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As more exciting sports emerge the older ones will die off. It’s inevitable. After you attend your first full-contact swordfight, it’s hard to get excited about watching someone hit a ball with a stick.
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	- Cameron Frost (New York Chronicle Simulcast, June 2035)
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	Suspended two miles above The Arena I was waiting to be dropped from a hovercraft. If the fall didn’t kill me, someone at the bottom certainly would. Anyone in the competition could melt me with a plasma bolt, incinerate me with their heat vision, or simply pummel me to death with their bare hands. But if I managed to survive all of that, and those chances were slim, the time bomb ticking away inside my head would eventually do me in. Either way I was toast ... it was just a matter of time.

	Staring down at the sharp translucent spires that adorned the top of each megatower, all I could think about was the possibility of being impaled on one as I parachuted in. That would look pretty ridiculous, especially during the slow-motion replays. When people discussed the biggest tournament in history, it’s not exactly how I wanted to be remembered: as the guy who lasted fifteen seconds because he fell chest-first onto a pointy building, getting skewered like a human shish kebab.

	As soon as the producer shouted, “Three minutes until show time!” and clapped her hands like an over-caffeinated cheerleader, I looked back at my life. Nothing epic or mind-blowing, just random stuff. Like stepping up to bat at my first little league game. My shopping trips to the retro comic book store. And things old people told me that I wished I’d paid more attention to.

	My grandfather used to bore the shit out of me with stories about monumental events from his generation – events that happened fifty years before I was born. “I remember where I was when Kennedy was assassinated,” he would say, or, “I know what kind of sandwich I was eating when I saw the moon landing,” or, “I crapped my pants and passed out the first time I heard The Beatles.” Okay, I don’t exactly remember him saying the last one, but he certainly could have. I tended to space out when he was spinning his longer yarns. 

	I shouldn’t be so hard on the old guy. If by some miracle I survived all of this, that’s exactly what I wanted – to be able to bore the shit out of my grandkids one day with grandiose tales from my youth. 

	And I had a few good ones.

	“I remember where I was,” I would say, sitting in an oversized leather chair in my book-lined study, surrounded by the awestruck faces of the children gathered at my feet. “I remember who I was with, and what I was doing when the President of the United States made the speech that changed everything. It was the day he announced that superhumans were real.”
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	At first I didn’t know how to react. No one did. But we sure as hell didn’t expect any of the newly-discovered super-powered beings to put on a cape and try to save the world. Just the fact that they existed was an implied threat as far as the government was concerned, and most of them hid their abilities for fear of persecution. If one of them was crazy enough to try and fight for truth, justice and the long forgotten ideals of yesteryear, it would be too little, too late. For most of us there wasn’t much of a world left to save. 

	In 2041 when wars raged, disease spread and the deepening recession crippled all but the elite, there wasn’t a lot to look forward to. Except for The Tournaments. Internationally viewed sporting events where citizens volunteered to participate in dangerous competitions for huge cash prizes, all with the hope of clawing their way out of abject poverty. If you wanted to move from a one-bedroom roach motel into a shimmering mega-tower, you needed a small fortune, and for most of us, the only way to get that was to compete. And to survive. 

	The world was always watching when media magnate Cameron Frost unveiled the rules of an upcoming tournament, and this time the stakes were higher than ever. This season’s rules, or lack thereof, were brutally simple: thirteen people test their skills inside a secured urban battlefield, fighting each other ‘arena mode’. It sounded tasteful, but anyone familiar with video games knew that ‘arena mode’ was just a clever euphemism for ‘death match’. This was all or nothing – no reset button, and no extra lives. Twelve die in no-holds-barred combat, and one walks away with enough money to not just move into a mega-tower, but to buy one of their own. 

	Despite the inherent dangers of participating in one of the increasingly-violent events, it was an attractive opportunity for millions who faced an otherwise inescapable lifetime of misery. For the largest cash prize ever awarded, there would no doubt be a record number of volunteers, but this particular tournament had one little caveat: If you wanted to take a crack at surviving The Arena, you had to be a superhuman. 

	When Frost said the words you could almost hear the entire planet’s jaw hit the floor.

	We’d get to see an actual comic book battle unfold on a live simulcast. I know it sounds morbid, but this was a dream come true. Ever since I could remember, forums, video lounges and holo-sessions were aflame with arguments about who would win in a fight; Could Iron Man take out Batman? What if Thor battled Superman to the death? And how much ass could Wonder Woman really kick while wearing those ridiculous eight-inch stilettos? These were the questions that occupied my thoughts and dominated way too many of my daily conversations (primarily online, where I did the majority of my socializing.) 

	And soon – very soon – these questions were going to be answered; what the greatest superpowers were, and how they would stack up against each other in combat – not just across the panels of a digital comic or in a CGI-enhanced action sequence, but in real life. 

	This was it. The flame wars were about to end.

	I never aspired to live among the privileged; I was content to live out the rest of my lower-class existence consumed with my collection of vintage graphic novels and tabletop RPGs. Like everyone else I occasionally watched the tournaments, and was especially excited about this one, but I was always just a casual observer. I’d never even considered entering one as a competitor, regardless of the potential for riches. But life is funny like that ... it has a way of turning you upside down and dropping you on your head right when you least expect it. 
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	I craned my neck to the left and saw the producer smiling, holding up a single digit. One minute left. Sixty seconds until I was about to skydive for the very first time, hoping I didn’t collide with a building on the way down. And that was the easiest task I had on my morning agenda.

	At least I took comfort in the fact that the other competitors likely had the same reservations – the same panic attacks, sweat drenched palms and nervous ticks as the clock wound down towards show time. Although I had a feeling my anxieties were a little more pronounced than theirs – because unlike them, I couldn’t fly. I couldn’t shoot lasers from my hands or rip lamp posts from the ground. In a life-or-death battle to determine the ultimate superhuman, I was the only competitor without a super power.
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	My eyes snapped open to the ear-splitting chime of a new message echoing through my apartment. When I collapsed into bed around sunrise I forgot to mute my wrist-com. I groaned, buried my face in my pillow and mumbled, “Playback.”

	The small transparent device responded with an irritating beep, followed by an equally irritating voice. “Good morning, Matthew! You have one new message, left by Gavin Lockridge, marked ‘urgent’. Begin playback.” 

	< Dude, do you know what time it is? Or even what day this is? This is the day, Mox. Get your ass down here before The Reveal or our goddamned friendship is over. Do you hear me? Over. Forever. > 

	I couldn’t help but laugh. Gavin has been threatening to end our friendship on a daily basis for the past three years, always over something completely trivial. Whether he was reminding me to grab him a latte or demanding that I meet him at a bar so we could watch a swordfighting simulcast, it was reason enough to leave an ominous message.

	I cracked my eyelids and checked my wrist: twenty-nine minutes until show time. 

	I dragged my feet onto the floor and raked my fingers through my short hair, feeling the beads of perspiration trickle down my brow. 

	The air conditioning was out. Again. 

	Living in a windowless concrete cube on the east coast of The Fringe was about as luxurious as a prison cell – and didn’t offer much more in terms of square footage – but it had the essentials. The landlord didn’t ask for any identification when I moved in, and she accepted my rent in cash. An occasional inconvenience when it came to cold air or hot water was well worth the trade-off for total anonymity; in my line of work, being off the grid was necessary to avoid unwanted visitors.

	I rubbed my bloodshot eyes and squinted, scanning the dimly-lit room for last night’s winnings. My apartment looked like a failed game of Tetris; dozens of long white boxes littered the floor, stacked waist-high. Piled on top of the boxes was everything else I owned, which wasn’t much – mostly unfolded clothing and a few random gadgets I’d picked up online. 

	My filing system created a makeshift labyrinth that I had to navigate through in order to get anywhere in my apartment. After a winding journey to my kitchen, I located the tattered camouflage knapsack slung over the arm of my lone chair, and I pulled open the flap to expose the piles of cash inside. 

	Six thousand, two hundred and thirty-five dollars. 

	It was more than enough to cover the rent and pay off some existing credit, but I would have to make it last.

	I used to work some of the upscale casinos in Manhattan where they had free drinks and lax security. As long as I dressed to impress, kept to myself and lost the occasional round on purpose, no one gave me a second look. On a good night I could clear thirty-thousand, easy. 

	But since The City was being retro-fitted for the upcoming tournament, security had tightened. Until further notice there were no paparazzi, no reporters, and no tourists permitted to cross the bridges.

	When my funds started dwindling, it forced me to search for some action a little closer to home. I played the underground clubs in the north end of The Fringe, which, to put it delicately, were somewhat less elegant than the marble-floored palaces across the Hudson. The dank basement casinos were filled with criminals from the Dark Zone, and run by the type of people I didn’t want as enemies. 

	I had to tread lightly; tensions ran high when the house started to lose. Sensing that my lucky streak at the blackjack table was raising a little too much suspicion, I cashed early. All it took was an overzealous pit boss to snap his fingers and alert security, and a suspected cheater would be playing cards with one hand for the rest of their life. 

	I prefer to gamble only when I’m sure I can win; overstaying my welcome at the local dives was not a bet I was willing to take when my extremities were on the line.

	I transferred the wads of cash from my bag into a hidden wall safe, but kept four one-hundred dollar bills, sliding them into my back pocket. 

	I was still wearing the tattered jeans and red hoodie from the night before, but I didn’t have time to change. I stepped into the featureless grey corridor and slammed the door behind me, listening for the heavy titanium deadbolts to latch into place before proceeding to the elevator. The high-speed lift dropped me forty-seven stories to the lobby in a matter of seconds, and I checked my wrist again: twenty-one minutes. If I hurried, I’d make it to Excelsior on time. 

	I knew Gavin was joking, but if there’s a day that he was going to end our friendship over a seemingly trivial event, it was today. There was no way he’d forgive me if I was late for Cameron Frost’s Reveal.
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	Excelsior Retro Comics was like taking a time machine back to the early 1990s. The reception area looked more like a living room than a store, complete with wood-paneled walls, burnt orange carpeting and an assortment of mahogany furniture, all arranged around a thirty-two inch Sony Trinitron. I understood the appeal of the décor. It tapped into the nostalgia of a simpler, more romantic time in comic book history: the pre-digital era.

	Just beyond the faux living room was the actual store, which consisted of towering wooden stacks like the old libraries used to have. But instead of books, the floor-to-ceiling shelves were outfitted with narrow plastic drawers containing comics that dated back as far as the ‘Golden Age’. If a title existed in print at some point during the last hundred years, Excelsior probably had a copy of it. If it didn’t, Gavin would find a way to get it. None of the major companies were printing physical copies of their monthly issues anymore, so for those with money to burn it became fashionable to collect the analog relics of the previous century. 

	The fact that superhumans were a reality played a big part in the collectors bubble. People who had never picked up a comic in their lives were now obsessed with acquiring rare back-issues, fascinated by the notion that they could be reading a piece of mythology that turned out to be actual fact. So little was known about super-powered beings since their existence had only been verified for a couple of years. Their adventures, however, had been imagined and chronicled since the 1930s. Conspiracy theorists speculated their emergence was not so sudden at all – they had just been cleverly concealed from the general public.

	The discovery of superhumans did a lot more than just kick-start the flagging comic book industry – it challenged entire belief systems. One couldn’t help but ponder the metaphysical can of worms this opened. What about the stories predating comics that were assumed to be nothing more than legend? The fantastic tales of magic and sorcery, and ancient scripture that spoke of gods with supernatural abilities? 

	I’d never subscribed to any particular religion, but it even got me thinking: if someone could lift several tons above their head or outrun a sports car, was it so impossible that two-thousand years ago someone could have also walked on water? Theoretically that would make the Bible one of the first ever superhero adventures adapted into a book ... which would explain its popularity.

	When I pushed open Excelsior’s front door, an electronic chime announced my arrival, and Gavin raced out of the stacks to greet me with open arms. “Mox, my man! You made it with seven whole minutes to spare.” His artificially-whitened grin was wider than usual. 

	Tall and clean-shaven with a wave of perfectly-coiffed golden hair, his appearance always managed to ratchet up my insecurities – and his new custom-fit suit wasn’t helping.

	“Hey Gav,” I replied with a weak smile. I pulled off my hood to reveal three days worth of beard stubble and some seriously dark circles under my eyes.

	Whenever Gavin and I were photographed side-by-side, we looked like a ‘before and after’ advertisement, designed to discourage America’s youth from letting their post-college lives go to hell. Beware, kids: you may look confident, successful and attractive now, but this could happen if you waste the next ten years of your life.

	 “Do you have any coffee, because this is a little earlier than I usually wake up on a Saturday, so ...”

	He cut me off with a frantic wave of his hands. “No time for that. There are some people you have to meet before The Reveal.” He rushed me to the back of the store where I was introduced to a pair of kids who, judging by their brightly-colored jackets and designer sunglasses, were tourists from The City. And if they came here from Manhattan, they were probably here to spend.

	Gavin motioned to me like he was presenting a prize on a game show. “Chad, Darren, this is the guy I’ve been telling you about: Matthew Moxon, but everyone calls him Mox.”

	I shot him a sidelong glance. “You’re the only person who calls me that.”

	The shorter kid removed his gold-rimmed sunglasses and carefully folded them into his pocket. “So this is the genius?” He sneered in a clipped English accent. He looked me up and down as he spoke, arching his eyebrows.

	“He’s more than just a genius,” Gavin replied. “This guy is a super-genius. He’s like Lex Luthor, Tony Stark and Brainiac all rolled into one.”

	“Way to not oversell it,” I grumbled.

	“Seriously, this will blow your freakin’ minds. Go ahead Mox, do your thing.” He nudged my shoulder with the point of his elbow and his grin widened.

	I loved Gavin like a brother, but when he pulled this crap to impress the customers, it made me feel like a carnie. “All right,” I said with a heavy sigh, digging my hands into the pockets of my hoodie. “Pick a book.”

	The kids glanced at each other and then back at me. “Any book?” The taller one asked.

	“Yes,” I said abruptly, and with a little too much impatience. I shouldn’t have been taking it out on these kids – they didn’t ask for a sideshow – but it was still annoying, and I was criminally under-caffeinated. “Pick any book. Go through the back issues and pull out whatever you want.”

	They each pulled open a drawer and proceed to flip through the Mylar slips. The taller one yanked a book from the middle of the row with a little too much reckless abandon, causing Gavin to wince. He peeled open the bag’s enclosure flap and slid the book out with care. 

	Gavin started breathing again. 

	“Okay,” the kid said, examining the cover. “This one is called ‘Alpha Flight’ ... and there’s a leaf on the front for some reason?” He squinted at the logo as if it were the most perplexing thing he’d ever seen.

	I tried not to sound condescending. “It’s the leaf from the flag. Canada’s flag. Alpha Flight is a group of superheroes from Canada, so ...”

	“Ah, I get it!” the kid shouted. I could almost see the light bulb illuminating over his head. “That’s pretty clever.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Not so much. Go ahead and tell me the issue number.”

	“Number seven.”

	“Alpha Flight number seven, written by Scott Lobdell, with pencils by Dave Ross and inks by Mark McKenna. The cover price is two dollars and ninety-nine cents, but that was back in November of 2004 when it was originally published. The one you’re holding in your hand is a first-printing, worth six hundred and twenty since it’s in near-mint condition. I’ve seen one go for over a thousand that was signed by McKenna.”

	“Holy shit,” the shorter one exclaimed, sticking his thumb in my direction. “This guy is the real deal.”

	“No doubt,” Gavin said with a satisfied nod. 

	Gavin’s obsession with comic books was rivalled only by my own, but even though we shared that common interest, I don’t think it’s what made him value me as a friend. An independently wealthy kid nearly a decade my junior, he was the most ambitious person I’d ever met; I had no idea how he managed to build and maintain a profitable business by the age of twenty – especially having been born and raised in The Dark Zone. Surely there were more successful, interesting, and better-dressed people he could have been spending his free time with. I could only imagine that he thought of me as some sort of a low-level superhuman because of my photographic memory. Aside from performing parlor tricks and counting cards I’d yet to find an actual use for my ‘grand IQ’, but Gavin seemed to find me endlessly entertaining.

	As he ushered the tourists to the more expensive books towards the back of the stacks, it occurred to me that his sole employee was behind the cash register, quietly engrossed in a comic. Normally it would be almost impossible to miss a beautiful, porcelain-skinned girl with a sweep of pink tresses, but there she was: sitting perfectly still, absently twirling a loop of hair with her finger as her eyes scanned the pages.

	“Peyton,” I shouted, “is that my book you’re devaluing with the acidity of your finger prints? I think it just went from ‘very fine’ condition down to ‘fine’.”

	“No way!” she replied with a tiny giggle, holding the comic up for my inspection. “This is totally mint.”

	I shook my head and tried to suppress a smile as I approached. “No, it was close to mint before you started rubbing your greasy little paws all over it. Then it dropped from ‘very fine’ to ‘fine’ condition when you dented the cover three seconds ago.”

	“Whatever, Matty,” she said with a huff. “It’s not like you’re gonna read this before you bag it and box it anyway. Someone might as well get some use out of it.”

	In all the years I’d know her, I’d never seen Peyton crack open the cover of anything aside from a veterinary textbook. “I didn’t even know you read comics?”

	“I usually don’t,” she said brightly, “but it was so weird ... I had this dream about spiders last night, and as soon as I sat down behind the counter it was just lying here – Spider-Man. Totally fate, right?”

	“That is totally fate,” I smirked, “because today my horoscope said that a crazy girl with pink hair would ruin one of my books, so it looks like we both had a date with kismet.”

	Peyton just smiled back. “You were always up my ass about getting into comics, and now that I finally read one you’re gonna be this much of a douche? You should be happy! Why don’t you read it after me and we can talk about it over coffee?”

	“Save your time,” I said. “I’ve already read The Amazing Spider-Man number seven hundred, and it’s complete bullshit.”

	“Then why do you want to buy it?”

	“Because I have the six hundred and ninety-nine issues that came before it.”

	“And also because you have a crippling case of OCD?” she replied, now wearing a smirk of her own.

	“No, it’s because I’m a collector.”

	“A compulsive collector,” she snapped back without missing a beat.

	I shrugged. “It’s redundant to say ‘compulsive collector’.”

	Peyton folded her arms loosely across her chest. “All right, I’ll bite. Why is this book ‘bullshit’?” 

	“Well first of all, it’s unrealistic.”

	“A story about a guy who gets bitten by a radioactive spider and sticks to walls isn’t living up to your expectations for realism?” She let out a short laugh. “I’m pretty sure that’s why it’s a comic book and not a documentary.” 

	“It’s because of the ending.” Peyton had a way of agitating me. “At the time it was advertised as ‘The Death of Spider-Man’, but it’s not really a death at all. Peter Parker and Doctor Octopus just swapped brains like they were in some stupid Disney movie. And then a month later an all new Spider-Man title goes on sale, and Parker is back as a goddamned ghost.”

	Peyton crinkled her nose. “Hey, spoiler alert.”

	“That’s the thing: it’s not a spoiler because the heroes never die. They just come back to life in another comic with some ridiculous explanation about how they survived, and go about their business like nothing happened.”

	“So the hero is just supposed to die at the end? That’s pretty bleak.”

	“It doesn’t have to be,” I said, waving the comic in front of me without even realizing it. “What if the protagonist accomplished everything they’ve set out to do? Maybe they reach their ultimate goal, or sacrifice themselves for the greater good. Wouldn’t it be better to go out in a blaze of glory than to linger on for decades, rehashing the same tired storylines month after month? To have their legacy diluted by cookie-cutter plots chosen by creatively-devoid editors, who wouldn’t know a good story if it shot them in the ass with a plasma bolt?”

	Peyton leaned forward on her elbows and gazed blankly across the counter. “Not to be rude, but I checked out of this conversation, like, five minutes ago.”

	I pulled the four hundred dollars from my back pocket and slid it across the counter. “This belongs to your brother. Tell Gavin to put the twenty-five cents for the bag on my tab.” I slipped my comic back into the Mylar and carefully sealed it shut.

	Peyton reached across the counter and wrapped her fingers gently around the back of my arm.

	“I’m sorry, I was just teasing,” she whispered with a hint of regret in her voice. “I know this means a lot to you.”

	“It’s not your thing,” I said. “It’s cool.”

	“No, it’s not,” she replied emphatically. She straightened her back eagerly, as if she were a student about to address a professor. “You were sharing something important to you and I was rude. Let me make it up to you: I’ll take you to dinner, and you can teach me everything you know. We’ll talk about Han Solo blowing up the Death Star thingy ...” She paused for a moment and bit her lip, and then snapped her fingers as her eyes brightened. “Oh! And you can explain that big purple space guy who looks like an angry raisin. I think he’s an Avenger?”

	“Luke Skywalker destroyed the Death Star, not Han ... and the raisin guy is ...” I trailed off, fidgeting with the comic in my hands. “Look, it’s not gonna work.”

	“It could work!” she said earnestly. “I promise, right after my finals next week I’ll watch all the Star Wars movies again. Even those crappy ones with the Jamaican fish guy.”

	I smiled weakly, glancing down at my untied shoes. “You’re Gavin’s sister.”

	She reached across the desk and ran her fingers across the back of my hand. “And you’re my brother’s hot older friend. What’s your point?”

	I rubbed the back of my neck and cleared my throat. “What if we do go for dinner and things don’t work out? You’d end up hating me, and then things would fall apart with Gavin. And, I’d lose you as a friend too, which would suck because you’re the only girl friend I have. Well, not a ‘girlfriend’, but ... a friend who happens to be a girl. And what if ...”

	“Whoa,” she interrupted, holding up her hands. “You’re glitching out on me, Matty. Relax. I’m taking about dinner, not eloping. You know, dinner? Food, drinks, a waiter ...” Peyton paused and trailed her eyes down, crinkling her nose at my Dorito-stained hoodie. “Clothing that’s been through the wash in the last decade. We’re not exactly on the fast-track here – we’ve known each other for years. I know you like me, at least enough to go out for dinner ... and I’ve been pretty clear about how I feel.”

	“You’re right,” I said, nodding quickly. “It’s been years, so a couple more weeks can’t hurt, right?”

	“What are you afraid of?”

	“Let’s just ...”

	 “Hey,” Gavin shouted, jogging from the stacks with a wine glass in each hand. His customers were following close behind. “Anyone interested in a mimosa before The Reveal? It’s starting in two minutes.”

	“I’ll take one!” I snatched a glass from his hand as he passed, retreating to the front of the store. The thought of consuming champagne and orange juice was making my stomach turn, but if it was going to get me out of that conversation with Peyton, I would have chugged battery acid. 

	Smooth move, Matt. The girl you’ve been awkwardly hitting on for years actually asks you out on a date – the first time this has happened in the history of ever – and you shoot her down, turn and literally scurry away. 

	Either I had a new disorder to add to my already impressive list, or I had recently developed some serious brain damage.

	It wasn’t even noon and I’d already blown an opportunity. Classic Moxon.
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	Everyone gathered close around the Trinitron like campers warming in front of a fire. With the click of a bulky plastic controller, the television hummed to life, and the picture flickered into focus. Gavin already had it set to pull a stream of the announcement from the web. A full-screen countdown slowly ticked away, and the room watched it in silence.

	Before his accident, Frost would hold live press conferences, often using sports arenas to accommodate the enormous crowds and the mob of eager reporters. The announcements that preceded the tournaments were nearly as entertaining as the events themselves; watching Frost on stage, microphone in-hand, was a captivating experience. 

	A tall, muscular figure with a square jaw and piercing, dark eyes, his physical presence alone was more than enough to hold the audience’s attention – but it was his words that mesmerized. He spoke of victory, of conquest and the indescribable rush of adrenaline when you achieve greatness and live up to your full potential. His love for competition was infectious. 

	If there was anyone on earth who could have talked me into participating in a swordfight, it was Cameron Frost.

	A three-time tournament champion himself, Frost had the experience to back up his rhetoric, and an endless supply of confidence – but that version of him ceased to exist several years ago. When a mysterious accident confined him to a wheelchair, Frost became a shell of his former self. Bitter and reclusive, he rarely appeared in public anymore; his big announcements were reduced to pre-recorded messages that he sent to the networks, with instructions to be simulcast at a designated time. It didn’t diminish the excitement of the actual news, but there was always something that struck me when I watched his videos. It was his eyes. They used to radiate, reflecting a fiery passion for whatever new event he was promoting. Now they were hollow – almost vacant.

	When the countdown rolled to zero it faded and disappeared, replaced by an image of Cameron Frost, sitting behind an oversized work station. With his disheveled hair, unkempt beard and tired eyes, he looked more like a derelict from the Dark Zone than the wealthiest man in the hemisphere. If it wasn’t for Frost’s suit and tie he’d be nearly unrecognizable from his former self.

	“Greetings, my fellow Americans and sports fans around the world.” He folded his hands loosely on the surface of his desk. Frost appeared  even more out of sorts, but his enunciation was as crisp and practiced as ever. “Although superhumans are now a part of our everyday lives, few of us have any real understanding of their abilities. We’ve all seen the footage of the man from Montreal, running so fast that he’s able to pass cars on the highway, and video of the construction worker from Phoenix, lifting two-ton beams above his head. The next step in human evolution is upon us, and as we’ve slowly been learning, the human body is capable of amazing feats. This, however, is just the tip of the iceberg. Since I’ve announced my upcoming Arena Mode tournament, I’ve been flooded with messages from around the world – with more stories of people possessing incredible powers that I never dreamed possible.” 

	“You know the rules, the location, and the date. Now it’s time to meet the first competitor. Here is The Reveal that I’ve been promising.” Frost paused for a moment, building the anticipation – as if that was even possible at that point. “This video came to me from a small town in Southwestern Russia and features the first entrant and the number one seed in the event: Sergei Taktarov.”

	The video cut to a young man standing in an open field. Dressed in blue jeans, runners and a simple white t-shirt, he seemed more or less unremarkable – like any scruffy-haired blond kid you’d pass in the street if you were to wander around Moscow.

	The videographer took several steps back and shouted something in Russian, and Sergei began to sprint. After a few long strides he leaped in the air and took flight, soaring high above the ground with his arms extended. Several people were audible in the background, shouting and gasping in amazement. The Russian flipped and rolled, performing some aerial acrobatics before hovering to a stop several feet off the ground.

	He pointed and nodded, as if to relay instructions to someone off-camera. A moment later someone tossed a tin can into view. The Russian’s eyes began to glow a menacing shade of crimson before emitting two thin beams of light. The lasers sliced through the spiraling can in mid-air. 

	Camera shaking, the videographer searched the grass and located a piece of seared metal. He scooped it up, slowly rotating it to examine the scorched edges.

	The screen faded to black and Frost reappeared, smiling brightly. He was beaming with an enthusiasm that I hadn’t seen since before his accident. “And that,” he said with pride, “is the first competitor in Arena Mode. If you are a superhuman, send me your footage. Impress me, and you’ll have an opportunity to compete for the largest prize ever awarded in an athletic competition: ten billion dollars.”

	The room burst with excitement. Gavin stood and shouted, shaking my shoulders. I could tell that he was as shocked and elated by the announcement as I was, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. His mouth moved, but my ears filled with a loud ringing, like a high-pitched bell that was continuously getting louder. 

	The room spun and I collapsed. 

	The last thing I remember was the sickening crack of my skull bouncing off the edge of the coffee table.
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	The most idiotic phrase in the English language, without a doubt, is “Just my luck.” People utter this nonsense when they get caught in traffic or stuck in the rain without an umbrella, as if some unseen mystical force is guiding their every action. A force that decides what will and won’t happen to them based on whatever criteria they feel applies to their given situation. 

	It’s infuriating.

	All things, good and bad, happen because of math. If you drive on a freeway during rush hour, you’ll get stuck in traffic more often than not. It has nothing to do with fate – it’s statistical probability. If you go surfing off the North Shore of Hawaii during the month of January, there’s roughly a one in six million chance that you’ll have a limb chomped off by a great white shark. If you’re that one guy it definitely sucks, but it was going to happen whether you went to church that morning or kicked a puppy on the way to the beach. 

	There’s no karma, no destiny and no divine intervention. Everything in life is simply a calculated risk with a number of contributing factors. Some factors are well within your control, and unfortunately, most aren’t. But if you play the odds and lose, nothing is happening to ‘you’ specifically – it would have happened to anyone under the same circumstances. 

	As the doctor rattled off his own facts and figures, I did my best to remind myself that my situation had nothing to do with luck. Although, if I did believe in that shit, it would have been the perfect time to curse it. 

	Doctor Stuart Dinneen ran his finger along the holographic image being projected from his tablet. It was a colorful three-dimensional scan of my brain.

	The results of the MRI indicated that my malignant tumor wasn’t just larger than normal – it was off the charts. “I have no idea how this went undetected for twenty-nine years,” he said with fascination, rotating the projection so he could study it from all angles. “It really is quite astonishing. With a mass this size it’s a wonder you’re able to function at all ... but you say you haven’t experienced any symptoms up until this morning? No dizziness, nausea ... not even headaches?” 

	I shook my head. “Nope, everything’s been pretty cool up until today.”

	“How is your memory?” he asked, finally averting his eyes from the slowly-rotating hologram.

	“Pretty good.”

	“And your problem-solving skills? When was the last time you took an IQ test? Because based on this data, and the unusual size and placement of the mass, there’s a chance you could be one of the most –”

	“Look,” I interrupted, “I’m glad that my life-threatening condition is so fascinating, but can we discuss my options? If I survive, I’ll send you my SAT scores.”

	Flustered, Doctor Dinneen switched off the projector. “I’m so sorry Mister Moxon, I’m just ... it’s just that I’ve never run into anything quite like this, and I’m having a hard time processing it.”

	“You and me both.” I raked my fingers through my hair and exhaled loudly, staring up at the ceiling.

	The doctor prattled on about the upside of my condition, explaining how I was fortunate that I didn’t die right on the spot, and that at least now, with the extra time I was afforded, I had the opportunity to make peace and say my goodbyes. 

	I just nodded and stared into space.

	The optimism was appreciated, but there was no way to candy-coat a bombshell of that magnitude. If someone dug deep enough, I suppose they could find a microscopic sliver of positivity inside of any negative situation. Sure, you could tell someone who had just been shot in the chest, “Hey, at least there isn’t another bullet lodged in your face,” but I don’t think that’s really cause for celebration.

	 “So what are the odds that I’m going to survive?” I asked bluntly. “Give me a percentage.”

	“If we do nothing?” he said, removing his wire-framed glasses. “To be perfectly honest, I have no idea how you’re still alive now. If I had to guess, you can’t have much more than three, maybe four months left. Six if you’re lucky. With a procedure? It’s occupying far too much of your intracranial cavity for radiation or chemotherapy to be effective.”

	“What about surgery?” I persisted.

	“To remove a mass this large with a craniotomy would be ...” he trailed off momentarily and wiped his brow with the sleeve of his lab coat. “It’s never been done. Not as far as I know.” Dinneen pulled a small plastic stool from under his desk and sat across from me. “There is one option: in Holland there’s a surgeon I know of, Doctor Ray Anderson, and he’s considered one of the best in the world. Maybe the best. Recently he’s been partnering with a French nanotech corporation called Cerveau-N, and they take on a limited number of patients each year. They’ve been able to successfully target individual cancer cells, destroying them with a non-invasive procedure. If you can afford the treatment, that may be your best chance.”

	“You mean my only chance. You know I don’t have health insurance, so what kind of price tag are we talking about?”

	The doctor shrugged and scratched the side of his head. “I’d have to make a few calls for you, but the last I read it was in the ballpark of three ... maybe four million. Euros, not dollars, mind you. That was six months ago, and they had a long waiting list, so ... it could be more.”

	I sat in silence. I couldn’t find the words, but my face must have said, ‘Holy shit’.

	“What about family,” Dinneen asked sympathetically. “Anyone you’re related to who might have access to that kind of money?”

	Are there people I’m technically related to? Yes. 

	Family? No.      

	My father died of a massive coronary at the age of fifty-five, but even if he was still around, I doubt he would have even taken the time to visit me in the hospital, let alone try to save my life at his own expense. Growing up, I rarely saw him; his primary residence was a building downtown where he was the Vice President of a software corporation. He returned home for a few hours each night to sleep, shower, and make me feel like a failure before taking off again. 

	We didn’t see eye-to-eye, even at the best of times. I remember being no more than ten-years-old, and he would berate me when I was playing a video game or reading a comic book on a Saturday morning; “When I was your age, I was thinking about work, not sitting around like a lazy asshole. I would wake up and ask my parents what I could do to help around the house, or I’d get a whipping. What the hell have you accomplished today?”

	I think one of the reasons I rejected the business world was out of fear – the fear of becoming even remotely similar to the abusive sociopath who was Martin A. Moxon. He valued money and status above everything else, sacrificing friendships, his marriage, and the relationship with his children in pursuit of it. The irony was that, when he passed away, his bank account was empty. He’d gambled all of his savings – and then some – on a volatile stock market, and died in bankruptcy. The plaque that adorned the wall of his home office read, “He who dies with the most toys wins.” At the end of his life, my father had even failed to win at his own perverse game.

	Frustrated with our family, my sister Elizabeth emigrated to Canada after marrying a systems analyst from Nova Scotia. She hasn’t returned to the United States since, and I didn’t blame her. The further she could get away from the rest of the Moxon family, the better. She’d send me an obligatory E-card every Christmas, with an updated picture of herself, Gary and the kids, but aside from that, we didn’t have much communication. And we certainly didn’t have the type of relationship where she would offer to sell her house and worldly possessions to put a down-payment on my experimental surgery. Not that I’d ever dare to ask.

	That left only my mother, who walked out on Elizabeth and I the year after dad died. She went to live with my aunt Loretta at her condo in Las Vegas, spending every waking hour at the casinos – one hand on a slot machine, the other on a glass of scotch. She apparently ran out of cash because the last I heard she’d disappeared with her sister’s car and a handful of her  jewelry. She never left a note, and no one has heard from her since.

	“Thanks for the options, doc.” I shook Dinneen’s hand as he held open the door. Before I could make my way to the waiting room, he handed me a bottle of pills. He explained they’d reduce the headaches and nausea that would soon become a regular occurrence in my life, and offered a few words of warning: a description of the more advanced symptoms. With a tumor that size, pressing on so many different areas of my brain, there was no telling what kind of effect it could have. Among other things, I could expect to experience strange smells, a loss of vision, and even vivid hallucinations leading to my final days. I needed to take the pills four times a day, or risk the process accelerating.

	I nodded and thanked him again, pocketing the small plastic bottle.

	“I’m sorry,” Doctor Dinneen mumbled, offering a stilted pat on the shoulder. As a young doctor, I had the feeling he was relatively inexperienced when it came to delivering bad news. “Sometimes in life we just get dealt a bad hand. It’s ... it’s just terrible luck.” 

	I smiled for the first time since I heard the prognosis. “Yeah, I was just thinking the same thing.”
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	I shuffled down the long hallway towards a set of double doors. When I swung them open, Peyton and Gavin were waiting for me, slumped into an uncomfortable-looking couch, looking as defeated as I felt. I shouted their names, and they sprung to their feet. Peyton raced ahead of her brother, throwing her arms around my neck. As we embraced, I looked over her shoulder to see Gavin smiling, fighting back tears as he sighed with relief. At first sight they must have been comforted by the fact that, aside from a nasty bump on my forehead, I seemed otherwise unharmed.

	For the first time, the situation felt real. Initially hearing my diagnosis was shocking, but I was resigned to the fact that I had no control over the outcome. 

	Seeing my friends completely changed my perspective. I’d accomplished so little in twenty-nine years on this planet, but my silent motto had always been, “there’s always tomorrow.” You always hear people say “live each day like it’s your last” – it never occurred to me they say that because it actually could be.

	I asked them to sit, and explained my situation in detail; the tumor, my timeline, and my one and only option for survival – as well as the astronomical cost.

	Gavin fell silent, the color draining from his face. Peyton collapsed on the couch and sobbed, burying her face in her hands. It was disturbing and surreal. I felt like my friends were already mourning my death while I stood by and watched helplessly. I was a ghost at my own funeral.

	I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I needed to act fast. It was time to put my superhuman brain to work before it killed me.
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	“Did you know you’re not supposed to drink with these?” Gavin carefully inspected my bottle of pills, squinting at the tiny label on the side.

	I grabbed my fifth shot off the table and downed it, trying not to wince as I swallowed. “Now you tell me.” I fumbled for the bottle of Jack Daniels and filled two more glasses, sliding one across the surface towards him.

	With nowhere else to be on a Saturday night, I desperately needed a few dozen alcoholic beverages. I couldn’t deal with crowds even when I was perfectly healthy, so I wasn’t about to start putting up with them now. Instead of hitting a bar, Gavin invited me to Excelsior after-hours so we could lounge in his retro living room and watch kung fu movies until we passed out. Not the most action-packed plan, but it was the most appealing offer I had on my anemic social calendar. 

	Yes, I had just received life-altering news, and sure, I was supposed to be coming up with a plan on how to get this thing out of my skull – but brainstorming could wait until the morning. I needed at least one night to relax and process the information.

	Gav kicked back his shot and immediately started pouring another. “So you need what, three million for the nanotech surgery?”

	I sank deeper into the couch. The springs moaned beneath me and I propped my feet up on the table. “Probably closer to four.”

	“What if you sold some of your collection?” he asked.

	“My comics? Even if I found buyers for every book I owned, I wouldn’t clear much more than a million, and that’s assuming I got premium pricing for everything. Chances are I’d get less than half of that.”

	“What about playing cards? That’s your bread and butter; you could fly out to Vegas or Monte Carlo, hit the high stakes games and do some serious damage.” 

	I appreciated the advice, but his logic was flawed. “To be safe, I need to book the procedure within two months, which means I’d have to win more than sixty-thousand dollars a night – every night – to get close to four million. And there’s no guarantee I’d win that often.” I don’t know if he was drunk or genuinely confused, but Gavin furrowed his brow, seemingly baffled by my quick math. “Look, when a game concept is new, the rules are a lot more malleable. Casinos were getting ripped off by card counters back in the 1960s because they didn’t even know it was happening, or that counting was even possible. Things are different now. When the cheaters figure out a new way to game the system, the house fights back – there’s too much invested to let people like me take them for millions.”

	“But you still find a way, though,” he added.

	“Right, because I can do advanced calculations in my head, but that’s not the point. I have to cash out before I attract too much attention, because with facial recognition programs and micro tracers I can’t afford to set off any alarms. Even the big casinos in The City aren’t above hiring a hitter from the Dark Zone to erase someone if they seem like a long-term threat.” I leaned back with the bottle in hand, preparing to gulp down the remaining drops of amber liquid. “The days of clearing a quarter of a million in a night are long gone, Gav. They’ve been around far too long, and it’s down to a science: the house always has the system rigged in their favor.”

	“That’s right, they’ve been around forever. But games that are a lot newer ... they’re easier to cheat at, right?” He motioned towards the television, which was displaying a live feed of  the construction going on in Chinatown in preparation for Arena Mode.

	“Sure,” I replied with a shrug. “I bet at least a few people will try to expose some loopholes.”

	“There aren’t a lot of rules to begin with. If someone was smart enough ... I bet they could win this thing just by gaming the entire system.”

	I’d never thought of it that way. “Yeah, I guess.”

	Gavin raised an eyebrow, and he flashed a beaming grin. “Maybe someone like Lex Luthor, or Tony Stark, or Brainiac ... know anybody like that?”

	I shook my head and smiled. “Shut the hell up. Neither of us are drunk enough to even joke about this.”

	“Is it really that crazy?”

	“Yes.”

	Come on,” Gavin persisted. “You’re practically a superhuman yourself. You could give these chumps a run for their money if you just had the right strategy.”

	“I’m sure I could,” I mumbled, motioning to the screen with the bottle. A clip of Sergei Taktarov was being replayed and analyzed by a particle physicist. “Strategize right into getting sliced in half like a tin can.”

	Gavin sat up, more alert. “What if you had armor? There’s no rule against that.”

	“All right, so I could theoretically wear armor. Great. Then what?”

	“Then we make a plan. Hell, even if you make it to the final four, you’d earn enough prize money for your surgery. You can do this, Mox.” 

	I knew what Gavin was referring to; the news flash popped onto my com the minute I checked out of the hospital. In an attempt to make it seem like there was a significant chance at survival, Frost was offering a twenty million dollar prize for second runner-up, ten million for third, and five million for fourth. Anyone failing to place in the final four would receive nothing (assuming that many superhumans even survived until the end.)

	“Look ...” I knew that Gavin didn’t want to lose me, but I wasn’t sure how to explain my feelings without sounding like I’d completely given up. “I don’t want to die,” I said softly, staring down at the empty bottle in my hands. “Believe me, I don’t. But I’ve gone through all the scenarios, and there just isn’t a way for me to come up with that kind of money in such a short period of time.”

	His smile faded. “Well as long as you gave it a solid four hours of thought.” 

	“I’ve lived with this thing in my head for almost thirty years,” I said with a reassuring tone, “and doctors are wrong all the time. Maybe I have years left instead of months?”

	“So that’s your plan? Wait around, day after day just hoping for the best, and see what exciting new symptoms pop up? You passed out today, but you never know – tomorrow you could go blind. Maybe you’ll get really lucky and go bat-shit insane.”

	“Do you think this is easy for me?”

	“No,” Gavin replied with venom in his voice. “But quitting sure is.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	“It means that you quit everything, Mox. You dropped out of college because the classes were boring, you quit a high-paying job because you didn’t like the responsibility ... it makes sense that you’re gonna quit on life, too. You’ve practically given up on it already! All that’s left is to drop your body in the ground.”

	I leaped to my feet and launched the bottle at the wall, shattering it against the wood paneling above the television. “I don’t have it in me, Gav! I don’t have the strength.”

	“You mean you don’t have the courage.”

	“I don’t know what your problem is,” I replied sharply, “but I don’t have to stand here and listen to this bullshit.” I snatched my hoodie off the back of the couch and made my way towards the exit.

	“Guess your dad was right,” he shouted before I could pull open the front door. “After all this time, you’re nothing but a lazy asshole.” 

	I turned and sprinted, tackling Gavin over the couch. We rolled and grappled for a moment until I pinned him to the ground. My left hand was clutching his throat, and my right balled into a tight fist, poised to smash in his face.

	“For someone who ‘doesn’t have the strength’ you seem pretty spry,” Gavin whispered.

	I release my grip and stood, allowing him back to his feet.

	He gently massaged his neck and let out a small cough. “It feels pretty good, doesn’t it? The adrenaline?”

	I responded with a small nod, breathing heavily. “Feels like I’m still alive.”

	“Huh.” His grin slowly returned. “Who would have thought?”

	I laughed.

	“Hey Mox, I have an idea: since you’re not dead yet, why don’t we make a plan? If it works you become rich, famous, and get this tumor out of your thick skull.”

	If I didn’t at least entertain his idea, Gavin would have never let it go – and I didn’t want to spend the remaining days of my life listening to annoying voicemails. “And if it doesn’t work?”

	“Well, you’re gonna die anyway, right? At least you can go out as the stubborn son of a bitch who took a few superhumans down with him. Maybe they’d make a comic about you.”

	The idea was insane – there was no other word for it. But in my situation, it was the sanest idea I had to work with. 
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	My countdown to Arena Mode began. The tournament was less than six weeks away, and I had more than a few obstacles to overcome if I wanted to secure a position. 

	I may have had the intellect of Lex Luthor, but unfortunately, I also had his body. It’s not that I was fat, but I was hardly muscular. I played a season of high school football during my sophomore year, but since then my thin, wiry frame hadn’t seen any physical activity in well over a decade. At the time I was relatively fast and strong, and could jog for hours. Now I got winded running up a flight of stairs. Hiring a personal trainer and a nutritionist wouldn’t transform me into a world-class athlete, but it would certainly improve my current situation.

	I’d never taken a martial arts lesson in my life, but it was time to start. If I was going to survive a physical encounter I needed the basics, so I enrolled in a number of classes during the weekdays, including boxing, Muay Thai, judo, and submission grappling. 

