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Prologue: Game on the Forbidden Island

The night air was so thick, only lit by the light of torches lining the edge of the pier.
A hundred young men stood naked, their bodies trembling not only from the cold, but from shame and fear.
In front of them, a man in a black suit stood on a wooden platform. His voice echoed, cold and merciless.

“This is the chance of your life. One month on this island. No home. No clothes. No mercy. Survive... and a reward of thirty thousand dollars awaits.”

Some participants swallowed hard, others tried to cover their bodies with their hands. Some were already regretting it, but withdrawing would mean a fine of fifteen hundred dollars—more than enough to ruin the life of anyone who owed money.

Small boats carried them one by one to the dark island. The dense forest greeted them with the sounds of nocturnal animals. Waves roared against the shore.

They know only a few will survive. But no one knows the hidden truth on the island:

A forbidden valley. A forgotten wooden house. And three outcast women who will change a man's destiny.

In the darkness, one of the participants—Dritan—clenched his jaw tightly. He had come here not just for the money, but to save himself from the abyss of debt and ruin. Little did he know, that night was the beginning of a journey that would engulf his body, heart, and passion in an unquenchable fire.
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Chapter 1 – Descending to the Nameless Island
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The waves crashed against the sand with a rhythmic roar, like the breath of a giant hiding in the darkness. The salty air stung the nostrils, carrying with it the scent of damp leaves and something fishy from the sea. The sky, previously illuminated by the light of torches at the departure pier, was now completely black, adorned only by the twinkling of distant stars. On the shore, a hundred naked bodies, drenched in seawater and cold sweat, stood frozen. The eerie silence was broken only by the grinding of teeth and the piercing howl of the wind.

Dritan Berisha, 23, felt every gust of wind against his bare skin. The night's chill seeped into his bones, making him shiver violently. However, it wasn't just the cold that crept into his chest; it was a deep despair. He stared out to sea, where the large ship that had just dropped them off was slowly moving away, leaving behind a dwindling sliver of light. With it, his hope of returning also faded.

"Hold on for a month. A reward of thirty thousand dollars awaits. Those who surrender pay a fine of fifteen hundred dollars!" The voice, which had previously echoed from the ship's loudspeakers, now echoed only in his mind. Thirty thousand dollars—a figure that sounded so beautiful, a ticket out of hell. But at the same time, a fine of fifteen hundred dollars was a threat. It was more than enough to sink his family deeper into debt. Dritan clenched his jaw. There was no choice but to hold on.

He felt a tap on his shoulder. Turning, Dritan found Bledar Hoxha, his slender but athletic friend, standing beside him. Bledar's long, jet-black hair was now damp and stuck to his forehead, making his dark brown eyes appear even more piercing. Despite the shivering, a faint smile still played on his lips.

"This is worse than I imagined," Bledar whispered, his voice hoarse. "I feel like I've just been reborn, but I've gone straight to hell."

Dritan couldn't help but smile sadly. Bledar's words always had a touch of strange humor, even in the most dire situations. "At least we're not alone," Dritan replied, encouraging both himself and Bledar.

On Bledar's other side, Altin Dervishi pressed his body against hers, trying to find warmth. Altin, with his tan skin and curvier frame, looked the most frightened of them all. His innocent eyes showed clear anxiety, and his lips trembled. "I... I'm not sure I can survive, Dritan," Altin said, his voice barely audible, trembling. "It's so cold, and I haven't eaten anything yet."

Dritan patted Altin on the shoulder, trying to channel a strength he wasn't entirely sure he possessed. "We will survive, Altin. The three of us." There was an unspoken promise in his words, a vow of friendship that had been forged since they were children in their small village. The three of them had seen much together, endured hardship, and always been there for each other. Now, their greatest challenge awaited them.

Anxious voices began to rise from the crowd of men. Some began to shift restlessly, others huddled together, trying to protect themselves from the cold. Some began to cry, sobbing, realizing the folly of their decision. However, retreat was no longer an option. The ship had left. They were trapped.

Dritan raised his gaze to the dense forest that stretched behind the beach. The dense green wall looked menacing, as if hiding thousands of eyes watching them. He could hear the shrill chirping of nocturnal insects, interspersed with strange, hair-raising howls. The smell of wet earth, leaves, and something wild wafted from the depths of the forest. This wasn't the forest they'd known in Albania; it was primitive, untouched, and fraught with danger.

"We have to find shelter," Dritan said, his voice firmer than he felt. He had to be a leader. He had to be strong. For Bledar, for Altin, and for his family. "It's very cold tonight. If we stay here, we'll get hypothermia."

Bledar nodded in agreement. "Good idea. At least there's some warmth among the trees. And maybe something to cover us."

However, Altin still had doubts. "What if there's a wild animal?"

"It's better to fight a wild beast than to freeze to death," Dritan tried to reassure her, though his own heart felt the same fear. "Come with me. We'll stay together."

With steady steps, Dritan began walking toward the edge of the forest, leading his two companions. Each step felt heavy, the sand beneath his feet cold and piercing. His bare feet stepped on sharp twigs, but he ignored the pain. His mind was focused on one thing: survival.

As they entered the forest, the air felt slightly warmer, obscured by the dense canopy of trees. However, the darkness deepened. Strange shadows danced between the tall trees, forcing Dritan's eyes to work hard to adjust. Giant trees, their roots jutting out of the ground, created a confusing maze. The damp, putrid smell of decaying leaves enveloped his senses.

"Be careful," Bledar whispered, his eyes scanning the area. "I don't like this. It feels like... something is watching us."

Dritan felt the same way. A shiver ran down his spine, as if a pair of hidden eyes were watching their every move. He studied the overhanging branches, the dense undergrowth, even the shadows behind the large tree trunks. Everything seemed alive, menacing.

"We need to find a sheltered spot," Dritan said. "Something that will block the wind and maybe provide some protection from the rain if it comes." He looked up, trying to see through the trees, searching for rock formations or depressions in the ground.

They continued to move deeper, ignoring the scratches from the sharp branches that slapped against their skin. Altin sobbed softly behind them, but he followed, reluctant to part from his two friends. Dritan could feel Altin's body temperature, slightly higher than normal, a sign that he might be developing a fever. The damp and cold conditions of the island were a formidable enemy for Altin, who was prone to illness.

