive. Everyone except one person is as good as dead. We were given powers with costs, locations of supply drops, and a closing ring that kills you when you're outside of it. How is this not a game?"

Cole's anger stirred again, made worse because he couldn’t deny the logic in Kiddy’s words. He gritted his teeth. "Because we're going to get out of this together. I don't care what that bastard Dolos said. There's always another way."

Holly placed a gentle hand on Cole's shoulder. "Hon, the fact you think that is why I love you."

Cole frowned. Despite his girlfriend's words, she spoke in a tone that had a “but” coming. Then just as he’d predicted she continued, "But, Kiddy is kinda right. We were all supposed to die. Whether you like it or not, things have changed. We have to adapt or die. That's the most fundamental rule of biology."

Sheriff fixed his clothing and pointed his machete toward where their first supply drop was supposed to be. "That fight took time. We've got twenty minutes until the dome starts to close, and we don't know how fast it's gonna be. Now we're a half an hour away. Whatever I--we--did to fight off those creatures took a lot out of us. So, as I reckon, we gotta double time that way right now. If you wanna keep up your little drama club on the way, fine, but I'm leaving anyone too slow behind. Got it?" The older man turned to check on his absent-minded wife, clearly preparing to leave.

Cole sighed. He appreciated the gruff older man's straightforward personality. Most people weren't like that. It wasn’t always pleasant, but at least it was honest. Cole said, "Alright. Holly, you can heal, right? Can you do anything about Nadia without passing out yourself?"

Holly's mouth moved as if biting the inside of her lip, revealing the dimples Cole loved so much. "I don't know if my power works that way. Our bodies can't just absorb energy. With Mr. Satin, I had to encourage his body to heal itself faster. He was the one who provided that energy, not me."

As if on cue, Nadia stirred awake, a little confused. Holly helped her up.

Cole held his hand out to Sheriff and said, "Sir, thank you for what you did, but you look like you'll need all your energy just to walk on both feet. Give me the machete and I'll cut us a path."

Sheriff frowned at Cole's hand, then gave him a cold, hard stare. His eyes searched Cole’s. "Sure, kid. But you hand it back when I say so, or else I pry it from your corpse. Got it?"

Cole smiled at the threat, not taking offense. "Sure thing, sir."

In a few seconds, they all began moving again. Cole led the way toward the first supply drop. The funny thing was, he got the feeling that he wasn’t using the machete much at all. There just seemed to be an available path that opened up before them. Was it Nadia?

He looked over his shoulder at the Haitian girl, concerned. She seemed a little too unfocused to tell the plants to do anything. Kiddy looked lost in thought as well.

Cole took this as a sign that the group might be thinking about what he’d said, that the situation might get better. He felt hope. He had to believe they were all going to get out of this alive, together.

Chapter 4

 

Jarret Freidhof watched in stunned fascination as black miasma was sucked back into the body of their tour guide, Ricardo. At the bottom of Ricardo's feet lay the corpse of Jarret's college friend, Ray Casey. Ray’s head had been twisted so far, his chest faced the ground while his lifeless, grey eyes stared at the burning orange dome above them.

Each of Ricardo's hands rested on a weapon, one on the long knife attached to the sheath on his hip, the other on his pistol. It only now occurred to Jarret to wonder why in the world a Costa Rican tour guide would really need a gun. Had it even been legal? Before the wave and the dome, the guide had said the weapon was only a precaution to scare off the occasional wild animals. Now its original intention wasn’t important anymore--Ricardo had used the gun as an unspoken threat, solidifying his authority as the de facto leader of their small group.

Everything had changed after the dome appeared and they’d met Dolos, who had explained the rules for this fucked-up experiment. Then after the huge, freaky god had left, Ricardo's personality had shifted from the friendly tour-guide to that of a hardened serial killer. It was as if the man had been wearing a mask and had only needed the smallest excuse to take it off.

Ricardo had very clearly informed all of them that he was the leader, and that they were going to hunt the other hiking group. After that, they'd figure out who got through the portal. Jarret had a pretty good idea who that person would be, at least who Ricardo intended it to be, but he hadn’t been the only one suspicious about Ricardo’s motives. 

Ray Casey had had a problem with the “plan” too, and he’d had the spine to say something. Poor Ray. As soon as he opened his mouth, Ricardo had touched him and black fog had leaked out of the former guide, covering them both. In less than a breath, the fog had disappeared, revealing Ray dead on the ground.

Jarret wanted to scream. Hell, he wanted to run away and find the other group, to warn them of the killer trapped with them on this island. Instead, he was caught like a deer in the headlights. He noticed the others in the group had different reactions than he would have expected. Mohammad folded his arms, tensing his jaw. Javier, the other tour guide, kept scratching his forearm like he’d been bitten by a mosquito. The guy seemed too preoccupied to even care about Ricardo killing someone.

Warren Price, the only person who Jarret could truly call a friend among the group, screamed in denial. The blond-haired, blue-eyed rich boy ran to check on the obviously dead Ray, sobbing over his corpse. Behind him, Kenan, one of Cole's friends from childhood, clenched his jaw like this was just one more trial to deal with.

Ricardo looked up from Ray's body, an easy, feline smile on his face. He drawled, "Anyone else have a problem with killing the other group?"

Nobody answered. Warren kept crying, lying over Ray’s corpse. Javier exchanged words in Spanish with Ricardo, and Jarret had no idea what they were saying. After a staccato exchange of unfamiliar words, Ricardo sighed, then pulled a small plastic vial out of his cargo pants. He handed it over to Javier.

The second guide accepted the vial and sniffed what was inside. His eyes widened for a brief second before his face dropped in a brooding frown. He threw a few short, angry words to Ricardo, who shrugged. Ricardo ran his eyes over Jarret and his friends again before turning to the tall, muscular Arab man in the group. He raised an eyebrow. In response, Mohammad met the man’s eyes and squared his shoulders.

Jarret didn’t know much about Mohammad. The tall, dusky-skinned man knew Warren well but was only an acquaintance to everyone else in the group. Mohammad said, "No, I don't have a problem with taking out the other group. It's all about survival of the fittest, isn't it? What's that phrase you guys always say?"

"Pura vida," Javier said, acting jittery and staring at the white contents of his vial with a disappointed look.

"That's not what the phrase means," Ricardo said cheerily. "But, that works too. Just as long as you all see reason.”

Warren looked up from Ray's dead body and shot Mohammad a venomous glare. "What the fuck are you saying, Mohammad? That guy just killed Ray! Isn't killing against your beliefs?"

Mohammad shrugged. "We were all gonna die anyway. Plus, Dolos appeared to us. Everything has changed."

Before his brain could kick in and tell him not to say anything, Jarret found himself adding, "Mohammad drinks, doesn't pray five times a day, and eats pork. He’s not exactly an imam, and he doesn’t give a fuck about us. You didn't see his expression when Ricardo killed Ray. I did. This guy doesn't care, Warren."

Everyone's head snapped to Jarret. Javier mouthed, "Como?"

Warren's eyes widened. "Jarret, where the hell are you?"

Jarret looked down at his hands, only to realize he couldn't see them. He was invisible. Then the realization hit him that he could run away to find the other group, tell them about Ricardo killing Ray. Cole would know what to do; he always did.

After what Mohammad had just said, there was no way Jarret wanted to stick around to watch Ricardo kill more people. But then there were Kenan and Warren to think about. Jarret didn't know Kenan that well, but he was a childhood friend of Cole's and Kiddy's. And Warren was a completely different story. Jarret had been roommates with Warren for two years. They'd grown as close as brothers.

His hands appeared again, and Warren yelped, backing up and scuffing his expensive boots in the mud. His tears had left tracks in the dust on his face. Kenan raised a curious eyebrow.

Ricardo's smile deepened. He spoke, his voice tinged in his Costa Rican accent. "It looks like our friend Jarret here can turn invisible. So, what will it be? Will you stick with our group and do what needs to be done?"

Warren interrupted, "Why are you doing this? Why do we have to kill our friends? Why did you kill Ray? He only asked a question!" Angry tears streamed down his cheeks.

Before Ricardo could answer, Mohammad snorted. "Didn't you hear Dolos? A real god! He told us only one can survive. My survival chances are higher if I don't have to worry about the others. You saw the build on that older guy, Satin. And Cole is a goddamn nightmare in the octagon. We've all been to his matches. They're thinking the same thing, probably!"

Warren shook his head. He meekly said, "Cole would never--"

Ricardo offered Warren his hand and gave the rich young man a friendly smile that ran shivers up Jarret's spine. "He was probably a very good guy, maybe before the tsunami, Warren. But not now, yes? Things have changed."

To Jarret's relief, Warren didn't take the guide's hand, but did stand up, his eyes tracking back to Ray's body. He shook his head wordlessly.

Ricardo said, "I'll take that as a yes to being a part of the team. That still leaves our dear friend Jarret. What say you, my friend? Do we have a problem?"

Jarret's mind raced. He wasn't a fighter; he was a goddamned English major. He was supposed to get closer with Nadia and tell her how he really felt about her on this trip. They weren't supposed to be in different groups, he wasn’t supposed to die in a tsunami, and they all sure as hell weren't supposed to be part of this fucked-up experiment, or whatever it was. He felt his stomach squeeze, as if he hadn't eaten in a week. Then he remembered the location of the supply drop Dolos had shown them in their minds.

A few minutes earlier, he’d thought this had all been a dream. But now Ray's body lay twisted on the ground. 

This was real. 

The smile on Ricardo's face was too relaxed, too practiced to be anything other than a born killer's. Jarret wouldn't kill his friends, but this didn't mean he had to die like Ray did.

His stomach turned as he made his choice. "I'm with you.”

Chapter 5

 

Cole walked, and tripped side by side through the jungle with Holly. Other than Jin, the pretty blonde girl had been his oldest friend. Back when they were children, the three had been inseparable. They’d done everything together: basketball camps, Sunday school, soccer clubs, and of course, video games. Holly had been into casual games like farming simulators or party games like racing kart games. Cole and Jin had enjoyed those, too.

But when Jin's parents had finally bought him his own personal computer, things had changed. Jin and Efrem had discovered online games. From that point on, whether they were taking part in battle arenas, first-person shooters, or massively multiplayer role-playing games, Efrem had been over at Jin's house to play.

Jin was the person who gave Efrem his gaming name, Coleslaw, since he’d liked the food so much. The origin for the nickname was silly, but Cole had entirely embraced it. After that, instead of Efrem White, he’d told everyone to call him by his gaming handle. To this day he thought himself more as Cole than Efrem.

As Cole and Kiddy had sunk more time into games, Holly had become more focused on school and sports. Cole had joined her occasionally whenever his foster parents allowed it, but Jin had stopped playing sports completely by then. Then during middle school, all Jin had talked about was video games. He’d created a dedicated streaming channel with thousands of followers under the gaming handle Kiddy Whale. Eventually, Jin had gotten so skilled at games that he’d dropped out of college to pursue a career in streaming.

Cole had hoped that having thousands of followers would help Jin with his social skills, but it’d actually made things worse. His friend had become more of a recluse, even to the point he rarely answered texts as time went by. Then, soon after Cole and Holly had announced they were dating, Cole and Jin had had a falling out after a heated argument.

To this day, Cole still didn't really know what had started the argument. Then he and Jin, Kiddy, had barely spoken for five years. It had been Holly's idea to invite Kiddy along for their Costa Rica trip. She’d said they might be able to use the time to patch old wounds.

The thing was, before the tsunami had come, the situation was actually looking really hopeful on that front. But now everything was different. Cole secretly wondered if this might be the day he would lose his life and his best friend for the second time.

Despite his deep thoughts, Cole still paid attention to the jungle around them. After the mutant gorilla attack, the whole group had been jumpy. Strange animal sounds like growls and hooting would carry through the trees occasionally, making them all swivel their heads and stay quiet for a minute or two. Cole could tell he wasn’t the only person feeling exhausted. Part of him regretted volunteering to clear the trail, but he knew some members of the group were feeling worse than he was.

He turned to look at Holly for a bit, wondering where she got her energy from. Using her newfound power had obviously taken something out of her, but she’d still been acting strangely ever since, almost manic. Whenever the group hadn’t been scared into stillness, she’d been muttering to herself. Cole had overheard her speculating that their new powers could be the next evolution in humanity. She’d also whispered something about the possibility that their bodies were constantly evolving on a micro-biological level.

Cole hadn’t thought that last bit made a lot of sense, but neither did how she was behaving. She seemed to be retreating into herself, all while ignoring the fact that they had all almost died in a tsunami, then been thrown into a death game on another world; at least he thought this was another world. Holly had either grown immune to how terrible the situation was, or was compensating in a strange way. Cole wasn’t going to ask her about it, not least of which was because he didn’t feel like talking. The pall of Gary-Wayne Lucas blowing himself up, probably taking his daughter with him, and the recent fight with the gorillas had left him feeling cold. 

Thinking about the gorillas again made him start going over the fight in detail. Almost everyone else seemed to have a special power now. What was his?

He remembered how Sheriff Satin had fought off multiple misshapen gorillas with nothing but a machete. Cole looked over his shoulder to the serious-looking older man and asked, "Sir, if you don't mind me asking. How the hell did you move like that? I did some amateur mixed martial arts back home, but I've never seen anything like that."

Sheriff frowned and paused. “Okay, this is a good place to slow down and take a small break.” He waved the rest of the group to slow down and guided his addled wife over a high root that would have otherwise tripped her. To one side, Holly was still mumbling to herself. Jin and Nadia were both quiet. Sheriff met Cole’s eyes. "I picked up some skills in my profession."

His wife, Annie, brightened up at the new conversation. "Oh, hon, my husband used to work as an undercover agent for the CIA. But, shh! Don't tell anyone or we'll be in big trouble!"

Sheriff slapped his free hand on his forehead, sighed, and gave Annie a patient smile. Nadia laughed tiredly at the unexpected reveal. He sighed. "I guess there's no point in keeping secrets anyway considering the circumstances. Hand-to-hand combat is a part of our training, and I did some other training too. Of course there are also things experience teaches you that classrooms never could, not that I wanted to learn those lessons."

He sucked in a breath and frowned. "But to be honest, kid, I've never moved like that before in my life. I've got the scars to prove it. Those damned monsters, when they got serious, still moved fast, even with how awkward they seemed. But I could see and feel what was coming before they even did it. Still don't understand it myself."

"It's simple, really," chimed in Kiddy, adjusting his glasses. "Like I said before, you have precognition, but probably only on a tactical scale."

"Explain," Sheriff ordered.

"Be nice to the kids, dear," chided Annie.

Cole knew he probably needed to jump in here and rolled his eyes. It had been a while since he’d needed to translate Kiddy's game-speak to normal English. "What Kiddy is trying to say, sir, is that you can see into the future, but probably only for a very short amount of time. Probably only what's really close by, or even within sight."

Holly suddenly asked, "Mr. Satin, what's your first name?"

Sheriff spoke in the practiced way that people who have had to explain something a million times do. "Sheriff is my real name. My daddy took a liking to the gunslingers in movies of those days. All the good ones were almost always Sheriffs. So, that's what he called me. I used to hate it. The funny thing is, I grew to like my name. It's something I became grateful for."

"It's a handsome name," Nadia replied.

Annie patted her husband's stubble-ridden jaw. "It sure is."

Cole tightened his grip around Holly, who gave him a small smile back. Then he turned back to Sheriff and mused aloud, “I wonder if I’ll get a power.”

“I don’t see why not. Just hope you don’t blow up like the preacher did,” Nadia said.

Holly shook her head. “I don’t think that was his power. He lost himself in some sort of religious euphoria and self-destructed.”

“Christians,” scoffed Nadia.

“Now hold on there, lady,” admonished Sheriff, eyes narrowed. “Throwing around disdain like that is a great way to hit people you don’t mean to.”

“Oh, you mean you are--” Nadia let her words trail off.

“Yes,” said Sheriff. He drew a chain out of his shirt, showing her a crucifix. “I don’t like being associated with crazies I ain’t got nothing to do with. Seems to me that you might relate a bit, reckon? One bad apple doesn’t make a bad orchard.” He put his chain away.

Nadia pursed her lips and crossed her arms. “Fair. But how do you explain Dolos then? Or where we find ourselves?” She waved her hand at the dome.

Sheriff shrugged. “Way I see it, I never claimed to know everything, and only a fool would. Seems to me that if someone believes in angels, and I do, and they believe in miracles, and I do, then keeping an open mind comes with the territory.”

“So you believe Dolos is a god?” asked Nadia, tone skeptical.

“Can’t rightly say,” admitted Sheriff. “Angel, demon, devil, god, it doesn’t change anything, and doesn’t change my faith. What is, is. Always. I may not know all the particulars of what’s going on, but I know where me and Annie are going if we die. That’s a comfort now.”

Suddenly, some light returned to Annie’s eyes. “Are you talking about death again, sweetie?”

“Yup.”

“You stop that!” She turned to Nadia. “Sorry, hon, sometimes he gets all dark and mopey.” Then as quickly as it had returned, the spark of light left her eyes and she turned to stare at a tree.

Nadia’s expression softened and her shoulders relaxed. “Personality defects aside, what actually happened to the preacher anyway?” she wondered aloud. “Could that happen to us?”

Holly absently scratched at one arm and made a face. “Gary-Wayne seemed to have an ability related to light. He probably just drew on his power too hard, and kept doing so long enough to start some kind of chain reaction. There is that feeling of emptiness--like a ledge or something. You know what it’s like to use your power, we’ve both done it now. He went over that ledge, I think.”

“Yes, you are right,” said Nadia, voice thoughtful. She shivered. “It felt like...part of me was dying, or being used up.”

“For me, it felt like I just ran a few miles and went a day without sleep,” said Sheriff. “I have been thinking about food non-stop.”

“Me too,” admitted Holly.

"We're close to the supply drop," Kiddy said, changing the subject. "Once we start moving again, it won’t be long until we arrive. The other group might be there. There might be trouble."

Cole's mood soured at the comment and he could feel his party's mood darken even further. He said, "We can talk things out with them, tell them that there has to be another way for us to live. It just doesn't make sense for Dolos to have saved all of us only to let everyone die but one person."

Holly shook her head side to side slowly as if weighing both sides of the argument. "Cole might be right. Dolos looked like a god, or an angel,” she said, nodding her head at Sheriff, “but spoke like a scientist. He might only be interested more in data, not lives. If we can figure out how to evolve with our new powers--"

"No," Kiddy said flatly, cutting her off. "Dolos clearly defined the rules. Nothing we've experienced so far contradicts that. There will only be one winner here. The one way to win is to be a part of the winning team. After that, it's just a free-for-all."

Cole felt his patience slipping with Kiddy again, but the warmth of Holly's grip reminded him to stay cool.

Nadia squared her shoulders. "I'm not a killer. Killing taints you, wounds the spirit."

"It sure does," Sheriff confirmed. "Even though what the Oriental kid said--"

"That's the wrong word, dear," Annie said, warning in her voice.

"The kid with glasses," Sheriff said, correcting himself. "I didn't mean nothing by it. Anyway, he's right. We don't know what the other group is gonna be like at the supply drop. If there's anything I've learned in my life, you choose who you trust carefully, or or as carefully as possible, and stick together like glue. Everyone else is a liability, given enough time."

Cole looked over his shoulder for Annie to say something sweet, to disagree with her husband, maybe even snap out of her dementia for a short time. Instead, her face was grim, which was enough for Cole to realize she agreed with her husband. 

"So, let’s talk tactics," Kiddy said and pushed his glasses up. "Sheriff can see slightly into the future. He's our lead-in aggro, maybe a tank. Nadia won't kill but is the druid. She's defense, or crowd control. I've got ranged damage with telekinesis and can sling things I touch. Holly can heal. So you still don’t know what you can do yet, Coleslaw?"

"No, not yet." Cole shook his head, then realized he needed to translate again. Everyone other than Holly sported a blank stare. He handed the machete back to Sheriff. "Mr. Satin, if we end up fighting, you'll be doing your thing. Your ability doesn't seem to tire you out as much as the others. Nadia, I don't want you stretching out your powers or we might have another Gary-Wayne on our hands. Don't push yourself with the plants unless you feel confident about not passing out."

Nadia nodded. "Got it. I think last time, part of the problem was how far away I was.”

Cole continued, "Holly, you stick by me and Annie."

Sheriff frowned at that. "I can protect my wife." To his side, Annie frowned. At the moment, she was still at least somewhat coherent, and obviously didn’t like the tone of the conversation.

"And what if you can't?" Cole asked in a matter-of-fact tone. "I know you don't trust anyone but your wife, but it's not like we have a lot of options, here. We gotta stick together, and if she’s with you at the front of a fight..." He let his voice trail off.

Annie patted her husband's chiseled jaw. "It's okay, love. We'll go to the fair after this. I won't even have to force you on the carousel since you hate heights so much."

Nadia laughed. "Sheriff Satin, deadly jungle master agent man but afraid of a little vertical."

Sheriff shrugged. “We all have our quirks.” He took Annie’s hand gently, working his jaw while he thought, then sighed. "Fine. But only if my hands get full."

As he watched the exchange, Cole realized that despite not knowing what power he had yet, if any, he could still feel the same hunger others had described, and it was getting worse. Was he using a power? He hated feeling useless.

Even worse, he hated what the situation was doing to the people he’d known for so long. It seemed Kiddy really had reverted back to seeing everything as a game, people as pieces. Then there was Holly. She’d always been strong, but her fascination with the power seeds and how it was affecting their bodies seemed a little unhealthy. The way she was acting still seemed strange. Cole had to admit that after so much trauma, they were all probably doing pretty well, everything considered, but he still worried.

All he wanted was to get everyone out alive. Cole was sure the other group could understand that. They could be reasoned with.

After the group began moving again, they didn’t travel far before reaching a smaller clearing surrounded by lush jungle vegetation. As they passed a thick copse of trees, Cole wondered if he was imagining that some looked sick. At the center of the clearing were two large duffel bags. One of them had some sort of snack in a wrapper visible through the opening. Nadia's stomach groaned so loud even Cole could hear it. She began to run forward, but Cole held her back. He shook his head in warning.

He picked up a stick, checked his digital watch, and drew a line in the dirt about a foot ahead of his toes. "From the visions Dolos gave us, this is where the dome will close in about two minutes. We barely made it here in time." Then he threw a stick at the bags.

The branch sailed through the air and everyone in his group watched as it landed perfectly on top of the nearest bag...and bounced off. Cole blew out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. As a test for traps, it hadn’t been a very good one, but he felt better now.

He started forward, and his group hurried across the line he’d drawn. As soon as they did, the sound of someone clapping came from the other side of the clearing. Several figures walked out from between the trees, revealing the other hiking group. Both groups were about the same distance from the supply drops.

Cole scanned them and felt dread in the pit of his stomach. Where is Ray Casey?

Ricardo, the head guide, had been the one clapping. He was smiling, but something about the man's expression did not sit well with Cole. Ricardo said, "Well, well, well. Looks like Dolos was right."

Cole's instincts screamed at him a warning, telling him the conversation was already off to a bad start. Now that he saw the group and thought about it, he briefly wondered why both guides had gone with one group to begin with. He’d been so preoccupied with Kiddy when they’d first gotten to the island he hadn’t even noticed. Cole mentally gave himself a rough shake and pulled himself back to the present. He held up his hands and said, "There are two bags. One for each group. Nobody has to fight, in fact, we could all join together. Why would Dolos save all of us just to let only one of us live?"

He kept his eyes moving, scanning the other group, and noticed their expressions. Warren's face had tracks through the grime like he had just been crying. Kenan had the same flat look he’d worn when Cole had picked him up from prison. Javier, the other guide, was twitching. Cole thought he might be on drugs. He recognized that kind of twitch from junkies he had seen coming in and out of his foster parents’ home.

The normally stoic Jarret Freidhof, one of his college buddies, looked awful. His face was grave, and he was slightly shaking his head while mouthing something. What was he saying? Cole tried to read his lips and finally understood the one word his friend was trying to communicate. "Run."

With a start, Cole noticed that Mohammad’s hands were on fire but the flames didn't burn him. The young man seemed to be looking to Ricardo for what to do next.

Ricardo shrugged, smirking at Cole’s wandering attention and meeting his eyes. "I think you're wrong. But to be honest, I don't really care about this...experiment. I'm just grateful God finally answered my prayers and I was given a playground to play in."

This is going nowhere fast, Cole thought. He struggled to hold onto his optimism, but he could feel it breaking, and his heart kept sinking with a terrible premonition. "Jarret," he asked. "Where is Ray?"

Jarret shook his head in denial and sorrow. Then he disappeared. In the corner of his vision, Cole noticed Ricardo began to move.

"Cole! Protect my wife!" Sheriff barked, and he rushed forward.

Everything happened at once.

The dome above flashed and shrank in an instant. The trees behind the glowing orange barrier began to catch on fire. Monsters’ and animals’ screams echoed from behind the dome wall.

Ricardo's grin widened into a predatory smile as he slowly stalked forward. "Kill them and bring me those supplies!" he ordered.

Chapter 6

 

Everything seemed to happen at once.

Sheriff rushed forward, and Nadia grabbed Annie Satin’s wrist, pulling her back. Kiddy took a few stones out of his pockets as he ran behind a tree. 

Cole realized the gamer was being smart. Nobody knew what the other group could do yet. Part of him felt sad that nobody on the other side had just immediately defected, tried to leave the aggressors, but he needed to live in the moment, not might-have-beens. Almost everyone else was running toward the supplies, and at the same time, a handful of mutated gorillas erupted out of the trees, heading between the two groups.

“Crap crap crap crap crap,” he muttered, then he yelled, "Holly, help Nadia with Mrs. Satin and find cover! Nadia, wait for my signal! I'm going for the bags!"

Cole sprinted forward, but halfway to the supply drop, Sheriff tackled him from behind. They both tumbled to the ground, and Cole yelped, “Wha--” right before a crack split the air. He rolled free in time to see Ricardo lining up another shot with a pistol.

Crashing noises to one side drew Cole’s attention and he saw the group of monster gorillas running straight toward Ricardo now. He thought he saw more coming out of the jungle, too, likely attracted by the noise of the gun firing. Ricardo almost didn’t see them in time, but recovered, yelling as he backed up and fired at the misshapen animals.

Someone in the other group dropped to the ground with a startled cry, and Cole thought he saw a stone flying through the air behind them. It looked like Kiddy’s aim was off, but he’d still hit someone from his firing position.

Suddenly, the other Costa Rican guide near Ricardo, the twitchy one, yelled in Spanish and threw something. The cluster sailed to one side, and Cole thought they might be grenades or some other kind of weapon. He put his hands over his head, fearing an explosion, but when nothing happened other than a few more gunshots, he looked up and realized that they were smoke bombs. 

The man’s goal had clearly been to blind Cole’s side, but the faint wind through the jungle began sending the smoke over the entire clearing. The crawling wall of blue-grey was already nearing Cole’s position.

“Crap crap crap!” he grunted. Sheriff had already gotten up, moving into the smoke. Smart, thought Cole. Visibility was already bad, but he looked at the other side of the clearing where most, if not all of the gorillas were already down. Ricardo might be out of bullets, but Cole betting his life on that assumption didn’t seem very wise. Sheriff had obviously thought the same, and Cole followed the older man directly into the smoke.

Yelling and crashes penetrated the grey curtain hanging over the clearing, but Cole grimly stumbled forward toward the supplies. He didn’t only have his own hunger to worry about. Nadia and the others needed these supplies too. 

When he judged he was almost to the duffel bags, he saw the faint outline of something glowing at the edge of his vision. Acting on instinct, he dropped to a soccer slide, ducking under a ball of flame flying through where his head had just been. Mohammad stood on the other side of the supplies with a sickly grin on his face. The man’s eyes were wild, and he said, "I always wondered who would win in a fight between us. You've got your MMA but I've got thirty pounds on you. Oh, and I have this now too."

His hand flared, and he cocked back like he was going to throw something. When his arm snapped forward, another ball of fire sped toward Cole. 

Cole managed to roll out of the way, tucked his chin, and scissored back to his feet. In another second, he was up within punching distance of Mohammad. “So you're gonna kill us now?"