	My weapons training was reserved for the weekends. I traveled to a shooting range for several hours on Saturday to work with an ex-marine, and on Sunday I’d visit a bladed weapon specialist in upstate New York where I could learn the fundamentals of swordfighting.

	Even if I was somewhat fit come game-day, and marginally prepared for battle, two major issues surrounded my participation in the tournament: first of all, I wasn’t a superhuman, and second, no one had invited me. Thankfully, Gavin had a pair of solutions – solutions that were crazy, even for him, but solutions nonetheless.

	As it turns out, his friend Darren (the tourist with the English accent who I had the pleasure of meeting the previous day) worked as an intern at a burgeoning nanotech company in The City. For a modest price and a few comics in trade, he could provide us with the parts for a device that would mimic a specific brainwave pattern, convincing the New York State Athletic Commission that I was, in fact, an actual superhuman.

	As far as receiving an invitation, Gavin felt that, if I could impress Cameron Frost in a grand public display of heroics, I’d be accepted into the tournament with open arms. He assured me that he would take care of the details – we just needed to tie up some loose ends first. I didn’t mind the wait, because getting a protective suit was high on my priority list.

	Full Contact Swordfighting suits were state-of-the-art; strong, flexible, and in some ways offered more protection than a bullet-proof vest. If I could get one custom designed, and modified with some additional armor plating, I actually stood a chance in The Arena. 

	Only two locations in the tri-state area had a licence to construct high-quality FCS suits that were premium grade and approved for league use. Premium suits could withstand a direct hit to the head, chest and shoulders with any blade, from a katana to a broadsword, but were light enough to sprint in. 

	The quotes I received were north of three hundred thousand dollars, which left me no choice but to sell off some of my comics. Within a week I’d generated a hundred grand selling some of the more sought-after books in my collection, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Time was ticking away and I needed a huge influx of cash. There was only one place left to go, and one person who could take me there.
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	Being born and raised in the Dark Zone, Gavin was familiar with the ins and outs: where to go, where not to go, and who to trust – just a few tidbits of useful information that I required in order to avoid being executed.

	I gazed out the passenger window of our rented blue sedan, captivated by the decaying urban sprawl that I’d only seen in photographs: abandoned stores, burnt-out cars, and graffiti-covered buildings that looked like they should be condemned – many of them riddled with bullet holes. The Fringe had seen better days, but compared to this hellhole, my neighborhood looked like Beverly Hills. Even more depressing were the living quarters that resembled Brazil’s notorious ‘favelas’. Occupying nearly every parking lot, the makeshift homes had been cobbled together with discarded metal left over from Manhattan’s construction sites.

	The further we drove, the more attention we were attracting. Curious eyes peered at us from cracked windows and darkened alleys. With every passing minute my anxieties grew; I wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of travelling to The Dark Zone, even with Gavin as a guide, but I had no other options. The banks weren’t going to front me two hundred grand considering I had no assets and no recent work history. And as far as the government was concerned, I was living ‘off the grid’ – I didn’t even have an official address that I could write on a loan application.

	Navigating through a series of winding roads and narrow alleys, we arrived at an abandoned steel mill, surrounded by an imposing chain-link fence topped with a coil of barbed wire. We pulled up to the front gates. Gavin rolled down the window and made a series of hand gestures to the overhead camera, and within a moment the gates pulled open.

	Gavin parked and strolled into the gutted-out mill through an unlocked side door.

	I followed closely behind with a metal briefcase in-hand. The expansive building was equipped with an endless supply of flood lights that illuminated the dusty interior, giving the air a stale yellow quality.  I was surprised by the flagrant waste of electricity. With energy grids being squeezed to capacity, rolling blackouts were necessary in order to maintain a consistent flow to the more affluent neighborhoods. And if somewhere was going to be blacked out, it was the impoverished area west of The Fringe – hence the name ‘Dark Zone’.

	We were confronted by a pair of heavily armed guards wearing black suits and matching ties. After a brief pat-down, we were promptly escorted through several security doors until we reached a smaller, more dimly-lit room, illuminated by a single overhead lamp that cast a spotlight beneath it. 

	The room was littered with paintings; some hung on the walls, some were displayed on easels – Picassos and Rembrandts and a hundred other works by famous artists that I never bothered to learn the names of. In the dark corners of the room were at least ten men that I could make out, all wearing interchangeable suits, and brandishing military rifles.

	Just beyond the spotlight’s reach was a small metal desk – possibly owned by someone who at one point worked for the mill – where a stout, olive-skinned man sat, cradling a glass of red wine. Standing behind him was someone whom I could only assume was his personal bodyguard. The guard looked not unlike his counterparts, but with two small distinctions: his head was shaved, and he was roughly the size and shape of a refrigerator.

	I might have laughed at the cliché if I wasn’t sure they’d shoot me on the spot for it.

	The middle-aged man with a slick of black hair plunked down his wine glass and stood to greet us, stepping beneath the overhead lamp. The light revealed a horrible scar on his pockmarked face, stretching from his cheekbone down the length of his neck. It looked like the result of a nasty gunshot married with a second-degree burn. 

	“As I live and breathe,” the man grumbled. His voice was like sandpaper scraping across my eardrums.

	“Johnny the Bull.” Gavin flashed his trademark grin. “It’s been a while.”

	 “I’ve gone legit,” he was quick to announce. “No more hits for hire. It’s ‘Mister Abruzzio’ now.”

	“Fair enough.”

	I passed Gavin the metal briefcase and he dropped it on the tabletop, flipping it open with one smooth gesture.

	Abruzzio’s dark eyes flicked to the empty case, and then back at Gavin. “I’m guessing you’re in a hurry. How full do you want it?”

	“Two hundred K.”

	The loan shark blew out his cheeks. “That’s a tall order, Gunner.”

	“You’ve lent me more.”

	“Those were different times,” Abruzzio said, raising his eyebrows.

	“Right,” Gavin said without missing a beat. “I was broke and you were better looking. Shit changes.”

	The room fell silent. 

	So silent I could hear the beating of my own heart.

	Abruzzio threw his arms around Gavin with an avuncular embrace, and let out a bellowing laugh. “You’re still a funny son of a bitch, Gunner.” The rest of the guards were quick to join in, forcing out a chorus of awkward chuckles once they realized Gavin’s behavior was permitted.

	“Look,” Abruzzio continued, with one arm loosely draped across Gavin’s shoulders, “I’d like to help you, I really would ... and I know you’re good for it. But we have one little problem.”

	“Yeah, what’s that?”

	“We’ve had a lot more heat than usual around here lately, and I’ve heard a few whispers about undercovers in The Zone.”

	Gavin scoffed. “The PD never comes this deep into The Zone, you know that.”

	“Be that as it may,” Abruzzio continued, “I haven’t stayed alive this long by throwing my balls onto the craps table.”

	“I can appreciate that,” Gavin replied with a quick nod. “If you’re gonna dance with the dragon you’d better have a big goddamned sword.”

	I had absolutely no idea what they were talking about at that point – or why the scary looking Italian mobster kept calling Gavin ‘Gunner’ ... or why we were standing in a room filled with a small army of hit men who were armed to the teeth. I knew he grew up here, but certain parts of his past had always remained a mystery, and I was starting to see why. I wanted to ask my friend a few million questions, but in the interest of getting out of the room alive, I felt silence was the best option. 

	“I know you, and I trust you, Gunner – but I’ve never seen this guy before in my life.” Abruzzio pointed an accusing finger in my direction. “Now you explain exactly who this son of a bitch is in the next ten seconds, or I empty the contents of his head onto one of my Picasso’s.” Without instruction, the fridge standing behind his desk leveled a machine gun, aiming the barrel squarely at my face. “And you know how much I love my Picasso’s, so make with the talking.”

	“I’m his Counter,” I blurted out.

	Abruzzio squinted at me, and then glanced at Gavin. “His what?”

	“I’m here to count the cash and verify it’s legit,” I explained. “Calculate the total and make sure we’re not being scammed during a deal. I can authenticate in seconds: both the amount, and any signs of counterfeiting.”

	“A ‘Counter’?” The fridge said in a thick Jersey accent, “I’ve never heard of this before.”

	Abruzzio glared at his bodyguard. “Shut your goddamned mouth, Sal.” He quickly turned back to me. “Yeah, I’ve never heard of this before.”

	“Gunner never does a deal without me,” I replied with complete confidence. Which, with a gun in my face, was quite the accomplishment.

	“Is that so?” Abruzzio said. He scooped the wine glass off his desk and took a quick sip, taking a moment to dab the corners of his mouth with the crimson handkerchief in his breast pocket. “So tell me, mystery man, how fast can you count cash?”

	I motioned towards a small stack of bills that were neatly piled on the corner of his desk. “Throw that in the air.”

	“What is this, a magic trick?” Abruzzio shouted, his patience clearly wearing thin.

	“Toss it.” I insisted. Suddenly every eye in the room was fixed intently on me. A cold drop of sweat rolled down the back of my neck and between my shoulder blades.

	Abruzzio shrugged. He slapped his hand on the pile of money and threw it into the spotlight.

	“Two thousand, three hundred and eleven dollars,” I announced, even before the stack of fluttering bills reached the floor.

	Abruzzo glanced at his bodyguard. “Sal, get down there and count it.”

	“I don’t have to, Mister Abruzzo.” Sal lowered his gun and stared quizzically at the pile of scattered cash. “I counted it in the car just ten minutes ago. He’s right on.”

	“So he’s legit,” Abruzzio said, stepping towards Gavin until their noses were nearly touching. “Which means you brought someone here to count and verify my money? Is that what you’re telling me?”

	Gavin held his ground and replied with a wide grin. “I haven’t stayed alive this long by throwing my balls on the craps table.”

	 “Ah, that’s the Gunner I remember!” Abruzzio threw his arms around Gavin once again and let out a boisterous laugh.

	“Gotta love this guy,” his bodyguard cheerfully exclaimed.

	“Sal,” Abruzzio shouted, “shut your fat face before I shut it for you, alright?” He glanced at me while he patted Gavin on the shoulder. “But I do love this guy.”

	With a finger snap and a gesture, Abruzzo’s men filled the briefcase with crisp one-hundred dollar bills. At thirty percent interest it wasn’t exactly the competitive rate I’d hoped for, but in all honesty I trusted a career criminal with my financial matters more than most of the banks.

	Gavin had done an amazing favor for me, and I hoped more than anything that I’d be alive to pay off the debt. He insisted it was an ‘investment’, and that I’d be able to reimburse Abruzzio with ease after the tournament. I wasn’t so sure. The pressure to escape Arena Mode with some prize money was mounting, and now I wasn’t just fighting for myself.
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	Ten days later, my custom armor was complete, and it fit like a second skin. The blue titanium body suit was light and allowed for a full range of motion. The reinforced Kevlar plates covered my shoulders, chest, gauntlets and thighs; according to the designer, they would stand up to a direct hit from a sniper rifle. 

	High-powered magnetic strips were inserted into the thigh plates, allowing me to ‘holster’ a blade or firearm to my leg should I locate one. The helmet was impact resistant up to a ninety mile-per-hour collision, and even the glass visor could withstand a gunshot at close range. The mouthpiece was able to filter two hundred different toxins, and provided up to twenty minutes of oxygen should I get trapped without air.

	There was no way to ensure my armor would stand up to the punishment that a dozen superhumans were capable of dishing out, but I wouldn’t have to wait long to test it out.

	That night I met with Gavin and Peyton at Excelsior. Suited up, I stared at myself in a full length mirror, and for the first time in forever I cracked a smile. A real smile ... despite my circumstances I was actually happy. It was my childhood fantasy coming true, like I’d leaped from the page of a comic book and was prepared for an epic adventure. I couldn’t fly or shoot plasma bolts from my palms, so I wasn’t exactly Iron Man ... but I felt damn close.

	“Check you out, Mox. You look like you’re ready to win this thing.” Gavin stood behind me and ran his hand over the left shoulder plate, admiring the craftsmanship.

	I placed my fists on my hips and struck a heroic pose. “You know what they say: clothes make the man. Think I’ll intimidate any of the competition with my new suit?”

	“Hey,” Peyton shouted from the front of the store. “Get over here, the Chronicle is about to announce some new competitors.” 

	Gavin and I raced to the living room and joined her on the couch, and she turned up the volume on the Trinitron.

	“Good evening,” a young reporter greeted the audience, addressing the camera with her most official-sounding voice. “We interrupt your regular programming to bring you this breaking news. I’m here in Phoenix, Arizona at the scene of a shocking crime, which has left one man dead and five injured.”

	 “One guy dead and five injured?” Gavin rolled his eyes. “Just another day in paradise. How is this even news?”

	Peyton shushed her brother and slapped him across the leg. “If you shut your face for a second maybe they’ll tell us.”

	“An hour ago,” the reporter continued, “a local construction worker by the name of Dwayne Lewis was assaulted here at the Thirsty Cactus Bar.” She turned and motioned behind her, and the camera zoomed to capture the destruction: a rustic tavern that had been smashed to pieces. It looked as if it was torn apart by a violent tornado, reducing the entire structure to a pile of kindling. A photo appeared on-screen of an impossibly muscular man: a familiar bearded giant with dark skin and a large tribal tattoo that coiled down his right arm. His trademark dreadlocks were tied behind his head, with wild tendrils flowing in every direction. “Lewis, a former NFL hopeful, is best known for being one of the few superhumans in the world to live openly. Several years ago he began to grow, expanding in mass and height – he recently made it into the Guinness Book of World Records as being the tallest person in recorded history at nine feet, two inches tall.”

	Everyone knew Dwayne Lewis. He was legendary for his strength; there are clips on the internet of him lifting everything from boulders to bulldozers, scooping them off the ground with terrifying ease. Lewis was drafted to the National Football League out of college, but was unable to play due to his superhuman status.

	A picture of a pudgy man with a thick moustache and long, unwashed hair appeared on the screen, dressed in a green body suit. The image was almost comical, the way he was dramatically posed with a stern look on his face, wielding an oversized gold trident. “The attack took place when Morgan Pittman, a thirty-three year old insurance salesman from Pittsburgh, travelled to Phoenix – to this very bar – just a mile from Lewis’ home. Pittman mounted a surprise attack on Lewis, apparently with the hopes of attracting mainstream attention and gaining entry into the upcoming Arena Mode tournament.” 

	“Why the heck is that guy holding a giant fork?” Peyton asked.

	“Shh,” Gavin playful smacked his sister’s knee.

	The camera cut back to the reporter, who was wading through the wreckage, pushing aside overturned stools and tables. She stopped and motioned towards a large jagged opening in the hardwood floor that led to the basement. “This is where the initial attack took place. We’re now going to show you some exclusive footage of the attack, which was captured by several security cameras. Please be aware that what you’re about to see is very graphic, so sensitive viewers may want to leave the room.”

	The simulcast cut to Lewis, slouched over a bar in the crowded tavern, clutching a massive beer stein that looked like a shot glass in his enormous hand. 

	Pittman suddenly appeared behind him, jamming the long gold trident into his lower back.

	Lewis stood too quickly, hitting his head on the ceiling as he turned. When he bent forward, Pittman slashed downward, dragging the three-pronged weapon across the right side of his face. 

	Streams of blood poured from the lacerations, and Lewis clapped his hands over his damaged eye. He toppled over and flattened the bar, as well as several unsuspecting bar patrons. 

	Panic ensued. Customers screamed and elbowed each other as they frantically ran towards the exits, spilling out of every available door and window.

	Pittman continued his assault, repeatedly stabbing his victim in the stomach and chest. Lewis retaliated with a swinging backhand that sent his attacker sailing across the room. Pittman fell awkwardly, bouncing and rolling along the floor as he collided with overturned furniture. 

	Then something incredible happened: Lewis grew. His muscles expanded, becoming thicker and more vascular. He became even taller, until he was completely doubled over, with the small of his back pressing against the ceiling. Unable to withstand the pressure, the roof gave way and Lewis stood up, bursting through the top of the tavern.

	A different security camera caught the final moments of the altercation. Lewis wrapped his hand around his attacker’s waist, lifted his limp body, and threw him headfirst at the floor – as if he was spiking a football after a touchdown. In an explosion of wood and tiles, Morgan Pittman disappeared into the darkness of the basement, completely out of view. If he wasn’t dead as a result of the thunderous backhand earlier, he certainly was now.

	The reporter appeared back on-screen. “Pittman, a self-proclaimed superhuman, often boasted about his ability to psychically control all forms of marine life on his blog, ‘The Poseidon of Pittsburgh’. No word yet on how he planned on using this alleged power in the middle of the Arizona desert.” 

	“No assault or murder charges will be filed against either party,” the reporter concluded. “In accordance with the laws of the state of Arizona, an attack against a superhuman is not considered illegal, and Mister Lewis will be released pending a medical examination.” 

	When Pittman traveled across the country to confront Lewis, he must have known about the state’s well-publicized Proposition 28-B: ‘Limited Liability for Assault on Superpowered Beings’. Since Arizona was one of fourteen states that did not recognize superhumans as actual humans, their rights were extremely limited: they couldn’t vote, own a firearm, and assaulting (or even killing) one of them was not technically breaking the law.

	Open discrimination against superhumans was often reserved for online forums and political rallies, but it was nothing more than talk; meaningless bluster, fueled by bigotry and ignorance. There were no recorded cases of an attempt to physically assault a superhuman within the United States until Morgan Pittman’s failed attack. Partially because there were so few who lived openly, and partially because no one had been stupid enough to attempt it.

	Peyton’s eyes were filled with terror, hands covering her mouth.

	Until now we’d seen examples of superhumans displaying their abilities – running fast or lifting heavy objects – or in the case of Sergei Taktarov, taking flight. In actual combat, these powers were simply theoretical until now.

	Watching someone die at the hands of a superhuman was a dizzying wake-up call, and it jarred me back to reality. This wasn’t a game. It wasn’t an adventure, or a quest, or a fictional story where the protagonist would emerge victorious regardless of the insurmountable odds he faced. 

	The footage I had just witnessed alarmed me, but it was also a motivational tool. Until the tournament I was going to eat, sleep and breathe Arena Mode. 

	All that was left was to secure an invitation.
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	If you sneak up behind a man and stick a giant fork in his ass, you’d better keep on stabbing until he’s dead. You feel me? If you don’t finish the job, pulling that [expletive] will get you killed.

	“Don’t get me wrong, I’m not vindictive. What I did to that little guy ... I actually feel kinda bad. It was nothing personal at all, man. Nothing personal. I’d never even heard of that dude before today, or read his blog about fish or whatever. But he tried to make a name for himself by taking me out, and you guys are saying it’s because he wanted into Arena Mode? That [expletive] doesn’t surprise me, man. Not one bit.

	“Cameron Frost is ready to drop ten billion for first place in this tournament. You hear me? Billion, with a capital ‘B’. Whoever wins this thing isn’t just going to be living large, they’ll be a player. A  [expletive] player on a global scale, up there with the top politicians, businessmen ... that kind of power drives people insane. I almost don’t blame the little guy. He was probably out of his [expletive] mind.

	“What you saw tonight, that [expletive] was nothing. By the time Arena Mode rolls around, we’re going to be living in a whole different world.
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	- Dwayne Lewis (The Phoenix Times Multicast, June 2041)
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	“This is where the crime is going to take place,” Gavin announced with complete confidence. “And when you beat the bad guys and save the day, you’ll be New York City’s first real-life superhero.” He jammed a finger into the battered map that was unrolled on the counter, at the north-west end of The Fringe bordering the Dark Zone.

	It was midday at Excelsior, and customers were browsing the store as we plotted our less-than-legal activities. It wasn’t the ideal situation, but the days were running short, and we couldn’t afford to just strategize during the evenings.  

	Peyton volunteered to help us with the plan. She had far more experience with programming than Gavin or myself, and had even hacked a few networks before she moved to The Fringe and started her new life. At one point, Gavin alluded to his sister’s involvement with the ‘family business’ back in The Dark Zone, but left it at that – I didn’t dig for additional details, and he never offered any.

	She swiped her hand across a translucent blue tablet, producing a holographic image of the area. “The location is perfect. Check out the intersection: three high-res security cams, but not a single cerebral dampener. It’s like it was meant to be.”

	“No doubt,” Gavin said with a nod. “If any CDUs are in the area Frost will never believe you’re suped up.”

	Cerebral dampening units became one of the largest expenditures of the US government over the last decade, second only to military defense. When it was discovered that superhumans existed, America spent billions trying to find the cause – the mechanism that gave a seemingly ordinary person extraordinary abilities. While no specific catalyst has yet to be discovered, a trait became evident that was unique to everyone who possessed powers: their brainwaves. 

	The human brain constantly emits electrochemical impulses of varying frequencies, often referred to as ‘waves’; beta, alpha, theta and delta. While the first three are emitted during times of stress, relaxation, anger, and every other emotional state, the delta waves occur only during sleep.

	Superhumans, it was discovered through EEG measurements, emit delta waves at all times, cycling several hundred times faster than normal. This led researchers to posit that subconscious belief played a huge role in the transformation from human to superhuman; that the ability for someone to physically manifest their desires was a result of accessing parts of the brain that were, until recently, completely untapped. 

	If there was a way to bottle superpowers, the government would spare no expense to make it happen. A fortune had been spent on research, but little progress was made. Scientists were nowhere near the stage of being able to replicate superhuman abilities, but a seminal invention came from their brainwave discovery: the cerebral dampener. The device – a black sphere wrapped inside a striking bronze coil – disrupted the delta waves of anyone inside of a one mile radius. For a regular person it had no effect, but for a superhuman, the results were crippling: their abilities were greatly reduced – or ‘dampened’ – as long as they remained within the effective range of the device. It also caused a variety of other symptoms, like nausea and headaches. 

	The basketball-sized dampening units were installed at every government facility in the country, as well as in a number of areas that were flagged as potential targets for terrorism. The more affluent cities also invested heavily in the units, making them highly visible in public areas to attract consumers. With a skyrocketing crime rate at the hands of regular criminals, most of us weren’t any more concerned by the thought of being mugged by a superhuman. Still, that didn’t stop an endless supply of tax dollars from going towards their construction. More than anything, the CDUs presence worked as a stress reliever. In a country where paranoia was never in short supply, politicians fed the population a steady diet of hypothetical tales of future destruction; “With super-powered beings on the loose, a catastrophic attack is imminent.” 

	In the Fringe – an economic purgatory wedged between the prosperous island of Manhattan and the wasteland of the Dark Zone – there were a handful of CDUs installed on streets where business still thrived, and where some of the wealthier residents lived. The closer to the Dark Zone you travelled, the fewer units you’d see.

	I was following his logic, but I wasn’t sure how Gavin was going to predict the exact time and location of a crime. I quietly questioned him. His eyes darted around the store to ensure that no customers were within earshot. 

	“All right,” Gavin said in a hushed voice, “I’ll tell you, but you have to promise not to freak out, okay guys?”

	Peyton pursed her lips. “What the heck does that even mean? How can we promise not to freak out when we don’t know what you’re about to say? What if you deserve to be freaked out on?”

	Gavin drew in a deep breath. “We can’t just wait around listening to police scanners for a crime to be committed because there are too many variables. We won’t know what kind of firepower we’d be dealing with, or if we’d be able to respond faster than the police...it’s just too risky.”

	“All right,” I replied hesitantly, nodding slowly in agreement. “So, you know the guys who are going to commit a crime? They told you their plan?”

	Gavin loosened the top button of his shirt and removed his jacket, taking his time to fold it neatly over the chair behind the cash register before continuing. “Well, it’s a little more involved than that. There’s a gang over in the Zone, the Petrovic brothers...and I kind of put them up to it.” He paused for a moment. “And supplied them with a getaway car. And sort of gave them some weapons.”

	“Are you out of your mind?!” I shouted, unable to control the volume of my voice.

	It drew a few glances.

	“Keep it down,” Gavin whispered, his eyes widening. “I had to, okay? It was the only way I could make sure that we controlled everything. What if you stepped up against a regular criminal, and he was packing some serious firepower? Do you want to test your suit out against an exploding bullet?”

	It was a fair question. “Okay. I guess it’s too late to change our plans now. When does this all go down?”

	“Tomorrow, at the Union Street Liquor Store. Nine in the morning.” Gavin took a moment, glancing at Peyton and then back at me, steeling his resolve.

	“Then that’s where we’ll be,” Peyton replied. “Matty, I hope you’re feeling heroic.”
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	We sat in a small, rented van parked across the street from the liquor store, with Gavin behind the wheel, and Peyton crouched in the back seat clutching her tablet. The early morning sun beat down on the quiet neighborhood as a few pedestrians ambled around the area; some walking dogs, others sipping coffee – all completely oblivious to the chaos that was about to ensue.

	The owner arrived on a cherry-red moped, parking and locking it just moments before nine o’clock. He unlocked the heavy steel gates that protected the entrance of the store and heaved them back. Within a minute the rumble of an old internal combustion engine echoed down the street. Say what you will about career criminals, but at least they’re punctual.

	Gavin wiped his sweat-drenched palms against his pants. “You’re up, Mox.” He was acting even more nervous than I felt, which was saying a lot. 

	I pulled on my helmet and adjusted the visor. “It just occurred to me that we never really tested this equipment.”

	He responded with a weak smile. “Well if you get shot in the face and die I’ll be sure to ask for a refund.” 

	“That’s not funny,” Peyton shouted from the back. “Why do you have to make a stupid joke about everything?”

	“Everyone take it easy,” I said, doing my best to relieve the tension. “I’m on edge too, but this is going to work.” I paused, looked at Gavin and flipped up my visor. “This is going to work, right?”

	“I’m definitely, almost completely confident.”

	“I love this plan,” I responded flatly.

	Gavin adjusted his earpiece and spoke into his phone. I could hear his voice clearly inside of my helmet.

	An old dark sedan screeched to a halt outside the liquor store, and three men in black ski masks burst from the doors. They rushed through the store’s entrance brandishing modified handguns, leaving their getaway car with the engine running. 

	A few curious onlookers were already gathering, but maintained a safe distance. 

	Shouting echoed from inside the store. 

	I knew there were only seconds left.

	I darted from the van and positioned myself in the street, facing the entrance of the store. The men emerged with guns drawn, and one was clutching a plastic bag that I assume was filled with the cash they’d stolen. 

	“Stop right there,” I shouted, for lack of anything better to shout.

	< Stop right there? > Gavin repeated, his voice resonating through the com in my helmet. < That’s the best you could come up with? >

	“Well we didn’t exactly write a goddamned script for this, did we?”

	The robbers paused for a moment, momentarily caught off-guard by my appearance. One of them leveled their weapon and fired two rounds. The first bullet whizzed by my shoulder, striking a lamp post with a piercing clank. The second round hit my chest plate, throwing me off-balance. Thankfully it was the most heavily-armored part of my suit, but instantly I felt the swelling in my muscle, and the ache in my bones – it was like someone had dropped a bowling ball onto my ribcage. I instinctively reached down to touch the spot where the bullet had hit, and was relieved to find nothing more than a dent and some chipped paint.

	< Do it, > Gavin instructed. < Right now, and make it look good. >

	I steadied myself and extended my hand. I tensed my body and struck a pose – the type of pose I’d seen illustrated across comic book panels my whole life, as if I was about to launch a bolt of electricity from my palm.

	Their getaway car exploded. 

	The front window of the liquor store shattered, and the owner’s red moped spiraled down the street. The Petrovic brothers were blasted into the air, landing hard on the pavement.

	When Peyton used her tablet to remotely detonate the bomb that Gavin had installed under the car, her timing was flawless: to any observer it looked as if I had used the power of my mind to cause the explosion. 

	I rushed to the masked men lying in the street and bound their hands with zip ties while they moaned in agony. They were injured, and one had his shirt completely burned off his back, but they all survived the blast. 

	The crowd surrounding the flaming car was growing, and a number of people were filming the event on their phones and wrist-coms. I heard murmurs about superhumans, and psychic powers. Things were going as planned. 

	I started to make my way back to the van when Gavin shouted into my ear piece, < You can’t just leave like that, Mox. Say something heroic. >

	“Heroic?” I whispered. “What the hell?” 

	< Make an impression, > he said insistently. 

	I turned back to the scene of the crime. As one of the masked men shuffled to his knees, I sprinted towards him, burying my thick metal boot in the center of his chest. He fell over and hit the road with a dull thud. “That’s what happens when someone commits a crime in my town!” I shouted, raising my fist in the air.

	< We really should have discussed catchphrases beforehand, > Gavin groaned.

	Peyton dropped a smoke grenade outside the window of the van, creating some cover for my return. As I turned to leave, Gavin shouted once more, < You forgot, this is the big moment! >

	Up to that point, what I was about to do was the most terrifying moment of my life; even more terrifying than being shot just seconds before. But it was the most critical part of the plan. Everything hinged on it. 

	I stopped, removed my helmet, and looked directly up at the nearest security camera.
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	“You’re already on iTube,” Peyton shouted from the backseat. “two thousand hits, and it’s only been online for a minute. Not bad.” 

	Gavin weaved our getaway van in and out of traffic, tilting us from side to side with each rapid lane change. He turned down an alley and screeched to a halt next to a dumpster. Gavin parked the van, jumped out and used a screwdriver to pry off the out-of-state licence plates, revealing the fresh ones underneath. He tossed the old plates into the trash and got back into the driver’s seat, pulling away as quickly as we’d arrived. He certainly had a knack for criminal activity.

	 As we sped off, I felt a tightening in my chest. My head was spinning, and I couldn’t tell whether I was having a panic attack, if my tumor was going to cause another blackout, or a combination of the two. I popped open my small prescription bottle and shook two pills into my palm, forcing them down my throat with an uncomfortable dry swallow.

	“You okay?” Gavin asked as he merged into traffic. “I think that went pretty well back there. Aside from the dialogue issues, I mean.” 

	Peyton reached into the front seat and massaged the back of my neck. “You were amazing, Matty. That couldn’t have gone better.”

	I squeezed my eyes shut and nodded. Everything went according to plan, and our gambles paid off. The Petrovic brothers took the car that Gavin had supplied them with, and more importantly, they used his ammunition. 

	The low velocity round did very little damage when it bounced off of my chest plate, so there wasn’t much risk of injury, but there was no guarantee that one of them wouldn’t swap out Gavin’s bullets with something more powerful prior to the heist. Military-grade bullets were expensive and difficult to come by, but they were all the rage in the Dark Zone; a week didn’t go by when there wasn’t a report of some exotic designer bullet being introduced to the black market. The names for the exciting new killing tools were as impressive as the destruction they caused: the Dragon Slayer, a nasty red slug that burst into flames when it made impact, the Green Scorpion, a long silver bullet filled with acid that was capable of searing through armor, and Thor’s Hammer, a bright blue projectile that zapped its target with a million volts of electricity. If I’d been on the receiving end of one of those, there’s no telling if my chest plate would have held up.

	Having my face scanned by a security camera was a necessity – I had to go public. The state of New York was one of the more progressive when it came to superhumans, but that was little consolation at the time. I didn’t know if the local police would see a vigilante with powers as a threat, or if they’d simply shrug it off as one of the hundreds of violent crimes committed every day in and around the Dark Zone – most of which weren’t even investigated. I couldn’t imagine the cops getting emotional about a trio of career criminals being beaten and tied up outside of a liquor store, but public reaction to superhumans wasn’t always rational.

	The one assurance I had was that no bomb fragments would be found at the crime scene. According to Gavin’s supplier, the state-of-the-art explosive he purchased was designed to disintegrate; made of a new synthetic polymer, every part of the device would turn to dust during detonation.

	Gavin pulled the van up to my apartment block, and I finished packing my armor into a protective suitcase, snapping it shut. Peyton hugged me from the backseat and gently kissed my cheek, assuring me that everything would be fine. I nodded and smiled, but didn’t know what to say. Gavin patted my shoulder and told me he’d call later, and I thanked him for everything; I never imagined anyone would risk this much for me, and go to such lengths to save my life. I felt like he wanted me to live more than I did, and I couldn’t figure out why. Whatever Gavin and Peyton saw in me, they felt it was worth saving – and it made me want to prove them right. 

	The next few hours in my apartment were the most tension-filled of my life. I paced, hyperventilated, and consumed so many cans of Red Bull that I was practically vibrating. I couldn’t relax, knowing that this part of the plan was completely out of my control. I had to simply wait and see if Cameron Frost took notice of the incredibly dangerous publicity stunt that we pulled off, less than ten miles from his megatower in The City. 

	Night fell, and my anxiety only worsened. I checked the internet incessantly, and news reports continued to spread about the incident. I had been identified, and my name was all over the web: Matthew Moxon, age twenty-nine, a resident of The Fringe. Average height, short brown hair, presumed dangerous. No one mentioned Hoboken or my specific apartment block, so I had to assume they didn’t know where I lived. 

	Aside from a handful of my close friends (two, to be exact) and a landlord who didn’t know my real name, no one knew my location, which is why the blood in my veins froze solid when I heard a series of loud thumps resonating along my concrete walls. Someone had bypassed multiple security measures and was now knocking impatiently on my steel door.

	I rushed to my laptop and accessed the security camera installed in the hallway, and when it blinked into focus my heart stopped. Six police officers armed with assault rifles.

	And as the knocking persisted, one of them shouted my name.
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	In the comics, Batman made it look easy. When his back was up against the wall, he’d just reach into his utility belt and pull out one of his toys: a smoke grenade, a grappling hook, a laser, or any one of a hundred other gadgets that would assist him with a life-or-death situation. Not to mention he was a bad-ass ninja. Unfortunately, the deadliest weapons I had in my apartment were the contents of my kitchen, and I sure as hell wasn’t rushing into combat against a half-dozen cops, armed with no more than a frying pan and two weeks’ worth of kickboxing lessons. 

	“I’m coming out,” I shouted. With a few swift taps on the touchpad, I initiated my computer’s kill-switch sequence, erasing the hard drive. There was nowhere to hide my armor, so I slid it under my bed for lack of a better option – as if anyone searching my tiny unit wouldn’t think to flip over a mattress. 

	As the rapping continued I slipped on my shoes and hoodie, thinking that if I was going to get tossed into a prison cell at least I wouldn’t be in bare feet. After unlatching a number of security bolts I swung open my door, and looked up at the officers. 

	The one doing the knocking was a broad, dark-skinned man who towered nearly a foot above me. I came face-to-face (so to speak) with the silver name plate on his chest: ‘T. Dziobak.’ He studied my face for a moment before looking back over his shoulder. “This is the guy,” he announced to the other officers. “He’s the one from the video.”

	An equally imposing man in a dark blue police uniform stepped forward. “Moxon, I need to tell you something. That shit you pulled uptown this morning,” he said, pointing his finger in my direction, “that was awesome.” A few of the cops began to smile, and others stared at me with a look that I could only assume was admiration. The officer extended his hand and I nervously shook it. “I ... um ... thanks?”

	I wiped the perspiration from my forehead with the back of my sleeve and tried to steady my voice, wondering if this was some kind of a set-up – possibly to get a confession before they had to read me my rights. “So just to be clear, I’m not under arrest?”

	“Arrest?” Officer Dziobak said with a hearty laugh. “No, nothing like that. We’d never arrest someone for blowing up trash from the Zone, especially members of the Petrovic family. Those bastards had it coming.” Everyone either chuckled or nodded in agreement. “Believe me, if I had your powers, I would have done a lot more than just blow up their shitty car.”

	A female officer asked if she could take a picture with me. She explained that her son had watched my video on repeat all afternoon, and was already asking if he could dress as ‘the armored blue superhero’ for Halloween. I posed with her, as well as several of the others. Two of them asked me to record outgoing messages on their voicemail, shouting, “That’s what happens when someone commits a crime in my town.” Apparently that line was a big hit down at the station, and elicited cheers when they first saw it on the simulcast. I couldn’t wait to rub it in Gavin’s face.

	When everyone had met me and thanked me for my service, I asked the obvious question. “I’m assuming you didn’t all come here just for a meet and greet.”

	“Believe it or not, these slackers did,” Dziobak said with a broad smile, pointing his thumb behind him. “But I’m here to escort you upstairs.”

	“Upstairs?” I asked, curiously arching an eyebrow. “Officer ...” I squinted at his name tag, afraid to attempt the pronunciation. 

	He grinned. “I know, it’s a mouthful. You can call me Todd.”

	“Officer Todd,” I repeated. “The only thing upstairs is the hover-pad on the roof.”

	“Mister Frost sent a ship for you, and until you’re safely in his office, I’m your shadow. Right this way, sir – it’s time to get moving.”
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	Inside the elevator, the officer slid his gold card into the horizontal slot below the control panel. The all-access key card, possessed by police, fire and emergency medical teams, allowed them to override locks and security systems if they required access to a restricted area. Years ago, the government implemented fingerprint scanning technology to give authorized users the same access, but anyone who’s seen a science fiction movie in the last century knows what a terrible idea that was. If a criminal wanted to gain entry into a building, few of them had moral qualms about slicing off someone’s finger to use as a portable key. The card system was recently put back into place by popular demand; if a public sector employee was going to get mugged for their security clearance, they preferred to have their gold card stolen than one of their digits.

	“Rooftop,” Officer Dziobak commanded after extracting his card. The lift obediently shot upwards.

	A moment later, we stepped outside into the warm night air, seventy stories above the ground. The flat, rectangular hovercraft was humming gently in the distance, with a small metal ramp inviting us to step aboard. 

	The officer placed his hand on my shoulder and stopped me from proceeding forward, and he cautiously levelled his weapon. Peering through the telescopic lens, he pivoted in every direction, scanning the surrounding area. Satisfied, he lifted his wrist and spoke into a com. “We’re clear, red team. I have the package.”

	< Copy that, > a voice crackled back. < The bird is ready for flight, blue leader. Bring him in. > He walked me to the craft and motioned for me to step aboard. I had no idea why I was being treated with the same level of security as the President, but at the time I didn’t question it. I ducked inside the dark passenger bay and buckled myself into a seat, directly across from a short balding man in a drab suit and tie. His small, deep-set eyes were focused on his clipboard. I sat, and he didn’t even acknowledge my presence; he adjusted his reading glasses and kept flipping through paperwork as we buckled in and prepared for lift-off. 

	Officer Todd sat next to me and made a hand signal to the pilot in the cockpit. The craft ascended vertically, and we headed towards the most iconic building in The Big Apple’s skyline: Frost Tower.

	“Sorry about the theatrics,” the businessman said in a low grumble, finally averting his eyes from his reading material. “We’re necessarily cautious at the Frost Corporation. This is our first time dealing with superhumans in person, and as you can imagine, we have our reservations.”

	“Of course,” I replied. “I’m Matthew Moxon.”

	“Jerry Epstein,” the man said with a barely perceptible nod.

	I extended my hand in friendship, expecting him to shake it. He responded by peeling the top sheet of paper from his clipboard and pressing it into my palm.

	“Read this over before we arrive,” he said flatly. “Mister Frost likes people to be aware of his latest policies before meetings. It saves time and reduces unnecessary questions.”

	I switched on the small reading light over my head and examined the paper. It was a memo. I had no idea that companies still distributed physical messages to their employees anymore, but it definitely wasn’t the strangest thing I’d seen that day.

	“Mister Frost likes hard copies,” Epstein said in a low monotone, as if he’d already explained this countless times before and was tired of continuing to do so. “He feels that people take instructions more seriously if they’re printed out.” 

	 


He pulled a pen from his breast pocket and stuck it towards me without looking. “Sign the bottom when you’re finished reading it. Mister Frost also likes to know that people have read his memos.”
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	From: The Desk of Cameron Frost 
To: All Employees
Subject: Rules and Regulations for the Upcoming Tournament
Date: June 16, 2041

	There has been harsh public scrutiny surrounding the rules of the upcoming tournament, which the media has simply dubbed a ‘death match’. This term is derogatory, and ultimately misleading. 

	As with all sports there are strict rules and regulations that the athletes must abide by when competing. To clarify this, I am instructing all employees, as well as the competitors, to make use of the following information when interacting with the press: 

	1) Always refer to the rules as ‘Arena Mode’. This tournament is not a death match, street fight, or a no-holds-barred brawl. The term Arena Mode simply refers to the fact that a number of athletes – thirteen in this instance – will be competing against each other simultaneously, in a single-elimination format.

	2) Refrain from using the term ‘fight’ altogether. If two competitors are battling, this is to be referred to as an ‘engagement’. 

	3) Remind people of the ‘tap out’ option. If a competitor is injured and wishes to exit the tournament, they can retire. This can be done by verbally surrendering at any of the medical stations (which will be accessible at various locations throughout The Arena) as well as at both bridges that lead off the island.

	4) There will be no engagement during medical intervention. If a competitor is receiving care, other players are forbidden from attacking them for the duration of their treatment. Making contact with an athlete while they are inside a designated medical zone will result in a disqualification.

	5) There are no corporate sponsorships. To preserve the integrity of the tournament, no logos or company names are to be worn on the athlete’s attire.

	6) No personal weapons are allowed. A variety of firearms, explosives and bladed weapons will be available for use inside The Arena. To maintain a level playing field the competitors are not permitted to bring their own armaments into the tournament.

	7) There is to be no excessive use of violence. If a competitor dies during an engagement, no additional damage to their corpse will be accepted. Decapitation, evisceration, flaying, and other forms of mutilation are frowned upon, and could result in a verbal warning and/or fine.

	8) The golden rule is ‘sportsmanship’. Foul language, obscene gestures, and revealing attire will not be tolerated. The tournament is a family viewing event, and all athletes are to act accordingly.
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	Cameron Frost
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	As I finished reading (and signing) the memo, we’d already begun our descent, touching down quietly on the hover-pad at the top of Frost Tower. The officer stepped out first, repeating his thorough security check. After searching the perimeter, he motioned to the pilot, indicating that the coast was clear, and we filed out onto the circular tarmac.

	At the pinnacle of America’s tallest structure, the air was cooler and the wind was stronger than I’d expected. The panoramic view of Manhattan was spectacular; an endless array of glittering lights scattered across the island, converging to form a powerful spotlight that stretched into the clouds. I could see as far north as Times Square, where a spectrum of neon blinked and danced in the distance. It was in stark contrast with the surrounding area. Across the river, the significantly dimmer lights that emitted from The Fringe paled in comparison, and gradually faded to an inky blackness that consumed the Dark Zone. 

	Officer Dziobak tapped my shoulder, indicating it was time to go. He ushered me down a long narrow ramp that led to a steel door. He pulled it open after inserting his gold card and ushered me inside with a friendly wave. “This is the end of the line for me,” he said with a firm handshake. “It was a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

	The officer slammed the door behind me, and for a moment I stood in complete darkness. I must have tripped a motion sensor, because the long, narrow hall began to illuminate. One by one, a series of wall-mounted torches burst to life, lining the length of the corridor. It felt as if I was exploring a secret underground pathway located beneath a castle, and no architectural detail had been neglected.

	The firelight flickered dramatically off the dark stone walls, highlighting a countless number of paintings. The gallery must have been worth as much as the building I was standing in. Ambling past the iconic pieces that I recognized but couldn’t name, I arrived at an equally iconic series of comic books towards the end of the hall, mounted in protective glass cases. His collection put mine to shame; mint-condition first issues of the most well-known comic series’ in history – The Fantastic Four, Spider-Man, The Incredible Hulk – all meticulously preserved. And the highlight, without question, was his copy of Action Comics #1: the first appearance of Superman.

	I stopped and gazed at the cover, depicting The Man of Steel hoisting a car above his head, and couldn’t help but think of its value. Not just in terms of its monetary worth (at seven million dollars, that one book alone could more than pay for my surgery) but of its significance as a historical artifact. Without it, superheroes as we know them might never have existed in fiction. I was always a fan of Cameron Frost, but I never knew we had so much in common.

	The scarred wooden door at the end of the hall was flanked by a suit of armor on each side; decorative medieval knights stood at attention, clutching a broadsword in one hand and a shield in the other. I contemplated whether I should knock or twist the heavy iron knob. Then a series of electronic beeps echoed through the hall, and the door slowly swung upon, inviting me to enter. 