After walking for about fifteen minutes, Dritan came upon something. A large depression between two very old and gigantic tree roots formed a kind of natural cave. The surface was dry, and at the top were several intertwined branches, offering protection from the open air.

"Here it is," Dritan pointed. "Enough for the three of us."

They quickly dove into the hollow, huddling together to share the warmth. Dritan sat in the middle, Altin resting her head on his shoulder, while Bledar lay on the other side. Their bodies were touching, and it felt so cold. Dritan could feel Altin's breathing becoming ragged and slightly labored.

"Are you okay, Altin?" Dritan asked, his voice filled with concern. He placed his palm on Altin's forehead. It was hot. Altin clearly had a fever.

"It's so cold, Dritan," Altin whispered, shivering violently. "I... I can't stand the cold."

Bledar quickly brought his hands together, rubbing his own cold palms together. "We need fire," he said, "but how?"

Dritan thought about it. Fire was key to survival here, not only for warmth, but also for warding off wild animals and cooking food—if they found any. But they had none. No lighter, no matches. They had only their bare hands.

"We'll look for it tomorrow," Dritan decided. "For tonight, we need to keep each other warm." He pulled Altin closer, hugging him tightly, trying to transfer the last of his body heat. Altin coughed, his body shaking uncontrollably.

That night, Dritan couldn't sleep. His eyes remained open, scanning the darkness outside their hiding place. Every rustle, every distant howl, made his heart pound. He thought of his parents, the burden of his mounting debt, and the promise he had made to himself. He had to win. He had to survive. For all of them.

Dawn slowly broke. A pale gray slowly replaced the darkness, revealing the dew-drenched forest. Dritan saw that Altin was still fast asleep, but his face was very pale, and his lips were blue. Bledar woke shortly after, yawning deeply, and immediately realized Altin's condition.

"He's very sick," Bledar said, his expression turning worried. "We need to find him clean water and something to warm him up."

Dritan nodded. "And food. We haven't eaten anything since yesterday morning." His stomach felt empty, rumbling incessantly, sending out signals of agonizing hunger.

They left Altin sleeping in the hideout, promising to return soon. Dritan and Bledar began exploring the forest, their steps more cautious in the bright morning light. Sunlight filtered through the gaps in the leaves, creating patterns of light on the damp forest floor. The air felt warmer, but the humidity remained.

They walked slowly, their eyes attentive to every detail. Dritan searched for signs of water, perhaps a stream or a spring. Bledar, more knowledgeable about wild plants, searched for edible fruits or leaves.

After a while, Bledar suddenly stopped. "Dritan, look at this," he whispered, pointing to a tree with small, bright red fruits. "I'm not sure if they're safe to eat, but the color is eye-catching."

Dritan approached, examining the fruits. They looked tempting, but he remembered the committee's warning: "Don't eat anything you don't know. The risk of poisoning is very high."

"Don't take any chances," Dritan said. "We don't know anything about this island. It's better to play it safe."

They continued walking, deeper and deeper into the forest. The sounds of forest animals became clearer—unfamiliar birdsong, the rustling of leaves, and something that sounded like a hiss coming from the bushes. Every sound made them wary.

Finally, they found what they were looking for. A small stream flowed clear through the rocks, its water cool and refreshing.

"Water!" Bledar cried, immediately kneeling down and scooping up water with his hands. He drank it greedily.

Dritan soon joined in, feeling a tremendous sense of relief as the cool water washed down his parched throat. After drinking enough, Dritan washed his face, feeling a sense of renewed vigor.

"We have to bring water to Altin," said Dritan. They used the large leaves they found to collect water, even if only a little.

As they searched for their way back to their hideout, they heard other sounds in the distance. Not the sounds of the forest, but human voices. Screams, followed by crashes and groans.

Dritan and Bledar exchanged glances. Tension immediately gripped them. This was the voice of another participant. A sense of foreboding welled up in Dritan's chest. "We have to be careful," Dritan whispered. "Perhaps it's a conflict between participants."

They moved more slowly, hiding behind bushes and trees, observing the direction of the sound. Moments later, they saw it. In a small clearing, several other participants were fighting. Not just any fight, but a brutal one. Two men were kicking and beating another man who was already lying on the ground. They ignored the victim's cries and groans.

And among them stood a tall, burly man, with bulging muscles and a cruel expression on his face. A scar on his cheek added to his ferocity. He was 27-year-old Arben Krasniqi. Dritan remembered him from the stage during the briefing. The man who exuded an aura of danger. The man who had intimidated the other participants with his lewd comments about his large, hard penis.

Arben didn't join in the beating, but his cold gaze and the faint smile on his lips indicated he was the mastermind. He simply watched, enjoying the cruelty unfolding before him.

"Stop!" one of the victims shouted, his voice breaking. "I... I have nothing!"

"You had food last night, you bastard!" shouted one of the attackers. "You didn't share it!"

Dritan clenched his fists. Disgust and anger boiled within him. This was what they feared. War between humans. These people were willing to do anything to survive, even destroy each other.

"We have to get out of here," Bledar whispered, his eyes showing clear fear. "We can't help. There are too many of them."

Dritan knew Bledar was right. The two of them, unarmed, couldn't fight off three or four of those cruel men. They also had Altin to think about. But seeing the cruelty, something inside Dritan stirred. His gentle heart rebelled.

"These people are crazy," Dritan said, his voice low. "We must remain vigilant. We don't want to be the next target."

They turned around, deciding to avoid the group and find another way back to Altin's place. However, as they turned around, Dritan heard the sound of a twig snapping behind them.

"Who's there?" Arben's voice echoed, piercing.

Instantly, Dritan's heart sank. They had been caught.
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Chapter 2 – Day One, Hell Begins
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Arben Krasniqi's piercing voice was like a harsh slap across Dritan's face. His heart pounded, pounding against his ribs as if he wanted to flee. Dritan and Bledar froze in place, hidden behind the dense undergrowth. They exchanged glances, fear clear in their eyes. Too fast, too close. They had only been on the island for a few hours, and danger was already looming.

"Who's there?" Arben repeated, his voice now closer, booming. His footsteps shattered the silence of the forest. The three other men who had been beating their victim turned, their eyes scanning the area, searching for the source of the sound.