Mohammad moved back, and Cole’s nasty jab didn’t hit anything but air. The taller man laughed. "It's eat or be eaten, man. Always has been. Now it’s just more obvious."

Cole's vision unfocused, and he slipped between two fast, savage, but clumsy strikes. This fight would be much different than an MMA match. This was his worst nightmare, a life-and-death fight with someone he knew. Cole wished everything was happening differently, but he wasn’t a pacifist. He didn’t want to die, didn’t want Holly or Kiddy to die, so lying down without a fight was out of the question. The noises around him seemed to grow distant and it was almost like he watched himself flip a switch, accepting the reality of the situation.

Mohammad threw powerful haymakers, and he was an athletic guy, but Cole had trained to judge distances correctly. If any of the powerful strikes had connected, Cole would be in trouble, but big, wide punches like this were slow and telegraphed. Part of him noted that the bigger man should have tackled him, taking him to the ground, maybe used his fire abilities there. 

Cole kept his fingers loose, parrying a punch or two, retreating carefully so he wouldn’t trip over anything. He kept fearing he’d be shot, or a monster would run out of the smoke, but none did. 

When Mohammad went in for a throat grab, Cole knew it was time to counter. He slapped his open palm against Mohammad's elbow, using the big man’s momentum against him. Mohammad stumbled forward, cursing, and Cole snapped a kick to his groin. Just like that, at least two hundred pounds of pure muscle turned into a wet noodle, the other man’s knees buckling beneath him.

Before his enemy fell to the ground, Cole channeled his entire weight from his back foot to his wrist, whipping his momentum forward into a palm strike low to Mohammad's temple, right above the jaw. The guy was out cold before he even touched the ground. Cole jumped over him, feeling sadness, but no pity for someone who had attacked him with deadly force.

He found the supplies in a few steps but realized one of the duffels was gone. The smoke was starting to clear up a bit, so he was able to see the jittery guide about ten feet away. His name is Javier, that’s right, Cole suddenly remembered. The man smiled, and in that moment, Cole noticed an absurd number of details, like the burning jungle behind the distant barrier, and how Javier had a bandana around both his forehead and his neck. The guide’s gold chain glittered as a light from the orange dome overhead leaked through the smoke.

Javier’s eyes were fuzzy. He’s high as a kite, Cole thought. The big stick in the man’s hands, held quarterstaff-style, was no joke, though. When Javier sprung forward to attack, Cole heaved the duffel bag in his hands to block it. Then he got a feeling, like he knew where Javier would attack next, and trusted his gut. He twisted his body awkwardly, and the stick barely missed pulping his knee.

At that moment, Sheriff strode out of the smoke, throwing a nasty strike with his machete. Javier managed to backpedal, and kept the older man at bay with his longer weapon. It seems there are some limits to precognition, or maybe Sheriff isn’t using his power, thought Cole. That might be likely. Maybe he was conserving his energy or needed to eat first before he used it again.

“Grab that bag and get out of here!” ordered Sheriff.

Cole immediately ignored him, moving to one side where the smoke was still somewhat thick, and circled back in a way he thought might surprise Javier. His plan worked. He could see Javier through the thick smoke, pushing Sheriff back, getting close to planting a solid strike. Cole frowned--he hated all of this.

The guide never knew what hit him. Cole blindsided Javier, jumping forward and driving his heel into his knee. The guide screamed, falling to the ground and holding his joint in pain. Gurgled whimpers escaped his lips.

From behind, Cole could hear a familiar voice. “Cole!” He turned to see Holly jogging forward, head swiveling back and forth nervously.

“We need to get out of here! Go back!” he shouted.

“You’re tired! I can help.”

“Fine.” Cole threw her the duffel bag and yelled, “Hurry! Take this back."

His girlfriend caught the supplies, turned, and sprinted. Cole began to follow her, and realized how exhausted he really felt. Ragged breaths worked his lungs to their limit. Sheriff followed behind, and Cole was almost too tired to worry about how quickly the smoke was clearing up. A rock whizzed through the air some distance away, and he figured Kiddy was taking shots again.

Suddenly, new voices made Cole turn. "Fuck you! I'm not killing anyone for you, you monster!" 

Through the fading smoke, he could identify that Warren was the person he’d heard. The blond botany major’s bun had come undone and he was struggling with Ricardo.

The two surged back and forth, getting closer to the orange barrier. Warren had both hands on Ricardo’s wrist, desperately controlling the knife in the other man’s hand. Despite normally being such a gentle person, Warren looked wild, teeth bared, his brightly colored pony shirt dirty and torn. He screamed and head-butted Ricardo in the face.

After reeling, the guide snarled, and black fog, like a boiling absence of light, came out of his hands, moving like it was alive. The bizarre cloud completely covered the two struggling men.

Nothing happened for a couple moments, but then Warren was shoved out of the expanding black miasma. Cole watched in horror as the hand on Warren’s face shoved him backward into the glowing orange barrier. Warren let out a blood-curdling scream as the back of his head began to smoke, and he struggled blindly for a few seconds before his body seized up and the upper half of his torso fell through the ring. His corpse smoked before bursting into flame.

The killing hand retreated back into the dark cloud.

Cole didn’t notice he’d been running toward the scene until he’d almost arrived. He’d just moved without thinking. “Warren!” he cried. Then he hit the inky fog, passing through it like a cold breath.

As soon as he’d stepped into the fog, he regretted it. He was completely blind and all of his other senses had dulled, too. Then somehow, he could sense that something sharp was about to hit him. 

He could feel his death approaching, unable to check his forward momentum, unable to avoid it, when suddenly a powerful hand grabbed him from behind. Sheriff jerked him back, all the way out of the cloud. When Cole stumbled out, sound, sight, and even taste came back to him in a rush of relief. 

“What were you thinking?” the older man yelled. "Get out of here! That crazy man made this thing, he can probably see us clear as day!"

Cole nodded dumbly, and noticed the black fog moving towards them about the same speed as a walking man. It was slowly growing bigger, too. “Okay let’s go!”

Everything behind the orange barrier was on fire now, and the flames had begun to creep through the orange wall, creating fresh smoke in the area. Cole coughed as he ran back toward Holly and the others. On the way, he caught sight of Kenan, who hadn't moved far from his original spot he’d been standing before all the fighting. He had the same dead look on his face as before. Cole yelled, "Come on, man! If we work together we can survive, take Ricardo out!"

Kenan’s eyes moved to Warren’s body, then back to Cole. He shook his head, turned around, and silently walked back into the jungle. Cole yelled his friend's name one more time before half growling, half whining in frustration. Why would nobody listen to him?

Then he noticed the barrier moving again. The curved orange wall began to creep inward, actually making the fire at its edges spread faster. With a sinking feeling, Cole realized that unlike before, when the barrier had snapped inward when the time limit had been reached, this time it would probably creep inward the entire time.

They all needed to move, and move now. Again, Sheriff had already been ahead of him, this time literally. Sheriff turned his head and seemed to look for something. After he spotted his wife, he ran to her while yelling over his shoulder, "Get the fuck outta dodge, kid!"

Cole nodded but frantically looked around the entire area, trying to make sure everyone in his group was still alive. “Where is Kiddy?"

"Right here," called Jin casually.

Cole whipped around to see his oldest friend helping up a pissed-off-looking Mohammad on the other side of the clearing. Jin adjusted his glasses.

"What the hell are you doing, Jin!" Cole screamed. "They just tried to kill us!"

Jin shrugged half at Cole and half at Ricardo who had stepped out of his black fog, clearly curious about the new development. The gamer coolly responded, "I'm switching teams. The most aggressive team always wins, and Ricardo isn't afraid to push. You just don't have it in you to see this for what it is."

Cole gritted his teeth. He felt cold, too shocked to even process the new, terrible betrayal. He began running back the rest of the way to his group when he heard Ricardo chuckle darkly behind them. He turned in time to see the guide step back into his fog. Then the dark mass sprang forward, moving toward Cole’s group. Ricardo stepped out again with only a hand held inside. He gave a sinister smile.

Up ahead, Nadia peeked out from behind a tree and Cole screamed, "Nadia! Do something!"

The dark-skinned girl nodded, stepped out from her hiding place, and slammed her hands into the ground. In an instant, roots, vines, and any other plants grew and lifted themselves from the earth. They twisted beneath Cole and Sheriff, and it took all of his balance not to fall to the shifting ground.

Behind him, a huge wall made of plants, bark, grass, and moss burst from the jungle floor. Meanwhile, with a smile on her face, Nadia passed out on her feet and began to fall. Suddenly, Jarret Freidhof became visible, appearing out of nowhere, catching Nadia before she touched the ground. He gave Cole a thumbs up.

Over the new plant wall, Cole could see rising dark fog, and the orange barrier beginning to move faster.  Sheriff grabbed Cole’s shoulder and yelled in his ear, "Come on, kid! Move or die!"

Cole hustled to join his group, helping a silent and now visible Jarret carry the unconscious Nadia away from the closing dome. They escaped the other group--the one that Kiddy had joined.

Chapter 7

 

Five minutes after fleeing from the supply drop, Cole was exhausted. Jarret had been helping carry Nadia, but he didn’t have much energy left to give. He could barely believe only an hour had passed since they’d met Dolos. Every minute since then had been so intense and surreal that it seemed like he'd lived a lifetime since then. Every new insane thing that had happened seemed to be worse, building up to Kiddy betraying them.

Cole knew it was ridiculous to keep focusing on Kiddy abandoning them when some of his friends had just died, but his sorrow was being swallowed by the boiling rage inside him. He should have seen it coming, but even in hindsight, it just didn't make any sense to him. Cole was Jin’s oldest friend. He’d thought he’d known him as well as he knew himself, but apparently not.

Maybe five years earlier he’d really known Kiddy, when they’d been close. Over the years his friend had grown so detached from everyone who cared about him that it had taken Holly reaching out to Jin's parents to convince him to come to Costa Rica. What had changed in the last five years?

Cole liked to think that Jin hadn’t been a stranger, an opportunist. Maybe Jin had changed after facing death by tsunami, accepting their fate, only to have their entire world turned upside down. 

Two fingers snapped in front of Cole's eyes. "Hey, man, you with us?" asked Jarret. The skinny, pale, freckled college student offered him a weak smile, but it was filled with sadness and his glance at Nadia on Cole’s shoulder showed lingering concern. 

Cole nodded and put on a brave face. "I'm good, just a little hungry.” He turned and said, “Actually, let’s slow down for a second.  Holly, you wanna see what's in the supply bag and start passing it around?" With a grunt of relief, he gently, but quickly lowered Nadia to the ground, trying to make sure she would rest comfortably against a solid-looking bush.

Holly unzipped the duffel. "Bottles of water and a bunch of protein bars."

Sheriff snorted. "At least they aren't MREs. Pass them over, kid. I've got a hankering like never before. The fight with the tour guide took a ton out of me."

“Is it really okay for us to stop like this?” asked Jarret. “Ricardo is a psycho. He’s probably mad as hell at me, too.”

Sheriff shook his head, his attention mostly on his weary wife as she slowly sat down to lean against a tree. He said, “Not for the moment. They have their own problems, and their own wounded like we do. We’ve been following this game trail, and they probably found a different one. If they were coming, they’d probably need to come straight through the jungle and we’d hear them. This is a risk we have to take. We’re all about to drop.”

Cole gave the older man a once over, noting that Sheriff looked more than exhausted. There were lines on his face that hadn’t been there before, and it seemed his hairline had receded. "I don't know what happened back there, but you look older."

"Still could make you eat your teeth," Sheriff snapped back with a grin. After rifling his fingers through his hair, he frowned. "But I think you're right. I was seeing double for a second and I felt like I could predict everything going on around me. I had to shut it down, it was getting overwhelming. In the moment, I could feel my power burning through me. Just didn't know it was my literal years."

Sheriff munched down three protein bars and guzzled two water bottles. He checked the contents of the duffel, passing everyone else some food and water. "Funny, but my stomach still feels empty. It's like my body swallowed every inch of the food and water I just swallowed."

After getting done healing a wound on Jarret’s arm, Holly hummed thoughtfully. "It must be our bodies evolving with the power seeds. If we don't have the actual energy in terms of food in our stomachs, it draws on our body's energy reserves. Our bodies are being forced to metabolize at a rapid rate." She shrugged. “That’s my best guess, anyway.”

Cole raised an eyebrow. "English, please?"

Normally, she'd punch him in the arm playfully, but she seemed too lost in thought. She replied, "Our powers first draw on our food supplies, then fat reserves. After that, it sucks up the energy from our bodies somehow. Basically, if we don't keep eating when using our powers, we'll grow older."

"Holy shit," whispered Jarret.

With a grimace, Cole muttered, "Good thing I don't know what my powers are."

Holly gave him a concerned look, pinching his shirt. He looked down and saw it was torn oddly. She asked, "When were you cut?"

Cole touched his skin underneath the torn shirt but couldn’t find a wound. "Must have been a tree branch or Ricardo might have missed."

"I’m pretty sure that that guy’s fog robs your senses while he keeps his. He’s also crazy as a barn weasel. You got lucky."

He might be right, Cole thought. He’d never felt so useless in his life. Sure, he'd downed a super-powered Mohammad and disabled the junkie, but what more could he have done with a power?

Was that why Kiddy left their group, because Cole didn't show any kind of strength? A question came to mind. He adjusted Nadia on his shoulder and asked Jarret, "Why the hell was Ricardo trying to kill us? And how did he convince everyone else to help him? Did you guys meet Dolos too?"

Jarret abruptly sat down like his knees had given out. He rested the back of his head against a tree, and closed his eyes. A tear tracked down his cheek as he told the group what he’d experienced since coming to this place. He told them about their group's encounter with Dolos and everything that happened since. From his story, it seemed they had met Dolos before Cole’s group.

"As soon as Dolos vanished, it was like Ricardo had taken off a mask," Jarret explained, visibly shaking at the memory. "He changed real quick. Ray said he wasn't going to follow his orders, you know, kill you guys. Ricardo did his black fog thing, and the next thing I knew..."

Jarret choked up, swallowed whatever tears were about to come out, and his breath stuttered. After a moment, he finished, "Ray's dead. Kenan's been silent this whole time. And Warren...Oh god, Warren."

At the memory of his best friend’s recent death, Jarret lost it, breaking down in sobs and collapsing to the ground. An uncomfortable moment passed while everyone looked somewhere else, and Cole felt his own tears trying to force their way out. He resisted, but barely. Crying wouldn’t help anyone right now.

"I won't say it's okay, boy, cuz it's not," Sheriff offered. "I'm sorry you had to lose your friends like that."

Holly added, "What if the power seeds made him like this? Ricardo, I mean. The preacher blew himself up, remember? Our bodies are clearly evolving to accommodate our new abilities. Who is to say that it isn't affecting the chemicals in our brains?"

Sheriff growled at that. "That's bullshit. None of us have changed, right? Killing is killing. Some men only need the thinnest excuse to break the ice beneath your feet. Some people just like to watch you drown."

"You've killed before, though, right?” Cole reminded him.

Sheriff grew silent at that. His wife tiredly tussled his hair. After a minute of silence, Sheriff said, "Anyone with a brain or a heart should be able to see the difference between duty and selfishness. Duty is selfless. I think one of the easiest ways to tell if killing is justified is if it’s for the greater good, or self-defense, or done out of necessity. Selfishness or joy, that ain’t right. I never enjoyed any of it.”

"Even when you were a spy?" Holly asked.

"You were a spy?" Jarret blurted, seeming to forget his sorrow for a second.

Annie, who seemed to be a little more lucid now, spoke up. "Spies and agents are different. Sheriff here was an agent. He wasn't an assassin or anything like that."

"Wasn't there another way to do your job besides killing? There's always another way?" Cole almost spat the words, disgusted by the horrors of war.

Sheriff's face grew stern. "Okay, that’s enough. Haven’t you ever talked to a vet or a cop before, boy? Asking about killing is like asking someone to relive the worst day of their lives times ten. Why don’t you tell us all right now about when you first lost your virginity? When did you first masturbate? Did you ever piss your pants? How did it feel? Ever get molested?”

“That--I--what?” Cole sputtered.

Annie laid a gentle hand on Sheriff’s arm. “The boy didn’t know any better and I wasn’t helping. Calm down, sweetie.”

Sheriff met Cole’s eye and gruffly said, “Asking someone about lives they’ve taken on the job is bad enough. Pushing after that is as rude as a badger in a beehive. Most being asked would as soon walk away, but since we are here, in a jungle, maybe not even on Earth, I can’t do that.”

“I--see,” said Cole lamely. “I’m...I’m sorry, sir.” Cole dropped his eyes and firmed his jaw. What was wrong with him? He should have known better; he wasn’t completely socially awkward. The only thing that came to mind was Kiddy again. His friend’s betrayal hurt bad enough, but he kept shying away from the fact that now, there might come a time when Jin would try to take his life.

Cole felt a gentle hand on his arm and looked up into Annie’s kind eyes. Behind her, Sheriff stiffly shrugged and said, “Don’t worry about it, kid. I know you didn’t mean nuthin’. We are all on the same team, after all.”

After swallowing, Cole nodded and dropped his head again. Those simple words had felt like they’d hit him right in the heart. On the same team. Kiddy had left his team, but at least Cole still had one, and maybe they could all trust each other to survive this mess.

While Cole studied the ground, Holly spoke. "Killing. Adapt or die. It's the law of biology since life has existed," she said absently, like she was talking to herself, lost in thought.

Cole's head whipped around to stare at his girlfriend. Nothing about her had changed physically, but her words chilled him. What happened to the sweet girl he'd grown up with, who’d always supported his optimistic outlook and belief that people could find a way to work together?

His thoughts must have been on his face because she took his free hand in hers and said, "Cole, I love you because you're the most stubborn guy I know. But this, this is different." She shook her head.

Cole pushed her hand away, and adjusted the unconscious Nadia to recline in a more comfortable position. Holly wisely left him to his thoughts, and the group continued to consume more protein bars.

The orange glow of the burning dome wall shone through the jungle canopy. It was still busy closing in on them. Cole’s mood fell even as his energy levels rose, and he ate while wondering if he would have to betray his beliefs at some point too. Maybe at some point he would also adapt to this new situation so deeply that he’d finally be able to understand Jin’s betrayal. Finally, Cole turned and muttered, "All I want to do is find another way, different from all of us killing each other. Is that so much to ask?"

Holly looked away, so he couldn't see her expression. Jarret gave him a somber smile, agreeing with him silently but without much enthusiasm. Sheriff grunted, reaching into the duffel bag for another protein bar. "You're a good guy, Cole. But I'm not young anymore, which means I can't afford to be naive."

Cole's anger flared and he narrowed his eyes.

"I'm not patronizing you," Sheriff said firmly, but not unkindly. "The more you grow up, the more you accept things for what they are rather than try to change them. It's the job of the young to believe in a future that doesn't exist yet. That's why I'm sticking with you instead of just taking my wife on our own straight for the portal. It might be faster if we went alone, but I want to believe like you do. Besides, we should all be dead already, right?"

Nadia stirred, waking up. She mumbled something in another language, probably French, before switching to English. "Anyone else have a giant headache?"

Jarret had already brought her a water bottle. She drank the whole thing and ate two protein bars before even realizing who’d given her the food. Her eyes widened, tears brimming in her eyes. She reached out to touch him. "Freidhof? I thought you were dead."

Jarret smiled, his mouth working for a couple seconds. Finally, after an explosive sigh, he said, "Fuck it. I mean, I was already going to die." The words seemed for himself more than anyone else, but then he met Nadia’s eyes. "Nadia. I have feelings for you."

"Feelings? You have feelings?" Nadia complained, rolling her eyes. "I get sent to Nightmare Island and my crush tells me he has feelings? That's all you got, bucko?"

“Crush?” Jarret’s jaw dropped and intelligence seemed to leave his eyes for a moment. He quickly recovered, though. After a deep breath he nearly shouted. "I like you! I like you a lot, okay? Goddamn, woman!"

"You better," Nadia grunted, hoisting herself off the ground to pull Jarret down to sit too, then lean against him. As they sat that way, touching shoulders, Jarret caught her up on everything quickly. When Ray’s and Warren's deaths came up, he choked up again.

Cole smiled at the exchange, feeling bittersweet, and he instinctively reached out for Holly's hand. At first, he couldn’t figure out what was wrong, but then noticed she wasn't gripping back. Only an hour before, he’d been content to die with her in his arms. Now? They were only inches apart, sitting side by side, but he'd never felt so distant from her.

Sheriff coughed and caught Holly’s attention. "Hey, can you walk with Annie for a bit? I gotta have a guy talk with your man for a sec."

She nodded, her gaze distant. Holly still gently took Annie’s hand and led her to a tree, telling the older woman about the vine growing on its bark. Sheriff and Cole walked off to one side for some privacy. The older man seemed to be thinking, moving his machete in circles. “I need you to do me a favor."

"I'll take care of Annie if you fall," Cole said.

Sheriff shook his head. "People don't fall, or pass, or move on, Cole. They die. And no, I don't want you taking care of Annie."

"You don't?" Cole asked, confused.

Sheriff lowered his voice to barely above a whisper. "Besides the fact we were already supposed to die, my wife and I are old. She has dementia, and it’s been getting bad. I want to believe that there is another way, but if there isn't--"

"There's always another way," Cole snapped.

Sheriff sighed patiently. "If I die and only one of you can get through and I'm not there anymore...I need you to kill Annie, like this."

The older man made a vertical slicing motion up both forearms from the wrist to the crook of the elbow. Cole wanted to throw up. "You can't be serious," he growled.

"I'm dead serious, kid.” He ran a hand up his jaw. “No, you aren't a kid." Sheriff sighed. "Please. I don't want her final moments to be pain with loneliness, probably burning outside the dome. Jesus Christ, I don't want that goddamn killer Ricardo to get his slimy hands on her, either. This isn't an order. I'm asking you. You do this for me, please. I’ve come this far with you, and I will go the distance, but I need to know she won’t be left alone.

“I know my Annie, and she’s strong. She would agree with this right now with all her heart if she could stay lucid long enough to talk about it."

Sheriff offered the machete to Cole, who looked at it dumbly. How had it come to this? He was a college student. Sure, even in the face of monsters and people trying to kill him, he’d known he wanted to live, hadn’t given up. But in those moments, a part of him had still made peace with his death. He’d been wondering who Kiddy was now, but what about himself?

A man at least twice his age was asking Cole to potentially mercy kill his wife. Cole opened his mouth to say no when a single tear streaked down Sheriff's face. The man looked away, ashamed, and whispered, "Please, Cole, Efrem. I know what I'm asking. Please."

The machete hung limply in the man's hands. It could be a tool, but in that moment, it was a weapon.

Cole took it.

Chapter 8

 

Cole checked his digital watch, machete in hand. They were making good time and would reach the new supply drop ten minutes ahead of ring close, even if they slowed their pace. The adrenaline pumping through them and all the protein bars and water had helped with their speed. Imminent death was a great motivator.

The boost of energy from the food and water was weird, though. He was sure digestion didn't work like that, and was surprised Holly didn't have anything to say about it. 

"You look focused," Sheriff noted next to him.

"I want everyone to live," Cole said. "I don't even know if there really is another way off this damn island for all of us, but if everyone is going to believe the way I do, I need to believe it first. Wanting it isn't enough."

Sheriff raised an appraising eyebrow. "And here I thought you were just a whiny little runt."

Cole smirked. "If you didn't have that foresight power of yours, I'd take you into the octagon. Then we'd see who the whiner really is."

Sheriff rolled his eyes. “That’s just a bunch of showboating there. But seriously, I'm grateful you're helping lead this plucky little group," he admitted. "I've got plenty to worry about myself."

His eyes lingered back to his wife, who did not seem to be very lucid at the moment. Luckily, she was docilely following anyone who held her hand. 

Cole said, "Ricardo is a monster, but Kiddy going with him makes things ten times worse."

"Cuz your Asian buddy can move things with his mind?"

"When it comes to our powers, I think we can only affect things that are either really close to us or if we are touching it. Holly healed you after touching your bruise. Kiddy can probably only use his telekinesis if he is touching something. He'd probably refer to it as tactile-telekinesis. I'm sorry, telekinesis is--"

"I know what the word means," Sheriff grunted. "I'm old, but I grew up with pulp mags and stuff. And Carrie."

Cole fell silent for a moment, collecting his thoughts. The path ahead seemed to clear even without the use of his machete. He said, "You know him as Kiddy, but I grew up with Jin. He sees all of this as a game. This is why he's dangerous. With this new ‘tude he has, he’ll do anything to win. He’ll be smart and practical about it, too. I’ve never met anyone more competitive than him."

"I get it," Sheriff confirmed. "So, what do you propose?"

"Well, if he hasn't already, Kiddy will tell the enemy all about our group and our powers. He'll offer tactics, but he won't try to lead," Cole said.

"How are you so sure of that?"

"If he saw this situation for what it really is, people fighting for their lives, I wouldn't be so confident," Cole confessed. "But like I said, Kiddy sees this as a game. In every game I've played with him, he starts as support and bides his time. He uses his resources scarcely and prioritizes defense until the last round. Then, he goes for an all-out attack. That means he will be reluctant to use his powers right away. He's one of the top gamer-streamers in the world for a reason."

"Hell, kid," Sheriff said. "I don't wanna use these powers if I have to either. But Ricardo isn't giving me a choice. We had to deal with those gorilla things before, too."

Cole nodded at that. Their powers used up the energy from their bodies. The fact that they could even age to power their abilities was freaky to think about.

Jin's last words floated back to Cole from memory. Win. That's all Kiddy wanted to do. Cole hated to see this island from his friend’s perspective, to view everyone’s existence as a game, but maybe Jin had had a point. If the island really was like a game, luckily, Cole had years of experience as a game tester. It had been his full-time job, had even paid for college, his dorm, and what he’d called “girlfriend-money.” Holly had really hated the phrase but never complained when he paid for their dates. The thought amused Cole--it always did.

The point was, he knew games too.

He thought about the situation, trying to dissect it like he would a strategy game. First, he needed to tally up the sides. He knew there were dangerous animals on the island. People had died. So far, the known dead included Ray Casey, Warren, Gary-Wayne, and maybe Gary-Wayne’s daughter. Nobody had seen her body, but they hadn’t seen her alive since her father blew himself up, either. 

Cole’s group included himself, Nadia, Holly, Sheriff, his wife Annie, and Jarret. Nadia was still recovering, but thanks to Holly, nobody had any serious injuries. She’d even healed their blisters.

The other group had Ricardo, Javier, Mohammad, Kiddy, and maybe Kenan, if he hadn’t gone off alone or something. Javier was wounded, Mohammad probably was, and now that he thought about it, Cole wasn’t sure about the rest of them. His group hadn’t properly talked about the fight since then. Either way, as far as he knew, the other group didn’t have a healer. This thought made him start thinking about their abilities.

He reviewed what he knew about everyone who had revealed powers so far and what he knew about energy, where they were getting it from. Despite feeling the same hunger the others described, he and Annie were the only people in the group without powers. After the fight at the first supply drop, he'd felt useless.

That line of thinking wasn’t useful, though, so he abandoned it. This was a time for analysis, not feeling sorry for himself. He thought about all the role-playing games with magic spells and abilities he'd tested. There was always a pattern to ability sets. After a few minutes of thinking, he realized he probably actually had a good idea of what the limitations of everyone's powers were. He told Sheriff so.

The older man whistled doubtfully. "You sure sound confident about magic powers you've never seen before."

“I’m serious,” insisted Cole. “If it comes to fighting, just focus on Ricardo, he seems most dangerous. Trust me, this is what I'm good at--I see patterns in systems. In my experience, there is no truly perfect system where everyone has equal abilities and powers, and I doubt Dolos would have cared about that sort of thing anyway. Some people's powers are likely more powerful while others will cost less."

Sheriff shrugged. "I barely understand what you're saying, but I trust you."

It was Cole's turn to give the old man a searching look. When they had met at the base camp on the island for the hike, Sheriff had been somewhat stoic, keeping to himself with his wife. During the hike itself, he’d focused most of his energy on leading his wife, only telling Cole and his friends that Annie had always wanted to see Costa Rica since her grandparents had lived there.

