“In the pale light of the noon,

| play the gane of you

Whoever | am

Whoever you are.”

Nei |l Gaiman, "A Gane of You"

Ant hony didn't clearly remenber how he'd been ki dnapped.
There had been a tall, massive man in a |ong bl ack overcoat
followwng him He renenbered that nmuch. There had been a bl ue
van, and several other people involved. Another massive nman, he
was pretty sure about that. Both of them blonde and the sane
body type, perhaps they were brothers. He had been in the mall
parking | ot when it happened. That was about all he renenbered.

The next thing he knew he was in the stone room G ay stone
wal |'s barricaded himin this roomwth cold efficiency. The floors

and ceiling were conposed of nore inpassabl e stone.
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Al ong one wall of the long narrow roomwere twel ve steel doors
with ornate nmetal pull handles. Except for the nodern | ook of
the steel doors, Anthony felt as if he had waken in a nedi eval
dungeon. Al that was m ssing were flickering torches nounted on
the walls. 1In their place were cold florescent |ights.

The only other things breaking the illusion of a castle
dungeon were speakers protected by heavy netal grills in the
ceiling corners at each end of the room Four speakers, four
grills, and sonething else ... sonmething that |ooked Iike a water
nozzl e sticking out fromthe wall underneath each speaker.

There were el even other people in the room each lying in
their owm heap |like wnos recovering fromthe fruits of a whiskey
truck accident outside their alley. Apparently Anthony was the
first to wake. None of the people |ooked like jailers. These
were probably fellow kidnap victins then. Anthony rose shakily
to his feet and made his way to the wall of doors. It didn't
take himlong to discover that all twelve were | ocked. There was
no ot her obvious way out, so their escape lay through one or al
of these doors.

"What have you done to ne?" Soneone snarled, gripping his
ankle with one wire strong hand.

Ant hony jerked his foot away. "I haven't done anything. |
j ust woke up here nyself."

The man | ooked to be as tall as Anthony and was perhaps twenty
pounds heavi er, though these things were hard to estimate when
soneone was curled up on the floor. The grip on his foot had not
been weak, however. This was a strong man, and right now he was

glaring at Anthony wi th piercing eyes.
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O hers were sitting up now.

A heavyset bl ond woman focused her bleary eyes on him "Wat
do you want ?"

Ant hony realized that people waking up and finding himthe
only one standing were assum ng he was their captor. He sat down
next to the woman. "The sanme as you, to find out who did this to
us and why. M/ nane is Anthony Gai man."

The woman yawned hugely. "Excuse ne. |'mJessica."”

A thin, balding man sat up, resting his back against the

wall. "Francis." He said as if they'd asked him It wouldn't
take long for themto bond, they were all in the same boat.
A stocky man behind Francis chined in next, "I'm Logan York."
"Maurice Fisher." The first person beyond the man who'd

grabbed Anthony, a black man with a | uxurious graying beard, said.
The man who' d grabbed Anthony grimaced angrily. "Wat is
this AA crap? H, |I'mLogan and |I'm an abductee! H Logan!"
"l suppose you're the person who hides all his enotions,
especially fear and wanting, behind sarcasn?" Logan replied
mldly.

"And | suppose you're the arncthair shrink?" Sarcasm Boy

shot back.
Ant hony spoke up. "Fuck all this, can anyone renenber being
taken? | was at a mall ... there was a blue van ... | don't

remenber nuch."
"I think I was given a shot." Jessica nuttered.
A woman further down the room murnured in agreenent.
"There was soneone followng nme, | renmenber noticing that."

Francis said dreamly. "A large man."
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"Looked |i ke The Rock," Logan, who along with Anthony and
Sarcasm Boy wasn't a snmall man hinsel f, agreed.

"Why it is so hard to renmenber?" Anthony wondered al oud.

"They obvi ously gave us sonething!" Sarcasm Boy grow ed.
"She even said she was given a shot."

"Why do you have to be an asshol e?" The second woman snapped.
"We're in enough shit as it is, we can't be turning on each other."

Sarcasm Boy | aughed bitterly. "You think I trust any of you
peopl e? Please! For all | know all of you are in on ny ki dnapping
and this is a continuation of your sick plans."”

"Yeah, and maybe there is only one person in this roomin on
it and you're him" Logan shot back, again in a mld voice.

SB glared at Logan. Anthony woul d wonder later if they would
have cone to bl ows had Francis not asked his question. He would
al so wonder how many lives it would have saved had Logan beaten
SB sensel ess right then.

"You remind ne of a cop,"” Francis said suddenly. He was
| ooki ng at Anthony curiously. "Are you a police officer?"

Sarcasm Boy and Logan both turned with interest to hear the
answer to this question.

"l used to be." Anthony sighed. "How did you know?"

"Just the way you i medi ately junped up and checked t he doors.
| was half awake but too scared and disoriented to even nove."

"So you quit?" Jessica asked, rubbing her arns as if she
were col d.

"He got caught shaki ng hookers down for dope and pussy!" SB

catcal | ed.
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"SHUT THE FUCK UP!'!" Logan said, turning to scream down at
the still supine nman.

Qddl y, though, the nonent for themto resort to viol ence had
passed. SB had his hands under his head and grinned as if he
enj oyed getting under Logan's skin. Anthony had w tnessed instant
bad chem stry before but never anything as bad as these two had
for each other. "Hey, |I'mnot gonna |l et Francy here be the only
Mss Ceo.”" SB answered mldly.