Dritan took a deep breath, trying to calm his wild heartbeat. His muscles tensed, ready to flee or fight—he didn't know which. Bledar beside him looked equally tense, his hands gripping the wet ground tightly.

"Over there, behind that bush!" shouted one of Arben's followers.

Before they could think, Arben and his men had surrounded the bush where Dritan and Bledar were hiding. Arben's pitch-black eyes glared at them, a cruel grin etched across his face. The scar on his right cheek stood out even more in the morning light.

"So there was a spy," Arben said, his voice low and menacing. He flicked his chin at Dritan. "You were the one standing next to that whiny coward yesterday, weren't you?"

Dritan felt his blood boil. He knew Arben was talking about Altin. Although Altin was naturally shy, Dritan wouldn't let anyone belittle his friend. However, he also knew he was in a very vulnerable position.

"We were just looking for water," Dritan replied, trying to keep his voice calm and not show any fear. "We didn't mean to eavesdrop."

Arben laughed, a harsh, mocking laugh. "Looking for water, huh? Or to find out who's in charge here?" He stepped closer, his muscular frame exuding an air of dominance. "You know, on this island, water is gold. And that gold is mine."

Bledar, usually humorous, now looked tense. He tried to play it cool. "Sorry, we didn't know there was such a rule. We just wanted to get some drinks and go back to our hideout."

One of Arben's men spat on the ground. "Now you know. And you've seen what happens to those who break the rules." He pointed to the victim who was still lying there, groaning softly.

Arben looked at Dritan again, his eyes sweeping over Dritan's naked body, as if assessing his strength. "You two look quite... 'fresh,'" he said, his grin widening. "Perhaps you'll be useful. Or perhaps, you'll just be a burden."

Dritan felt anger welling up in his chest, but he held it back desperately. Acting impulsively now would be a fatal mistake. He had to protect Bledar and Altin.

"We're not looking for trouble," Dritan insisted. "We just want to survive. If you let us go, we won't bother you."

Arben was silent for a moment, his eyes still locked on Dritan. There was something Dritan saw in Arben's gaze—not just cruelty, but also a kind of curiosity, as if he were assessing the potential threat or benefit of Dritan's presence.

Finally, Arben snorted. "Okay. You're lucky I don't feel like getting my hands dirty. But remember this," Arben pointed at Dritan with his thick index finger. "This island is a wilderness. And in the wilderness, the strong rule. You already know who the strong are here."

Then, Arben and his men left, leaving Dritan and Bledar alone in the forest. The two of them didn't move immediately, still waiting until the sound of their footsteps had completely faded away.

Dritan felt his breath catch, his lungs burning. The tense tension slowly melted away, replaced by a mixture of relief and anger. "That bastard," Dritan growled, clenching his fists.

"I agree," Bledar took a deep breath. "That's terrible. We have to be very careful, Dritan. People like him have no conscience."

They hurried back to their hiding place, carefully making sure no one was following them. When they arrived, Altin was still curled up, shivering violently. His face was growing paler, and his breathing was faster.

"Water!" Dritan immediately handed Altin a leaf filled with water. Altin tried to drink, but his body was too weak. The water spilled from his lips.

"He's getting worse," Bledar said, touching Altin's forehead. "It's so hot. We have to find a way to warm him up."

Dritan felt despair wash over him. They had no fire, no blankets, not even clothes. They were completely naked and helpless. He hugged Altin tightly, trying to channel his body heat, which was also starting to cool. Altin coughed, his body shaking uncontrollably.

"We need fire," Dritan decided, his voice filled with determination. "I'll find a way. We can't let this happen."

Bledar nodded, his eyes looking at Dritan with hope. "I'll help you. Whatever it takes."

They knew that finding fire without tools was a nearly impossible task. However, they had no other choice. Leaving Altin alone was too dangerous.

Dritan and Bledar began searching for materials. Dry twigs, dried leaves, moss, and anything that could be used to create a spark. They rubbed two stones together repeatedly until their hands ached and their fingers were raw. However, all that came out were flecks of stone dust, not sparks.

The sun began to dip westward, its light fading. The cold began to creep back into the forest. Dritan felt a bitter sense of failure. "This isn't working," he muttered, throwing the rocks away in frustration.

Bledar sat next to her, leaning his back against the tree roots. His face looked tired and desperate. "We've tried everything," he said, his voice low. "I don't know what else to do."

Suddenly, from a distance, a heart-rending scream was heard. The sound was clear, filled with fear and pain. Dritan and Bledar looked at each other, their eyes wide. The scream was accompanied by the sound of repeated blows and angry shouts.

"Someone hit him again," Bledar whispered, his body tensing. "That was... so close."

Fear crept into Dritan's chest. The voice was too real, too terrifying. He imagined what had happened to the man, perhaps the same as Arben's victim that morning. Or perhaps worse. This island had truly turned into hell. His instincts told him to hide, to protect himself, but he also knew they had to take the risk. For Altin's sake.

"I'll try to get help," Dritan said suddenly.

Bledar stared at him in disbelief. "Help? From who? Those people are going to kill us!"

"I don't know," Dritan replied, his voice firm. "But we can't let Altin freeze to death. I'll try to find someone with fire, or at least someone less cruel than Arben."

"That's crazy, Dritan," Bledar tried to restrain him. "It's too dangerous. What if you run into Arben again?"

"I'll be careful," Dritan insisted. "You stay here, guard Altin. If I'm not back in an hour, find another hiding place."

Before Bledar could protest further, Dritan rose to his feet. He grabbed a thick fallen branch, using it as a makeshift staff and weapon. Cautiously, he stepped out of his hiding place, moving toward the sound of the screams, which had now begun to fade, replaced by soft moans.

Darkness began to engulf the forest, long shadows cast between the trees. Dritan took each step cautiously, his eyes constantly scanning his surroundings. He could feel the chill creeping back. He had to move quickly.

He moved toward the source of the screams. The atmosphere grew increasingly silent. The only sounds were the chirping of nocturnal insects and the rustling of the wind. Dritan hid behind a bush, observing the area ahead.

He saw a small campfire burning in the distance, its light flickering through the trees. Several silhouettes of men could be seen around it, but Dritan couldn't clearly see their faces. Fire. A small hope lit up in his chest.

