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“You have to die, Josanna. It doesn’t work if you don’t die.” 

The voice echoed along the concrete hallways. It was beseeching and sweet, but beneath the sing-song tones was the poorly hidden bite of irritation.

Josanna crawled. The hallways were dark. The lights had been shut off, and even though she knew the compound as well as she knew the planes of her own face, Josanna didn’t dare stand. The halls were full of new obstacles. She’d already tripped over one, heavy and padded, and she didn’t want to risk it again. She couldn’t make any noise.

Not if she hoped to live.

And she did—she wanted to live so, so badly. As wrong as it was. As bad as it made her. She wanted to live.

“Come back to me.” There was a scrape, metal against concrete. The voice stayed sweet, but it simmered like a pot of sugar about to burn. “I’ll help you, dear one. But you can’t fail us now. You know how important this is.”

She crept forward. There were ways out of the compound. Narrow windows she could worm through, hidden doors, little hatches, loose boards. She wasn’t yet eight. She was still small enough to fit through the tiny gaps when she tried. She just had to find one they’d forgotten to seal.

Her hands were numb as she felt her way along the gritty floor. The heat had gone out at the same time as the lights, and the rooms were like ice chests. Josanna wore one of the adults’ coats. She didn’t know who it belonged to. She hadn’t been able to see them in the dark; she could only feel the fabric as she dragged the jacket off their stiff arms.

There was a door along this hall. The elders liked to use it to get into the private rooms in the east quadrant, and those rooms had a little square window to outside. Maybe they’d forgotten to seal it. She just needed to—

“Josanna, don’t you want to fix this? Don’t you want to save them?”

The voice bounced from wall to wall. The compound had never echoed before. It had never been so empty.

She reached out. Her knees ached as they shuffled across the hard floor.

And then her fingers touched something.

Not concrete. Not metal. Something that was both firm and soft, all at once.

Skin.

She’d touched skin—a person, someone who had fallen in the hall and had been left where they dropped. They were as cold as the frigid air.

She felt a nose. The corners of lips. The skin was tacky, and as her hands moved across it, she understood why.

Their face would be covered in red. Rivers of blood poured out of the cavities where they’d gouged out their own eyes.


      ***Ruth snapped up, a gasp seizing in her throat, the air not making it to her lungs.

Aching from the cold, echoing, empty halls. The tack of drying blood sticking to her fingertips.

The sensations lasted for just a second and then crumbled. She inhaled again, more deliberately, and instead of the acrid tang of early rot, her lungs filled with briny air.

People crowded across the deck, dressed in bright colors and flowing fabrics, laughing. Music played from concealed speakers, drowning out the sounds of the ocean.

Her dreams were always vivid. Sometimes so vivid they bled into reality, but never for more than a few seconds. Just long enough to make sure she wouldn’t forget them.

She subtly rubbed her hands together, reassuring herself that they weren’t coated with tacky blood. As she did, she glanced across the row of lounge chairs that ran along the cruise liner’s deck.

Ruth froze. Carson was staring at her.

And his expression…

A woman shrieked with laughter. Ruth’s chair rattled as a group bumped her, phones held high on selfie sticks as they ran past. One of them shouted an apology as they wove through the crowd.

She looked back at Carson. He no longer faced her, but stared along the deck. His familiar grin stretched his sun-reddened face.

Ruth wiped at clammy cheeks with the back of her hand. She’d only known Carson for six months, but in that time, he’d been nothing but friendly and jovial toward her.

The way he’d been staring at her, though…

He’d seemed cold. Closed off.

The nightmare looped through her mind: the halls, the bodies, the distant, cooing voice.

He couldn’t have known what she’d seen. Those images lived in Ruth’s head alone.

He couldn’t know. He couldn’t.

A hand pressed into Ruth’s shoulder. Her pulse spiked, and she fought the impulse to flinch from the touch.

“Hey,” Zach said. He leaned down and held out a tall glass. Ice and pale liquid glittered in the sun, beads of condensation already trailing down the surface. “I know you said you weren’t thirsty, but I felt bad about you being the only one without a drink. You can leave it if you don’t want it.”

Drinks. That’s right. Zach and Hayleigh were going to get drinks.

She glanced back at Carson. His face lit up as he waved to Hayleigh through the crowd.

“Thanks,” Ruth managed, and took the glass, even though she felt breathless and queasy. Zach ducked in and quickly kissed her cheek, his stubble both scratchy and comforting, before dropping into the chair beside her.

She wanted to say something. But she didn’t know if she could. Zach and Carson had been friends since they were six. Ruth was the new addition to the group.

She was trying so hard not to ruin the trip. But she was afraid she was, anyway. Seasickness had dogged her for the two days they’d been on the water. That and the nightmares made it hard to sleep. She felt ragged and uneasy, and she couldn’t match the group’s energy.

Maybe that’s all it is. I’m tired and stressed, and I misread Carson. Maybe…it was a joke?

It hadn’t felt like one.

I only saw it for a second. He might not have even been looking at me. Don’t overthink it.

Hayleigh sauntered along the deck, swinging her Saran Wrapped hips in an exaggerated fashion as she navigated between the other festivalgoers, holding the drinks high above her head like trophies. Carson laughed and clapped as she curtsied, placing the drinks on the small ledge between their chairs.

“I return victorious,” she said, wriggling as she settled back into her lounge, her blond hair fluffing up against the towel. “The battle was vicious, but the prizes made it worth it.”

“My queen, the undefeated champion of busy bars.” Carson picked up his drink and clinked it against Hayleigh’s. His broad face was pink, his smile huge and infectious.

No trace of revulsion. No apparent hostility toward Ruth.

But, even when he turned to talk to Zach, he didn’t look at her. Not once.

She sipped the drink so she’d at least seem like she was doing something. It was the lychee mocktail, the one she’d had at dinner the night before. She’d liked it, and Zach had remembered. That brought a little spark of joy. Zach’s hand rested over the side of his lounge chair and she took it, wrapping their fingers together.

The music cut out. There was a click, and a woman’s voice flooded the deck, loud but pleasant.

“Good afternoon, valued guests,” she said, and the chattering voices fell silent as heads turned toward the concealed speakers. “I’m pleased to say we are nearly at our destination and will be anchoring in approximately an hour. A tender will bring you to shore. As you disembark, a crew member will pass out gift bags. Inside, you will find treats from our sponsors as well as something very special: an invitation to the first game of the festival.”