At that time, Cole had held a mistrust of older people because of a lifetime where they’d generally held authority over him. Of course, Holly had told him several times that Cole just had a problem with authority in general. Most adult figures in Cole's life--his foster parents, his exhausted teachers, his angry coaches--they’d all used the same words to describe him: He was a backtalker, disrespectful, or whatever other words they could use to call him a deadbeat without actually saying the word.

This was the first time he could remember that an elderly person had extended this level of trust to him. Sheriff had basically been handing him the reins as the group's leader.

Cole looked up, and saw the dome shape had tightened considerably compared to when he’d first seen it. He raised his voice and shared his new realization. "The wall of the dome might move faster after the second hour is over, after we hit the second supply drop. We might be jogging for an hour straight after that."

Sheriff cursed under his breath. It had only been an hour and a half since they started surviving this hell, but the man looked at least five years older. Cole couldn't tell if it was because he'd burned through his powers or if the situation had just wrung him dry.

"You know," Sheriff began, "I noticed we were all pretty tired on our hike even before the tsunami came. I've seen men and women push themselves when the devil's on their tails, but they were still dragging. We aren't dragging. Hell, we're moving like a bunch of pro athletes."

Cole nodded at the distant Holly, who seemed to be lost in her own world. He said, "Holly said something about our bodies evolving with the power seeds. She might be onto something. Jarret was about to pass out during the hike before the group split up. I think he was barely hanging on to impress Nadia."

Sheriff seemed like he was debating whether to say something. After a moment, he firmed his mouth and softly said, "I don't want to pry, but your girl seems...different than a few hours ago."

"Maybe.” Cole sighed. “But she's still my girl, and she's had all of our backs since the beginning."

Cole almost jumped when Nadia suddenly spoke up from where she was walking about forty feet away. "You all hear that?"

Cole focused his attention on the jungle around them. They hadn’t heard the screams or pops of the jungle burning behind the closing dome since they’d gotten ahead of it, but he’d grown accustomed to the steady, natural surrounding sounds as they’d traveled. But the chirps of insects, cries of animals, and other natural sounds of the jungle had faded. When he’d first landed on the island, it had surprised him how loud nature really was. Now it was too quiet. "I don't hear anything."

Holly hurried up to walk beside Cole. She reached for his hand, and he grabbed it, grateful for the familiar gesture. At least something normal was happening. She said, "Back on Earth, the animals would have stayed away. They might have been curious. But those mutated gorillas--"

"Demon gorillas," Nadia corrected.

“Unnatural. They shouldn’t have been here at all,” offered Sheriff.

"Sons of bitches," Cole offered.

"Mutant gorillas," Holly continued, annoyed. "They attacked us, and it didn’t seem territorial. They seemed confused, clumsy. Even with powers, we probably shouldn’t have survived that. Anyway, the attack seemed deliberate. They likely sought us out either through our tracks or smells. It's fascinating, really."

"Our smells?" Cole asked.

Sheriff nodded. "Humans stink to high heaven to other animals. Pheromones and such. Annie loves National Geographic's magazines."

"Who reads magazines anymore?" Nadia asked.

Cole slashed an empty hand in frustration. They didn’t have time to get sidetracked. He said, "So, you're saying the animals here are trying to kill us?"

As if his words had tempted fate, or Dolos had been listening in, blood-curdling screeches suddenly echoed weirdly under the jungle canopy. Everyone's heads snapped around. Through the green vegetation to one side of their little trail, through some trees, Cole spotted a giant group of wild boars. Well, he thought they might have been boars in the past. Now whatever they were, they stood on their hind legs, their tusks pointed outward rather than up.

"A lot of them, maybe twenty," Jarret warned, voice barely above a whisper.

Without a word, everyone started moving again and their pace picked up. Cole cursed inwardly. Couldn't they catch a damn break?

"Boars can't climb! Find trees!" Sheriff ordered.

"No!" Cole refused. "These aren't normal, we can’t think of them like normal animals. They're coming for us."

He hated being right. The group of mutant boars began climbing the hill at a relentless pace toward them, only slowed by the clearly unfamiliar way they moved. Jarret began to panic while Nadia quietly tried to comfort him, driving him on to the dubious safety of the large trees ahead. 

Next to Sheriff, Annie must have sensed something was wrong because she began swiveling her head around, asking, “What? What?” Her voice was getting louder, and Sheriff patted her hand, nervously looking back as he tried to calm her. 

He looked to Cole. "Even if we run, these things are still going to catch up, and I can’t leave Annie behind. You got a plan?"

Calling his hunches a plan would be a disservice to plans, but Cole had a few ideas, and didn't have time to explain. They'd make it out of this alive. 

He began growling out orders, just like he would to a raid team in a multiplayer game. "Nadia, don't use your powers like before! Don’t tell the plants to do things they normally wouldn't do like build a wall. Instead, suggest they do things that they were already going to do!"

"What the fuck are you talking about, White?!" Nadia screamed. The boars were almost up the hill and gaining speed, screaming and oinking with disturbing, pain-filled voices.

Cole tried to keep his voice calm, like a movie action hero, but it came out shriller than he would have liked.  "Find trees in the area that are about to tip over! There has to be some. Encourage vines to grow where they were going to grow anyway. Jarret, you hold her hands and make her invisible too!"

"I can do that?" Jarret blurted.

"Grab two protein bars and just fucking try it!" Cole ordered.

Jarret reached inside the duffel bag that Sheriff was holding. He wolfed down two more protein bars. His cheeks were still full when he gripped Nadia's hand. They vanished.

"Fascinating," Holly whispered.

Cole didn't have time to figure out how he felt about that response. The porcine mutants were close. He yelled to the open air, hoping Nadia and Jarret could hear him, "When you find trees you can tip, or ways you can slow these things, do it, but don’t push yourself too far! We need you conscious. We will keep moving ahead to draw them forward!"

He and the rest of the group hurried forward in a tight rush. Suddenly, he heard cracking, splintering behind them to their left. A giant tree groaned, splintered from a crack that had grown wider as a limb grew out its center, and the majority of its mass toppled over, slamming into the jungle floor so hard the ground trembled. Annie almost lost her footing, but Sheriff caught her, maintaining their group’s run at Annie’s pace.

Cole glanced back and felt a surge of hope. The felled tree had rolled, utterly destroying several of the mutant pigs. Jarret and Nadia were still nowhere to be seen. 

"Well, I'll be damned," Sheriff breathed. Holly whooped.

Cole didn't celebrate. The tree’s landing had been lucky or well-timed on Nadia’s part, but had still only killed half of the mutants. The others climbed over the fallen tree and the fresh corpses of their fellows, squealing and screeching. “Crap crap crap crap,” muttered Cole. Time was almost officially out. Sheriff was good, but he couldn’t take on so many of these monsters and protect everyone else. They needed to do something now or else the boars would rush them in a violent, misshapen stampede.

This wasn't a video game, but all Cole could think about was the game mechanic, “aggro.” In games, when you pissed off a mob, an enemy, it would focus on your character. This mechanic was normally used to protect vulnerable allies, when characters called tanks would maintain aggro and either avoid damage, block it, or soak it up.

Cole was pretty damn sure his power seed's ability wasn't invincibility. He was feeling awfully vulnerable, but this didn’t stop him from running straight toward the pigs, or the orcs as he was thinking of them now.

"No, kid!" Sheriff yelled.

Cole knew what he was about to do was the stupidest thing he'd ever done in his life. The weight of leadership, of responsibility was weighing heavily on him, though. He wanted to save everyone. 

A small, sad thought nudged the back of his mind as he ran, even though the rush of mutant boar monsters were about to greet him with tusks, teeth, and sharp hooves. Sheriff had yelled, but Holly hadn't told him to stop. She had even been holding his hand when he’d started back, but had just let go, hadn’t tried to pull him back. He hoped she’d just been surprised.

The orcs were only a few seconds away now. This was at least the fourth time he'd faced death now in the last few hours, and it didn’t have the same grip on him anymore. He watched his footing, keeping in mind he was running downhill. Any loss of balance meant a face plant before getting mauled to death.

Four more steps and he took advantage of the slope of the hill, running down a large, fallen log that stuck out into space. He somehow kept his balance, running right over the orcs, and jumped behind them, machete in hand. After his feet hit the damp, loamy ground of the jungle, he rolled, but the undergrowth cushioned his fall and stopped his movement down the hill. Using the last of his forward motion and the massive dump of adrenaline in his system, he sprang back to his feet.

Miraculously, the boars halted their assault, turning their attention to Cole. Fortunately, his plan had worked. Unfortunately, he hadn't thought of what to do next.

The creatures squealed as they pivoted, and one almost roared, the sound distorted and demonic. Cole also turned and booked it down the hill, toward the dome wall. He tried to remember the lay of the land he’d seen on his way up. As he ran, he didn't need to see the boars behind him. It was as if he could sense where they were without even looking, at least at first. That feeling faded fast.

When he’d been helping lead the group away from the deadly orange wall earlier, it’d felt like the jungle had shown him the way, presented a path. Now, every step he took away from his friends got more tangled in roots and plants.

There. He finally found what he’d been looking for. The fire and smoke generated as it mercilessly advanced, burning everything it touched had been hard to miss, but now he could actually see it. Unfortunately, this meant that Cole was barreling downhill straight toward the dome wall.

The orcs had almost caught up to him, and he didn’t have much time left. He aimed his trajectory toward a small cliff, not far from the orange wall of death. This next part would be tricky.

Cole grabbed a tree near the end of the cliff, stopped his forward motion a bit, and dropped down. Then he immediately reached out to grab the exposed roots on the side of the cliff. He’d seen this area earlier, and his memory had been accurate. The hill was steeper at this point, and covered in mud. He began carefully, but quickly pulling himself to one side of the cliff, moving hand over hand.

The dome was getting close at this point, and clearing it safely even if his plan ended up working perfectly would be a close thing. The orcs ran forward, dropped down, and immediately began sliding to the edge of the orange ring. A few actually descended practically right on top of Cole, but he hugged the side of the cliff, pressing himself as close as he could. 

If the boars hadn’t been mutated, he probably would have died, but these orcs were walking on two legs and they didn’t have thumbs. Grabbing onto any roots or small trees wasn’t an option for them. They desperately flailed, Cole forgotten as they tried to stop their descent toward death.

The last of the creatures had gone over the cliff and begun slipping down the steep, muddy hill about the same time that the first of them collided with the barrier. Their pained screams pierced Cole's ears, and he knew he’d be haunted by the image of the closest creatures struggling not to slide down, slipping toward the edge of the ring. One of the orcs had managed to loop a leg around a tree. The creature oinked and screamed, but only had a few seconds left to live. 

The scene was terrible and captured his sight for a time, but he shook it off. He didn’t have much time left; the dome was going to overtake the cliff soon as it marched forward. Cole gave it one last look, wondering if he should pity the creatures or not before he shimmied over to the edge of the cliff and very carefully started up the hill again.

Soon, he found himself sweating, exhausted, and lungs scorching with effort as he returned to his group. He tiredly waved a hand, and most glanced up, but they were all obviously distracted by something.

When he got close enough to understand what was going on, he realized they’d formed a protective half-circle around a very exposed teen girl, kneeling on the jungle floor, covering her body with her hands. The group had obviously been speaking with the girl and having a conversation amongst themselves.

As Cole watched, Nadia pressed her hand into the ground while chewing one of the last protein bars. The leaves around the unfamiliar girl wrapped around her, weaving through and covering the rags she’d worn, forming something like clothes for the sake of her modesty.

Holly turned around, and the relief on her face washed away any worries Cole had about her before. He loved this woman. She jogged over, running into his sweaty embrace. "Cole, you idiot! What were you thinking?"

Annie held the new girl's hand up. The girl winced and said, “Ouch!”

“What is it, hon?” asked the elderly woman.

The girl shyly said, "You shocked me! Momma called that static electricity."

Sheriff seemed confused, but met Cole’s eyes. “Cole...this is Isla Lucas, Pastor Gary-Wayne Lucas' ten-year-old daughter. You might not recognize her, I didn’t at first. Isla, you probably remember our fearless and idiotic leader, Efrem White. You would probably know him as Cole."

"She doesn't look ten," Jarret said, shaking his head at the girl. Nadia absently slapped his arm.

Cole leaned into the duffel bag and wolfed down the last two protein bars without asking. He could feel the food practically disappear the moment it reached his stomach. The water he guzzled did the same. After he’d finished off the last of their meager provisions, he looked up and said, "We gotta get moving. Let’s talk while we walk."

Part of him was glad for this new development because he was avoiding some of the fallout he’d been expecting from his reckless action earlier. Part of him, the cynical part of him, wondered what new madness they’d discover now that Isla had shown up.

Chapter 9

 

Isla Lucas walked hand in hand with Annie Satin. Cole eyed her and his comrades as they hurried from the site of the orc attack. While they walked, Nadia patted him on the back, whispering her thanks at his bravery. Most of the group had done something similar at this point, but Cole wasn’t the only one preoccupied by Isla. The group could only move as fast as their slowest member too, which right now was Isla.

Nobody had filled Cole in yet on where the girl had come from. All he knew about her was that her father, Gary-Wayne, had been the first to discover his ability from his power seed. Cole could close his eyes and still see the terrible scene of Pastor Gary-Wayne Lucas’ withered corpse, more skeleton and bare sinew than flesh.

At the time, most of them had assumed that whatever Gary-Wayne's power was had consumed or killed his ten-year old daughter. Before that point, the girl really did look her age. Now, she was small and bent for a teen, and rail thin, but bigger. She also moved awkwardly, clearly unused to her new body. Whatever power the girl had, she’d used it and it had burned through her food reserves, then fat, and then life force, or future. Cole still wasn’t exactly sure how the process worked, but the girl looked gaunt and seemed oddly unconcerned about her radical change.

Cole needed some answers soon. The way she’d just randomly shown up this far away from where she’d disappeared was making him nervous.

As it turned out, Cole obviously hadn’t been the only one studying their newcomer. "She smells strange," Jarret commented. Nadia slapped him again, this time less gently than a couple minutes earlier.

Cole tucked his machete in his belt and walked faster to catch up to the others. He spoke to Holly. "Did you feed her?"

Holly nodded, inspecting the girl from a distance like she was trying to will a microscope into existence. “Yes. I did right after we found her. While she ate, she said the same thing we all did--it felt like it practically disappeared. Believe it or not, she looked even worse before you got back. I would have given her more, but you ate the last two bars."

Cole didn't feel guilty about that, and he’d seriously never been that hungry in his life. "So...you just found her?”

“No, she stepped out behind a tree after you led the rest of the monsters away. At the time, Sheriff made a spear out of a stick with his knife, verifying that the ones under the tree were really dead, and Isla kind of stepped out from behind a bush. None of us knew who she was at first, but she was kind of unsteady, and I asked her to lie down so I could look at her.”

Cole nodded. He still wasn’t entirely satisfied with the explanation but he doubted he was going to get more information, so he changed the subject. “When I ate the last of the two bars, I was sure of something. I don't know exactly what my powers are, but I could feel a kind of warmth in my stomach. Is that how it feels for you?"

Holly let go of his hand and flicked his belly. 

Cole raised an eyebrow. "Something important?"

"No, dummy," Holly said. "I just like doing that. But yes, that's how I felt too. I confirmed it with everyone else. They feel the same thing. How can you not know what your power is?"

Cole shrugged. "I know that look. You wanna run every experiment. It's not like we have the luxury to go through tests."

Holly gave him a searching look. "Leading, taking off by yourself to lead those monsters away, and now this? You've changed," Holly muttered.

You too, Cole didn't say. Her scientific curiosity had always been there, ever since they were kids. But now, it was all she seemed to care about. Out loud he said, "So do you know what she can do? Her power?"

Holly shook her head. Now that Cole had something concrete to think about, a problem to solve, he moved up to ask everyone in the group if they knew anything more. None of them did.

He moved to the head of the group, approaching Annie and Isla last. Somehow, this frail girl had survived a jungle full of wild, mutated animals and who knew what else. Cole assumed she had a power based on her physical changes, but wondered what it was. After he pulled along the group’s two slowest members, he made a few seconds of small talk, then awkwardly asked Isla, "Did you encounter anyone or anything on the way here?"

The girl blushed. Isla responded by shaking her head, but then seemed to change her mind and nodded. "Uhm. I ran after Daddy exploded. I think that was God's way of saying he wasn't happy with Daddy."

"So, why did you run? From us, I mean.” Cole replied.

Isla answered in a style of fast-talk only little girls her age did. "I didn't mean to. I was just scared of the light and ran. I couldn't see, so I kept running. When I could see again, I was lost. So, I walked fast to where God said the food would be. I only took a little from one of the bags because Momma always told me to share before she died. Greed is a sin."

"I doubt God has much to do with this place," Cole muttered under his breath. He didn't want to have a religious argument with a magical ten-year old. Considering what Dolos could do, Cole was beginning to reconsider his stance on atheism, though. It was hard to maintain his stance that there wasn’t anything outside of life on Earth when he was currently fighting for his life somewhere other than Earth.

He shook his head, trying to figure out what to ask the girl next when Sheriff plucked at his sleeve, jerking his head to one side. Cole followed the older man, curious what he had to say. 

After they’d gotten some distance, Sheriff walked next to Cole and whispered, "Holly and Annie told me Isla had bruises on her arms and back. You got back too late to see them--thank you again for saving all our asses, by the way--but there were scars on her back. That son of a bitch father of hers abused her."

"What?” Cole gasped. 

Sheriff nodded gravely. “You think a little girl ran in a jungle for that long, all alone, and everything was alright? Nah. I've seen things like this. She was probably running from lots of things. Unfamiliar things are scary, and she’d had her fill, along with everything else she’d been dealing with.”

"Well, ten-year-olds are like that." 

“Yes, well, she acts a little younger than her age, don’t you think?” asked Sheriff. “With how old she looks now, it’s even more obvious. I’m not an expert, but maybe that could be a sign of abuse too.”

Cole absently nodded, but held a hand up, cocking his head. He’d heard a familiar, disconcerting buzzing ahead. In a few more paces, he could see where it was coming from.

A swarm of bees danced around a tree. Unlike the boars and gorillas, the bees hadn't grown or mutated in any visible way, but bees were bees. They didn’t need to be any bigger than normal for Cole to feel a chill. He heard footsteps behind him, then Holly brushed the back of his hand. She said, "We can walk around."

"What's that?" Sheriff asked.

"Efrem is allergic to bees," Holly explained.

"I don't like bees too. They're mean," Isla said. She’d gotten closer and must have overheard them. The ten-year-old, in a now-young woman's body, wrapped in leaves, spread her palms toward the bees. A smell wafted through the air, and the bees dispersed, buzzing away as quickly as they could.

"Pheromones," Holly blurted excitedly. "Her ability is to excrete pheromones. I wonder how her body is adapting to it."

Cole frowned. He gently pulled at Holly's wrist and gave her a meaningful look. "She's still a kid, Holl” He said, using an old nickname. “Don't talk to her like she isn't there. Trust me. Kids hate that."

Isla shot Holly an ugly look before smiling faintly at Cole. To the side, Sheriff's breath was beginning to get labored. He huffed, "We're almost there. Even with those boars and meeting up with Isla here, we're still ahead of schedule. We need that next supply drop or we'll be eating dirt before we make it to the portal. All we have left is two bottles of water."

Cole nodded seriously. Sheriff was right. As it was, their situation meant they were going to need to use their powers wisely, sparingly, or not at all. It was likely they were already burning up their reserves passively, minute by minute. Cole couldn’t think of any other logical reason why everyone in the group felt energetic and kept moving quickly despite their hunger or the way some of them appeared to be aging.

Unfortunately, the reality was if they encountered the other group and it was still full of people willing to kill them, then Cole's group would be forced to use their powers. Maybe they'd even have to push themselves and tap into their life force. Everyone was exhausted now. Whatever unidentified power had helped Cole survive the orc things had taken its toll--he was sure of it. His body burned through food as quickly as the others.

But he still didn't know what he could do exactly, so that made his only practical role in the group right now a fighter. Cole could fight hand-to-hand, but there was Kiddy to think about now, too. Having played online games with Kiddy for over a decade, Cole was certain Kiddy would have convinced the other group to arrive at the supply point early. The likelihood that there was an ambush up ahead was fairly high.

Cole reached into Sheriff's duffel bag and pulled out the last two bottles. He handed one to Sheriff and the other to Nadia. "You two drink up."

"Why not you?" Jarret asked.

"You should know this since you’re a gamer too, Jarret. As a rule among party members, you give your limited heals to the heavy hitters,” Cole explained.

Jarret frowned at that. "You think we're getting carried by Sheriff and Nadia?"

Cole nodded seriously. "This is not a game, but this is an analogy that works for the situation, even if it makes me cringe. These two need all the energy they can get for what we're about to do. We’ll probably need to fight at the supply drop. Even if we don’t, I’d rather have our team’s power and not need it, than need it and not have it.”

The group's mood darkened quickly. It felt odd to Cole that nobody was questioning his authority or his logic. He wasn't used to being a leader, and didn’t feel ready or self-confident enough for the role, but he was getting good at pretending. He said, "Ricardo and his black fog are a serious problem. I had a sort of sense of what was going on before..."

Sheriff shook his head. "If you join that fight, you'll just get in my way." The older man had been using the spear he made earlier as a walking staff, but he quickly used his belt knife to sharpen the point again. To his side, Annie looked worried, but she didn't say anything. The woman had probably spent a combined several decades waiting patiently at home while her husband was off punching Nazis in the face or whatever secret agents did.

Cole felt a bitter taste on his tongue, trying to prepare his mind. He'd likely have to fight, maybe even kill. An hour earlier, all he’d wanted was to save everyone and get them safely through the portal, despite Dolos' rules. Now, he had to settle for saving the people who wanted to be saved. Once they reached the portal, then he'd think about dealing with Dolos.

Of course, he couldn't fight an actual god, but maybe he could make a bargain. Dolos might accept Cole's undying loyalty or endless servitude in exchange for letting everyone else leave peacefully. Cole could offer to be the test subject for any of the god's new experiments. Whatever the encounter might bring, Cole was certain there was another way.

Cole felt a large, calloused hand on his shoulder. The weight of it snapped him out of his thoughts. Sheriff's face was grave. He said, "I've seen that look, son. It's the face of a man who is trying to find a path that doesn't exist. Remember what I said, that sometimes the only way out is through?"

"You said you believe in me," Cole snapped back.

Sheriff sighed. "I do. Honestly, I do, at least I want to. But it doesn't hurt to think about the other option."

He paused, giving Cole a knowing look, a reminder of the dark, private conversation about Annie they had earlier and the promise he'd made. Sheriff continued, "I'll kill anyone who wants to harm me and mine. An hour ago, it was just me and Annie. Now, to be honest, it's the same. Nothing's changed."

Cole crookedly smiled at him. "Thanks for the honesty."

Nadia shook her head, clutching her lucky rabbit foot. "I won't kill. No way, no how. Jarret won't either."

"I won't?" Jarret asked dumbly.

"You’ll taint your spirit with bad juju, probably can't join me in the next life if you do, Jarret Freidhof," Nadia said seriously. This was the closest Nadia had come to actually proclaiming her feelings for her new boyfriend. At least, Cole assumed they were together now.

Jarret swallowed hard and said, "Yeah. No killing for me, man. Sorry."

Cole nodded. "Got it. Sheriff is right. I could be wrong about Dolos giving us another option. I still believe there is another way, but it might be worth discussing who goes through the portal before we reach this next supply drop."

Everyone was silent for a while after that statement. Finally, Sheriff cleared his throat. "Can't speak for you all, but Annie and I are old farts. You youngins have your whole lives ahead of you. When we reach the portal and we find there's no other way, we'll find our own way out."

Nadia pressed her head into Jarret's chest and covered her face, shoulders shaking with muffled sobs. At the same time, Holly frowned. "By that logic, the most qualified to live is the youngest."

Jarret put his arm around Nadia and said, "That makes sense, actually. So, that's it, huh? Isla is the one who goes through the portal."

Holly frowned, looking like she might argue again. She ultimately didn’t say anything more, but her posture seemed stiff.

Meanwhile, Cole nodded silently in agreement with Jarret. Isla opened her mouth but closed it, clearly not knowing what to say. She mouthed the words, "Thank you," and "I'm sorry", but no noise came out. Meanwhile, Annie grasped Isla's thin hands warmly. 

Isla shivered slightly and spoke shyly, in an embarrassed half-giggle. "Static again."

Well, that decides that, Cole thought sourly. He checked his watch. Seven minutes until the hour was up and the second stage of the dome closed. Most likely, the dome would begin to move faster now, speeding forward for the next few minutes. Maybe it already had been.

Cole’s stomach roiled and he felt like he might throw up. Trying to psych himself out for the new supply drop wasn’t working. People were probably going to die, and maybe even by Cole's hand--maybe even Kenan or Kiddy. A small, angry part of him wanted the person he killed to be Ricardo. The man had brutally killed Warren by burning his head off against the dome. He’d killed Ray, too. Anger stirred in Cole, and he was reminded again of how Jin had willingly joined that group.

That thought was like picking a scab. It wasn’t good for him, but he couldn’t stop.

Finally, the group reached the edge of a clearing with two duffel bags in the center. No one else was there, but Cole could practically feel eyes on him. “Ambush?” he asked.

“Ambush,” agreed Sheriff.

“No sounds, nothing,” confirmed Holly.

Cole turned to Sheriff and said, "You're the only one who can handle Ricardo, I think."

Sheriff nodded, cracking his neck. Despite the extra worry lines he'd gained in the past two hours, the man seemed ready to hunt an elephant with his bare hands. Cole saw the glint of something ugly in the man's eyes. In that moment, Cole could really imagine Sheriff’s past as an agent for the government. The older man gave him a level look and said, "Remember your promise."

Cole nodded. "I will. You take care of Ricardo and get out alive. I'll take care of Kiddy. I might be able to convince him to--"

"The only way out is through," Sheriff repeated, his tone cadenced, like a mantra. Cole didn't say anything to that, responding instead by stepping into the clearing.

Some part of him wanted to play the hero and help Sheriff fight Ricardo. But he knew that if he tried to fight in that black fog, he really would probably just die for no reason. Besides, Cole still had his work cut out for him. Mohammad, Kenan, Jin, and Javier, they were all threats too.

His group hadn’t had the time or the knowledge to make an elaborate plan. They were flying blind. Besides, Cole had never been a calculating gamer like Jin.

While Jin liked to camp and use every game tactic available, running right up to the grey area of exploits, Cole found he was much better at thinking on the fly and trusting his teammates to carry their weight. 

When he walked fully into the clearing alone, Cole zeroed his mind, clearing away all the unnecessary stuff, instincts focused on survival. He realized he hadn’t officially assigned roles, and spoke over his shoulder, "Holly, help protect Annie and Isla. Nadia and Jarret, stay on standby--"

Holly ran up to him and grabbed his hand. She gave him a crooked smile. It was the first smile she had given him that actually made her look like the Holly he’d known before this insanity began. Cole loved her. She said, "I'm fighting with you."

"You're a healer," Cole reminded her.

Holly shook her head. "I influence the body. Biology powers. I feel like… I’ve evolved."

Cole blinked, and wasn’t quite sure what to make of that at first. He couldn’t tell if it was the dome's orange light or a change in Holly's expression that made her smile seem to tighten. 

Suddenly, something crashed through the trees and collided into one of the duffel bags. A figure groaned and stood up. On the other side of the clearing, Jin adjusted his cracked glasses as a bruised Mohammad, limping Javier, plodding Kenan, and confident Ricardo stepped into the clearing. The hour was almost up.

Jin turned in fake surprise, as if just noticing Cole's group. "Oh, hey, Coleslaw. You're ahead of the dome, just like I told them you'd be. But they didn't listen, did they?"

"You're with them now," Kenan half asked, half stated. Cole frowned. At least he knew where Kenan stood now, but he was confused as hell about what was going on.

Jin shrugged. "I've been telling you this entire round that I'm on your side until the supply zone. But now that we’re here, it doesn't matter anymore, I guess."

Cole's heart fluttered with hope. "Kiddy, you with us?"