"I got tired of seeing the people |I busted ny ass to |ock up
go free in nonths or even overnight. This was before 9-11, we
were getting no respect back then. That didn't help either.”

"You ever hear of anything |ike this happening?" Murice
asked nervously.

"Peopl e go m ssing every day," Anthony sighed. "Thousands a
year. Gone wthout a trace. Lemme try sonething, tell nme what
city you all canme from | cane fromAtlanta.” The rest, except
for a quiet wonman who was staring enptily at her hands, and SB,
answered. "Just as | thought, none of us fromthe same city.

" man accountant now. | always got on well with nunbers. What
about all of you? What are your current jobs?" Again each person
who answered gave a different answer. "Only you, Maurice, have
an occupation expected to earn a | ot of noney, being a doctor."

"I spend nost of what | make," he returned ruefully.

"And each of us a different job. Just |ooking at our clothes
and groomng styles it |looks |like we are a cross-section of
America. Looks like 8 of 12 are Caucasian, the rest various
mnorities. | can't see any pattern, any rhyne or reason to al

of us being in this roomtogether."” Anthony finished.
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"And | don't think I've ever seen any of you before."” Logan
said. "So it is not even a casual connection."”

SB opened his nouth, no doubt to make another cutting conment,
but the speakers thankfully picked that nonent to cone to life.

"You twel ve are now awake." The conputerized nonotone voice
canme fromthe speakers at a slightly unconfortably high vol une.
"First and forenost, notice the gas injection nozzles belowthe
speakers. The roomcan be filled with any gas | wish within a
mnute. | can induce nausea, pain, blindness, unconsciousness,
or death. There is nothing you can do, no one you can fight. No
one can hold their breath forever."

"What do you want fromus?" The so far silent wonman, |eaning
against a far wall, cried out.

The voi ce continued unabated, tal king over her |ast couple
words. "But as long as you conply with ny orders, and you w n
the game, you will live. Hopefully this is clear as | have no
interest in anything any of you mght say. This is strictly a
one-way relationship. | talk, you listen. It doesn't work the
ot her way around."

"Geat." SB nuttered, eyes focused on one of the speakers.

Ant hony, neanwhile, was | ooking at each prisoner in turn.

Al'l of them seened to be paying attention intently. He didn't
see any caneras. That didn't nean there wasn't any but chances
were there were not. VWich brought him back to sonething SB had
said. One or nore of the people in this roommght be in on this.
An observer silently laughing at all of them But if one of his
conpani ons was behind this he couldn't tell it fromtheir

expr essi ons.
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Al'l of them | ooked as surprised at and interested in the voice
over the speaker as he was.

It further occurred to himthat he was the only one | ooking
at everyone el se, so he could cone across as such an observer
secretly behind this kidnapping! Anthony returned his gaze to
t he speaker.

"When | finish speaking, a tone will sound. You will then
have sixty seconds to select a door. Each of you pick a separate
door. The door will unlock with the tone. Each door is airtight
if it is closed and the | ocking nmechani sm engages. Wen the 60
second deadl i ne has been reached the roomyou now i nhabit wll be
fl ooded with nerve gas. If you fail to enter one of the 12 roons
and cl ose your door firmy behind you by the tinme the gas is
rel eased, you will die. |[If nore than one person enters a room
that rooms door will fail to lock. So if you follow ny orders
you will live. If you do not, you will die."

A tone that rem nded Anthony of an answering nmachi ne greeting,
sounded. They junped up except for SB. Despite his earlier claim
to not being physically assertive, Francis was the first to reach
a door. He |ooked abashed at the person he had beaten to that
particul ar door. "Sorry."

Maurice shrugged. "One's as good as another." He grabbed
t he door next to Francis.

"You not herfuckers are so scared you're fighting over who
can get in a roomfast enough!" SB piped up, right on cue.
"You're going to let himorder you around |ike puppets? Don't
you see, this is his ganme? He's probably jacking off right now

just watching us junp at his conmmand!"
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"He'll cum while he watches you choking and withing yourself
to death.” Anthony told himcoldly as he went to the other door

next to Francis. Jessica took the one on his other side, sparing

himatimd smle. She |ooked white as mlk. "It's going to be
okay as long as we follow orders.”™ He told her gently.
"Yeah! Follow them orders real good! Baaaaa!" SB screaned,

his face reddeni ng. "BAAAAA! You stupid cows!! BAAAAAI!"

Logan had al ready opened his door and was on his way through
when he burst out |aughing. "Cows npboo, you fuckwit. You're
t hi nki ng of your exw fe, the sheep. Jesus you're a stupid
bastard!"

Ant hony found to his relief that his door opened (he had
wondered if one of the games today m ght be randomy | ocking one
of their doors and making them fight over who gets to use it) and
hurried inside the room He closed the door, listened with relief
to it lock, and turned to see what hell waited inside.

The room was benign |ooking. A flat nonitor nolded into the
wall to his left. Below that were two buttons, a red one and a
white one. On the other wall was another speaker/protective grate
conbi nation. The wall facing himcontained anot her door. The
way out, then.

After inspecting the nonitor and the buttons, Anthony returned
to the door he had entered though and |istened for the sound of
energi ng gas and the screans of Sarcasm Boy, but he coul d hear
not hi ng. Apparently the seal was soundproof as well as airtight.