	The dimly-lit room was cavernous – sparsely decorated with no more than a round metal desk as the focal point, and a wall of glass towering behind it. The sheer size of the floor-to-ceiling window created a dizzying effect, as if the office was floating nearly three hundred stories above Manhattan. I was expecting something upscale – even extravagant – like an office I could picture inside of Wayne Manor. As far as luxury goes, this puts the Fortress of Solitude to shame.

	 “A few weeks ago I asked the superhumans of the world to impress me,” Frost proclaimed as he wheeled his chair towards me. “What you did today was impressive, Mister Moxon. Very impressive indeed.” 

	“Thank you,” I said with a warm smile, feeling more star-struck in his presence than I’d anticipated. I was also taken aback by his appearance; well dressed, clean-shaven, with his hair neatly parted, he hadn’t looked this polished in years. Certainly not during his simulcast just weeks ago. It was as if Frost had turned back the clock, and for whatever reason he seemed invigorated – almost youthful. It felt like I was meeting the man who inspired me with his speeches years ago, before the tragic accident that spiralled him into depression. 

	Frost cracked a knowing smile. “I can only assume that the show you put on was meant specifically for my viewing pleasure.”

	I didn’t want to tip my hand. I was hoping he didn’t have any suspicions about the crime that Gavin had staged. “Why would you assume that?”

	“Because I don’t believe in coincidence,” he replied swiftly. “Humans manifest their powers in their mid-to-late teens, and you’re nearly thirty. So you’ve had your abilities for several years, am I correct?”

	“Yeah,” I said with a quick nod, “it’s been a while.” 

	“So for more than a decade you could have done what you just did. You could have chosen to stop a crime, protect your city – but you didn’t. You waited until now.” He wheeled back around the far side of his desk and tapped his finger into a tablet, generating a holographic projection that floated in mid-air; he produced my yearbook photo, driver’s licence, and a number of documents that I hadn’t bothered to look at since I graduated. 

	“You’re an interesting person,” Frost said, looking up at the projections. “I reviewed your high school test scores, college GPA, IQ results ... you’re not just clever. You’re far beyond that, aren’t you? You knew exactly what would get you into the tournament, and what would catch my attention.”

	I nodded again, more tentatively than before. I didn’t know how he was able to acquire my academic records so quickly, but if he had equal access to my medical history there was no way I would be permitted to compete in the tournament.

	He turned off the hologram and illuminated the room with a voice command, flooding his office with a crisp white light. “So, Mister Moxon, I’ve already learned quite a bit about you. The only thing I don’t know is what you want.”

	“That’s a pretty vague question,” I replied.

	“I’m sorry,” he said with sincerity, folding his hands on the surface of his metallic desk. “I’ll rephrase. Why, specifically, do you want to compete in my Arena Mode tournament?”

	I was confident that he had no idea about the massive tumor inside my head, or he would have mentioned it by now. I decided to go with the obvious reply, which made sense given the fact that I was a resident of The Fringe. “That’s easy. Money.”

	“Right, of course. It’s simple, isn’t it? Get your hands on as much money as possible, because it’s the source: power, happiness, security – it provides everything you could ever want. I thought like that once.” Frost glanced down at his legs. “Long before this happened. Do you know the story?”

	“No,” I said quietly. To my knowledge, no one did. I was surprised that the details of his accident hadn’t been leaked to the media by now. The story must have been very closely guarded – and for whatever reason, he wanted to share it with me now.

	“It was a yachting accident off the coast of Bermuda,” he began. “Stupid, really. Most people assume that I was paralyzed in a swordfight, or during one of my other hobbies: skydiving, rock climbing – but it was nothing like that. I was wearing the wrong shoes, holding a wet railing. Nothing more. I fell from the top deck and my spine folded ninety degrees the wrong way when I hit the starboard bow. I flipped into the Atlantic and started sinking. As the salt-water filled my lungs and the darkness closed in around me, you know what I couldn’t get out of my head? It wasn’t my bank account. It was this.” Frost reached under his desk, triggering a hydraulic noise that hissed from behind his chair. A display table emerged from the floor, with a long Japanese sword resting horizontally on a wooden stand. “My katana,” he said with pride, running his hand along the ornate scabbard. “I thought of what I’d accomplished with it, and how I might never hold it again while I peered into an opponent’s eyes.”

	Every swordfighting  fan had seen the weapon; the long, curved blade with intricate red braiding on the handle, synonymous with Cameron Frost’s legendary career. It was the sword that he had used to win the first three Full Contact Swordfighting  tournaments, by defeating, and sometimes killing, fifty-seven opponents over the course of his career. He had come close to breaking a record held by Japanese legend Miyamoto Musashi, who was widely considered the greatest swordfighter of all time (having won sixty duels back in the early 1600s.) Frost made no secret about his desire to best Musashi’s accomplishment, and even admitted to creating and bankrolling the FCS league just so he could participate himself, showcasing his abilities.

	“In the end,” Frost continued, his voice thick with emotion, “money is just paper. Numbers on a screen. What matters in life is following the way of the warrior, and achieving enlightenment. In combat there’s a moment that can’t be duplicated ... for a split-second it’s as if your souls clash.”

	I began to stammer, digging my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “I’m so sorry ... I didn’t know – it must mean a lot to you ...” 

	“Don’t be,” he interrupted, holding up a hand. “I had my chance at glory. And unfortunately, I had no control over the outcome. Although to be in your position, I would trade it all: my robotics corporation, real estate holdings, my entire empire ... just for that one day.” 

	Having heard his speeches on simulcasts was one thing. Standing before him, hearing his words in person – it was a completely different experience. 

	An awkward moment floated by, and I was at a loss for words.

	“So,” he said abruptly, rapping his palms on the surface of his desk. “Let’s get back to business, shall we? I’m sure you’re a busy man, so I won’t waste any more of your time.” 

	I offered a small nod. “No, you’re not wasting my time at all.”

	“As I said, I enjoyed your performance out in The Fringe, but I have to be honest with you: I have a long list of potentials who could take part in this event. If I select you as a competitor, what do you believe your chances are of winning?”

	“I only gamble when I know I can win,” I said, pulling back my shoulders and straightening my posture. “It’s not a matter of ‘if’ – it’s just a matter of how long it takes me.”

	He raised his eyebrows, and a hint of a smile twitched at the corner of his mouth. I could tell that I’d piqued his interest with my abundance of confidence. I was bluffing, of course, but he seemed to be buying it. “You certainly aren’t lacking conviction, I’ll give you that much. Considering the competition you’d be facing, that takes nerves of steel. What’s your secret?”

	“I’ll tell you after Arena Mode ... when you’re handing over my check.”

	He nodded and smiled, satisfied with my response. “Well said, Moxon. I have a feeling you’ll be a great addition to the line-up. Can I count on your participation in the tournament?” 

	I returned the smile and extended my hand across his desk. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 

	“Outstanding.” He firmly accepted my handshake. “I’ll have my lawyer go over the paperwork with you on the flight back, and we can make it official. And one more thing,” he added before releasing his grip. “Before you step into The Arena, find a reason to win.”

	“I already have one.”

	Frost’s gaze intensified as he shook his head slowly. “No, I’m not talking about the prize, or even the preservation of your own life. You and I, we’re different than most people – we accept that death is inevitable. You wouldn’t agree to participate in The Arena if you believed otherwise. But during combat you’ll come to a point where surrender feels like the only option, and it will take something greater to pull you through that moment. You need to find it.”
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	It was a week until the tournament. My diet and training had been going well, and it was the best I’d felt since I was a teenager. I could swing a sword without falling over, and I was able to hit a target with a gun more often than not. I sure as hell wasn’t a trained assassin, but I was in better shape than I thought I’d be going into game day. There was just one final obstacle to overcome: my medical clearance.

	The fingernail-sized chip that Gavin’s friend had designed would emit a high amplitude frequency, mimicking a delta wave. When the athletic commission ran the EEG, it would register that I possessed superhuman abilities. I couldn’t afford to have it discovered during the examination, and it needed to be in close proximity to my brain; the chip had to be completely concealed, which meant I needed Peyton’s help.

	“This isn’t a Swiss picnic for me either, Matty.” She pushed me face-first into her soft mattress, and used a swab to sterilize the patch of skin on the back of my neck, high into my hairline. “This isn’t like implanting a tracking chip in a golden retriever’s ear – I haven’t exactly cut open a human in any of my classes.” 

	“I know, and I appreciate you doing this,” I said. “I know this must be weird.”

	“Having you in my bedroom, or stitching a piece of metal into your head?” Peyton asked with a giggle.

	“Well both, I guess.” I glanced around her small, tidy apartment, which wasn’t much larger than mine. Like most of the middle-class dwellings in The Fringe, it was essentially a featureless concrete box, but she had the luxury of a small, round window that poured a shaft of sunlight into her room during the afternoon hours.

	“It’s not a problem,” she replied sweetly. “Gavin and I are the only ones who know about this plan, so it would be either him or me holding the scalpel.”

	Shit. I wish she hadn’t said the word ‘scalpel’. “Look, I know you’re going to slice open my skin and stick something inside of me, but just while you’re doing it, can you please not use the actual names of the tools you’re using? It freaks me out.”

	“You’re squeamish.” I felt the needle pierce the skin on the back of my neck as she administered the local anesthetic. “What are you gonna do before you go in for your real surgery? Aren’t they going to chop the top of your head off?”

	“No,” I mumbled into the mattress. “It’s not like that. Nanotech surgery is almost completely non-invasive. The cancer cells are destroyed with a number of small injections, so no slicing and dicing. But I’m not too concerned about it just yet – I need the money first.”

	“You’ll get it,” Peyton said with absolute confidence, carefully dabbing my skin with a cloth. “It’s meant to be.”

	I sighed and rolled over, sitting up on the edge of her bed. 

	“We’re just getting started, Matty. You need to lie down for...”

	“Stop.”

	“You can’t chicken out on the implant,” she said, gently trying to push me back into place. “This is the last step before the tournament.”

	I took hold of her hands. “No, I mean stop being so hopeful.”

	“I don’t understand,” she said softly. “You don’t want me to hope that you’re going to get through Arena Mode?”

	“No. I don’t want you to fall apart if I don’t.”

	“Matt,” she replied with a tiny smile, “this is ... it’s meant to be. It just is. You’re going to pull through. We came this far, and I believe in you ... it has to work out.”

	I pulled her close and gently squeezed her hands. “No, Peyton, it doesn’t have to. Nothing does. I’m just doing what I always do; I’m playing the odds, and I’m going to do my best to survive until the final four. Believing in me won’t make a difference.”

	She shook her head and glared at me. I could see her sadness, but it was more than that. It was a look of disappointment, and it sliced into me deeper than her scalpel ever could. “You spend so much time locked in that windowless apartment with your nose buried in a book that you don’t even see what’s going on around you. Think about it, Matty: those heroes you read about in your comics – they’re real. People are tapping into something. Some unknown, unseen force that no scientists have been able to fully explain – and they’re using it to fly in the air and lift cars, and who knows what else. And you’re telling me that you have all the answers. That you think ... no, that you know, that belief isn’t going to help you in The Arena.” Peyton placed her warm hands on the sides of my face and pulled me closer. “You could be more powerful than anyone in that tournament,” she whispered, her lips hovering dangerously close to mine. “But if you don’t believe it’s possible, you’ll never find out.”

	Peyton and I spent the night together, and we connected. Not just physically (which had been so long for me that I nearly forgot how it worked) but on a deeper level; I felt like I’d ‘let her in’, somehow, as stupid as that sounded when I rolled over the words in my head. 

	We laughed and shared and confided. I revealed my fears, and she revealed hers; not surprisingly, my list was several miles longer than Peyton’s, but she listened intently, giving me her full attention. Never judging, or offering anything more than support. 

	We talked and talked until time slipped away, and at some point before sunrise, we drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms. 

	The next day, I was awoken by a shaft of bright light flooding into her room, warming my face. I opened my eyes and saw Peyton beside me. Lying still in her crisp white linens, and looking beautiful and radiant and perfect – as she always did. I reached over and brushed a pink tress from her face, curling it over her ear. And in that instant I knew everything had changed; my friendship with Gavin, my relationship with her ... and then my stomach tied itself in a painful knot. I was paralyzed. 

	I feared that I’d made the worst mistake of my life.
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	In America we value human life, but above that, we value our liberty. Sports ranks a close second.

	“No, we don’t want to see our sports heroes die. But it happens, and we’ve always been okay with that. Auto racing, without exception, kills drivers every year. When was the last time you heard about a protest to ban NASCAR or Formula One? Or even heard a suggestion about how to make them safer?

	“And what about football, hockey and boxing? These sports cause one devastating concussion after another, shortening life-spans and turning otherwise healthy athletes into drooling vegetables. Should they be modified? Probably. But they’re part of our culture, engrained into our society. Those sports aren’t going anywhere, and they aren’t going to change – now or ever.

	“No, full contact swordfighting is not a safe sport, and sometimes the athletes die. But that’s the sport. And people simply accept it, both the spectators and the participants. Arena Mode will be no different. We will take every precaution necessary to make it as safe as possible, but there will be injuries...and unfortunately, there will also be fatalities.
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	- Cameron Frost (New York Chronicle Simulcast, May 2041)

	 


[image: Image]
 

	It was the day before the tournament, and excitement for Arena Mode had reached a fever pitch. Cameron Frost’s media blitz was about to culminate with the spectacle that would serve as the appetizer for the main course: the weigh-ins. Fifty-two thousand screaming fans were packed into Yankee Stadium, awaiting the arrival of thirteen super-powered competitors.

	I received instructions from a producer beforehand. My role was simple enough: walk on stage, strike a pose, and step onto a scale to officially register my weight. I had no idea why we needed to be weighed since there were no weight classes within the tournament, but the athletic commission insisted. It had always been done for boxing, mixed martial arts, and most recently swordfighting, so the tradition (for whatever reason) continued. If there was one thing that politically appointed commissions were good for, it was following rules to the letter, regardless of how little sense they actually made.

	After a tense few days of training, I was glad to be away from The Fringe. I had been avoiding Peyton whenever possible, dodging her messages and cutting conversations short when I passed through Excelsior. I needed to create distance, for both our sakes. I had to focus one-hundred percent on the event – my life depended on it. And she needed to stop clinging to the hope that I would be there for her in the future, when the odds were that she’d be attending my funeral before the end of the week. At least if Peyton resented me, just a little, it would make that day easier for her to get through.

	 I tried to clear my mind and focus, and think of the day as an opportunity – I could finally get a closer look at the other competitors. To date, the only entrants I’d seen were Sergei Takarov, the flying kid from Russia; Dwayne Lewis, the mammoth construction worker from Arizona; and Jérôme Fontaine, a tall, lanky sprinter from Montreal who was fast enough to outrun most man-made vehicles.

	I stood in front of the stage, safely separated from the crowd by a wall of police officers in full riot gear. It was like a rock concert, only there were more armed guards than a maximum security prison. As we awaited the first competitor, the enormous screen behind the stage played highlight footage from the Full Contact Swordfighting League. Clips of Cameron Frost’s most notable victories were rotating by, accompanied by loud heavy metal music. The sea of onlookers was being whipped into a frenzy.

	When it seemed like the anticipation was about to boil over into a full-scale riot, Frost finally appeared on-screen. His face elicited a roar from the audience. “Welcome, New York City,” he shouted, “and welcome to everyone watching around the world, wherever you are. This is the beginning of a monumental day. When historians look back at the most significant moments of the twenty-first century, they’ll start by studying the event that changed sports forever: the first Arena Mode tournament. And it all starts right here, right now.”

	The chants of approval increased in volume and intensity. The noise level inside the packed stadium went from thunderous to nearly deafening. 

	“And now,” he concluded, “I give you the elite – the best of the best. Here are the thirteen warriors who will do battle inside The Arena.”

	A laser light show and fireworks display illuminated the sky, and music blared in preparation of the first competitor to step on stage. 

	As I waited impatiently for my turn, I heard someone shouting my name, trying to attract my attention. “Matthew Moxon! I can’t believe it’s really you!”

	I turned to face a man around my age, who appeared to be as ordinary as I was; average height, brown eyes, brown hair, and with a slightly pudgy frame that made me look like an Olympian by comparison. I was confused as to how he snuck by security, since this area was reserved solely for superhumans, but I was even more baffled by his attire. His bright blue costume and mask looked home-made, like something you’d see at a fan convention; it was complete with matching gloves, boots, and a large insignia sewn onto his chest in the shape of an eye.

	Cosplay was one of the few comic book-related activities that I didn’t take part in, but I’d always admired people’s dedication at designing and constructing outfits that paid homage to their favorite characters. 

	I studied him for a moment. Even with my wealth of knowledge when it came to comics and anime, this costume went way over my head. If this guy was trying to emulate a character, it must have been an obscure one, because it didn’t resemble any superhero I was familiar with. 

	“I’m Kenneth Livitski,” he said, beaming with child-like enthusiasm. “But you can call me ‘The Living Eye’. Check this out!” He stuck out his chest, placed one hand on his hip and extended the other in front of him, revealing a white glove with the same eye logo sewn into the palm. 

	I nodded and smiled awkwardly. “Cool, man. Look, I’m going up on stage in a bit, but if you want my autograph or a picture or something ...”

	He held his stomach with both hands and threw his head back, laughing boisterously. “No, you don’t get it. I’m in the tournament as well. I’m a superhero, just like you!” He paused for a moment, and added, “But if you’re cool with it, I’d really love it if you could sign something for me after the weigh-ins.”

	“Of course,” I replied with a friendly smile. “So, this costume ... you made it?”

	“That’s right,” he said with pride, running his hand up and down the stitching along the seam of his glove. “I was up sewing every night for three weeks, and I finally got it done, just this morning. I had to do it by hand because my mom’s stupid sewing machine broke.”

	“That’s some nice work,” I said, looking it up and down. “But you know we’re not required to wear costumes. Competitors are just going into the tournament with armor, or regular clothing.” I paused for a beat. “You’re not going to actually wear that on game day, are you?”

	The heat rose in his face as his enthusiasm faded. “Well ... I’m not now.”

	“No, I didn’t mean it like that,” I said reassuringly, patting him on the shoulder. “I’m just saying – well, you never know ... other people might wear them too.”

	His smile quickly returned. “So Moxon, your armor looks amazing! How long did you work on it?”

	I was wearing my full body suit, with my helmet resting under my arm. I figured that since I didn’t have a power to actually display on stage at least I could appear somewhat heroic – hopefully a few spectators would recognize me from the internet. “I had it custom made to fit me, actually. It’s a modded FCS suit.”

	“No shit!” he exclaimed. He poked and prodded at my chest plate, and ran his hands over my gauntlets. I wanted to explain the concept of personal space, but I was afraid of hurting his feelings again. 

	After thoroughly inspecting my armor, Kenneth looked around suspiciously, ensuring that we weren’t being spied on. “So,” he said in a hushed voice, cupping one hand over the side of his mouth, “do you think we should team up tomorrow?” 

	I wasn’t aware that teams were allowed, but I hadn’t seen any rules to the contrary. “Sure ... I guess? I’m not really shooting for first place anyway. When I make the final four I’m tapping out. You can keep the first place winnings all for yourself.”

	“Really?” he said with genuine surprise. “Can’t you blow stuff up with your mind? I figured you’d shoot for first place.”

	“Yeah, my powers are pretty impressive.” I rubbed the back of my neck and glanced away. “So, ‘Living Eye’ ... that’s interesting. How did you come up with the name?” Awkwardly changing subjects was the only way I could think to avoid answering questions about my alleged super powers. When playing cards I was a master of misdirection, but lying in real-life scenarios never seemed to work out.

	“It’s kind of a crazy story,” Kenneth began. “One day last summer when I was bored, I started reading about these spiritual concepts, like higher consciousness, auras, and the gate that leads to our inner realms. You know, all that junk they write about on yoga blogs. Of course I thought it was all bullshit, but it turns out that to do this, I just needed to open up my chakras.” He flattened his hand and stared intensely into his palm, directly at the eye logo sewn into his glove. A swirl of blue dust appeared out of nowhere, rotating like a miniaturized tornado. The particles coalesced, and solidified into a bright blue helmet – a perfectly rendered duplicate of my helmet. And it was small enough to fit into the palm of his hand. “Go ahead,” he said with an enthusiastic smile. “Pick it up.”

	I removed my gauntlet and ran my fingers across the top of it, feeling the smooth, metallic texture, cold against my skin. I couldn’t believe it was real. 

	“Just go ahead,” Kenneth repeated with a laugh. “It won’t bite you, buddy.”

	I picked up the replica and lifted it to eye level, studying the fine details. Using my thumbnail I flipped open the visor, and it functioned exactly like mine. “This is incredible. How long will this last?”

	“As long as I focus,” Kenneth replied. He snapped his hand into a fist and the helmet fell apart. Thousands of glowing blue particles spilled through my fingers like sand, sparkling and disappearing as they fell. “Pretty awesome, eh?”

	I was barely able to process what I’d seen. “So can you create anything you want?” I asked. “Is there a size limit?” 

	Kenneth cracked a goofy grin. “Anything, any size. If I can imagine it, I can create it. You and I can sit back and relax, and I can summon a giant angry lizard or a kick-ass robot to tear apart our competition. Before you know it, we’ll be billionaires.”

	Suddenly this odd-looking cosplayer seemed like a very good ally to have inside The Arena. “You make it sound easy.”

	“Trust me, with our combined powers we’ve got this thing in the bag.” He motioned to the stage where the rotating spotlights were starting to converge. The music was lowering in volume, and the weigh-ins were finally about to begin. “When I go up there I’m gonna put on a show to intimidate our competition. I’ve been reading a lot of H.P. Lovecraft lately...I was thinking about conjuring a giant Cthulhu, just for fun.”

	I wasn’t sure if Kenneth was joking. Creating an enormous, scale-covered hybrid of a dragon with a squid for a face might not be the best way to win over the crowd, but it would certainly be memorable. And create some unique photo-ops. Before I could suggest a more subtle display of his abilities the host stepped out from behind the curtain and strutted on-stage, ready to start the proceedings. 

	My new friend made Arena Mode sound like a whimsical adventure; an opportunity to dress up, run amok on a giant island, and live out a real-life role playing game. For him it was like stepping into a fantasy. Why roll twenty-sided dice, pretending to swing swords and cast enchantments when you can do it for real? It was a naive and dangerous way to view this competition – and if the first person to step out on stage didn’t change his perspective, nothing would.
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	I recognized the host instantly. Strutting around on stage was Daniel Tate, an English talk show personality, notorious for his quick wit and scathing sarcasm. The scrawny blond Brit was dressed in black, with the exception of his jacket – an oversized red, blue and white abomination, plastered with the Union Jack. 

	Tate skipped his typical opening monologue and introduced the first competitor, reading from a stack of cue cards that he yanked from his inside pocket. “First on stage is a young girl from Rome: ‘Serafina the Butcher’. That sounds lovely, doesn’t it?” The big screen behind him illuminated with her name, vital statistics and a graphic of a waving Italian flag. He pointed towards the curtains with an exaggerated motion. A tall, thin girl with long raven hair emerged, casually holding a meat cleaver at her side. Her ash-white complexion appeared even lighter in contrast with her black dress, and her cold expression sent chills throughout the hushed stadium. 

	Tate looked her up and down, taking note of her sickly pallor. “For an Italian you look even paler than I do. When was the last time you went to the beach, love?” He held the microphone in front of her, but she passed by without even offering a sidelong glance, ignoring the verbal jab.

	Making her way towards the front of the stage, two athletic commission appointees directed her to the oversized metal plate that was attached to an electronic scale. She stepped forward and was registered at one-hundred and eighteen pounds. 

	Tate followed her and clumsily flipped through his cards, searching for additional information. “It says here that you discovered your powers while working at your family’s butcher shop, when you accidentally burned three customers. I have to say, that’s some rubbish customer service! How did you manage that?”

	Staring into the audience she extended her hand, slowly dragging the razor-sharp cleaver across her palm. The blade opened a gruesome laceration, but to everyone’s surprise it didn’t bleed – it poured acid. A stream of searing black liquid hissed from her skin, dripping through the scale at her feet. The metal smoked as the acid continued to melt the platform, opening a sizable hole in the stage beneath.

	Without a word, Serafina turned on her heel and strode off-stage, brushing past the awe-struck host.

	“Well, well,” Tate said with a small shrug. “Not the chattiest, is she? So, let’s keep things moving, shall we ...”

	“Do you know her story?” Kenneth asked, leaning towards me. Before I could answer, he excitedly filled me in on the details. “She’s an aspiring model who was working part-time at her parent’s butcher shop, until one day she slips and cuts herself with a knife. She panicked when she saw the black acid coming from her cut, and started waving her arm around. She sprayed a bunch of people waiting in line, and rumor is that one of them was disfigured pretty badly. Then she had a mental breakdown or something.”

	“How do you know all this?” I asked. 

	“There’s this forum that follows every superhuman activity that gets reported around the world. I log in, like, ten times a day. Pretty cool, eh?”

	The following competitor was Ayumi Ozaki, a twenty-five year old former baseball player from Japan; a pitcher with a killer fastball who was bestowed with the nickname ‘The Lioness’ by her fans. She was banned from league play when it was discovered that she was ‘pyrotactile’ (possessing the ability to ignite any object she touches.) She brought a wooden bat with her, and lit it on fire after her weigh-in to the delight of the crowd.

	Next up was Winston Ramsley, a well-dressed fifty-seven-year-old man from London, with short, greying hair neatly parted to the side, and a very impressive moustache. I recognized him from the UK Swordfighting  League. He was the only tournament winner to ever take home a championship using a fencing sword. His technique and accuracy were so precise that even the most skilled katana practitioners were unable to make contact with him. He was banned from the league for the same reasons: no superhumans permitted in sporting competitions.

	“I’m seeing a pattern here,” I mentioned to Kenneth. “A lot of these people are former athletes.”

	“Yeah, there’s some new research about that,” he explained. “Athletes have a higher level of mental focus than regular folks, and are more in tune with their bodies. Some scientists are saying it’s why they’re accessing their delta waves more easily and tapping into their potential.”

	It made sense. When it was first announced that certain people possessed powers and abilities beyond those of normal humans, one of the first things to change, oddly, was sports. Every athletic commission in the country was testing athletes for urine, blood, DNA, and everything else they could think of. The concept of superhumans was so new that they didn’t even know what they were looking for at the time, but they were determined to ensure that no one was gaining an unfair competitive advantage. With their pro sports ambitions dashed, a number of athletes were turning to The Arena in an attempt to secure their financial futures.

	Next on stage was Dwayne Lewis, a fan favorite due to his recent altercation in Arizona. Cheering fans held up signs inscribed with the word ‘Sledge’. The simulcast footage being circulated referred to him as having sledgehammer-like power in his fists after his now-infamous bar fight, and the moniker quickly stuck.

	The crowd went wild as he stepped through the curtains, stooping to avoid colliding with a cross-beam. Making his first public appearance since the brawl, Lewis was also sporting a new look: three long scars that stretched down the length of his face, and a cybernetic ocular implant. The injury he sustained from his attacker’s trident left him blind in his right eye, so as a ‘signing bonus’ for entering The Arena, Frost had agreed to foot the bill for the expensive procedure, fully restoring his vision. 

	At well over nine feet tall, Lewis was a menacing sight on the simulcasts; in person, he was far more intimidating. The stage shook beneath his weight with every step, and when he stood on the scale it creaked from the pressure. He registered at nine hundred and thirty-two pounds. 

	“Now that is one big lad,” Daniel Tate laughed, dragging a chair across the stage with one hand. He positioned it next to Lewis and stood on it, raising the microphone as far as he could reach, just below his bearded chin. “Do you have anything to say to your fans out there, Sledge?” 

	“No,” he said solemnly. “But I want to say hello to Taylor. Daddy loves you, and he’ll be home soon. Take care of mommy for me while I’m gone.”

	I was struck by his demeanor. It seemed like Lewis was resigned to the fact that he had to compete – like he didn’t want to be here. “He doesn’t exactly seem thrilled about the tournament,” I said. “But I guess a new eye was too much to pass up.”

	“No, that’s not the reason,” Kenneth replied. “Well, not the only reason. He’s here for his daughter’s treatment. It’s such a sad story: she has this rare blood disease, and their insurance company refused to cover her expenses. His wife has been petitioning for aid, but the government isn’t budging. If Sledge doesn’t come up with some serious cash, she might not make it through the year.”

	When Lewis spoke, his voice was etched with a gritty determination. He was the first competitor I’d seen who didn’t seem interested in money or fame – he had something much more powerful driving him. With a motivation like his, Lewis might be the most dangerous man in the competition. 

	 Next, the name Darko Simić appeared on the big screen, alongside the Serbian flag. He was listed as being from Belgrade, but a question mark appeared beside his age.

	“That’s weird, eh?” Kenneth remarked. “No age listed? What is this dude, a vampire or something?”

	A narrow, middle-aged man emerged from the curtains, trudging across the stage as he adjusted a pair of wire-framed glasses. He was enveloped in an out-of-date suit that looked like a relic from a museum, complete with a bow tie and patent leather shoes. It immediately drew chuckles from the crowd. Although his fashion choices were odd, it was the man’s hair that struck me: a frizzy, greying mess that shot out in every direction, as if he’d been comically electrocuted by sticking  his finger into a socket. If Albert Einstein was in his mid-forties and had done away with his moustache, Darko Simić is how I imagine he’d look.

	The host stood back and observed the man’s outdated attire. “What do you call this look, mate: ‘mad scientist chic’? I know that fashion trends go in cycles, but are we really back to 1890?”

	Darko brushed off the snide remark and proceeded to the edge of the stage. He confidently threw his hands apart and clapped them together, causing a loud electrical buzz. When he drew them apart, a solid beam of purple light extended between his palms, eliciting some ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ from the audience.

	The Serbian smiled, apparently satisfied with the response, and moved his hands in small circles. The beam of light waved and bounced, dancing off his fingertips. When he felt it was time to conclude his demonstration, Darko clapped his hands back together, presumably to extinguish the beam – but to his surprise it persisted. In a panic Darko shook out his hands, causing the beam to twirl out of control. The sleeves of his suit ignited, and within seconds it travelled up his chest, engulfing his entire torso. He bellowed and staggered backwards, flailing wildly. Darko collided with the host, instantly causing Tate’s jacket to burst into flames.

	The fire spread unnaturally fast, travelling across the stage and up the curtains. Within seconds it was scorching the bottom of the oversized screen, and the first several rows were scrambling towards the nearest exits in fear for their lives.

	As firefighters quickly moved in to battle the blaze, a number of police officers arrived to escort us to safety. “Come on,” Kenneth urged me, pulling at my shoulder, “there’s nothing we can do to help here.”  
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	I had only been in the dressing room area for a moment when my wrist-com beeped, signaling an incoming transmission. 

	When I touched the device, a hologram of my friends projected into the air. “What the hell was that, man? Are you all right?” Gavin was in a panic after witnessing the live simulcast. 

	“Yeah, I’m fine,” I assured him, attempting to steady my trembling voice. My nerves were shaken, but I didn’t want to concern him any more than he already was. “I’m in the back, and I’m safe. The fire is already under control, and the producers are getting the crowd settled before we finish the event.”

	“They’re still going to continue with the weigh-ins?” Peyton shouted.

	I nodded. “Yeah, that’s what they told us.”

	Kenneth walked up beside me and smiled at my com. “Don’t worry about it guys, I’m here. I’ll take care of your friend.” 

	Peyton furrowed her brow and cocked her head to the side. “Who’s the blue Zorro, and how is he going to take care of you?”

	“I’m The Living Eye”, he replied with a grin, throwing his arm around my shoulder. “Me and Matt are buddies now, so you can call me Kenneth.” He removed his blue mask with a dramatic gesture, smiling even wider after his reveal.

	I did my best to allay everyone’s anxiety. I explained to Gavin and Peyton that although what just happened to Darko was horrible, at least he was out of the competition – now there were only twelve competitors, not thirteen. Technically, I was one step closer to reaching the final four.

	“Don’t listen to him,” Kenneth shouted. “As a team, we’re going to take first prize and split the ten billion. Have you seen this guy blow shit up? Together we’re gonna be unstoppable!” Kenneth’s enthusiasm was wildly infectious, but my friends didn’t seem to catch the fever.

	“Just watch your asses out there,” Gavin said.

	Several EMTs rushed Darko through the corridor, barely missing Kenneth and I as we put our backs against the wall. 

	He was strapped to a gurney, with an oxygen mask secured over his nose and mouth. As they hurried past, a plume of smoke billowed behind them, rising off the burnt rags leftover from Darko’s suit.

	After what I’d just witnessed, I thought I was prepared for virtually anything, but the next competitor on stage was about to make an impact that would be felt around the world.
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	When the show was ready to resume, Kenneth invited me back to the secured press area in front of the stage. He wanted to watch the rest of the weigh-ins up-close so we could scope out the competition and strategize. I politely declined. I had experienced enough excitement for one day, and was content to lounge in my dressing room where the simulcast was being aired on a wall monitor. 

	Plus there was a couch and snacks. Had I known that before I would have never gone outside in the first place.

	I invited him to stay and enjoy the mountains of junk food that were sprawled across the table, and it didn’t take much convincing.

	The towering screen behind the stage was somehow still functioning, despite the bottom-left corner being burnt to a crisp. The next competitor’s name and statistics flickered into view: Sergei Taktarov, hailing from Stary Oskol, Russia, age twenty.

	There must have been an error when Taktarov’s personal information was being programmed for the show, because the Russian flag was nowhere to be seen. A plain red flag with a golden hammer and sickle appeared, topped with a small star – The Red Banner of the old Soviet Union. That flag hadn’t been used since the USSR dissolved in 1991, so it was a glaring mistake. Whoever was in charge at Frost’s graphic design department would likely be up for a performance review.

	The curtains parted, but Taktarov was nowhere to be seen. The crowd watched in silence as a young girl strode confidently onto the stage, clutching a sheet of lined paper in her tiny hands. Her simple white dress and matching shoes were as pristine as her porcelain skin, and her blond hair was pulled into a tight braid. Judging by her height and frame, she couldn’t have been older than ten, but there was something disarming about her; something in her crystal blue eyes as she gazed out at the horde of reporters and screaming fans. It was the way she presented herself without any trace of intimidation, as if she’d done this a thousand times.

	She quietly cleared her throat and began to speak, though she never once glanced down at her notes. “Thank you for allowing me this opportunity,” she began in a soft voice. Her Russian accent was apparent, but her perfect cadence and enunciation implied a considerable amount of study. “My name is Valeriya Taktarov, and I am here to make a prepared statement on behalf of my older brother, Sergei.”

	“That’s strange,” I whispered to Kenneth. “I wonder why Taktarov isn’t speaking for himself?”

	He just shrugged. With a wealth of superhuman-related knowledge, even Kenneth seemed baffled by this turn of events.

	The girl stood a little straighter and addressed the crowd as if she were a professor lecturing her students. “God has given me a gift. I have been blessed with flight and strength, and powers beyond that of any mortal man. I believe I was given these abilities for one reason: to come here and deliver a message to the people of this country, and to the citizens of the world.”

	“I am now in a nation where words are used with complete ignorance. Words like ‘communism’ and ‘socialism’ are spoken with contempt, while their true meanings are completely unknown.” Valeriya’s demeanor suddenly darkened; her innocent, crystal blue eyes narrowing with contempt. “I am disgusted by the arrogance of America. Your politicians claim that capitalism is your saviour – a symbol of your freedom – but it is simply a means to transfer all of your wealth to those who already possess riches beyond measure. The chosen ones live like kings and queens, while the workers are forced to survive on the bare necessities. Your people are promised a chance to achieve the so-called ‘American dream’, which is no more than a fantasy constructed by a media who report only what they are told. They are simply puppets, scribes to power.

	“This disgraceful philosophy of worshipping greed is not merely a cancer that has infected America, it is a plague. It is a virus that spreads through simulcasts and the internet, poisoning the rest of the world.”  Valeriya paused for a moment, and cleared her throat once again. She swallowed hard, as if the coming words were going to be difficult to say. “Sadly, my mother Russia was not immune to this disease. Once a great country, my land is now an oligarchy, much like this nation. We are as morally bankrupt as the United States, with politicians who run the government like the Mafia, profiting from war and the misery of others.”

	“This will end,” she stated emphatically, fighting back tears. “When I win The Arena Mode tournament, I will take the prize of ten billion American dollars and start a movement – a new socialist party that will bring back the values of the Soviet Union. No longer censored by a government-run media, we will have the means to let all citizens hear the truth ... and so, the revolution will begin.”

	Just as Valeriya’s prepared speech came to an end, her brother arrived from overhead. The timing couldn’t have been more dramatic. Sergei Taktarov soared above the stadium, circling several times before touching down at center-stage. He was no longer the boy that Cameron Frost had boasted about during his reveal; the scruffy-haired blond kid wearing a simple white t-shirt and jeans. He looked regal – almost otherworldly – like he belonged among a pantheon of gods. Dressed in a white and grey bodysuit, his granite-like musculature was completely visible. The outfit was complete with matching gloves, boots and a long flowing cape, secured by a rounded cowl that covered his neck. The only color he wore was in the form of a single red emblem: a hammer and sickle emblazoned proudly on his chest.

	“And now,” Valeriya announced with pride, “my brother, Sergei Taktarov, will be known simply as ‘Russia’s Son’.”

	A scattered applause rang through the stadium, while some snapped pictures and captured the moment on video – but most observers looked on in stunned silence. 

	After allowing himself to be weighed, Taktarov whispered something to his sister. She stepped down off the stage, carefully navigating the stairs as she descended towards the press area. She tapped one of the heavily armed security guards on the leg and asked him to follow. He agreed, and positioned himself on the stage, thirty feet away from Russia’s Son.

	“Prepare to fire your weapon,” she instructed. He leveled his machine gun and awaited her word.

	Sergei removed the glove from his right hand and extended his palm in front of him, nodding at his sister. Valeriya gave the guard permission to fire. 

	He pulled the trigger. 

	A single round bounced off the Russian’s hand, falling harmlessly to the stage. 

	“Do you have anything stronger?” she asked innocently. The guard reached into his utility belt and pulled out a bright red bullet: a Dragon Slayer.

	The guard asked if she was certain, and the young girl insisted. Loading the bullet into his weapon, he took aim and fired once again. And once again Sergei blocked the incoming projectile with his hand. It exploded on contact, bursting into a bright orange fireball that temporarily engulfed the Russian. When the black smoke dissipated he stood in the same position, arm extended, expressionless. 

	I hoped that the following competitor had something spectacular to display, because Russia’s Son became a tough act to follow.

	Next up was Jérôme Fontaine, known simply as ‘Vitesse’ – the infamous runner from Montreal. His speed was unmatched, and he might prove to be the dark horse in the competition. From head-to-toe, the French-Canadian appeared aerodynamic; his long, wiry frame was sealed into a form-fitting spandex bodysuit (a suit bearing the black, yellow and green colors of Jamaica’s flag – a nod to his heritage), complete with closely cropped hair and a pair of angular glasses.  It’s difficult to kill someone you can’t catch, and I wasn’t sure how anyone was going to slow him down.

	Cassandra Cole was another prominent public figure, having won the Women’s Bantamweight Title in mixed martial arts by the age of twenty-five. Tall, statuesque and classically beautiful, Cole certainly wasn’t the prototypical female MMA fighter – she adorned the covers of fashion magazines and accepted movie roles in between title defenses. Now banned from competition due to her superhuman status, her focus had shifted away from sports; for months there had been rampant online speculation that Cassandra would be cast as Wonder Woman in the upcoming reboot. Not surprising, given her raven hair and striking blue eyes. If they needed someone to portray an Amazonian demigod, I couldn’t imagine anyone who would more closely fit the description.  

	She stood on the scale and posed for the cameras. I recently read that she possessed superhuman strength, agility and endurance, but I had yet to see a display of her abilities – and apparently Cole wasn’t going to tip her hand. She chose not to put on a show, which was actually helpful for me. If I had been the only competitor to not display any abilities on stage, it might have caused some suspicion.

	The following competitor was Paul Glendinning, a former pro football player from British Columbia, Canada. His profile on the big screen listed one of his nicknames as ‘Logan’, and I could understand why – his stocky build, dark hair and substantial sideburns gave him a very Wolverine-like appearance. As he strode confidently on-stage, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, I almost expected him to extend three Adamantium claws from each hand.

	I recognized him from his college days, where he was the star running back on the same team as Dwayne Lewis. In his prime, Glendinning was known as ‘Dozer’ for his ability to barrel over defenders with ease, en route to running a record number of yards for the state of Arizona. He was an early draft pick, but his NFL hopes were dashed along with Lewis’ when test results indicated that he possessed latent superhuman abilities. That was the last anyone had heard from him since he returned home to Canada.

	“Strange coincidence,” I said, leaning towards Kenneth.

	“I know, eh? He does look like Wolverine. Not so much in the comics, but in the old movie version, where Hugh...”

	“Not that,” I interrupted, pointing towards the screen. “It’s strange that Dozer was on the same football team as Lewis, and they both ended up being superhumans.”

	“You haven’t read the latest?” Kenneth asked, his enthusiasm bubbling over. “Some new research out of Argentina is saying that if two people are in close proximity who both have superhuman potential, they could ... I don’t know how to explain it – feed off of each other’s powers? Sort of like they’re drawn to each other magnetically. And their abilities could change and increase ... or something. Anyway it’s interesting. Google it sometime.”

	Dozer moved to the edge of the platform and unbuttoned his top, eliciting a few cheers from the women in the front row. He grinned and tossed the flannel shirt into the crowd, which incited a miniature-riot of its own. 

	He squeezed his eyes shut and tensed his entire body; fists clenched, muscles flexing, veins rising to the surface. The metamorphosis began. His skin hardened into a bronze, metallic substance, but it was still pliable, allowing him to move with the same speed and dexterity. He still appeared human – and his facial features were not unlike they were before – but Glendinning had become a powerful, living statue. 

	Cracks splintered into the stage at his feet. The platform creaked, and began to buckle beneath his increasing weight. It was clear that his physical transformation added mass and density, but it was difficult to tell how much since he remained the same height and size.

	Dozer stepped onto the scale. The oversized metal platform bowed beneath him, and the electronic reading peaked at two-thousand pounds – apparently the limit for the device.

	A young, flustered assistant wearing a headset knocked on my dressing room door, not bothering to wait for me to answer before swinging it open. “Axel wants you ready in ten,” the kid shouted, adjusting his black-framed glasses. 

	“Axel?” I asked, in between crunching mouthfuls of barbecue-flavored chips.

	“The producer,” the kid snapped. “The producer of this entire event? We’re already running behind schedule.” He squinted at me, as if he was carefully studying each pore on my face. “You have been to make-up already, haven’t you?”

	I paused momentarily. “You do realize that I’m a dude, right?”

	Kenneth held his stomach and laughed boisterously, eliciting a frown from the grumpy assistant. 

	“Stage make-up,” the kid replied with an exaggerated huff. “Everyone needs at least a touch of powder. The overhead lights cause a glare, and it’ll show up on camera if your skin is too oily.”

	“Can’t have that.”

	He glanced at my armor. “And that’s what you’re wearing? If you’re going to dress up as a blue Power Ranger, I don’t care, but you’ll have to get it cleared by the legal department before you go out there. You might be violating a copyright.”

	Before I could respond the next competitor stepped out on stage, drawing my attention back to the monitor: Fudō-myōō, from Tokyo, Japan. His age was not included in his profile. There were no additional details except for a nickname: ‘The Immovable One’.

	Brushing through the curtain was a man in an exoskeleton that made my suit look like a mail-order Halloween costume. I assumed it was a man – the competitor was covered in thick armor from head-to-toe, so for all I knew it could have been a woman.

	Apparently I wasn’t the only one searching for loopholes in the pamphlet-sized Arena Mode rulebook. From the looks of it, someone had taken my idea of wearing protective armor to an entirely new level. 