Jin looked at Cole like he was a complete idiot. "There can only be one winner, did you forget? I'll tell you what, let me handle this round. I'll deal with you next."

Chapter 10

 

Ricardo patiently watched his minions fight the Asian college student, the one everyone called Kiddy for some reason. It gave him time to mutter a small prayer of thanks to God, whom Ricardo now knew to call Merciful Dolos.

When the tsunami had seemed to come out of nowhere, his last thoughts had been of regret, how he had not lived his life to the fullest. Through his three decades alive on God's glorious green Earth, Ricardo had been taught that seeking happiness was the key to a fulfilling life. So, being a diligent student, Ricardo had learned other languages, traveled the world, and even learned to surf.

In fact, he’d even gotten involved in criminal activities in his mid-twenties, mostly burglary. This had provided some mild amusement for a while. Unfortunately, he kept needing to do bigger and more dangerous jobs to feel...anything. The fact that the only thing he’d actually been caught doing was shoplifting, petty theft, had been ironic and lucky. Of course after that, he’d needed to leave the world he’d joined. He’d never missed that life after he’d quit, though.

None of those things--travel, self-improvement, or crime--had ever filled the emptiness inside him. He wasn't just empty the way a clear glass bottle could be empty after you drank all of its wine. No. Ricardo was hollow, his heart an abyss.

The first time he'd felt a brief respite of that hollow was when he'd cut the throat of one of the tourists he'd invited out after her hike. She’d been attracted to him, he could tell, and she’d come back to flirt with him after the other tourists had been long gone. He couldn’t remember her name anymore, but he could still recall that she’d come to Costa Rica on a journey to seek spiritual enlightenment. Instead, in God's, or should he say Dolos' plan, the woman's travel and death had given Ricardo his enlightenment.

She still held a special place in Ricardo's heart, maybe a kind of love, and had been the first of several corpses buried throughout the island. Each soul had completely freed him, if only for the briefest moment, a small respite from the abyss that plagued his heart. Some days, he had barely been able to keep the plastic smile on his face while doing his job as a guide.

On this particular trip, Ricardo had his eyes set on the pastor's little girl. There’d been something about her, something fragile. He’d wanted to add her to his collection. 

But then the tsunami had come, and with it, the crushing reminder that he had nothing. Oh, the many souls that had graciously provided peace to Ricardo’s hollow heart had value, but he’d still lived an unfulfilled life. He was empty. It had all been God’s plan, though. Dolos had revealed his face, name, and power, mercifully granting Ricardo a second chance to redeem himself.

Now Ricardo knew he’d been fooled, that everything he’d learned about God as a child had been a lie. The churches on Earth, the Bible--they were all the work of the devil, meant to keep people from understanding the Truth, from finding The Path.

When the black fog had first leaked out of his skin, allowing him sight only he could see while in it, he had a revelation. A fulfilling life came not from seeking happiness. Instead, the giant maw of Ricardo's heart could only be filled with the joy of direction and purpose. And so, through Dolos' island, rules and portals, Ricardo had finally understood The Path.

He would be the one, the chosen messenger to be enlightened by this island, then leave it. He would kill in the name of Dolos! In fact, it wouldn't matter if Ricardo actually died while doing so because he knew that now he was on The Path. He still needed to get to the portal, though. The Path was clear on this. It was time for him to leave this island behind, this graveyard, in honor of Dolos. When he got back to Earth, the time of hiding would be over. He would bring justice openly to the entire world, and never feel empty again!

Two souls had perished in Dolos' name already. Ricardo was grateful now that they’d had a rebellious nature, crying out against fate, against Dolos...like children. With such thoughts on his mind, he turned to Javier and said pleasantly in Spanish, "Javvy, would you be so kind to fight if the old man with the machete joins in?"

Javier jittered nervously but gave him a nod. Ricardo wanted to roll his eyes. The other tour guide had his own demons, and had relied on Ricardo for some time to give him cocaine and other drugs. The arrangement had been a bit of a hassle over time, but having an accomplice had kept Ricardo invisible, operating in secret back on Earth. Things had changed now, though. Dolos had mercifully granted Javier immunity to all poisons, so right now, the man was going through withdrawals.

It was too bad Javvy didn’t recognize the wonderful miracle he’d been given. Hopefully he’d come around.

Ricardo's hand traced his two weapons, a bowie knife and a pistol. Now the pistol was out of ammunition, mainly because Ricardo had never liked firearms much, and hadn’t carried much with him. The way firearms took souls was too impersonal, not like the way a slow knife felt sliding across a breathing neck. Life was sacred, and therefore, deaths should be sacred, too.

It was all a moot point now, though. He’d emptied the gun on the gorilla monsters, devil spawn, trying to keep him from his mission. 

He thought of how he’d used to believe in the devil. Now he knew the truth, the devil wasn’t some fallen angel; it was lack of direction. The universe, the emptiness in everyone, had a mind of its own, given form and intellect. He could feel the devil moving inside of him, looking through his eyes. It wouldn’t control him, though, oh no! He would use its power for himself, helping him walk The Path. 

Ricardo wasn't arrogant. Despite so few likely discovering The Path, he knew he was not the first angel, just a servant. But he had been granted this small, private island where he could test himself, survive Dolos' test. Things had been going so well until the first supply drop.

The old man, Sheriff Satin, had been...vexing. After their meeting, Ricardo had begun to doubt his status as Dolos’ chosen. Sheriff had known what was going to happen, as if he’d been connected to the mind of God. At the time, with great difficulty, Ricardo had understood the lesson he was supposed to receive. It was just another test.

Then the Asian student had willingly joined them. Jin, or Kiddy as the other college students called him, had spoken of Dolos' sacred test as if it were nothing more than a simple game. Ricardo had never been so angry in his life.

Kiddy had tried to lead Ricardo from his path, telling them of the enemies' abilities, weaknesses, and possible tactics. The man had gone on about how Cole was their greatest threat, even though it was clear Merciful Dolos had not given Cole a power seed. Even now as Ricardo watched the clearing before him, Cole seemed useless. Ricardo scoffed at the memory of Jin’s lies.

However, the Asian student seemed to truly believe his own words. Ricardo admired that kind of conviction, so he’d commanded his minions to try killing the young man, making a game of it over the last hour. Now, it was time for Jin to die, though.

Unfortunately, as he watched, his men’s efforts now were about as effective as before, with Jin evading death or capture, but not able to put down any of his attackers, either. Mohammad threw balls of fire, but they were too slow to ever hit the fleet-footed Jin. Ricardo’s other men threw rocks and sticks to no avail. On the other hand, Jin used his power to fling rocks, but his aim wasn’t precise, and the others knew to duck or take cover whenever the gamer raised a hand.

The handful of monsters they’d encountered on the way to the supply drop had been utterly destroyed by the crossfire of the ongoing struggle. 

Ricardo watched the fight for a moment longer before slipping back into his thoughts. From his perspective, it didn't matter what the enemy's abilities were. They only existed as living forms of doubt, puppets of the emptiness inside to test his resolve, shake him from The Path.

The other group was still a problem, though. Ricardo's eyes flicked to his persistent adversaries where they stood huddled together, watching the others fight in astonishment. They were sheep, leering at their betters. No, no, Ricardo thought. Must not be arrogant. They are still precious souls, ripe for the Path. 

But he couldn’t help the flash of frustration as he stared at the old man with the machete, although he didn’t have his machete anymore. Now the useless Cole held the weapon. Ricardo bared his teeth. Sheriff had a focus and calm that infuriated him. Why couldn’t the man understand that he was just a tool to help Ricardo find further enlightenment? Why was he trying to muddy The Path? Sheriff was not a man; he was an obstacle. Perhaps he was a test from Dolos too.

Suddenly, Ricardo snapped out of his thoughts, his eyes narrowing as something blurred. Jin was darting between trees, using his ability to propel himself. This was clever and probably required very little energy. Kenan and Mohammad chased him. Ricardo tsked when he noticed the orange ring moving faster now, marching steadily toward them. The other group had obviously noticed it as well.

Javier, ever the faithful junky, held one of the duffel bags. He had somehow snagged it while Jin fought the others. Javier scratched his neck and gave Ricardo a worried look. "Hey friend, when we reach the portal, are you sure Dolos can take away my poison immunity? I can't get high off of the stuff you give me anymore."

"Of course, my friend," Ricardo said truthfully. He’d already accepted that he would be Dolos' instrument, killing Javier at the portal. Then poor Javvy would have no addictions to feed any longer.

Ricardo frowned at the closing orange dome wall. The trees behind it caught on fire and turned into ash faster than before. He muttered, "It's moving quicker than I thought it would. Getting more destructive, too."

He summoned the black fog. While he was inside of it, he felt lighter, able to maneuver easier. Ricardo was careful with the power, only burning through his food reserves like Jin had said. At least something the gamer had said was useful. The last thing Ricardo wanted was to shorten his lifespan.

He smiled to himself inside his black fog, his Death Cloak, because he knew a secret about the power seeds. The more he accepted it as a part of his nature as who he really was, the less energy it consumed. The level of effect would improve, too. Ricardo had accepted Dolos’ gift as soon as he’d understood The Path, so unlike the others' abilities right now, Ricardo's Death Cloak cost him very little. He'd need every advantage he could get against Sheriff Satin.

That damnable man. Sheriff’s magical ability wasn't the only worrying thing. He had real, recognizable combat skills. "Javvy, hand me the food," Ricardo ordered.

Javier gave the fog a suspicious look before throwing the supply back in Ricardo’s general direction. Inside his dark little world, his Death Cloak, Ricardo began consuming all the remaining protein bars. As the food hit his stomach, it burned into power. The boy, Jin, wasn’t the only one who could plan.

Ricardo would have reserves while fighting Sheriff, clashing with his ability. He needed to end that struggle quickly. If he and the old man made it to the portal alone, the emptiness inside, the evil universe might allow Sheriff to slip through instead of Ricardo.

That wouldn't do. No no no. Now was the time for that troublesome man to die, for all of them to die. Ricardo couldn’t fight everyone at once, though. He'd need to pick them off one at a time. 

As he slowly walked forward toward the inevitable battle, the trees ahead of Ricardo burned, making him pause. Suddenly an explosion boomed through the jungle, and it looked like a bomb had gone off ahead, leveling a group of trees and setting some on fire. In the center of the new destruction, Mohammad lay singed, body bent at an awkward angle, pained. He was obviously dead; his fires had burned out.

Ricardo tsked. He didn’t care that one of his tools had died, but the man should have done his job before he proved himself unworthy of Dolos’ gift.

Jin stood to one side, calmly staring at Ricardo like the gamer could somehow see into the Death Cloak. The Asian student’s hand rested on a terrified Kenan’s chest, and Ricardo knew he was about to lose another tool. Rage began to burn in his heart, terrible frustration that these fools couldn’t understand The Path, to see what was right in front of them, all around them! The cleansing dome even burned overhead!

Still hidden in his dark cloud, Ricardo bared his teeth and barked, "Javvy. Kill him." 

Chapter 11

 

Kenan’s eyes were wide, trembling with fear. Kiddy’s looked right back, wary for a counterattack but fairly confident he had completely outmaneuvered his enemy. Kenan himself was still a bit of a mystery, though. 

The young man had never stood out much. He didn’t dress like he cared, didn’t really present himself well--hair a bit shaggy, walking with a slouch, speaking too softly. All Kiddy had really known about him was that he’d been a friend of Coleslaw’s, at least before the battle royale game, and that he loved superheroes. His t-shirt now even had a group of superheroes in action poses.

It seemed strange to Kiddy that Kenan hadn’t joined Coleslaw’s group. He thought it made sense for an underachiever who idolized superheroes to have joined the plucky group that believed in we-can-do-it nonsense. Apparently, there were layers of Kenan he had never shown before, because he’d been legitimately trying to kill Kiddy just a few moments ago.

Kenan’s power had obviously been enhanced strength, because he’d swung huge sticks with ease, and had even thrown huge stones the size of soccer balls. And while he definitely looked scared now, he still wasn’t too frightened to wait until he thought Kiddy was distracted and try taking a swing at his face. 

His fist didn’t even graze Kiddy’s nose as he was flung backward by a burst of telekinetic power. Kenan hit like a sack of potatoes, his head bouncing against the trunk. Deep down, Kiddy still felt a tiny glimmer of unease about this fight, just like the others, but everyone on this island knew the rules of this game--some were willing to accept reality. Kiddy was only a player, not the dev.

Despite the gravity of the moment, he tracked both remaining groups by sight and sound. He refused to make the mistake of tunnel vision in a situation like this. Every pro gamer knew how to multitask.

He regarded the slouched young man about fifteen feet in front of him. Maybe, under that sloppy, average exterior, Kenan had been a realist. Maybe he’d understood the way this game would pan out. It was possible he’d been stronger than Kiddy had given him credit for. In the end, it didn’t do him much good, though. Kenan cried out and something inside him popped as he stumbled away from the tree. When he snarled and leaned down to pick up a stick to keep fighting, Kiddy used his own power to shoot a stone at Kenan’s face. He’d put a large amount of power into this strike--a kill shot. At short range against a barely moving target, he hadn’t missed.

“Killstreak,” he muttered. 

Then it was time to move again. Kiddy darted from tree to tree with the barest use of his tactile-telekinesis, sending small bursts of energy through his feet, basically pushing off the ground. He had never been an athlete, and he was still unused to jumping and sprinting so quickly, almost losing his balance a few times. Each burst burned only a little of the food-based energy he still had left. His strategy now centered on maintaining some reserves for the inevitable final fight.

As he jump-sprinted, he focused carefully on positioning, his attention on the local landscape. Countless hours of playing competitive online games gave him insights on where he needed to place himself next. This battle was a balancing act--he was facing multiple attackers but had to be careful about using his power, sipping his reserves sparingly. On top of all that, the burning dome wall was closing in faster than during the second round.

Now that Ricardo and Javier had joined the fight, Kiddy really wanted to figure out their abilities. He felt cautious about the black cloud that Ricardo hid himself in, and Javier was a wild card, but a fast one. He kept hunting Kiddy like a rabid wolf. The guy was ducking behinds trees, randomly dropping, and basically making himself one hell of a hard target.

Kiddy kept him on his toes, though. He occasionally shot rocks at Javier, with the power of his ability dialed down to conserve strength. 

The projectiles probably didn’t have the power to kill, but if they hit the former guide in the head, it could be the beginning of the end for Javier. Unfortunately, the couple times he seemed to get hit were in the man’s torso and leg, enough to draw a hiss of pain and slow him down, just enough to help Kiddy keep his distance.

Noob.

The other group had begun to move, too. Of course, Coleslaw was much smarter as he led his squad of Holly, Jarret, and Nadia. They all kept low and stuck to cover so Kiddy’s projected pebbles would just be a waste of energy. What they were doing wasn’t all that different from Javier, but they were taking it slower, being more precise, utilizing strategy. Kiddy's heart raced at the added complexity.

He couldn't tell if he was panting from fear or excitement, maybe a mix of both. It had been five years since he and Coleslaw had gamed together. Coleslaw had reached out to him several times since then, apologizing for their heated argument. But to Kiddy, that fight had just been the straw that broke the camel's back, a validation that Cole--Efrem--had abandoned Kiddy.

In the past, they had been the dynamic duo, rocketing up the rankings of whatever games they’d played. Cole had usually carried their team until the final stage of each game, giving Kiddy plenty of breathing room to enact his crushing victory plans. Kiddy had even tried to get Cole to stream, to make money off their fun. Efrem's personality would have shined and attracted thousands of loyal followers.

Streaming would have been effortless for Efrem, unlike Jin. While streaming, even though Jin knew all the people spectating his games were only there to see his skill, he’d always felt like they were right there in his dimly lit room, breathing down his neck. His therapist had called it stage fright.

So Jin as Kiddy Whale had become known as the silent pro. Disturbing rumors about him spread--that he was secretly a serial killer, or a child molester, or other terrible things. His therapist and parents told him to stop looking at the comments, and to ignore trolls, but Jin couldn't help it.

He’d loved his job, but hated it at the same time.

Efrem had never joined him. If his “friend” had been there by his side, playing as Coleslaw rather than focusing on fighting, and girls, and his game testing job, Jin might not have felt so alone. The fact that Efrem had never been able to give him a meaningful answer, explaining why he always refused to stream, had frustrated Jin to no end. Even years after their friendship, it had...hurt Jin. Efrem had been one of the very few people he’d known in his life that he’d thought really understood him.

Apparently not.

Years had passed, then out of nowhere, his parents told him Holly had reached out, inviting Jin on their college trip. Efrem would be there. Jin had agreed but only if he could buy his own tickets. It wasn't like he was hurting for money with the streaming revenues, and he hadn’t wanted to owe anyone for anything.

More than anything...perhaps he’d been curious. Would Efrem finally explain why he’d never agreed to stream with him?

By the time the tsunami came, Jin and Coleslaw had spoken a few times. Things were better, but honestly? Jin still felt betrayed. Coleslaw had still chosen the normalfag life over gaming. He’d prioritized his social life over gaming and loyalty to the friend he’d grown up with. Jin still couldn’t be mad at Holly--Holly was Holly. But Efrem? Efrem had talent! He’d wasted it!

In his final moments of certain death while facing the tsunami, Jin's mind had still been muddled, conflicted. Should he forgive Efrem or not? He’d hated that uncertainty. Then they’d all been transported to a game, with Dolos, the GM, giving them their ruleset. A game. He understood games. 

When they’d reached the first supply drop, he’d let go, stopped being Jin Yamamoto, and had completely become Kiddy Whale. This whole setup was a battle arena. There could only be one winner, and he refused to place at the bottom.

Kiddy had felt like a weight was lifted from him. He didn't have to feel, only think. This was familiar territory; he was in his element.

Now, with Coleslaw leading a squad to trap him on the opposite flank from Javier, Kiddy's heart raced faster than ever. One group had more people, but were not killers...yet. The other group only had two people, but one was a psychopath with a dangerous ability, and one was completely unknown, but acting fearless.

In the heat of the moment, Jin felt closer to Efrem than he had in years, like the old days. Maybe, if Dolos would grant Jin a wish after he won, he might let Coleslaw live to play the next game. Maybe this place was actually heaven, a place to play games for eternity, endless opportunities to compete against his friend. Valhalla.

If so, he might be okay with that.

His jungle fight was still fun, and he felt alive. This was like playing a high-stakes game, but with none of the pressure he got with thousands of people watching.

Javier was starting to make him nervous, especially with the way Ricardo’s black cloud slowly moved toward him, inevitable as fate. Kiddy decided to create some distance, and head closer to the other group. His idea was to buzz by Coleslaw’s little team, and hopefully tempt the two sides into fighting each other.

After flanking to one side, he knew he had everyone’s attention. They were more or less following him. Jin used his power to jump across a ravine, and felt smug. Fast and agile or not, Javier is going to have a hard time getting across that, he thought. Once he was across, he began expertly guiding himself through the tropical trees with bursts of his power. He turned his head to look back, trying to catch sight of Javier and Ricardo.

Suddenly, Kiddy slammed into a tree branch and fell on his back. Stupid. He hadn't been focused on the game! Feelings only got you distractions and setbacks. Hadn’t he even just been thinking about multitasking? Now the wind was knocked out of him, and he struggled to catch his breath while searching for his glasses. He found them with his fingers, his vision all but useless until he’d put them back on.

Crap, he thought.

Standing before him was Coleslaw's exhausted-looking group. Cole held his machete in a neutral position at his side, ready to be used but not overtly threatening. Jarret and Nadia were not trying to hide their fangs, though.  Jarret held a big stick sharpened like a spear, ready to throw. Probably most worrying was how Nadia had a hand on the ground, and a nearby tree. Her unblinking eyes were locked on Jin. 

How the hell did they catch me so fast? Kiddy felt a smile tug at his lips. He shook his head and coughed. "I'm impressed, Coleslaw. Your positioning skills are still top notch."

"Jin," Cole said cautiously, looking at him with that annoying, concerned look, like Kiddy was crazy. "People are dying. I'm Efrem White. You are Jin Yamamoto. Please, come back to us and we can take down Javier and Ricardo. They are all that's left."

Kiddy felt like a stone sank in his gut. How could Coleslaw still not accept the truth? He snarled, "I know you like to play by your own rules, Coleslaw, but you're not a tester in this situation. You're not going to find ways to bend the rules. Only one can win, only one of us can survive!"

Coleslaw opened his mouth, then closed it. He looked over his shoulder, and hesitantly admitted, "You might be right."

Kiddy paused. He hadn’t been expecting that answer. "I know I am," he said.

Coleslaw let out an exhausted breath. "I'm still going to try to talk Dolos into letting the rest of us live, but if he doesn't, we've voted. You remember Gary-Wayne's kid, the girl?"

Kiddy frowned. "The one he burned away with his powers?"

Jarret looked like he was about to speak, but Nadia held him back, shaking her head. Holly, oddly enough, didn't seem the least bit concerned. In the past, she’d always seemed low-key worried unless she was studying, nose in a book or dissecting an animal or something. 

Coleslaw said, "She's alive. We don't have time to explain everything, but she is. If we get to the end and only one of us can truly live, we all voted for her to go since she's the youngest. Her name is Isla."

"If she burns through her power at the rate she already has, she'll be older than us by the time we get there,” Holly interjected.

Jin cocked his head, narrowing his eyes. Aging from our powers, he thought and suppressed a shiver. Also, what had been in Holly’s tone? Complaint? Something about what she’d said seemed wrong, but Jin couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Since the other side still had him in checkmate, he kept his mouth shut, but raised an eyebrow.

Coleslaw explained, "Look, man. We were all supposed to die in that tsunami. Things changed with Dolos, obviously. If there is no other way, and we are all going to...truly die anyway, then we can all do something good as our final act. If the last thing I do is let an innocent keep her life, well, I’d be at peace with that. Isla is a kid, Jin. If you join with us, agree to this...pact, I guess we could call it, you can do real good."

The pastor's daughter is still alive? Jin blinked. A thousand questions rushed to mind, casting doubt on Coleslaw’s words. He shook his head, looking at the ground. No, his real name, the name Jin first knew him by, was Efrem. He looked up again, taking the measure of his former friend and realized he knew that Efrem wasn't lying. Figures. Thinking back, the only time Jin could remember Efrem actually lying had been when Jin and Holly had gotten in trouble when they’d all been kids...and their friend had taken the blame.

Things had changed, though. They were all adults now, and they were all playing a death game. Caught in the middle of his tangled emotions, Jin grimly noted that nobody had mentioned or asked about the people he’d killed, but that was probably part of the delicate balance involved in this...bloody olive branch. He thought he might understand. Truces were part of games, and life.

Efrem had offered him a chance to save a life. Jin’s own life mattered to him; self-preservation had been a powerful motivator so far, but this was different. He knew he could be selfish, even coarse, logic over emotions, but he wasn’t evil. Normalfags were evil, with their judgment, and phony words. He’d promised himself a long time ago not to ever be like them. His heart slowed and a rush of both excitement and fear through his body made him slump. He could barely breathe.

"I--" Jin began. The words came out in a broken whisper before he could understand what he was saying, tears streaming down his cheeks. "The game, Efrem. The world is gone. This is all I have left."

"Wrong. You have us," Efrem said, slowly walking toward him.

Jin jerkily got to his feet, and held out a hand. He shook his head. “Why didn’t you stream with me, Efrem? Why did you stop gaming with me?”

Efrem’s eyes widened and he made a confused look. “What are you talking about? Streaming?”

Jin felt all mixed up inside, but he managed to speak with his voice strong, unbroken even through his tears. “Yes. I invited you. Before our fight.”

“Um, wasn’t that just to be polite? You were always so much better than me, I would have just held you back. In fact, when I told you no back then, you just said fine and never asked again.”

A slow chuckle began in Jin’s chest, and it began to burble out. His friend was an idiot, always had been. How had he forgotten back then? Maybe everything had just been a misunderstanding all along.  

Jin coughed into his wrist and swallowed, trying to figure out what to do. He opened his mouth to speak, to talk more with his friend, when suddenly Javier sprang out from behind a tree, throwing all his weight on Efrem. It all happened so fast, but seemed deliberate, almost like slow motion as Jin watched. Javier's hands found Efrem’s face, and the area started to grow sickly green.

The entire world seemed silent, and Jin felt like he was moving through water as he launched himself forward.  His body had moved before his brain could catch up. The second he reached his struggling friend, he placed his hand on Efrem's chest, releasing a burst of energy. 

At the end of Jin’s telekinetic power, Coleslaw was thrown back into his group, knocking over Holly and Jarret. 

Sound came rushing back to Jin’s ears, including the roar of the approaching ring setting the jungle on fire. His heartbeat picked up again, excitement flooding his veins, and focus returned in the presence of an enemy. The muddled feelings he’d felt earlier were all fading.

Jin's mind was clear now; he was Kiddy Whale again. Javier snarled savagely, leaping at Jin with his outstretched hands, his veins glowing a sickly green. Jin moved back but stumbled over a root. He managed to push away from the ground with his tactile-telekinesis right before he landed on his ass. The power he’d used had been less than intended, and he only managed to flip himself upright with a little extra breathing room.

After the use of power, he suddenly felt weak. His stomach was noticeably empty, too. Shit. He’d overestimated his control over his own abilities and had burned through the last of his food reserves.

Javier clawed at Kiddy wildly, fingers curled like claws. The man had feral glee in his eyes. His touch was obviously dangerous, but Kiddy didn’t have any weapons at hand. He’d dropped his last few rocks when he’d been shook earlier by Coleslaw’s Talk no Jutsu. Keeping his distance from his attacker was the focus of his world now, but he couldn’t waste any energy.

Kiddy used familiar adrenaline he'd only ever felt in battles against other pro streamers to dodge, staying alive, while the other half of his brain thought through this new challenge.

He’d known before that Javier was immune to poison since he’d complained about it to Ricardo, sometimes in English. Kiddy had suspected that man had either evolved his ability or had been hiding something, and he’d been right. Javier could obviously release poison through touch, too. This was why Cole was writhing on the ground, blindly stumbling, trying to find his feet. 

While Coleslaw struggled through his pain, Holly had bent over her boyfriend, pressing her hands on his face. She was probably healing him. Meanwhile, without hesitation, Jarret grabbed Nadia's hand and they vanished.

Even though he obviously couldn’t see, and probably couldn’t breathe very well, Coleslaw barked orders. "Nadia and Jarret, take that duffel, then go find Isla and Annie! Make sure they're far ahead of the ring. If Ricardo downed Sheriff, then you'll be their only defense!”

Kiddy heard the orders and cursed his lack of situational awareness. Being distracted and emotional was no excuse; he’d lost track of Ricardo and Sheriff. Sounds echoed weirdly through the jungle canopy, but he thought he heard the sounds of combat in the distance that supported this.  

Javier snarled as he leapt forward, eyes wild, and Kiddy was barely able to dodge. After two more wild evasions, he was farther away from Cole’s group.

This was the worst fight for Kiddy since he’d gotten his powers, mainly because his energy reserves were so low. If he had the martial art skills that Coleslaw had, Kiddy might have attempted to channel his power differently, maybe through his feet directly, but he knew he wasn't coordinated enough to pull it off. Luckily, Javier didn’t have Cole’s skills either, or else Kiddy might already be poisoned or dead.

The situation was looking grim. As Javier closed again, Kiddy fought panic. He knew he didn’t have a choice now; he needed to use his ability further, go deeper than he ever had before to feed it. 

Kiddy's breathing became labored, and he could actually feel himself growing older as his power sucked up his life force. Time felt like it slowed and he could feel the time being ripped from him. First he lost a few seconds, then after another floating burst of speed to evade another one of Javier's relentless attacks, Kiddy was certain at least a few months had gone by. If he’d been an amateur or even middling gamer, he might have been tempted to burn through his life force, go on the attack to take down Javier.

But he was Kiddy Whale, and he didn't think just about skirmishes. Only the end game mattered, and surviving long enough to get there. He’d finally gotten a new supply of rocks, but using most of his precious power to attack would be foolish. A miss would be a waste of energy, and in order to get a reliable, mortal strike, he’d need to be close enough to Javier to reach him, too. Kiddy gritted his teeth and stuck to his original plan, trying to limit his power expenditure. Javier was acting like a mad beast, but he'd eventually tire out.