But he also saw what was happening near the fire. Several men were sharing something—food. Wild fruit and perhaps some small animals they had caught. And nearby, a man lay, battered, tied to a tree. He groaned softly, his body shivering.

It was a horrific sight. This island was hell. Competition, violence, and selfishness had turned humans into savages in a short time.

Dritan hid deeper in the bushes, his heart pounding. He couldn't approach the fire without attracting attention. The group seemed larger than Arben and his men had been this morning. He couldn't take any chances.

He backed away slowly, careful not to make a sound. He had to find another way. Perhaps there was another group less ruthless, or perhaps there was a way to make his own fire. But time was ticking, and Altin's condition was worsening.

When Dritan returned to hiding, Bledar immediately approached him, his face worried. "How is it? Did you find anything?"

Dritan shook his head. "I found a fire, but it was a brutal group. They tied a man to a tree and ate their catch without sharing." He recounted what he had seen.

Disappointment was etched across Bledar's face. "So there's no hope?"

Dritan stared at Altin, who was now panting, his body shaking uncontrollably. Altin's eyes were half-open, his gaze blank.

Dritan felt his chest tighten. He wanted to scream, wanted to give up, but he couldn't. Not for Altin. Not for Bledar. Not for his family.

"No," Dritan said firmly. "We will not give up." He looked at Bledar, his eyes burning with determination. "We will find a way. I will search again."

The night wore on. The temperature dropped drastically, piercing to the bone. Dritan hugged Altin even tighter, rubbing his arm. Bledar joined in, trying to share some of his body heat. The three of them huddled together, their naked bodies touching, seeking warmth from each other in the deadly night chill.

From a distance, strange howls and rustling sounds in the forest could be heard occasionally. A faint sense of dread crept in, but Dritan now had a higher priority: keeping Altin alive.

Dritan closed his eyes, letting his chaotic thoughts flow. He thought of his home, his mother's warm cooking, his family's laughter. Then he thought of the mounting debt, the threat his family would face if he failed. This island was hell, a battlefield. And in this hell, he had to become stronger than he ever imagined. He had to change, or he would perish.
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Chapter 3 – Torturous Hunger
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The sun once again greeted the island with its blazing rays, but its warmth couldn't dispel the bone-chilling chill that had been gnawing at his bones all night. Dritan slowly opened his eyes, feeling every muscle in his body aching and stiffening. The hunger churning in his stomach was no longer just a sensation, but a real torment. His stomach felt empty, as if there was a gaping hole inside, demanding to be filled.

Beside him, Altin was still curled up, his breathing sounding more steady, but his face remained pale. His fever had subsided somewhat, perhaps due to the warmth of Dritan and Bledar's bodies, who had held him all night. Bledar, on the other hand, had woken up. His eyes looked sunken, but his gaze still held a spark of enthusiasm.

"Are you okay, Altin?" Dritan asked, his voice hoarse from a dry throat.

Altin nodded weakly. "A little... better. But I'm so hungry, Dritan."

Hunger. That was their main enemy now. Yesterday they had drunk some river water, but it wasn't enough to fill their empty stomachs. Their energy was draining rapidly, and without food, they knew they wouldn't last long.

"I'll try to find something else," Bledar said, rising with unsteady steps. "We can't just wait to starve to death here."

Dritan got up as well. Although his body was weak, his resolve remained strong. "I'll come with you. We can't leave Altin alone. Besides, two heads are better than one."

They left Altin in the hideout, promising to return as soon as possible. This time, their focus was on food. As they walked along the edge of the small stream where they had been drinking yesterday, Dritan noticed Bledar intently observing the water.

"I'll try catching some fish," Bledar said, his eyes sparkling. "I saw my grandfather do it in the village river, though he used a net."

Dritan surveyed the river. The water was clear, and he could see a few small fish swimming in it. Without a net, without a hook, without any tools, catching fish with his bare hands seemed like an impossible task. However, they had no other choice.

Bledar crouched on the riverbank, his hands reaching into the water, carefully trying to scoop up the fish. He moved slowly, focused, trying to outwit the small fish. He tried several times, but the fish were too agile, always managing to escape his grasp. Frustration began to show on Bledar's face.

"Damn it," he grumbled. "Too slippery. It's like they know what we want."

Dritan tried too, crawling into the river, feeling the cold water. He tried to imitate Bledar's movements, trying to surprise the fish from the other side. However, the result was the same. After several attempts, they both finally gave up, their bodies soaked and their hands empty.

"This isn't going to work," Dritan sighed, feeling a deep sense of disappointment. "We need tools, or at least a better strategy."

They decided to explore the forest again, hoping to find some edible fruit or tubers. Their hunger was growing, making their heads spin. Every step felt heavy, every sound made them wary.

"Dritan, look at this!" Altin, who had apparently woken up and followed them, called from behind the bushes. He seemed more excited, perhaps because his hunger had overcome his fear.

Dritan and Bledar immediately approached Altin. He was holding several small, yellowish-green fruits hanging from a branch of a bush. The fruits looked unfamiliar, but their desperation made them want to try them.

"Are you sure this is safe?" Bledar asked, hesitantly. "Remember the committee's warning."

"I've tried a little," Altin said, chewing on the small fruit. "It tastes... a little bitter. But no ill effects so far."

Dritan reached for a fruit and tasted it. A strong, bitter taste immediately spread across his tongue, leaving a bitter sensation in his throat. This wasn't a tasty fruit, far from it. However, his agonizing hunger kept him chewing. It was all that mattered. A little energy to survive.

The three of them ate some of the bitter fruit, not much, just enough to ease the gurgling in their stomachs. It didn't taste good, but at least they had something to eat.

"At least it's better than nothing," Bledar said, his face grimacing with bitterness.

"That's right," Dritan nodded. "But we can't live on this fruit alone. We need something more substantial."

They continued exploring, looking for other food sources, but found none. The forest seemed rich, but they were too unfamiliar with it to know what was safe and what was dangerous. Some plants looked tempting, but Dritan didn't want to risk poisoning.

As evening began to fall, the sky above them suddenly rumbled. It wasn't thunder, but a strange mechanical sound. Dritan looked up, his eyes narrowed. In the distance, he saw a black object hovering in the air—a drone. Followed by a small, low-flying helicopter.