	The suit’s design was undeniably influenced by Japanese pop culture; a nod to the robots that do battle with the menacing ‘kaiju’ monsters of Asian cinema. Aside from the familiar frame and structure, the shining silver armor was decorated with red discs on the helmet and shoulder plates, representing the rising sun of Japan’s iconic flag. The palms and chest were illuminated by powerful lights, which I assumed were circular power cores. Even the expressionless crimson eyes gave off a brilliant light. Whoever designed this walking tank wasn’t taking any chances; not a single square inch of skin, including the user’s eyes, was visible beneath nearly eight-hundred pounds of solid metal. If there was a weak spot on this machine, I couldn’t see one. 

	Listed at six feet, ten inches tall, whoever was inside the Fudō-myōō armor could maneuver it with incredible speed and precision. Unlike its cinematic counterparts, this giant mech didn’t appear large enough to take down Godzilla in a fist fight, but was easily one of the largest competitors in the tournament (second only to Dwayne Lewis.)

	My concerns were growing. 

	Buried beneath this metallic hulk was a superhuman – a powerful being whose abilities had not yet been revealed. If anyone was able to strip away the exoskeleton, there was no telling who, or what, was lurking beneath.

	The room felt like it was closing in. I wiped the sweat from my brow and kept my eyes fixed on the monitor, not realizing that the annoying kid at the door was still yapping instructions.

	 The rest of the world fell away. Sound, smell, even touch had disappeared. My body had gone numb. 

	It was happening again.
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	“Forgot something, Mox?” Gavin rattled the remaining pills inside my small prescription bottle. “You might want to pop a few of these now that you’re finally conscious.”

	I jolted upright, my heart racing. “Is it over? Was ... did they find out? When do I go on stage?” As I sat up, I suddenly understood the age-old saying ‘I have a splitting headache’; a blinding pain struck me like a wrecking ball to the temple. 

	Peyton came into focus, crouching beside me. She reached out and gently ran her fingers along my forehead, easing me back down. “Shh, take it easy. No one knows about your condition. As far as they’re concerned, you just passed out because of the pressure.” She held a pair of pills in her open palm and raised them to my mouth, tilting a small cup of water into my lips.

	My eyes shifted around the room and my surroundings became clear. I was no longer backstage at the baseball stadium in Brooklyn – I had been taken back to Excelsior, and was sprawled out on the couch at the front of the store. I glanced out the window at the darkened sky. “How long have I been out?” I asked.

	“About six hours,” Peyton said softly. She smiled warmly and did her best to calm my frayed nerves, but her eyes reflected a sense of deep concern. “We ... Gavin rushed over when they called. He was the emergency contact. He got you out of there before Frost’s medics could examine you.”

	“What did I miss?” I asked, propping myself up on an elbow. 

	“The last two competitors were announced,” Gavin explained. “The first was an Australian woman named Arirose. She’s a mind-reader or something? At least that’s what it said on her profile. She didn’t do much. I think she’s saving her powers for the big day.”

	“Then things got weird,” Peyton said. “Your buddy Kenneth comes out of the curtains dressed in his wacky homemade costume. You could hear the laughs from the crowd over the simulcast feed. He struts across the stage and shoots this blue dust out of his hand. All of a sudden it starts coming together, and it turns into a huge freaky octopus monster with wings and a lizard body.”

	“A Cthulhu.”

	Peyton blinked.

	“It’s Lovecraftian,” I added.

	She stared back at me, quiet and puzzled.

	“It’s a porn thing,” Gavin insisted, with the most stone-faced expression he had ever managed.

	“Ew!” she shouted. “What?”

	“It’s a big tentacle sex monster,” Gavin explained. “Japan is way into that stuff.” 

	I shook my head. “Peyton, H.P. Lovecraft was an American author who specialized in horror and dark fantasy – the Cthulhu was one of his creations. Gavin, as usual, is full of shit.” Even when throbbing in pain, my brain didn’t stop processing a mile a minute.

	“Nope,” Gavin insisted, completely deadpan. “It’s porn. Mox, I think your tumor might be getting worse.” 

	I couldn’t help but smile. Gavin had a way of cheering me up in almost any situation.

	Peyton shook her head, narrowing her eyes at her brother before re-focusing her attention on me. “How are you feeling? Are you all right to compete tomorrow?”

	All I could offer was a weak shrug. “I’m as ready as I’m going to be, I suppose. A killer headache and some ringing in my ears, but I’ll deal. It’s not like I can get a doctor’s note and call in sick for the tournament.”

	“Any hallucinations?” she asked.

	“I don’t think so,” I replied without any real sense of certainly. “I did see a giant robot come out on stage before I passed out ... did that actually happen?”

	“Yeah,” Gavin confirmed. “Some dude in a mech suit called Fudō-something or other. He’s one of the odds-on favorites to win the tournament.”

	Odds. I had almost forgotten that now, a day before the tournament, the official betting lines would be announced. Based on whatever information the bookies and odds-makers could get their hands on, the thirteen (or now, twelve) competitors would be listed in order of their perceived chances of winning the tournament. Whether it was betting credits through the government-sanctioned Vegas Network, or using an underground bookie in the Dark Zone, this would no doubt be a record-breaking day in terms of gambling.

	“Let me see the lines,” I asked, sitting back up.

	“You need rest,” Peyton insisted, placing her hand on my chest. “Just sit back, relax. You’re competing in twelve hours – you don’t need to stress yourself out.” 

	I appreciated her concern, but Cameron Frost had left out an alarming number of details until the last minute, including most of the competitors; I had to gather all the information that I could. Sleep was not an option. “Please, bring up the odds.”

	With a click of his chunky antique television remote, Gavin fired up the old Trinitron, and logged onto the Vegas Network.

	Judging from the numbers, the bookies didn’t see my absence from the weigh-ins as a positive sign.
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Odds for Arena Mode
 

	(-850) Sergei Taktarov “Russia’s Son”

	(even) Kenneth Livitski “The Living Eye”

	(even) Dwayne Lewis “Sledge”

	(+250) Fudō-myōō “The Immovable One” 

	(+300) Paul Glendinning “Dozer”

	(+500) Serafina “The Butcher”

	(+650) Ayumi Ozaki “Lioness”

	(+850) Cassandra Cole “The Crusher”

	(+950) Jérôme Fontaine “Vitesse”  

	(+1200) Winston Ramsley “The Gentleman”

	(+1700) Arirose “Transcendent” 

	(+3000) Matthew Moxon “Mox”

	 

	*WARNING* Any attempt to gamble outside of the United States government sanctioned Vegas Network will result in a mandatory five-year prison sentence, with no chance for parole.

	 

	 


“What does that mean?” Peyton asked, scanning the numbers next to each name.

	“It means that no one believes Mox will last more than five minutes,” Gavin replied soberly.

	“It’s all right,” I explained, “these are just guesses based on who the bookies think have the best chances of winning. See the numbers to the left? That’s how much money you could win based on the competitor you place a bet on. So for example: if you bet a hundred dollars on Serafina, you’d win five-hundred if she takes first place.”

	“That makes sense,” she says with a small nod, “but then why does Russia’s Son have a minus sign beside it?”

	“It means you need to bet eight-hundred and fifty dollars to win one hundred,” Gavin explained. “It’s a way to discourage bettors from putting money on him. Everyone is sure he’s going to win tomorrow.”

	Peyton stared listlessly at the chart, nervously twisting a length of hair with both hands as if she was wringing out a wet towel.

	“His implied winning probability is eighty-nine percent … but again, it’s just a guess,” I reassured her. “Manhattan is a big place, and there’s a good chance I won’t even run into Taktarov.” My mouth was moving independent of my brain. I was trying to convince my friends that the odds against me weren’t as astronomical as they actually were, simply because I couldn’t bear to watch them suffer – I wasn’t sure whether I was doing more harm than good. Up until that point, I’d been trying to stay realistic, preparing them for the worst-case scenario. Now I was just spouting nonsense, ignoring the facts that were staring me in the face.

	As I spoke, I continued to itch the back of my left hand. It was an involuntary reaction at first, and I didn’t become conscious of it until my skin was scratched raw.

	Gavin glanced down at my hand. “About that,” he said, “I need to explain what they did to you after you passed out.”

	“What they did to me?” I asked. 

	“Your epidermal implant. They grafted it to the back of your hand as part of Cameron Frost’s solution for campers.” 

	Oh shit. As soon as Gavin said the word ‘campers’ I knew exactly what the implant was designed for. Frost certainly enjoyed his gaming terminology: in first-person shooter video games, occasionally a player will choose to employ a strategy that involves hiding in an elevated location on the map (usually with a sniper rifle or a rocket launcher) picking off unsuspecting opponents as they saunter by. ‘Camping’, which basically means remaining stationary for prolonged periods of time, is allowed in multiplayer games only because there is no way to prevent it – but to say the tactic is frowned upon would be a massive understatement. Calling someone in the video game community a ‘camper’ is the same as calling someone a ‘jackass’ in real life. It’s a derogatory term used for lesser-skilled and unethical players, and they inevitably draw the ire of every player they encounter. 

	“So what happens to campers?” Peyton asked innocently.

	“They didn’t tell me,” Gavin replied. “But if I had to guess? Nothing good. The medical guy just told me that the implant was required for all competitors, and sealed it on before he would let me take Mox out of the building. I didn’t have time for follow-up questions.”

	 I’d spent weeks studying maps of Manhattan. I memorized every street, alley, fire escape and manhole. I pored over satellite images that indicated the location of every potential hiding place, from dumpsters to abandoned cars. All for nothing. Surviving until the final four was going to require a lot of evasiveness, and (even though it would be less than viewer-friendly) a lot of standing still. The epidermal implant would ensure – somehow – that I kept moving, which would inevitably result in more confrontations. Violent confrontations that I had very little chance of surviving. 

	“I know this sounds like a setback, but I have some good news,” Gavin announced. “I have a friend of a friend who knows this guy out in the Zone – he was able to snap me some satellite photos that he ganked from a weather satellite this morning. They’re crystal clear, and you can see all the weapon locations.”

	I raised my eyebrows. “That is good news. Can we check them out?”

	“Let’s get to it,” Gavin said with a smile. “Take your time. We’ll review them when you’re vertical.” 

	When her brother had disappeared from view, Peyton sat on the couch next to me, gently rubbing my lower back in small circles. “Can we talk?”

	I nodded tentatively. I feared we were about to have the conversation I’d been dreading for weeks. The conversation. The follow-up to our night together, where I would inevitably have to come up with suitable answers to questions like, “where is this going?” and “why have you been avoiding me like a spineless jerk?” Questions that I either didn’t have a good answer for, or couldn’t explain without coming off like a bigger asshat than I already was. 

	“I know you don’t believe in this stuff,” she began, “but I do, so I want you to stop being a dick for a minute and just listen to me.”

	“You sure know how to sweet talk a guy,” I replied with an awkward grin. Definitely not the start to our chat I was expecting, but she did manage to call me a ‘dick’ in the first five seconds – maybe she was working her way up to the more volatile four-letter words. 

	“I had something made for you.” She reached into the pocket of her jeans and removed a small ruby-colored bag, pulled together with a tiny drawstring. She tugged it open and plucked out a ring. It was a thick, ornate silver band with a cube-like design in the center. It was a tessellation, wrapping back around itself in an infinitely continuing pattern. I’d seen artwork with similar designs (M. C. Escher made a career out of them) but never anything quite like it in real life.

	“It’s...nice.” What else was I supposed to say? I’m a guy. I had no idea how to respond when I saw a piece of jewelry.

	“It’s yours,” she replied, nervously brushing the pink tresses from her face, tucking a lock behind her ear. “If you want it, I mean. Here, I’ll show you how it works.”

	She carefully twisted the band in different directions and it unscrewed, falling into three distinct pieces. Separated they were simply unrelated shapes, but connected, they formed a never-ending geometric shape that flowed together, like a snake eating its own tail.

	“These represent your life,” she explained, touching each ring in succession. “Past, present and future.” She opened my hand and dropped the rings into my palm. “I know your past has been a little rocky. And let’s face it, your present isn’t the best right now, either. But there’s always something good waiting for you in the future if you have the will to make it happen.” She reached out and touched my chin, tilting my head upwards until our eyes locked.  “And everything that happened in the past, good and bad, is what led you to this moment. This is a reminder.”

	Peyton’s power was her ability to open up. She was so unafraid to leave herself raw and exposed – it made her one of the strongest people I’d ever met. It was amazing to see, and also humbling. At times, her confidence was like a mirror, reflecting my emotional cowardice. “I don’t know what to say,” I mumbled, glancing back down into my sweaty palm. 

	“I know you suck at this, so don’t say anything.” She pulled a long silver chain from her pocket and laced it through all three rings, attaching it around my neck. “It won’t fit under your gloves so wear it here, beneath your armor.”

	Her perfect lips curled into a mischievous smile. “I know you hate the ‘L’ word, so I won’t say it.”

	My face must have gone white, because she burst into a fit of wild laughter at the sight of my expression.

	“Not that L-word. I’m talking about ‘luck’, you emotional retard.” She just shook her head and continued to smile as she adjusted the rings around the chain. “I have no idea if these things will actually bring you any, but wear them anyway. Can’t hurt, right?”

	It was usually around the time when I’d make a snide remark, mocking Peyton about her childish adherence to blind faith and ridiculous superstition. 

	I just smiled. 

	I didn’t believe in luck, and I definitely didn’t believe in lucky charms, but I was starting to figure out why some people did. It was a physical representation of hope, and sometimes being able to wrap your hands around a concept offered a special type of comfort that words couldn’t provide.

	 I reached down and touched the rings dangling around my neck. I parted my lips to thank her, but she shook her head. “Thank me when you win the tournament.”

	Gavin shouted to me from the back of the store. Without another word, I left Peyton and began my final strategy session.

	We spent hours studying the holographic image of Manhattan, where twenty-six weapons were hidden. They were scattered throughout the city, in alleys, on rooftops, and occasionally out in plain sight. The only issue was that I couldn’t identify them: they were encased in large ornate boxes, like treasure chests a pirate might find in a low-budget movie. The boxes were identical, with a single exception: half had a gold ornament on the lid, and the other half had a silver one.

	I wasn’t sure what the symbols represented, but my intuition was telling me that thirteen of the twenty-six boxes should not be opened.

	Committing the map to memory, I could easily locate the weapons within The Arena. It was just a matter of being quick enough to get to one before a competitor beat me to it. 

	Midnight came quickly. After a long strategy session, we decided it was time for some rest and to close down the store. 

	Gavin opened one set of his security shutters at the front of the store to reveal a small group of reporters, snapping pictures and shouting questions when they spotted me through the glass. I used my forearm to shield my eyes from the flashes, and heard a spattering of questions, each stranger than the last.

	“What other powers do you have?”

	“Is it true that you’re a shut-in?”

	“Is that guy to your left a personal trainer, or your secret lover?”

	Gavin sneered and waved them off. “Get the hell out of here! The tournament is tomorrow, Mox needs some rest.”

	Realizing that the group wouldn’t disperse, he stepped back and slammed the shutters closed and lowered the security bars into place with the touch of a button. Gavin wasn’t thrilled with the idea of being followed home by paparazzi, and neither was I, so we decided to spend the night at the store. 

	Gavin pulled a red blanket over Peyton, who had passed out on the couch with a textbook curled tightly in her fingers.

	He retired to his office and crashed on his couch. 

	I was stressed and exhausted, but on the eve of the tournament, I knew that sleep wouldn’t come easy. 
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	I spent the night pacing the length of Excelsior’s stacks, stopping periodically to remove a comic from the long transparent drawers. I re-read some of my favorites, and casually flipped through others. I scanned the sequential art, page-by-page, studying the epic battles between good and evil. Punches thrown, plasma bolts fired, conflicts that raged from the smallest towns in America to the deepest reaches of space. 

	Then something occurred to me around three in the morning: when a hero and villain did battle, more often than not, there was a common theme that played a part in their struggle: a moral code. The code is why Lex Luthor is still alive after more than a thousand issues, given that his arch-enemy is Superman. The Man of Steel is an immortal demigod from the planet Krypton, infused with more power than any being in the universe; he possesses superhuman speed, hearing, vision, flight, and enough strength to literally move a planet ... and yet, his biggest rival is a middle-aged bald dude in a crappy suit.

	It never made any sense. If Lex was that big of a threat, why didn’t Clark just grab him by the collar, fly him into outer space and toss him into the sun? It would be simple: one incinerated bad guy, and humanity continues on without having to worry about a ruthless criminal mastermind. 

	Of course everyone knew the answer to that question. It’s the same reason why Batman never kills the Joker, and why Spider-Man hasn’t finished off the Green Goblin once and for all. Because without an antagonist, Marvel and DC would have a really hard time selling new issues. Imagine Peter Parker spending twenty-two pages ironing his spandex while Aunt May sits in the background watching reality television? Not the most compelling reason to run out and buy comics on a Wednesday afternoon. 

	Heroes need conflict, and to create a great conflict, they need an equally great villain. That’s the world of fiction. In real life, however, there are no moral codes that superhumans will adhere to, ensuring that next month’s issue has a suitable enemy. 

	In reality Arena Mode wasn’t a sporting event – it was a depraved social experiment. A ten billion dollar prize all but ensured that the competitors would be ruthless and unrelenting, because that amount of money represented more than freedom, or security, or a monumental leap into a prestigious new social class. It was power; the pure, unadulterated power that comes with being one of the wealthiest people on the planet.

	Superman was created in the 1930s, back when words like ‘ethics’ and ‘honor’ were still being used unironically. But in a few short hours, when the cameras started filming and the games began, the values of a bygone era would not apply. If comic book enthusiasts expected a series of battles guided by a moral compass that now ceased to exist, they were going to be in for the shock of their lives.
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	The small group of paparazzi outside of Excelsior had grown to a screaming horde. An obnoxious, sweaty mob of belligerent photographers that hadn’t showered in two days were completely blocking the front entrance. No wonder celebrities were so fond of punching them in the face.

	According to simulcast reports, there was a considerable amount of mystery surrounding my involvement in the tournament; was I injured? Was I in hiding? Would I be competing at all? Reading comments about myself drove me as crazy as the wait for the tournament itself. Aside from the speculation about my status, it seemed that everyone with an internet connection had an opinion about my chances of winning. My no-show at the weigh-ins, coupled with the betting odds against me, made ‘Mox’ a hot topic across the forums.

	I tried to refrain from engaging in a flame war, but I couldn’t resist the urge. I wasn’t sleeping anyway, and I needed a distraction. I just had to respond to an iTube commenter who insisted that Dwayne Lewis would ‘eat the blue Power Ranger’ within the first two minutes. 

	Sorry, WompaMuncher69, I had to respectfully disagree.

	Aside from scouring the web for gossip about myself, I was interested in reading everyone’s analysis after the weigh-ins. People had their favorites, but the consensus was that Russia’s Son would pummel the competition, smashing his way to an easy victory. And that opinion wasn’t limited strictly to the keyboard warriors; political spin and denunciations were already coming out of Moscow, with reports claiming that Sergei Taktarov was a Western spy, a traitor, and a pathological liar. I didn’t find the character assassination surprising. Should Taktarov claim first prize, a charismatic leader with ten billion dollars at his disposal would provide some stiff political opposition for their government, and they were undoubtedly terrified that someone might upset the status quo. When citizens are exposed to the truth, things like rigged elections and falsified news reports become a lot more difficult to get away with.

	After a few hours of uncomfortable sleep in an old armchair, I was startled awake by raucous banging on the security gates. I flipped on the Trinitron and switched to the exterior security cams. 

	Peyton propped herself up and rubbed her bleary eyes. “What time is it?” she asked with a drawn out yawn. “And what the heck is going on outside?”

	“Paparazzi,” I said with a frustrated groan. “They’ve been here all night. Go back to sleep, it’s not even six in the morning.” 

	When the security feed blipped into view, I saw a tall, narrow man with a thin moustache staring directly into the lens, dressed in a suit and bow-tie. He was standing amidst the photographers, and a long stretch limousine was visible in the street behind him.

	I felt an itch on the back of my hand, and moments later a bright green hologram projected from my epidermal implant. A three-dimensional image of Cameron Frost’s face appeared several inches off my skin, causing me to stumble backwards. “What the hell?” I shouted. 

	“Good morning, Mister Moxon!” the projection said with a cheerful smile. “I hope you’re ready for game day. I took the liberty of arranging your transportation to The Arena. Suit up and we’ll see you in thirty.” The hologram winked off before I had the chance to reply – it must have been a recording, not a live feed.

	I started to gear up. I quickly snapped my armor into place, ensuring that my rings were secured on the chain beneath my breastplate. 

	Peyton had drifted back to sleep, and I didn’t want to wake her. A tearful goodbye wasn’t going to help my mental state going into the tournament, and it definitely wouldn’t do her any favors in the likely event that I would never see her in person again. Leaning over the back of the couch, I kissed her forehead and tucked her in, silently promising that I’d do everything in my power to make it back. 

	 I was in no mood to eat, so I skipped right to the equipment check. I quickly gathered my helmet and prescription pill bottle. I didn’t need anything else. 

	Before opening the security gates, I drew in a deep, shaky breath, and prepared myself for the first day of the rest of my life – however much longer that was going to be.
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	The early morning sunlight poured into Excelsior as I retracted the shutters, sliding them to the side with both hands. I raised the security bars and pushed open the glass doors, stepping into the street. The crowd was overwhelming. I fastened on my helmet and flipped down the visor, blocking the harsh glare of the flashbulbs as photographers swarmed around me.

	The limo driver was much stronger than he looked. He used his elbow to plow the paparazzi aside, ushering me to the limo before shoving me into the backseat, throwing the door closed behind me. Clearly he’d done this before.

	I stared out the back window as we pulled away, thinking about how many times I’d walked through the front door of the Retro Comic Book Store. About how many times Gavin had greeted me at the entrance with his beaming grin, and how often Peyton had embraced me before I even got a foot past the threshold. Every experience I’d taken for granted began to feel more finite.

	Police had blocked off a number of streets, and of course no one was permitted into the city on game day for their own safety. It made the morning commute a breeze. Normally an endless flood of vehicles would be pouring into The City at this hour; most from The Fringe, and some from the Dark Zone – nearly all of them construction workers. 

	Manhattan was perpetually under construction, and labor had never been cheaper. With unemployment at an all-time high, people applied by the thousands to help construct megatowers – whether they had any previous experience or not. There were few other options to earn a legitimate wage, as meager as it was; the wealthy were never fond of signing large checks, and with labor laws being the loosest they’ve been since the 1800s, there was no need to. 

	The old towers were renovated, and the new were improved. Buildings were built on top of buildings, soaring higher into the sky with each passing day. 

	With the exception of a few ambulances, my limo was the lone vehicle crossing the Holland Bridge (one of the two remaining bridges that connects The Fringe to Manhattan; constructed shortly after the tsunami of 2031 destroyed the Holland Tunnel.) 

	The checkpoint midway across the bridge consisted of a small army; police cars, motorcycles, and a tank were encircled by more than twenty heavily-armed officers. The limo driver was asked to present a coded ID badge and handful of documents, as well as submit to a retinal scan before we were permitted to cross. As we slowly proceeded through the checkpoint, a number of officers ran hand-held scanners over the vehicle, likely searching for any explosives. Frost’s lawyer wasn’t kidding when he said they were taking every precaution.

	We cruised down the abandoned streets and arrived at Frost Tower in no time, and I was rushed into an elevator and up to the fiftieth floor. I was directed to a dressing room, surrounded by assistants. A number of specialists were assigned to every one of my pre-game details, most of which were cosmetic. An endless supply of people worked in rapid succession; a dental hygienist performed a laser tooth whitening, a hair stylist gave me a trim, and an aesthetician plucked my eyebrows before applying an all-important layer of foundation. Guess they didn’t want the cameras to pick up any unsightly glares before someone stabbed or shot me. Imagine the scandal.

	After my unpleasant appearance had been rectified, I was prepared for the final examination. Two members of the athletic commission were tasked with searching me. I was thoroughly checked for weapons and other banned substances, having my boots, gloves and helmet scanned. When I removed my breastplate they noticed the rings hanging from the chain around my neck. 

	They allowed the jewelry. 

	What they didn’t allow was the prescription bottle fastened into my belt. For obvious reasons I couldn’t reveal what the pills were, and I had torn off the label to conceal the nature of the medication, but ultimately it didn’t matter – no drugs, legal or otherwise, were permitted inside The Arena. I required four doses a day to keep my tumor in check, and would now have to go the entire duration of the tournament without any additional medication. 

	Suddenly my timeline was even shorter. The longer the game went on, the better my chances were of a blackout – or worse.

	A producer burst through the door wearing a headset, clutching a digital clipboard. With her blond ponytail, bright yellow dress and matching shoes, she didn’t look a day over twenty. “It’s time!” she shouted, pumping her fist in the air. She was bursting at the seams with more rampant enthusiasm than I thought humanly possible at that hour of the morning. “I’m Bethany, and I’ll be accompanying you to your drop point, mister ...” she glanced down and scanned her clipboard. “Moxon!” she shouted, tapping the surface with her polished nail. “Very, very pleased to meet you. And nice eyebrows, if you don’t mind my saying. They do wonders around here, don’t they?”

	“Yeah,” I replied with a nod. “They did a bang-up job.”

	Without another word, she turned, motioning for me to follow. We made our way to the high-speed elevator, where we shot to the rooftop. A small craft awaited us on the sun-drenched hover-pad, engines humming in preparation for takeoff. The wind was powerful, making it difficult to hear.

	“So I’m going to be dropped somewhere in The Arena,” I shouted, cupping my hands around my mouth. “Has my location been decided yet?”

	She wagged her finger and shouted back. “No, Mister Frost made a last-minute decision about the starting points for the competitors. And it’s going to be exciting!” 

	The way Bethany said ‘exciting’ troubled me. The glint in her eye led me to believe that our definitions of the word differed greatly. 

	We were sailing far above the city before she broke the news about my impending skydive. I’d never taken a lesson, and aside from pulling a ripcord I had no idea what was involved. When the craft hovered to a stop, the pilot offered a quick tutorial, explaining that a pair of toggles would deploy once the canopy had been opened. I could use the handles to guide myself from side to side, avoiding the buildings and other obstructions on the way down. At least my landing wasn’t totally left to chance, but it did little to calm my nerves considering the high winds, and my complete lack of experience.

	Since we were close to the west end of The Arena, I asked if the Hudson might be a suitable drop zone. Landing on water sounded more appealing than concrete. 

	“No no no,” the producer shouted, wedging herself into our conversation with an exaggerated two-handed wave. “Landing in the river is not an option, Mister Moxon. You’ll be disqualified immediately if you leave Manhattan. And security measures have been put in place that will ... well, let’s just say that it’s not in anyone’s best interest to take a dip until the tournament it over.” She explained that anyone could tap out, officially exiting the competition at a medical station or at one of the bridges, but simply leaving The Arena unannounced would result in a forfeit – meaning no prize money.

	I gazed out the wraparound window at the hovercrafts scattering the skies. It was about to happen. My basic, run-of-the-mill anxiety swelled to a chest-tightening panic. I attempted to wipe the perspiration from my forehead, but instead dragged the back of my metal gauntlet along my face, causing me to wince and curse. Bethany frowned and gave me a quick reminder about foul language during the competition. Thankfully the pre-show hadn’t begun, so my outburst wasn’t captured on film, but in the moment I wasn’t overly concerned with etiquette. There was a very real chance that I could bounce head-first off the side of a building during my skydive, and if that was about to happen, chances are I was going to drop a couple F-bombs whether the cameras were rolling or not.

	The producer received a notification from the pilot and extended her finger towards me. One minute left. I nodded and moved into position. I pulled on my helmet, flipped down the visor and continued to make adjustments: yanking my parachute straps tighter and fidgeting with my gloves. Of course I was just passing time until the doors opened – a way to keep my trembling hands occupied until the clock ran down. But I kept telling myself that it was preparation. As if any amount of preparation would ready me for what I was going to encounter when I landed.

	Then my mind wandered to the other competitors, and what they must have been contemplating at that exact moment. Nervous anticipation, quiet reflection, or maybe even prayer. If I thought it was worth the effort I would  have asked a higher power for something – anything – that would help me survive what I was about to endure. I figured it was a waste of mental energy. Even if an omniscient deity was sitting on a cloud watching Arena Mode, I doubt he would have intervened. He wasn’t going to divinely bestow any of the competitors with the strength and ability to win the tournament just because they asked – no more than he decided the outcome of the Superbowl based on the quarterback’s faith, or granted a music award to the rapper who wore the most impressive gold cross on their necklace.

	If He was listening, I wasn’t in the mood for a deep spiritual conversation anyway. And even if I was, the first question I had would revolve around the tennis ball-sized tumor he put into my head.

	Besides, I had three rings dangling around my neck that were supposed to bring me luck ... it was all the superstitious nonsense I required.

	“We’re live!” Bethany shouted. Tiny red lights blinked to life all around me, and I was suddenly being filmed from every angle by the miniature cameras installed in the hovercraft walls. “Well go ahead, Mox,” she urged me with a beaming smile. “Say something before you jump into The Arena. The world is watching!” 

	I looked over my shoulder at no camera in particular and raised my visor, patting my armored chest plate near my heart where the rings were located. “I’d ask everyone out there to wish me luck,” I said with a wink. “But I have everything I need right here.” 

	As I plummeted towards the ground, I pictured Peyton curled up on the old battered couch in Excelsior, wrapped in her favorite red blanket, watching the simulcast with tears in her eyes; hands wringing, heart pounding. I hoped that I gave her just a moment of relief – even a tiny smile to ease her pain. 

	When I saw the competitors drop into the distance, and Russia’s Son soaring through the clouds above, the gravity of the situation hit me like a head-on collision. 

	There was no time for emotion. 

	No time for pity. 

	And certainly no time to focus on the feelings of others, and what they might be thinking as they watched me compete. The only weapon I had to fight with was my mind, and if I didn’t keep it clear and focused, I wouldn’t last an hour.

	I reached for my ripcord ... it was game time.
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	That’s the problem with raising the bar in sports, you know? Once you’ve pushed it up, it’s almost impossible to lower it back down. 

	“After mixed martial arts, there was the revival of jousting, followed by full contact swordfighting. Violence, danger, even death – it gradually became acceptable as part of mainstream entertainment. 

	“I guess that Arena Mode is the next logical step. And once the viewers get a chance to soak their senses in the digital bloodbath, there’ll be no turning back. 
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	- Cassandra Cole (Combat Sports Monthly, April 2041 Issue)
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	Hurtling towards the Earth at a hundred miles per hour provides an amazing amount of mental clarity. Of course you don’t have enough time to gather and process many thoughts, but the ones that you do have are remarkably sharp. 

	A checklist blistered through my synapses: 

	Pull ripcord. Check. 

	Secure my grip around the toggles. Check. 

	Bank to the left and avoid the enormous decorative spike protruding from the top of the building that I’m currently drifting towards. Check.

	As I descended between two of the older buildings in Chelsea, the task that I couldn’t check off my internal notepad was avoiding a fire escape. The sharp metal contraption that had survived the tsunami a decade earlier was still firmly in place, and this one looked particularly hazardous. Still three stories above the ground, my parachute grazed the side of the building’s orange brick exterior, causing a momentary free-fall. As I dropped, my knee hit the top rung of a rusted metal ladder, and my canopy tangled into a broken grate. I continued to fall until I snapped to a halt, dangling just a few feet above the pavement by my shoulder straps.

	With a considerable amount of struggle, I released myself from the safety buckles, dropping the remaining distance to the ground. I cringed as I landed on my feet, and my left knee buckled. The blue armored boot that extended past my shin was enough to cushion the blow when I struck the ladder, but the depression in the metal indicated the speed at which I’d collided. The good news was that – without my protective gear – my patella would have been shattered; I’d be sitting in the alley, helpless, until my inevitable elimination. But it wasn’t the first time this joint had been battered. It was the same knee I’d dislocated playing high school football. The tournament had been underway for just a few minutes and I was already nursing a painful injury.

	Classic Moxon.

	I studied my surroundings. An assortment of red and brown buildings lined one side of the street, and mature trees dotted the other, bordered by a short chain-link fence. I was on 29th, not far from the Soccer Field at Chelsea Park – the location of one of the twenty-six weapons. According to the satellite images I’d studied with Gavin, it was by far the closest item, but the area was also one of the most exposed; the chest was sitting midfield, right in plain view. There was a chance that one of the other competitors had actually seen it while they parachuted in, and could be heading there right now. Unarmed and with a bad leg, there was no way I could risk going head-to-head with a superhuman in an open field.

	On the other hand, I had few other options. Kenneth wanted to partner up with me, and I still thought that was my best chance of reaching the final four, but at the moment, I was in no condition to stroll around aimlessly hoping for a chance encounter. Especially without a weapon.

	As I leaned against the wall for support and weighed my options, I noticed a faint red blip emitting from my epidermal implant, as if a tiny firefly was trapped beneath my skin. The longer I stayed in place, the faster it pulsed, and it continued to brighten. I was already camping. Even a few minutes in one spot was starting to trigger whatever it was that this device did – and I didn’t want to wait around and find out.
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	Fifteen minutes of hobbling did little to alleviate the swelling in my knee, but at least I was mobile. I arrived at Chelsea Park and remained hidden in the shadows, crouching behind some trees near the soccer pitch. And then I saw it: a casket. The shimmering gold treasure chest reflected rays of bright morning sunlight in every direction, beckoning to be opened. 

	I lowered my visor so I could look directly at it. “Darken and magnify,” I whispered, and the voice-activated chip in my helmet responded. The tinted shield allowed for clearer vision, and my eyes zoomed in on the lid. The gold insignia was there, just as I recalled from the satellite photo. I tried to identify a pattern, a symbol, or some indication as to how it was different than the identical chests that were adorned with the silver ornament. As far as I could tell, at least from this distance, the color was the only distinction. I had a feeling that one set of boxes could be hazardous, but I didn’t want to be the first person to flip the lid and test that theory.

	Fortunately I wouldn’t have to wait long for an unwitting volunteer.

	The weight of Dozer’s steps caused motion tremors, like tiny earthquakes growing more intense as he approached. I could feel him coming before I saw him. Then he appeared, right out in the open; a powerful bronze figure strutting confidently onto the field, directly towards the casket. 

	I stared intently as he reached down and flipped open the lid, exposing the treasure inside: an axe. A silver, double-bladed battle axe with a long wooden handle, bearing inscriptions in the metal that appeared to be Viking in origin. It looked enormous. The axe must have weighed fifty pounds. I wasn’t sure I could have swung it with any precision if I had acquired it, but in Glendinning’s hands this weapon could be frighteningly effective.

	When he lifted his newfound treasure to inspect it, a dark shadow loomed overhead. Sergei Taktarov flew into view, cape billowing behind him, and touched down on the field near the opposing goal posts.

	A stare-down ensued. The first one-on-one battle was about to begin, and I had a front row seat. 

	Dozer smiled and invited Taktarov forward with a cocky wave.

	The Russian obliged. 

	They stalked towards each other slowly and then picked up the pace, increasing their speed with every step. The Canadian raised the axe above his head, preparing to swing. His opponent made no attempt to avoid it. When he brought the blade down onto Taktarov’s forehead, it crumpled, and the thick wooden handle splintered like a broken toothpick.

	Unfazed, the bronze strongman followed up with a series of rapid-fire hooks and uppercuts, displaying what appeared to be some very extensive boxing experience. The Russian’s head didn’t even move when the Canadian’s fists collided with his jaw line.

	Taktarov retaliated with a stiff kick to the chest, sending his opponent across the length of the field. Glendinning’s enormous weight crushed the goal posts, and tore a significant chunk of turf from the pitch. 

	The battle continued. They exchanged a series of powerful strikes, but it became clear that neither could inflict any significant damage. 

	Taktarov clenched his fists and grit his teeth. “You have experienced only two-tenths of my power!” he shouted. “Do not underestimate the heat of my rage!”

	Russia’s Son had a number of impressive abilities, but apparently public speaking, especially in English, wasn’t one of them. I suddenly understood why he let his little sister handle his PR.

	Taktarov stunned Glendinning with a series of lightning fast punches that actually dented his bronze jaw. The force of the blows sounded like a church bell ringing, echoing down the abandoned streets. Before the Canadian could react, Sergei applied a choke hold with both hands and leaped, taking flight. He soared into the bright blue sky and disappeared from my line of sight, dragging his flailing victim along for the ride.

	“Maximum vision enhance,” I said, and focused my visor’s telescopic sight. I scanned the sky and found them drifting next to one of the media’s hover drones, thousands of feet in the air. All of the major networks sent small, unmanned hovercrafts above the city to film the tournament, using ultra high-definition cameras to zoom in on the action below. Taktarov seemed to be trying to attract its attention. It looked as if he was saying something; giving a live, unedited speech directly to the media, all while he clutched more than two-thousand pounds of bronze without giving it a second thought. When he’d finished the impromptu press conference, he took off again, rocketing vertically through the clouds and out of view.

	A tense minute ticked by. 

	Then another.

	And then, without warning, the most unbelievable event ever captured on a live simulcast (up until that moment, anyway) happened as I looked on in awe. Paul Glendinning plummeted from the sky, flailing and spinning. His body cannonballed into the Hudson River, causing a small tidal wave that capsized boats and tore apart docks – but not before crashing through the Holland Bridge. Like a one-ton missile, his metallic torso caused an explosion of steel and mortar, tearing the overpass completely in half. Police cruisers, fire trucks and more than twenty people splashed into the water after him.

	I hoped that Glendinning died before the fall. That Taktarov was somehow able to snap his neck, or choke the life out of him before releasing his grip. Either one would have been more merciful than allowing the man to drop, fully conscious and aware, for several agonizing miles.

	 


I knew that lives were on the line in this tournament. Every competitor did. But this was a stark reminder of the ferocity of Arena Mode and of how sudden, and mercilessly, an elimination could take place.

	 


[image: Image]
 

	Every step was agony. I felt as if someone was rotating a screwdriver into the cartilage behind my knee cap, like some twisted form of medieval torture. I tried to put the pain out of my mind, and remind myself that Times Square was just a mile away. It was the location of several weapon caskets, and more importantly, a doctor. 

	According to the pre-game briefing, there would be a number of medical stations scattered throughout Manhattan as per state regulations, but their locations were not revealed to the competitors. Just another one of Frost’s little twists to keep the game interesting. Based on the satellite imaging, I saw a preliminary set-up for a medical tent in Times Square, but the rest of the stations had yet to be put in place.

	I was in desperate need of a cortisone injection. One small dose administered to my joint would reduce the inflammation, and provide a considerable amount of pain relief. Without it, I don’t know how much longer I could last before tapping out. 

	I swallowed my pride and looked at the situation logically: I’d be seen as the first competitor to seek medical assistance, but it wouldn’t necessarily be perceived as a sign of weakness. Some of the most prolific athletes in history required similar treatment to get through a championship game – throwing a final touchdown, or scoring a winning goal. I was certainly not among the elite when it came to athletics, and there was no shame in admitting it to myself. Still, I didn’t want my competition to single me out as a weak link (any more than they already had based on my absence from the weigh-ins).

	I stayed off the main roads and took as many shortcuts as I could, clinging close to walls and stalking through narrow alleyways. As I neared the heart of Times Square, I was particularly cautious. The hordes of tourists and endless rows of yellow taxis were nowhere to be found, leaving the streets and sidewalks wide open for an attack. It was a strange sight. It looked as if someone had snapped a picture of the busiest intersection in the world and carefully Photoshopped out every single pedestrian.

	Although the area was abandoned, giving it a somewhat hollow resonance, the trademark signs remained alive with an energy all their own. Towering holograms rotated overhead. Multi-layer screens stretched from one building to another, enticing onlookers to purchase everything from 3D printers to the latest virtual reality glasses. If an unnecessary trinket or gadget existed, you were being instructed to buy it – and the message was being delivered with the subtlety of a bullhorn. 

	As an art form, it was beautiful, but the crass commercialism was lost on most people – mainly because of the intoxicating effect of the blinking lights. I wasn’t immune. Whenever I was in the vicinity, more often than not I’d catch myself staring slack-jawed at the enormous three-dimensional Japanese model that emerged from a projector near Broadway and West 46th, sipping a bottle of Coke before winking at the tourists below. They call New York ‘the city that never sleeps’ – which is true. It’s also the city that never stops selling. And Americans, as always, are the people who never stop buying.

	As I looked down my nose at mindless consumerism, I had to stop and remind myself that I was participating in a glorified reality show – a show where contestants signed a contract, agreeing to kill each other for obscene piles of cash. As far as entertainment goes, it doesn’t get any more mindless.

	 But maybe this event was simply a manifestation of what people craved. It’s not as if Cameron Frost was forcing Arena Mode on anyone; we volunteered to participate, and viewers elected to watch.

	As the world’s middle class continued to corrode, life inevitably became more difficult; years wore on with no improvement in sight, and greater distractions were necessary to escape the relentless grind of reality. Shopping, drugs, sex – no diversion was extreme enough. When it came to sports, Arena Mode was a reflection of the moral vacuum that was slowly consuming our country – and I was certainly playing my part. If mindless excess was the machine deconstructing civil society, I had willingly become one of the cogs.

	I refocused my attention on the task at hand and rounded the corner. The medical station off to the side of the intersection was in precisely the same location as the satellite image had indicated. It was basic: no more than a white canopy, marked with an easily identifiable red cross. Two nurses and a doctor dressed in scrubs occupied the makeshift operating room, standing at the ready to deal with whatever horrific injury they could be faced with. I wasn’t sure how prepared they’d be to deal with a complex surgical procedure, but I wasn’t in need of anything so elaborate. One quick injection and I’d be on my way. 

	I craned my neck in every direction in search of competitors. The towering holo-screen that dominated most of the building next to the medical center showed a live feed of the tournament broadcast. It was my first chance to take a look at what the viewers were seeing at home. 

	Jérôme Fontaine, the French-Canadian runner known as ‘Vitesse’, was racing through the streets at a rapid clip, barely visible as hover-cams struggled to keep pace. He was moving so quickly that I couldn’t get a clear look at his surroundings to pinpoint a location. But I did notice he’d already acquired a weapon: a long, two-handled staff with a curved blade on each end.  

	Feeling confident that the coast was clear I stepped out of the shadows and into the street, only to be blown backwards by the jet stream of Fontaine racing by. It was like having a bullet train miss me by less than a foot. 

	The air pressure caused me to stumble and fall, toppling into a pile of trash bags and discarded boxes on the street corner. He had covered several blocks in a matter of moments, and had blown by me so fast that he didn’t even notice my presence.

	I barely had time to regain my footing before I heard the screams; the chilling sound that one of the nurses made before Vitesse sliced her arm off. In a whirlwind of spattered blood and tearing flesh he hacked the three medics to pieces. The bladed staff was more than just a weapon in his hands – coupled with his blistering speed, it was effectively an oversized buzz saw. 

	He vanished into the distance, sprinting down Broadway and out of view. The massacre that Vitesse left behind was being highlighted on the holo-screen for the world to see: a high definition, three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle of random body parts were scattered beneath the medical tent. If the audience wanted carnage and excess, they were certainly getting it.

	I paused and considered the possibility of Fontaine being disqualified, but then it occurred to me that he hadn’t broken a rule. Not technically. It was against tournament regulations to attack a competitor while they received medical attention, but there was never a rule to prevent someone from slaughtering the medics themselves. It was a loophole – they were fair game.

	It was an interesting strategy: get noticed by the audience, and more importantly the other players, by starting the game with some gruesome kills. I couldn’t have been the only competitor who was watching a screen somewhere inside The Arena when Fontaine launched his attack, and I couldn’t be the only one who was horrified by what they witnessed. 

	I guessed he was speeding off in search of the other medical stations, poised to eviscerate the remaining staff (if they hadn’t already fled their posts in terror, which was a very real possibility.)