The voice spoke again. "All of you decided to join ne in

your individual roonms. Excellent.
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| put you in the common room so that you could see for yourself

t hat other human beings are involved in this. It is not an
abstract concept, they are real human beings. Sone of you have

i ntroduced yourselves to each other, you are all human bei ngs.
This is inportant because at | east one of you is going to | eave
your roomalive. |If you are the one person you will have survived
at the expense of you other eleven. | say 'may' because there
can be nore than one survivor. There are four rounds in this
gane. Failing any round results in death. Any or all of you who
survive all four rounds wal k out of here alive and financially
rewarded. | give any survivors a mllion dollars each. There
doesn't have to be a survivor in each game. The ganme stops if
only one person is left after any earlier round, we don't play
rounds with only one person. But there is no guarantee ANYONE
will survive any particular round. For your information, there
have been multiple wnners only twice. The normis one survivor
after three rounds.

"So nost likely, only one of you will still be alive a couple
hours fromnow. As you listen to that, as that concept sinks in,
of course each one of you is thinking that you will be the
survivor. It is only human to believe that life is a novie and
YOQU are the star! O her people, bit players and supporting
characters, will cone and go, die and live. But you will never
di e.

"I find it fascinating that all 12 of you are standing
thinking that you will be the only person to live and that 11 of

you are dead fucking wong, to coin a phrase.
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On the other hand, one of you is probably correct and this
experience wll just strengthen your conviction that everyone
el se can di e except for you

"Anyway, you are not here to listen to ny blatherings. You
are here to play ny ganmes. The first gane is sinple. You have
60 seconds to decide which button to push. The red button or the
white button. If your button push results in your death the door
will open and a very nasty person will conme in to kill you with a
hacksaw. It will take a long tinme to die and you wll also suffer
t he enbarrassnent of knowi ng the sounds you nake will be heard by
everyone else. The rules are on your nonitor. Read them and
press a button. At the tone you will have 60 seconds to decide."

Ant hony rushed to the nonitor. On it was witten:

1) If all 12 of you press the white button, all 12 of you
live.

2) If all 12 of you press the red button, all 12 of you die.

3) If you press the red button and no nore than 10 others do
t he sane, Red Pushers live, Wite Pushers die.

4) Likew se, if you push the white button and EVEN ONE OTHER

PERSON presses the red button, you and every other \Wite Pusher

di es.

5) Failure to press either button within the 60 second tine
[imt wll result in an excruciatingly painful death.

The tone sounded. He had sixty seconds.

Qobvi ously, the best thing for everyone was for themall to
press the white button. [If all twelve of them pressed the white
button they would all live. Until the rules changed they woul d

have it made. Surely all of them would see that?
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But the selfish thing, the way to GUARANTEE you'd |live, would
be to press the red button. Unless everyone pressed it, the red
button was the sure way to live. Even if everyone el se pressed
the white button, he'd guarantee his life by pressing the red.

I ndeed, if everyone else did press the white they would all die
right here and now and he would be the sole survivor. The Gane
Master had stated that when a round ended with only one survivor
t he game was over

But everyone would think of that, wouldn't they? If every
singl e one of themthought this way, they would ALL press the red
button and all of themwould die. But there was nothing he could
do about that. Pressing the white button if all of the rest of
them pressed red would only result in himbeing the only casualty,
the sacrifice that permtted all of themto live at his expense.
No, even in that case pressing red was the best possible result.

This was a case where doing the selfish thing was not the
smartest thing. The selfish thing was the press red because only
in the unlikely event all of them pressed red would you die. But
noral thing was for everyone to press white because then no one
had to die. Pressing red was nurder any way you | ooked at it.
| f you pressed red then soneone, even if it was all of them was
going to die. Doing sonething when you knew it would result in
soneone's el se's death, was nurder

H's time was running out! Anthony glanced at his wist and
realized his watch was gone. That couldn't be a coincidence.

The Gane Master wanted themto sweat it out and not know for sure

how much tinme they had left. He had to decide and do so fast.
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He checked his pockets to see if any of his possessions had nade
the trip. None had, but he had been given two things. A penci
and small pad of paper. He didn't have time to jot anything down
but he could figure this one out in his head. He only had an 8%
chance of living, 1 of 12, if he pressed white. Only if all 12
of them pressed white would he live. Conversely, he had a 92%
chance of living if he pressed red, 11 of 12. Only if all 12 of
t hem pressed red would he die. He would be a nurderer, but would
be alive.

It actually wasn't as sinple as calling it nurder, though.

You had to | ook at human nature. It was human nature to be

sel fish, not smart and not noral. Sure, nost people could rise
above their animal natures and do the saintly thing fromtine to
time. Not everyone was selfish. But what were the odds that ALL
12 of themwould rise above and do the smart thing and press white?
Not very good, even if they didn't have Sarcasm Boy in their mdst.
(He'd obviously decided to join them because the Gane Master had
stated their nunber as 12.)

Ant hony had no doubt that SB would press red. Therefore SB
was the murderer. VWhich neant Anthony could either press red and
live or press white and be another victim Better to outlive SB
and punish himthat way than to die in vain. That woul d be stupid.

And the sad thing was that there was no way all 12 of them
woul d be good and smart enough to press white, but it WAS a sure
thing that at | east one of themwas saintly enough to refuse to
press red under any circunstances. Because, rationalizing aside,
anyone who pressed red had blood on their hands. (Anthony had no

doubt the color choice was not a coincidence.)
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Time was running out! He had to pick sonmething now And
Ant hony knew that if he picked white he would be signing his own
death warrant. He would be dead in another five mnutes. He had
no choi ce.

Ant hony pressed the red button.

Three seconds | ater the speaker activated again. "Tine is
up. One of you didn't pick intime. Let us all listen to you
die first."