"Committee patrol," Bledar whispered, his voice tense.

The drone hovered above them, its lens clearly visible, as if scanning every inch of the island. Dritan felt a strange sensation. They were truly being watched. Like rats in a laboratory.

On the beach where they were dropped off yesterday, several silhouettes of men were seen waving at the helicopter. The gesture was unmistakable. They were surrendering.

The helicopter slowly descended, landing on the sand. Several men in black uniforms came out, walking over to the participants who had surrendered. The participants' faces showed a mixture of embarrassment, relief and defeat. They were taken away, one by one, into the helicopter.

Dritan counted. At least twenty people had given up. The number of participants had dwindled by dozens in a short time. It was only the second day, and already that many had given up.

"They're scary," Altin said, his voice trembling. "A fine of fifteen hundred dollars. That's a huge amount."

Dritan watched the helicopter fly away, carrying away the surrendered participants. He felt a cold realization grip him. The thirty-thousand-dollar reward wasn't for everyone. Maybe not even for most of them. The committee seemed to be waiting for them to collapse one by one, crushed by hunger, cold, fear, and mutual violence.

This is a cruel game. A brutal form of natural selection, where the strongest—or luckiest—survive. The organizers don't care how many die or surrender. They only care about who will be the sole victor.

"We will not give up," Dritan said, his voice filled with renewed determination. He looked at Bledar and Altin, making sure they heard him. "We will not be like those who gave up. We will persevere."

Bledar nodded, his eyes showing that he had regained his composure. "For your parents' debt, Dritan. And for the three of us."

Altin, though still weak, also nodded slowly. A look of determination flashed in his innocent eyes.

Night fell again, bringing with it a piercing cold. They returned to their hiding place. Hunger gripped Dritan's stomach with even greater force. The bitter fruits provided only temporary relief. He could feel his body weakening, his stamina sapping.

"We have to figure out how to make a fire," Dritan said, as they huddled together, trying to keep each other warm. "I'll try again tomorrow."

Bledar nodded. "I'll help you. Maybe we need to find drier wood, or try another method."

Dritan closed his eyes, allowing his body to adjust to the excruciating cold and hunger. Thoughts of the organizers, the surveillance drones, and the surrendered participants filled his mind. This wasn't just about survival; it was also a mental struggle. A fight against himself, against despair.

But amidst the darkness and the burning hunger, Dritan felt something else. A powerful urge to prove that he could. That he was stronger than they thought. That he would not be one of those who fell.

He tightened his grip on Altin, feeling his steady breathing. He knew he had to hold on. For them. For his promise. And for his own dignity. This island was hell, but Dritan Berisha wouldn't let it swallow him up. He would fight.
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Chapter 4 – Friendship Tested
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The air on the island grew heavier as evening approached. The once bright blue sky had turned a deep gray, and dark clouds rolled in swiftly, bringing with them the threat of a storm. A faint rumbling could be heard in the distance, growing closer and closer, like the roar of a monster awakening from its slumber. Dritan felt a sense of foreboding grip his heart. After two days without significant food and constant exposure to the cold, their bodies were already at their limit. A storm was the last thing they needed.

"We need to fortify our shelter," Dritan said, his voice filled with urgency. He looked at Bledar and Altin, who were now huddled in a corner, shivering even though the rain hadn't yet fallen. "I'm not sure this natural roof will be enough protection."

Bledar, whose condition was also beginning to decline, nodded weakly. "I'll help."

With their remaining strength, Dritan and Bledar foraged for large leaves from the dense forest vegetation. They tried to arrange them over the gaps in the tree roots that served as their shelter, hoping to create some sort of makeshift shelter. Dritan tied them together with whatever plant fibers he found, working quickly in the rising wind. The leaves were wet and slippery, making it difficult to hold them in place.

Just as they finished, a storm hit.

The wind howled with tremendous force, blowing away the leaves they had just put up. Heavy rain immediately poured down, penetrating every crevice, soaking them to the bone. The sound of the raindrops hitting the leaves above was so loud, it drowned out all other sounds. Dritan felt his body shiver violently, the cold of the rain like a stinging ice.

"Damn!" Dritan cursed, struggling to hold on to the makeshift roof, which was now like a rag in the wind. However, he didn't have enough strength. The roof was ripped to shreds, parts of it flying away, leaving them completely exposed to the storm.

Bledar, already weak from the start, was now running a fever again. His body was shivering uncontrollably, his breathing rapid. He curled up, hugging his knees, his lips pale and trembling. "It's so cold... Dritan," he said, his voice breaking. "I... I can't take it anymore."

Seeing Bledar's worsening condition, Altin immediately panicked. His eyes widened at the sight of his friend in pain. He began searching for something, anything he could use to protect Bledar. With trembling hands, he tried to cover Bledar's body with small twigs and scattered leaves, a futile attempt that wouldn't help much.

"No, Altin, don't!" Dritan tried to hold back, worried that Altin would get worse. "It won't help. We'll just get cold together."

Dritan, with the last of his strength, embraced his two friends. He held Bledar on one side, and Altin on the other. Their bodies pressed together, trying to share warmth amidst the brutal storm. The cold, persistent rain made Dritan feel every nerve in his body screaming. He tried rubbing Bledar's back, hoping to warm him up a little.

"We'll be fine," Dritan whispered, more to himself than to the two of them. He could feel Bledar's breathing becoming more erratic, and Altin, who was now also shivering violently from the cold.

Every minute felt like an hour. The storm seemed endless. Lightning flashed in the distance, briefly illuminating the drenched forest, then plunged back into darkness. The sound of thunder rumbled, sending shivers down Dritan's spine. Agonizing hunger mingled with the deadly cold.

He was well aware that if his friends became more seriously ill, they wouldn't last long. Altin was already weak, and now Bledar was too. They were his only strength on this hellish island. If even one of them gave up, he knew he wouldn't survive either. Their friendship was being tested to its limits.

Finally, slowly, the storm began to subside. A light drizzle replaced the heavy rain, and the wind began to calm. The air felt colder than before, as everything was soaked. Dritan felt his muscles stiff and sore, his throat sore, and his head aching. He opened his eyes. The sky was beginning to take on a purplish-grey hue, a sign that dawn was approaching.