Suddenly, something smacked into the back of Kiddy's ankle, and he tumbled head over heels backward into a tree. His glasses were still on, but the jungle around him spun. Damn, not again, he thought. His thoughts moved slowly, like they were climbing through tar. After making the same mistake more than once, he felt deep frustration and loathing for himself.

Maybe he’d end up using one of the rocks in his hand after all. If Javier killed him, he wasn’t going alone. 

Javier reached him but must have sensed the danger, because he circled Kiddy like a vulture over a dying wildebeest, flitting behind the cover of trees, obviously shielding himself from Kiddy’s abilities and waiting for an opening. 

Kiddy drew in a shaking breath where he sat on the ground and pushed his weak legs up. He really should have listened to his parents and done some kind of exercise outside of gaming. Regardless of how fit strangers had thought he looked, he’d always had a problem with prolonged physical activity. After he shakily got to his feet, he held a stick in his hands, preparing to fight Javier, or maybe use a last burst of power to kill him with a rock.

The man sneered and cackled in his thick Costa Rican accent, "Run out of energy, did you?"

Kiddy side-stepped Javier's next lunge with the smallest flex of power he could, but he still felt himself lose some of his life to do it. He rode the movement, rolling backwards to his feet next to a tree, and scurried around to use it as cover. His makeshift weapon, the stick, stayed pointed at Javier. The hand he hid behind the tree held a number of rocks.

If he kept running, he’d just use up the last of his energy. This was a good place to make a stand.

Javier’s wild eyes pulsed and he began to chuckle. The sickly green on his arms spread to his shoulders, neck, and finally his head. Kiddy snorted at the overuse of power. The effects of going HAM were already visible--Javier's hair was beginning to thin, some of it falling to the jungle floor. 

Kiddy said, "Looks like you're going through two months a second, Javier. You're gonna die."

Javier grinned menacingly, "Don't care. I was already going to die with the tsunami. Ricardo said Dolos will take away this stupid fucking power. I know he'll kill me, but at least I can die high as a kite. If I have to keep hurting like this, nothing matters."

Kiddy frowned; none of that made any sense. He hated kamikaze players. They were super annoying, willing to dish out all the damage they could without caring about their own life. He'd been frustrated in plenty of matches around the mid-game point because of stupid noobs like that.

Javier stalked forward slowly, oblivious to the fact that behind him, a blonde figure stepped out from behind a tree, her fingers to her lips in a shushing motion. At the moment, Holly was barely recognizable to Kiddy. 

The Holly he knew was sweet, studious, and usually tough as hell except in the face of real danger. Jin had always respected her. In their biology classes in high school, her bubbly persona would vanish, replaced by a cool, emotionless demeanor while studying something interesting. Jin and Efrem had leaned heavily on her in that class, benefitting from her meticulous notes.

She wore that same aura now as she silently stalked the approaching Javier. If anything, her expression seemed more alien, dispassionate than anything Jin had ever seen. Holly's gaze was fixed on Javier like he was a bug, no, an experiment.

Then like a striking serpent, her hands shot forward to grab Javier’s head. The man gasped, arched his back, and weakly struggled, but couldn’t seem to take another step.

From where she’d made contact with the guide, Holly's hands began to turn sickly green, just like Javier’s skin, but she bared her teeth, shaking as if she was lifting a weight or exerting great effort. Javier still couldn’t seem to move, but he began to scream. Holly briefly put a hand over his mouth, and what came out a few seconds later wasn’t much more than gurgles. At the same time, the green began fading from both of their skin, but Javier started turning red instead.

Jin understood what he was seeing. Holly’s ability wasn’t only to heal; she could influence the biology of whatever she touched. Right now she was protecting herself and destroying Javier from the inside, out.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Jin thought. He felt conflicted. On one hand, this was supposed to be a game for him and Efrem, a fight between Coleslaw and Kiddy Whale. Now Holly was interfering. On the other hand, she was currently saving his bacon. Kiddy didn’t like killstealers, but he did like living.

Holly was destroying Javier. In just a few seconds, the man was quivering, foam leaking out of his mouth, his gagged screams making his throat spasm. His eyes were lucid one last time, focusing on Kiddy, before they rolled up into his head. Blood began to pour down his chest from his open mouth.

When he finally collapsed, or when Holly let him collapse, she guided him down gently, laying him on the jungle floor like a nurse caring for a patient. Then she stood smoothly, cool and calm as a clear summer sky, like nothing was wrong with the world.

Jin could only watch, stunned. This potential outcome hadn’t been included in any of the scenarios he’d prepared for. All he could manage was, "Holly?"

The pretty blonde absently wiped her hands on a wet fern to one side. The she tilted her head, looking at Javier’s corpse like she was inspecting her work. Finally, she turned in Kiddy's direction, but didn’t focus on him; she seemed to look past him. In an emotionless voice she said, "The dome wall is moving faster and it’s almost here. Once it gets here, it’ll likely speed up. You with us or not?"

Jin swallowed, his mind racing. Now he knew for certain that this woman was dangerous. Cute and sweet Holly had just killed with the ruthless efficiency of a tiger. She could likely use her power to create bioweapons of some sort too. The implications were staggering. There was no way for Jin to quickly process it--he’d known this person for years. But marking a person as “potential enemy,” that he could understand.

He’d been shaking, but logic reasserted itself. As soon as it did, his confusion faded and Kiddy Whale quickly replaced Jin Yamamoto again. "What did you do?" he asked.

Holly shrugged. "A combination of things. I told his kidneys and liver to shut down, boosted some of the harmful bacteria in his body to grow exponentially faster, ordered his lungs to burst a little, that was tricky. I did a few other things to just generally break down his body, too. It didn’t take much more energy to do so, and it was a learning experience for me. But don't worry, he didn't die in pain. I boosted his dopamine levels. He died with the best high of his life."

His mouth was still dry, but his Kiddy Whale persona helped his brain spin, processing what Holly had said. "And Efrem...Coleslaw?"

"I helped heal him," she explained. "But what was somewhat strange and interesting is how I barely burned any energy expelling the poison. It was like Cole was already healing himself. My touch only seemed to make it go more smoothly, so maybe he has a power after all. Anyway, he will catch up soon.” Her stance shifted a tiny bit, but Kiddy noticed. She repeated, “So, are you with us or not?"

There was no threat in her voice, no emotion. She spoke as if she was asking whether he wanted to come and chase the ice cream truck down the street or play a racing kart game with the lights off. 

The weight of the rocks in his hand drew Kiddy’s attention. He had the same problem against Holly that he’d had with Javier. If he didn’t strike from range, they take him out too. On top of that, he’d need to raise his hand to use some precious power for an attack. Holly’s abilities were powerful and mysterious enough; she might have already seeded him with some kind of supergerm. There was no way of knowing if she could kill him with a thought, now.

As Kiddy paused, Holly frowned, a glint of disappointment in her expression. She said, "You and Efrem are the most stubborn people I've ever met. This isn't a game or a fight to the death."

"Then what is it?" Kiddy asked, jogging away from the closing dome wall. Holly matched his jog to one side, the tension not yet broken. As they moved through the jungle, Kiddy reminded her, “You just killed a man.”

She waved away his words. "This is an experiment by Dolos," Holly said, breathing easily as she wove through the jungle. "We are here to fight for our lives, to evolve with our power seeds. Stop looking at this like a game, Jin. Evolve or die."

Kiddy Whale frowned at Holly, his enemy. She wasn’t totally wrong, but she definitely wasn’t right. This was a game, and that was that. Even saving the little girl, Isla, didn't really matter. There was no way of knowing if “escape” from the island would mean returning to the moment they’d left, facing the tsunami again. Only winning decided who got to live, but there were no guarantees past that. They’d all created a web of assumptions and then attached belief to it.

He didn't say any of this to Holly. There was no reasoning with enemies.

She must have sensed his thoughts, though, because she suddenly leapt toward him. She was a sprinter, Kiddy wasn't. He really didn’t want to drain his life force, but there’d be no end game if he didn’t survive to make it there.

In that moment, everything became simple again for Kiddy Whale. The rules were the rules. To win, all he had to do was go through the portal. Only one could go. His gaming instincts suggested he wouldn’t be able to pass through it until the last second, but that didn’t mean getting there first was a bad thing.

Before Holly could reach him, Kiddy made his choice. With a thought, he burned through what felt like years off his life force, quickly darting through the jungle, away from his former friends, heading in an easy, curving path toward the portal. The mental waypoint he had of its location burned in his mind.

The only thing that mattered was the game, and games were meant to be won. After only a few bursts of speed from tree to tree, he’d left the burning dome wall, Holly, Coleslaw, and the others far behind.

If he was lucky, he’d find something in the jungle to eat, give himself some more energy to work with. At this point, he wasn’t too picky.

It was time to camp.

Chapter 12

 

Sheriff Satin stalked forward through the jungle. He watched Cole lead the others to chase down Kiddy, then the dome wall began to close quickly around them.

The pastor's daughter, Isla, was the only one with Annie. They were at the edge of the large clearing behind the others. Sheriff had to trust that they would be alright. At the moment, the remainder of the insane, murderous group were a greater threat than anything else in the jungle.

Through the jungle, he caught glimpses of a dark, disturbing fog. Ricardo. That would be Sheriff’s responsibility for this fight. He didn’t think that the others had the skill, power, or the stomach to deal with someone like the insane ex-guide. Not only that, the longer this ordeal lasted, Sheriff feared that more of his group might be lost through attrition or animal attacks. The group desperately needed to focus. Splitting their attention between the jungle and a group of killers had already been straining.

Sheriff definitely felt older. He’d tried to play it off before, to put on a strong front, but the strain of whatever his power seed was doing to him was probably not mixing well with his older age. The younger people were adapting better, but even they were not unaffected. If he waited to deal with Ricardo, he might not be up to the task--even an hour from now.

Ricardo needed to be put down. Annie’s safety was absolutely depending on it.

He thought he’d closed with the madman fairly stealthily but when the cloud suddenly veered in his direction, he knew he’d been spotted. Not being able to see his enemy at all was definitely a disadvantage. The cloud was at least ten feet wide at this point too, and Ricardo could be anywhere in it.

Suddenly, the black fog actually began to contract, and in only a few seconds, Ricardo stood there, a cocky grin on his face. Sheriff narrowed his eyes, absentmindedly twisting the spear in his hands.

“You don’t have your machete,” said Ricardo.

“Yup.”

"I see you made yourself a new weapon.”

“Yup.”

Ricardo frowned, like he was frustrated by the simple answers. Then he smiled again, but the expression didn’t touch his eyes. “This battle is inevitable, yes?”

“Yup.”

This time as Ricardo frowned, Sheriff eyed his pistol. It was still in its holster, and looked like an older revolver, maybe even a .45 ACP revolver from the World War II era. The way it was holstered, Sheriff couldn’t tell if Ricardo had any rounds left or not. This would be one more thing to worry about, and he mentally filed it.

“Fine,” growled Ricardo. “Since we both agree this has to happen, let’s let it happen. Right, Satin?"

“Yup.”

Ricardo snarled, and his black fog billowed from his skin, snapping back to its original size in a heartbeat.

As the cloud surged to one side, Sheriff knew the time for half-measures was over. With a thought, he began burning through his food energy, powering his ability. Now that he was pushing, he could see almost a full second into the future. This was as far as he wanted to go, though. Anything more than this would be too disorienting to be useful. As it was, using his power was a bit like watching two televisions at once.

His ability saved his life.

He dodged with time to spare as a spear buzzed through the space he’d just occupied. Sheriff narrowed his eyes, grudgingly appreciating how clever his enemy had been. He must have carved an atlatl or some other spear-throwing device earlier, and laid it on the ground before concealing himself again.

In his previous encounter with Ricardo, Sheriff’s ability had let him “see” the man inside the otherwise blinding fog, but only when he’d actually been inside it. Otherwise, he’d been able to sense impending danger, or things happening outside the fog.

Armed with a spear and a knife, he needed to enter the sphere of Ricardo’s power, which was a disturbing thought.

For Annie, Sheriff thought grimly. He’d wanted to leave this kind of life behind, enduring danger, violence for the greater good. One more for the road, he thought with a grin. Ricardo must have seen the expression, because Sheriff’s ability warned him in time to dodge yet another long, finger-width dart.

Yeah, most likely a crude atlatl, Sheriff thought. The Costa Rican would likely know how to make one, and Sheriff had a friend back home who’d hunted with one. This meant Ricardo was out of bullets...hopefully. If he wasn’t, Sheriff would still be able to dodge, though...at least as long as his energy lasted to power his mysterious ability.

Ricardo seemed to be a classic psychopath, at least from what Sheriff had seen. He’d bet that Ricardo had killed for pleasure before this experiment, or game, or whatever it was. This meant that based on his profile, he would likely feel some sort of connection, or metaphysical bond with his victims. Even if he successfully shot or speared Sheriff, he’d likely still want to finish it with that knife of his. 

Let him.

The two began circling each other in the jungle. Sheriff warily kept an eye on the approaching orange wall, which had become so opaque, it was impossible to see the jungle burning outside of it anymore. He thought about using the burning wall to his advantage if he positioned himself correctly. Then it wouldn't matter if Ricardo was hiding in his fog, he'd burn just the same outside the wall.

His enemy was probably thinking something similar, though.

Their cat-and-mouse game continued as they moved through the heavy vegetation of the jungle, staying ahead of the wall, trying to put the other man at a disadvantage. While Sheriff didn’t have any ranged weapons other than maybe throwing his spear, Ricardo wouldn’t have to worry much about it anyway unless they were both in the dark cloud.

Actually, he probably doesn’t know that, Sheriff realized. Just like he didn’t know all the details of Ricardo’s power, there was no way Ricardo could know everything about Sheriff’s. The most the murderer could have gotten from Kiddy would be that Sheriff could see a short distance into the future. Now they were both playing a strange, deadly game of chess.

When Sheriff dodged yet another dart thrown at him, one that likely would have hit if he hadn’t been using his ability, he understood what was happening. Ricardo was trying to get a good read on his, what had Kiddy called it--precognition. In the future Sheriff had just avoided, the dart had been thrown while he’d been blinking.

At this point Ricardo must have figured out that there weren’t any easy weaknesses to exploit in Sheriff’s ability. He was probably either out of darts, or about to be. Ricardo might have also realized that even if he could use his revolver in this fight, he likely couldn’t actually hit Sheriff.

Sheriff figured he’d guessed correctly when he saw an atlatl-sized wooden object be thrown from the black cloud before it surged through the jungle faster, away from the approaching dome. If the real fight was coming and Ricardo was preparing for it, he’d want to be far away from the burning orange wall, at least enough not to be blindsided by it.

Before the tsunami, when Sheriff had just been a normal man, he might have had a hard time keeping pace with Ricardo through the jungle. He’d been getting on in years, after all--newly retired. The power seed, or whatever he had inside him, might be draining his energy and his life, but he was moving like he was a few decades younger.

Ricardo’s fog sped up, so Sheriff did too. Eventually, he was huffing, lungs pumping as he jumped over roots and dodged trees. He could just imagine how quickly Ricardo would be on top of him if he were to trip over a root or something. If he was lying on the ground, his power wouldn’t do much good.

As it was, Ricardo was more clever than Sheriff had given him credit for. After starting down a hill, his power let him know that Ricardo was about to come around a clump of vines and trees that had been hiding him from view. The hill, the surrounding trees, they all kept Sheriff from stopping. This was really not the way Sheriff had wanted to enter the killer’s cloud, but he had no choice. Gritting his teeth, he forged ahead.

After entering the cloud, his senses dulled and his skin felt like he’d jumped in a pool of ice water, same as last time. A split-second later, his ability warned him of impending danger about the same time as he “saw” Ricardo in the cloud. Sheriff threw himself forward and to the side, but Ricardo’s knife sunk into his shoulder. Grunting in pain, he rolled, getting to his feet as fast as possible. This close, his spear wasn’t going to be much good.

Sheriff ran up the hill, trying to get the high ground, but Ricardo was faster. The other man had looped around a tree, beat him to the top of the hill, then came in again. This time, when the cloud touched him, Sheriff was ready.

He jabbed forward with his crude but deadly spear. After the cloud had washed over him, he was able to see Ricardo’s panicked expression as he almost got stabbed in the throat.

After that first exchange, they circled each other, staying within the cloud. Ricardo tried a few feints with his knife, but after Sheriff reacted both times, almost killing him once again, the psychopath must have realized that he wasn’t invisible like he had been to Cole.

Thinking about Cole briefly made Sheriff wonder if Annie was alright, if she was safe--as safe as she could be in this jungle. Now was the time to focus, though. He hadn’t had to directly fight evil like this in a long, long time, but it was like riding a bicycle. Some things couldn’t ever truly be forgotten.

For a short time, Sheriff jabbed with his spear, and Ricardo tried to grab it. A good strike with the spear, or losing it--both would dramatically change the fight. Ricardo seemed much more skilled than Sheriff had anticipated, with quick hands and the instincts of an alley-fighter. If they’d been fighting with guns, what Sheriff was mostly trained in, this might be a different situation. But now, even with a spear and his precognition power, Sheriff felt he was evenly matched with this madman.

The two circled some more, like boxers in round one measuring each other, tapping gloves.

Finally, Ricardo made a mistake. After missing a grab on Sheriff’s spear, he sprung forward, overcommitting to try again. With a grim smile, Sheriff “saw” what was about to happen and stepped backward, carefully lifting his feet high enough to avoid tripping. Then quick as lightning, he thrust his spear for Ricardo’s gut.

The other man blocked the strike with his arm, which had been one of the possible “futures” that Sheriff had seen. He grunted in frustration. Meanwhile, the wound on Ricardo’s arm seemed to excite the man. His mouth moved like he was talking, but there was no sound in the dark cloud. Sheriff tried not to think about the mix of powers, how he was seeing the other man as shades of light and shadow. All of this was extremely strange and confusing. Reminding himself that he was in a fight for his life and ignoring all the supernatural stuff was helping him stay focused.

Ricardo dodged three more searching swipes from Sheriff, making a few more grabs for the spear. The Costa Rican man was definitely skilled. He didn’t move with the cat-like grace of a martial artist, but did seem to have an economy of motion that suggested experience. 

Sheriff was beginning to doubt whether he could win this fight. For the first time since he’d used his power, he felt a pressure building, and it was getting harder to see even a half-second forward in time. This is bad. Being humble or holding back wouldn’t do him much good here, in this place, but he was scared. He didn’t want to use his power to its full potential--the further he looked into the future, the more confusing it became, the more frightening. Increasing the number of visions he saw didn’t make decisions easier. The deeper he got, the more he felt like he was drowning. The problem was that for each choice he might make, he didn’t just see the consequences--he experienced them all, like living multiple lives at once.

Even now, with his power pushed back to half a second in the cloud, it felt like he was experiencing several lives at once. Sheriff was smart enough not to go too far past this; he knew his limits. He'd always lost to Annie at checkers before her mind started going. She’d always been so brilliant. Once she’d explained how the more moves she thought ahead, the more possibilities there were to keep track of.

Ricardo snarled, alerting Sheriff that something was about to change. He’d had a feeling that the man had been holding back too. Killers like Ricardo always started off patiently, to show that they were in control, even if only to themselves. It was all kabuki, overcompensation for whatever mental illness they had. Sheriff braced himself, assuming that something bad was about to happen.

He was right.

Ricardo's true nature unfolded as the man bared his teeth, moving forward. At the same time, the darkness around Sheriff seemed to get even darker, which hadn’t seemed possible, and the pressure on his ability grew. He didn’t realize how much his precognition had been suppressed before Ricardo finally managed to grab his spear. Sheriff hadn’t seen it coming. Now he could still “see” the other man while in his dark fog, but he’d been blinded from the future.

It was like Ricardo had gone beyond blinding the senses, and had begun jamming abilities as well.

Sheriff managed to lever his spear up to block the first knife strike, but the blade still grazed his arm. Ricardo moved in, his knife hand a blur, and it was all Sheriff could do to backpedal and keep his hide mostly intact. He snap-kicked out, but didn’t connect very well, and almost lost his foot for his trouble. Ricardo had reacted incredibly quickly, slashing downward.

Sheriff saw the writing on the wall. If he kept fighting for control of the spear, he was going to trip, or Ricardo was going to succeed in rushing him. Luckily for him, it wasn’t his only weapon.

He drew his belt knife, surging forward to slash Ricardo. The murderer reacted fast enough to avoid a debilitating cut, but still received a nasty laceration to the shoulder. If Sheriff could hear anything in the cloud, he might have caught the man’s scream that he could still somehow see.

Ricardo didn’t fall back after that, though, didn’t falter. Instead, he darted forward. Sheriff hastily tried to create room for himself, stabbing with the spear, but Ricardo knocked it to one side with his wounded arm, his knife hand stabbing like a piston.

Searching for killing blows, Ricardo’s speed seemed to actually increase over the endless second that Sheriff madly defended himself. He still got hit a few times, but nothing deep enough to put him out...yet. Sheriff took a wild chance, kicking out again--this time he connected. Knocked back, Ricardo wheeled his arms, keeping his balance. Sheriff’s follow-up stab seemed promising at first, but Ricardo managed to deflect it with his knife and hit the shaft with a savage open-palmed strike.  The blow knocked the weapon right out of Sheriff's hands. 

As the spear went sailing out of the fog somewhere, Sheriff wildly swung his belt knife, giving himself some space.

He crouched low, using his suppressed power to watch a madman watch him, all while being surrounded by inky darkness, like the far reaches of space. His supernatural vision began to dim, and Sheriff reviewed the facts. He was fighting a younger, meaner, faster man than himself, he didn’t know where the approaching ring was, and now he was down to a knife fight.

Knife fights were always bad. This situation, fighting for his life while not even on Earth anymore, all while using super powers, hadn’t exactly been part of his old training, either.

Sheriff reversed the knife in his grip, holding his open hand out before him. His change in stance made Ricardo tilt his head, studying him further. The moment stretched, and Sheriff took the respite to think.

He remembered Cole's promise should he fail. Cole had given his word, and that was enough for him. He was a good kid, Cole. Maybe one day he would find his footing the rest of the way, realize that it wasn’t power or responsibility that made a man a man--it was how he treated the people who depend on him. The boy really was on the right path, and just needed to stop doubting himself.

Sheriff hoped that Cole might still find a way to get everyone out, but right now all Sheriff could do was make a decision. His food-based energy had all been used up; now he was drawing on his life force. In the past minute alone, he had probably burned through a decade. He needed to do something now before his bones aged too stiff for the fight.

His power demanded more energy, and Sheriff had to keep feeding it. If he stopped pushing against the pressure on his mind, he might entirely lose sight against Ricardo. Without being able to see the future, he was already in a bad spot, but being blind would be a death sentence.

It was actually really obvious what he had to do; Sheriff just didn’t have the guts before. Now he didn’t have a choice, so with a thought, he finally fully submerged himself in his power, turning it up to a level he never had before. Something felt like it broke, like he’d thrown off a wet blanket, and he broke through Ricardo’s suppression.

His power was almost too much, burning every nerve in his body, practically blinding him.

Like all moments before when Sheriff had his life on the edge of a blade or a bullet, he thought of his wife, Annie. Even in the pitch darkness of the fog, her face was perfect in his mind's eye. The memory of her voice, her laugh, and easy smile was what kept his mind from being torn by living in both the past and the future.

He imagined this psychopath, Ricardo, putting slimy hands on his wife. That anger fueled Sheriff, pressing him to attack back rather than just dodge. He needed to end this. How could he let himself forget? Fighting wasn't a dance or a conversation. It was one man dropping another so he could keep breathing.

Realistically, there was no way Sheriff could kill Ricardo if he didn't put everything on the line, and his power was telling him the same thing. Alrighty then. Sheriff had already made his decision, after all. Now he just needed to follow through.

Sheriff felt light.

His only reason for living now was to put down a rabid dog. He was burning through his life energy at an alarming rate, but he didn’t care anymore. His power didn’t lie.

Ricardo must have felt the change, because he stalked forward, moving his knife like a serpent. He likely knew Sheriff could see him and thought he looked intimidating, but in that moment, Sheriff thought he looked small, like a street punk who’d found a gun in a glove box and developed delusions of grandeur.

There were a few ways to accomplish Sheriff’s goal, but none of them were pretty. This way was most direct. He went to meet Ricardo, swinging at his wrist. As he’d predicted, Ricardo tried to brush the hand aside, dart in, and stab. He put his entire weight behind it.

Sheriff’s hand came down, but instead of trying to block or dodge, he grabbed Ricardo’s wrist and pulled inward. As the blade plunged into his stomach and he felt like ice-cold water was suddenly poured down his spine, Sheriff saw Ricardo’s eyes widen in surprise.

“King me,” he whispered, fighting through the agony of being gutted. Then as Ricardo tried to pull his hand back, Sheriff counterattacked.

Ricardo must have punched him a few times, because Sheriff saw stars, but he managed to keep his grip on his enemy’s hand, and he was still stabbing. The knife he held icepick-style was hard for Ricardo to stop. After the first few strikes, it was too late anyway.

Sheriff smiled and could feel the blood leaking from his mouth. He took one step after another, crowding in on the murderer he was putting down like a rabid dog, stabbing over and over again. 

Sometimes the only way to destroy a savage was to be even more savage than they were.

Finally, Ricardo lost enough blood that he stopped fighting back, or was gathering himself for one last effort. Sheriff didn’t care, he just took the opportunity to cut the man’s throat.

The black fog vanished in a sound like a scream of rage and terror. Sheriff collapsed on his side to the jungle floor. The dome wall wasn’t very far away, and was coming to claim him. To one side, Ricardo’s face was lined like he’d aged thirty years. He lay in a massive pool of his own blood, somehow still breathing, his eyes full of hatred and...fear?

Sheriff's vision began to blur, and he saw Cole and Holly finish running toward him. Holly's face was impenetrable, cold. Cole had unshed tears in his eyes.

To one side, Ricardo’s body suddenly gave what Sheriff thought was one last gasp of the black fog...until it was sucked into his skin again and filled all the man’s wounds. The bleeding stopped. 

Shit, though Sheriff. He pushed on his power, focusing on only two possible timelines, and understood what he had to do.

His time was over anyway. There was no way he was going to survive this, and he couldn’t be a distraction for the kids. He'd done his part, now it was their time to put it all on the line. As Ricardo lurched to his feet, Sheriff looked a question to the horrified Cole.

Cole’s face was filled with grief, terror, and rage. But despite that tangle of emotion, the young man managed to clench his jaw and give Sheriff a nod. That gesture was all Sheriff needed to let go of any worry.

With one hand he found his crucifix, because he was about to go home. He decided that on the way there, if that Dolos angel, or god showed up again, he was going to punch that guy in the face. Sheriff’s other hand grabbed the handle of Ricardo's knife and pulled it out.

Stars.

He distantly heard yelling, but didn’t feel any fear, only peace. It was a little selfish to hope that Annie would join him soon, but he knew she would feel the same way in his position. In some ways, they'd always been greedy, drunk on each other. They’d been together for decades, and she hadn’t been herself for a while.

It would be fun to get his ass kicked in checkers again by the love of his life.

That was a silly thought, but an honest one. Sheriff felt like he was drifting now, and he could see a light. He was at peace with his choices, and he’d done the best he could do. That’s all he’d ever asked of anyone else, or of himself. He had no regrets.

Sheriff died with a smile on his lips and peace in his damaged heart.

Chapter 13

 

Cole’s knees went weak at the sight of Sheriff's dead body. Not only was their best fighter gone, but the honorable old man had sacrificed his life for nothing. Ricardo had gotten to his feet and stood swaying like someone drunk. The many wounds in his body had been filled with shadow, and now that darkness was climbing over the undamaged portions as well.

How were they going to stop a monster like that?

Cole briefly thought about attacking the thing with his machete, but realized he didn’t know enough about whatever Ricardo had become to risk getting any closer. If the wounds Sheriff had inflicted hadn’t been enough, Cold doubted he could do much better.

Ricardo floated more than walked over Sheriff's corpse, the burning dome wall following only a dozen feet behind him. The former Costa Rican tour guide cracked his neck before slowly moving again, directly toward Cole.  