A flood of murmurs rose through the crowd.

“Do you think they’ll have prizes?” Hayleigh asked, grasping Carson’s forearm, her eyes bright.

“It wouldn’t be an Eton game if they didn’t,” Carson said.

Ruth turned to look behind her. Only a thin railing separated her from endless, violently blue ocean.

A hazy landform had appeared at the horizon. Sweat bloomed on her palms and mixed with the condensation trailing down the icy glass.

She’d seen that silhouette before. Many times. The jagged outline had haunted her nightmares, growing larger and clearer with each new rendition.

The announcer’s final words settled on Ruth heavily, like a cold hand had blocked out the sun.

“Welcome, guests, to Prosperity Island.”


      ***Petra released her hold on the announcement button. The script for their welcome message was highlighted on her digital pad, and she tagged and archived it with several quick taps.

One more task done. A thousand still to go. All of them urgent, most of them behind schedule, and at least a dozen of them on the verge of blooming into fully formed disasters.

She could juggle them, though. She knew how. She’d been juggling for her whole life.

The view from the bridge was phenomenal. Below, nearly all their six hundred guests mingled on the deck. Beyond that, white crests paved the way to the mass in the distance.

The island wasn’t leased. Eton owned it. She’d helped him navigate the purchase eight months prior, at the same time he’d started talking about hosting a festival that would never be forgotten.

She’d seen how much Eton paid for the island. A staggering amount, the kind of number that stopped feeling real. She could visualize ten thousand dollars. She could visualize a hundred thousand. But twenty-two million? Those were just words strung together. Game currency. No longer tethered to reality.

Being allowed to play with game currency was the privilege of very few people.

Eton stood behind her, looking younger than his thirty years, his posture easy and his smile lopsided as he stared at the distant island. He dressed the same way he always did in his videos—a cheap T-shirt and a red beanie that was fraying at the edges.

The rich could afford to wear whatever they liked, but Petra knew his clothing choices weren’t driven by comfort. It was Eton’s brand. The brand she liked to think of as Best Friend to All. It was what had helped him amass his millions of followers and billions of video views. And he almost never let that mask slip.

“We still need to assign a safety officer before the game,” she said, scrolling through her notes. “Do you want me to set that up?”

“Don’t worry about it, Pet; I’ll sort it out later.”

She felt a twinge of frustration, even as he smiled at her. Eton hated red tape, but he usually didn’t put up too much of a fuss as long as he didn’t have to be involved. But she’d been nudging him about this for weeks.

“It’s just that later has become now. If you want the first game to start before nightfall, we need to prep a safety briefing. The course is too dangerous to ignore—”

“Pet, it’s okay!” He laughed, easy and happy, and leaned over the dash to get a better view of the horizon. “Scratch it off your list and leave it to me. Right now, I just want to make sure all our guests make it to the beach.”

Petra looked back at her screen, each task tagged for category and color-coded by urgency. The shades blurred together.

She knew Eton well enough to see what he was doing.

Eton hadn’t been neglecting to name a safety officer because he didn’t care about it. Indifference wasn’t the problem.

He actively didn’t want one.

And she didn’t know why.
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Ruth didn’t start breathing properly until her feet plunged through the surf and touched wet sand. 

They’d spent two full days on the cruise ship that had brought them from New York to the Caribbean. Two days of an open bar and live entertainment and their choice of restaurants. And Ruth had suffered the entire trip.

Seasickness was supposed to be less of a problem on cruise ships, she’d been told. Their size dampened the ocean’s incessant rocking. But Ruth had never been on anything deeper than a lake. And, while the ocean liner had been bad, the small chugging boat that ferried them through the shallow water was so much worse.

Zach leaped off the tender behind her, crisp water splashing up his thighs. He placed a bracing hand on her back as they followed their group out of the surf and toward the welcome booth. “There you go,” he said. “Just breathe.”

Ruth swallowed. Her body still felt like it swayed. She looked up, fighting to fix her eyes on the landscape ahead. On something, anything, solid.

A crescent-shaped beach spread out around them. The sand was a clean, creamy white, contrasting against the jewel tones of the water behind them: emerald green in the shallows, sapphire blue closer to the cruise ship.

Above, the island’s ridgeline sawed across the late afternoon sky, blanketed in thick green.

The nausea rose up again, bile in the back of her throat.

She’d seen those jagged ridgelines in her dreams. They’d alternated with visions of the compound: the dark, the rot, the cold, followed by glimpses of azure blue and deep forest green and vivid red.

It shouldn’t have been possible for her to recognize the island’s silhouette. It had never been shown in any of the promotional videos—only glimpses of the jungle and the beach.

Stop. Don’t overthink. You’re tired, you’re sick, and you’re making connections where they don’t exist. You pictured an island in your dreams, and it was blurry and vague and approximately the right shape, but that’s as far as the similarities go.

Though…

Her eyes moved to the highest point of the island. A lopsided ridge, green on one side, bare rock on the other, like a flag.

That had been in her dreams too.

“Okay?” Zach asked, rubbing her back.

Ruth made herself smile. She was not going to ruin this. “Yes! Just excited to finally be here.”

“Me too,” Hayleigh gasped. She was a few paces ahead of them, one hand holding her wide-brimmed hat in place as she spun giddily, drinking in the sights. “This is amazing.”

Prosperity Island truly did seem like paradise.

Carson jogged after his girlfriend. By the time he caught up with Hayleigh, he was laughing.

The final guests had left the tender, and its motor rattled as it turned to make another trip back to the cruise ship. They were one of the last groups brought to land.

A queue led toward a small welcome tent. Beyond that, clusters of festivalgoers spread out across the beach. Rustic wooden shacks had been constructed just ahead of where the sand rose to meet the jungle, and banners hung on their eaves, advertising a bar, snack food, and an information desk that offered towels, sunscreen, and umbrella loans.

A stage had been built to the right, the sand packed around its edges, precariously close to the amplifiers. Ruth didn’t know any of the advertised acts, but Zach had seemed excited when he’d read the list to her.

“Name?”

Ruth snapped back to herself. The queue to the welcome booth had emptied, leaving her on the threshold. Two women stood at the bench, cartons of tote bags behind them, digital pads propped in front.

“Zachary Waldon,” Zach said, while the second assistant, smile flawless, repeated, “Name, please?”