	The odds-makers seemed to have made a big mistake. Vitesse wasn’t one of the frontrunners when the betting lines were being calculated, but he was quickly proving them wrong.
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	I was nauseated by the sloshing beneath my feet as I tiptoed through human entrails. The sights and smells weren’t exactly pleasant, but hearing random organs squish with each step was especially disturbing.

	Rummaging through the cabinets and first aid kits, I searched for the cortisone I required. Time was running short. I couldn’t have been the only one who was thinking about raiding the medical station in Times Square. Surely there would be some useful items in the now-unguarded facility, and others would be interested. 

	I was able to locate and administer a shot to my throbbing knee, and not a moment too soon. The feeling of relief was instantaneous. I popped a couple of acetaminophen pills to further reduce the pain and swelling, and prepared to leave. And then it occurred to me: an ambulance was parked around the corner.

	It was time to get dirty. I removed my metal gauntlets and snapped on a pair of latex gloves. I activated my helmet’s air filter and sifted through the blood-soaked remains of the medics, searching for a key. What I recovered was even better. I plucked a gold access card from what must have been a pocket, stuck beneath a piece of meat that resembled a portion of a thigh. I polished it with sterilized gauze until I could see my reflection. This was the Holy Grail: an all-access pass to every car, truck and building in The City. 

	I discarded the gloves, pocketed the card and headed towards my new vehicle.

	It was quite a find. Modern ambulances were still somewhat bulky, but they were fast and reliable. Solar powered and easily manoeuvrable, I could weave my way through the abandoned streets with ease, avoiding confrontations. And as an added bonus I’d continually be in motion, so I wouldn’t be camping. Equally important was the space – I’d have ample room to store all of my supplies. I could navigate from one weapon location to another, gathering the items before other competitors had a chance to scoop them up.

	I slid the gold card into the ignition slot and powered it on. A moment later, the ambulance quietly hummed with energy and a small screen blinked to life on the dashboard, illuminating a multipurpose communication panel. Without hesitation, I called Gavin, who was watching the tournament with Peyton at Excelsior.

	“You’re alive!” Gavin shouted, with far too much surprise in his voice.

	“Of course I am,” I frowned.

	“I didn’t mean it that way,” he said. “It’s just that you haven’t been on-screen for most of the simulcast. For the last twenty minutes they’ve been tracking that French runner around. He’s been slashing doctors and nurses to pieces all over the city.”

	“I figured as much. I saw him in action just a few minutes ago.”

	Peyton leaned into the screen. “Are you okay?” She asked, nervously twisting her pink ponytail with both hands.

	“Yes, I’m fine,” I replied, not quite ready to acknowledge the fact I had just dug through entrails and robbed a corpse. “I screwed up my knee a bit when I parachuted in, but I’ll be all right. What else is happening? What have you seen since the tournament started?”

	“Did you see that bronze guy get dropped from space?” Gavin asked. “That shit was insane.”

	“Space? Are you sure it was space? Like outer-space?” My face contorted and for some reason I couldn’t stop saying ‘space’.

	“Yes,” Gavin replied, “that black place in the sky where you see the stars at night. Space-space. Russia’s Son flew him so high that the hover-cams couldn’t see them anymore, so a satellite tracked them. They’ve been replaying it non-stop ... up until that French dude started slicing and dicing.”

	I was fascinated. I couldn’t believe that Russia’s Son had that capability. “Were they just in the stratosphere, or did he break through the ozone layer?”

	Gavin threw his hands up. “What am I, an astrophysicist? It was dark up there, that’s all I know.”

	I was momentarily speechless.

	“Don’t worry,” Peyton added. “After he dropped that guy he just flew to a rooftop in SoHo, and he’s been there ever since. Maybe he needs to recharge or something? Like he spent too much energy flying that far?”

	It was an interesting theory, and I hoped she was right. It gave me a small measure of comfort to believe that Russia’s Son was at least somewhat limited in his abilities. Just the fact that the tournament had been going on that long and he’d only eliminated one competitor indicated that his endurance wasn’t infinite. As far as vulnerabilities go, it wasn’t exactly the Kryptonite I was hoping for, but it was better than nothing. “If you notice any weaknesses in the superhumans, anything at all, make a note of it. I’ll check back in with you guys every chance I get.”

	“Copy that,” Gavin replied with a military-style salute. “So what have you figured out so far? Any chinks in the armor on the other competitors?”

	I shook my head slowly, furrowing my brow. “It’s funny ... not long ago Vitesse rocketed by me in a full sprint, and we almost collided. He was so close, but he never even noticed me. I think he has a problem with his eyesight.”

	“Or his glasses,” Peyton added. “Maybe they limit his vision?” 

	 “Possibly,” I said. “It’s something I might be able to exploit. So what else is going on – is there anything interesting on the simulcast right now?”

	“Not really,” Gavin said with a shrug, glancing over to the Trinitron. “That big Japanese robot is flying around. It looks like he found a weapon, too – a big sword. I can see him now. He’s right around ... 42nd and Broadway.”

	Times Square.

	I put the ambulance in drive and slammed down hard on the accelerator, just as Fudō landed on the roof.
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	The only time I’d ever driven so fast and recklessly was when I was playing a video game. I twisted the steering wheel from side to side while I raced down the street, knocking over garbage cans and crushing hot dog stands. Fudō sliced through the roof like he was opening a tin can, using the blade to anchor himself to the speeding vehicle.

	He punched downward and tore a hole directly above me. The giant cybernetic hand reached through the opening and took a swipe, narrowly missing my head as I ducked beneath the steering wheel. 

	I considered slamming the brakes to send Fudō flying forward, but I was worried that, at this speed, the entire ambulance could tip over from the momentum. I didn’t want to risk landing in an even worse position than I was already in.

	Before I could make a decision, I felt a strange movement, as if I was being picked up. The ambulance was still in motion, and the tires were spinning, but I no longer felt the road beneath me. Fudō had scooped up the ambulance, I was sure of it. As I tilted forward, I buckled my seatbelt, and I was suddenly facing downward, staring directly at the pavement. And then I was thrown. Not dropped, not slammed into the ground, but tossed. My vehicle was lobbed through the air, crashing through the elaborate two-story window display of a nearby toy store. 

	The ambulance rolled several times while shards of glass rained down around me, both from the storefront and the shattered windshield. When the vehicle finally slid to a stop, I was upside down. Unbuckling my seatbelt sent me crashing into the crumpled roof with a painful thud. Bleeding from several places on my forehead, I frantically wiped the blood from my eyes and searched the front seat. I couldn’t locate my helmet. When I crawled from the driver’s side window I spotted him – it was The Living Eye.

	Kenneth had conjured a hand; a grotesque, glowing blue hand that loomed behind him, as if a giant was reaching up from the pavement below. But this wasn’t just an ordinary hand: in its palm was a snarling, cavernous mouth filled with jagged teeth, and an ominous eyeball peered at me from each fingertip. It was a chilling vision from a nightmare that I hoped I’d never experience.

	Kenneth’s concentration must have broken, because his latest creation burst apart and dissipated when he spotted me crawling from the wreckage. “Mox, I’m so sorry, buddy! I didn’t know you were driving the ambulance!” He rushed to my side and helped me to my feet. “What happened? Did you get stabbed through the roof?”

	I touched my forehead and brought my hand down, watching the blood drip from my fingertips. “No, these are just surface wounds from the broken glass. It probably looks worse than it is.”

	“Well you look like shit,” Kenneth said bluntly, but with genuine concern.

	I cocked an eyebrow and pretended to fuss over my face. “Did I smudge my make-up?”

	Kenneth threw his head back and laughed boisterously – his exuberant laugh that was so ridiculously infectious it was nearly impossible to avoid joining in. “I know, eh? What was with that guy applying the foundation? Could he have taken his job any more seriously?”

	“Don’t get me started,” I chuckled before letting out a hacking cough. I winced and held my aching ribcage, bruised and battered from the crash. My breastplate cushioned the impact from the roll, but I was still in a considerable amount of pain.

	“So,” Kenneth said as he patted me gently on the back, “what do we do now?”

	As if on cue, a loud rumble echoed from the remains of the toy store. Fudō burst from the rubble and stood upright with one smooth motion, brandishing his katana. The red braided handle and ornate metalwork was an exact replica of Cameron Frost’s showpiece – I’d recognize the design anywhere. He’d undoubtedly discovered one of the more sought-after weapons hidden within The Arena. Fudō’s exoskeleton was scratched and dented, but aside from cosmetic damage, it seemed to be perfectly functional, and prepared for combat.

	“What we do now,” I replied, “is get the hell out of here.”

	Kenneth laughed again. “Nah, I got this, buddy. I think I can handle an oversized GoBot.”

	I had a feeling that Fudō might present a greater challenge than a poorly-designed Japanese children’s toy, but we were about to find out.

	The Living Eye calmly waved me aside without a second thought. Wearing a confident grin, he cracked his knuckles, and adjusted the strap on the back of his homemade mask. He extended his right hand and conjured a swirling cloud of blue dust, creating a manticore: a ferocious blue lion with expansive dragon wings, and the venomous tail of a scorpion. The mythical creature continued to expand, growing to the size of an SUV. Strangely, it was only the second most terrifying thing I’d seen in the last five minutes.

	I knew that Kenneth was controlling this creation with the power of his mind, and that I was in no real danger. Regardless, I continued to backpedal as the creature bared its incisors and bellowed out a thunderous roar. 

	Fudō wasn’t nearly as intimidated. He marched forward with his hand outstretched, illuminating the bright red light embedded into his palm.

	Kenneth’s face shifted. The calm, cocky expression melted away, and was replaced with something else. Not fear, but confusion. He rubbed his temples and blinked feverishly. 

	When Fudō came within striking distance, the manticore vanished into a pile of glittering dust, leaving The Living Eye staggering and dizzy – and completely defenseless.

	Then it was over.

	With a powerful thrust, Fudō pushed the three-foot blade through the soft tissue of Kenneth’s midsection. The tip of the curved sword protruded from his back, and a spatter of blood dotted the pavement behind him.

	I imagined his final thoughts as he dropped to his knees. Looking around helplessly, clawing at the air while he wondered why Mox, his partner, didn’t stop Fudō’s attack. Not realizing that I couldn’t. 

	I had fooled everyone, Kenneth included, into thinking I was a superhuman. With the abilities he thought I possessed, he took me on as a partner and put his faith in me; I’m sure he believed that I’d cover his back as much as he promised to cover mine. It was agonizing. A gut-wrenching sensation twisted inside me when I realized that Kenneth’s final vision was the sight of me sprinting in the opposite direction as the life drained from his body.

	At best, he thought I was a coward, and that possibility made me sick. At worst – and far more likely – he died believing that I had betrayed him. And he wouldn’t be completely wrong.

	At least Fudō had the decency to stab him in the front.
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	It took a couple of hours to memorize the city. The night before the competition, I’d committed the entire borough of Manhattan to memory in painstaking detail: street names, addresses, hidden alleys, fire escapes – not to mention the precise location of every casket in The Arena. Sitting on the corner of 47th and 5th Avenue, I knew it was exactly fourteen thousand, two hundred and fifty-six feet to Tomkins Square Park. I could walk it in thirty-three minutes. I knew this place inside and out, and along with my martial arts and weapon training, I had it all covered – knew everything I needed to know. Except how to deal with letting someone die.

	My strategy was to avoid confrontation unless it was absolutely necessary, but I wasn’t naive. The odds were that I couldn’t last until the final four without having to take someone’s life, or at the very least seriously injure them. 

	I played the scenario out in my mind a thousand times: a superhuman coming at me with evil intentions, my adrenaline pumping. They want me dead, and I have to defend myself. I have no choice in the matter: it’s fight or flight, and flight is no longer an option. Then, the most basic human instincts kick in, and I do what people have been doing since the first caveman picked up a heavy stick and bludgeoned his attacker to a bloody pulp. In the end, I’d experience something that resembled remorse, but I’d feel justified in my actions. 

	I wish my situation had been that simple. 

	It wasn’t Fudō Myōō’s blade that ended Kenneth Livitski’s life back in Times Square – it was my lie. I couldn’t rationalize it any other way. As I wandered along the empty sidewalks it was the only consistent thought that ran through my head for more than an hour. I wanted to place in the final four and walk away from the competition, but in that moment, I wasn’t even sure that I deserved to.

	I’d travelled to the east end of the island, and it occurred to me that a weapon chest was practically right next to me. A four-story building with a deli on the ground floor was directly across the street, and the casket was hidden on the rooftop. I scaled the rickety fire escape and spotted it immediately. It hadn’t been opened, but possibly for good reason – it was one of the thirteen boxes adorned with a silver emblem, not gold. I wasn’t sure I wanted to take this chance. 

	Approaching with caution, I ran my fingers along the seam of the lid, and closely inspected every last detail. When I reached under the flap of metal where the lock would normally be located, I felt something strange. It was a thin, coiled wire, inconspicuously hidden from view – it would no doubt function as a trigger should someone attempt to flip open the lid. It was wired to explode.

	I wasn’t positive how many people were left in the tournament. As far as I knew there were now ten, myself included, but at the moment there was no way to confirm it. As soon as competitors started flipping the lids on the caskets with silver emblems, it would undoubtedly thin out the ranks. It was classic Darwinism: survival of the fittest. The players too preoccupied (or too stupid) to thoroughly check a case before opening it had a fifty percent chance of being blown to bits.

	An IQ test wasn’t required to gain entry into The Arena, but this was the next best thing.

	Leaving the deathtrap untouched, I made my way back to the fire escape. And then I heard footsteps clanging. Someone was making their way up to the roof with me, and not just the one person, judging by the echo. It was at least two.

	There were no other ladders down, no rooftop access door, and nowhere to hide; just a flat, wide open space with the casket sitting conspicuously in plain view  – and an unarmed guy without any superpowers.
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	When a pair of young women emerged from the fire escape, I became as tongue-tied as I usually do when faced with a similar situation. I hadn’t brushed up on my conversational skills in quite a while; spending my time alone reading comics and playing video games in a windowless apartment didn’t afford many opportunities for banter. This encounter was particularly stressful, though. Normally, when chatting with a member of the opposite sex, there’s rarely a chance that it could end in a fight to the death.

	Serafina appeared first, even more aloof than she was on-stage the day before. Shrink-wrapped into black leather pants and a matching jacket, she looked more prepared to strut down a runway than compete in a violent fighting tournament. She locked her boots in place and folded her arms. If she felt I was a threat, she wasn’t letting me know it.

	Equally unconcerned with my presence, Arirose strolled past her, hands clasped behind her back. She looked more or less like the pictures I saw online: copper locks cascading over her shoulders in loose curls, the trademark rose tied into her hair – but her attire caught me off-guard. She’d abandoned her modest floral dresses for a form-fitting denim skirt, plaid top and knee-high cowboy boots. She approached until she was within arm’s reach and flashed a playful smile. “So you’re the bloke with the great big brain, are you?” Her broad Australian accent was just as I’d imagined it. 

	“What gives you that impression?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. I was a little taken aback.

	“At the weigh-ins they played a video package when you were absent,” she explained. “Frost did the voice-over himself. ‘Matthew Moxon, from New York City’. You got some nice applause when they said you were a hometown player. He didn’t reveal too many details, mind you, aside from the fact that you were a brilliant college boy.” She placed her hands on her hips and studied me from head to toe. Arirose’s confidence was unnerving. “Looking back though,” she continued, “I think painting you as some kind of a genius might have been a bit ... misleading to the audience.”

	“Yeah, how’s that?” I took a small step backwards, careful to keep Serafina in my peripheral vision. I didn’t want her to disappear into my blind spot. The statuesque model with acidic blood was slowly circling the rooftop’s perimeter, peering over the edges at the street below. 

	“I reckoned that someone so clever would’ve figured out Arena Mode by now.” Arirose spread her hands wide and motioned around her. “But, here you are, aren’t you?”

	“I’m not sure I’m following.” I continued my retreat, taking another cautious step backwards.

	She smiled and looked towards Serafina. “Amazing, isn’t it Butcher?” she shouted. “The Yank still doesn’t get it.”

	Her partner didn’t even turn her head. “Don’t call me that,” she replied with an angry huff.

	Arirose leaned towards me. “My friend is a bit touchy about her nickname,” she whispered. “I don’t blame her, really. When Frost insisted we all have one, she got stuck with something very unflattering. Plus I think it brings up bad memories. I ended up with ‘Transcendent’, and to be honest I’m not even sure what that means.”

	“It means going beyond the ordinary limits,” I said without missing a beat. Apparently my impulse to explain things was impossible to turn off. It was like Tourette’s syndrome, but instead of screaming random obscenities, I spouted useless information.

	Arirose nodded her head in approval and cracked a crooked smile. “Not bad, Mox. You are quite the sharp one. But for a clever bloke you’re playing this game like quite the dipstick.”

	“Dipstick?”

	“An idiot,” she insisted. “You see, there was nothing in the rules about finding a teammate, so when The Butcher here...”

	“Serafina,” her partner shouted from the opposite side of the roof, growing more agitated.

	“Apologies,” Arirose replied, holding both palms up as if in surrender. “Serafina here met with me in Chinatown, and we decided to watch each other’s backs. If you were as smart as Frost said, you’d have a partner as well. He might have prevented this from happening.” She waved her hand in a small circular motion, blinding me with a streak of pink light. 

	I collapsed, crashing awkwardly to my back. Every muscle ached, and I was completely prone, unable to move. Then, slowly, the pain began to spread, searing through my nerve endings.

	“Sorry, I know that hurts like a bitch,” Arirose said bluntly, “but that’s the game, isn’t it? Take every opportunity you can.”

	I knew that Arirose possessed psychic abilities – I’d researched, reviewed and memorized her entire online history – but I didn’t realize that she could do this. I felt like I’d been impaled by a thousand invisible needles, pinning me to the rooftop. It was excruciating.

	Arirose looked down and shook her head. “I’d like to give you some more pointers, mate, but I don’t think you’ll be around long enough to put them to use.”

	The pain caused me to clench my jaw like a vice – I could feel my molars about to crack. “Well this has been fascinating,” I said, wincing in agony. “How about you let me up and we make this a fair fight, huh ladies?”

	“If you think the word ‘fair’ is part of my vocabulary,” Arirose scoffed, “then you really are an idiot.”

	“Stop with this nonsense,” The Butcher shouted. “Just finish him and we’ll be gone.”

	“Wait,” Arirose replied, extending a palm towards her partner. She stared into my eyes and squinted slightly. I could feel her inside my mind, clawing through my thoughts. Clear memories of my past were scrambling, bleeding into each other. I tried to fight it. I couldn’t let her know that I wasn’t a superhuman. There were likely a dozen cameras pointed at us, and without a doubt this confrontation was being broadcast live; my lie would be exposed to every other competitor, and the rest of the world.  

	Arirose crouched next to me. “Well bugger me dead, the Yank thinks he can hide something from us.” She reached out and rapped her hand into my forehead. “Whatever ya got hidden in there, I can scrape it out. Just need to prod around a bit and find what I’m looking for.”

	“What could he know?” Serafina said, unconvinced.

	“Well we don’t know yet, do we?” Arirose snapped back. “That’s what I’m fixing to find out.”

	I pictured Cameron Frost’s mantelpiece: his katana. The sword he’d used to kill fifty-seven others in combat. I’d seen it so many times it was clearer than a high resolution image in my mind; with the help of my photographic memory, it was like a three-dimensional hologram.

	And as my mind rolled over every conceivable detail, I projected it right into its location: the casket across the rooftop. 

	Just minutes ago, I flipped open the lid with the silver emblem, and saw a replica of that very same sword. Then I panicked, slamming it shut the moment I heard a pair of footsteps clanging up the fire escape.

	“That was a bad move, mate,” Arirose said with an unsettling smile. “Why did you ditch the sword? It was your only chance for survival. Thought you’d trick us, did you?”

	“Don’t open it,” I said, with as much urgency as I could manage. “It’ll explode.”

	Arirose shook her head again, staring at me with pity; as if my pathetic attempt to bargain my way out of the situation had failed miserably, and she was sympathetic – even embarrassed for me.

	Serafina strolled over, looking down at my body. “I was going to suggest dropping him from the roof, but that might just break his legs. Stabbing him will be easier. And then I’ll have my first elimination.”

	“What do you mean you’ll have your first elimination?” Arirose asked, turning her back to me. As her concentration shifted, I could feel a number of the invisible needles loosening. The sensation returned to my toes and fingertips.

	“It’s mine,” Serafina argued, waving a finger in Arirose’s face. “I’ve been handling blades since I was five. I should be in charge of it.” She marched towards the casket with her partner in tow.

	I had just enough feeling in my arms to roll over and take cover while she flung open the lid.

	 Standing inches from the explosion, The Butcher didn’t just blow apart – she liquefied. When she threw open the casket, the blast radius was relatively small, but Serafina’s black, acidic blood spattered the rooftop like a torrential downpour. I was already facedown with my head buried beneath my gauntlets. Some of the drops spattered the back of my forearms and began to eat their way through the metal, searing my skin below. I screamed and tore off my gloves, tossing them aside as they continued to sizzle.

	I still had no clue which competitors remained in the tournament, but I knew what the score was on the rooftop. 

	Darwin: two. 

	Arirose and Serafina: zero.
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	The rooftop had been reduced to a blackened mess, sizzling as it faltered and sagged. Serafina’s corrosive blood had showered the entire area, causing the gravel to bubble and pop – and in some places, completely cave in.

	My head spun. The overwhelming stench of burning flesh, combined with melting tar, overwhelmed my senses. Eyes watering, I cupped a hand over my nose and stumbled awkwardly towards the fire escape. And that’s when I heard her.

	It was an innocent cry for help from a young girl; judging by her voice no more than five-years-old. I turned and scanned the smoking rooftop. No one was there.

	This was insane. I had to be experiencing a hallucination – a side effect triggered by my lack of medication ... but the voice was so convincing. I could hear it with perfect clarity, ringing out from behind a twisted pile of seared metal (likely the remains of the casket that had exploded just moments ago.)

	I tiptoed across the melting roof and booted the fragments aside, revealing Arirose – or what was left of her. Her face, torso, and right arm were still somewhat intact, twitching involuntarily, but the charred remains of her lower half were burnt beyond recognition. Her legs were blistered and peeling, exposing the bone beneath. I could hear the acid continuing to eat through her muscle tissue, like steaks searing on a barbecue. 

	Shaken, I took a clumsy step backwards.

	She was luring me in. She had to be. This was a last-ditch attempt by Arirose to exact her revenge, and kill me before she drew her final breath. The smart move would be to turn, run, and put as much distance between myself and this collapsing rooftop as possible. Yet I stared down at her, unable to look away.

	Then her jaw moved, ever so slightly, and a raspy breath escaped her throat. Arirose wanted to say something – desperately trying to force out a word – only her vocal chords failed to respond. 

	And then I was blinded.

	A blur of pink light flashed from her eyes, and my mind flooded with images. Swirling, disjointed visions that reflected from a shattered mirror, overlapping and colliding with each other. I could hear voices as well, but they stuttered, like an ancient video file that was trying to buffer. Whatever message that Arirose was trying to deliver, it wasn’t working – at least not completely.

	I scraped at my temples, trying to will her out of my mind. Amidst the whirlwind of sights and sounds, one image snapped into focus. It brightened and clarified while the others faded into the void. The memory was of an elderly woman with a rose tied into her hair, dying in a hospital bed. At her bedside was Arirose, clutching her frail hand with tears streaming down her face. As she offered the doctor a final nod of affirmation, he pulled the plug, cutting the woman’s life support. Arirose looked on as her loved one peacefully drifted away.

	The visions dissipated, and I knew exactly what the psychic was asking of me. With injuries this extensive, she was going to die. She knew it as well as I did. Her fate was to lie in a puddle of her own burning flesh, slowly cooking until she expired in a matter of seconds, or minutes – or if she was especially unfortunate, hours. There was no way to tell. But if I didn’t intervene, this young woman would perish in the most excruciating way that I could possibly imagine.

	I crouched next to her, wiping the blood-soaked curls from her face.

	This could be a trap, I repeated to myself. The smart move is to run. After all, I had no obligation to help her, moral or otherwise. And it was doubtful that Arirose would have been so compassionate had I been stuck in her position. But this wasn’t about how she would have reacted had our situations been reversed; this was about who I was, and the compassion I’d extend to someone who didn’t deserve it.

	I stroked her hair and offered a small, reassuring nod. I reached out for her with my other hand, but it trembled. I drew back.

	Damn it ... of every scenario that I anticipated before Arena Mode, I never expected this to be one of them. My plan was to lay low, avoid conflict, and escape while my hands were relatively clean. Tricking Serafina and Arirose into opening the casket was one thing. It was completely justified. Self defense. But leaving her like this ...

	If I followed through and did what Arirose was asking of me, there was no turning back. I’d have this experience carved into my memory forever. I just wasn’t sure if I could live with the alternative. 

	I slowly reached out and cupped my hand over her nose and mouth, blocking her airway. An unbearable minute ticked by that felt like an hour. Her deep hazel eyes exploded with pink energy, a burst that lasted only a heartbeat. The light quickly extinguished, and it was over. Arirose mercifully slipped away.

	I stood and inhaled deeply, attempting to clear my head. The sickening combination of smells jolted me back to the present moment, and I made my way towards the fire escape.

	I had taken only a few steps when my foot fell through the roof, lodging my right leg into the sagging mess of melting tar and gravel. It was like being knee-deep in quicksand: the more I struggled, the further I sank. I was stuck, and wasn’t going anywhere soon. 

	While I struggled to free my thick armored boot, I noticed the implant on the back of my hand illuminating: I was camping. Being pinned down for so long by Arirose, I must not have noticed the blinking light or the itching sensation. The device had passed the point of offering a friendly warning. The solid red light was beaming from beneath my skin, growing brighter with each passing second. Suddenly a three-dimensional map projected from the back of my hand, with the name ‘Matthew Moxon’ clearly marked above it. A crimson dot pulsed inside the detailed diagram, pinpointing my location. This was Frost’s incentive to keep the competitors moving: get caught camping and he’d tell everyone in The Arena exactly where you were.

	I was no longer thinking straight as I pounded my fists into the rooftop around me. I flailed furiously, screaming and cursing my circumstances. Not surprisingly, it did nothing to improve my situation. My outburst only served to further exhaust me as I baked under the midday sun.

	After a few moments of exertion, I drew in a labored breath and buried my face into my palms. I’d given up. Not just on escaping the rooftop, or on winning the competition ... since I heard the news about my tumor, it was the first time I’d completely given up on my life.
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	I think I was in a state of shock, because the weight of Arena Mode hadn’t fully sunk in; watching the medical staff sliced to pieces, wading through their remains, seeing a friend stabbed to death, and just moments ago, helping to end someone’s life. 

	It was all so crisp and fresh in my mind, and at the same time it was like an out-of-body experience. I felt as if someone else had witnessed these atrocities and was relaying the information as vaguely as possible, carefully protecting me from the most lurid details. 

	My brain was trying to compartmentalize what I’d seen – it was the only explanation. 

	I was subconsciously burying the events in some dark corner of my mind to avoid dealing with their gravity, but eventually I’d have to confront what I’d seen and done. The thought of that was overwhelming. Lodged into the rooftop, unable to move, I became more afraid of surviving the tournament and dealing with the aftermath than of dying at the hands of a superhuman.

	America had been perpetually at war for the last four decades. There was no shortage of casualties. Each year, thousands of soldiers returned home in agony, burnt and disfigured, often missing limbs. As gruesome as their wounds were, the physical damage wasn’t what I found most disturbing – it was the permanent scars left on their psyches. 

	A veteran named Reed who lived on my floor would wander the halls at night, wearing nothing more than boxer shorts and a pair of tattered slippers. He’d amble around like a zombie: unshaven, dead-eyed, and mumbling to himself in a near-catatonic state. At only twenty-seven, he’d already served two tours in North Korea and three in Sudan. His roommate – a cousin who’d volunteered to take care of him – told me that Reed slept less than an hour a night, and he’d wake up rambling about unspeakable horrors. He ranted about firing squads, burning villages, and the sounds of screaming children. That continued on for nearly a year until Reed was moved to a permanent care facility, but who knows what good that would have done. They could prescribe medication or offer counselling, but nothing would erase the sights and sounds that were seared into his mind.

	If I was to free myself, make it out of the competition, and survive the surgery, I could live out the rest of my life in relative peace. I just didn’t know what kind of life I’d be living.

	It seemed easier to surrender. To let the next superhuman who found me finish the job that my tumor had started.
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	I heard the fire escape creaking once again. Winston Ramsley pulled himself to the top rung of the ladder, brandishing a long metal pole that was roughly the size and thickness of a baseball bat. A length of steel would have been no match for a competitor who was armed with a sword or a gun, but it was more than enough to bludgeon an unarmed man to death who was stuck in a roof.

	He seemed to be struggling with the top portion of the damaged ladder, which was now falling away from the building; he was barely able to keep his head above the ledge. The spattering acid must have further damaged the rusted metal, and it was collapsing under The Gentleman’s weight. He attempted to steady himself while pointing the pipe in my direction. It hummed, like power spooling up inside of a massive generator. Then it started to glow. With a flick of his wrist, Ramsley fired a bolt of electricity from the end, reaching out like a crackling tendril of lightning. Fortunately he was off-balance as the ladder bent away from the rooftop, so the blast missed my head – but not by much. I could feel the heat as it blistered past, stinging my eyes.

	I wasn’t overly motivated to free my leg from the sinking roof before the British swordfighter had arrived, but nearly having my face burnt off proved to be just the right amount of incentive. 

	A second bolt sailed in my direction, striking the area near my trapped leg. It burnt away some of the sagging gravel and tar, affording me just enough space for an escape. I heaved myself from the opening and stumbled to the opposite side of the roof, as far from the collapsing fire escape as possible. 

	As I teetered on the ledge, peering four stories down, I scanned the narrow alley where a cardboard-filled dumpster seemed like the only suitable landing spot. Every action movie in my collection raced through my mind. It was insane. There had to be another, more logical way down. 

	I took a nanosecond too long to decide.

	A bolt of electricity struck the center of my back. My armor conducted the energy like a Faraday cage, absorbing most of the blast (and saving me from certain death) but the momentum knocked me forward. 

	I fell off the roof, twisting, screaming. I wasn’t sure where I was going to land, because in mid-air my senses shut down.

	Darkness set in, and time disappeared.
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	I pulled myself from the dumpster, crashing to the pavement with a painful thud.

	I had no concept of how long I’d been unconscious since falling from the rooftop; minutes, hours – there was no way to be certain. But however long it had been, I had to be camping. I studied the back of my left hand and noticed that my epidermal implant was no longer blinking. I couldn’t even feel it beneath my skin. The electrical charge that ran through my body must have fried it, rendering the tracer useless. Finally some good news. I never thought there would be an upshot to being struck by lightning.

	Gazing up at the sky through the narrow space between the buildings, I hoped to get a reading from the daylight, and possibly a sense of what time it was. My best guess was mid-afternoon. A few clouds had gathered overhead, granting Manhattan a measure of relief from the punishing July sunshine, but the humidity persisted.

	From the corner of my eye I noticed an object, tucked against the wall at the dead-end of the alley: a casket, bearing a gold emblem. I didn’t know if my memory was starting to fail, but I was certain that on the satellite map Gavin had acquired, there was nothing in this location. Frost must have dropped some additional chests around The Arena this morning, or possibly had the existing ones relocated to throw off the cheaters (like myself).

	Badly in need of a weapon, I approached the casket, kneeled, and ran my fingers along the underside of the latch. I was nearly positive that, based on the emblem, it wouldn’t explode in my face – but at this point I wasn’t about to start taking chances. When I finished my inspection, I prepared to flip the lid, but froze when I heard footsteps falling behind me.

	I spun to see who was approaching, and suddenly wondered if my lack of medication was taking its toll – possibly triggering the onset of a full-blown hallucination. Either my condition was worsening or I was going crazy ... or both. There was no way to be sure. Because what approached was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. 

	And it couldn’t have been real.
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	When your eye is processing information, light passes through your cornea, striking the rods and cones. This data produces electrical activity, which communicates with the visual cortex of your brain. Then, when your brain processes these impulses, it rationalizes what you’re looking at. Voila: you’re seeing something. Pretty simple, right?

	At least that’s how it’s supposed to happen.

	I’m not sure how I knew it at the time, but in that moment, I was doing it in reverse. I felt as if my brain was firing information outward, and I was creating the person walking towards me. I was imagining them into reality, and altering their physical appearance. A slender, pale-skinned girl approached with a wave of flowing blue hair, dressed like the lead singer of a punk band. But it – she – wasn’t always this person. Just moments before, she had existed only as a cluster of atoms, waiting to be completed by an external observer. Before I saw her, she was the genesis of a thought about to be birthed into existence.

	“I have been sent here by the almighty celestial creator,” she said in a chilling monotone, raising her hands above her head. “Kneel before me, Earth-dweller, for I am the harbinger of your destiny.”

	I stopped breathing.

	She lowered her hands and burst out laughing. “I’m just fuckin’ with you. Sorry, Mox – that was really mean of me, but when I saw the look on your face I just couldn’t resist.”

	“What? How ... you know my name?” I narrowed my eyes, still trying to process what I’d seen.

	“I’m Brynja, a last minute replacement into the competition. When that scientist dude lit himself on fire, I was the first one on Frost’s reserve list.”

	Darko Simić’s dangerous light show had gone awry, injuring several people during yesterday’s weigh-ins – himself included. After his withdrawal was announced, I just assumed that there would be twelve competitors in The Arena, not the previously announced thirteen. As always, Frost was thinking one step ahead.

	Brynja and I stared at each other in the gulf of silence. I parted my lips and planned to say something, but couldn’t produce a sentence. 

	It was getting weird.

	“So,” she said, rapping her fingers against her hips. “Here I am ... I hope you don’t think I’m rude. I’d shake your hand, but ...” She opened her right palm and extended it towards me.

	I tentatively reached out to take it, and my outstretched fingers passed directly through hers. Her hand was a flesh-colored cloud that was disrupted by my presence, swirling like a cold mist. After a heartbeat, it solidified and reassembled. 

	I was still unsure if this encounter was actually happening, or if I was on the brink of a complete mental collapse.

	“You’re gonna have questions,” she said matter-of-factly. “So go ahead and fire away. I won’t be offended, I promise. Nothing is off limits.”

	“What are you?” I blurted out.

	She creased her face into a tiny frown. “Wow, now who’s being the rude one?”

	“I’m sorry, that’s not ... it isn’t what I ...”

	Brynja flashed another smile. “Just screwing with you again. It’s cool. What you saw when I changed, it’s my ability. I’m what’s called a ‘perception’. I look how you want me to appear, like a physical manifestation of how you see me.” She lowered her chin to examine herself; thick combat boots, cut-off jean shorts over a pair of black leggings, a cropped tank top and bunches of mismatched spiked bracelets lining each wrist. She took a moment and nodded in approval. “Huh. You have some interesting tastes in women’s fashion, Mox ... but I’m not hating it. Anyway, you created this version of me, which happens when I’m observed. But if no one is there to observe me for too long, I start to fade away. Sometimes I completely leave this dimension.”

	“I’m not sure I really understand,” I replied, scratching the back of my head.

	She shrugged. “Me neither. It’s one of the reasons I’m here. With the prize money I’m going to get some scientists to figure this shit out so I can control it. Sometimes I’m solid, sometimes I’m this ghost thing ... it’s a pain in the ass.”

	“You seem pretty confident,” I said. “How do you know you’re gonna last until the final four?”

	“How do you?” she replied brashly. “You don’t even have a superpower.”

	While playing poker, I had an uncanny ability to mask my ‘tells’. Under normal circumstances, I could hide all the expressions and involuntary ticks that give someone away when they’re bluffing; standing there, looking into Brynja’s eyes, I realized that lying was pointless. She wasn’t just guessing that I was powerless – she knew. And if she didn’t know before, my stunned silence had all but confirmed it.

	“You can’t get the fear out of your mind,” she explained. “You’re terrified someone might figure out that you’re just a regular dude, and that you snuck in here. I can practically see it floating above your head like a big cartoon thought bubble.”

	 Another mind-reader. Awesome.

	She smiled awkwardly and bit her lip, tugging gently at her bracelets. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be a snooper. I usually can’t read people this clearly, but you’re ... different. It’s like your brain is functioning on a different level. I’ve never felt anything like it.” She turned her head and looked around the abandoned alley. “Don’t worry,” she said in a slightly hushed tone, “there aren’t any cameras in here – at least not at the moment. And I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

	She was being particularly friendly, and it was disconcerting. In a death match, I didn’t expect so much casual banter with people I was supposed to be killing. “Why aren’t you trying to eliminate me?” I asked.

	“I couldn’t, even if I wanted to,” she replied. “As far as superpowers go, being a ghost isn’t the most kick-ass ability to have. I suppose if someone had a bad heart, I could sneak up behind them and shout ‘boo’, but killing people that way seems like a bit of a long shot.” Brynja swallowed hard and her expression hardened. “And since we’re teammates, offing you would be sorta counter-productive.”

	Trying to separate reality from my waking dreams was proving to be more difficult as the day wore on. I was starting to think that maybe I was losing time; having experiences that I was later forgetting. “Did we have a conversation earlier in the day that I forgot about?”

	“It was Kenneth,” she said quietly. “He made me promise to take care of you.”

	It was written across her face; her eyes focused, lips pressed together in a thin line. This time I knew she wasn’t joking.

	I listened attentively as she explained the situation: she had met with The Living Eye early in the competition. Sensing his gentle nature she immediately trusted him, forming a partnership; they agreed to split the money from first prize, or whatever places they were able to finish in. He had already committed to form an alliance with me, and refused to break that trust – it made her want to be a part of our group even more. Brynja agreed to a three-way division of the winnings, and a small alliance was formed. I had acquired a new teammate without even knowing it.

	The longer she remained in close proximity with someone, the stronger her psychic bond became. After a few hours together, she was able to send Kenneth messages, and clearly read his thoughts – even at a distance. They agreed to fan out in an attempt to locate me, and rendezvous later by the Empire State Building.

	When Kenneth was stabbed by Fudō, his final thought wasn’t about my cowardice, or my betrayal: it was about my preservation. “Find Mox and help him,” he shouted in his mind. “Make sure he gets out of The Arena alive.” Over a mile away, she received the message. He was on his knees, breathing his last painful breath with a piece of cold steel piercing his lungs, and his dying wish was for me to be taken care of.

	Kenneth upheld the promise that I’d failed to keep; he was watching my back, right to the very end. In turn, Brynja was doing the same. My entire perspective shifted. It was easy to see Arena Mode as a soulless spectacle, emblematic of our country’s downward spiral. It brought out the worst in people ... that much I’d already seen. What I’d yet to see, until that moment, was how the brutal nature of the tournament brought out the best in some, showing the human spirit at its finest.

	My priorities changed. As much as I wanted to escape The Arena after making the final four – and that was, of course, still the plan – I also needed to honor Kenneth’s memory. I could never completely right the wrong that I was responsible for, but it was the very least I could do. Brynja and I were linked, and I’d protect her to the end.

	Formulating a survival strategy seemed like a good idea, but my newfound partner and I needed to get moving. She had ditched her epidermal implant in the first few minutes of the competition; they’re tamper-proof, but evidently it’s difficult to plan for someone who can simply make their hand disappear from around the tracking device. And since mine was fried after being electrocuted, we no longer needed to worry about being caught camping. Regardless, our current location wasn’t the best place to remain for a drawn out period of time. We were bottlenecked into a narrow alley with only one escape route, and not a single weapon to defend ourselves with. 

	Security and satellite cameras weren’t our only concern – there were remote cams hovering around The Arena, and if one tracked us and broadcasted our location, we’d be cannon fodder for a stronger superhuman.

	Before making our way to the main streets, we opened the casket, hoping to discover something powerful to use in case of an emergency.

	“A bullet?” Brynja shouted, crouching down to pluck a silver projectile from the otherwise empty chest. She rotated the slug between her thumb and index finger, squinting to read the small text engraved in the casing. “It says Green Scorpion, 7.62. Okay, so what does that mean?”

	I kneeled next to her. “It’s an acid-filled bullet,” I explained, running my finger along the edge of the smooth metallic casing. “High quality, military grade. This one is sized to fit a sniper rifle.”

	She shook her head in disbelief. “So what are we supposed to do with one of them? And without a freaking gun to fire it from?” She leaped to her feet and kicked the casket, denting it with a loud ping. “Damn it! This is all part of the conspiracy. I’m sick of this shit.”

	“Part of what?”

	“What do you think is going on inside this Arena?” She asked, throwing her hands to her sides. “The caskets are all marked with a gold or silver emblem. It’s right there, out in the open. Gold is safe, silver is booby-trapped.”

	“Sure,” I replied, raising my eyebrows. “I noticed it too. A test by Frost.”

	“A test? That doesn’t make any sense, Mox. If you’re running a sporting competition, why risk blowing up your athletes? We’re supposed to think it’s just for shock value – some added carnage to boost simulcast ratings – but what if it’s to let certain competitors know where the good weapons are? I’ve only found one chest so far, and you know what was in it? A grappling hook. What am I going to do, take a break from the tournament and do some mountain climbing?”

	“So you’re saying that Cameron Frost has ringers: superhumans that he wants to win, and that he’s somehow helping them out.” I couldn’t imagine that was possible.

	Brynja began to pace back and forth, snapping off her words. “Isn’t it a little convenient that Fontaine immediately finds this long, double-bladed weapon – a weapon that he not only knows how to use, but suits his abilities perfectly? I saw the replays. It looked like the medics were tossed into a wood chipper.”

	I folded my arms, shaking my head slightly. “Coincidence. Maybe he just opened a gold casket first and got lucky. And he could have noticed the silver and gold pattern, too, just like we did.”

	Brynja clenched her fists, and her voice raised several octaves. “What about Fudō? At the beginning, I saw him on a holo-screen, flying around with a replica of Cameron Frost’s sword. It’s probably one of the best weapons in the game, and that oversized toaster finds it in five minutes.”

	She was growing more agitated, and I didn’t want to upset her further, but I was still unconvinced. “I hear what you’re saying,” I said in a slightly hushed tone, “but two points make a straight line, not a pattern. Plus you’re missing a key element of any good conspiracy theory: a motive.”

	“Are you kidding me? There are a million motives. What about the government? Superhumans have been hiding out for years, and all of a sudden Cameron Frost offers a fortune to gather us all in one place. Why do you think the prize money is so ridiculously high? Because he knew that for ten billion dollars it would be almost impossible to refuse.”

	I’d never considered that possibility, although the multi-billion dollar purse always seemed excessive. I just assumed it was a publicity stunt. “So what, this is an elaborate plan to get rid of superhumans? Wipe them all out?”

	“Maybe,” she replied without missing a beat. “Or,” she added, pointing a finger in my direction as her eyes widened, “it could be about research. Just think about it for a minute: imagine if the military could get access to even one of our abilities, clone it, and apply it to all of their soldiers? Can you imagine ten thousand troops invading a country if they could all fly? Or shoot lasers from their eyes? Maybe we’re like a bunch of test subjects, and they want to observe us before cutting us open to see what makes us tick.”

	Her hypothesis was far from conclusive, but I couldn’t completely dismiss it. I had a couple questions of my own before this tournament even started, but I had pushed them to the back of my mind; like how Frost could have convinced the city of New York to allow him to use a residential area – home to some of the wealthiest people on America’s East Coast – for his dangerous fighting tournament. He was rich and influential, but pulling that off would have required a lot of political sway. Surely the damage done to Manhattan would be extraordinary, regardless of the outcome. 

	Frost could’ve chosen anywhere for the battleground. He could have easily purchased his own tropical island, or used one of the post-apocalyptic hellholes in the Dark Zone where the destruction would go largely unnoticed – but he had chosen The City. There was no logical reason he needed to hold it here. And yet, for whatever reason, he must have insisted.