The murderer no longer looked like the reedy thirty-something-year-old. All the meat on his body had been consumed to keep him alive, or fuel his transformation. The fact that he was now walking black fog except for his head wasn't what frightened Cole most, though. Now Ricardo didn't even seem to care about burning his life away in exchange for his power, or maybe he didn’t have to anymore. This was terrifying.

Cole hadn’t realized he’d been backing up until Holly tugged his sleeve. "We gotta run," she said, voice taut. Behind the unnatural creature that used to be Ricardo, Sheriff's body was swallowed by the dome. The orange wall was so thick now, Cole couldn't even see the body combust.

His girlfriend. Holly. That’s right, there were others, too. Cole remembered his promise to Sheriff, and the group’s plan to get Isla to the portal. If anyone deserved to live, it was a little girl who had no business in this mess.

Cole followed Holly up the slight slope. He realized that the lingering extra sense he’d half thought he’d imagined earlier had vanished along with Sheriff. He’d noticed it before while fighting Mohammad, the boars, Javier. He’d thought he felt it again while coming to check on Sheriff. But even without it, he knew Ricardo was right behind them, a cloud of darkness and evil. 

He was so used to being stressed out and terrified by now, he was able to think while he ran. He’d had a suspicion about his potential power before, but now it was a full-blown theory. If he was right, he did actually have a power, and he was beginning to understand how it worked.

His feet pounded in a steady rhythm, and Holly kept pace. This easy jog had been how they’d run over the last year whenever they’d had time to work out together. Now that their physical capabilities had improved on the island, it felt a little too slow, but Cole thought it was smart not to push it too much. Holly obviously agreed.

Cole spared an occasional glance over his shoulder, noting that Ricardo was still falling further behind, but also seemed to be gliding faster. That was...worrying. He’d been hoping that the orange ring would overtake whatever the killer had become. Of course nothing fortunate like that would happen, though. 

Cole realized that he was feeling sorry for himself, so he balled up those emotions and threw them away. Right now survival was more important than fairness--he had promises to keep. Using his brain was as important as staying ahead of the ring right now.

He considered running faster; he and Holly could do it. They’d been in good shape even before coming to the island. The problem was there was no guarantee the portal would appear until the hour was over. Ricardo kept speeding up, though, and was gaining on them now. There was no reason to think that the monster wouldn’t also know where the portal would be, and would head there too, even if they somehow lost him. Cole suddenly remembered Sheriff's words. Sometimes, when there wasn't another way, the only way out was through.

Without warning, he slowed his pace, letting Ricardo get closer. The burning dome wall was only a few yards behind them--they’d all barely been outrunning it. Cole screamed, "Come on, you son of a bitch!"

The machete in his hand felt useless. Sheriff hadn’t been able to take this thing down despite doing terrible damage to it. Throughout his whole life, Cole had relied on his ability to find other, more creative ways to do things. Only now did he realize how naive he'd been.

Sheriff hadn't ever questioned Dolos' rules, but Cole had. Maybe he was stubborn, an idiot, or just had a rebellious streak. Most likely it was all three. But hope by itself without action was useless. He’d been forced to take responsibility, and take action, sometimes without much of a plan...like now.

Ricardo smiled viciously, and his fog arms stretched out like springs, extending twenty feet in a second. One of them held Sheriff’s knife, still stained with blood. Cole had no time to think and barely dodged the blade. As it passed, it sliced his cheek deeply, nearly to the bone. He counterattacked with the machete, but wasn’t entirely surprised when it barely bit at all, bouncing off of the fog like it was made of solid rubber.

Cole sped up, realizing that maybe trying to fight in front of a moving, orange wall of burning death hadn’t been the smartest thing he’d ever done. He sprinted forward, but Ricardo followed, and Cole turned in time to dodge another attack. After ducking, he hurtled underneath Ricardo's outstretched limbs, trying to close the distance.

But two more nightmarish arms erupted out of Ricardo's chest, and the madman laughed, shouting something in Spanish. Cole noticed the same arm that held the bowie knife bending back toward him like a tentacle. He desperately rolled to the side, jumping to his feet and sprinting again to create distance.

While he escaped, the knife slashed his arm. He cried out in pain but kept his pace. Holly had slowed down too but was still ahead of him. Cole touched his cheek, noting the blood there had already dried. He met eyes with Holly, and her eyes widened as she focused on his cheek, not in concern but fascination. She yelled, "You're a healer?"

Cole grunted, avoiding two more fog arms reaching for him. He touched Holly's arm and felt his stomach tighten as his ability soaked up energy and focus. The gash on his arm immediately stopped bleeding. "I can only heal when you're around!” he yelled. “My ability is to copy other people's abilities if they are near me. Touch makes it stronger!"

The two pounded through the jungle, gaining speed without needing to talk about it first. Holly was somehow able to grin despite their danger, her dimples brightening her face. For a brief moment, Cole forgot about her change in behavior since the island turned into a death trap. He continued, "You go on ahead. I'll use his abilities against him. Protect the others, okay?"

His girlfriend had a hesitant expression, and Cole could only guess why. Then she nodded sideways at the chasing Ricardo, who was a healthy distance away now. At the moment, without shooting shadow limbs, he kind of looked like a man wearing black, full-body sweats. Holly shook her head and said, "We gotta take care of that guy here and now. Together."

Cole didn't argue; she was right. The problem was that he wasn’t truly confident they could even kill the man-turned-monster. Ricardo had done something far beyond Cole's understanding of what the power seeds could do. All of their powers must have more potential than he’d thought.

He put his machete under his belt, out of the way, and they slowed their pace to let Ricardo get closer. The killer snarled and spread his arms wide while running. Suddenly, the area all around them burst into darkness. Just like last time, it wasn’t only his sense of sight that he lost--all of them were taken from him, including taste and balance. Even his breathing was labored. Without Sheriff's foresight ability to draw from, Cole was at a loss.

His leg got stabbed, and he almost fell. In response, he burned a tiny bit of his life, squeezing out enough energy to instantly heal the leg wound. Holly held his hand, and he could feel her assisting him. Through their touch, he could sense she had taken some damage, too. Ricardo must be bleeding them, enjoying himself. He hadn’t tried for a mortal wound yet.

Luckily, Cole had a plan, at least an idea. He pulled Holly close and silently mouthed his plan to her, exaggerating his lip movements. This had been a game they’d played back when they’d been kids. She must have remembered, or Cole’s message was simple enough to understand. She nodded. Suddenly, Ricardo’s stolen knife slammed into Cole’s belly as Ricardo duplicated the attack that had killed Sheriff. Cole’s healing combined with Holly's power kept him conscious and stable, even as the knife twisted.

"Go!" he screamed, his mouth on Holly’s ear. Then he braced his hands on Ricardo's shadow-wrist, pulling the knife out but holding the limb with both hands. Holly must have understood again because she abruptly turned and ran away. As Cole held on tightly to the shadowy limb, his borrowed ability healing himself, the dark cloud around him shivered.

What felt like fists came in from every direction. They were painful, but Cole rolled with each strike, minimizing the damage, and tried to predict where else they’d come from. He had trained in mixed martial arts for years, diligently. He was only an amateur fighter, but his Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu school had encouraged him to train with a blindfold on. Inside the fog, he was at a disadvantage, but as he controlled the knife, Ricardo only hit him with shadow limbs. If he’d tried choking Cole out, he might not have lasted long enough for the plan to work...if it worked.

Ricardo’s lack of effectiveness was lucky, but Cole had an idea why the killer didn’t seem to be thinking very well. While reaching for the other man’s power, Cole had somehow tapped at least the fringes of the monster’s thoughts. Emotions ran through Cole that weren't his. Some he recognized, like the pure bliss of a fight. It was a primal urge many shared. But then many of the others were feelings so dark, so monstrous, it terrified Cole to know that anyone could feel that way. At the center of all these emotions was a black hole. The vortex was so wide and powerful that Cole was almost swallowed up by it.

But he remembered his promises, how he had changed in the past few hours. Cole was no longer a college student full of stubborn, rebellious hope. Now he was willing to take action, make decisions. Cole knew himself more completely and clearly than ever before.

This was certainly a contrast to the black hole inside Ricardo. Cole could feel how the man had spent his entire life uncertain of his purpose. That resentment had grown into darker thoughts. Ricardo was powerful, and had achieved a level of mastery over his power seed that none of the others had, tapping something deep and awful. Cole knew this for a fact now.

Even so, Ricardo still had no idea who he was. That was why he had become a being of fog after using his power to survive. He’d changed into a force of nature, eager to swallow everyone else up, to lessen the pain of his own uncertainty. It had been working until Cole had connected with him and began copying his power. Cole saw Ricardo's soul, and using the darkness, he gave it shape again, forcefully pushing the black fog back into the vortex it had come from.

The sensation was like shoving a sleeping bag the size of a house into a sack way too small for it. The strain it caused for Cole was more mental than magical. He barely used any of his life force, maybe only a few days. All at once, the fog was sucked back into Ricardo.

They’d all slowed during the fight, and the orange ring was almost on top of them. Cole muttered a curse and began jogging backward, on guard and warily watching his enemy. Ricardo looked like a man again. The wounds that Sheriff had given him were all gone, though.

However, Ricardo’s eyes still weren’t completely lucid again, and his expression was wild, obviously panicked. Then he screamed incoherently. Cole waved a hand to make sure he fully had the man’s attention before yelling, "Now!"

Holly rushed from behind a tree and pressed a hand to Ricardo's forehead. The man's head began to swell, and he screamed in pain, convulsing. Cole looked on, worried. The dome wall was approaching fast, but they were close to finally bringing the monster down. He was also worried that Holly was going off script. Whatever she was doing with her power, it wasn't what Cole had instructed her to do.

He had asked her to put Ricardo to sleep, certain she could do this without much effort. The idea had been that with the killer out cold, the dome wall would wash over him and incinerate him while he slept. Instead, boils began to form on various parts of Ricardo's restored skin. One actually burst, erupting with blood. Ricardo dropped his knife, and the blade sunk into the mossy ground to the hilt.

What truly sickened Cole more than anything was how Holly seemed to enjoy watching whatever it was she was doing. Cole’s lips twisted. This wasn't the girl of his dreams. He saw glimmers, hints of a monster as terrible as the one Cole had just fought.

Ricardo had held on to his self-preservation instinct. Even as he screamed in pain, obviously unable to move his arms, he still managed to walk away from the approaching ring. However, without Cole touching him anymore, the black fog began seeping out of Ricardo’s skin again like armor. The darkness seemed to reduce his pain, or at least let him act. In two more breaths, his entire body was covered with the darkness again except his eyes. Then he stopped.

The shadow man's hand whipped out, grabbed the distracted Holly by the neck, and threw her backwards with inhuman strength. Holly didn't even have time to scream as she was swallowed by the dome's burning wall.

Chapter 14

 

“No!" Cole screamed, heart lurching as Holly’s body disappeared behind the orange wall. 

He ran toward the wall, hand held out, emotions overriding his sense but was stopped by a punch in the chest from the shadow man. The force was so great, he imagined that now he knew what it felt like to get kicked by an elephant. Cole was thrown backward, airborne.

During his split-second connection with the shadow man, Cole could no longer actually feel Ricardo inside the hardened black fog. It had been empty. The sensation felt like death, terrifying.

After he hit the ground, Cole's breath somehow returned quickly. He rolled to the side just in time to avoid getting crushed. The shadow man's leaping attack had left an impression deep enough in the earth that Cole knew he’d probably just avoided death.

Fear spiked through him, mixing with his grief. Holly was gone. The shadow man couldn’t be cut. Cole got up and began moving away from the wall, away from the invulnerable monster that had just killed his girlfriend. He needed to get away.

Cole tripped, his knee scraping a boulder, and the jagged stone tore into his skin. He fell in a roll, screaming, but more of his life energy drained and the wound healed. He looked over his shoulder, hoping that Holly would somehow be there, lending her power, but she wasn’t.

Stifling frustrated tears, Cole got back up and ran. He borrowed some of his gaming experience, darting between the trees for cover. This decision turned out to be a good idea, because he could hear some of the trees and underbrush behind him being abused as the shadow creature's extending arms crushed them.

As he fled, Cole allowed himself to briefly grieve for Holly. She was gone, really gone.

Had their connection been so strong that some of her powers had transferred to him even after her death? He wasn’t sure why he could still heal himself, and he didn’t have much time to think about it. Behind him, the shadow monster belted out an inhuman scream, like fifty metal nails on a chalkboard. The sound filled Cole with such terror, it woke him from his grief.

He couldn't die here. Nadia, Jarret, Mrs. Satin, and Isla were still ahead waiting for him, relying on him. Kiddy was still out there, too. Cole was probably the only person of his remaining group who had any chance of fighting the competitive gamer. Maybe Nadia would have a chance, but despite her spunky personality, she was way too straightforward and kind to deal with Kiddy.

Dealing with someone like that meant you had to think in circles, be ruthless. For all her fire, Nadia was a kind person.

After about ten, maybe twenty minutes of running, Cole's lungs had never felt drier or hotter. He was on the edge of collapse. Luckily, the shadow creature had to be far behind him now, along with the distant dome. Cole examined his hands, noticing how they were thinner and older-looking. How many years had he burned through? Ten? Twenty?

The price he paid was steep but he understood his power now. Now that he could finally think about it, experience pointed to the fact that he might be able to keep borrowed powers permanently since he could still heal. He pushed the thought away, knowing that going down that mental and emotional road right now would break him.

He looked over his shoulder to check whether the shadow creature had followed. Luckily, he didn’t see anything. Maybe he was just being paranoid.

Suddenly ahead of him, something cracked like thunder. He whipped his head around, noticing three trees topple over. Cole jumped back as one fell uncomfortably near him, then his jaw dropped. Standing there before him was the shadow creature, the thing Ricardo had turned into.

As he stared at the thing, Cole put some of the last of his waning energy into thinking. Fighting this monster straight-on was pointless. There had to be another way.

Then he had a realization. Ricardo wasn’t Ricardo anymore.

Cole had touched the man’s soul before. He knew him better than perhaps anyone else he’d met in his life. This monster standing motionless before him wasn’t Ricardo, not really. Ricardo had given completely into his power, hoping it could fill the emptiness that he’d experienced all his life. 

Feeling awkward and strangely embarrassed, Cole reached out with his senses, hoping his power would understand what he was trying to do. Apparently it did, and he touched Ricardo again, the thing that the killer had turned into. The creature was nothing more than a walking homunculus, acting out on Ricardo's final wishes.

It was truly empty. 

The man’s power was alive, but Ricardo himself was dead. Now that he knew, Cole didn’t feel any pity for the man, though. This explained why the creature was just standing there. Cole hadn’t done anything yet to trigger a reaction. It must have been in “chase” mode before and now it was waiting for new stimulus.

Cole had never hated a person in his entire life before Ricardo--he’d been the first. Sheriff, Ray, Holly, Warren, and from what Cole sensed in the killer's soul, countless others had perished from the man’s selfishness.  

It might have been reasonable not to consider the thing in front of him as Ricardo anymore. After all, it was just a husk, power being driven by instinct. The thing couldn't comprehend love or hate. It had been created through Ricardo's fears, hate, and lust for power, though. 

Besides, Cole was not in a forgiving mood. He was tired now beyond belief, and what drove his steps forward to the shadow creature was all of his frustration, anger, bitterness, and grief distilled into pure disdain. In a way, he was grateful that he could unload all of his hate into a single thing.

He’d thought he might hate Dolos before, remembering how the god had put them in this hell to begin with. But now, Cole only held a sense of respect, a fear for Dolos' indifferent power. The god wasn't malicious, not directly anyway. He’d been impersonal, like an act of nature. Ricardo had made his killing as personal as possible.

Hating the shadow thing was simple for Cole now, instinct. When he jumped and collided with the thing, he screamed, releasing his power and hatred into the monster the second he touched it. Cole immediately used that connection, feeding on his hatred, mentally wrestling for control of the husk.

During the battle, he began to forget where he ended and the creature began.

Being directly connected to the shadowy power was painful, but Cole’s frustration and righteous rage protected him. Finally, before the dome wall could catch up, he had gained full control of the thing.

He had no time to glory in his victory; he needed to make a choice. Cole could have commanded the shadow to run straight into the ring. Its power was a vile thing, born from a vile man with terrible urges. Nothing about it was good.

But he wasn’t a simple student, paying his bills with QA anymore. Honestly, he wasn’t sure what he was now, but he’d given his word to people better than himself. He needed to protect Isla, a girl too young to deal with what was happening around her. There was also his promise to Sheriff to keep Annie from harm, or keep her from befalling the worst that could happen.

He also needed to see to Kiddy. Despite what had happened in the past five years, especially the previous three hours, Cole was confident he knew Jin like the back of his hand now more than ever.

Jin had always played deviously and reserved his greatest effort for the end of a game. At that moment, Jin would be like a demon. Now he had his telekinesis, but Cole could copy his powers if he got close enough.

No, Cole needed to live, and he couldn’t afford to throw away any power, even if it was...unpleasant.

With a thought, he condensed the dead Ricardo's ability that Cole controlled now into a shadow creature the size of his hand. He shrank it further, putting huge amounts of force on the thing until it was like an inky-black sphere, a marble the size of his thumb nail, a dark orb. Then he popped it into his mouth and swallowed.

When it landed in his stomach, it didn't burn like food, or fuel for his powers. Instead, he could feel it spread through every inch of his body like a cloying sickness. The sensation was terrible, but Cole was tough now, and he needed every advantage he could get. He still had promises to keep.

Chapter 15

 

Cole’s razor-sharp focus after absorbing Ricardo’s power began to waver as he jogged through the jungle alone. Before long he was holding off tears again, remembering the good times with Holly. His jog became a stumble, and he picked up a stick to help his footing. When the pain inside hurt particularly bad, he swung at the vegetation.

It didn’t help.

He blinked, looking up when he felt orange light from overhead on his face, not being blocked by the jungle canopy. He’d actually found the crest of the island, his destination. The edge of the dome was far in the distance, which was good, but as Cole leaned on his stick and huffed, he verified there was no portal and no sign of his friends. He checked his watch. Somehow, there was still almost half an hour left until the final round ended.

This fact left him stunned for a few seconds. He gaped at the time, barely believing that so many terrible and frightening things had happened in a single half hour. Hell, he'd burned through at least a decade and a half of his life. The torn clothes he wore were baggy, loose on him now. His power had sucked up all of his fat before eating his future. It seemed it had consumed some of his muscle, too.

How the hell had he still been moving so fast?

Cole had never felt more exhausted, tired, or broken in his entire life. He kept silently searching for the others, not wanting to attract attention from Kiddy or any power seed-corrupted monsters that might still be around.

His mind went to some dark places. Maybe the others had fought Jin and they were all dead. He dismissed that thought nearly as fast as it came to mind. He had to hold on to hope, even a tiny amount, or he felt like he’d fly apart.

He’d lost everything--Holly, Kiddy, even the peace he had made with himself while facing death before the tsunami hit. He had been put through hell, scraped for every inch on his way to this spot. 

When he’d first arrived on the island, all he wanted to do was find a way to defy Dolos' rules. He’d been certain without any sort of logic or evidence that maybe Dolos would let them all live somehow.

It hadn’t been a completely illogical belief. After all, why would a god whisk them away from certain death just for all but one to die? Of course, this had been under the assumption that Dolos thought like a human, or valued human lives above the dirt they stood on.

They were all probably lucky that Ricardo hadn’t had power like Dolos or they would all already be dead.

Now most of his hope hinged on a half-baked plan. He hoped that he might convince the terrible god to let the others go in exchange for Cole's undying servitude. One hole in this plan was that Dolos was powerful enough that nothing was stopping him from making Cole a servant anyway. They had no way of knowing whether Dolos would honor his word about anything.

Sheriff had told Cole that sometimes the only way out of the forest was through it. Cole hadn’t believed him back then, but circumstances had proven the older man correct. Now that he had begun moving again, his legs burning with each step, those words kept running through his mind.

Cole had to find the others--Nadia, Jarret, Annie, and Isla. He had to hope that they hadn't encountered Kiddy, who had certainly been planning aggressive guerrilla tactics. Kiddy might see this as a game and was playing to win, but Cole wasn’t going to just roll over and let him.

Sheriff's machete was still in his belt, but didn’t seem all that useful anymore. It might work to euthanize Annie if there was no other option, which was why Sheriff had given it to him, and it might still come to that. 

In the distance, the orange dome was completely opaque now, unlike earlier when it had been mildly translucent. Cole couldn’t see outside the burning dome anymore.

The dome would be pain, suffering. He shied away from thinking about Holly again. His priority was thinking about the present, and all the people he was still responsible for...if they were still alive. He didn't want to risk his, Annie's, Jarret's, and Nadia's final moments to be screaming in burning orange light, their blood boiled from the inside. At this point, Cole wasn't afraid of death itself, especially after absorbing Ricardo’s darkness, but the kind of pain the dome promised sent shivers up his spine.

A small, terrified voice at the back of Cole’s mind whispered that he couldn’t find the others, didn’t see a portal because someone had already gone through it, maybe Kiddy, and now they were all trapped. He had to be sure, though. Staying as quiet and stealthy as he could, he moved around the crest of the island, searching for some sign of his friends.

Despite all the birds and insects flying through the air, no doubt fleeing the dome, he didn’t hear much wildlife, not like when he’d first come to the island. All he could really hear now was a small stampede of mutant boars screaming somewhere in the distance. They were likely running away from the dome wall or actively burning. It was a grim thought.

He dutifully kept searching, staying low and cautious. Then finally when he peeked over a large overgrowth of what looked to be freshly grown plants, Cole felt his face split into a wide grin.

When he’d touched the plants, he’d felt them, like music. He put his hands on the plants again, and at his suggestion, they moved apart, revealing a group of shaking, exhausted people. Isla, Nadia, Jarret, and Annie--they were all there, alive.

Cole fell to his knees, hugging Jarret. "I thought you guys were dead," he whispered.

Jarret returned the embrace, wiping tears from his face. "Holly?"

Cole swallowed hard at her name, barely able to keep his composure. Nadia gasped, and Isla pressed her face into Annie's chest. The older woman looked at Cole with a grave expression. She said, "You've burned through at least a decade or two now, haven't you, Efrem?"

Everyone seemed stunned by how intelligent and...solid she’d sounded. Annie Satin had swung in and out of lucidity throughout the entire time under the dome. This was the clearest she had ever looked or sounded. But then just like that, she was gone once again, her eyes glazing over.

Cole nodded in response. He gently touched her, reassuringly, and felt a pulse coming through her that was powerful, deeper than her heartbeat. He pulled back a little, surprised. It made sense that Annie had a power seed too, but he needed to cover their immediate situation with the others before exploring that thought further. He asked, “Did you see the portal or Dolos?"

Jarret shook his head. "No, man. We did see Kiddy, though."

Nadia pressed her rabbit's foot into Jarret's hand. He closed his fingers around hers and said, "I kept us safe."

Cole suddenly noticed how gaunt and grey his friend looked compared to only half an hour earlier. The edges of Jarret’s eyes were lined with crows' feet. Jarret had probably burned through as much fuel and as many years as Cole had. He had obviously strained to keep everyone safe, hidden from the sight of dangers like Kiddy.

Jarret was a hero.

Isla pushed herself away from Annie, offering her hand to Cole. She said, "I'm sorry about your girlfriend."

Cole wanted to say it was okay, he just couldn’t. He jerkily nodded instead.

He reined himself in again, focusing on the mission. If it wasn't possible for everyone to live, then Isla would go through the portal. She’d been there when they all voted, so she knew what was going on. Cole said, "It's about a five-minute climb up from here to the clearing where the exit will be. The walk from here is steep. If it comes to a fight in front of the portal, we will do everything we can to protect you while you run through. Got it?"

Isla's lips trembled. She bit down on it, like she’d spent most of her life hiding what she really felt--she probably had. Cole put a hand on her shoulder. "Isla, we want you to go through the portal. It will give our lives meaning if you do. But if you don't..."

"All of this will mean nothing," Annie finished, her voice strong again. Cole couldn't tell if she was coming around to being more...focused. He didn't have much experience with mental health.

Annie smiled. "You know, my husband and I always wanted to travel around the world together. I waited for him for years. Each night he was away in Morocco or Bangladesh or wherever the government needed him, I found ways to be alone at home. It was torture. But Sheriff is Sheriff. He stopped bad people, very bad people, from hurting anyone else ever again. Over the last few years when I was waiting, sometimes I played checkers online. You know, we both agreed that after he retires, we’re going to finally go to Costa Rica. My grandparents are from there, you know."

"Mrs. Satin?" Nadia asked cautiously.

Annie looked up at her. "Sorry, dear? Oh, yes."

Her gaze trailed from person to person, recognition slowly growing on her face and her lip began to tremble. By the time her eyes landed on Cole again, Annie was quietly sobbing. "He's gone, Cole. His spark. I can't feel it anymore. He's gone. He's gone. He's gone. He's gone."

She kept repeating the phrase, her voice growing more ragged. Cole could feel that odd pulse from her begin to grow, and his instincts shouted that she was dangerous. He grabbed Isla's hand and attached it to Nadia’s. "You guys go. Find the portal and make sure Isla goes through. I don't care if she's kicking and screaming. I want her through."

Jarret looked stunned, but backed away from Annie, whose head had snapped up to the sky. The air around her thickened and buzzed. Jarret whimpered, "What are you doing, Annie?” He looked around wildly. “What is she doing?”

Cole stood up. "Go. Now. I have the ability to mimic powers. Maybe I can--"

Light flashed from Annie, blinding Cole. Something surged through him, and he crashed backward into a pile of broken sticks. The sound of thunder split the air. Groaning, Cole pushed himself up. When he saw that Isla had been thrown too, he ran to her. Thankfully, she was awake and just bruised. They’d both been knocked up the hill away from Annie far enough that Cole was amazed they hadn’t broken every bone in their bodies, power seeds or no.

Down the hill a ways, Nadia was getting up with Jarret. She held on to him for support. The two of them hadn’t been sent flying as far as Cole and Isla, so they stood between them and Annie. Behind them, the older woman was screaming now, shouting to the sky. Sparks and thin tendrils of electricity crackled around her like brief flashes of spider webs.

Cole grimly stomped forward. Maybe he could use his powers to dissipate the electricity, to absorb Annie’s power, but he needed to save his energy for the inevitable fight with Kiddy. He yelled at Annie, demanding her attention.  "Mrs. Satin! I lost Holly. She died outside the dome! I know what it's like to--"

Annie's head snapped in his direction, her eyes filled with blue lightning. She raged, "You know? You think you know? I waited for my husband longer than you've been alive, boy!"

The sparks around her swelled, joining together. Plants nearby caught fire or were burned to ash. Trees cracked as lightning whipped from Annie’s body. Annie's expression had lost control or intelligence, but the lightning didn't stop. She poured out rage and grief and energy. The lightning coming off her body was beginning to arc out further.

Cole continued forward. He needed to stop her now. If Annie turned into a super-charged, living Tesla coil, she might kill them all, portal or no portal.

Nadia said something to Jarret that Cole couldn't hear under the sound of the crackling electricity. Jarret's eyes widened and he grimaced, but he nodded. He pulled the Haitian woman into an embrace and kissed her. Then they pulled apart and Jarret gave Cole an apologetic smile.

Nadia raised her hands, and Cole could feel her pulling on her ability. All the plants nearby rose around Annie in a tight dome, trapping Nadia and Jarret within as well. Thunder boomed underneath the tightly woven plants, making it look like it was breathing. “No, no way!” Cole growled. He slammed his hands into the ground and burned through five years of life, trying to pull the dome down.

Nothing happened.

Either Nadia was stronger, or was using a heck of a lot of energy, because he’d barely moved a flower. Through his connection with the plants. he could sense the inside of the dome crackling and burning. Pressure inside the shell was rising, even as Nadia continued to grow it thicker.

The dome was going to explode.

Cole shouted at the shell, frustrated and grieving at his own powerlessness. His stupid, noble, incredible friends had taken any further decisions out of his hands. There was only one thing to do. He turned, grabbed Isla, and ran up the hill.

Chapter 16

 

When the bottom of the hill exploded, the ground trembled and it felt like the whole island shook.