“Oh. Ruth. Phillips.”

The woman tapped buttons on her screen, and her smile widened as she nodded. She dug into one of the crates and passed a tote across the counter. “Welcome, Ruth. You’ll find a map of the island and an itinerary inside your bag. Feel free to look around or get a drink, but don’t travel far. An announcement will be happening soon. Enjoy!”

The bag was heavier than she’d expected. Ruth thanked the woman before joining Zach as they crossed to meet up with their group.

Carson and Hayleigh had already dropped onto the beach and were emptying their totes’ contents onto the sand. They talked simultaneously, their excitement making them flushed and a little too loud.

Ruth took a spot between Zach and Hayleigh, forming a sort of circle. Heat from the sand soaked through her skirt.

She pulled open her own tote, seeking a distraction. A good part of its weight came from a water bottle made of silver metal. A logo—a flame surrounded by a swirl—had been engraved on the front.

That was Eton’s symbol.

She’d tried to watch his videos, but something about his smile had left her unnerved. It wasn’t fake, not like some of the smiles she’d seen on TV, but it was…too much.

Zach had promised her she wouldn’t need to know anything about Eton to enjoy the festival. Unlike Ruth, the other three friends had been subscribed to the creator for years. We’re not, like, mega fans, Hayleigh had explained one time. I mean, I bought a T-shirt to support him. But I mostly just watch his videos to help me fall asleep at night. They’re relaxing, you know?

And Ruth had thought of the riotous music, of how Eton’s excitement had him on the verge of yelling, of how no shot lasted more than three seconds, and she wished she could trade brains with Hayleigh.

I don’t click on him much these days, Zach had added. He was better a couple of years ago, when he did more gaming.

They’d all agreed with Zach. And yet, when the festival was announced, it became the only topic they wanted to talk about.

Ruth found herself a little bit envious. The others had been watching Eton’s videos since they were teenagers; they’d bonded over him. They had years of fond memories and nostalgia to boost their excitement when Zach won the sweepstakes for admission to the festival.

All of Ruth’s childhood idols were dead.

She put the bottle aside. Beneath that was an assortment of trinkets. A beanie, in the style of Eton’s, also marked with his logo. Sunblock, which Hayleigh gushed over—“La-Mure Vivace! This stuff’s so expensive!”—as well as snack-sized bags of pretzels and nuts, glowing wristbands, a tightly-wrapped microfiber towel, and so much more.

“What’s this?” Hayleigh pulled a smooth pebble from her bag. A black circle had been painted in its center.

“I’ve got one too,” Zach said, fishing his own out. “Do you think this is the invitation to the game?”

“It’s got to be.” Carson held his up, examining it as though it might reveal more clues. The rock was small enough to fit into his palm, and the black circle was shiny and glossy. “Maybe it’s like…an entry ticket? Maybe this is going to be our currency?”

The conversation faded into the background. Ruth had found the one item she’d been looking for: the island’s map. Like the other gifts, it could have been made cheaply, but the organizers had opted for a touch of luxury instead. She abandoned the tote’s contents and unfurled the thick paper.

Prosperity Island was printed across the top. The illustration beneath was clearly intended to be a keepsake from the festival, maybe even framed. A shipwreck had been drawn in one corner of the ocean, mermaids in another. Little tags marked notable locations.

The island itself had a central mass—the raised peak that marked where a volcano had broken through millions of years before—and then multiple ridges and spits that reached into the ocean. Beaches formed between each of the arms, giving the island three large coves and two smaller ones. The largest ridge stretched far into the water, nearly doubling the island’s length before curving into ocean-swept rocks at the end.

Ruth found the beach they were on. The stage and stalls had been drawn on the stretch of gently arching yellow. She let her eyes trail outward; not far away, in the jungle, was a clearing marked The Village. And the next nearest beach, another large one, was tagged Endurance Cove. A skull had been drawn beneath the name.

The air hummed. Ruth snapped her head up. The crowd quieted and eyes turned toward the stage, where the amplifiers had come to life, filling the beach with dead noise.

A woman stood onstage, one hand caressing the microphone stand. Her short dark hair was styled elegantly, curling behind her ears. The linen shirt and loose gray pants draped off her effortlessly. She looked immaculately casual, and yet Ruth felt a tightly wound intensity radiating out of her.

“That’s Petra,” Zach whispered, leaning close to Ruth. “Eton’s project manager. She’s been in a couple of videos.”

“She’s so pretty,” Hayleigh cooed.

This had to be the announcement they’d been warned about. Which meant the final guests had been brought to shore.

The dead noise faded. Music, loud and poppy, played. Then Petra flashed a smile, showing blinding white teeth, and raised a hand. “Welcome, guests, to your private paradise!”

Whooping cheers and applause burst from the groups spread about the beach. Many of them had already made use of the bar.

“My name’s Petra, and you’ll be seeing plenty of me over the next five days.” She unhooked the microphone from the stand and began to walk along the edge of the stage. “You can also look forward to spending time with someone you’re already very familiar with. Our host and our games master. Eton.”

A second figure leaped onto stage. He held up both hands, waving, his smile lopsided and delighted.

The hollering applause was much louder and lasted much longer. It drowned out even the music.

Eton’s walk transformed into a comical dance as he crossed the platform. Laughter burst from the audience, including the three friends next to Ruth. She smiled, trying to play along, but something about the scene was making her uneasy, and she didn’t know why.

Eton came to a halt next to Petra. He made shushing motions, and it still took the crowd a painful stretch of time to fall quiet. Once they did, Petra spoke.

“Momentarily, we’ll show you to where you’ll be living for the next five days,” she said. “I’m sure you’re excited to see your cabins. But it wouldn’t be an Eton experience without a game, now would it? I hope you’re ready to play!”

More cheers. Hands thrust into the air, trying to get noticed.

Eton took the microphone. He gave one more little wave, then said, “Hey, welcome to my island!”

His voice had an odd lilt to it. His red beanie looked too hot for the tropical island; his stubble was shaggy. He wasn’t classically handsome, and he wasn’t trying to seem cool.

But the audience loved him.

And, as Ruth gazed up at him onstage, she understood why.

He was charismatic. Incredibly, powerfully, and magnetically.

It had taken her a second to recognize the magnetism because he wore it humbly. Almost sheepishly. When he smiled, it was like he was asking the audience, Hey, can we be friends?