	I shared some of my own reservations with Brynja, although I couldn’t help but think that even if the deck were stacked against us, there would be little we could do about it. I had no option but to compete. If I left the tournament, tapping out before placing in the final four, it would be the equivalent of suicide. I had no choice but to continue – fair or not.

	“The weapons are just one problem,” Brynja continued. “I was staked out in front of a monitor for a while, and saw a couple of really gnarly eliminations. Vitesse made both of them ... sort of.”

	I explained what I had already learned from watching Fontaine kill the medics, and how I’d noted his diminished vision when he was in a full sprint. It would have been helpful to review what she saw as it unfolded live – I might have been able to discover something new. A weakness, possibly. Maybe if we were able to locate another holo-screen, we could wait for a replay, and re-watch the footage.

	“I can do better than that,” Brynja said with a smile. She approached and extended her hands, attempting to make contact with my chest. Her fingertips faded through me. “Looks like I’m gonna need your help, though.”

	“All right,” I replied, cocking an eyebrow. “What are you thinking?”

	“It’s not what I’m thinking, it’s what you’re thinking. Focus on me, touching you.” She cupped her hands and extended them a few inches from my cheeks.

	I tried, but her hands continued to pass through me.

	“You can’t just want it, Mox. You have to need it. Like you’re suffocating, and my hands pressing on your skin will give you oxygen.” She gazed at me and offered a quick, reassuring nod.

	My eyes fell shut, lids heavy with sedation. The sensation of her hands warmed my face. She made contact. Brynja transmitted every sight and sound that she had experienced into my consciousness, and I observed it like a perfectly lucid dream.
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	From what I could tell, it looked like the West Village: an affluent neighborhood lined with red brick walkways and decorative wrought-iron gates. But the cameras, in an attempt to keep pace with the blistering action, panned and zoomed so quickly that it was difficult to be certain about the location. 

	The fight between Ayumi Ozaki and Cassandra Cole spilled from the narrow street into a small enclosed park. That’s where the battle continued to rage, and each moment was captured in crystal-clear detail.

	Cole rushed forward and slammed her fist into Ozaki’s face. When the strike connected, her entire arm crackled with blue energy, and sounded like thunder. The tooth-rattling punch sent the Japanese baseball legend soaring backwards, snapping a park bench with her spine. 

	Relentless, Cole pounced, pinning Ozaki beneath her weight. Using her mixed martial arts training, The Crusher unleashed a furious barrage of ‘ground and pound’, a technique as brutal as its description. Bucking and twisting from beneath, Ozaki attempted to avoid being repeatedly smashed in the jaw, but for the most part she was unsuccessful.

	Ozaki reached to her side, and in a move of ingenuity (and more likely, pure desperation) clawed a small fragment of loose stone from the walkway. It heated in her hand and burst into flames. She slammed the burning rock into her attacker’s face, sending Cole tumbling backwards, screaming as she clasped her shattered cheekbone. 

	Sensing a momentum shift, Ozaki stumbled to the opposite side of the park and located a decorative flower bed, scooping a stone from the garden. She held the rounded, baseball-sized rock with both palms and massaged it into a flaming meteor. She pitched it like a fastball, missing Cole’s head by just inches. The blackened rock sailed out of the park, trailing an orange streak of flames behind it, embedding deep into the building across the street.

	The fight continued for several minutes in close quarters; they exchanged volleys of punches, kicks, and rib-cracking stomps. The more experienced in hand-to-hand combat, Cole was able to beat Ozaki into submission, eventually knocking her to the ground with a stiff roundhouse kick to the temple.

	Ozaki was sprawled at her attacker’s feet, fading in and out of consciousness. 

	Then something interesting happened – something almost admirable. Cassandra Cole showed a measure of sportsmanship, and displayed a virtue we’d yet to see in this tournament: mercy. She stepped back, and asked if Ozaki would like to continue. Cole was offering her the opportunity to tap out, and leave the competition with her life.

	That’s when it happened: a lightning-fast ambush.

	Vitesse sprinted through the park and slashed at Cole’s back with his extended blade, opening a wide, gruesome gash across her exposed lower back. He spun and slashed again, nicking her carotid artery as she collapsed.

	Cole clapped her hands over the laceration on her neck, desperately trying to stop the bleeding, but it was too late. She was in a state of panic, and her pulse only quickened. A dark red fountain burst from between her fingers, spattering the surrounding area. The fighter lasted less than a minute before her life drained into the walkway beneath her.

	Ozaki had staggered to her feet just in time to suffer a series of slashes as well, slicing her flesh to ribbons.

	As soon as the damage was done, Vitesse raced out of the park, rounding the corner before disappearing out of camera range.

	A moment later, Fudō appeared. Observing the fallen superhumans, he noticed some activity at his metallic feet. Ozaki was moving. She had been slashed with several surface wounds, and was drenched in her own blood, but was still very much alive. It looked as if Fudō was helping his fellow Japanese competitor to her feet, but he surprised her – and everyone watching around the world – with his next action. He drew the katana from his back and pivoted, slicing through her torso with surgical precision.

	As Ozaki fell, her body dropped in two separate pieces.
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	“Holy shit.” I couldn’t believe what I’d seen.

	“I know,” she replied, removing her hands from my cheeks. “It was brutal.”

	“It’s not just that,” I said, rubbing my temples in small circles. “I think you’re right. Something is going on here. Vitesse and Fudō could be in on a plan.” I was always curious about his strategy to kill the medical staff, but something else was at play. When the Frenchman used his blade, he did it without the intention of killing either of them. The strikes were all slashes – shallow wounds that would certainly cause some serious injuries, but not death. Catching Cole across her neck looked more like an accident that occurred in the heat of battle, and he clearly left Ozaki alive with slashes to the arms and legs. It was in stark contrast with his gruesome attack in Times Square, where he was merciless. The job wasn’t complete until he’d eviscerated the doctor and nurses, leaving them in scattered pieces.

	Fudō arrived in the park shortly afterwards, finishing the job. Did he form some sort of an alliance with Vitesse? Fudō could have been pursuing him, and just happened upon the bodies – or maybe the entire sequence was nothing more than a coincidence.

	“So what if they are working together,” Brynja asked, “Vitesse and Fudō – what do we do from here?”

	“I have no idea,” I replied. “But if I had to guess, Vitesse is monitoring the screens around the city, using the live simulcast to pick and choose his targets. I think he saw where Cole and Ozaki were, waited until they were injured towards the end of their fight, and sprinted in for the kill.”

	We wanted to discuss things further, but time was ticking away. As we cautiously stepped out of the alley and searched the area for other competitors, I spotted a holo-screen on the side of a building across the intersection. We approached in time to catch the end of an announcement by Cameron Frost. It was nothing special; he was spouting a generic, PR-friendly statement where he expressed his overall satisfaction with the tournament, and was pleased with the honor displayed by the competitors. 

	I wasn’t sure how much ‘honor’ was at play when Vitesse stabbed one of the competitors in the back, or when Fudō bisected another when she was nearly defenseless. While Frost and I shared some common interests, I was beginning to see where our philosophies severely differed.

	When his segment ended, the simulcast feed resumed. It cut to a wide open street, and two competitors snapped into focus. Brynja and I, standing in front of a holo-screen, unarmed.

	“How smart are you?” Brynja whispered, trying to prevent her voice from being picked up by the long-range microphones. 

	I have my moments, I thought.

	“Good,” she said with a small nod. “Because we’re gonna need a plan in the next couple seconds, and it’d better be a good one.”

	I had an idea, and for the first time I was one step ahead of the competition. I knew exactly where we were going, and exactly what we required in order to pull off my plan. 

	The trick would be to pull it off without getting killed.
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	Brynja and I searched the expansive underground parking garage, which was only one of four in The City without functioning security cameras.

	The cams were under maintenance after a power surge that struck two nights before, and they still hadn’t been repaired due to a labor dispute (that’s what you get when you try and save money by low-balling electricians from the Dark Zone instead of paying a fair wage). I knew this because I read the message boards of every condo corporation in Manhattan; most of which weren’t password protected and always seemed to offer a generous amount of helpful updates for their residents. 

	It was a little surprising. For a group of paranoid rich people living in heavily-armored buildings they sure played it fast and loose with their private information. I have a feeling that after my break-in, they’d want to patch up the gaping hole in their security protocols. 

	The building that stretched ninety-three stories above us was particularly affluent for the area, and that’s saying a lot when you’re in Manhattan. Like many inhabitants of The Fringe, I wasn’t a big fan of the wealthy jerks that lived here – locked away from the rest of the world in their pristine silver towers. They often came off like royalty, perched atop a castle turret, looking down at the peasants below. 

	Despite all that, there’s one thing I always admired about the privileged: they knew how to shop. Each car in the garage was more exotic and expensive than the last; a streamlined BMW sports model that ran on solar power, a Ferrari from the early 1980s that was meticulously restored, a prototype of a hover-car that didn’t even require wheels to glide across the streets. I wasn’t even a car enthusiast, but these machines were absolutely gorgeous. I had to resist the urge to slide my all-access gold card into one of their ignition slots and drive off, just for the sheer joy of the experience.

	“I still can’t believe you did this to me,” Brynja shouted from the adjacent aisle, staring into the rear-view mirror of a Porsche SUV. “My hair is blue, and it’s totally your fault.”

	“How is that my fault?” I shouted over my shoulder, continuing to inspect each parking spot as I walked down the aisle.

	“You imagined me into reality,” she replied. “And you subconsciously decided on my appearance. So that makes my hair your responsibility. For whatever reason, you wanted me to look like this, so instead of being a redhead, now I’m a ... bluehead.”

	I was fairly certain there was a remorseless killer racing towards our location, ready to slice us into bloody pieces. Brynja’s hairstyle seemed a little low on the priority list. “Maybe we should call up Cameron Frost,” I suggested. “Ask him for a time-out so you can have one of his stylists give you a dye and a trim?”

	“Not funny, Mox! This thing is being simulcast all over the world.”

	“Well maybe you’ll start a new trend,” I shouted back. “Everything goes in cycles, right? Thirty years ago, blue was hot: The Smurfs, Avatar, Blu-Ray Discs ... maybe the color will make a comeback.”

	I heard a small chuckle from across the parking lot. “Wow,” she shouted, “I must have lucked out – I ended up partnering with a stand-up comedian.”

	Before I could answer, I found what I was looking for. I tugged the oversized dust cover from the vehicle and tossed it aside, revealing a 2041 model Toyota Firehawk – the fastest commercial racing cycle on the market. The bright yellow design with dynamic black streaks would definitely stand out, and for the purposes of my plan, that’s exactly what I was banking on. 

	As with all newer model vehicles, it featured a key slot. If you had a regular owner’s card, it required an additional six-digit code for ignition, but if you had a government-issued gold card like mine, it was as simple as insert and drive.

	Brynja joined me as I admired my new ride. She whistled and nodded with approval, running her hand along the sleek lines of the cycle. “Nice. So you’re a bike guy, huh?”

	“Yup,” I said with a small nod, pressing my lips together. “That’s me. Big into the bikes. All bikes, all the time.”

	She looked up and placed her hand on my shoulder, eyes narrowing. “But you do have your own motorcycle, right? You have a licence and stuff?”

	I hesitated for a moment. “No, not so much.”

	“But you’ve driven one before ... right?”

	“Yeah, for sure,” I replied. “Not a Firehawk, but my neighbor lent me his Vespa once. I had it up to fifty on the open road. I figure this can’t be all that different. They both have handlebars, two wheels ... so ...”

	Her blank expression conveyed a serious lack of enthusiasm.

	“Look,” I said,  “this isn’t perfect, but we either go with my plan, or we fight Fontaine hand-to-hand, with nothing but a lone bullet and your grappling hook.”

	Brynja nodded, reluctantly agreeing to my strategy. I had to admit that I was worried about my level of skill on a motorcycle, especially since we’d have to travel at speeds in excess of eighty miles per hour – enough to outrun the fastest superhuman in recorded history.

	My armor was another issue. I didn’t have a helmet since I’d lost it in the ambulance crash, and the acid from Serafina’s blood forced me to abandon my gauntlets. My chest plate, shoulder pads, leg guards and boots were still in decent shape, if not a little worse for wear. I could still sustain a gunshot or a strike from a sword in most places, but at the time, my concern was the level of protection the suit would provide if I bailed from the bike during a hairpin turn; there was nothing to prevent massive internal damage if I wiped out or to cushion my skull if it bounced violently off the pavement. 

	That would certainly fit the definition of irony: a regular guy enters a death match with superhumans, survives a bunch of crazy life-threatening battles ... and then dies in a traffic accident.

	Brynja had a concern of her own: she was currently in a solid physical state, and wasn’t sure if she’d be able to fade out on command if she was in danger. “I feed off of your focus,” she explained. “The more in sync we are, the more of your energy I can use to control my transformation.” It was my intention that originally gave her mass and form, and for better or worse, I was now linked to her.

	It made sense, or as much sense as things were generally making up until that point, but I wasn’t sure what the solution was. “I’ve been with you for a while ... doesn’t that count for something?”

	She nodded. “I need to know more about the real you. Then I can dive deeper into your psyche and use your energy to fade in and out. It’s all about connection, and connection begins with honesty.”

	I shifted uncomfortably and folded my arms over my chest. “How honest are we talking about, here?”

	She replied with a cynical smile. “Take it easy. I’m not asking for you to tell me your browser history. But I do need something personal. The way to open your mind is by revealing a secret, like some deep fear or desire that you hide from the rest of the world.” Brynja explained that, even though she can read surface thoughts, she was unable to dig any deeper without the other person allowing her access.

	It was the most vague request I’d ever received. I wanted to help, but wasn’t sure what to say – if I knew what my deepest fears and desires were, I wouldn’t be so screwed up in the first place. “Well, I know that I have commitment issues,” I said with an awkward shrug.

	She leaned back on the hood of a car and shook her head. “No shit. You’re a guy. Plus you have that look about you. It’s pretty obvious.”

	“What makes it obvious?” I asked.

	“I don’t know, it’s just a quality you have. Girls can always see the commitment-phobes from a mile away. And it just gets worse when you start dating them.”

	“If you know a guy is a ‘commitment-phobe’ then why would you date him in the first place?”

	“Because when it comes to romance, we’re hopelessly optimistic,” she said with a pronounced sigh, followed by an even more pronounced eye roll. “And for some stupid reason, we think we can actually fix you guys. It’s a girl thing that doesn’t make a lot of sense ... I don’t have time to explain it. Just tell me something really personal. Something that you’ve never said out loud.”

	It actually didn’t take that much digging. I said something that scared me, and that I was embarrassed to admit, even to myself. I felt like I’d be a terrible person if I said it out loud, but revealing it now could save someone’s life. It wasn’t the time to hold back. “I have a tumor in my head, and it’s killing me. I need money for the surgery, and it’s the only reason I’m here, risking my life in this tournament.” 

	Brynja’s eyebrows raised and she sat up straighter. For someone who was seemingly unfazed by the strange and unusual, I had managed to legitimately shock her. 

	“But it’s also the thing that makes me smarter than everyone else. It’s like my ‘superpower’, I guess. If I get it removed, the surgery won’t just be saving my life ... it’ll be stripping away my power. Everything that makes me who I am.”

	“Damn,” She whispered. For a moment she didn’t know what else to say.

	I leaned back on the motorcycle, letting my arms dangle at my sides.

	“So that’s why you’re here,” she said quietly, “risking your ass when you don’t have any actual powers. I just figured you for some kind of an adrenaline junkie, like Kenneth – living out the ultimate ‘Live Action Role Playing’ fantasy.”

	I was spilling everything, so there was no use in keeping things buried. “Well, there’s a little of that. If I’m gonna go out, go out with a bang, right? At least I can die with my name in the history books. It’s not like I’m leaving anything else behind.”

	“So you’re sure the tumor is what’s making you smart?”

	The truth is that I wasn’t completely certain, but it was the only logical explanation. “That’s what my doctor thinks. It’s been pressing on different parts of my brain for my entire life, giving me advanced math and problem solving skills. If I get it removed, then I’ll become like everyone else. I don’t know if I can handle it.”

	“Why not?” she asked, with genuine concern etched into her voice. “It can’t be all that bad. I sure wouldn’t mind being a little more normal.”

	“If I had what other people had, like a family, a job, or some grand purpose in life, it might not seem so bad.” I ran my fingers through my hair and looked up at the ceiling. “But sometimes I feel like this is it.”

	Her smile grew bitter. “So you’re telling me that you’re here, fighting for your life, just because you want to retain your super-sized IQ? There’s nothing else worth living for?” She pushed herself off the hood of the car and stepped towards me, placing her palm flat against my chest plate. “What about her?”

	“Her?”

	She clacked her fingernail into my breastplate, directly over my heart. “The rings you’re wearing around the chain. I saw you tuck them back into your armor before I found you in the alley.” 

	I didn’t even realize I’d done it; the rings must have fallen loose when I fell from the rooftop. 

	“You’re scared of commitment,” she continued, “but, for some mysterious reason, you’re wearing a necklace with rings on it. Either you’re married, which seems unlikely, or some girl gave you the rings before you came into The Arena. Someone you legitimately care about ... and that scares the shit out of you.”

	I didn’t know whether Brynja had gathered all this information from her observations, or was retrieving it from inside my head; either way, she seemed to know exactly what was going on. “Her name is Peyton. We’ve been friends for years, and recently we had this night ... this amazing night together, but then I started pulling away. I was just thinking about everything that could go wrong. The fact that her brother is my best friend, and if something happens between us and it goes south ... it’s just too big a risk.”

	Brynja hopped up onto the hood of the Ferarri and leaned against the windshield, placing her hands behind her head as if she were sunning herself on a poolside lounge chair. “So, what you’re saying is that your best friend would rather see some idiot hook up with his sister than you, a great guy that he obviously trusts?”

	I sagged against the motorcycle, staring down at my armored boots. “It’s more than that.”

	“Mmm.” She nodded, prompting me to continue.

	“It’s like, she’s this worldly person who goes to college, and travels, and speaks different languages and volunteers at an animal shelter. And she’s brave. And experimental. One time she dated a girl...”

	Brynja let out a tiny chuckle. “And you’re upset she never let you watch?”

	I shook my head. “No, it’s not that at all. She’s just this amazing person who’s already done so much, and lived this exciting life. It’s just that I just don’t understand what she would ever ...”

	“See in someone like you?” she interrupted. “And you think once you start dating and she gets to know the real you, she’ll realize that you’re not good enough for her. Then it’s game over.”

	“It’s the logical outcome. I’ve done the math.”

	She hopped off the hood of the car and walked back to me, resting her hands on my shoulders. “If you think that people falling for each other has anything to do with rational thought, you’ve never really fallen for anyone. I sure as hell didn’t love my last boyfriend … most of the time I downright loathed him.”

	I tilted my chin up, forcing a smile across my lips. “Sounds wonderful.”

	“It was,” she said insistently. “At the beginning. And then we got to know each other, and before long it sucked. But that’s the way it goes: you put your cards on the table, let the chips fall where they may – insert any hackneyed gambling cliché you can think of here. But that’s what you gotta do: just go with your gut and trust yourself.”

	I exhaled loudly through my nostrils and massaged the back of my neck. “And if it doesn’t work out?”

	“Then it doesn’t work out,” she said in a child-like voice, tilting her head to the side as her eyes widened. “And your tender little heart gets smashed into a million tiny pieces.” After a beat, she narrowed her eyes and patted me on the side of the head. “You’ll get over it, cupcake. Now stop making excuses. That shit ain’t flattering.”

	“I’m not making excuses. Things just ... I don’t see it working. Sometimes people just aren’t right for each other ... right?”

	“And yet, you’re wearing a ring – a ring from this girl that you don’t want to be with.” She shook her head slowly. “For someone who’s supposed to be a super genius, you’re a huge dumb-ass.”
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	The security gates slid quietly into the ceiling and we raced out of the parking garage. I rode with Bryjna behind me, her arms wrapped tightly around my waist and her face buried into my back. She was still in solid form, and it made her nervous. I didn’t blame her. Hopefully I’d given her enough of a personal connection to allow her the ability to fade out when it mattered most.

	When we reached the top of the ramp, I planted my feet into the sidewalk to keep the motorcycle upright, scanning the streets on either side. They were clear. Vitesse hadn’t arrived yet, but he had to be somewhere in the immediate area. Seeing us on-screen, unarmed, would be too much of a temptation.

	Before I was able to pull into the road, a powerful gust of wind blew pebbles and dust along the sidewalk, peppering my face. I wiped my watering eyes with the back of my hand, blinking hard to loosen the debris. When I focused my vision, I came face-to-face with a floating nightmare. 

	A blue lion – the size of a pit bull – hovered at eye-level, flapping a pair of sinewy dragon wings. A scorpion tail swayed behind him, capped with a wicked barb. It was another manticore. Like a clone of the mythical creature that The Living Eye had manifested before he died, but much smaller, and sporting a flowing, white mane.

	It stared at me curiously, cocking its head with a low grumble. I stared back, frozen. I tightened my grip around the handles of the motorcycle until I felt like I might rip them off. “Hey,” I whispered without moving my lips. “There’s a goddamned manticore. In front of us.”

	“Melvin?” She shouted, popping her head out from around my shoulder. “Is that you?” It floated behind me and grunted its approval at the sight of Brynja, rubbing noses with her in mid-air. She ran her fingers through its mane and greeted him with a warm smile.

	“You have a pet manticore?” I shouted, unintentionally loud. “It never occurred to you that this might be some important information?!” I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of being so close to that thing; I wasn’t even a cat person, let alone a ‘cat with wings and a scorpion tail’ person.

	She threw her head back and laughed while she continued to scratch behind the manticore’s ear, much to its delight. “It’s not my pet, Mox. Kenneth made it for me before we split up and searched for you. Melvin disappeared when he died – just turned to dust and blew away. I never thought I’d see him again.”

	I leaned back to give it some additional space. I didn’t want to get near it, even though it appeared friendly. “And his name ... the manticore’s name is actually Melvin?”

	She shrugged. “Well, that’s what I call him, and he doesn’t seem to mind. We didn’t have much of a chance to bond before he disappeared on me.”

	The questions spun through my mind. How was one of Kenneth’s manifestations still intact hours after his death, and did it somehow have a mind of its own?  Did this thing exist in another dimension before arriving here? I didn’t have time to ponder metaphysics. We needed to move.

	“Can you control it? Melvin, I mean?”

	“I have no idea,” Brynja replied, cupping it’s chin in her hands. “He communicates with me in thoughts, but they’re broken and hard to decipher. It’s like having a conversation with a sleepy toddler – I usually just get one word at a time.” 

	Melvin dipped his head, and his ears perked up; a tiny growl rumbled from deep inside his chest. 

	“He can hear something,” she said.

	A silhouette emerged from between two buildings a few blocks north, moving unnaturally fast. 

	It was coming our way. 

	“I think I know who he heard.” I hit the throttle and lowered my chin, flipping up the kickstand with my heel. “Hold on tight.”
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	At top speed, he was almost a blur. It was disconcerting, like watching a video with missing frames, creating the illusion that he was teleporting from one spot to the other. I got a first-hand look at Vitesse’s uncanny agility back in Times Square, but now he seemed to be moving with an additional spring in his step. Possibly invigorated by the thrill of the hunt.

	Jérôme Fontaine ran from one intersection to the next, stopping on a dime to look each way in search of his targets.

	We were just a block away and had yet to attract his attention. His eyesight must be worse than I thought, which is what I’d hoped for –  it was an integral part of our plan. “Can you get him to chase us?” I asked.

	“Well I don’t speak French,” Brynja said with a trace of disappointment, “but luckily, I happen to know some sign language.” She whistled, extended her middle finger, and smiled sweetly.

	Apparently Fontaine received the message. He raced towards us, breaking into a sprint.

	“Drive, Mox!” Brynja frantically slapped the back of my shoulder and I raced off, leaving a patch of burnt rubber streaked across the pavement beneath us. As we took off, Melvin flapped his wings and disappeared into the sky.

	I accelerated and glanced into the rear view mirror, shocked that Vitesse was keeping pace. His long blade was extended in front of him, like a jouster ready to unhorse a galloping knight. I continued to increase my speed, but he had no trouble following, even as I narrowly avoided lamp posts, garbage cans and other obstacles.

	I could see his teeth grinding as he swiped his blade in wild arcing loops, attempting to catch our back tire with his weapon. Fortunately he was still at least a few car lengths out of range, but it didn’t stop him from trying.

	After a sharp right turn, the bike drifted through a wide intersection, nearly tipping over. Thankfully my armored boot extended up beyond my knee; it scraped across the ground during the turn, spraying sparks behind us as the metal met the pavement. I leaned hard and kept it upright. During the recovery, we avoided spilling into the street, but the mistake cost me. Vitesse was closer than ever, nearing the perfect distance for a slash.

	Bryjna looked back and noticed Fontaine closing the distance.

	I screamed as loud as I could against the rushing wind. “Now!” 

	As the blade whipped forward, it passed directly through her. Bryjna ghosted just as the sharp metal tip neared her skin, and grazed the armor plate protecting my back. She disappeared into the distance as I raced forward, and Vitesse followed.

	Fontaine had taken the bait, and we’d been in pursuit long enough. I’d circled several blocks, and led him back to the alley where my partner and I had formulated our plan. This was the moment of truth. I turned towards the narrow gap between the buildings and raced forward, hoping my pursuer would follow as recklessly as he’d been for the last several minutes.

	I was halfway into the alley when I saw it: the length of rope I’d secured to a drainage pipe, attached to the grappling hook that Brynja fastened to the security bars across the alley; it created a tight black clothesline five feet off the ground. In the darkened space between the buildings I hoped it wasn’t clearly visible, and with Fontaine’s poor vision it would be difficult to spot – in theory. 

	When I ducked to avoid being decapitated, the motorcycle skidded out from under me, spiralling into the brick wall with a thunderous smash. I slid down the rugged asphalt, protecting my head with both arms. If it wasn’t for the armor, my flesh would have been torn from my bones like soft cheese through a grater.

	I looked back just in time. I saw Vitesse’s neck catch on the rope while he was in a full sprint, spiralling him through the air. His body cartwheeled several times before colliding with the unforgiving pavement, sagging into a twisted heap.

	I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to move, but my legs were badly bruised. Even the slightest muscle twitch caused a searing pain. I was moving slowly, but I had to fight through it; I needed to check his body for anything worth salvaging and make my escape. Anyone could have seen or heard this encounter, and backed into a dead-end, I was a sitting duck.

	With a grunt I pressed on my own knee for support, stood upright, and took a few measured steps towards Fontaine’s corpse. At least I assumed it was a corpse based on the brutal collision – until he moved. He moaned and rolled to his back, sitting upright. We made eye contact and he sprang to his feet with surprising speed.

	Vitesse had lost his weapon in the shadows of the alley, and I glanced around, hoping to grab it before he did. It was my first tactical mistake. With my eyes averted, he rushed forward, slamming his fist into my chest. The strike dented my breastplate and sent me sailing backwards. When I collided with the brick wall behind me, it forced the air from my lungs. I wasn’t sure how powerful the impact was until I hacked out a ragged cough, dotting the palm of my hand with specks of blood.

	Vitesse looked like a punch-drunk boxer who had just recovered from his latest knockout. He stumbled a few times, rocking back and forth while he regained his sense of balance. 

	I was still working my way back to my feet when he pinned me to the wall with one hand, choking the life from me, and produced a small pocket knife with the other.

	He raised the blade threateningly ... then his eyes bulged, wide and bloodshot, before a thick bluish foam erupted from his throat. The knife fell, clanging to the ground, and he collapsed forward into my arms. When I dropped Fontaine’s limp body, a long scorpion tail retracted from his brain stem with a sickening pop, grey matter dripping from the meat-hook-sized stinger.

	Melvin hovered triumphantly. Over the sound of its flapping wings and my jackhammering heart, I swear I could hear him purr with satisfaction. I reached out and scratched his ear. 

	I’d never been a cat person, but Melvin was converting me.
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	Brynja arrived as I was checking Fontaine’s body for anything useful.

	“Are you all right?” she shouted, jogging down the alley before kneeling next to me.

	“Yeah, it’s all good. I got some help from your little blue friend.”

	“Melvin?” she asked with surprise. We both glanced at the far wall and saw him curled into a tight ball inside a discarded crate, eyes closed. He was taking a well-deserved post-murder nap.

	I continued to pat Vitesse down, but his spandex running suit left few places for concealment (and also left very little to the imagination; I’m surprised his skin-tight leggings were able to pass the pre-game decency examination). He did have two back pockets, and I pulled a folded piece of paper from one. A computer printout. 

	“What is it?” Brynja asked, leaning into my shoulder.

	“It’s a map of Manhattan, with the location of every weapon casket. One of the locations was circled by a pen; I’m guessing that’s where his blade was located. But that’s not all.” I ran my fingertip along the rumpled sheet of paper, indicating several red crosses that were strategically placed throughout The Arena. “And these are the medical stations. Son of a bitch.”

	“He cheated,” she said bluntly. “Just like you.”

	“No, not like me. The day before the tournament I memorized some satellite images, and it showed me the hiding spots for all the caskets. But it didn’t have the locations of the medics.”

	She shook her head. “I don’t get it.”

	“The doctors and nurses, they pulled into The Arena this morning when we arrived – I saw an ambulance following my limo when I crossed the South Bridge. The only medical station that was set up in advance was the one in Times Square.” We stood, and I handed her the map. “I have no idea how Jérôme Fontaine got this, but whoever slipped it to him did it after the tournament started.”

	“What?” Brynja shouted, placing her hands on her hips. “So this piece of shit is somehow getting new information from the outside? Who’s getting it to him? And how are the cameras not catching it?”

	“I don’t think it’s from the outside,” I said, glancing down at his lifeless body. “I think whoever gave him the map is already here.”
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	“You piece of shit!” Brynja shouted as she repeatedly stomped Fontaine’s body. “I wish my superpower was resurrection so I could bring you back to life and then beat your worthless ass to death!”

	“All right,” I said calmly. “This isn’t helping. And we can’t stay here any longer.” As I wrapped my hands around her arms to pull her away, Brynja extended her leg and snuck in one last kick.

	It was becoming clear that Vitesse was a ringer: someone who was planted inside the tournament with the intention of eliminating the medical staff. He also knew exactly where to find the caskets, as well as his specific weapon. His detailed map was printed this morning and was handed to him at some point before he was dropped into The Arena. 

	I considered the possibility that Vitesse had accomplished this himself: he was fast enough that he might have considered leaving Manhattan to obtain the map, and raced back undetected, but it seemed unlikely. There was one remaining way to leave the island by foot: the north skyway to The Fringe (and without another bridge or medical station, it was now the only way to tap out). There’s no way he’d be able to cross that bridge in broad daylight without being spotted. 

	There were no doubts left in my mind – he wasn’t working alone.

	Fudō has been hot on his trail, and also seemed to get lucky with a weapon, but his intentions weren’t clear. They could have formed an alliance, but it would seem logical that they’d have stayed together if that were the case.

	An explosion rang out in the west end of the city, followed by the sound of a building collapse. Judging by the echo, it was more than a couple blocks away, but it wasn’t far enough for my liking. We couldn’t stand in one spot and strategize. Brynja and I needed to locate more caskets and hope for some serious firepower if we were going to survive until the final four.

	It was a short jog towards the Empire State Building, an area where three of the caskets were dispersed across a relatively small area. Odds were that at least one would contain something marginally useful. Our first stop was the New York Public Library, where we discovered a chest sitting next to one of the iconic stone lions that sat guard outside the main staircase. I was surprised no one had spotted it until that point, but there it was, sitting in plain view: a large ornate treasure chest adorned with a gold logo, waiting to be opened. I flipped the lid to reveal a gun.

	The U:C:K m/09, or ‘K9’,was a relatively powerful  handgun, and a common sidearm for self defense. The Swedish-designed weapon was inexpensive, lightweight, and easily obtainable, making it a popular choice for novices. It had been a big seller for years, but sales skyrocketed when it was discovered that, unlike many other cutting-edge nitrogen powered guns, it was easily customizable – a must-have for criminals and enthusiasts alike.

	As the multi-decade recession continued to deepen, the public started to backlash. Large scale riots became a frequent occurrence, and law enforcement was unequipped to deal with the sheer number of protestors. To combat social disobedience, The White House began censoring the internet and blocking cell phone reception in key areas; it was an attempt to control the flow of information, limiting people’s ability to assemble. It only served to further enrage a well-armed populace. As the unemployment rate continued to escalate, the unrest followed suit; assassination attempts on politicians became commonplace, and the government went into a panic. Widespread gun bans were enacted in order to stem the violence, but the legislation was useless. With hundreds of millions of firearms already in circulation, there was no way to seize them without inciting a second civil war.

	A new, Machiavellian idea was put forth: a ban on bullets. It became a federal offence to manufacture, distribute or import bullets. Prison lobbyists rejoiced as citizens were incarcerated by the thousands, and the lower-class, on the brink of rebellion, were now effectively unarmed against the world’s most powerful military.

	When bullet supplies dried up, American ingenuity took over. Using the K9’s nitrogen cells, the gun was modified to include a second, wider barrel that attached to the frame. Not unlike the muzzle-loading blunderbuss that was used until the mid-19th century, the shotgun-like tube could fire virtually anything: coins, nails, pebbles – it was limited only by your imagination. Whatever you fed into it could be fired out, and with surprising effectiveness. It lacked the punch and accuracy of a bullet, but if you were close enough to a target, you could cause some serious damage with no more than a modded K9 and the contents of your pocket.

	We now had a K9 in our arsenal, which was the good news. The bad news was that the Green Scorpion was too big to fit the primary barrel. The military-grade bullet was designed for a rifle, not a handgun.

	“Damn!” Brynja shouted. “I can’t believe this! So you’re telling me we have a gun, and a bullet – but the bullet won’t fire from our gun?”

	“Pretty much,” I replied, shaking my head. “It won’t fit. The secondary barrel will fire pretty much anything solid, but if we try and jam an acid-filled bullet in there, the force of the nitrogen could blow it apart, or melt the gun. It’s not worth the risk.”

	Frustrated, we left in pursuit of another casket. En route, we discovered an overturned ambulance and peered inside. The driver, a middle-aged man wearing a white uniform, was dead behind the wheel – a gruesome slash across his midsection spilled his insides across the dashboard. It didn’t take a criminologist to tell that he hadn’t died from the accident. I guessed that there was a medical station nearby, and he fled while being pursued by one of the superhumans (most likely Vitesse, during his rampage that occurred earlier in the day). During a sharp turn, the ambulance overturned, seriously injuring the driver during the crash. A stroke of a blade finished the job.

	A multipurpose com-unit was wrapped tightly in his hand, blinking on stand-by mode with only a few minutes of remaining power. I reached through the broken window and peeled each of his stiffened, blood-soaked fingers from the device.

	I contacted Excelsior. When Gavin and Peyton’s faces appeared on the flickering hologram, I was overwhelmed with emotion. I actually had to fight back tears. It was a strange sensation having spoken to them just hours ago, but in the fog of combat, it felt like a year.

	“Thank god,” Peyton whispered, covering her mouth with both hands. “You’re all right.”

	Gavin’s beaming smile was as bright as ever. “You hadn’t been on-screen for a while, so you had her worried.” He stuck a thumb in his sister’s direction and shook his head. “Total drama queen, this one. I knew you were gonna be all right.”

	“We saw this freaky blue lion thing flying around,” Peyton said, her voice trembling. “It had dragon wings, and a tail with a spike on it.”

	I nodded. “Yeah, I saw it too. I’m doing fine here, but I only have a couple minutes of power on this com, and you could cut out anytime. Can you guys give me a quick update on the leader board?”

	“Arena Mode, leader board,” Gavin commanded, and the holographic chart flickered into view. 
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	Matthew Moxon - 3 eliminations, 3 kills

	Fudō-myōō - 2 eliminations, 1 kill

	Sergei Taktarov - 1 elimination, 1 kill

	Dwayne Lewis - 0 eliminations

	Winston Ramsley - 0 eliminations

	Brynja Guðmundsdóttir - 0 eliminations

	
(eliminated) Jérôme Fontaine - 1 elimination, 1 kill

	 


 

	“Nice going, killer!” Gavin clapped his hands in celebration. “Three eliminations so far? I thought the rooftop explosion killed those two chicks, not you? And who was the third?”

	“It was Vitesse, but I had some help.” The cameras must not have caught the manticore stabbing Fontaine, and assumed it was my doing. I suppose whoever was keeping score gave me credit for eliminating Serafina and Arirose as well, since I was the one who tricked them into opening the rigged casket.

	I noticed a discrepancy with the difference between eliminations and kills – I wasn’t aware anyone had made it out of The Arena alive. “By the way, why does Fudō have one kill, but two eliminations?”

	“It was just on the news,” Peyton said. “The Living Eye still had a pulse after he got stabbed, so he was airlifted to a hospital. He’s in serious condition and he’s in a coma, but he made it.”

	“Kenneth’s all right?” Brynja shouted, pushing her way into the cam’s field of view. “Did you hear any other news? Can you give us a more recent update?”

	“Sorry,” I told Brynja, rubbing her shoulder. “There’s nothing we can do for him right now. As soon as we get out of here, we’ll visit, but now we have to focus.”

	Peyton’s eyes trailed along my hand. She pressed her lips together and stiffened her posture. “I don’t mean to interrupt you two,” she said sternly, “but is there anything else we can do for you? Matt’s right – you need to focus. On the tournament.”

	I looked to Peyton and became incredibly aware of where my hand still was. I jerked away from Brynja’s shoulder as if it were a hot burner. 

	Brynja was right: for a genius I was a huge dumb-ass.

	“What’s going on behind you?” Gavin asked, peering quizzically into his cam.

	I looked over my shoulder and noticed that the power had been cut from the area. Every visible screen in the surrounding area (and there were dozens of them) had fallen dark. When they flickered back to life, we were about to receive a game-changer.

	



	

[image: Image]

	
 

	Advertisements were pervasive in The City – and not just within Times Square. Digital billboards polluted every square inch of free space within the affluent borough; bright, glittering monuments begging for pedestrians’ attention twenty-four hours a day. Normally the holo-screens depicted bubbling sodas and trendy jeans and anorexic models dousing themselves in six-hundred-dollar-an-ounce perfume, but in a blink they all changed. Every screen, everywhere, suddenly displayed a live feed of Cameron Frost. He was sitting in his office, as if he were prepared to give a Presidential Address.

	“I admire the courage displayed by everyone competing today,” he began. “You’ve fought bravely. If only I was born with the abilities that you were blessed with ...” he trailed off, momentarily breaking eye contact with the camera. “I wish I could be there with you, out on the battlefield.”

	“What’s going on?” Gavin asked. He could hear Frost’s voice clearly through my com.

	“He’s everywhere,” I said with surprise. “On every screen in The City.”

	Gavin’s eyes flicked to the Trinitron, and then back towards me. “The simulcast is just showing replays of all the previous eliminations. The feed you’re watching must be internal only.”

	Frost leaned in on his elbows and glared at the camera lens, taking on a slightly more assertive tone. “It has come to my attention, however, that some competitors have found a way to disable their epidermal implants, making it very difficult to track them. As you all know, camping is strictly forbidden. And some of you have even gone out of your way to avoid conflicts, which disappoints me. Moreover, it’s a disappointment to the billions of people watching around the world.”

	“To that end,” Frost added, “I am going to be initiating phase two of Arena Mode in order to spark a competitive fire beneath the remaining six combatants.” He forced his mouth into a tight smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Don’t think of this as a penalty – think of it as an opportunity. A chance to pursue the way of the warrior. Always remember: dying with your sword still sheathed is the ultimate regret.”

	Cameron Frost’s motivational speech came to an abrupt end, and with a sudden blip, every screen reverted back to their original advertisement. 

	“Phase two?” Peyton asked, her voice strained. “What do you think he means by sparking a fire under you?”

	I wondered the same thing, hoping it wouldn’t literally have anything to do with being set on fire.

	The screens surrounding us flickered again, and they produced a map of The Arena. Not unlike the holographic image that appeared from our epidermal implants, this map revealed the location of everyone who remained in the competition. A bright, blinking icon with our names marked above them indicated our exact locations. And worse, three blips were in motion, converging on ours.

	“Are you seeing this?” Brynja shouted, slamming the back of her fist into the overturned ambulance.

	I nodded. “Kinda hard to miss. I think everyone is seeing it.”

	Hover-cams swarmed above, security monitors capped every streetlight, and satellites looked down on us from orbit – we couldn’t have been more exposed. Brynja and I did our best to avoid the other competitors up until that point, but Frost wanted to reveal our location, and we were powerless to stop him.

	I spun towards Brynja. “Stay out of the battle. If you fade out and leave now you can make it to the North Bridge. Just wait for two more eliminations and then tap out.”

	“What the hell?” she shouted, shoving my shoulder. “That’s insane – I’m not leaving you here alone. We agreed to stay together.” 

	Things were happening too fast. I couldn’t put Brynja in danger – if she stayed here, I couldn’t protect her. “All right, maybe you can be lookout, and give me a signal when someone is coming.”

	“So now you’re just throwing me a bone?” she shouted, throwing her hands apart. “You know what, Mox – thanks, but no thanks. I don’t need your bone. I’ve had more bones than you can count.” She froze for a moment, eyes widening. “Oh my god, I really just said that.”

	“There’s no more hiding, Brynja. Our best chance of survival is shot. If we split up, at least one of us can make it.”

	“I’m not going to just let you die, dumb-ass. You’re stuck with me.” She jammed the point of her finger into my breastplate. “You’re the super-genius, so come up with something. A plan that’s at least ten percent less suicidal than your last one.”

	Peyton shouted from the com seconds before the power bar depleted. “Someone’s on their...” is all I was able to catch before the screen faded to black. 

	I launched the device into the ground with a frustrated scream, smashing it to pieces on the pavement.

	A moment later, the air disrupted above us. It was a low-pitched rumble, like a jet passing over the city. I shielded my eyes from the blinding sun and peered above the skyline; Russia’s Son was approaching at a dizzying speed.

	Brynja clasped my hand and yanked it, sprinting towards the nearest alley. As we ran, I felt a blistering heat rise from the street behind us. it was Taktarov’s laser vision, searing the pavement at our feet like an oversized magnifying glass about to burn fleeing ants.

	We stumbled into the darkened space between two buildings. “Come on,” I said between labored breaths, motioning to the opposite end of the alley. “If we make it out, a subway tunnel is just a half-block east. We might be able to lose him underground.”

	We ran towards the sunlit opening that spilled from the street ahead, only to stop dead in our tracks when a silhouette appeared, blocking the exit. A man, more than ten feet tall, lumbered towards us with his shoulders hunched, and a stoic expression carved into his face. 

	“Sorry man,” Sledge mumbled. “Ain’t nothing personal. I’ll make this as quick as possible.”
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	I scooped a handful of rusted nails from the alley’s floor and dumped them into the K9’s second barrel. Without hesitation, I took aim and fired, embedding the projectiles deep into Lewis’ chest.

	He plucked them from his skin and tossed them aside without missing a step. It was discouraging to say the least. I’d removed splinters with more difficulty.

	I took another step back and glanced over my shoulder at Brynja. “Get out of here,” I shouted. “Fade out and run!”

	“Kill me instead,” she called out, stepping in front of me.

	Dwayne Lewis stopped and shook his head, visibly confused. “I’m not killing a girl.”

	“A girl?” she replied, creasing her soft features into an agitated frown. “Fuck you! I could be the strongest person in this tournament for all you know. I’m here to fight, just like you.”

	“I’m not here to fight,” he said without hesitation. “I’m here to make the final four and get out of this hellhole. Two more gotta go before I get paid, and your boyfriend is in my way.”

	I could hear Brynja’s voice ringing in my head, louder and more clearly than my own thoughts. Get out of here you idiot. I can’t distract him for long. At least if she ghosted, she’d be safe – I didn’t have the same luxury. I raced back to the opposite end of the alley, just as Russia’s Son touched down in the intersection.