If Cole hadn't half-carried, half-pushed the sobbing Isla up the hill, they would have been in more danger from the shockwave or falling debris. Instead, now they were on top of the hill at the very center of the island, mostly flat, like a tropical mesa.  The area was heavily wooded here, and helped protect them from the after-effects of the explosion.

Cole had been through this area before, about the size of a football field, while he’d been looking for his friends. Now almost everyone he had come to the island with was dead, all except Isla and possibly Kiddy. Hell, Kiddy might have encountered a bunch of mutant animals that got the best of him. If so, at least there wouldn’t be any more conflict.

He doubted that anything had done Kiddy in, though, even though monsters were definitely still out in the jungle. Distant, distorted snorts and squeals of the mutant boars below still echoed weirdly through the jungle. The dome was closing in on them fast. In fifteen minutes, this hilltop would be the only thing left of the island, and without knowing where to go like Cole had, most of the wildlife, mutated or not, would probably be toast. 

A sudden surge of emotion almost brought him to his knees. He wanted to grieve for his friends' sacrifice and Annie's madness, but he had to stay alert. Isla was under no such restrictions, though.

The girl's sobs wracked her shoulders and were growing louder. Cole needed to calm her down. Making her feel better would be nice, but the main reason was because if Kiddy was still alive, Cole didn't want to make it any easier for the telekinetic to track them. His former friend had been dangerous enough with just a few pebbles, and not burning through any of his life force yet. At least, he hadn’t seemed to.

Meanwhile, Cole was already at least physically forty years old by now. He didn't know how it all worked exactly, like Isla looking older which should actually take energy, but it didn't matter. This wasn’t a game, but Kiddy had been right that their calories and eventually their life force was a limited resource. In any battle royale, resource management was an important variable to track for a win. So far, Kiddy was ahead.

Cole needed to distract Isla, and now that he was thinking about energy, he was also curious about something.

"Isla," Cole said gently, patting her on the back. He led her to the other side of a tree they had been leaning on, just beneath the crest of the hill. It gave him a good vantage point. If the portal or Kiddy appeared, Cole would more than likely be able to spot them...hopefully.

“Where did all the food go, the duffel bag?” he asked. It was likely that the one Javier or Ricardo had grabbed, he couldn’t remember which now, had been left or stashed somewhere and had burned up behind the dome a long time ago. If Isla had any food or knew of any, it would make Cole feel a lot more confident about his chances against Kiddy.

Isla tried to control herself for a while, and finally got out, “Jarret ate almost all of them. He kept us invisible and protected us almost the entire time, like we were protected by angels.” She swallowed and fresh tears appeared in her eyes as she said, “Jarret--”

The girl choked out ugly sobs, and Cole comforted her as best he could, awkwardly patting her back. Consoling little girls who’d aged almost ten years in the last couple hours, who had witnessed the violent death of their abusive father, clothed in leaf clothing, exhausted and grieving was not something Cole felt qualified to do. He still tried his best.

Finally, Isla calmed down a little, whimpering more than crying now. “Why would God do this to us? Why would he kill us?” 

Cole sighed, not surprised by the question considering what kind of man her father seemed to be. He was suddenly put in an awkward position of logically being forced to defend their rules arbiter, and he didn’t like the feeling. "Dolos isn’t God, and he isn’t killing us, at least not directly. If anything, we have been given more life, I guess. It seems weird but it’s true. We were all going to die anyway. If we’d all worked together to get here as a group, at least we could have tried to reason with or barter with Dolos. Instead, we were the ones who started to kill each other. People make their choices, which made more choices." Cole felt dirty saying it out loud.

"B-but, Mrs. Satin wasn't trying to kill us," Isla argued.

"You're right, but she lost control," Cole explained, but as the words left his mouth, he questioned them. Now he’d never know if Annie had given into her power, like Ricardo or the preacher, or if her dementia had been at the wheel. Cole said, "Nadia and Jarret stayed behind to protect us. Not all people are bad, in fact some are amazing. I don't even think Dolos is evil. He's just....indifferent."

Isla finally got it together, blowing her nose on her leaf clothing. She swallowed hard. "Will you get killed, too?"

Cole clenched his jaw at the possibility. Isla was innocent and had far more life left to live ahead of her than Cole, even if they both made it out alive. He could still feel himself aging at an increased rate. Isla was scarred now.

She’d likely never truly, completely leave this place behind.

After she returned home, possibly alone, she’d have enough memories to give her nightmares for several lifetimes. Cole wanted to do more than just save her life; he wanted to give her peace. This was an impossible task, but he would at least try while he was still alive. He slowly admitted, "I don't know. Maybe I’ll live, but it depends on whether Dolos shows up and will listen to my offer. I'm not exactly happy about it, and I’m not in a hurry, but I’m okay with my death if it means getting you through that portal."

The girl nodded. "Okay." She seemed sincere, like she believed him, but maybe she was just too tired to doubt what he was saying.

Cole decided to believe that she understood. He ordered, "From here on out, you do exactly what I say, when I say it. If you don't, all of this will mean nothing."

"What do you want me to do?" Isla asked. She blinked, and her lower lip started to tremble again.

Cole sighed. That was a good question. In his heart of hearts, he was sure Kiddy was still alive. That guy was as stubborn as he was capable. Now that he was thinking about it, Cole even checked for signs of Kiddy in the trees above. Players in games rarely checked upwards, and people in real life were worse about it. 

Nothing there. Good. Cole muttered, “I need to think. Can we both be quiet for a few minutes, Isla?” Isla nodded. 

Cole put his hands together, lacing his fingers. He’d already given some thought to possible plans and tactics to survive when he’d been looking for the others. Now that he knew they didn’t have any food left, some plans were not viable anymore. Cole was not confident about trying to eat anything they found in the jungle. He wasn’t knowledgeable about foraging anyway, and for all he knew, the whole jungle was infected with power seeds and everything was poisonous. The reality was that all he and Isla had left was life force to power their abilities.

His powers relied completely on others being near him. Touch made the connection more powerful, but not always as powerful as the ability of the person he was borrowing from. In fact, his borrowed power had always seemed weaker. However, in addition to still being able to heal earlier, he’d managed to absorb Ricardo's shadow ability. The darkness lingered in him like a patient monster, ready to destroy, to feed. Honestly, Cole didn't know if he could control it if he let it out.

Cole twisted his lips in frustration. If he could get some rest or a few protein bars and water, things might be different. Then again, while he was wishing, it’d be nice to have a team of soldiers armed with modern weapons, too. He wished he wasn’t so damned tired. Thinking was difficult.

He took a break from thinking, rolling his neck and shoulders. Isla was being silent, watching him. She gave him a little smile, and he nodded back at her before he folded his hands again.

He hated to think of Isla as an asset or a combatant, but she might need to be. She could use hormones or some sort of psychic ability to manipulate other life. Cole was certain she wasn't using her power on him; he’d know since he could also copy her powers. This gave him a certain awareness of when other powers were being used.

So he had his borrowing ability, the dark cloud living within him now, and maybe healing. He wasn’t willing to waste life energy to test the healing right now. Combinations using these powers gave him several strategy ideas, but he chose the simplest because he needed Isla’s help, and despite how she looked, she was still a ten-year-old girl. Simple plans had the least chance of going horribly wrong.

Finally, Cole said, "In middle school, I played basketball. I quit after only one year because it was boring."

Isla nodded somberly. "I think it's as boring as baseball."

"Yeah," Cole agreed. "Anyway, thinking back, part of why it was boring was how they made us practice the same three plays over and over again."

"That does sound boring."

"But," Cole said, holding up a finger, "it was effective. Whenever we played actual games against teams from other schools, we'd run the plays, and we won more than we lost."

Isla frowned. "You said you only had the same three plays. Wouldn't the other team know them too?"

"Yes.” Cole nodded. “To get around this, we assigned each play code names, like the name of a fruit: grape, apple, orange, whatever. It didn't matter, because in the second half, we'd change the names and call the plays by different names, like vegetables.”

"Fruits aren't vegetables."

Cole suppressed any reaction, forcing himself to be patient. "Yes, that’s right. Anyway, the good thing now is that we don’t have to worry about changing any names for any plays. In fact, you won't even have to learn three like I did."

"I can learn three plays. I'm ten, not stupid," Isla sullenly murmured. Cole grimly chuckled at that, and it eased his heavy heart a little.

He said, "I believe you. But we don't have time to learn three plays. We don’t have much more than ten minutes before the final round is over. As it is, you are going to need to prove how smart you are to learn this play really well in less than ten minutes. Can you do it, Isla?”

“I’ll try.”

Cole did his best to smile and make it look genuine. “We need to get started soon then. Let’s rest for just a few more seconds.”

“Okay.” Isla’s voice sounded small. She was trying to be brave, but her lip had started trembling again.

Cole needed to distract her before they got to training, and he asked what first came to mind. “What are you going to do when you get back to Earth?"

He felt like an idiot as soon as the words left his mouth, thinking about her dead father. She might not have anyone to take care of her.

Isla firmed her mouth and answered, "My mom is on the big land. Our family came to Cost’rica for missionary service. I'll ask god to take me there."

Cole really hoped the portal took her where she wanted to go. If not, this whole thing might be pointless, but at this point, it was out of his hands. He had his job to do, and he planned to do the best he could with what he had.

From his vantage point, Cole had seen and heard some reasons for concern. Sounds of the mutant beasts had gotten closer, and for a second, he thought he saw a figure flicker in the treetops above.

Despite how tired he felt, weary to his bones, it was time to get back to work. Cole said, "Okay, listen closely, Isla, because I don’t have time to explain this again. Here's the plan."

Chapter 17

 

Cole stalked alone through the jungle at the top of the highest hill at the apex of the island. Mutated boars squealed on the other side of a thick copse of trees. He hated that Isla wasn't nearby, but she had her own mission. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need her help and she could just stay safe.

Above him in the jungle canopy he spotted the silhouette of a man. Against the orange light of the dome above, Cole could only see his shadow, but it could only be one person.

Light gleamed off the silhouette, revealing owlish glasses. Cole braced himself. "Hello, Jin."

The branches above shifted, and the figure floated down, light as a feather. Jin Yamamoto's boots landed softly in the dirt. He greeted Efrem with a respectful nod. "I'm Kiddy Whale permanently now, Jin's dead. I'm not surprised you made it."

"Fine, Kiddy. Why aren’t you surprised?" Cole asked evenly. They were only a dozen feet apart now, and as a result, Cole could feel Kiddy's power. He knew what it felt like now, and he reached out using his own ability. Once he’d grasped Kiddy’s power of telekinesis, he hated the necessity, but he needed to test it. With a bare whisper of energy, he tugged lightly on a leaf.

It worked, and Kiddy didn't seem to notice. Good. At least Cole would have the element of surprise. 

Kiddy answered, "Because you know how to use your teammates effectively to reach end game. But it's over now. This is where I shine, you should know."

Cole stopped himself from clenching his fists in anger, and he didn’t move his hand any closer to his machete. He wanted to look calm, confident. "I didn't use my teammates. It took all of us to get here."

Kiddy smirked. "How many years did you burn? You look like your foster dad, now."

Cole frowned. He knew his former friend was just trying to throw him off balance, though. "Cheap shot."

Kiddy rolled his eyes. "Whatever you say. Speaking of which, where is Isla?"

"Gone," Cole said truthfully. Despite how tense the situation was, and how weird Kiddy was acting, he had to try. "Are you thinking of giving up and letting her live? You were on the fence before. It’s not too late to do the right thing."

As soon as he’d asked the question, he already knew the answer from Kiddy's blank face and intense eyes. The gamer was serious, focused on winning.

"She's gone, huh? You'd lie to protect people you cared about, so I’m not sure I believe you, but it doesn't matter. The hour is almost up and I’ll be taking the portal. I’ll admit that I had fun, Coleslaw. You won’t believe me, but I did. I'm glad Dolos gave us a chance to play one more game together. But in the end, the only thing that matters is winning. This is a fact in games, it’s a fact of life, and it’s a fact on this island.”

Then the slim young man lifted his hand. The rocks around him rose to be level with his shoulder. Then he curled his fingers into the shape of a gun. "Game over."

All at once, the rocks flew at Cole, but he strained, burning a full year of life and stopped them all with his new, unfamiliar power. “I am the One,” Cole joked.

This time, it was Kiddy’s turn to be thrown. His eyes widened in shock. Unfortunately, Cole knew Jin would recover quickly and would probably puzzle out his ability within seconds. Cole couldn’t hesitate.

He roared, letting his power and his instincts guide him, directing telekinetic power through his feet like he had seen Jin do. Meanwhile, Kiddy did the same, but ascended with hands full of rocks and branches to use as projectiles. Cole used his new power to weave through the trees, dodging some of Kiddy’s attacks, pushing some away, or deflecting them with a light touch. He even managed to sling a couple around his body, redirecting them back with almost double the force.

Kiddy expertly dodged everything that Cole threw back, and they danced around the trees like this for half a minute. With every breath, Cole's mastery of the skill grew, but with it, he understood how wide the gap was between him and Kiddy. This power actually belonged to the other man to begin with, and he’d had three hours to practice. Kiddy’s control and power reserves made Cole’s look pathetic in comparison.

The only reason Cole was even holding his own was because of surprise, and Kiddy’s cautious nature.

If he’d actually had any time to think, he might be worried about all the energy he was using. He darted from branch to branch, using the thick trunks for cover as Kiddy did the same. Cole was no slouch, but his opponent had years of competitive experience, and it was obvious that a lot of it, strangely enough, was relevant for this fight. So far, only one of them had taken any damage, and it hadn’t been Kiddy.

At this point, Kiddy seemed to have aged a few years total, and Cole could feel the months slipping through his own fingers—they were both burning time. The other man had likely somehow been able to eat something within the last hour, since it was likely he’d still had to deal with the dangers of the jungle on his way here and would have needed energy.

Suddenly, one of Jin's missiles was on a collision course for Cole’s chest. He barely managed to slow the rock down, but it still hit him, making fireworks explode in his sternum and tossing him into a tree. He cried out as he fell to the ground.

Cole frantically looked up, scanning the trees, but Kiddy wasn’t there anymore. Something blurred in his peripheral, and Cole lashed out with telekinetic power, inexpertly accelerating a rock. The projectile hit the tree with a tremendous amount of force, sending splinters scattering like a miniature explosion.

"Tap out, Coleslaw. Don't burn through more life," Kiddy warned in the distance. "We should end it here, like this. If you keep going like you have been, soon you’ll be a helpless old man."

Cole acknowledged he couldn’t win like this. He was a much better hand-to-hand fighter than Kiddy to a ridiculous degree, but using powers like this had really given the other man a massive advantage. It was time to try a different tactic. Cole drew on the distant Isla’s power, and used a clumsy, unfocused burst to influence Jin's emotions. He said, “I'm sorry, man."

Silence followed. Cole continued, "I'm sorry I wasn't a good friend. I'm sorry we had that argument. Honestly, I can't even remember what it was even about anymore."

Kiddy’s--no, Jin’s--tone was hurt and resentful as he answered. "I'm sorry, too. I shouldn't have said you were following in your foster parent's footsteps--they abused you. And I'm sorry..."

Jin’s voice went from cold to choked up. Cole's heart ached. Was this it? Would they be able to stop this fight, come to an understanding? 

Against his better instincts, Cole stepped out from cover. Kiddy was closer than he’d expected, Cole flexed his borrowed pheromone powers again. His eyes suddenly widened as he saw the truth. A small wind vortex surrounded the Asian man as he protected himself from any outside influences. The pheromone power had been useless.

Jin finished, "I'm sorry that this game didn't last longer. But now it's over." He raised a hand and sent a sharpened stake screaming forward like an arrow.

Cole barely managed to grab hold of the telekinesis ability in time to act, but still would have died if not for his MMA training. Through sheer terror and instinct, he managed to combine the power with a parry, barely deflecting the deadly missile enough to miss him by a hair. Behind him, the crude spear impaled a tree at least several inches.

Kiddy narrowed his eyes and tsked. “Your defense stat is impressive. I can see I need to power up, so be it.”

Cole's heart sank, understanding what the gamer had said--he’d been holding back. 

Kiddy sprang backward, using his power to half fly, half float as he created space. Then he pressed his hand to the tree next to him, and in a blink, Kiddy’s appearance changed so much, Cole barely recognized the gaunt man standing before him. He must have aged at least a decade or two all at once.

The trees near Kiddy broke apart in perfect rectangular shapes, as if they’d been cut by a machine. Other trees split into other shapes. Kiddy’s telekinesis had grown, evolved. His range of effect had increased, but Cole reasoned he could only extend it that far for stationary objects, otherwise Cole would already be dead.

In a few breaths, a significant number of palm trees on the island's plateau had been broken into pieces. They whirled around Kiddy as he floated up in the air among them. Cole reached out with his telekinesis, trying to understand what was going on.

Beneath Kiddy's floating feet, walls erected themselves between him and Jin, effectively splitting the plateau in half. Platforms, cubes of wood fell together in a rough formation to build a rough pyramid of steps around the wall. Jin floated down, landing on top of the two-story pyramid he’d just constructed.

It was clear Jin had no idea what it took to build a house or a pyramid. The structure he’d just made was more like stacked wood than crafted, but Cole had to admit he was frightened and impressed by the terrifying display of power. This new...fortress of Kiddy’s wasn’t meant to show off, though. The gamer had built a strong defense and had eliminated much of Cole’s cover. The intention was likely to put Cole on the defensive, make him more vulnerable to long-range attacks.

Cole thanked Kiddy’s massive blind spots. Because the other man was truly operating like this fight was a game, he hadn’t grasped the most direct way to use his massive burst of power, to pick up all those trees and throw them at Cole. Instead, he’d built himself a fortress. He was following his usual methodology as a gamer, playing defensively. Cole could only imagine that the more someone used a single power seed, the more distilled certain parts of their personality became, maybe something like being drunk.

Wordlessly, Kiddy waved his hand. The torn-up pieces of trees that hadn’t been used on the pyramid fort were cut and pulled apart into giant stakes. Then Cole was showered with a rain of falling stakes the size of logs. Can he read minds now? Cole thought. What the heck?  He threw his hands, roaring as he burned through more life, too. His telekinetic field expanded in a bubble.

When the stakes reached his invisible field, some were redirected, crashing behind him. Some had to be whittled down, and Cole was forced to manually dodge a few to keep his focus on the other, more dangerous missiles. When the sky finally stopped falling, Cole was physically at least fifty years old. In the distance, the screams and squeals from the mutant boars down the hill, likely near the closing dome, had stopped.

After spitting on the ground, Cole asked, "That all you got, Jin?"

Cole’s childhood friend frowned and snarled, "Jin is dead! I'm Kiddy now!" His legs balanced shakily on top of the pyramid, confirming Cole's suspicions. He’d likely aged himself more than he’d intended. This was Kiddy’s first large use of power that had drained his lifespan itself since he’d been on the island.

"No. What you are is dead." Cole was sad, knowing he’d spoken the truth. Jin likely wasn’t very far from falling into his power now. Then again, Cole might be in the same boat. That was a terrifying thought. He turned that fear into energy and yelled, “Banana! Banana! Banana!" as loud as he possibly could. His throat was raw as he shut his mouth.

The jungle fell eerily silent. No birds or insects had been making any noise before, but now it was silent like the grave. Suddenly, the boars that Cole had heard earlier screamed anew, like they’d been enraged. The side of the plateau thundered.

The palm trees and vegetation on the edge of the destruction that Jin had created all shook, and suddenly a stampede of mutant boars appeared. The orcs collided with the bottom of Jin's makeshift wooden pyramid, and the impact of their many bodies splintered the shoddy structure, making it implode on itself. As the platforms fell apart and crashed down, they actually collapsed on top of the boars. The insane creatures didn’t stop rampaging, though; in fact they were barely slowed.

Jin yelled, panicked, and burned through more power to fly up from his ruined fortress.

With a heart like ice, Cole pointed his finger like a gun at his oldest friend, returning the gesture that Jin had made before. He somberly muttered, "Game over."

The stakes that Jin had thrown at Cole earlier were scattered all around, and he used telekinesis to lift them up in a floating spiral. Then he shot them off at Jin, one by one, like the rounds of an imaginary minigun. He flicked his finger for each shot, trying to aim them as best he could. The ability greedily sucked more life out of him; Cole had lost count of his physical age by now.

He didn’t have much left to give, and couldn’t win a war of attrition, but Cole wasn't trying to kill Jin, just keep him occupied, distracted while the other man focused on staying afloat above the murderous boars. Kiddy blocked the oncoming projectiles expertly while also maintaining his flight, keeping good positioning. Cole had to admire Jin’s skill, but he was still aging, and his hair had turned grey. He was paying a price, too.

After Cole had run out of logs, he collapsed to the ground, exhausted. Jin rocketed toward him, an old man now but still mobile. Cole couldn't even raise a hand to protect himself. He began to wonder if this might be his end, but suddenly, Jin faltered. The telekinetic gamer abruptly began to wobble, and his flight spun into a plummet.

Jin was like a human bullet as he shot into the ground. He landed on his side, skidding across the jungle floor like a skipped stone on water. There was another hush before Jin began screaming in agony, turning onto his back. His left arm and both of his legs were bent the wrong way. One large, finger-sized splinter had impaled his shoulder from the ground, and it looked like a small tree trunk had gashed his ankle open.

Somehow, despite the fact they were trying to kill each other, Cole felt a touch of concern. Jin's glasses were shattered, and his broken body trembled. Kiddy couldn't move because of his broken bones, and his face was filled with frustrated tears. 

Cole couldn't because he was too tired. He felt like an old man. Hell, from the liver spots on the back of his hand, he probably actually was an old man now. At least he wasn’t an old man who’d just face-planted the ground from fifteen feet up.

A gaunt, but pretty woman wrapped in living leaf clothing walked over the crest of the hill where the boars had come from. Isla's hands were outstretched toward the boars, and their screams quieted. The creatures began milling around, aimlessly shuffling at things on the ground, or rooting in the underbrush. Isla had paid a price for her power too. She was physically older now than Cole had been a day ago.

She ran forward, concern in her eyes. "Are you okay?"

Cole blinked, not ready to speak yet. He looked at his watch. It was broken, so he couldn’t know whether the round was over, but he could practically feel the island's atmosphere shift. The dome wall stopped moving, and it felt like they were inside a glowing orange egg. A portal appeared several paces away. He groaned and coughed, finally saying, "I would be much better if you ran through that portal right now, please."

Where he lay on the ground, Jin had stopped crying. God, how old was he now? Seventy? Eighty? Jin's gaze settled on Isla.

Cole wanted to get up and stop whatever Jin was about to do, but all he could manage was a twitch. Even now, Cole still hesitated to burn the last few years of his life, which was likely what it would cost to muster a killing blow. Hanging onto his life was cowardly, but he couldn't help it. He was willing to do the right thing, to let Isla go, but he still didn’t want to die.

To Cole's surprise, Jin gave him an ugly grin. His wrinkled mouth was bloody; he’d lost at least half of his teeth. Jin laughed, choking on blood between breaths.

"What's so funny?" Cole wheezed.

Jin's laughter grew louder. It sounded a little different than Cole remembered, meaner, but was still his old friend’s laugh. Cole's heart ached at hearing it even now. Jin had rarely ever laughed, but whenever he did, it always sounded so free, full of joy. The broken gamer stopped laughing, spat, and sputtered, "When we were five, you, Holly, and I promised to grow old together."

The comment was so out of left field that Cole felt his brain stutter. The bizarre feeling in his chest swelled until it burst through his mouth. Cole laughed, too, tears streaming from his eyes. His reaction was ridiculous and made no sense, but the more he thought about it, this entire day had been horrible and ridiculous, like a bad dream while the body had food poisoning.  Everything he had ever believed had been tested, broken, and proven wrong.

They had all been destined to die in a tsunami, but then they’d met Dolos. The merciful. Bullshit. He wasn't merciful as he claimed. Cole understood now. To Dolos, he was like an ant, a lab rat. He’d done the equivalent of giving doomed children knives and drugs, then locked them inside an enclosed play pen.

This entire day was ridiculous. Cole's laughter darkened, coming out as a mixture of cackles and sobs. He had lost so much, endured nightmares, and for what?

Isla, clearly disturbed, asked, "Cole?"

He sighed, getting ahold of himself. Duty pulled him back, he couldn’t fall apart until the little girl was finally safe. "Call me Efrem, Isla. That's my real name."

Jin shook his head, and his eyes rolled into his head, likely at the pain of doing so. He managed to hang onto consciousness, and said, "Well, I guess I'm Jin again now since I lost. Although, we could still battle if you want. I could use my telekinesis to move my body around like a puppet. Then we’d both die."

Isla offered Efrem a hand, but he shook his head at her before nodding at the portal. To Jin, he said, "No, thanks, you competitive freak. I'll settle for a draw."

"No. You won. Isla's the last one standing, just like you aimed for. This was well played. You pushed me into using my entire resource pool. I think I'm even older than you now."

Efrem stifled a laugh. "You're even competing to see who's older?"

Jin’s smile faded. His bloodshot eyes focused on Isla. "Well, girl, you gonna go or what? You won."

"Jin's a sore loser," Efrem explained. "But seriously, kid. Go. I can tell you're still burning life to keep the boars peaceful. Please, just go, and no goodbyes. Just live and be a good person. Pay it forward. That's all. I want my life, all of our lives, to have meant something."

Isla looked conflicted, tears staining her cheek. She opened her mouth, then closed it.

Efrem watched her about-face and head toward the glowing portal. His heart raced at the sight, a wave of relief washing over him. He hadn't been able to find another way, but he'd kept his word. He’d also somehow done it without killing Jin. It wasn't perfect but--

Isla's hand passed through the portal, and Efrem's heart leaped to his throat. She jumped forward, but came out the other side. She hadn’t disappeared. This could only mean one thing, or at least, only one answer seemed to fit.

Winning this deathmatch required everyone else to die. Efrem looked at Jin in panic, expecting his friend's competitive streak to rise again, but the gamer only frowned.

In fact, Jin's attention wasn't even on Isla. Efrem followed the direction of his gaze to one side. A hunched, nearly skeletal figure hobbled silently through the forest and into the clearing. It had no skin, and was covered in char, as if it’d been burned.

"Efrem," Jin wheezed, a warning in his choked voice. "I've got one shot with my power."

The figure hobbled closer toward a stunned Isla. She pushed her hands out in panic, probably trying to use her pheromone power to halt the creature like she had with the boars. 

The figure didn't stop, slowly closing the distance with Isla. Now it was only thirty yards away or so, shuffling closer. One of its hands was stretched out.

Now that it was closer, Efrem was able to see the creature's other skinless hand holding a hot knife. The handle was still burning the monster's hand, but the monster didn't seem to care. Efrem recognized the blade.

Jin grunted. The last of his hair fell off his head, revealing liver spots. He'd grown older, lifting his broken body into the air. He looked near death in more ways than one.

Efrem yelled, "Don't! I can help!"

Jin spared him a glance and gave Efrem a toothless grin. He said, "You always were the best of us, willing to die for the ones you love, or feel responsible for. But dying is easy, we all do it eventually. But enduring all the stuff that life throws at you for others? That's hard. If you die, you can die as you are. On the other hand, life will mess you up. If you really want to play the hero, live, Coleslaw."

"Wha--" Efrem began, but couldn't even form a single complete word before Jin blurred, becoming a human rocket, aimed at the skinless creature approaching them. When Jin connected, the creature was knocked back several yards.

Isla had already begun running to Efrem.

Jin's crumpled, mangled body lay at the foot of the fallen creature. He wasn't moving. Efrem could still sense Jin's life through his borrowed power, but it was beginning to fade.

The creature hissed, planting the steaming knife into the dirt as support. It hoisted itself to its knees, hunched over Jin. The creature cried out in a weirdly quavering voice before plunging the blade down.

Efrem couldn't do anything to stop the attack. His instincts told him he only had a decade of energy left, tops. He was so physically exhausted and beat up, doing anything would require burning even more energy. Could he act? Would it be enough to kill the creature? Jin's last move had seemed to barely affect it.