The speaker stayed on. Anthony junped at the | oud sound of
a door slamm ng open. He noted with sonme snmall relief that it
was not his door, the sound had conme fromthe speaker

"No!" Came a male voice Anthony didn't recognize. "No! COh

God, please! [|'ll press one next tinme, | swear! G ve ne one
nore chan- AHHHHHH " The sound precedi ng that screamwas a neaty
t hud.

For the next twenty mnutes Anthony listened to this man's
screans and pleas be interrupted only by beating sounds. Finally,
mercifully, there was a final |ong, wet scream and the speaker
fell silent right before Anthony was ready to start scream ng
hinmself. He had retreated to a corner, sat, and covered his ears,
but it did no good.

"Now to punish you two white pushers. N ne pushed red, two
pushed white. Let us listen to you two die."

Two nore doors slamred open. These two nen screaned and
begged as well, and the best Anthony could tell they were al so
not Francis, Logan, Sarcasm Boy, or Maurice. These beatings didn't
| ast as long before the final wet sounding screans, apparently

br ought upon by a knife.
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"There, that's out of the way." The Gane Master said with a
chuckle in his voice. Anthony had never hated soneone as much in
his life as he hated this snug bastard this instance. "All the
speakers are now open, you may di scuss strategy anpongst yoursel ves.
You have three rounds left. |If you cooperate, nore of you wll
survive. If all of you had pressed white this tinme, you would
all still be alive. You have twenty mnutes to talk."

Ant hony found his voice. "Francis? Murice? Logan?
Jessica? You guys still there?"

They answered nore or less at once. All of themwere still
alive.

"My nane is Jane, |I'mstill here.” This wonman sounded
nauseous. Anthony had little doubt she'd been sick during their
i steni ng experience.

"W're in hell,” a man said. "My nane is Jimy."

"H'! M nane is Jimy!" Sarcasm Boy nocked. "I nurdered
two people by pressing the red button!”

"Shut the fuck up,” Logan snapped. "W all pushed red,
obviously. | did it because | KNEWyou were going to."

"And | pressed it because | knew your selfish PUNK ass was
gonna press red!"™ SB canme back

"You're a fucking hypocrite, you know it?" Anthony yelled
out. "You nmake fun of us for comng into these roons and | notice
you did the sanme fucking thing! And now you're calling us
nmurderers and you're one too! In fact, you're the only reason
pressed red!"

"Sure, blame nme. That's real convenient." He sounded |ess

vehenent now, |like he had just said it to keep the conversation

( CONTI NUED)



Ganme Mast er/ Dexter Goad/15.
goi ng whil e he thought things through. Anthony could al nost feel
himstarting to calculate in his mnd.

"Look, the only way to get out of here is to cooperate. You
heard that man." Jessica said in a tear stained voice. "W have
to trust each other! W have to all press white the next three

times and we're all out of here.”

"I"'mnot trusting that fucker." Logan grunted angrily.

"Sure, announce you're pressing red, you noron." SB cane
back i medi ately. "That way everyone HAS to press red and we ALL
die!"

"We can't ALL die, you heard what he said. Soneone has to
win." Logan said defensively.

"You didn't listen very carefully,” the Game Master said
qui ckly. "The nust survive rule just neans we don't play rounds
with just one person. |If everyone nakes a selection that results

in everyone dying, so be it. That has happened 12 ti nes,
actual ly."

How | ong had this nmaniac been doing this to people? He was
obviously a billionaire to be able to afford the manpower hel p,
the construction of this prison, the kidnappings, and to get people
to | ook the other way.

Ant hony returned his focus to the conversation and said, "so
we're back to square one. W have to trust each other. If we
don't, we're all dead."

"I"m never trusting that son of a bitch." Logan said
strongly.

"And you think I'"mgoing to trust any of you pussies?" SB

r et ur ned.
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Ant hony found hinself reverently w shing that Logan had beaten
SB sensel ess and left himlaying on the floor of the common room
to choke to death. |If not for his disruptive presence they
probably coul d have convinced each other to trust and they would
all be wal ki ng out of here.

"He's probably not going to let any of us live no matter
what." Maurice noaned pessimstically. "You think he'll et
soneone wal k and on top of that give themall that noney? |If
that's been going on for years, he would have been busted by now
W' ve never heard anything in the news about this kind of thing
happening. W're all dead.™

The Gane Master chuckled. "Survivors have blood on their
hands, of course they say nothing. But | have them nonitored
just to be safe and have erased the couple who suffered second
t hought s about keeping their nmouths shut. And you have no idea
how many | aw enforcenent officers fromyour hone towns are on ny
payroll. Don't go to the wong person. And if you do betray ne
its no |l onger just about you, | go after your famly as well."

A long silence greeted this.

The Gane Master spoke again. "Well, | guess we'll play
anot her round and see who feels |ike cooperating then. Assum ng
any of you are still alive. Your speakers have now been turned
off again. The rules are on your nonitor. Read them and press a
button. At the tone you will have 60 seconds to decide."

Ant hony rushed to the nonitor again, inferring that the rules
were different this time. He was correct.

1) If all 9 of you press the white button, all 9 of you live.

2) If all 9 of you press the red button, all 9 of you die.
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3) If nore than half of you press either button w thout ALL
of you pressing that button, the nore than half group dies. (Ex,
6 people press Wiite, three press red, the six white die. |If
five press red, four press white, the five red die.)

4) Failure to press either button within the 60 second tine
[imt wll result in an excruciatingly painful death.

The tone sounded.