And that recognition let Ruth finally understand why the scene had made her so uncomfortable. She’d seen it all before.

A warmly smiling figure onstage. Hungry adoration from the audience. Music, yelling, clapping.

She’d lived this at Petition.

Ruth pulled her arms around herself as their host beamed down at them.

“Okay, okay, okay,” Eton called, laughing as he tried to make himself heard over the clamor. “It’s time for a game. We have a good one today. And there are only going to be ten contestants. That’s right, just ten. You were picked at random when you stepped onto the island, and you didn’t even know it. Each of you has a little rock in your bag, about this big.”

He made the shape with his spare hand. Rustling sounds rose across the beach as guests dug into their totes.

“Most of you will have a rock with a black dot on it,” Eton continued. “If that’s you, relax, take it easy, enjoy the island! You’re the spectators this time around! But for ten lucky individuals, your dot is red. And you’ll be competing to win a prize.”

Ruth’s stomach turned to ice. Her group had their stones out, checking the color. Theirs were all painted black.

She hadn’t seen hers yet. But she already knew.

The woman at the welcome booth, the one who’d checked her name against the list, had reached deep into the crate to get her tote bag. Not picked from on top, like the others. But pulled from beneath.

He said it was random.

He lied. He wanted them to think they all had an equal chance. But he’d handpicked these first players. He’d wanted to craft a group that would be entertaining.

Which means he knows. He knows, somehow, he knows—

She bit the inside of her cheek until it hurt. He didn’t know. He couldn’t. Petition was a closely guarded secret. The most precious and the most dangerous secret she’d ever kept.

“Did you check yours?” Hayleigh asked, nudging Ruth. She barely heard the question over the clamoring and the music and the heat and the rushing in her ears.

She felt numb as she reached into the tote. Her fingers searched its depths and closed around a cool, smooth rock. She drew it out.

The painted circle shone in the late afternoon light.

Red as blood.
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Sophia Holmsten had killed a man. 

At least, the public believed she had.

News sites reported a hit-and-run at two in the morning after a night of drinking at a bar in Manaus. Her rental car was caught on cameras near the scene, swerving as it tried to stay in its lane.

The local courts dismissed the case. The public, not so much.

Logan tapped the camera on his phone, taking a discreet photo. It captured her lounging on her beach towel, strawberry blond hair cascading down her back, her strappy bathing suit wrapping across her curves.

Her reputation had been shredded in most online spaces. While she still had a very loyal following of fans who believed in her innocence—or, perhaps, didn’t care about her lack of it—the public no longer saw her as a glamorous but sweet model. Search bars now autofilled murderer after her name.

She’d come to the festival as part of her image rehabilitation, Logan guessed. Someone on her team might have suggested it. Sophia Holmsten, with her 6.8 million social followers and a persona of curated elegance, would normally never want to be associated with Eton and his tween-friendly content.

But it was a good chance to be seen in public in a controlled, safe way. She’d post beachside photos of her skin bathed in glowing sunsets, and she’d let the other attendees take candid pictures with her as she sat with an entourage six-strong, in case any guests wanted to make a scene.

Maybe she’d connect with Eton, even. Being associated with more wholesome creators wasn’t a terrible plan, and she might already be considering cross-promotion possibilities. She certainly wouldn’t be the only one.

Logan had also spotted Ryan Sherman, more commonly known as Trigger. His kid-focused channel mostly featured upsized versions of popular toys: Lego forts built from blocks the size of pillows, inflatable pools filled with slime. He’d recently finished probation after drug possession charges, though his audience was young enough to remain largely oblivious.

Elsewhere among the crowd were models and video essayists, influencers and travelogue hosts. Internet celebrities from a dozen unrelated paths had been lured to the festival by the promise of pristine beaches, publicity, and the chance to cross paths with their peers.

Logan’s motives were shades of the same cloth. He ran a channel that unearthed and documented the secrets that online personalities tried to keep hidden. The scandals, the criminal charges, the legal backstabbings.

People sometimes called him a drama channel. But he’d always fought to be more than that. Drama channels took existing gossip and whipped it up into a storm; Logan sought original stories, and he often spent months on each project before laying out the narrative, documentary-style.

And, as petty as it was to insist on the distinction, it was the difference between being a tabloid and a newspaper. His pride insisted on the latter. It made it possible to pretend that his very expensive journalism degree had a purpose.

Onstage, Eton was hyping up the audience. Logan was surprised they were having a game so soon after arrival. There were only a few hours of daylight left; he’d expected the guests would be shown to their accommodations and given the remainder of the day to unwind.

But then, the trip only lasted five days. Eton must have wanted to use every available minute.

Commotion broke out as painted rocks were unveiled. Logan had already checked his: black. A tangible relief. He was here to observe, not perform.

His two most popular series had recently wrapped up. A promising line of inquiry into a new story had turned out to be hollow. His audience was willing to wait for quality, but Logan was also very aware of how fickle the algorithms could be. He’d requested a ticket to the festival as a last-second long shot and had been surprised to be accepted. Now he just needed the island to produce something. Even just a fluffy one-video stopgap to tide him over to his next major project.

Logan let his gaze skip over the pockets of excitement, the hot spots where winning rocks had been uncovered. He sat up straighter.

One of those groups held a familiar face. Zachary Waldon.

Logan hadn’t noticed him on the cruise liner. And he certainly hadn’t expected to see him at the festival. Zachary Waldon wasn’t a celebrity. In fact, Logan was likely the only person on the beach who would recognize the man.

There were two kinds of tickets to the festival. Forty tickets—plus entourage accommodations—went to bona fide celebrities and online personalities. That was how Logan had gotten in. He knew every other name on the list, and Zachary hadn’t appeared on it. Which meant he’d gotten in through the lucky draw.

All remaining tickets—five hundred and sixteen, at last count—had been given out randomly. As Eton had explained in his promotional video, it was the only way to keep it fair. He didn’t want spots to go to the highest bidders; he wanted the festival to be for actual fans.

The entry form included questions like the entrant’s age, how long they had been watching Eton’s videos, and how many tickets they wanted. Because, in Eton’s words, A party is only fun if you get to bring your friends.

Apparently, Zachary Waldon had entered. And won.

Or, at least, someone in his group had.