	Sandwiched between the two most powerful competitors, I had a single play left. I sprinted back towards Brynja during her stare-down with Lewis. “Sledge,” I shouted. “That’s Sergei Taktarov coming towards us. He murdered Glendinning.”

	“That’s the guy who killed Dozer?” Lewis shot me a skeptical glance. “How do I know you’re not bullshitting me to save your own ass?”

	He must not have been near a screen when the first elimination took place, and was unaware that one of his former teammates – a close personal friend – had been mercilessly dropped to his death by the Russian.

	“I can show you.” I held Brynja’s hand and waved Lewis in, inviting him to kneel down.

	Are you out of your mind?! Brynja screamed inside my head, so loudly that I thought my tumor had exploded.

	If you have a better plan, by all means, let me know, I replied.

	Lewis nodded slowly and leaned down, glancing in my direction. “If this is a trick,” he said, quiet and toneless, “I’m tearing your arms off.”

	Not sure how to respond, I just offered a small nod.

	Brynja pressed her hand into the giant’s muscular chest, and I infused her mind with every sight and sound I could recall from earlier that morning. Every punch, every kick, every punishing blow. The moment that Sergei Taktarov dragged Paul Glendinning into the sky, soaring into orbit. And the fall that ended with an explosion; his friend, flailing in terror, before colliding with the South Bridge.

	I passed every emotion through Brynja, using her as a living conduit, searing the memory deep into Lewis’ mind. My shock and horror was now his to experience.

	His eyes glazed over, welling with emotion. “Looks like you two caught a break,” he said softly.

	Sledge stood without another word and stomped past us, growing with each step. His height increased by half, and his massive frame widened until his shoulders brushed the walls of the buildings on either side. Narrowly making it out of the alley, he turned towards Russia’s Son and punched his fist into the palm of his hand. “Just the man I’m looking for,” he thundered in a deep baritone. And for the first time, I saw emotion stirring inside him. Not just fire or a steely determination. It was hate. And unfortunately for the Russian, it was about to be unleashed.
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	After its conclusion, videos from the Tournament of 2041 were shared, replayed, scrutinized, and discussed by virtually every person on the planet. If you had internet access, it was a given that you saw at least part of the event – it was unavoidable. For years you couldn’t visit a website without being exposed to images or animated sequences from moments that transpired inside The Arena. But whether you were one of the four billion people who saw the simulcast live or were just a casual observer who watched the replays after the fact, there’s no doubt that you witnessed this showdown: Dwayne ‘Sledge’ Lewis versus Sergei Taktarov, better known as ‘Russia’s Son’. 

	Their battle in midtown Manhattan inspired two video games, a series of digital comics, and a Hollywood summer blockbuster. 

	The legacy that their fight left behind was undeniable, and the videos definitely told part of the story. But being there in person – hearing the sounds, feeling the impact, and witnessing the sheer devastation as it occurred – was almost beyond description. 

	Lewis stood in the deserted street, balling his cinderblock-sized hands into tightly clenched fists. As he began to march forward, the ground shook beneath his weight, fracturing the pavement with every step.

	Taktarov remained still, hovering several feet above the ground. He waited patiently for his opponent to approach as his eyes crackled with energy.

	Lewis was the first to attack. He scooped up a police cruiser with one hand and lobbed it several blocks, spiralling it like a football. Taktarov sliced it in half with his heat vision: two pencil-thin beams of light that bisected the car like searing hot knives through a stick of butter. The halves of the vehicle dropped harmlessly to the street, charred and smoking as they smashed into the pavement with a heavy clank.

	Undeterred, Lewis continued his onslaught. He yanked cars, trucks and motorcycles off the road – anything he could get his hands on – launching them one after the other. Taktarov alternated between swatting them away and cutting them down with his lasers. When the monstrous American ran out of vehicles, he began tearing lamp posts from the ground. He threw them like javelins, forcing the Russian to spin and evade the incoming projectiles. 

	Realizing this form of attack was having no effect, Lewis shifted strategies. He broke into a full sprint, kicking up a wake of broken asphalt behind him. When he leaped off the ground, Taktarov soared forward to intercept, and their bodies collided in mid-air more than fifty feet above the ground. The impact caused a thunderclap that echoed throughout The City. The windows of nearby buildings exploded from the pressure, causing it to rain shards of glass. 

	They spent the following hour trading punches; explosive, punishing blows that sent each other sailing impossible distances. With each successfully landed strike, whoever was on the receiving end would collide with a car, streetlight or building, pulverizing whatever their body crashed into.

	The destruction was calculated in the billions, surpassing even the cost to repair the damage that the tsunami of 2031 had caused when it tore through Manhattan. Bulletproof windows were shattered. Titanium columns bent. At one point, Lewis grabbed two handfuls of Taktarov’s cape and swung him in a full circle, launching him through the seventh story of the Empire State Building – a structure that had recently been reinforced with iridium plating (and, at the time, was believed to be able to withstand a collision from a Boeing 747).

	Pinning the Russian beneath his enormous frame, Lewis unleashed a volley of punches that embedded his smaller opponent deep into the sidewalk. His fists were like pistons, methodically smashing Taktarov’s body further into the ground with each blow. For the first time in their encounter, some physical damage was evident. Russia’s Son was bleeding profusely from the nose, and had visible swelling around his eyes. With Taktarov lying prone, Sledge continued his assault by jumping into the air, stomping down on the Russian’s chest with both feet. The ground rumbled and gave way, sinking them deep into a fissure. 

	I hoped that neither man would survive. That somehow they would make contact with an electrical wire beneath the street, or cause a gas explosion that abruptly ended both their lives. I knew it was a longshot, but in the moment it seemed like my only hope of survival. I imagined a one-on-one encounter with either man, rolling the possibilities over in my mind in every conceivable way. Each scenario ended the same: with me being pummeled into a barely-recognizable mess, and my friends identifying what was left of my mangled corpse the following day at the morgue.

	Taktarov’s body was lying in a hole so wide and deep it looked as if a meteor had caused it. When Lewis crawled from the pit, the battle appeared to be over. He lumbered to his feet, brushed some dust from his arms and took a few short steps. 

	He had just made the biggest mistake of his life. 

	The Russian floated silently from the opening with his jaw tightly clenched, eyes aflame. He hovered for a moment and wiped a gloved hand across his bloodied nose, streaking a crimson line across his cheek. Within a moment, his injuries disappeared. Taktarov’s bruises faded, his bleeding stopped, and he seemed more infused with raw power than when their confrontation began.

	The Russian screamed, wild and guttural, and the translation module instantly appeared on the holo-screen I was watching. “Prepare yourself!”

	Sledge turned in time for the lasers to pierce his heart, exiting through a pair of holes in his back. He froze. When the beam dissipated, Lewis pressed his hands into his chest, likely in an attempt to stop the bleeding. The damage had been done. Even his accelerated healing factor wouldn’t be able to repair a mortal wound like this one. 

	As Lewis’ knees buckled beneath him, Taktarov soared forward, catching him with a powerful uppercut. The punch sent the American’s body spinning through the air like an out of control aircraft, eventually crash-landing into the street with an explosion of asphalt.  

	The Russian marched towards the nearest hovering camera, glaring directly into the lens. “This,” he declared, raising a fist, “is but a small example of my power.”  He stepped aside to present the viewing audience with a better look at the disaster; the collapsed buildings and burning cars that littered the street behind him. “What you are seeing now will soon be everywhere. A new Red Army will emerge. Not only here, but in every country that America has infected. The workers will rise. And I will lead them.”

	He grabbed the camera and pulled it close, until his face filled the entire screen. “Before I can lead the revolution, I will finish this game. Two of your strongest Americans lie dead because of my power. Next, I will destroy the final two. They are running now, to hide like cowards. I will find them.”
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	As the battle raged between Sledge and Russia’s Son, we were gradually driven south. Brynja and I passed Greenwich Village and entered Lower Manhattan, putting as much distance between ourselves and the chaos as possible. As we fled, the battle unfolded on holo-screens all around us, splashed across the sides of buildings. 

	We saw Sledge’s body. We saw Taktarov’s terrifying victory speech. And when he mentioned ‘the American cowards’ who were running away, we knew exactly who he was referring to. We ran faster.

	I sprinted for longer than I thought possible – chest aching, feet swollen, the lactic acid building in my muscles until they felt like lead. When my body would no longer respond, I ducked behind a dumpster and dropped to my knees, gasping for air.

	Brynja had little sympathy. She had the endurance of a marathon runner, and kept pace without breaking a sweat. “You need to move your ass,” she instructed, lightly tapping my leg with the toe of her boot.

	I struggled to fill my lungs with enough oxygen to respond. “I can’t.”

	“No, you mean you won’t. We met for a reason, and I’m not going to stand here and let you die.”

	“A reason?”

	“Yes,” she said emphatically, “a reason. I’ve spent three years trying to connect with someone who could help with my transformations. Since we met, I’ve had control. I can fade in and out when you’re focused on me, but it’s more than just that: when I’m in my physical state, I can actually feel again. Really feel.” She reached down and wrapped her tiny hands around my upper arm, lugging me to my feet with a swift jerk. “When someone gives me their focus, I can pick up objects, touch people, and do all the stuff that we take for granted. But it was always so temporary. It’s like my body knew it would soon be gone, so it wouldn’t let me get too comfortable. When I’m with you, I feel a warmth inside. If you die, that dies. I need you with me to control this – whatever ‘this’ is.”

	I stumbled and leaned against the wall of the alley, scanning the area to ensure I wasn’t visible from the street. It didn’t make a difference. Several hover-cams had been following us, circling above like wasps at a picnic table. Our every word and action was being captured, transmitting our location to the remaining three competitors. 

	Brynja could sense my physical and mental exhaustion. She placed her hands on either side of my face and tilted my sagging head upwards until our eyes met. “I don’t know how you always come up with a plan, but whatever you’ve been doing, it’s working. You have a way of reading situations – of reading people – it’s gotten us this far. We’re going to make it ... we’re close.”

	I shook my head. “I’ve been improvising, not planning. They’re two different things.”

	“Does it matter?” she asked.

	“Yes,” I said, “because you can’t plan for Arena Mode. I thought I could at first, and I tried. I spent weeks reading and mapping and plotting. But there are too many variables, even for me. Right now we’re just sitting at a table on a hot streak, but it can’t last forever. We’re going to get dealt a losing hand, and it’s gonna happen sooner than later.”

	“So we’ve been lucky,” she asked quizzically. “It’s just that simple?”

	“No, we’ve been beating the odds. There’s no such thing as luck.”

	A sardonic smile cut across Brynja’s face. “That was an amazing speech, Mox. Really inspiring. You should coach Little League.”

	I wiped the perspiration from my face with both hands and slumped into the uncomfortable brick wall. “Look, it’s ... I’m trying to be realistic here.”

	“Sometimes being optimistic helps more than calculating the odds.”

	I chuckled to myself and blurted out a few awkward laughs.

	Brynja narrowed her eyes. “Did I say something funny?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips.

	“You remind me of someone, that’s all.”

	“Peyton, the girl who gave you the rings,” she said tersely, glancing down at my chest. “Well I don’t know much about her, but she sounds pretty damned smart. Maybe smarter than you.”

	I gazed into the sky as my smile faded. “Yeah, maybe.”

	“Think,” Brynja shouted, lightly cuffing the side of my head. It was rude and jarring, but the slap refocused my attention. “He saw us, and we know he’s on his way here. I know it’s hopeless and we’re going to die, blah, blah, blah. But if we had even a remote chance of defeating Russia’s Son, like in some bizarre fantasy world, what is it?”

	I lifted the K9 handgun and stared into the opening of the secondary barrel. “I doubt it’s with our glorified nail gun here. Or the single acid bullet that won’t fit inside of it.”

	“All right,” she snapped, “what else have we got? Can we use your gold card to start a car? Maybe we can circle the streets while the others fight it out. Or make a break for the North Bridge now that we’ve secured a top-four position?”

	I shook my head again, exhaling loudly. “I tried it once and it almost killed me. With Taktarov and Fudō both flying, we won’t have any advantages on the ground – they’re too fast and too strong. We’ll be trapped in a metal box.”

	She groaned with frustration and booted an empty soda can across the alley. “Well we can’t just sit here!”

	The tin rattled down the pavement, bouncing an echo off the walls as it travelled. Before it rolled to a stop, Sergei Taktarov had silently descended into the alley, and was standing between us. “No, you cannot sit here. You must fight. And you have both witnessed just two-tenths of my power.”
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“You need a new catchphrase because that shit is not working. And why don’t you just say ‘one-fifth’?” I needed to say something – anything I could think of – to buy some time. Preferably as much time as possible since I was paralyzed by fear, barely able to form a coherent thought.

	The Russian remained stoic. “Americans and their jokes. Everything is funny to you. Loyalty to your nation, the damage you do to Russia – you laugh on your couches and drink your beer while the world crumbles around you.”

	I shrugged with as much apathy as I could muster. “Whatever, man. What are you doing to make the world better?”

	“I put my life on the line for Mother Russia,” he shouted, stepping within arm’s reach. “You hide behind walls, as you always have, cowering in the shadows while others fight. The brave do not behave like this. We step in front of the wall to defend it.” He looked at me with disgust, trailing his eyes deliberately from my feet up to my face. “Your walls cannot save you now.”

	Taktarov reached out and tore the armor from my chest. With both hands, he crushed the titanium plate into a ball like he was about to dispose of a foil gum wrapper. A heartbeat later, I was thrown. I don’t know exactly how it happened, but the next thing I remember was being upside down, sailing towards the side of the dumpster.

	The Russian looked down at me and shook his head, as if he was disappointed with my lack of offense. Then he turned towards Brynja. “He dies first,” Taktarov said flatly, “and then you. You can continue to run, but you cannot stay a ghost forever. When you become real ...”

	“Hey Sergei,” I shouted as I dragged the K9 off the ground. I barely had the strength to lift it and take aim. “Say one more word to her, and you’ll have to deal with this.”

	“Still trying to be funny, American. I have been shot with bullets before. They cannot harm me.”

	“Let’s test that theory.”

	I fired. Not a bullet, of course – just some coins that I found on the street and fed into the secondary barrel. It was then I learned that Taktarov wasn’t just getting stronger as the competition went on, he was getting faster. A fraction of a second after the shot rang out, he opened his palm, revealing all three coins. The Russian had snatched the flying pieces of metal from mid-air, so quickly that I didn’t even see his hand move. 

	He came closer to smiling than I’d ever seen, lips curling slightly at the edges. He resisted the urge and relented, apparently not wanting to abandon his stoic image. Taktarov turned towards the nearest hover-cam as if he was going to say something; one final statement before finishing us off, and eliminating the final Americans from the tournament. 

	That moment was all I needed to give my partner a message, and focus on her with all my intention. 

	Brynja heard my thought and responded instantly. She reached inside the Russian’s head with one hand, fading through him.

	When she pulled back, Taktarov spun to face her, attacking with his laser vision. The beams passed harmlessly through Brynja’s torso, searing a pair of holes into the wall behind.

	She clapped both hands over her chest, gasped, and breathed a loud sigh of relief.

	Russia’s Son staggered and fell to a knee. A single droplet rolled from his tear duct and down his cheek – a dark green bead that smoked as it trickled. “What have you done?” He asked, more confused than angry. 

	“We improvised,” Brynja replied.

	When Taktarov caught my makeshift bullets, his confidence radiated. He was positive that we weren’t a threat. With so many cameras nearby, I hoped he’d want to take the opportunity to brag about his superiority before finishing us off. All I needed was a small window to allow Brynja the chance to drop our lone acid-filled bullet into his brain, and pull her hand out before he noticed what was happening.

	“You ... both of you deserve death.” Russia’s Son lunged towards me, but slowly enough that I was able to roll, narrowly avoiding his fist. It smashed into the dumpster with enough force to send it out of the alley, across the street, and through the window of a shoe store. He stood again, fists clenched. As more green liquid oozed from his eyes, the muscular Russian teetered and sagged, taking a few wobbly steps before collapsing and curling into the fetal position. His blue eyes filled with a sickly green hue as he coughed out his last agonizing breath. 

	Brynja kneeled and cocked her head, gazing curiously at Taktarov’s expressionless face. “How did you know the bullet idea would work?”

	“The same way you knew that you’d be able to drop it inside his head without lopping your hand off.”

	Her eyes widened. “Shit ... I never even thought of that.”
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	A transcript from the five-part BBC series ‘Walking with Gods: A Look at Superhumans Living Among Us’

	Part three - an interview with Winston Ramsley
Originally aired on June 12, 2041

	“Is it frustrating? Are you being quite serious? Before I answer that question, allow me to offer you a bit of a history lesson.

	“I have been a butler since the age of nineteen. Born in Lewisham, South London to a penniless family, it was surprising that I had made anything of myself at all. After graduating from The Butler’s Guild, I went directly to work as a hall boy for the Pembrooke family in Leeds. It was ten years until I would ascend the ladder and gain any sort of credibility.

	“The upper-class possess a shocking amount of leisure time, which they often fill with gossip. Occasionally they’ll speak well of the help, and if you’re fortunate, your name begins to circulate. Mine must have been brought up in the right conversation at the right time, because I was offered a position back in London at the famed Hainsworth Manor.

	“I spent twenty-three years, four months and nine days in that Manor – one of the most spectacular in London, surrounded by opulence that never ceased to amaze. During my tenure, very little changed. The children grew older of course, the help came and went, and obscenely expensive paintings would periodically be sold and replaced with even more obscenely expensive paintings.

	“One can only stroll by the same Monet so many times, I suppose.

	“Mister Hainsworth treated me well and the pay was adequate, so I had little to complain about. The routine, however, became tedious, and tedium turned to resentment. Day after day spent roaming the halls of the massive Hainsworth estate served as painful reminder; it was a stunning portrait of the life I would never live, and of the person I would never be.

	“Then, one brilliant day, Cameron Frost started the Full Contact Swordfighting  League. It became the most popular sport in America, and soon thereafter, European leagues began forming.

	“I hadn’t handled a saber since secondary school, and, on the far side of fifty, I was skeptical of my ability to defeat men half my age. I lacked youth, but I had determination on my side. I entered my name in the draw, and won the UK primaries with relative ease. Eight consecutive wins, including two kills. I even held a record: I was the only man to have won a tournament using a fencing saber against competitors wielding katanas and broadswords.

	“After decades of service, languishing in a profession I had grown to despise, I found my calling. At the risk of sounding trite, it was a dream come true.

	“Shortly thereafter I was seeded in the 3037 FCS Championships, opposite Frost himself in the opening round. I would not only have a chance to win five million American dollars, but to dethrone the reigning, undefeated champion.

	“The day finally arrived. The pre-tournament drug tests went according to plan, and they detected no abnormalities. I was then subjected to a brain scan. My tests revealed an abundance of delta waves; it was determined that I possessed latent superhuman abilities, and my name was immediately withdrawn from the competition. Ironically I had no idea that I possessed any powers. It wasn’t until a year later that I discovered that I could channel electricity through metal.

	“There were other options that day, and I could have competed. I deserved to. If Cameron Frost was so concerned with my alleged abilities, he could have used a Cerebral Dampening Unit and suppressed my delta waves, making me as ‘human’ as the rest of the competitors. But he didn’t. He had me ejected. I don’t believe it was in the interest of creating a level playing field, as he claimed at the time. I believe it was because Frost saw my name on the tournament bracket opposite his, and he feared for his life. He no doubt had seen footage of my previous victories, and saw the determination in my eyes. His days were numbered, and he knew it. He took the easy way out.

	“You want to know if it’s frustrating to be on the verge of fame and fortune, only to have an egomaniacal billionaire tear it from my hands? Yes, frustrating is one word for it. Another is ‘infuriating’.

	“Make no mistake: I relish the opportunity to take ten billion dollars from Cameron Frost’s pocketbook. But this is about much more than acquiring wealth: it is about claiming what is rightfully mine. At the end, I hope Mister Frost is there to hand me the check personally, and that he has the nerve to look me in the eye when he does it.” 
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	It’s amazing what you can get used to in a short amount of time. I’m not sure that I was accustomed to seeing people die, though I’d seen enough of that in one day to last me a lifetime. Despite what pandering politicians spout on Sunday morning talk shows, video games do not desensitize the younger generation to violence. If pretending to shoot someone with a digital gun on a computer screen gradually turns regular people into stone-cold killers, I’d be the most ruthless competitor in The Arena. As anyone watching that day could attest to, that was clearly not the case. Although, as I casually searched Sergei Taktarov’s body for items we could use, I realized that certain strange and immoral tasks no longer seemed quite so strange or immoral.

	Brynja pulled a metallic object from inside the Russian’s belt. “Check this out,” she said, tossing me a small circular holo-com. 

	I twisted the handheld device clockwise and it powered on, revealing a glowing green battery light that was nearly full. I opened a 3D browser window and used the voice command to create a simulcast link. “Arena Mode, map,” I instructed, and four blips sparked to life over a detailed layout of Manhattan.

	Fudō-myōō was near the airport, moving too quickly to be on foot. He had either acquired a vehicle or, more likely, was in flight. Winston Ramsley’s dot remained relatively still – he was camping just north of Chelsea. 

	“The Gentleman is blocking the North Bridge,” I said, pointing towards the bright red pulse. There was only one remaining way to tap out of the competition: to surrender at an exit point. With only four competitors remaining, Ramsley knew that he could force a confrontation by staking out a position near the skyway.

	“Maybe he’ll take fourth place and call it a day?” Brynja suggested with a tiny shrug. “Five million bucks is nothing to sneeze at.”

	“No, Ramsley would have left by now if that was his plan. He’s a fighter. He’s competed in Full Contact Swordfighting before, and he has something to prove. If I had to guess, I’d say he wants first place.”

	 I used the holo-com and toggled to the live feed, which was displaying replay after replay of the Taktarov versus Lewis confrontation from every conceivable angle. Brynja and I had just pulled off a pretty spectacular elimination in my humble opinion; no, there weren’t any explosions or cars being tossed through the air, but it was pretty damned impressive nonetheless. If I wasn’t so focused on getting out of The Arena alive, I would have been a little insulted at our lack of media coverage.

	“Let’s see what they’ve dug up over at Excelsior.” I contacted Gavin, who howled in celebration the moment his face projected from the screen. 

	“You did it!” he shouted into the microphone, so loud that I had to dial down the volume. “When I saw you square off with Russia’s Son I was this close to storming your apartment and ganking your comic collection, but you pulled through, man.”

	“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” I said with a chuckle. “Don’t loot my apartment just yet, buddy. I could still make it out of here.”

	“So I guess your armor is pretty much toast,” Gavin said. 

	The only remaining pieces of the suit were my boots and the plates that protected my thighs – all still intact but as battle-scarred as I was. Since Russia’s Son ripped off my breastplate, my arms and torso were completely exposed. I was skeptical of my white tank top’s ability to stop a lightning bolt or slashes from a katana. 

	“Matty,” Peyton said, leaning into the camera’s field of view. “After you defeated Sergei Taktarov, a news report came out of Eastern Europe ... things are getting bad.”

	She explained that the largest recorded mass suicide had just taken place across multiple locations, moments after the Russian fell. The death toll was still rising, and the count had already been confirmed at more than nine thousand. 

	According to the report, when Frost revealed Sergei Taktarov to the world, it did more than just hype the biggest simulcast event in history – it shook people’s faith.

	Many religions have their own version of ‘The Second Coming’, where according to scripture, a supernatural being will return to Earth, ushering in a new era of universal peace; eradicating war, oppression, famine and disease. As Taktarov’s propaganda machine gained momentum and word of his power started to spread, some believed that he was the one they’d been waiting for.

	As far as I know, no one had predicted that their messiah would arrive on the day of Frost’s big announcement, and I seriously doubt that anyone expected him to arrive in the form of an antagonistic twenty-year-old Russian who could fly and shoot lasers from his eyes. Sergei Taktarov’s emergence seemed to be an unlikely reason for worship, but in a world that desperately needed saving, there were far worse things than praying for a saviour.

	His believers were widespread, with suicides being reported across St. Petersburg, Minsk, Kiev, and Warsaw. According to an iTube video, there was a collective agreement vowing to ‘join the Almighty in Heaven’ should the unthinkable occur during Arena Mode. When Taktarov lost his life, his growing number of followers decided to take theirs. The disturbing contingency plan had been in place for weeks, being discussed and coordinated on a number of forums.

	As Peyton continued to explain the situation, a breaking news bulletin blinked into view, floating above the top of the holo-screen. Protests were breaking out in Moscow, where thousands had assembled outside of the Kremlin.

	In the wake of the shocking fallout from the event, I was surprised Arena Mode wasn’t cancelled. 

	Gavin pointed out that thirty-second ads were being sold for upwards of thirty million dollars, a price that doubled since the Lewis versus Taktarov battle. The tournament was becoming the largest cash machine in entertainment history, and there was no chance of anyone pulling the plug now.

	“Get out of there,” Peyton pleaded. “You’ve made the final four and you’ll have the money you need. Just run for it.”

	“It’s not that simple,” I explained. “We’re boxed in. If we go for the bridge we’ll be ...” 

	And then I stopped, mid-sentence. A searing pain stabbed me through the temples like a pair of oversized syringes. I wasn’t sure about the events of the following minutes, but I must have lost balance before blacking out. The next thing I remember was sitting on the pavement, slumped against some discarded wooden crates.

	The headaches were getting far more intense and striking with greater frequency. 

	When I was reacquainted with my senses, Brynja retrieved the holo-com and passed it down to me so I could continue the conversation with my friends back at Excelsior.

	“How long since your last pill?” Gavin asked quietly, as if he thought that speaking too loud would aggravate my condition.

	I feverishly rubbed my forehead and squeezed my eyes shut. “Too long.” The setting sun was a harsh, glowing reminder of how late in the day it was getting and of how little time I had left. I required a dose every four hours to combat the side effects of my tumor, and I hadn’t popped a pill since sunrise.

	“I know you’re in pain, but you can’t just sit there,” Peyton said cautiously, barely louder than a whisper. “You’re hanging on by a thread as it is. In an hour or two...”

	“I know,” I snapped back, biting off my words. “I don’t need you to explain it to me.”

	“Don’t glitch out on us,” she replied, calm and reassuring. “Relax. You need to concentrate.”

	“It’s hard to calm down and concentrate when everyone keeps telling me to calm down and concentrate.” I groaned as I regained my footing. Brynja reached out and held my arm for support, and I pulled away, refusing her assistance. She backed off, allowing me some much-needed space.

	“Everything is going to work out,” Peyton added. “I know it will.”

	“Just stop it!” I screamed into the com, straining my voice. “Peyton, just stop saying you know everything is going to be fine, and you know I’ll be all right. You don’t know. You’re just putting more pressure on me when you keep saying the same shit over and over.”

	“I was just trying to ...”

	“To make yourself feel better. It’s not helping me, okay? Just leave me alone!” I threw the com into the brick wall across the alley, cracking the metal casing.

	“Are you done?” Brynja asked, as if she was addressing a petulant child in mid-tantrum.

	I didn’t reply; I was stubborn. I huffed and paced, grumbling to myself. I finally retrieved the com from the pavement which, luckily, was still in one piece – and functional. 

	“I don’t know what’s going on with you and that girl,” Brynja added flatly, “and I don’t care. But she’s right – I know you don’t want to hear it, but you do need to relax and concentrate. You can throw a fit when we’re out of The Arena.”

	Part of me wanted to call Peyton back and apologize. It wasn’t the time or place. We could have that conversation if I survived – I needed my head in the game. 

	I fidgeted with the com as I paced the length of the alley, weighing options and considering the odds. We could search the area for caskets, but there was no way to tell which of them had already been opened. Several were clustered around midtown, which was nearby, but that plan seemed like a longshot at best; the area was left in pieces after Russia’s Son had brawled with Dwayne Lewis for a good portion of the afternoon. What remained looked like the aftermath of a nuclear strike. Besides, we didn’t have the time or resources to sift through tons of rubble in search of caskets, especially ones that may or may not contain a useful item.

	Lost inside my thoughts, I was caught off guard by the small blue manticore padding down the alley, purring like a house cat awaiting his dinner. Melvin approached and rubbed his head against my boot. His dragon wings expanded, and with a few flaps, he was face-to-face with me, pressing his nose into my cheek.

	I wondered if he could help us bypass the Gentleman. He was a strong ally, but Melvin had a tendency to come and go as he pleased, and Brynja was having little success communicating with him. All she could discern was that he was sleepy, and had an itch behind his left ear that was preventing him from napping. Not overly helpful. 

	Coupled with Brynja’s lack of offensive capabilities and my brain being fried, the three of us weren’t exactly a force to be reckoned with. Hopefully The Gentleman didn’t know that. If we approached with a manticore in tow, Ramsley might back down when  he saw he was outgunned three-to-one.

	I relayed my plan to Brynja without speaking, worried that my words would be broadcast across the live feed, captured by any number of cameras hovering overhead.

	She nodded in agreement, and we left to confront our final obstacle.
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	Brynja and I marched up 7th Street with Melvin flying closely overhead. After a short walk, we approached a security camera at street level, attached to a security gate outside of a pizzeria. A faint red light blinked inside the casing. It was recording, as were virtually all of the security cams in The City; anything I said would be replayed on the simulcast, and hopefully, The Gentleman was watching.

	I put on my game face and stared intensely at the lens. “Winston Ramsley,” I shouted with as much conviction as I could muster, “We’re on our way to the North Bridge, and we know you’re there. This is your last chance to cross it and tap out. As you can see we have the numbers on our side ... and unlike the last time the British were in trouble during a conflict, you won’t have America to jump in and save you.”

	Seriously? Brynja shouted inside my head. You’re going with a World War II reference? Has anyone ever mentioned that you should prepare your threats in advance? Get a script, maybe?

	I had a bad habit of getting myself into these situations. I wanted to say something with punch – something that would strike fear into the man blocking our exit. “So ... we’re coming, Ramsley,” I said, even more forcefully. “Before you know it we’ll be there, ready to fight. And you might have the lightning ... but we’ll be bringing the thunder.”

	Brynja slapped a palm into her forehead. Oh. My. God. Please stop. Just wrap it up before you make it worse.

	I dragged my fingernails through my hair and exhaled loudly, turning away. Then I paused, taking a moment to reconsider. I turned back to the camera.

	I was tired of shouting. Tired of posturing. I was going to send a different kind of message. “It’s been a long goddamned day, and I’ve been beaten within an inch of my life.” I patted my chest with both hands. “But this is nothing – it’s all gonna heal. A few stitches, some aspirin, and before long I’ll be good to go. But the shit I’ve seen today; the bodies, the blood, the ...” I trailed off momentarily, searching for the right words. They never came. Instead I just tapped the side of my head, refocusing on the lens in front of me. “This ... it isn’t going away. Not anytime soon. You can’t go back to a regular, everyday existence and leave all of this madness behind.”

	“Out there,” I gestured, towards nowhere in particular, “in the ‘real world’, I’ll be a mess for a while, trying to unburden myself from the weight of what I’ve seen. But in here, trying to survive Arena Mode, these memories aren’t a burden: they’re a gift. Matthew Moxon from the Fringe wouldn’t have the stomach to hurt you. To hurt anyone, really. But after today, I won’t have any problem with this.” I snatched the K9 from my hip and jerked it into the camera’s view. “I’m going to stick this barrel in your mouth and paint a wall with your brain matter. I might lose sleep over it tonight, but right now, in the state I’m in ... I won’t even blink.” I jammed the barrel into the lens before adding, “We’ll see you soon.” I pulled the trigger, shattering the camera with a satisfying pop and a plume of grey smoke.

	Brynja’s lips parted slightly, but she remained silent. I had a feeling that I’d even convinced her with my performance – hopefully I’d rattled The Gentleman just as much. 

	As we made our way towards the North Bridge, we didn’t speak, exchange thoughts or even trade glances. I imagined she was trying to figure out if I’d snapped – if the pressure of Arena Mode or the tumor had finally overwhelmed me, leaving me incapable of making rational decisions. 

	For a few minutes, I was trying to figure out the same thing.

	As we approached our destination, I opened the holo-com and called up the map in search of our opponents and found that the rules had changed yet again: our locations were no longer being traced with a red dot.

	“That’s weird,” I mumbled, frowning at the floating projection.

	Just as I heard Brynja ask “What’s weird?” a blinding flash of light exploded out of nowhere.
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	The tines of electricity narrowly missed us, passing between Brynja and I, before consuming a mailbox across the street. The blast burned a manhole-sized opening in the side, charring it black.

	We spun to face Winston Ramsley. He was poised and confident and taller than I’d remembered him. Clutching a fencing saber in one hand and a cloak in the other, he stepped forward and offered a stately bow, as if to welcome us.

	“Why didn’t you just kill us?” Brynja asked, clearly without thinking the question through. Better not to give him ideas if he was in the mood to negotiate a truce.

	“Shoot a man in the back?” he said with a sneer, as if the mere suggestion were an insult to his fine moral standing. “I’m not a savage.”

	I drew the K9 from my hip and leveled it at his head. “I guess they don’t call you ‘The Gentleman’ for nothing.”

	“I’m a swordfighter,” he said curtly. “It’s not just a sport I participate in, Mister Moxon. It’s who I am. If I killed an unarmed opponent, it would make me no different than a common killer, would it not?”

	“What about the rooftop?” I distinctly remember being knee-deep in melting tar when he opened fire. He didn’t have any misgivings about using my head as target practice on that occasion.

	“I fired a warning shot. You had ample opportunity to defend yourself afterwards.”

	Brynja glanced curiously at the robe tucked under Ramsley’s arm. “Interesting fashion choice.”

	“It’s a light refracting cloak,” he replied. “Good for a measure of invisibility if the user stands perfectly still. I found it the moment I landed. A gold casket was practically sitting at my feet, and there it was, folded neatly inside. Seems like I ran into a bit of luck.”

	“That does sound lucky,” I responded with a heavy dose of skepticism. His random discovery sounded too good to be true, but he didn’t appear to be lying – at least not judging by his tone of voice and facial expression.

	He paused a moment, lowering his saber. “They’re calling you ‘the God Slayers’, did you know that?”

	Brynja and I shot each other a curious glance.

	“Don’t look so surprised. You’re not the only ones who have access to a holo-com.” Ramsley reached into his pocket and produced a circular handheld communicator, identical to the device we’d recently acquired. “I’ve been keeping a watchful eye on the outside world, periodically checking in on simulcasts.”

	I cocked my handgun, trying to give the illusion that it was loaded with more than the discarded screws and gravel I’d scooped out of an alley. “If you have access to the tournament standings, then you know the score: if you move aside, we tap out at the bridge. You’ll be guaranteed a first or second place finish.”

	Brynja stood confidently at my side, absently stroking her manticore’s flowing mane. “Either way,” she added, “we’re giving you a free pass, grandpa. Take off and no one has to die here.”

	We were selling the bluff. It was time to see if he’d fold, or raise the stakes.

	The Gentleman paused for a moment. He began twisting at the edge of his thick greying moustache with one hand, and leaning on his saber with the other, as if it were a cane propping him up. I hoped he was carefully considering our offer, realizing that, being outnumbered, the deck was stacked against him. A three-on-one brawl didn’t favor him, regardless of his ability to channel electricity. 

	“I appreciate the gesture,” he replied, unflinching, “but I’m afraid I can’t accept your generous offer. I saw your speech earlier, and you made a compelling argument. That being said, I had a goal coming here today: to defeat the greatest warriors in the world. At my age, this is about more than money – it’s about the continuation of my name, and what I leave behind.”

	The confidence drained from Brynja’s face as a grim realization set in. “So if you defeat us ...”

	“I’m written into the history books as the man who was able to slay the God Slayers.” He raised his saber and rolled his head from side to side, cracking it in either direction. He was loosening up in preparation for a duel.

	He was calling our bluff. Either that, or he simply didn’t care about the odds that were stacked against him. “I get the feeling that I can’t talk you out of this.”

	“Afraid not,” the polite Englishman replied with a small shake of his head. “But before we begin, may I ask you a question? Not all of us are going to leave here, and I’d like to satisfy my curiosity.”

	I raised an eyebrow, leaving my gun aimed squarely at his chest. “I don’t see why not. No reason why we can’t be civilized before we start killing each other.”

	“Your power,” he asked. “I saw you blow up that car on the news.  That was quite a show. But from what I understand, you haven’t used your abilities even once during this competition. Do you mind if I ask why?”

	We’re surrounded by cameras, I thought. Whatever I say is going to come off as a lie, and I can’t afford to give any indication that I’m powerless.

	“On second thought, screw being civilized. This is New York.” I fired the K9, blasting a fistful of screws into Ramsley’s chest plate. The volley bounced harmlessly off his armor, but the distraction allowed me a moment to dive towards the curb and roll behind a parked car. I didn’t know how much cover it would provide, but without any remaining armor I needed to put something between myself and several thousand volts of electricity.

	Melvin took flight and sailed towards The Gentleman. The manticore roared and flapped his wings, but was thwarted by a few waves of the Brit’s sword – a weapon that was now wrapped with tendrils of crackling blue energy. He fell to the pavement and scurried back to Brynja, cowering behind her legs like a terrified kitten.

	I peered through the window of the car and saw Ramsley, who had apparently decided to ignore Brynja and her pet, standing in a low offensive stance, saber extended – what fencers referred to as being ‘on guard’. 

	“Mister Moxon,” he shouted. “Don’t be coy. Come and put your superpowers on display. Surely the world wants to know what the God Slayer has to offer.”

	We were about to engage in a fight to the death, and this guy was still being polite. He obviously hadn’t spent much time on this side of the pond. I scraped a handful of pebbles from the street, releasing them into the mouth of the secondary barrel with a series of tiny clinks.

	Toss me the gun, Brynja shouted frantically in my head, I’ll distract him.

	And then what? I replied.

	You’re the brains of this team. Think of something.

	The events that followed took just moments. A heartbeat passed, maybe two, but the world was moving in slow motion. It was like a sequence from one of the Hong Kong action films that Gavin would force me to sit through every Friday night.

	I lobbed the handgun over the hood of the car, trying to keep the barrel upright, allowing the pebbles to stay in place.

	My partner reached up to catch it.

	Ramsley turned his attention towards Brynja, leveling his saber.

	I stepped from behind the car and lunged.

	Unlike the meticulously choreographed fight scenes that moviegoers were accustomed to, my attack was far from spectacular. I would have liked to pull off some sort of kung-fu-inspired spinning kick, but all I could manage was an awkward tackle. I drove my shoulder into Ramsley’s ribcage and reached around his thighs, dragging him to the pavement. It wasn’t pretty, but it was effective.

	I landed a few well-placed punches that cracked his cheekbone before reaching for his sword, but he refused to release it. We rolled and wrestled, fighting for the saber’s hilt like rabid dogs competing for a bone. Tugging and twisting, I was unable to wrest it from his hands. For a senior citizen, he sure didn’t fight like one. I outweighed the Brit by a solid twenty pounds, but he had the grip of a vice.

	Run! I shouted in my head. Go for the bridge, Brynja – this is your chance. 

	During the struggle, we both regained our footing, and I threw an elbow into Ramsley’s jaw with the hope of loosening his hold. The blade suddenly hummed with electricity and exploded, firing a powerful burst of energy down the street.

	We continued to struggle for another minute, smashing each other with punches and elbows. 

	And then I saw her: Brynja, face down, blinking in and out of existence like a broken fluorescent light bulb. She had been struck by the electrical charge, and it didn’t phase through her like solid objects normally would.

	She was dying.
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	Before I could scream, the manticore was already in motion. He pounced on Ramsley, latching onto his forearm, crushing bone and tearing muscle tissue.

	I scrambled towards Brynja, stumbling for a few awkward steps. I dropped to my knees and flipped her over, gently cradling her head and neck. There was no entry or exit wound. The electrical bolt hadn’t affected her like it did physical objects, but it must have disrupted her system in some way. Her mouth opened and closed impotently, eyes rolling into the back of her head. I couldn’t identify the wound, but it was clear that I was losing her.

	Please help, I thought. Anyone. Whoever is listening, someone please save her. All I could do was plead – shout out in my mind while I hoped for a response. I didn’t believe in any unseen, all-powerful force before today, but in the chance that one did exist, I was begging for it to intervene.

	Footsteps clacked rapidly down the street. I glanced over my shoulder to see Ramsley sprinting in the opposite direction, with our manticore hot on his trail.

	Brynja’s eyes fluttered open and she breathed out a single word. “Ouch.”

	“Why did you run towards me instead of making your way to the bridge?” I asked, gently stroking her hair.

	“Because,” she said softly, “you fight like a girl. I was worried you’d get your ass kicked if I didn’t stick around and help.”

	I had no idea what to do. There were no broken bones or bleeding wounds – at least nothing external. Even if there was an injury that I could identify, I would probably have been unable to treat it, but at least I’d know why. Watching the life drain from Brynja’s body was a completely different type of helplessness than the kind I usually felt.

	“I wish I had one of these,” she whispered, reaching up to touch the rings that dangled from the chain around my neck. “If I had a lucky charm maybe the lightning would have missed me.”

	“You never know,” I whispered back. “Stranger things have happened.”

	“Tell her.” She said, in a louder, more authoritative voice.

	“Tell who?”

	She coughed, and her eyelids fell. I could hear her fading voice straining to be heard in my mind. You know who. Tell her how you’re feeling and stop being a douchebag.

	It’s not that simple, I thought.

	It totally is. And this is my dying wish so you kinda have to. Do it or I’ll come back and haunt you.

	I smiled weakly and kissed her forehead. “Can’t have that.”

	She flickered again, and rolled to her side. 

	And she disappeared.
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	The final rays of daylight were receding into the distance. When night fell, The City came alive. Holo-screens brightened, dancing and sparkling, generating more light than the sun on New York’s brightest summer afternoon. The government should have saved some taxpayer money by turning off the streetlights – in most areas they weren’t even necessary.

	I was ambling towards the North Bridge, and there was nothing left to stop me. It was a clear path, and I’d cruise to an easy third place finish. Ten million dollars was more than I needed, and more money that I ever thought I’d see in my lifetime. And all I had to do was stroll up to the Lincoln Skyway, flag down someone with medical clearance, and tap out. Wave the proverbial white flag and I was a winner.

	I didn’t feel particularly victorious. Playing dress-up and pretending to be a superhero had landed one friend in a coma, and a second one ... I didn’t know. I was still numb. I couldn’t allow myself the option of falling apart. I’d probably do that back in The Fringe, once I was safe, but out here a breakdown could still get me killed.

	Aside from being an emotional wreck, I certainly didn’t look the part of a winner. Armor stripped away, my tank top stained with blood, limping from a damaged knee – I resembled the Dark Zone-dwelling vagrants that Manhattan security guards regularly detained simply for committing the crime of being in close proximity with the upper-class.

	The rotating red and blue lights were visible from several blocks out. The police cruisers and ambulances barricading the bridge were coming into focus. I was just minutes away.

	Shuffling west down 39th Street, I was entering a construction zone, where the omnipresent screens began to relent. A fresh migraine set in, and I was sure – I was positive – that someone was calling my name. It had been a while, and I was probably due for a blackout or a mind-bending hallucination. The timing couldn’t have been worse.

	Rapidly blinking and shaking my head did nothing to clear the voice. It persisted. I looked up and saw a nearby bus shelter, where Cameron Frost appeared on a holo-screen, replacing the advertisement that was running on a loop. He was calling out, addressing me personally.

	“Congratulations, Moxon. You did it. Some spectacular eliminations, and you’re about to become famous. Not to mention ten million dollars richer.”

	I collapsed onto a metal bench and stared blankly at the screen. “Thanks.”

	Frost was a busy man; if he took the time to address me in a private feed, it was likely for a good reason. He could have congratulated me after the tournament. 

	“Let me ask you something before you make your way to the bridge: aren’t you just a little disappointed that you didn’t try for first? Sure, ten million dollars might sound like a lot of money to someone in your position, but could you imagine having ten billion?”