Qooo, this was getting nasty now. Cbviously cooperation was
still the thing to do. |If they all pressed white they would al
l[ive. But they didn't trust SB, and under this rule change, SB
could still kill themall by pressing red if they all pressed
white. But if they all thought this way, they would all die. |If
even four of themthought this way, those four and SB woul d di e.

In fact, SB m ght now change his strategy to white! He would
be expecting everyone to think he'd pick red, so he woul d change
to white to be in the surviving mnority. And if this occurred
to Ant hony, he had no doubt it occurred to some of the others as
wel | .

Sonet hing el se occurred to Anthony. SB's inclusion in their
group had been no accident. The Ganme Master had obviously sel ected
his playmates very carefully. And he wanted at | east one asshole
no one would trust. Oherw se everyone woul d cooper at e.

VWhat a ni ght mare.

He had to pick. Now.

Ant hony |iked sonme of the others and didn't want their bl ood
on his hands but obviously he had to | ook out for hinself first.
He couldn't survive and get revenge for this treatnment if he got

cl ouded by qguilt for the others.
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So he had to figure out what nost of the others were going to do
and do the opposite. As cold blooded as that was, he had to do
it.

It was obvious that nost people would pick red. Sone of
t hem were pani cked and di soriented, perhaps disgusted. They
woul dn't be thinking clearly and perhaps woul dn't conprehend the
rul e change. They would only know that they didn't trust SB and
they would think he'd pick red. It would only take a couple such
peopl e picking red to nake that color the majority since the rest,
cl ear thinkers strategizing, would be split down the m ddl e.
Strategically, a rational argunment could be nmade for picking either
color, so they would likely split on those terns. But Anthony
believed that all the people no |onger capable of thinking clearly
woul d pick red if only because that had saved them | ast tine.
When you had | ogical thinkers splitting (hopefully) and non
logically thinkers all likely to pick red, then white was the
only choi ce.

But what if enough of the logical thinkers took this the
extra step and thought of this? Then white would be the majority.

It didn't matter, he was out of tine.

Ant hony pi cked white.

No nore than a couple seconds |ater the tone sounded agai n.
This tinme he had cut it ever closer.

"The selection ran 6 to 3. Those six will now die." The
Ganme Master intoned playfully.

Ant hony noticed that he had not decl ared which color was to

di e.
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The ganme player to the end, their captor was going to | eave them
guessi ng and wondering if their door was about to be slamed open.
The speaker had been | eft open. Anthony could hear doors
bei ng opened. He heard two distinct doors opening, which was the

nost he had heard at once last tinme. Apparently there were only
two executioners. Wich neant that he could still be on the death
list, he would have no way of being sure until he had either heard
si x deaths or his door slammed open.

Two wonmen were screanming. One of themwas Jane and the other
Ant hony didn't recogni ze, she nust be the woman who' d been staring
at her hands in the common room and who hadn't given her name or
contributed during the |ast discussion.

"Ch ny god! Don't! [I'll do anything! | mean it! ['ll do
ANYTHIN-." The stranger's pleas were cut off by a whooshi ng sound.
The high piercing screans dwarfed even the sound of the fire
cooki ng human flesh. There was a second whoosh and Jane's screans
were even | ouder, if possible.

Anthony ran to the speaker grill and attacked it with his
fingers. "Stop it! Stop it! This is insane!"”

The screans were dying now, and the sound of burning was his
only reply.

Then two nore doors slanmed open. This time there were no
pl eas, though there m ght have been if any of them had any
remai ni ng hope they would work. This tine there were scuffling
sounds. Then one whoosh and a man skri eked.

There was a smacki ng sound and then a deep baritone, "he got

past ne!"
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A shot rang out. Logan shouted, "you! |1'magoing to kil
you, you bitch!"

Two nore shots rang out. There was a heavy thud. The Gane
Mast er spoke, sounding breathless. "H s wife and two daughters
are going to regret that. Any nore attacks or escape attenpts as
my men carry out their duties and your famlies will get what his
is going to get. Long, sweetly lingering rapes followed by anal
torchings. WMale or female famly nenbers, | don't care, they al
get the sane."

Two nore doors slamred open. "FUCK YOU'!"™ Maurice screaned
and apparently charged. There was a whoosh and his scream changed
texture. The final victimwas Jimry, judging fromthe other
ScCreans.

One of the nmen had not spoken or screanmed in such a way that
Ant hony could tell who it was, so he didn't know if Sarcasm Boy
or Francis had survived.

"Franci s?" Anthony called out hesitantly. "D d you nmaeke it
buddy?"

The speaker cane to life, but it was the Gane Master and he
remenbered that their captor had to allow them before they could
tal k anongst thenselves. "Well, that was dramatic. And the |ast
two still resisted, so |I'madding their famlies to ny list.
We're heading into round 3 so you have five mnutes to talk. |
suggest cooperation.”

"Franci s?" Anthony asked plaintively.

"You wi sh, notherfucker." Sarcasm Boy spat. "Francis is a
crispy critter now He and those other five thought they could

outsmart nme but | showed them
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| guess Logan's not gonna beat ny ass now, is he?" He |aughed
nasally. "And did you hear that woman? Did she actually think
this is about SEX?" He | aughed harder.

Ant hony's jaw was bulging as he tried to grit his teeth hard
enough to keep fromlaunching hinself at the speaker grill. "I
don't even care if | survive any nore as long as you die with ne,
you piece of worthless dog shit."

"Ant hony, we have to cooperate." Jessica npaned.