Bledar coughed, his body still shivering, but he was able to speak a little now. "I... I've never... felt this cold..."

Altin, though still trembling, seemed more conscious. "We... we nearly froze to death," he whispered, his innocent eyes filled with fear.

That morning, they awoke, their bodies weaker than before. Hunger returned, but now mixed with pain in every joint. The three of them could barely move, only huddled in place, waiting for the sun to rise higher and warm their bodies a little.

As the sun began to shine on the forest, bringing a little warmth, the sound of engines could be heard again in the distance. It was a committee patrol. Dritan looked up, his puffy eyes narrowed. The helicopters and drones were back, flying low over the forest, searching for signs of the surrendered participants.

Dritan saw several other participants, hiding near the shore, waving at the helicopter. They looked exhausted and desperate. Some of them even looked battered, perhaps victims of violence by other participants. The helicopter landed, and they were taken away.

Altin watched the scene, his eyes glistening with tears. His lips trembled. He stared at Dritan, his expression filled with a desire to surrender.

"I... I can't take it anymore, Dritan," Altin whispered, his voice barely audible. He struggled to get up, his eyes fixed on the helicopter that was now about to take off. A signal. Altin wanted to give up.

Dritan felt a strong urge to stop him. If Altin gave in, he would lose some of his spirit as well. He grabbed Altin's hand and held it tightly.

"Not now, Altin," Dritan said, his voice firm but filled with pleading. "Don't give up. We can still do it."

Altin stared at Dritan, his gaze wavering. "What if... we can't?"

"We have to be able to do this," Dritan insisted. He couldn't let that doubt infect them. "We won't be like them. We'll stay together."

Bledar, who had overheard the conversation, nodded weakly, trying to offer support even as his own body struggled. "Dritan is right, Altin. There are three of us. We have to hold on."

Altin fell silent, his gaze wavering between despair and hope. Finally, he took a deep breath and slowly sat back down, leaning against Dritan. He didn't wave.

Dritan hugged Altin and Bledar, feeling a faint sense of relief. They hadn't given up. Not yet. But deep down, he felt a gnawing sense of doubt. Last night's storm, the excruciating hunger, the deteriorating condition of his friends. How long could they hold out? The thirty-thousand-dollar reward seemed increasingly distant, increasingly implausible. The committee watching them was like a demon waiting for its prey.

Dritan closed his eyes, his head aching. He knew their struggle had only just begun. And the true test might be yet to come.
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Chapter 5 – The Body That Begins to Collapse
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The sun on the fifth day was scorching, but Dritan felt no warmth. His body, already lean and athletic, now felt even thinner, each rib protruding. Hunger had become his constant companion, buzzing in his ears and clenching his stomach cruelly. The tears that had dried on his face were now wet again with sweat, mixing with the dried dirt and mud.

In their hiding place, Bledar's condition was far worse. A high fever made his body shiver uncontrollably, even under the blazing sun. He babbled, mentioning his mother's name, his village's name, and occasionally uttering incoherent words that conveyed fear. His eyes were droopy, his gaze blank. He was no longer able to walk, only curled up weakly, leaning against a tree root.

Altin was no different. His face was deathly pale, and he constantly clutched his stomach, which was churning from eating bitter wild berries yesterday. He coughed, his body trembled, and occasionally vomited, leaving only clear liquid oozing from his empty stomach. His weakness worsened, making it difficult for him to stand.

"I'm going to find food," Dritan said, his voice hoarse and heavy. He couldn't just sit there and watch his friends fade away. His determination burned, even though his own body felt like it was going to collapse.

Bledar could only respond with a soft groan. Altin tried to nod, his eyes pleading.

Dritan struggled to his feet, every muscle protesting. His head felt dizzy, his vision slightly blurry, but he forced himself to move. He had to find something. Anything.

He wandered back into the forest, his steps now more unsteady than before. Every breath felt labored, every step requiring extra effort. Dritan searched frantically—for edible roots, insects hiding under rocks, or even the young shoots of certain trees. He suppressed his disgust, knowing this was the only way.

He found some edible-looking roots, which smelled like wet earth. Dritan cleaned them by rubbing them on leaves, then tasted them. They were bland, gritty, and not at all appetizing. Still, he chewed on them, hoping for some nutrition. He also found some small insects hiding under the bark. After a moment's hesitation, Dritan ate them raw. The taste was strange, savory, yet disgusting. But this was protein. Energy.

Whatever he found, he knew it wasn't enough. His body was screaming for something substantial to replenish his energy. The roots and insects only filled his stomach, giving the illusion of food, but they didn't actually provide any energy.

Dritan returned to his hiding place empty-handed, except for a few roots and insects he had found. He offered them to Bledar and Altin, hoping they would eat them. Altin tried, but after a few chews, he vomited again. Bledar couldn't even move his arms, just lying there helplessly.

"We... we can't do this, Dritan," Altin said, his voice weak. "I can't... take it anymore."

Despair began to grip Dritan. He stared at his two friends, their faces growing thinner, their eyes sunken. They would die if he didn't find something better.

Suddenly, from a distance, the sounds of fighting could be heard. Angry shouts, punches, and screams of pain. The sounds were so close, as if they were not far from their hiding place.

Dritan immediately sharpened his hearing. He could hear the sound of several men hitting each other, fighting over something. There were voices like "That's mine!" and "Don't take it!"

Curiosity mixed with concern prompted Dritan to peek. Cautiously, he crept to the edge of the hiding place, hiding behind a thick bush.

He saw it. In a small clearing, five or six men were fighting brutally. Their naked bodies slammed into each other, fists flying, and kicks landing. Blood splattered the ground, staining the sand and leaves.

And in the midst of the commotion, lying on the ground, was a piece of captured animal meat—perhaps a small wild boar or something else. It had been torn to pieces, some eaten raw, some still whole. Its fishy yet tantalizing aroma reached Dritan's nostrils, making his stomach churn even more.

This is a battle for food. A life-or-death fight for a piece of meat.

Dritan felt a deep sense of horror and anger. They were fighting over food, while his friend was dying of starvation. He felt a strong urge to intervene, to steal a piece of meat for Altin and Bledar.