Logan angled his phone and took a photo. It was a distant shot and badly framed, but that was fine. Logan never published the images. They functioned as a visual journal and helped him remember threads he wanted to follow later. The photos not only captured the subject but also gave environmental context, a time stamp, and room for notes.

Obvious ones, like Sophia Holmsten, didn’t require any commentary. But jotting down his thoughts in the moment could be useful mental triggers later. He tapped to add a caption to the picture. Text appeared under Zachary’s distant, grainy photo.

THAT NIGHTMARE WITH THE PODCAST RESURFACES AGAIN.
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Hayleigh shrieked. She clutched at Ruth. “You got it! You actually got one of them!” 

Nearby guests heard. They craned to get a glimpse of the coveted ticket into the game, some of them applauding her, and any hope Ruth had of quietly passing off the rock vanished.

“Ruth, that’s amazing!” Zach’s face lit up. He looked so happy for her, and she hated that she couldn’t match his energy. “You’ve got some luck on your side today.”

Except I don’t. I was picked. Because of who I am. Because of Petition.

Stop it. That’s paranoia. If you keep linking every event in your life back to Petition, you’ll never be free.

But the sightings—

Dreams. They’re just dreams. There’s no such thing as sightings.

She should have left the nausea behind on the ship, but her stomach felt cold and heavy. She looked past Zach, toward the stage, half convinced that Eton would be standing at its edge, staring at her, cold and calculating.

He was doing his dance again, fists pumping and hips swinging as he celebrated for the winners. He didn’t seem to notice Ruth.

See? Paranoia.

“Ruth?” Zach’s hand was on her shoulder, gentle but concerned. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not feeling well.” That was the truth, at least. “Do any of you want my rock?”

She held it out toward the group.

Hayleigh inhaled with desire, but she made no move to take it. Zach’s eyebrows rose as he glanced at the offered gift.

For them, the rock was more than being allowed to play a game or win a prize. It was a chance to stand in front of Eton. To be seen by him. To impress him.

Only Carson didn’t seem to want the stone. He was staring at Ruth. The joy was gone from his face. Even his body language had shifted, growing colder. The others, too mesmerized by the offering, didn’t notice.

Hayleigh spoke first. “Ruthie, don’t be ridiculous. You won it; you get to play.”

“Is it the seasickness?” Zach asked. “Do you want to try some more ginger tablets?”

“Do we have our winners?” Eton yelled, his voice distorting as he leaned too close to the microphone. He held a hand up. “Let me see you!”

“Here!” Hayleigh called, waving and pointing at Ruth before Ruth could stop her. More attendees stood up through the scattered clusters, holding their red-painted stones above their heads, shouting triumphantly.

“There you are!” Eton yelled. At his side, Petra applauded them. Eton pointed at his audience. “Let me show you what you’re competing for.”

He thrust a hand into his shorts pocket. And he brought out a thick stack of notes, fastened together in the center with a band.

“Ten thousand,” he said, fanning the package. “Cash, all yours to take home.”

“Whoa,” Zach whispered.

“And we’re going to find out who wins it right now.” Eton gestured over their heads.

They turned. Behind the audience, near the space where the sand sloped up to meet the jungle, stood five figures in bright yellow shirts. The word crew was printed across their chests in thick black ink. The center figure held a staff, an orange-and-black pennant flag hanging from its tip.

As eyes turned toward them, the center figure began to move toward a path leading into the jungle, the flag undulating behind him. The other four crew members beckoned to the festival attendees.

“Let’s go,” Eton yelled. Then he thrust the microphone back toward his assistant and scrambled over the edge of the stage, landing heavily in the sand.

All around, the guests snapped into a frenzy, shouting and laughing as they stuffed trinkets back into their gift bags and collected their drinks. People ran past Ruth, kicking up sand as they raced to catch up with the flag leading them into the jungle.

Ruth’s breathing whistled between her teeth. It was too much, happening too fast. She didn’t want to play games. She didn’t want an audience.

“Ruth?” Zach was still watching her, concern creasing the gap between his thick eyebrows. When she didn’t answer, he held out a hand. “Let’s talk. Somewhere quieter.”

They left Hayleigh and Carson to gather their gift bags as they pressed against the flow of festival guests. The sun was hot, and Zach’s hand was hotter.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, stopping in a clear area where they couldn’t be overheard.

Ruth shook her head. It was hard to explain the crawling, itching discomfort that had burrowed under her skin since Eton had taken the stage. Or how she hated the way she felt cornered into participating. Like someone had shone a spotlight on her and told her to dance. “I don’t even know what the game is. Can you take my rock? Please? You’ll have more fun.”

He gave a very soft smile. “I’ll talk to one of the organizers and see what they can do.”

The beach was emptying, and it made it easier to see the additional yellow-shirted staff members spaced around the perimeter. They stood with their hands behind their backs, attentively watching the crowd.

Zach jogged toward the nearest, a woman who couldn’t have been older than twenty. Ruth couldn’t hear them, so instead, she watched Zach’s hands form gestures as he talked. The woman smiled, all helpful cheer, and shook her head.

Ruth turned away, not wanting to see any more.

The cruise liner they’d arrived on was growing smaller as it departed. They would be isolated on the island until it returned in five days’ time.

On her other side, Eton had vanished into the jungle, along with most of the procession. Their beach was nearly empty save for stragglers who were ordering drinks or renting hats and buying sunscreen.

“Okay.” Zach, slightly breathless, stopped at Ruth’s side. “So, she says we’re not allowed to trade or give away the rocks. They don’t want game tickets being swapped for money or favors, so they have a blanket rule that they’re only valid for the original owner. But you can withdraw from the game.”

Some of the aching pressure left Ruth’s back. “I can.”

“Absolutely. You don’t have to play if you don’t want to.”

Ruth knew what he was thinking. Because those same words were living in her own head. If Zach wasn’t going to say them, she would.

“Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money.”

Zach hesitated. “Sure, but the whole point of this festival is to have a break. You’ve been working hard. The last thing you need is to work harder. If you’re not excited to play, then let’s turn it down and join the audience.”

She gazed up at him. His smile was always very slightly crooked, his eyebrows so thick that they were the first thing anyone noticed about him.

Zach said they were there to relax, but for Ruth, it was something more.

She had to get up before dawn for her job; Zach’s shifts saw him arriving home late at night. The festival was a chance to really and truly spend time together. As a couple, and also with his friends. She’d hoped that, maybe, by the end of the week, they might feel like her friends too.