The monster lifted its hand and brought the limp Jin’s dripping, bloody hand to its mouth and licked his skinless lips. Then it began to chew. Efrem dry heaved, and with a supreme effort of will and Isla’s support, he barely stood.

"What do we do?" Isla asked, horrified. "My powers aren't affecting it, and the portal isn't working."

Efrem needed a plan. He'd have to sacrifice himself; that was the only move that made sense. He opened his mouth to respond but stopped, his eyes widening in shock. The creature had eaten the back of Jin’s hand and arm, and began to change.

Skin formed over the naked sinew of the creature, weaving new flesh. Out of all the things Efrem had seen that day, this was the most horrifying. Eating Jin's hand was somehow healing this thing.

It kept chewing, and the creature's hair grew. Efrem and Isla could only watch in stunned fascination and disgust. He knew he should act now before it could heal more, but his tired brain just felt stunned.

Something familiar at the back of his mind pulled at him, a lingering feeling he hadn’t really felt since killing Ricardo's shadow. No way. Efrem supplied the feeling with a few months of power, then a full year. Soon, his body was healing itself, even supplying him with physical energy from his life force.

The sensation should have felt good, a relief. Instead, it filled him with dread.

Efrem looked at the creature. It picked off the last meat from Jin's hand, swallowing.

Light, ashy gray hair had grown down to the monster's ears. The creature's skin was healed enough now to tell that it was human. The figure was a woman, an old hag. Her blue, rheumy eyes looked sickly under the orange dome light. She smiled, revealing the impression of dimples in her wrinkled cheeks, dimples that Efrem had kissed countless times.

Chapter 18

 

The figure was definitely Holly, but not as Efrem had known her. He'd noticed some changes in her personality since the game had begun, but Holly had always stayed by his side. Whenever they’d fought, or planned, or just tried to survive, Holly had been there with him. 

No, that wasn’t true. He remembered his fight with Ricardo, just before she had been thrown outside of the dome wall.

Efrem had told her his plan, to use her power to put Ricardo to sleep. But when it had been time for her to use her ability, she'd done something else entirely. Even now, Efrem wasn't quite sure what had happened.

She’d made him sick, damaged him. Boils had bloomed from the man's skin as if there’d been small explosions inside his body. Efrem could remember the scene.

Worse yet had been Holly's expression. Efrem had been in denial back then, but he’d seen the darkness growing in her. Her eyes had been narrowed, clinical like she’d been looking at something interesting under a microscope. But her smile… Now Cole could see the truth. The island had twisted Holly, turned her into a monster that enjoyed using her power to cause unnecessary pain.

Despite all the messed-up things he’d done and seen this day, this realization rocked Efrem so badly he had to make an effort to get past it, to not be buried under it. He knew that if he’d spared another second thinking about Holly’s twisted, alien new sadism, he might just give up.

Now that Holly was back and somehow alive, the terrible memories had surfaced from the depths of his mind like a kraken. Instead of being controlled by it, he used his fear and disgust to wake himself from his stupor, from his naivete. The old hag in front of him was not the woman he loved anymore. She was a monster worse than any creature on the island. Hopefully she wasn’t as evil as Ricardo, but Efrem wasn’t going to make any bets.

His eyes moved to the broken figure at the regenerating Holly’s feet. Somehow, Jin wasn’t dead yet, which made his fate even worse. The connection to his power was fading slowly inside Efrem. He very carefully said, "Isla, I think the portal won't work unless only one of us is living. You gotta run to safety. I'll take care of Holly."

Isla did not move. Instead, she firmed her lip and raised a hand. The silent boars seemed to all come to life at once, thundering and squealing. Their mutated, injured bodies lifted themselves back to their hind legs, and they all stampeded toward the Holly hag. Isla grimaced, visibly aging again.

The orcs all surrounded Holly in a circle. Holly paused from eating the living flesh of one of her oldest friends long enough to invitingly wave an arm.

Even after everything that had happened, Efrem’s heart hurt when the boars trampled over Jin's unconscious body. When he lost contact with Jin’s telekinetic power, he knew that his friend was finally dead. There was no logic to the feeling, but Jin had been closer to Efrem than his own foster parents. For most of their lives, he’d been the brother Efrem never had.

As the mutated boars swarmed Holly, Efrem realized he didn't feel that same concern for her safety. It was clear why, though. Holly was already dead; this thing wearing her face was an abomination.

Isla focused her attention on the boars, likely commanding them to attack with tusks, hooves, and teeth. The creatures were so large and numerous that Efrem couldn't see what was happening. He wanted to tell Isla to stop, that this was overkill, but Holly had somehow survived the burning effects outside the dome. He kept his mouth shut.

As he watched the confused violence, Efrem wondered how Holly could even physically be here. After thinking about it for a few seconds, he decided he might have the general gist of it. Some of the specifics might be wrong, but he had a feeling he was right.

At first, she had most likely burned through decades of life just to avoid death as she was burned alive. He couldn't imagine the pain she’d endured. Then he realized that Holly knew more about the body than he did. She might have turned off her pain sensors, if that was possible.

Of course, she might have just been crazy enough not to give up.

Either way, it was a horrible thing to think about. Then again, she had also eaten Jin's hand without hesitation. Maybe she had encountered mutants along the way--did she eat them too? Despite the heat, Jin shivered.

To his side, Isla continued to focus on her orc thralls. The pastor's ten-year-old daughter now physically looked like she was in her mid-thirties. Her expression was silent anguish, and Efrem understood who she really was in that moment.

It was likely that Isla had been abused by her father. Dolos had implied that the power seeds would express themselves according to who their host was as a person. Isla had obviously wanted what every little girl wanted--safety, comfort, a functional family. She’d gained the power to keep others away if she didn't trust them. On the other end of that spectrum, Isla could use this ability to command, to call others to trust her, to help protect her.

Efrem said, "You should have gone through the portal."

Isla put her hand down. The mutant boars stopped their attack but were still gathered in a tight group on top of Holly’s and Jin’s bodies. She said, "I lied about my mom being in Costa Rica. I don't know where she is. Daddy kicked her out because she liked another man and wanted to live with him. So…yeah, I don't know where she is."

"Why did you lie?"

"Everyone wanted me to live so I could remember them.”

Efrem suddenly felt guilty about how they’d all forced Isla into taking the survivor role. They hadn’t really ever asked the girl what she wanted. She hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with them, but with how she looked now, it was easy to forget she was only ten years old. Despite that, she was strong in her own way. She’d accepted her role as everyone's hope. Isla had understood that trying to save her gave everyone else purpose. So much pressure, and she’d assumed her role without complaint.

Isla smiled sadly. "I'm afraid to go back alone. Can we try going through together? Please?"

Efrem nodded, but he was certain the portal wouldn't work that way. "If it doesn't work, then you try it again yourself, okay? Take it back home and find the police. They'll protect you." This was the best advice he could offer her. 

She shook her head. "You're the only who can protect me. I don't trust anyone else."

Efrem wanted to tell her that she would find a way. There was always another way, after all. But now, after everything he’d endured, he remembered Sheriff’s words. Sometimes the only way out of the forest was through it. Efrem had burned through so much life, he was barely standing. He swallowed and said, "I--"

The boars shifted, squealing in fear. Alarmed, Efrem asked, "Is that you?"

"No." Isla's face drained of color. 

One of the orcs in the center of the group was abruptly lifted up. Holly was still alive, her body riddled with punctures. 

Efrem hadn’t even thought to reach out to her healing ability, verify she was dead like he had with Jin. He was so tired, he was missing things.

The mutant boar struggled as Holly held it over her head, and the other creatures stepped away from her. In her hands, the mutant creature seemed to condense, twisting inward.

"She's absorbing it," Efrem said in fascination. He reached out with Holly's power, and knew it was possible, but wasn’t something he could do. Efrem knew too little about biology and exactly how her power worked. He knew that if he tried doing what she was doing now, it wouldn’t end well for him.

At the side of Holly's neck, a tumor the size of another head grew. Then the tumor sank back into her skin. Holly's hair grew longer, the white strands replaced by blonde at the roots.

Most of the remaining orcs seemed to sense trouble and began running away. Efrem grabbed Isla's hand, his power borrowing hers, sent back to strengthen her ability. "Make the boars fight her!"

Together, they pushed as much hate, anger, and fear to the mutant boars as they could. Oddly enough, Efrem was barely burning through his life while Isla used her power. She didn't seem to age visibly either. Maybe his ability was somehow lowering the toll of the power seed if he worked with someone.

The mutant thralls attacked even more viciously than before, but when they collided with Holly, they seemed to stick to her. One after another, they hit, or kicked, or bit, and got stuck. Holly’s mass grew. In a few moments, she and the boars were one giant bulbous mass of pulsing meat. Efrem wanted to throw up.

"Crap," he spat. "We just made her stronger!"

He let go of Isla’s hand. Despite her real age, she looked like a calm veteran, and Efrem had to remind himself that she was only a child. He grimaced, mind racing. 

Efrem’s power could touch Isla's and Holly’s abilities. He also had the shadow power he had absorbed earlier, but the thing frightened him. If he let it out, it might take over his mind and even kill Isla. He’d be more confident about keeping the darkness in check if he had more life to spare, but he was too old.

He grabbed Isla's hand again, a plan forming in his mind. "Use your powers on me, Isla! Do you know what adrenaline is?"

Isla shook her head. "No."

"That's okay. Just try to make me feel alert, like people can feel when they have a lot of coffee, got it?"

"Yes, I think."

They focused their combined power, and Efrem felt his mind expand, clearing away all the fear and dread he was feeling. When clarity returned, it felt like his brain had been cleared of cobwebs. Of course, with his mind being sharp again, he could feel all of his damage.

Efrem needed to do something about all the distractions. He used Holly's ability and searched inside his body. One by one, he turned off his pain receptors. When he was done, he no longer felt his old age.

The sensation was odd and not very pleasant, like the shots he’d gotten before at the dentist, but all over his body. This combo wasn’t a super power, like Holly's new, massive strength, but it'd have to be enough. He felt more alert than ever, and his body was healed.

Efrem sprinted toward the giant bio mass as it bubbled and condensed, expanded and contracted with the rhythm of a heartbeat.

He threw his hands at the giant, lumpy thing, summoning Holly's power to force the monster's brain to shut down. Suddenly, his hands were met with other hands. Efrem's grip was locked under a titanic strength.

The entire, disgusting mass had somehow condensed back into Holly's form, but not the old, cannibal hag from before. Holly was back how he remembered her, but maybe even more beautiful. Her blonde hair flowed to her lower back. Her skin on her athletic, naked body was flawless. She flashed Efrem the smile he'd loved so much, her cheeks dimpling.

"Impressive," she said, voice like silk. "Good to see you've adapted to your power seed. But I've evolved further."  She flexed and Efrem's hands were crushed by her godlike strength. 

He screamed at her in defiance. His pain sensors that had been turned off came back online and began to flare--Holly's doing.

Efrem grimaced. This wasn't a physical battle, but a supernatural one. He summoned Holly's power and fought for control of his own body. She was trying to do something with his kidneys, but he burned two months to fight it off. Then she was in his brain, altering some chemicals.

Efrem's left side twitched. He somehow knew he was about to have a stroke. More life energy burned through him, and he'd never felt so old, so tired. Part of him wanted to give up, but he thought about Isla, an innocent. He healed his hands even as they were being crushed.

All the while, Holly didn't even seem to be breaking a sweat. 

Efrem reached through their connected powers to understand where she’d gotten her new strength from. What he felt there horrified him. Holly's mind was still intact, but she had absorbed literally tons of flesh and life.  This had to be how she’d survived outside the dome. Efrem could sense her practice at the technique.  Holly had been able to heal using the flesh of others. She’d used it to reverse her aging, too.

Right now, if she hadn’t spent so many resources to return to her original form, she would have actually been much stronger. 

"H-how did you....young?" Efrem barely managed.

Holly grinned. "You want a biology lesson now, Efrem? I'm not going to explain epigenetic expression or stem cells to you. I evolved. You didn't."

Efrem needed to try something else. He was physically touching Holly, which meant he could use his ability to the maximum to draw out hers. The monster that was Holly frowned as Efrem dove into her power, locating the boars she had just absorbed. Half of them still had some kind of will and were wrestling with her. The others were already dead...tamed.

He reached for those and pulled them back, attaching chains of light and force to them.  

Holly screamed, "No!" She let go, breaking the connection. 

As soon as he was free, Efrem jumped back. He sensed he'd only been able to absorb a quarter of the boars. Now that he'd been connected so closely, he understood a lot more about how to use Holly’s power. 

Efrem burned half of the boar life energy he’d stolen, just like he had used his own life earlier. One second, he was at least ninety years old, maybe even over one hundred. The next second passed, and he was almost back to being twenty years old again. His wrinkles smoothed out, his back straightened, and his breathing eased. A hundred other things happened that he couldn't explain, but it felt great.

He shook his head, remembering what he'd said earlier that day about multiplayer online games. Game developers tried to make the character abilities and archetypes balanced, but it was an impossible task. There were always some abilities more powerful than others. Holly's power seed ability wasn't just unfair; it was practically cheating.

The rest of the boars Efrem had absorbed filled him with power, granting him massive strength. He flexed his fingers. He absently realized he and Holly had never broken up. “Holly, I think we should see other people. It’s not me, it’s you.” He could deal with fighting to the death with his girlfriend when she had turned into a literal monster, but it still felt right to end things.

Her eyes widened before she smiled without humor. Efrem took the opportunity to draw his machete from his belt and slash. Holly dodged backwards, demonstrating inhuman speed, and managed to slap the flat of the blade with the back of her hand. She hit with so much force, the weapon spun out of Efrem’s hand and into a patch of bushes.

After that, Efrem leapt back and Holly’s eyes narrowed. They both stood still, watching each other, and Efrem readied himself. Holly had more flesh to feed her power, and was far more skilled in her ability. If they kept fighting head-on, she'd win, hands down.

Efrem moved first, darting toward one of the fallen logs. He was at least three times faster now than with Jin's telekinetic bursts. Holly sped after him, catching up almost instantly.

He picked up one of the giant sharpened logs effortlessly. To him, it weighed nearly nothing. He blocked Holly's punch with the log.

It shattered, but he was already far away with another log in each hand. Holly growled, lunging after him, her fingers outstretched with nails long and sharp as claws. When she made contact, the wood disintegrated into chips, sawdust, and rot.

He heard her laugh behind the log. What the hell had just happened?

Holly sighed arrogantly, and said more to herself than Efrem, "I affect biology. Plants are also life. Interesting result."

Efrem knew he was screwed. Winning against Holly with her power just wasn't an option anymore. Isla's ability could be countered easily with Holly's, too. This meant he only really had one option other than to lie down and die. He’d hoped for another way, but sometimes the only way out of the forest was through it. 

This didn’t mean he had to like it, though.

Holly cocked her head to the side. "Thank you for helping me discover something new about my power, Cole. After I make it back, I will be unstoppable. Maybe I could be a queen. Queen Holly. Nice, huh?"

Efrem reached inside himself and summoned Ricardo's darkness. He burned the energy of a few more of the boars that remained inside of him. Pure darkness leaked out of the pores of his skin until he was completely covered in shadow. He could see through it, of course.

But an emptiness began to grow inside of Efrem as well. This was the terrible void that Ricardo had carried with him his whole life, either what had driven him insane, or a product of his insanity. Now despite being hollow, it leaked bloodlust, trying to poison Efrem’s body and mind. 

He fought for control of the shadow, afraid of blindly killing Isla. But part of him remembered how at peace the little girl had seemed at the thought of her own death, and how it was really him who wanted her to live, to remember everyone who’d died on the island. In the midst of his struggle with the darkness, Efrem accepted that he, and only he, could make his life meaningful. Ultimately, he had to answer to himself. That thought grounded him, stalling the black hole growing inside him. In the end, he couldn’t truly control the darkness, so he directed it at Holly.

Holly slammed into him, her titanic strength overpowering. Efrem's back was on the ground now. Holly pressed her hand on his head, but the shadow armor blocked her touch. Efrem could sense she was trying to manipulate his body again somehow.

Efrem braced himself, but saw Holly's expression changed from feral glee to confusion.

She muttered, "What?"

This was his chance. When Holly had killed Ricardo, she had touched the man on the head. She’d never tried to use her powers inside the black fog.

Now he knew why, he’d figured it out.

Holly's power was able to affect biology. Meanwhile, the shadow wasn't organic at all. In fact, based on physics and the natural world, the inky darkness likely shouldn’t exist at all.

Efrem took a page from Ricardo's playbook and expanded the shadow outward, burning a large chunk of energy to do so. The plateau became covered in black fog. Now he wasn't just inside of it--Efrem was the fog.

Holly slammed the ground where his body should have been. Fog Efrem could feel she was trying to expand her body’s natural sense to find him. It wouldn’t work, though.

Efrem located the knife on the ground that Holly had carried--Ricardo’s knife. He used it to slice Holly across the back. She screamed, but almost instantly healed herself. Efrem was invisible, untouchable, and he used the knife to cut her over and over again while Holly burned her considerable reserves to heal.

He quickly realized that it would take too long for her to die this way. She healed too quickly, and despite being a selfish psycho now, she was still wicked smart. She might just figure out a way to counter the dark fog. Plus, the hole inside of him was struggling for dominance, trying to take over. All of that sadness and grief he felt now, it told him he wouldn’t need to experience it anymore if he just gave the nothingness control.

The idea was seductive. For a moment, Efrem was tempted to give in, but he realized it was an escape from his responsibility. Truthfully, Efrem loved the power he felt, but he knew he couldn't live with it anymore. It was too dangerous. He was strong now, but it was only a matter of time until the emptiness won.

The powers they had all manifested on the island were expressions of who they were and what they really desired. Holly, the scientist, wanted to evolve and grow. Jin had wanted control and visible power. Sheriff wanted to live in the future with his wife. Annie wanted excitement in her life.

Efrem created some distance and condensed the fog inside himself, but did not absorb it again. His skin wasn't covered in the shadow armor anymore to protect him. Holly raced toward him, and Efrem's neck tightened under the grip of her claws. Her gaze was cold and studious as she tilted his head, studying him. There was no sign of the woman he loved there, not anymore.

Somehow, this gave him a bit of relief in the face of what he was about to do. Efrem could sense Holly trying to change his body’s chemistry again. Before she could actually accomplish anything, he gathered up the black cloud into an orb, and slammed Ricardo’s vile power--his emptiness, confusion, and depravity--into her naked chest.

Holly started, surprised, but then smiled. She laughed. "How sweet. You're giving me more power before you die?"

Efrem's throat was too tight to say anything. He could feel her accepting the darkness wholly into her being, lusting for its power. That's really all she wanted, to become better. It was what drove her to be a great student and why she had been attracted to Efrem's commitment to find creative solutions to life’s problems.

Suddenly, Holly's face twitched. She frowned. "What did you do?" She released his neck.

Now that he wasn’t being held up anymore, Efrem collapsed to his knees. He choked for air, burning the orc life energy inside of him to heal. Holly backed away. Her lithe, beautiful, naked body twisted. Growths expanded out of her flesh.

Efrem watched as her body expanded, quickly losing her human form. Soon, she was nothing more than a large mass of meat again. Efrem approached and placed his hand on the pulsing monster. He could sense she’d grown out of self-defense. The shadow power’s attached emptiness had grown inside of her, swallowing her up from the inside.

The emptiness wasn’t an actual black hole like a collapsed star, but a black hole was the best way he could describe what it felt like. Efrem had been able to fight it off because of his power to copy other abilities. However, it wasn't something Holly could fight or even understand.

She’d always only ever looked at the physical side of the world. Meanwhile, the black hole was magical, psychological, or maybe even spiritual. Either way, Holly was currently using every ounce of her power and life force to fight being swallowed, but it wasn’t doing her much good.

The young woman’s monstrous new body folded in on itself, growing smaller with each second. In mere moments, only the old hag was left, shaking with effort. Efrem backed up cautiously and severed his connection to her power.

Isla walked up to Efrem and took his hand in hers. She wasn't using her power, just a child seeking comfort. Efrem gripped back tightly, knowing it would be his turn to die next. They watched together in silence as Holly shook like a leaf in a storm, fighting to continue existing.

The hag bent over. First, her feet went, sucked into a point of pure darkness on the ground. Next, her torso. Holly slammed her hands into the dirt like she was trying to get out of a pool, or quicksand. She looked at Efrem with a pure, malevolent hate he'd never seen from her before. 

Then she lifted one arm. Half of her body was sucked into the hole in the ground as she held her arm aloft. Efrem waited for her to disappear, holding his breath, waiting to release all the emotions he'd been holding back. 

Instead of staring at the dying Holly, he turned to see how Isla was holding up.

Physically, the girl still looked to be in her mid-thirties, a gaunt version of herself. She had the dignified bearing of someone older now even though she was still a child. They’d all truly been through a lot. Isla smiled warmly at him, and opened her mouth to say something.

Suddenly, a hand slapped onto her forehead. The scene seemed to slow down, taking on the slow-motion qualities of a nightmare to Efrem. Isla's face flashed a brief expression of confusion. Efrem's brain worked overtime, and he realized that Holly had somehow used her ability to lengthen her arm.

He was still holding Isla's hand, connected to her. Efrem burned as much life as he could muster in a split second to fight off whatever Holly was doing. He had power, but he’d reacted slowly--hopefully it wouldn’t be too late. Five years. A decade. Eight decades, working through his reserve of orc energy and tapping his own life force. In a blink, he was an old man again.

Isla’s expression of confusion turned to horror. Blood exploded from her eyes, ears, and mouth. As she fell to the ground, Efrem went with her, and his eyes followed the elongated, desiccated arm as it was pulled down the distant black hole. Efrem’s eyes met Holly’s inhuman, yellow eyes right before the hole swallowed them. They were full of spite and humor. She’d given him a final goodbye.

After Holly was completely gone, the darkness on the ground that had consumed her split and disappeared. Meanwhile, Holly’s, Ricardo’s, and Isla's abilities vanished from his senses, gone forever.

Efrem held Isla's bloody head in his aged, spotted hands as he wept. He almost missed the nearby portal glowing brightly before Dolos appeared, hovering above. 

He’d won the match, against his wishes, and it had cost him everything.

Chapter 19

 

Efrem couldn’t stop crying. It felt like everything hurt--his body, his heart, his worldview, even his soul.

Dolos floated dispassionately above, indifferent to Efrem's pain. It could have been ten minutes, or an hour, but Efrem somehow finally felt like he ran out of tears, which helped him pull himself back together. As he looked up, the floating god rolled his eyes impatiently and said, "Congratulations. You have completed the experiment successfully. As a reward, I will return you to your original world, as promised."

Efrem's stiff body loosened and his skin tightened. He was young once more. He didn't feel much better, but now he could stand, so he did.

Dolos said, "You may now use the portal to go wherever you wish."

Efrem slowly shook his head. The anger was gone now; he just wanted answers. "That's it? I watched people kill my friends. I saw my friends kill my other friend. Regular people turned into killers and monsters just to reach this portal, to save themselves. And now I go home like nothing happened?"

"Yes," Dolos said with a shrug. "You were going to die anyways in the tsunami. I am the great god Dolos, merciful and wise.”

"But why this experiment? Why the death match?" Efrem insisted. "When the tsunami came, Holly was the love of my life. Me and Jin made peace. Then this all started, and in three hours Holly was eating Jin! Just three damn hours! Three hours for her to become a monster! And now you expect me to go home and try to forget that, like…like everything is fine? Now I will always remember that hag...thing instead of my girlfriend. I can't live like that! You might as well kill me right now."

Dolos shrugged again and polished his knuckles on his colorful clothing. "Mortals and their emotions.” He sighed. “No one had to kill anyone. All of you could have worked together, reached the final area together peacefully, chosen a single person to go through the portal, and that would be that. The remaining participants could have just waited for the ring to disappear and gone out to explore the world I transported you to.”

“Wait...we didn’t need to kill each other? Then why didn’t the portal work for Isla?”

“Because there was still a participant in play,” explained Dolos. “As long as a struggle for supremacy was still active, the portal would stay dormant. Even a feeble monkey brain like a Terran should have grasped this.”

Efrem’s mouth moved for a few seconds. Finally, he took a different track, trying to ease his pain. But any more revelations about how truly pointless all of his suffering had been, and he might just break. "The power seeds, they were your creation. The seeds must have changed our personalities somehow, our morals."

"No," Dolos countered. "That's not how they work. Your puny mortal mind can't comprehend how such things are created, much less how they affect the user.” Dolos yawned. “So are you going through the portal or can I leave? The ring will disappear in one more day."

In that moment, all Efrem felt for Dolos was fear. Gods were not like he’d read in myths. Dolos was very real, unfathomably powerful, and totally indifferent. Mortals just didn't matter to him beyond being a test subject. Efrem didn’t feel pity if he accidentally stepped on an ant. He wondered if Dolos would care, either.

This didn’t mean mortals didn’t matter, though. Efrem had wanted Isla to live so the others’ sacrifices would have value. This was Efrem's duty now.

He was the only person left who knew what happened on the island. He’d cheated death to remember everyone. People on Earth, all his family back home, had likely just gotten a report of a deadly tsunami. Efrem could return as the lone survivor, help the families of his dead friends through their grief.

Yes, this would give all the losses, all the sacrifices meaning. He refused to accept that he’d gotten another chance at life and that everything on the island had happened for nothing.

If he embraced this new responsibility, maybe it would give him some measure of peace.

He walked to the bushes where he’d lost his--Sheriff’s--machete, and tucked it into his belt. Then he walked to the portal, standing before it. Light from the glowing gateway penetrated his eyelids when he blinked.

Efrem didn’t want to antagonize Dolos now, but he didn’t want to talk to him anymore either. He knew that it would be pointless, and saying anything more might just result in being left alone with no way back to Earth.

He stepped into the portal and thought of home.



***



Where Efrem actually ended up, as best he could tell, was another island somewhere in the Caribbean.

Surviving was a struggle, but he had a mission, a purpose. Efrem managed to survive on his little island for a solid week while he built his escape raft. He needed to get back to the mainland. Someone who knew the truth needed to make it back.

The entire time he was working, he reached for his power, but couldn’t grab it, couldn’t touch anything. The sensation was incredibly frustrating, like trying to breathe through a nose while having a cold.

He finally built his raft out of vines and felled trees, setting off for the land he could barely see in the distance.

Everything went great for about the first hour, but then the sky began to darken as clouds rolled in. The waves grew more choppy, dangerously see-sawing the crude little raft.

“Are you kidding me?” Efrem shouted.

A larger wave came in, ready to capsize Efrem’s homemade boat. He braced himself for impact, but experienced a very familiar flash of light.



***



Even as Efrem’s heart dropped, part of him wasn’t entirely surprised as he stood before Dolos again. He was alone, in what looked like the center of a stone temple, surrounded by diffused, flickering light.

Dolos’ smile was predatorial. “I could have let you die, again, or bring you here to give you a choice.”

In that moment, Efrem understood why Jin had said he was Kiddy, had officially taken on that identity as more than a nickname. Cole nodded at Dolos but didn’t say anything.

Dolos seemed to be waiting for a response, and when he didn’t get one, he frowned and adjusted his stone crown. “As I said, I will give you a choice. This time, I am stepping slightly outside my boundaries to make you this offer, so your free will--” he said the word like it was incredibly dirty-- “actually matters.”

He folded his arms and said, “Your choice is simple. As the winner of one of my side experiments, despite being a truly disgusting Terran, you have proven yourself valuable. I have a very interesting experiment that I have put a great deal of effort into. Not as much as my effort with orbs on Ludus, but still very interesting. You may choose to take part in this experiment, to accept a boon from me, the Great God Dolos, and make your way in a new world!”

“And my other choice?” asked Cole, voice like ice.

“You can be sent back to your world, at the exact moment I took you away, and perish.”

Cole didn’t have to think about it very long. He used to believe that there was always another way around every problem. Then he’d learned that sometimes the only way to deal with a forest is through it. Now he knew the truth, that sometimes the best option is another way through the forest.

“Tell me about this new experiment, please, Great God Dolos,” said Cole, voice even.  He would get through this forest. The jungle hadn’t destroyed him, so this wouldn’t either. 
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