However, he was also aware of the danger. The group was too large, too brutal. If he intervened, he would likely die, or at least be seriously injured. And if he died, who would look after Bledar and Altin?

"Damn it!" Dritan growled, clenching his fists tightly. He had to restrain himself.

Altin, who had also heard the sounds of battle, struggled to his feet. "Dritan... what is that? Food?" His eyes lit up for a moment, a small glimmer of hope emerging amidst his despair.

"Stay here!" Dritan whispered firmly, holding Altin still. "Don't get involved." He knew Altin wouldn't last a minute in the midst of such a brutal fight. He couldn't even let Altin witness the brutality firsthand.

Dritan held his two companions back, keeping them hidden. He watched the fight with a cold heart. He saw one man being kicked in the head, another being clawed in the face until he bled. These were no longer humans; they were animals driven by the most primitive instincts.

Dritan realized that on this island, nature wasn't the only enemy. It wasn't just hunger, cold, and storms. Their greatest enemy was humanity itself. Humans willing to do anything to survive, including killing each other.

Slowly, the fight subsided. One of the men managed to grab the largest piece of meat, while the other was forced to retreat, wounded. They devoured the meat ferociously, saliva dripping from their lips, their wild eyes constantly scanning their surroundings, ready to attack anyone who tried to approach.

Dritan waited until the group had left, dragging the remaining carcasses with him. Only after he was completely sure it was safe did he return to Bledar and Altin. His face was stern, his eyes filled with cold determination.

"We have to survive," Dritan said, his voice low and full of urgency. "We can't die here. We have to be smarter than them. Tougher."

Bledar and Altin stared at him, fear yet hope in their eyes. They knew Dritan was their only hope now.

Night fell again, bringing with it a piercing cold. Dritan hugged his two friends tightly, feeling their bodies growing thinner and colder. He knew he couldn't keep relying on luck. He had to find a way. He had to be more brutal than those who were brutal. He had to survive. For them. For himself. For a future that seemed increasingly distant.

He closed his eyes, letting the hunger and cold consume him. But this time, he didn't feel complete despair. There was something else—a burning anger, a steely resolve. He would protect his friend. He would survive. He wouldn't let this hellish island swallow him.
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Chapter 6 – One By One Disappeared
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The morning of the sixth day greeted Dritan with a deeper silence, as if the forest itself were mourning. Hunger and cold were now so familiar, an inseparable part of him. His body felt empty, every movement requiring an effort he could barely muster. But above all the physical suffering, a heavier weight pressed upon his chest—the fear of loss.

Dritan stared at Bledar, who lay unconscious. His thin body now looked more fragile than ever, his breathing shallow and intermittent. His face, usually adorned with a humorous smile, was now pale, his lips blue, and Bledar's forehead felt hot where Dritan touched it. He had been raving all night, and now, he was silent, as if his soul had left his body.

On the other side, Altin was curled up, trembling violently, tears streaming down his dirty cheeks. His face was puffy, his eyes swollen. He tried to hug Bledar, but his arms were too weak. The sound of his sobs broke the silence, piercing Dritan's heart.

"Bledar... he's not responding, Dritan," Altin whispered, his voice breaking, filled with despair. "I... I'm scared."

Dritan hugged Altin, trying to give him the warmth and strength he wasn't sure he had. "We have to hold on, Altin," Dritan said, his voice hoarse. "We can't give up now."

But he knew his words would ring hollow. They were at their limit. No food, no fire, and now one of their friends was unconscious.

Suddenly, a familiar engine sound could be heard in the distance. A helicopter. A committee patrol.

Altin stared at Dritan, his eyes filled with doubt and deep despair. "Dritan... I can't go on." Altin's tears flowed even faster. "I... I can't bear the hunger and pain any longer. I... I don't want to die here."

Dritan felt his heart sink. He knew Altin was at his limit. He wanted to hold Altin, like he had yesterday. He wanted to tell him they could, that they would find a way. But as he looked at Altin's tear-streaked face and Bledar's lifeless body, the words caught in his throat. What more could he promise? They had nothing left.

The helicopter approached, its noise growing deafening. Altin, using his remaining strength, slowly rose to his feet. He looked at Dritan one last time, his eyes filled with sadness and apology.

"I'm sorry, Dritan," Altin said, his voice barely audible over the roar of the helicopter's rotors. "I can't go on."

He began to walk unsteadily out of their hiding place, heading toward the beach, where the helicopter would land. Each step felt heavy, but his resolve to surrender was firm.

Dritan could only stare, his body trembling. He wanted to stop, but his feet felt rooted to the ground. A part of him knew this was probably the best option for Altin. Another part screamed, refusing to accept the fact that he would lose his two best friends.

As Altin stepped out, the helicopter had already landed on the beach. Several men in black uniforms disembarked and approached the surrendering participants. Altin joined them, standing with his head bowed, his face filled with shame and defeat.

Dritan saw the officers carrying the unconscious Bledar. They didn't care about Bledar's condition, simply considering him a failed participant. They carried Bledar into the helicopter, and Altin followed.

Dritan could only stare, his body trembling uncontrollably. He felt a crushing blow to his soul. First Bledar, then Altin. His two best friends, the only people he had on this hellish island, had abandoned him. He was now utterly alone.

The helicopter took off, its voice slowly fading away, carrying with it all that remained of his hope and friendship. Dritan could only stare, his body trembling uncontrollably. He felt a terrible blow to his soul. First Bledar, then Altin. His two best friends, the only people he had on this hellish island, had abandoned him. He was now utterly alone.

Dritan didn't know how long he lay in his hiding place, staring at the sky fading into dusk. Time seemed to stand still. The number of participants was now down to about fifty, maybe less. He was one of those who remained. But at what cost?

Her spirit was broken. Her heart was shattered. She felt like a part of herself had died with Bledar and Altin. But amidst the devastation, one thought clung to her, an anchor that kept her from giving in—her debt. Her parents' debt. The fifteen hundred dollar fine that would destroy them. She couldn't give in. She had no choice.

That night, Dritan stared into the darkness around him, and for the first time, he wondered if the thirty thousand dollar reward was worth all this suffering. Was it worth losing his friends?

But he knew he couldn't back down. The door was closed. He had to move forward, even if he had to do it alone. He had to become stronger, more ruthless, if necessary. For the sake of his goal.