"Fuck that! This human garbage is not wal king out of here
when those others died!"

SB | aughed again. "QOoooo, tough guy. 1'Il tell you what.
|'ve already got about half a boner from hearing what that woman
said, so | want you to know that while | listen to themtorch you
or cut you to pieces I'"'mgoing to be jacking off. | hope I cum
ri ght when you're screamng for the last tine."

"I"m done tal king to you, dogshit." Anthony raged. "The
next thing you're going to hear fromnme is ny |laughter as your
door slans open after this round.” He turned away fromthe speaker
and wal ked to the nonitor.

The Gane Master cut in over SB's |laughter with his own,
nastier chuckle. "Well, this has certainly been nore fun than

the | ast few ganes. You' ve been fantastic, WIlly."

"WIlly?!'" Anthony screanmed, oblivious to the fact that his
out put had been cut off. "No wonder you're a selfish, bitter,
little shit!"

"I"' malnost sad this has to end soon. But let us play the
third round now and see who | aughs and who plays wth thensel ves.

Go to your nonitors. There is no tone this tine.
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You will have five mnutes to think this tinme, starting fromthe
moment | finish speaking.”

Ant hony rushed over to his.

1) If all 3 of you press the white button, all 3 of you live.

2) If all 3 of you press the red button, all 3 of you die.

3) If two of you press the white button, white pushers |ive
and the red pusher dies.

4) |f one of you presses the white button, the white pusher
dies and the red pushers |ive.

5) Failure to press either button within the five mnute
time limt will result in an excruciatingly painful death.

Ant hony dug the paper and pencil from his pocket. This round
he had enough tine to wite out his strategy. He wote down the
possible results if he pressed white:

They both pick Red; |I die. A loss, obviously.

One picks Red, one picks Wite; | live. A wn.

They both pick Wiite, | live. A wn.

Next he wote the possible outcones if he picked red:

They both pick Red; |I die. A |oss.

One picks red, one picks Wite; | live. A wn.

They both pick Wiite, | die. A |oss.

So he had two chances out of three to win, or life, if he
pi cked white and one chance out of three to live if he picked
red. However, he could actually take this a step further. No
matter what he picked, red or white, if the other two picked Red
he would die! He had no control over that, it was a grimreality.
| f he picked red and they both did as well, all three of them
di ed.
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| f he picked white and they both picked red he woul d die by
himsel f. Either way, he was dooned if they both picked red. So
it was not actually a chance at ALL, it was certain doom
Therefore, it didn't matter what he did if they both picked red
so he wouldn't worry about it.

In light of that, he had a 100% chance of surviving if he
pi cked white and at | east one of the other two did as well, and
only a 50% chance of surviving if he picked red. He had no control
over what the others did, but he could control his own chances
and t he obvious choice then was to press white.

But this was about nore than pure nunbers and percentage
chances. SB had ganbled |ast tine that nost people would pick
red and so he defected to white. That had been a canny ganbl e
and it paid off. He was very smart under his crude exterior. It
had not taken himlong to assess the situation and turn it to his
advantage. At first he had just been a belligerent asshole, but
now t hat Ant hony | ooked back, he saw that "WII|y" had mani pul at ed
t hem bet ween rounds one and two. Egged nost of theminto going
red.

SB would figure that white was the only safe choice. He
woul d figure that the other two survivors, Jessica and Ant hony,
woul d know this and would play it safe. They nerely had to survive
this round and they were one nore ganme away fromfreedom \Wite
was the safe, smart nove. So SB would finally cooperate and join
themin white and see what happened next round. Ganbling with
red was suicide. It was possible that either Jessica or Anthony

m ght ganble with red but both of then? Certainly not.
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And even if they did, SB was dead either way, the only way picking
picking red would matter in this case was that he woul d take
Jessica and Anthony with himif he picked red and woul d di e al one
if he picked white.

Ant hony strai ghtened. And that was precisely why SB WOULD
pick red! "If he has to die, he'll take us with him So he
doesn't consider that a loss! He's nean enough to take solace in
that!™ Anthony said aloud. He wote Wite's wins and | osses
dowmn with this in mnd. They both pick Red; |I die. A loss.

One picks Red, one picks Wite; | live. A wn.

They both pick Wite, | live. A wn.

Next he wote the possible outcones if he picked red:

They both pick Red; |I die. A wn.

One picks red, one picks Wite; | live. A wn.

They both pick Wiite, | die. A |oss.

In this case, fromthis tw sted perspective, both choices
presented the sane chances of wnning or losing! In fact, Anthony
suspected that SB had a death wi sh and that explained a | ot of
his attitude. So he mght prefer death if he could take them
with him So he would be HOPING that the both of them al so chose
red!

Ant hony junped to his feet, dropping the pad but absently
pocketing the pencil. He was running out of tinme, and he now
knew that he had to pick white. Not just because it was the
statistically safe thing to do but because he knew SB was goi ng
to pick red and he would not help that bastard nurder Jessi ca.

Ant hony pressed the white button.
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This time he had done it with tine to spare. An agoni zi ng

wait of at least half a mnute transpired before the speaker turned

back on. "Well, that was exciting, wasn't it?" The Gane Master
crowed. "I have to admt you three surprised ne. The tally was
two to one, so after this elimnation, two of you will remain to

duke it out in the final."

Hi s voice was foll owed by a door slanmm ng open.

"Conme on with it, you big ole bitch!"™ SB screaned.