But she’d spent the cruise queasy and sleep-deprived. And now, given the chance to take part in a competition, all she wanted to do was hide.

That wasn’t the person she wanted them to see.

It wasn’t even the person she wanted to be.

“To hell with it,” she said, and turned the rock over in her hand. “It’s just a game. Let’s play.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I want to do this.” She gave him a smile she didn’t fully feel.

Zach offered her his hand. As they crossed the beach, Ruth let her gaze turn to the vanishing procession.

Hayleigh and Carson waited for them at the jungle’s edge. They were imitating Eton’s quirky dance. Hayleigh, who had been taking classes since she was a child, managed to make the swinging hips and pumping fists seem choreographed. Carson scooped her up, over his shoulder. Hayleigh shrieked with laughter, sandals falling off her kicking feet as Carson spun them in a circle.

The question spilled out of Ruth: “Is Carson upset about something?”

“Hmm?” Zach raised his eyebrows. “I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

He doesn’t like me, all of a sudden. The friendliest person I’ve ever met doesn’t like me, and I don’t know why.

“It’s nothing,” she said.

The trail into the jungle was a narrow dirt ribbon. Trees pressed in on them, leaves brushing across Ruth’s bare skin. The temperature dropped and the sounds changed; the crashing surf was dampened and replaced by insect chatter and birdcalls.

Signs had been nailed to trees at regular intervals, marking the trail. One arrow pointed back the way they’d come: Sunset Beach. Another arrow ushered them forward: Endurance Cove. The one the map had marked with a skull.

They mingled into the procession, Hayleigh skipping over roots as she chattered about influencers she’d spotted on the beach, Carson laughing at her jokes.

And then, before Ruth felt ready for it, they were at Endurance Cove.

Guests spilled onto sand textured with ocean debris. Jagged rock ridges walled the cove in on either side, spilling out of the jungle and pushing deep into the crashing waves. With the thick greenery to their backs, it made the beach feel like a capsule. As though, once you stepped onto it, there would be no way out.

A platform had been built not far from the path. It was smaller than the stage but also taller, reminiscent of a lifeguard tower. Behind that was a large screen, the size of a movie theater’s. It was blank.

Eton and his assistant stood near the tower, waiting for the guests to filter out of the trees.

“Find yourself a good vantage point!” Eton had to yell to be heard. “Unless you’re a player! If you’re a player, hustle over here!”

“I’ll be cheering for you,” Zach said. He had to bend close to be heard, and he pressed a kiss to her cheek.

“Good luck!” Hayleigh squeezed Ruth into an intense hug. “You’re going to be amazing!”

Carson didn’t say anything.

Ruth wasn’t sure she could speak, so she gave them a shaky nod as her group split away to join the audience.

It left her feeling very alone.

She turned her eyes toward what she knew had to be the stage for their game. A massive structure stretched out toward the ocean.

Gnawing fear built in her stomach.

Too late for second thoughts. No matter what the game was, she would have to find a way to hold her own against the ten strangers she’d be facing in the arena.

It was time to play.








  
  
5.




Logan hung back at the jungle’s edge, using the trees for shade. Umbrellas had been set up around the cove, but there weren’t enough for the swarming guests, and he didn’t want to fight for one of the coveted spaces when they were already packed with overheated bodies. 

It was easier to get a feel for the crowd from a distance too. They were growing rowdy. The drinks stand offered water, but it wasn’t a popular option, not when the alcohol was free.

In the distance, closer to the game, Eton was ushering guests into the cove. He craned to look toward the forest, likely trying to gauge how many attendees were still coming, and his gaze locked onto Logan.

They hadn’t crossed paths yet. Logan raised a hand, a voiceless acknowledgment.

For a split second, Eton remained frozen. Then he gave Logan a thumbs-up—an awkward gesture, which fit his slightly dorky brand—and turned back to the crowd.

“Huh,” Logan whispered to himself. He slid his phone out and snapped a photo of Eton beaming at a guest, then added a caption.

AM I A SURPRISE?

It was hard to be sure from the distance, but he thought he’d caught a flash of shock on Eton’s face. Which shouldn’t have been possible. Logan was one of the VIP guests, a list Eton would have personally curated.

He’d need to leave the shade after all. Eton’s reaction might be nothing, but it was just strange enough to be worth pursuing.

“Afternoon, sir.”

A staff member had appeared behind him, stepping out of the forest. The yellow shirt hung loose off his slight frame, but he was clean-cut, and his body language was deferential and cheerful as he dipped his head. “I just wanted to check that you’re doing okay. If you’re looking for shade, I can fetch a spare umbrella for you.”

Even for a VIP guest, it was more attentiveness than he’d been expecting. “I’m good. Thank you, though.”

The man smiled, revealing large, slightly crooked teeth and half an inch of red gums. “Glad to hear it. We’re always about, so just give myself or a colleague a wave if we can do anything for you.”

A line of perspiration trailed down between Logan’s shoulders as the staff member moved toward the crowd.

He’d had a unique smile.

And Logan had seen it before.

He had a strong memory for faces. Usually, he could also bring up a name. Not this time. The smile was familiar but only distantly.

Which meant Logan had most likely crossed paths with him just briefly.

He could have been part of the crowd at one of Logan’s live events. Or maybe he’d appeared in a few seconds of video posted by one of the creators Logan followed.

It wasn’t even that statistically unlikely. Eton was likely hiring staff workers who were familiar with his content and with online spaces in general, so the smiling staff member probably came from within the giant bubble online personalities crafted around themselves.

But…

Even though Logan couldn’t remember where he’d seen that smile, he’d felt a pang of discomfort from it. As though the previous encounter had been tinged with unpleasantness.

Logan aimed his phone. The smiling staff member was speaking with guests at the edge of the audience. Logan took his picture, then added a caption.

SOMETHING’S WRONG HERE.


      ***Ruth’s throat tightened as she gazed up at the structure filling the better part of the cove.

Her first impression was of jagged lines and sharp angles.

It was made of wood. She thought of shipwrecks. Not the fresh ones with solid hulls, but the wrecks that had been decayed and weathered until all the wood had rotted away except for the frame.

This structure wasn’t old, though. Its timber was raw enough to feel brutally out of place on the uninhabited beach.

It’s a maze.

Or something like it.