With determination burning amidst the devastation, Dritan rose. He walked along the beach, his weak footprints left in the wet sand. The cold night air gripped him again, and loneliness pierced him deeper than the hunger and cold he had felt so far. A frozen emptiness gripped his soul to the very core.

With no clear destination, only the urge to keep moving, he walked and walked. As the darkness deepened, he decided to re-enter the dense forest. Every rustle of leaves, every howl of nocturnal animals, felt all the more terrifying because he was alone. He felt so small, so vulnerable, in this vast, inhospitable forest.

He continued walking, for a long distance, through the bushes and protruding tree roots. His body was reaching its limit, and his vision was starting to blur. Suddenly, a sharp branch pierced his unprotected palm. A sharp pain shot through, and thick red blood immediately flowed from the wound. Dritan grimaced, but he could only cover the wound with a leaf, ignoring the pain. He couldn't stop.

He continued on his seemingly endless journey. Amidst the darkness, among the dense trees, he saw a faint light in the distance. A fire. And nearby, the silhouette of a building—a wooden house. Dritan's heart pounded, a mixture of hope and fear. Was this his salvation? Or a new danger?

His vision grew blurry, his body drained of energy. The pain in his hand, the excruciating hunger, and extreme exhaustion finally took over. His steps faltered, his legs unable to support him any longer. Dritan swayed, and the world spun. He collapsed unconscious in the bushes, the light of the fire and the wooden house the last thing he saw before consciousness left him.
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Chapter 7 – Awake in a Strange Hut
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Consciousness returned to Dritan slowly, like a thick fog slowly thinning. The first thing he felt was a gentle warmth enveloping his previously shivering body. The air around him felt drier, less humid and cold than the forest. Slowly, his eyes opened, adjusting to the dim light.

He lay on a soft mat—a pile of dry straw—inside a simple, thatched-roof wooden hut. The scent of wet earth and forest leaves mixed with the strong, soothing scent of herbs. Dritan tried to move his hand, and was surprised to feel a rough bandage wrapped around his injured palm. It wasn't a modern bandage, but a roll of broad leaves bound with plant fibers, and beneath it was a cool, herbal concoction. Someone had been tending to him.

Confusion and wariness immediately gripped him. Who had brought him here? Why? Was this a trap? He was still very weak, his body feeling like jelly. The hunger was still there, but not as extreme as before.

Dritan forced himself to sit up, his gaze sweeping around the hut. There was only one main room, with a small, unlit fireplace in the center. A few simple tools made of wood and bone lay in the corner. There was no sign of anyone else. The hut felt quiet, as if uninhabited.

The urge to find out drove him outside. Cautiously, Dritan crawled out of the hut, still feeling unsteady on his feet. The soft morning sunlight touched his skin, feeling comforting after days of exposure to the cold. He looked around. The hut was nestled in a small, hidden valley, surrounded by lush trees. A small stream flowed nearby, clear and gurgling. The scene, though primitive, felt like heaven after the hell he had experienced.

But there was no one. A strange silence gripped the valley. Dritan sensed something was amiss. Was this a trap? Had he been left here for another predator to find?

Suddenly, a woman's clear, cheerful laughter broke the silence. The sound came from the river, not too far from the hut. Dritan's heart pounded. A woman? On this forbidden island?

His instincts screamed for him to hide. Frantically, Dritan fled, trying to move as fast as his weak body could. He hid behind a thick bush growing near the hut, watching the laughter. He had to see who it was.

Soon, two figures emerged from behind the trees, walking slowly toward the hut. Both were young women, and they laughed heartily, speaking in a language Dritan understood—Albanian. In each hand, they carried a simple spear, and at the tip of each spear hung two small rabbits, their prey.

Dritan studied them carefully. Both were very beautiful, despite their bodies covered in dirt and mud. Their hair was jet black, flowing down to their waists, and their skin was tanned by the sun. One looked slightly younger, with a slimmer body (Ardiana, 19). The other was fuller, with a more innocent face (Mirela, 18).

Their clothing was minimal, almost non-existent. Only a string of beads circled their necks, and a hip covering made of animal skin or plant fibers covered the front. However, the covering was so minimal, it didn't completely cover their intimate parts. Dritan could see the thick hair peeking through the thin fabric as they walked. The buttocks of both women were completely exposed, completely uncovered, moving freely with their steps. The natural forms of their bodies, untouched by modernity, were clearly visible, exuding a wild, primitive charm.

Dritan's gaze was torn between amazement, confusion, and something deeper, a long-forgotten desire. A woman. On this island. A bewildering oddity.

As Dritan remained transfixed, observing the two women from behind the bushes, a cold touch suddenly touched his cheek. His heart leaped. He froze, unable to move. It was a spear. The cold tip pressed directly against his cheek. He felt someone's breath behind him, a soft, cold, and firm breath.

A gentle but firm push from the tip of the spear signaled him to stand. Dritan, his arms still sore and weak, slowly rose without turning around. He didn't know who his captor was, only the undeniable threat. He could only obey.

The spearhead shifted, pointing at his back, urging him to move. With unsteady steps, Dritan began to walk. He was being led out of the forest, not back to the hut.

They stopped by the brightly burning campfire outside the hut. The heat of the flames hit Dritan's face, feeling unfamiliar yet welcoming. Only then was Dritan allowed to turn around. He saw a figure behind him—a woman, taller and older-looking than the two he had spied on earlier. Her face was beautiful, yet firm and cold, her black eyes staring at him sharply, full of suspicion. Her athletic body was well-sculpted, and she too wore scanty clothing, but with a more authoritative air.

The two young women Dritan had been spying on now sat by the fire, staring at him with wide eyes. A hint of fear crossed their faces at the sight of the naked stranger who had suddenly appeared. They both gripped their spears tightly, ready. The woman who had brought Dritan then joined them, standing tall between the three, her spear at the ready.

The gaze of the three women, especially the older one, made Dritan feel cornered. He didn't know who they were, or what they were going to do to him. He was just a naked, weak, and hungry man, facing three armed women who appeared to be the original inhabitants of this forbidden island. He knew he had to explain himself, but he didn't know how. They all spoke the same language as him, but the tense atmosphere made it difficult for him to find the words.
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