Ant hony punped his fist with elation. "YES'"

"Ch yeah, cone on, punk notherfucker, |I'mtaking you with
me!" Sarcasm Boy raged. There followed several neaty soundi ng
bl ows and sl aps.

Ant hony si ghed and sagged against the wall. As he slid down
the wall to rest on his butt on the floor, his elation faded.
WIlly was still a human being, all attenpts to dehumani ze him
with a derisive nicknanme not w thstanding. Anthony had al |l owed
the real villain, the Ganme Master, to cloud his thought and turn
hi m agai nst one of his fellow victins.

On the other hand, WIIly's personality had | ead to nost of
t he deat hs because none of themcould trust what he woul d do.

There was a sudden scream and it wasn't Wlly's. It was
the sanme deep baritone Anthony had heard before. "He cut ne!
He's got ny knife!"

"Cone on, notherfucker!"™ WIIly shouted gleefully. "I got

more for you!"

The Ganme Master sounded annoyed for the first time. "Just
get out of there, you inconpetent buffoon. 1'Il flood the room
with gas."
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"Don't you turn your back on ne!™ WIly howl ed. There was
the nost awful ripping sound Ant hony had ever heard, followed by
a flood of liquid hitting a stone floor. This was followed by
WIlly cackling in insane delight. The |aughter was abruptly cut
off, the Gane Master apparently didn't want themto get any i deas.

After a mnute of two of silence, a very annoyed soundi ng
Ganme Master cane back on. Anthony marveled that this
el ectronically distorted voice could still convey this enotion
and wondering if he were projecting. |In any case, the Gane Master
said, "he has been gassed to death. And his famly wll be
brutally murdered for his transgressions. So don't get any ideas.

"This has been very entertaining, but let us finish this
now. |If nore people were left this would not be a wi nner take
all event, but since the |ast place player nust die, and there
are only two of you left, this will in effect be winner take all,
| oser | oses everything. Go to your nonitors. \Wen the tone
sounds, you'll have exactly three m nutes."

Ant hony went to his nonitor for the final tine.

1) The first person to press a button dies.

2) Failure to press a button before the tinme expires results
i n deat h.

3) If nore than 30 seconds el apses between the two button
pushes, both players die.

Qobviously, rule 3 was designed to keep a Good Samaritan from
sacrificing hinself for the other player. Anthony had the idea
that the rules were basically the same no matter how nany peopl e
pl ayed fromround to round, just adjusted at the nonment for

what ever the actual nunber was.
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If all three of them had survived to this round, only the first
person to press the button would die and rule 3 probably woul dn't
even be necessary. |If not for rule 3, Anthony would have
considered giving his |ife for Jessica's. Now he couldn't do
that for sure without sacrificing her life as well.

The tone sounded whil e he was thinking about that. They had
three mnutes. It occurred to himsuddenly to start counting
seconds and he began to do it. He couldn't be sure but he thought
that no nore than 20 seconds had el apsed before he began to count.
He tried to keep his counting rhythmc, not too fast or too slow.
It wouldn't be perfect but would be a good gui de.

When he reached 135 seconds he woul d press the button.
Accounting for the delay in starting that should bring himwthin
thirty seconds of the deadline. That should nmake himthe first
presser and allow Jessica to live. He could fight better than
her and maybe he coul d take out the other executioner. Then maybe
The Game Master would have to come down hinself.

O course, the GMwould just flood the roomas he had done
with WIily. But Anthony didn't care. He couldn't live with the
bl ood of 11 el even people on his hands. He didn't think he could
ever get his initial reaction to WIlly's fate being seal ed out of
his mnd. Better to die saving Jessica.

If only Jessica could be patient. If only she could wait
| onger than he was.

What if she decided to do the sanme thing? Wat if she decided
to sacrifice herself for hin? Wsat if she had decided that SHE

couldn't live with this either?
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There was nothing he could do about that. He could only
control what he did, not what she did. The Gane Master had given
them no opportunity to converse, so they were both selecting in
the blind. Al he could do was follow his plan.

Ant hony readi ed his hand over the button. He wondered if
sonme secret tiebreaker involved the color of the button. Nothing
had been nade about color this tinme but he figured that if they
sonehow bot h pressed at the exact sane nonent col or woul d probably
be the second tiebreaker. So he decided to pick red since he was
sure Jessica would naturally pick the safe color, white.

Ant hony counted down the | ast few seconds out loud. "Thirty.
Thirty-two. Thirty-three. Thirty-four. One hundred and thirty-
fivel"

Ant hony pressed the red button.

No nore than five seconds |ater, the tone sounded for the
final tinme. What the fuck? He nust have counted really fast!

O the delay before counting was | onger than he'd thought. Unless
they had both pressed their buttons and waiting out the tinme limt
was pointless...

"Runnerup, neet your death." The Gane Master teased. The
sound of a door slamm ng open broke Anthony's paralysis.

It was his door. In the doorway stood a nassive man. Al nost
seven feet tall and at |east 350 pounds, this heavily nuscled man
was coated with dried blood and soot. He wore jogging shorts,
knee | ength bi ker boots, a football helnet, and nothing el se.

Under other circunstances it would have been uproariously funny.

The Gane Master |aughed. "But first! Let us neet our w nner!

Ant hony Gai man!
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You are the 20th annual wnner of My MIlion Dollar Button Gane.
G with Neil to collect your prize and be escorted out. 'l

all ow Jessica to listen to your travel through ny mansion before
she i s punished for being second best."

"You sadi stic cocksucker! Take ne instead! | trade ny life
for hers!"™ Anthony cried.