Posts had been planted into the sand. They supported beams of wood that zigzagged across the cove, interlocking with one another. There didn’t seem to be any pattern to the design; if anything, the beams seemed to have been arranged with deliberate erraticism.

Ruth suspected that, if viewed from above, it would have seemed uncannily like one of the house floor plans she and Zach had been looking at on real estate sites, except this house would have upward of eighty rooms. The suspended beams not only filled a large part of the cove, but they extended over the foaming ocean as well.

“Hustle time, contestants!” Eton called. He pulled his beanie off to run his fingers through damp hair, then replaced the hat, grinning at them. “If you have a red rock, you’re wanted over here!”

It’s a game. Ruth couldn’t tear her eyes off the structure as she moved toward their host. Games are designed to be fun. Games are designed so that anyone can play. Right?

There were ladders leading up to the beams. She had a suspicion they would need to climb them.

“First up, I’m going to need your names,” Eton said.

The group had clustered around him in a loose semicircle. Petra stood beside Eton, a sleek silver digital pad held in one hand, a stylus in the other. Eton pointed at the nearest contestant, a tall, broad-shouldered man.

“Trigger,” he said, and snapped his fingers for emphasis. He was a performer, Ruth thought. She wouldn’t be surprised if he had his own social media following.

Eton then pointed at Ruth, his smile wide, the full force of his unassuming charisma directed at her.

She was tempted to lie. Give him a fake name, maybe say she was Hayleigh. She wanted to see if his smile changed, or catch a flash of confusion. Any hint that he already knew her name.

But lies were like half-wild dogs. They could just as easily turn around and bite you as defend you.

Ruth was already carrying several powerful, dangerous lies. And she’d learned that it was risky to stack too many more on top. Too much weight and the whole tower would topple.

“Ruth,” she said, reluctant to give him her surname.

Eton moved on without skipping a beat. The other contestants gave their names while the assistant jotted them down, but they blended into a muddy slurry in Ruth’s ears. The crowd of festival attendees were making noise behind them as they fought for position around the game’s stage. No one seemed to know what it was.

“That’s great,” Eton said, rocking on the balls of his feet. “We’re ready to start! I’ll explain the rules over the speakers in a moment, but right now, you just need to take your starting positions. There are ten ladders around the border of our game board. Each of you needs to find one and climb it. No sharing! There’s a platform at the top, and you’ll wait there. Everyone good with that?”

There were murmurs of agreement, broken by Trigger’s question: “Are some starting places better than others?”

Eton’s smile widened. “Maybe.”

That single word was like lightning zapping through the group. Three of them broke away, racing toward the structure. A second of hesitation, then the others started after them. Eton laughed, clapping, then turned toward his announcer’s podium.

Ruth joined the race but kept her pace easy. She was fairly sure she’d need to conserve her stamina for the actual game.

The other contestants’ strategies varied. Some ran for the closest ladders—the ones nearest the audience—and latched onto them. Others ran farther down the beach or into the crashing surf, assessing each potential starting point before moving on.

Ruth reached the closest edge. The three ladders there had all been claimed, so she kept moving.

Eton had called it a game board. As she passed underneath the suspended planks, she squinted upward and tried to get a read on how the gameplay might unfold. Colorful flags flapped in the wind at various points. Some beams were painted different colors. If the design was based on any tabletop game, she didn’t recognize it.

If she didn’t know the rules, there was no way to guess which starting places might have an advantage. Which meant any would do. Ruth aimed for a ladder on the board’s left-hand side, but another contestant, a woman with curly dark hair, beat her to it. She slammed into the wood frame, eyes wild, as though prepared to fight Ruth for it.

Ruth showed her palms, signaling that she wasn’t competition, and turned away.

Available ladders were vanishing quickly. A few contestants on the other side of the board were still running between options, but as she watched, they each picked their positions and started climbing.

One ladder was left. Near the board’s back, half submerged in the ocean.

Water splashed across Ruth’s legs and filled her shoes as she waded out. The adrenaline was hitting her, and she couldn’t even tell if the water was warm or icy. She reached her ladder, gripped the smooth wood rungs, and began to climb.

It’s just a game. Games are designed to be fun.

But Ruth didn’t feel it. The ladder seemed to go on forever. As she crawled onto the four-foot circular platform at the ladder’s top, all she felt was fear and twisting vertigo.

The platform was at least twelve feet above the swelling water.

She glanced to her side. Two other platforms were along that section of the board, and each already held their contestants: a small, shy-looking woman and a man who was kneeling, fingers digging into the wood, as though afraid he would fall if he let go.

Below them, a dark line rippled beneath the waves. Rocks, Ruth realized. Jagged rocks, hidden just under the water.

This isn’t safe.

The taste of metal flooded her mouth. It was suddenly hard to breathe.

Shouldn’t there be harnesses? A safety instructor, helmets, knee guards?

Weren’t there laws about this kind of thing?

Laws only matter if there’s someone to enforce them.

This was Eton’s island. Eton’s game. Eton’s rules.

The audience moved like a haze. They were cheering. Not a single one of them seemed to question the contest.

No one was going to stop it.

Creaking rose from the supports as the ocean swelled. Ruth braced her hands on the platform and felt rough wood burrs against her palms.

She faced toward the announcer’s podium, her mouth dry, her heart beating fast, waiting for her instructions.

Tell me how bad it’s going to be.
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Logan leaned his back against the announcer’s platform. 

He’d planted himself there while Eton was speaking with the contestants. Eton’s online persona was goofy, friendly, happy. A bit like a golden retriever in human form. But Logan suspected he was a lot smarter, and significantly more perceptive, than he acted in his videos.

You didn’t get to be a self-made millionaire otherwise.

But, no matter how observant Eton actually was, the event created enough chaos that Logan could get close unseen. He’d guessed that Eton would take his place on top of the platform, and that guess had been right.

He held his phone in one languid hand and maintained a disinterested face. If anyone on the beach looked at him, it would seem like he was using the platform for shade.

But the location put him just ten feet below Eton. And the angle meant Eton would need to lean over the railing to see him.

In the distance, the contestants ran for the game’s structure, jostling to pick ladders.

It looked unsafe. It might even give Logan the video he’d come to the island for: a poorly planned game exposing Eton to legal liability. Not exactly deep journalism, but enough.

He could have gone for that instead. Tried to get some footage, maybe jotted down time stamps as the game unfolded.