"Do | sound |ike Monty Hall? Neil, escort himnow If he
resists ... smack himaround sone. If he annoys you too much
just kill himand we'll double the punishnment Jessica wll receive
before she is nercifully put out of her msery."

Ant hony sagged as if in defeat and headed for the door.

Neil was gripping a Desert Eagle .45 in one nmassive paw and he
backed up to all ow Anthony out of the room A stone hallway ran
the length of the roons before termnating in a set of stairs

| eadi ng up. A pool of blood reveal ed where Logan had been shot
i ke a dog.

Nei | notioned that way with the pistol and started to turn
that direction. Jessica's door was the other direction, however,
the first one past his own. A sinple steel bar |atch kept it
| ocked.

Ant hony darted that way and unl atched the door.

"Hey!" Neil shout ed.

It was too late. He had the door unlocked. He slamed it
open. At |east Jessica would have a chance, especially with him
to fight by her side. If she was still to die nmaybe it woul d be
a qui ck headshot .

She rushed to his side, nuttering "oh thank god," and then a

runaway freight train hit himand he was thrown down the hal |l way.
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Nei | had rebounded a little after his chargi ng shove of
Ant hony. Now he regai ned his nmonmentum and fol |l owed, grunting
like a pig, face (what Anthony could see through the footbal
helmet) red with anger. Jessica pushed himas he went past her.
Though she was a | arger than average woman, her push had little
effect on himother than to nmake himjerk a | ook back at her.

But the distraction proved to be the reason why Neil didn't
see his right foot land solidly in the pool of blood in front of
t he next door down. As soon as Neil lifted his left foot he slid
and then sl amed against the netal door. He crashed to the fl oor,
splattering bl ood everywhere.

The automatic pistol skittered to a stop two feet from
Ant hony. He had recovered his breath so he snatched up the weapon
stood in one notion.

Neil got up to his knees before he realized his Desert Eagle
was ainmed at his skull. The helmet would offer no protection.
"No." Neil breathed.

Jessica noved away from behind himto the other side of the

hal l way. "Yeah," she snarled, "beg |like they did, you son of a
bitch.” Her voice was coated wth animl fury.
"Fuc-," Neil began. He got no further before there was an

expl osion and the upper half of his head di sappeared. The remains
of the helnet fell on either side of his nmassive body. That body
crashed to the floor.

Ant hony was thrown against the wall and the pistol |anded
several feet away. This was the first tinme he'd fired a gun and
this one was a nonster. He shook his right hand several tines as

he picked up the .45 with his left.
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"What now?" Jessica wanted to know.

"Now we | ook behind the curtain,” Anthony said and went to
the door on the other side of his. He returned his pistol to his
ri ght hand and reached to unlock the door. He was not surprised
to note it was already unl ocked. Wen he opened it there was a
shot. The shot was wild, but Anthony's return fire was not.

There was the sound of a gun being dropped to the fl oor.
"Ckay! Ckay! | surrender! Don't kill nme! You fucking shot
me!"

Jessica joined Anthony at the door and saw Franci s hol di ng
his left arm fromwhich bl ood was gushing furiously.

"I knew a control freak |like the Game Master would want to
personally interact with us first." Anthony seethed. "And |
noticed the way you leaped up to this particular door. | also
noticed after the fact the way you asked nme about ny past just
when it | ooked |ike Logan and WIly would cone to blows. Mistn't
have two players kill each other, nmust we?" He indicated the
m ke sticking fromthe wall and the keyboard bel ow t he nonitor,
whi ch none of the other roons had. "To top it off, you were one
of the fewwe didn't really hear get killed."

"H's voice was a recording until we got into our personal
roons." Jessica added. "Renenber how he didn't interact with
us? He just spoke his little speech and didn't even sl ow down
when interrupted. It wasn't until we were isolated that Gane Man
here becane interactive."

"I"'mworth billions. Don't do anything foolish. You can

name your price. Just let ne live." Francis pleaded.
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Ant hony nudged Jessica. "You had better go. Francis, tel
her how to get out of here.™

"Follow the steps. They |lead outside to a dock. W're on a
smal | island near the Bahamas. There is a small cruiser with
enough fuel to take you back to Florida. The course is already
plotted into the conputer. All you have to do is start it up and
engage the autopilot. There is food for days on board, as well
as a briefcase with a mllion cash. |If nore than one person won
we'd add to that of course.”

"Wy do you want ne to | eave? Wat are you gonna do?"
Jessica sounded a little suspicious, as if she wondered if he was
going to cut a deal

"I"ve got a few ganmes of ny own I'mgonna play with this
not her fucker before |I finally let himdie.” Anthony replied
col dly.

"NO" Francis shouted. "I told you! I'mworth billions-."

Ant hony's cold smile cut that off. Francis saw his own death
in that smle and realized nothing he could say was going to change
that. He would have been better off keeping his gun and trying

to shoot it out.

"(kay Jessica, you can play too." Anthony said.

She nodded eagerly. "I find it fascinating that you weren't
expecting this, Francis. | nmean, your life is a novie and you're
the star! The supporting actors never rise up and kill the star!

It just doesn't happen!”
Francis peered at her dully, probably not even catching the

irony of her words.
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Ant hony did catch it and he was grinning. "Now |listen closely
to the rules, Francis, |I'mnot going to repeat them?"
Going white as a sheet, still holding his wounded arm The

Gane Master sagged against the wall and slid to his butt in an
unconscious imtation of what Anthony had done | ess than an hour
ago.

"Rul e nunber one..."

THE END