But there were dozens of phone cameras already aimed at the stage. He was the only person close enough to Eton and his assistant to hear them.

And his hunch paid dividends.

“Is Logan Lloyd here?”

Eton’s voice still held its usual joviality, but there was a clipped undercurrent of tension.

His assistant must have heard it too. Her answer seemed hedged. “He was a last-minute VIP invite. Kamille Faux had to pull out, and Lloyd didn’t need any additional tickets, so we slotted him in.”

“You didn’t warn me, Pet.”

Warn. An unusual word choice.

“It was in one of the memos. That was the weekend we lost our IT lead, so you might have skimmed past it.” She sounded uneasy. “What’s wrong with Logan Lloyd?”

Silence. Logan held on to his bored facade, one thumb moving above his phone as though he was playing on it, but every muscle was keyed rigid. Wood creaked above his head as someone shifted their weight. The announcer’s podium, like the game’s structure, was a recent construction, and it sounded like it was in pain.

“What’s wrong with Logan Lloyd?” Petra’s voice dropped, and she became hard to hear. “He has a decent reputation. A large audience. He’s a video essayist, and you said you wanted more of those. I thought he was a safe bet.”

“He shreds reputations, Pet.” Eton laughed, and it was a sudden, jarring noise, as though he wished he could erase his previous words. “Never mind that. Looks like the contestants are nearly in place.”

“Eton, I doubt he’s after you. He doesn’t target people without cause. And some of the other VIP guests should be plenty of fodder for him.”

“You’re very right, of course—I’m being a goose. Let’s get on with this game, yeah? Let’s have some fun.”

The words were light, happy, energetic.

Logan tipped his head back. Pressed against the platform’s side, he could only see one part of Eton. A hand, wrapped around the wooden railing.

The knuckles were white.


      ***Ruth crouched on the platform. Wind, full of brine, buffeted at her back. She thought she could feel the wooden structure sway.

The platform was only four feet wide. It felt like nothing.

Two beams connected to her platform: one to her left, and one that led straight ahead. They connected to more planks, and those to still more, creating dozens of splitting pathways.

It didn’t seem safe to stand. But she had to. She needed to see the game’s layout. To see what was coming.

Flags fluttered at regular intervals. Beneath each was a white box with a red number painted on it, one to five.

Ten contestants. Five boxes. We need to collect something from them, don’t we?

The beams seemed very narrow. The ground very far away. She tried to get a read on the other contestants’ reactions. Some were scanning the pathways, trying to memorize the map.

“Welcome,” Eton’s voice boomed across the cove, “to your first game.”

The screen behind the raised platform was massive. Even from the distance, Ruth could see it clearly. Text flashed up: Survive the Maze. Beneath was an illustrated skull, matching the one on the map.

“Spread around the maze are five boxes,” Eton said. “Inside each box is a numbered piece. Your aim is to collect all five and then hang them on the pole in the maze’s center.”

Ruth glanced toward the central pole. It rose higher than any other. Shining metal hooks had been fastened around it, though they looked uncomfortably out of reach.

“Easy, right?” The words on the screen were replaced with Eton’s grinning face as an unseen camera magnified him a hundredfold. “Of course, it wouldn’t be an Eton game without a few twists.”

The crowd spread across the beach, filling the gap between Eton’s platform and the game. Ruth looked for Zach, but the electric panic had gotten into her head, and she couldn’t see him.

“Some planks are painted red,” Eton said, enunciating clearly. Ruth fought to focus on his words. “Red planks are shortcuts. But, beware: they’re narrower than the regular paths. You’ll have to weigh that risk against the time saved.”

He wasn’t joking, Ruth saw. The unpainted beams looked about six inches wide. The red ones were half that.

“If you touch the ground—or the water, for that matter—you’re out of the game. I repeat: you cannot leave the platforms or else you’ll be disqualified. Otherwise, the board is yours to use how you like. If you think you can make a jump, you’re welcome to try. It might save you some valuable time.”

No. No chance. The gaps between the beams were at minimum five feet wide. The platform swayed again, and Ruth fought against the vertigo crashing through her.

“Inside two of the boxes, alongside the numbers you’ll need to retrieve, you’ll also find a big red button. Press it, and a siren will play.”

Eton held up a finger. On cue, a wailing, whooping sound blared out of the speakers. Ruth flinched. It sounded very much like police sirens.

“When you hear that noise, everyone has to freeze,” Eton said. His grin was getting wider and wider. He seemed delighted. “If you so much as wobble, you’ll be disqualified. That applies to everyone…except the contestant that presses the button. If you activate the siren, you’ll get a full ten seconds advantage. You can keep moving while everyone else holds still. And ten seconds can count for a lot in a game like this.”

The panic was still running hot through Ruth, but it was starting to condense, to sharpen into focus.

She saw Zach. He’d pushed toward the front of the crowd and raised his hands above his head to applaud. His eyes were fixed on her, his smile full of pride.

“Wait for my mark,” Eton called, and the speakers were so powerful that sound waves reverberated through Ruth’s bones. “Count down from ten.”

She took a breath. She was starting to see more clearly. Think more clearly.

“Ten,” Eton called. His face vanished from the screen, replaced with a countdown. The audience joined in. “Nine! Eight!”

Some contestants dropped into a crouch, preparing. Eton had described the game as a race, and that was how they were treating it.

But that was a mistake. The goal shouldn’t be speed.

The goal was to stay on the boards.

Falling was an instant disqualification. It was the only way to truly lose.

And none of them had any practice on the suspended beams.

“Seven! Six!”

Ruth wasn’t athletic enough to compete on speed. So she’d play to her strengths. She’d move cautiously and deliberately.

She stood straight, gaining as much height as she could, to try to map the puzzle’s layout. She ignored the red beams—she wasn’t confident she could cross them without falling. Instead, she let her gaze zigzag across the unpainted paths, figuring out her route to the first two numbers.

“Five! Four!”

Some of the other contestants had the same idea. She could see them mouthing as they tried to memorize the path. One woman slipped her phone out of her pocket, held it high above her head, and took a photo. A smart idea, except Ruth knew it would be hard to use as soon as she left her starting space.

“Three! Two!”

She filled her lungs with briny air. The platform swayed. Her palms were hot and prickling.

“One!” Eton raised his fist into the air. “Go!”

A boom shook them. Colored smoke billowed out of concealed cannons around the cove’s edge.

The race began.