	I would have shrugged if I had the energy. As it was, I barely had enough left in me to form coherent sentences. “What can I do with ten billion dollars that I can’t do with ten million?”

	“You wouldn’t just be wealthy,” Frost said brightly, “When you join the billionaire’s club, you’re elite. Trust me, it’s like living in a completely different world. It’s the kind of money that gives you influence. The kind of power that a select few ever get a taste of.”

	I paused for a moment, carefully considering my response. “Power is just another word for ‘control’. I don’t want to control anyone’s life except for my own.”

	His brightness quickly faded, lips pressing into a thin line. “So you’re content, then.”

	“Content?” I asked, exhaling loudly.

	“To just take the cash and run. No epic finale, no heroic end to your journey inside The Arena. Just a broken man, hobbling towards a paycheck.”

	“Sure,” I said simply. “Why the hell not.” My words were now spilling out with a sense of purpose, each more forceful than the last.

	“What will your friends think of your performance?” he asked, lowering his voice. He leaned closer to the camera as if to add weight to his argument. “And what about the people watching around the world? You have these extraordinary abilities – why not use them?”

	I laughed under my breath. I couldn’t believe we were actually having this conversation, just minutes before I was about to reach the finish line. “Are you trying to get me to stay in The Arena by calling me chicken? This isn’t the sixth grade, Cameron. I don’t care if it’s bad for ratings, I’ve seen horrible things, I’ve possibly lost two friends, I’m done.”

	He furrowed his brow, shaking his head slowly. “Well that’s disappointing.”

	“Wouldn’t be the first time I disappointed someone today.”

	“Everyone has a motivator, Moxon. I asked you to find something to fight for, and judging by your actions in The Arena today, you did exactly that. Money and fame don’t bring the best out of you ... but friendship, family – that’s the key, isn’t it?”

	 I pushed myself off the bench with a small groan. “I don’t need a psychologist right now, I need a doctor. I have a bad knee, cracked ribs, and I’ve had at least two concussions today. So sit back, and enjoy being one of ‘the elite’ ... I’m going to an emergency room.”

	“Don’t take another step,” Frost commanded. His booming voice reverberated through the construction zone like a thunderclap. “Don’t talk, don’t even move. I’m going to show you something.” He reached out of view and tapped a keyboard, and a video feed filled the screen. “Excelsior Retro Comics in The Fringe. Recognize it?”

	I could see directly through the front window: Peyton and Gavin sitting on a couch, watching the Trinitron. The security bars had been locked into place, but the grates were still open – they were clearly visible. 

	“When was this taken?” I asked. As my sentence ended I realized that I already knew the answer, and I knew his reason for showing me. But I needed to hear it directly from Frost.

	“It’s live, of course,” he said earnestly. “It’s being filmed from a black van parked across the street.”

	“You son of a bitch.” My pulse quickened, and my first instinct was to stomp a hole in the screen, smashing the monitor into a million pieces. For my friends’ sakes, I tried to let the rational part of my brain do the talking. 

	“If I tap out, you’re going to execute them? This is bullshit – even you can’t pull something like this off.” He knew as well as I did that Excelsior was in the nicer part of The Fringe; there were a dozen cameras on every corner.

	Frost’s face returned to the screen. His expression had shifted; he was grinning, wide and mischievous. “Get away with it? That’s not part of the plan, Moxon. Do you know the Petrovic brothers?”

	Of course I did. Gavin had set them up to rob a liquor store not long ago, and I stopped them, cheating my way into Arena Mode. Gavin had always used fake identities and rented vehicles when traveling through The Dark Zone, so the Petrovic’s would have no way of locating him. That is, unless they had some considerable help from a very connected benefactor.

	“Three of the brothers landed in prison because of you. I had my lawyer, Mister Epstein, bail them out last week. We had a brief conversation ... nice group of guys once you get to know them.” He leaned close to the camera once more, lowering his voice as if he were sharing a secret. “They are not big fans of yours, by the way. Or of your friend, Mister Lockridge. So I gave them an address, some state-of-the-art firepower, and an untraceable van. Now all they need is the green light. I don’t imagine they have anything against the young lady, but I doubt they would want witnesses. I’m sure you understand.”

	I clenched my fists so tightly that my fingernails dug into my palms. “You wouldn’t,” I said hoarsely, my heart pounding so hard that I felt like my ribcage would break.

	“I can, and I would. One call, one phrase. I say the magic words and they open fire. Your best friend and the pretty girl with the pink hair get blown to tiny little bits.” He paused for just a moment, cocking his head slightly. “I know you’re a fan of acid-filled bullets. Maybe I’ll tell them to swap in some Green Scorpions and avoid the kill-shots for now. How would you like to see Peyton’s arms melt off in high-definition?” His grin widened.

	I turned without another word and headed east, stomping back into the heart of The Arena. 

	Frost continued to shout as I walked away. “Look at the bright side, Moxon: I’m giving you the chance at honor. And if you finish in first place, I’ll be at the post-game press conference, handing you a check with more zeroes on it than you can count. You’ll thank me for this.”

	As I put more distance between myself and the screen, it occurred to me that I’ve never met anyone who spouted so much pure, unadulterated bullshit, and had it go completely unquestioned by the masses. Even I’d bought into it on occasion. All his bluster about honor and valor and achieving personal greatness, it felt like a throwback to a forgotten era. Frost wasn’t a samurai or someone looking for enlightenment. He was a businessman. And keeping me in the tournament would mean a small fortune in additional advertising revenue – well worth the trade-off for the lives of two kids from The Fringe. 

	Letting me leave would mean not only a financial loss, but losing face. I had no doubts that in Frost’s twisted mind, having competitors simply walk away would make Arena Mode look weak.

	I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t call the police. And if Peyton or Gavin tried to run, they’d certainly be gunned down. But staying and competing, even if I survived, would be meaningless. There’s no way that Frost would let me, or my friends, live after the conversation that just occurred. Whether I had proof of his involvement in a conspiracy to commit murder or not was irrelevant. I knew too much – I was a loose end.

	Until then, I didn’t realize how deranged Cameron Frost was, but during the conversation when we first met, he got one thing right: to survive Arena Mode, I needed something to push me through when I felt there was no reason to carry on. Before it was my friends: Peyton and Gavin and Kenneth and Brynja – but not anymore. As I stormed towards the east coast of Manhattan, my lifeline became vengeance.

	I had a plan to use my gold card, access Frost Tower, and march back into his office on the top floor. I didn’t care about the money anymore, or even getting this tumor out of my head. I’d die in a prison cell if I had to, rotting away in solitary confinement while my brain turned to oatmeal. 

	 


But before that happened, I wanted to kick Cameron Frost out of his wheelchair, smash his face in, and choke every last breath from his body.
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	I don’t know why people call it ‘blinded by rage’ because my mind had never been so clear. There was only one thing I needed to do, and I was focused on it with laser-sharp determination. My plan was simple, and I had the one item I needed to carry it out.

	Of all the items hidden throughout The Arena – guns, knives, swords, explosives – I never imagined a gold key card that I happened upon would prove to be the most dangerous weapon. It wasn’t just an all-access pass to every car, door and elevator in Manhattan, but it also afforded me the element of surprise; I wouldn’t need to storm into Cameron Frost’s office, guns blazing. I could sneak in quietly, and before he knew what was happening, I’d have my hands wrapped tightly around the bastard’s neck.

	He was in his office, I was sure of it. I instantly recognized the surroundings when he appeared on video, including his prized katana, prominently displayed in the background. He wanted to be nearby, close to the action. It explained why he was so insistent on hosting Arena Mode in Manhattan.

	I found a nearby delivery truck and drove it across the city. I pulled up to Frost Tower, stepped out, and made my way towards the entrance. One swipe of my card disabled the alarm, and the oversized glass doors slid open with a welcoming chime.

	The brightly-lit lobby was modern and immense and so well maintained it was practically sparkling. Floors, walls, reception desks – every surface was snowflake white, and so pristine you could eat off of them. Once you’ve crossed the football field-sized foyer, you could choose between dozens of escalators, criss-crossing in every direction, some stretching ten stories up. An endless supply of elevators lined the walls, each numbered with a roman numeral. 

	The tower’s lobby was typically buzzing with activity; at any one point a thousand executives, security guards and maintenance workers were rushing in every direction – it was like a miniature city within The City. But thanks to Arena Mode, like the rest of Manhattan, it was empty.

	I strolled across the polished marble floors, my armored boots clanking with each heavy step. Squat, dome-shaped maintenance robots hummed and chirped, cheerfully waxing and polishing as I walked by.

	Bypassing the main bank of elevators, I found the one I was looking for, at the very far end of the main level – the private, wheelchair accessible lift that was separated from all the others. When I approached, the motion sensors detected me, and the reflective brass doors slid open with a soft ping. I stepped aboard the cylindrical mirrored lift and discovered there were no buttons on the control panel. None were necessary. It was only designed to make one stop, and it was only accessible by one person. I slid my card into a horizontal slot located low on the panel, and the doors slid shut.

	< Good evening, Mister Frost, > the elevator said cheerfully.

	The hydraulic lift shot me to the top level in a flash. The doors silently pulled open, directly into his office. When I stepped out I, was confronted by Jerry Epstein, who’s small, shallow eyes became the size of saucers. I don’t know if Frost’s well-dressed lawyer recognized me from our hovercraft ride together several weeks ago; he barely acknowledged me for the entire flight, so it was possible he’d forgotten. If he didn’t know who I was before, he sure as hell wasn’t going to forget me after this visit. 

	Without hesitation, I pointed the K9 at his leg and fired, blasting a wad of corroded metal shards into his thigh. He screamed and fell, rolling in agony.

	“Frost!” I called out, my voice resonating up the thirty-foot walls. My eyes flicked in every direction – the office was empty. There was medical equipment set up against the far wall, and some random tools and metal parts were positioned in a makeshift workstation off to the corner, but Frost was nowhere to be found.

	“Where is he?” I asked, turning my attention to the blood-soaked man writhing at my feet.

	“Where’s who?” he said, in between sobs.

	“Really, dude? Are you sure you want to play this game?” I stomped on his thigh and callously twisted my heel, grinding the shards deeper into his muscle. He bellowed out a high-pitched shriek that I didn’t know was humanly possible.

	I took a longer look around without lifting my boot. I noticed that Frost’s workstation had a camera mounted on it, along with a few small monitors. I grabbed a fistful of Epstein’s grey pinstripe jacket and dragged him across the floor, pulling him around the far side of the desk.

	The monitors were set up to review multiple feeds of the tournament and were tracking the remaining competitors. Winston Ramsley was still in play; he’d bandaged his bad arm and was walking with a noticeable limp, but had somehow survived being mauled by a manticore. Melvin was nowhere in sight.

	Fudō was flying low to the ground, circling the streets with his katana in hand.

	Epstein was nervously flicking his eyes between the monitors and the space behind me. He was trying to hide something.

	I slapped the button beneath Frost’s desk, triggering the wooden stand to emerge from his floor. The katana was gone.

	I holstered the K9 and lugged Epstein to his feet with both hands, folding him backwards over the desk. The back of his head cracked off the wooden surface with a loud thud. 

	“What the hell is going on here?” I shouted. “Frost gave his sword to Fudō? Why?”

	“He didn’t give it to Fudō,” he groaned, wincing in pain. “He is Fudō.”

	I dropped the bleeding lawyer and raced out the side door, down the torch-lit medieval corridor, and up the ramp to his rooftop hover-pad.

	My mouth hung open when I saw it: Frost’s wheelchair, sitting abandoned on the platform. 

	And Frost was nowhere to be found.
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	Storming back down the hallway, I stopped just short of the office’s threshold, where a replica of two medieval knights stood guard on either side of the door. I wrenched the broadsword from the hands of one of the displays and carefully inspected it. I was pleasantly surprised to discover that it was a sharpened steel blade and not just a convincing prop.

	Inside the office, Epstein had dragged himself within arm’s reach of the elevator. A messy streak of blood left a trail behind him, pouring from what must have been a punctured artery in his leg.

	Letting my sword clank to the floor, I kneeled and curled my fingers around a chunk of Epstein’s greying hair, jerking his head back. “Listen up, Jerry,” I said coldly. “I know you’re a lawyer, so I’m not even gonna try and negotiate with you. I know I’ll get my ass kicked in that department. Instead, I’m going to offer you an ultimatum.”

	“Please, just don’t kill ...”

	“Shh. You’re going to want to listen to this part very carefully. See this?” I pulled the K9 from my hip, jamming the barrel hard into his temple. “This is one of those guns they use in the Dark Zone. You know, that filthy place across the Hudson where you and your buddies dump your trash and hire your minimum-wage labor? I don’t have any bullets for it, but lucky for me, it has this secondary barrel.” I pulled the gun away from his face and tapped my fingernail into the metal cylinder just inches from his widened eye. “I can stick whatever I want in here. I haven’t had much time to play with it, but I’d love to experiment. Maybe grab a few pens from Frost’s desk and fire them into your ...”

	“All right!” he shouted, his voice hoarse and strained. “Ask me anything and I’ll tell you. Just please ... don’t.”

	It wasn’t long before I knew everything.

	Frost had been investing in robotics companies for years with the hopes of regaining his ability to walk. Stem cell research was making incredible progress, but it was still more than a decade away from curing paraplegics. He was able to design and construct a multi-million dollar exoskeleton that allowed him a full range of motion. At close to seven feet tall and nearly eight hundred pounds, it was far too bulky to be practical for everyday use, but with some minor modifications, it would function perfectly as an armored battle suit. 

	Frost had also invested in Cerebral Dampening Units. He had the devices miniaturized to use as portable weapons, having them installed into the palms of his armored gauntlets. During their confrontation, it explained why Frost was able to block Kenneth’s powers, causing his manifestation to disappear.

	Aside from the Fudō exoskeleton, he had made several other arrangements to tilt the tournament’s odds in his favor. Vitesse was given a map indicating the locations of every medical station, with the instructions to take out the doctors and nurses. As it turns out, Frost didn’t need them: he had access to his office, with all the medical supplies he required. He could even repair his suit if it were damaged. The rest of the competitors would have to fend for themselves, suffering with their injuries for the duration of the tournament.

	Winston Ramsley was also given some assistance. He was dropped right on top of a pile of supplies, including a cloak that would refract light, making him essentially invisible to the other competitors. He would no doubt last until late in the competition, where Frost could finish him one-on-one, uninterrupted. 

	A decorated swordfighter, Ramsley had been vocal in the press about his distrust of Cameron Frost, and even accused the billionaire of ducking him during a Full Contact Swordfighting competition several years ago. In addition to winning Arena Mode, Frost would kill his most hated rival in spectacular fashion, not to mention achieving his lifelong goal: breaking Miyamoto Mushashi’s record of sixty lifetime victories with a katana, becoming the most prolific swordfighter of all time.

	As the lawyer continued to explain Frost’s plans, his wrist-com began to chime. Our eyes met. We both knew who it was. 

	I dragged him back to the desk, and emptied a handful of silver pens into the barrel of the K9. I jammed the weapon into his neck and nodded. “Audio only.”

	“Mister Frost,” Epstein said, with a small rattle to his voice.

	“What took you so long to answer? For a thousand dollars an hour you’d think I could at least get a hold of you by the second chime.”

	“I’m sorry sir, I was ... occupied.”

	“Where is the holo-screen?’ he asked suspiciously. “Why am I only on audio?”

	Epstein hesitated, so I pushed the barrel harder into his throat. “Oh, it’s ... broken. I can only get sound for some reason ... must have damaged it during racquetball this morning.”

	Frost let out an exaggerated groan before continuing. “We might have a problem. Moxon disappeared from the cameras. Last I saw him, he was heading towards The Tower.”

	Epstein cleared his throat and loosened his tie. “Um, no, he’s nowhere near the building, sir. He might have tried to access the lobby but I’m looking at the main level security cams right now. No sign of him.”

	“Well find him,” Frost ordered. “Give me his location the second a camera spots him, and I’ll deal with him last. I’m just a block away from Winston Ramsley now.”

	Epstein twisted the face of his wrist-com and shut down the transmission, just as the side of my gun struck the back of his head.
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	I caught the final moments of their ‘fight’, if you could call it that. From what I saw, it looked more like an execution. 

	By the time I’d caught up with them, The Gentleman had been battered and bloodied, almost smashed into unconsciousness by Fudō’s metallic fists. They were Midtown, near the location of the now-infamous Sledge versus Taktarov battle, and the backdrop was post-apocalyptic; cars were overturned, some engulfed in flames. A nearby fire hydrant had been ripped from the sidewalk and was continually erupting with a geyser of water. And many of the surrounding buildings had been so badly damaged they were reduced to mountains of rubble.

	“Pick up your weapon,” Fudō instructed through his voice modulator, pointing towards the ground with his katana. “Do it now, and die with honor.” He had already activated his CDUs; the palms of his suit pulsed with red energy, and Ramsley was clutching the side of his head, wincing in pain.

	The Brit dragged his saber from the pavement and leveled it, unable to generate any electricity. Undeterred, he lunged forward, and Fudō parried. A few clangs and clashes ensued, but Ramsley had nothing left. His sword might as well have been made of concrete, because he lacked the strength to lift it above his waist.

	Fudō pressed forward and slashed, opening a wide gash across Ramsley’s throat. Mercifully, it was over.

	“That was impressive, Mister Frost,” I shouted from half a block away. “Very impressive indeed.” I approached with my modified pistol in one hand and my newly acquired broadsword in the other.

	He turned to face me. The remaining holo-screens that lined each side of the street reflected off his silver armor, bathing him in a colorful spectrum of flickering lights. He pressed the sword to his back, attaching it magnetically as if it were a scabbard. Using both hands, he reached up and twisted a latch at the base of his neck, causing a hydraulic hiss. Releasing the latches cut the power to his head, and the piercing red eyes winked off. With a jerking motion, he removed his helmet and tossed it aside.

	“Attorney-client privilege doesn’t mean what it used to, I guess.” I leveled my K9, ratcheting back the hammer with my thumb.

	“No matter,” Frost said casually. “I was about to reveal myself anyway. Right after I had eliminated you.” He ran a metallic hand across his forehead, brushing the sweat-drenched hair from his face.

	“Well, I can’t cross the bridge or tap out anymore – you saw to that.  So here I am. Take your best shot.”

	Frost extended his palm towards me, illuminating his miniaturized CDU. 

	I stared into the light, unblinking. 

	He furrowed his brow, glancing down at his gauntlet. “It’s not ...”

	“Draining me?” I interrupted. “Nope, not so much. Red lighting was a nice choice of color, though. Very dramatic.”

	“You’re more powerful than I thought,” he conceded. “But your fate will be the same. You might have killed a god, but once I eliminate you ...”

	I didn’t wait for him to finish. I squeezed the trigger as I ran, blasting a handful of Frost’s own office supplies from the barrel. The pens and paperclips bounced harmlessly off of his armored gauntlet as he shielded his face. The blast didn’t even cause a scratch – and I knew it wouldn’t – but it bought me a second. A moment to holster my gun, tighten my grip with both hands and hack at him with my broadsword. 

	The gamble didn’t pay off. He unsheathed his katana and blocked my strike with a single elegant motion, swatting me away with his free hand.

	My swordfighting lessons were clear in my mind, and I employed all the basics that I’d learned; dodge, parry, counter-strike – it was useless. Even years out of practice, and encumbered by a massive metal exoskeleton, Frost was still a wizard with a blade. His movements were precise, and his attack was relentless. A well placed slash threw me off balance, and my attempt to block the next incoming strike broke my sword in half. Still clutching the hilt with both hands, I watched the top half of the blade snap off, spiraling down the street.

	The next few moments were a blur. I ducked and evaded a series of slashes, tumbling to the pavement. Frost hacked downward like a lumberjack swinging an axe, and I was barely able to roll and avoid the blow. His blade struck the curb with a heavy clang, sparking wildly. The Fudō armor was fast, but thankfully not fast enough. Had he swung with the speed of a normal swordfighter, I’d have been chopped in half with a single well-placed stroke.

	I shuffled backwards, frantically searching the ground for a makeshift weapon, or some ammunition to load into my gun. Frost continued to pursue. I swayed and narrowly avoided a strike, but was not so fortunate on my second attempt. He slashed horizontally, opening a wide gash from the edge of my cheekbone to just beneath my ear. I stumbled and tripped, awkwardly twisting my knee as I fell.

	Frost took a moment to admire his handiwork. He flicked his wrist and whipped his katana downward, spattering the pavement with my blood.

	I was unarmed, bleeding and sitting flat on my ass. If I was about to leave this world, it wasn’t exactly the heroic exit I was hoping for. I considered my final moment. If Gavin and Peyton were going to watch me die, the least I could offer them was the knowledge that I wasn’t afraid. I locked onto Frost’s eyes and invited the inevitable.

	He stalked forward, sword drawn back. It must have dawned on him that I was unable to fight back, because he relented in his attack, and turned towards Ramsley’s body. Frost retrieved the fencing saber from the fallen competitor’s hand and tossed it down the street. It bounced and clanked at my feet.

	I stood, lifting the sword off the pavement. “What is this?”

	“A level playing field,” he responded flatly. “We finish this one-on-one: two armed warriors, one champion.”

	I laughed under my breath, dropping the sword at my side. "You have to be kidding me. You think Arena Mode has been fair? This entire tournament has been bullshit.”

	His faced creased into an uneasy frown. I could tell that I’d caught him off-guard, and I definitely struck a nerve. “This tournament,” he shouted, pointing a finger in my direction, “is my greatest achievement. Twelve superhumans in one arena, fighting for supremacy. There has never been an event like this.”

	“Maybe there never should have been. We don’t even know their potential yet, and you gathered them up so you could have them all executed.”

	“Everyone had an equal chance to win,” he insisted. “It was a level ...”

	“Yes, I know,” I shouted in frustration, motioning to the carnage surrounding us; the collapsed buildings, the burning wreckage. “You keep saying this is a ‘level playing field’, but you’re trying to convince yourself. You had the medics killed, changed the rules mid-game, installed CDUs into your suit – how is any of this shit ‘fair’? You’re no better than the thugs who run rigged casinos out in the Dark Zone.”

	“I did what I had to do,” he screamed violently, angry blue veins protruding from his forehead. “How the hell am I supposed to compete against you? Defeat people gifted with incredible abilities while I lay rotting in a bed, unable to move? Explain how that’s fair.”

	If Cameron Frost wasn’t a delusional sociopath, I would have almost felt sorry for him. For someone so driven by competition, being imprisoned in a wheelchair during his athletic prime must have been the ultimate punishment. It wasn’t hard to figure out what drove him to this insanity.

	“What happened to you isn’t fair. But you can’t be crazy enough to think you could control this chaos. The outcome was never going to be fair, no matter what you did.”

	“Stop it,” he seethed, steeling his resolve. “Stop talking. You can’t take away my glory. I’m about to make my way into the history books. Tonight I will beat Musashi’s record, and I will win the first ever Arena Mode. Pick up the sword and fight me.”

	There was nowhere left to hide. My bag of tricks was empty, and aside from the unloaded gun holstered to my thigh, I was unarmed. It was time to go for broke. 

	“You’re not the only human in this competition, Frost ... and you’re not the only one with a disability.”

	His eyes seemed vacant, but I saw the pieces slowly falling into place: his CDU’s having no effect on me, the fact that I hadn’t used any superpowers throughout the entire tournament – he knew I was telling the truth. As the realization set in, Frost gazed back at me, slowly shaking his head. “Don’t take this away from me,” he said, not much louder than a whisper. “This is mine. I deserve it ... I need it.”

	“Go ahead,” I said flatly, turning my back in defiance. “Let’s see what the history books say about the great Cameron Frost: the man who won Arena Mode by putting a sword in the back of an unarmed man.”

	“Face me!” He screamed wildly. I heard the grind of moving gears, and his metallic boots crashing into the ground as he approached.

	I clutched the rings suspended around my neck. I squeezed the three angular pieces of silver so hard that the edges sliced into my palm, sending a single drop of blood to the pavement at my feet. 

	If there was ever a time to believe in luck, this was it.

	When I tore them from the chain with one hand, I lifted my gun with the other – the rest of my plan was executed in one fluid motion. 

	Dropping them into the barrel. 

	Pivoting. 

	Pulling the trigger.

	When the projectiles fired, they had only inches to travel. They tore through the soft tissue beneath Frost’s jaw, blasting deep into the base of his skull.

	He clawed at the wound as he fell, attempting to dig out the rings that had torn a sizable opening in his throat. He gasped and sputtered, mouth moving, trying to make a sound. Whatever final words he was trying to say, it was too late.
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	The hours that followed Arena Mode were a haze: a dizzying collage of events that I struggled to push my way through, fighting off the pain and exhaustion.

	My first call was to the local police in The Fringe, who apprehended the Petrovic brothers within minutes. They were detained and charged with illegal weapon possession, as well as conspiracy to commit murder. With their criminal records, I doubted they’d see the light of day until sometime during the next millennium. Gavin and Peyton never even knew that their lives were in danger.

	By the time I’d finished my call, police cars and ambulances had raced into the intersection, and the area flooded with activity. Reporters jammed microphones in my face. Medical teams tended to my wounds, dabbing me with gauze while they instructed me to hold still.

	I did my best to let the EMTs do their jobs, and answered as many questions as possible. Eventually the noise and flashing lights triggered a killer migraine; I wobbled and swayed and then dropped to a knee. The last thing I remember was hearing a gruff, authoritative voice shouting, “Get me a gurney!” – and then darkness swallowed me whole.
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	Sunlight poured through the drab orange curtains, waking me from a sleep that felt more like hibernation. I blinked rapidly and craned my neck in every direction. I was in a hospital, bandaged and stitched and hooked up to an IV. At first I panicked, wondering how I was going to pay the astronomical bill that would accompany this visit, but breathed a sigh of relief when I realized that Arena Mode was over, and I’d won – I was a billionaire. Getting basic medical care was one of the fancy luxuries I could enjoy since I was now one of ‘the elite’.

	Shortly after waking, I received a visit from Peyton and Gavin, who had been camped outside in the waiting room for the better part of twenty hours. They cried, we hugged. All the things that people usually do when they thought they were never going to see you again. As traumatic as Arena Mode was to experience, it must have been equally hard to watch it unfold on a screen, knowing someone you care about is going through it, and being powerless to help.

	While Gavin was within earshot (and unaware of our ‘situation’, whatever that was) Peyton and I were unable to speak privately. That would have to wait for a more intimate setting. Instead, they filled me in on the events that transpired over the last day. I had slept through a lot. 

	I missed the post-game press conference and the ceremony to claim my prize, but the cash had been automatically wired into my bank account, regardless. I guess they would have to mail me the trophy, or medal, or whatever I was going to receive in commemoration of my victory. I know they were planning to hand me some type of gold-plated trinket, but the idea seemed morbid. The thought of openly celebrating the fact that I’d been responsible for the death of several people was just absurd, even by Cameron Frost’s loose moral standards.

	There were only two survivors out of thirteen participants: myself and Kenneth. He was still in a coma, but as the second place winner by default, he was entitled to twenty million dollars. Technically he’d been eliminated, but according to the rules, the second, third and fourth place prizes had to be awarded to anyone who was still alive. He’d been flown back to Thunder Bay, Ontario, where he could receive care close to his family. As soon as I was mobile, his bedside would be my first visit.

	With the exception of Frost entering the tournament concealed inside his Fudō armor, the most discussed event of Arena Mode was Brynja’s sudden appearance and her literal disappearance.

	Some of the more popular theories suggested Brynja had never existed in the first place – that she was simply an elaborate creation The Living Eye had conjured, or that I had blinked her into existence, possibly as a result of latent superpowers combined with my brain tumor.

	Adding fuel to the fire was the reaction from Iceland’s government. Their official position was that Brynja Guðmundsdóttir had never been a citizen of the country, and they denied having any knowledge of her existence. Representatives from the United States – where she claimed to have resided since the age of four – refused to comment.

	The conjecture made for fun reading, and incited some heated holo-session debates. I wanted to debunk them, but instead let the conspiracy theorists have their fun.

	Melvin was never located after the tournament, but his unlikely involvement in Arena Mode began a new craze: manticore-mania. The national pastime of sharing housecat photos continued, but now, pet-owners would Photoshop wings and a scorpion tail into their pictures before posting them. Plush toys, collectible figures and t-shirts depicting manticores became omnipresent, replacing dragons as the mythical creature of choice. 

	A Taiwan-based laboratory even began testing for a genetically altered manticore pet; cats were being artificially bred to include wings and a tail, complete with altered pigmentation to mimic Melvin’s blue fur and white mane. Combined with a lion’s DNA, it would make a near-perfect replica. The concept was baffling. I had no idea why anyone would want a predatory cat with a venomous tail flying around their home (or how many years it would be before it became a reality) but even with a multi-million dollar price tag, they’d already sold hundreds of them in advance.

	Paul ‘Dozer’ Glendinning’s body was discovered at the bottom of the Hudson. Weighing in at over two thousand pounds, they hadn’t figured out a way to dislodge it from the river’s floor. A tour group was already renting submarines; the two-person units allowed visitors to navigate their way underwater, where they could see the bronze strongman, who was still very much intact, embedded waist-deep in the seabed.

	Dozer’s close friend and teammate, Dwayne Lewis, also failed to escape The Arena with his life. Lewis left his wife Theresa and daughter Taylor behind – a daughter who required expensive treatment for a disease their insurance company refused to subsidise. Shortly after the tournament ended, however, his wife was surprised when an anonymous donor offered to pay for all of the medical expenses, as well as her daughter’s college education. Lewis gave me the benefit of the doubt inside The Arena when he had no reason to trust me, and it ultimately saved my life. It was the least I could do.

	Theresa Lewis eventually went into politics, successfully changing laws in the state of Arizona surrounding the treatment of superhumans. Before long, they had the same rights and privileges that are afforded to all American citizens, and thankfully, several other states followed suit.

	The shockwaves triggered by Sergei Taktarov’s death were still being felt as his followers mourned their saviour’s death. The ‘Red Army’ continued to protest across much of Eurasia, and their numbers were increasing exponentially. It seems that as a martyr, Russia’s Son had become more powerful than ever, and his well-publicized manifesto was quickly becoming a reality.

	Cameron Frost claimed his tournament would be remembered as the event that changed sports forever. What really changed was people’s perception.

	The rules all but ensured Arena Mode would elicit chaos and carnage – and on that front, it certainly delivered. Spectators witnessed the impossible: feats of strength, and speed, and battles that defied physics – yet the most memorable moments weren’t otherworldly. They were acts of compassion.

	A father who sacrificed everything for the love of his daughter. 

	A martial artist who refused to compromise mercy for victory. 

	And complete strangers putting their lives in each other’s hands, exemplifying loyalty to the very end.

	As the competitors battled, we learned which powers were the most effective in actual combat. Questions were answered, debates were settled. But the real revelation was that superhumans – despite their genetic gifts and amazing abilities – were simply humans.

	In the end, a tournament designed to satisfy Frost’s selfish ambitions did alter the course of history ... just not in the way he intended.

	A nurse rudely interrupted our conversation by barging into my private room, and curtly let my friends know that visiting hours were over. She then insisted I try to eat and get some rest before shooing them out the door.

	While they were preparing to leave, Peyton leaned in and gave me a quick hug, whispering that she’d return shortly. 

	Once again, I was alone. Sleep came quickly thanks to the morphine coursing through my veins, and I drifted into a dreamless void.
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	 It was the big day, and my lawyers had made all of the arrangements. Dr. Ray Anderson, the world’s leading neurosurgeon, was being flown in from Holland that evening. Coupled with technology from the French nanotech corporation Cerveau-N, I was finally going to have my tumor removed. At least that was the plan.

	The waiting list for their services was several years long, but it was amazing how fast the paltry sum of twenty million Euros could push you to the front of the line.

	Still drowning in a morphine-induced stupor, the day was a blur of check-ups, business meetings, and pre-approved visits from the press. My PR manager (I honestly wasn’t sure who hired her) advised me to speak with some of the more reputable news outlets during the times when I was feeling lucid.

	It was an hour before my surgery. A reporter from the New York Chronicle was leaving my room and passed Peyton on the way out with a cordial nod. 

	She approached quietly, taking a seat on the edge of my bed. Brushing the pink locks from her face, she stared at me expectantly and began fidgeting with the small purse in her lap.

	“I’m sorry,” I muttered. I had no other way to phrase it.

	Peyton raised her eyebrows, feigning a look of surprise. “An actual, real-life apology – from Matthew Moxon. Is your tumor acting up again, or did they just finish dosing you with some heavy meds?”

	“No, I’m just ... I want you to know why I pulled away from you before Arena Mode. And the way I spoke to you ...”

	“You have nothing to explain,” she said sweetly, gently running her hand along my cheek. “I get it.” 

	I shook my head, reaching up to touch her wrist. “No, you don’t. I didn’t want you to get too close in case I didn’t make it out of The Arena.”

	“Matty, I get it.”

	 ”And now, if I make it out of surgery...”

	“When you make it out,” she said with confidence.

	“See, that’s what I’m talking about. You’re always so positive, and thinking like that can be dangerous.”

	“Are you really still giving me this ‘don’t get your hopes up’ crap? I know you’re going to make it out of surgery, and this is why.” She reached into her purse and extracted a small plastic bag, dropping it on my lap with a knowing smile. It was an evidence bag, with the name ‘Todd Dziobak’ scrawled on the side in black marker. And inside was a ring.

	“I ran into a police officer downstairs when I was being checked through security,” she explained. “He stopped me and said you might want this.”

	I pulled it out, studying it closely. It was one of the three portions of the ring Peyton had given me before the tournament, and surprisingly (aside from a few dents) it was completely intact. I rotated the silver band for a moment, and Peyton plucked it from my fingers.

	“Look at it now.” She turned it upside down and tilted it towards the light. The angular pattern resembled a capital ‘F’. “This is the one that got saved: the ring representing your future.”

	“Huh.” I nodded slowly. “That’s quite a coincidence.”

	She leaned forward and punched me in the shoulder. Hard.

	“What the hell?” I shouted, massaging my upper arm. “I’m a patient ... in a hospital bed.”

	“You’re a stupid jerk in a hospital bed. You survived a car crash, fell off a building, were saved by a manticore, and you figured out how to kill a god. And this is where you draw the line: my lucky ring? After all that, what do you believe in?”

	“That you’re a superhero,” I said, taking her hands in mine.

	Her lips curled slightly at the edges. “I don’t have any powers.”

	“Superhumans can fly and lift cars, but none of that matters. I think Superheroes are people who make a difference, whether they have powers or not.”

	“So I made a difference?” she whispered.

	She had. Every second of every minute I spent in Arena Mode. I just didn’t realize it until now. “More than you know.”

	“Me ... or my lucky ring?” She held it up and grinned, pointing at it with her other hand. “You know, I did some reading, and there are magical rings in comics. Like the Green Lantern’s ring. Thor has a hammer that’s magical, even though it’s not jewelry, but still ...”

	I reached up and pulled her towards me, pressing my lips against hers. It was spontaneous and romantic, and it was the moment I wanted to share with her since we first met. And I hoped it would get her to shut up.

	When she drew back, she lifted the ring once again without missing a beat. Her silly grin returned, wider than before. “So are you gonna admit it?”

	I let out a small laugh, falling back into my pillows. “Don’t make me break up with you before I go into surgery.”

	She raised her eyebrows once more, this time genuinely surprised. “Wait ... when did we start dating?”

	I shrugged. “Well you did give me a ring.”
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	When someone wins the lottery, they stand there with a ridiculous oversized novelty check and say the same tired crap that every winner says: ‘I’m the same person I was yesterday,’ and ‘all this money won’t change me.’

	“Come on – for most people, it’s the one time in their life that they’ll have the attention of a national audience. It’s their chance to say something brutally honest, like, ‘I have a message for my boss: you’re a backstabbing dick, and I hope you drown in a pool of your own vomit.’ But you never hear that. It’s always talk about charity and family and how everything will stay exactly the same now that they have zillions of dollars. Most of them claim they won’t even quit their nine-to-fives.

	“You wanna know what’ll change for me? It’s funny ... I wish I had something epic to tell you. If I make it out of surgery, my days won’t be much different than they were before; reading comics, watching movies, hanging out with my friends. Lame, right?

	“I can tell you something that I wanted to change, though – even before I left The Arena that day. I wanted to forget. I wondered if there was a way, somehow, that surgeons could slice the horrible things I’d seen and donedays won’t be much different. Re I even had to ask...catch up with her  in the streets?u maring in theaze out of my brain, and get rid of them along with my tumor.

	“But I realized that if I lost those memories, I’d also lose that feeling of urgency. Knowing I could die at any moment felt ... not good – that’s the wrong word for it. But it was good to feel alive, and know that every choice I made actually meant something. 

	“In The Arena, you’re living in the present. There’s no time to waste thinking about your inbox and celebrity gossip and buying crap from a virtual mall that you don’t need. When a lightning bolt is coming at you or someone’s swinging a sword in your face, all of the things that really matter become very clear, very quickly. And the trivialities that we distract ourselves with suddenly become a hell of a lot more trivial.

	“So if one thing changed for me after winning Arena Mode, it wasn’t the prize at the end – it was coming out of The Arena and realizing that the prize didn’t matter. It’s time that matters, and what you do with it.

	“Oh, and the other thing that changed: I now believe in lucky  jewelry. But if you see a girl with pink hair on your way out of here, please don’t tell her I said that.
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	- Matthew Moxon (New York Chronicle Simulcast, July 2041)
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	Some have called him a symbol. Others, a god. But Sergei Taktarov was something far simpler – he was you.

	“Like many of you watching, he spent his life in poverty, awaiting the opportunity to better his position. What he learned, sadly, was the truth: that day would never come. Most workers realize this at some point in their lives, while they toil in a thankless job, every year working more hours for less pay. They are discouraged, they are frustrated and they are powerless to fight against the corruption they face.

	“What they do not realize is that they are powerless only because they are alone. Because of one man – my brother – those days are over.

	“If you are angered by a government crushing you beneath debt, and taxes and preferential treatment for the wealthy, I have one thing to ask of you: join me.

	“The Red Army stands for the rights of the many, not the desires of the privileged few.

	“We are legion, and our numbers will only continue to grow. The new revolution will not only sweep through Russia and Europe, but it will consume America as well, and anywhere else that inequality is causing our world to decay. We will prevail.

	“I have one, final message for a particular American. If you believe in a god, pray to him now, Matthew Moxon. Ask him to take your life while your tumor is being removed, allowing you a quiet and peaceful death. Because when the Red Army finds you, they will not offer you the same mercy.
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	- Valeriya Taktarov (iTube Video, uploaded July 27, 2041)

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Character Profiles (spoiler alert)

	
Warning.

	 

	No, seriously, this is a real warning. It’s not like one of those meaningless signs that says ‘wear a hardhat’, or ‘don’t combine alcohol with this medication’ – this is for realsies. 

	 

	There is a possibility of being slightly spoiled – just the teensiest bit – if you read these profiles, or even see the artwork. Not a lot, but if you’re one of those people who hates to see the trailer before a movie comes out, then you might want to wait until:

	 

	a) you’ve already read the entire book, or

	b) the character you want to check out has already made their appearance

	 

	I’ve done my due diligence, and the spoiler alert siren has been activated.

	
Carry on.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Mox
Matthew Moxon

 

	
Gender: Male
Nationality: American
Born: April 13, 2012
Age: 29 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Buffalo, NY
Height: 5’11” (180 cm)
Weight: 185 lbs. (84 kg)
Build: Average
Hair: Brown, short 
Eyes: Blue

	 

	

Powers and Abilities

	Super-genius level intelligence

	Moxon's IQ is among the highest in the world (most recently tested with a score of 220.) He also possesses a photographic memory, and can perform advanced mathematical calculations in his head. 

	By the age of 24 he could calculate cube roots faster than a calculator, and recall pi up to 23,800 decimal places.

	 

	See Mox’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	
Art by Derek Laufman
dereklaufman.deviantart.com
Twitter @laufman
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	Brynja
Brynja Guðmundsdóttir

 

	
Gender: Female
Nationality: Icelandic
Born: Unknown
Age: Appears early 20s
Hometown: Reykjavík, Iceland
Height: Abstract
Weight: Abstract
Build: Slim      
Hair: Appears blue
Eyes: Appear blue

	

Powers and Abilities

	Phasing

	Brynja has the ability to ‘phase’ or ‘ghost’, becoming completely intangible. She can pass directly through any object (except for electrical fields) and remains visible when doing so.

	 

	See Brynja’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	 

	Art by Natasha Allegri

	natazilla.tumblr.com

	Twitter @natazilla
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	Dozer
Paul Glendinning

 

	
Gender: Male
Nationality: Canadian
Born: November 1, 2006
Age: 34 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Victoria, 
British Columbia

	Height: 6’2” (188 cm)
Weight: 2,000+ lbs. (907 kg+)
Build: Very muscular
Hair: Short, dark
Eyes: Blue

	 

	

Powers and Abilities

	Increased Mass

	Glendinning can turn his skin into a bronze-colored, metallic armor, which has never been penetrated. He claims that he’s tested his body with everything from power tools to firearms, never once even denting his impervious shell.

	 

	See Dozer’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	 

	Art by Thor Mangila
777thorman.deviantart.com
facebook.com/thor.mangila

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


[image: Image]



	



	The Living Eye
Kenneth Livitski

 

	
Gender: Male
Nationality: Canadian
Born: August 15, 2018
Age: 22 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Thunder Bay, Ontario 
Height: 5’10” (178 cm)
Weight: 210 lbs. (95 kg)
Build: Average/non-athletic
Hair: Brown
Eyes: Brown

	

Powers and Abilities

	Solid Energy Constructs

	By focusing his intention, The Living Eye can create any object or living creature, and control them indefinitely. He claims that these constructs can be nearly infinite in size and mass, and are limited only by his imagination.

	 

	See The Living Eye’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	 

	Art by Comic Book Girl 19
youtube.com/comicbookgirl19
www.comicbookgirl19.com
Twitter @cbgirl19
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	Arirose
Transcendent

 

	
Gender: Female
Nationality: Australian
Born: June 30, 2013
Age: 28 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Sydney, Australia
Height: 5’9” (175 cm)
Weight: 145 lbs. (63.5 kg)
Build: Average/Curvy
Hair: Red
Eyes: Hazel

	

Powers and Abilities

	Pain Projectiles

	Arirose has the ability to make victim’s ‘feel’ like they’re being stabbed, gutted, or pinned down. Even though the pain doesn’t physically exist, the sensory and motor cortex of the brain are tricked into believing it, making the sensations just as real (and painful).

	 

	See Arirose’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	 

	Art by John 'Roc' Upchurch
Twitter @JohnnyRocwell
johnnyrocwell.deviantart.com
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The Butcher
Serafina

 

	
Gender: Female
Nationality: Italian/Albanian
Born: February 1, 2022
Age: 19 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Rome, Italy
Height: 6’0” (183 cm)
Weight: 118 lbs. (53.5 kg)
Build: Very slim
Hair: Black, long
Eyes: Dark brown

	

Powers and Abilities

	Acidic Blood

	Serafina’s black, corrosive blood causes the same type of damage as nitric acid. It can burn through nearly any substance, including most metals (although it won’t penetrate gold or platinum.)

	 

	See Serafina’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	 

	Art by Dan Panosian
urban-barbarian.deviantart.com
Twitter @urbanbarbarian

	 

	 

	 


[image: Image]



	



	Russia’s Son
Sergei Taktarov

 

	
Gender: Male
Nationality: Russian
Born: December 25, 2020
Age: 20 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Stary Oskol, Russia
Height: 5’9” (175 cm)
Weight: 190 lbs. (86 kg)
Build: Very muscular/slim
Hair: Blond, parted
Eyes: Blue

	

Powers and Abilities

	Flight

	Taktarov can fly for limited periods of time. His maximum range is unknown, but he has been seen traveling as far as the ozone layer.

	Laser Vision

	The ability to produce a beam of light from both eyes, with a range of over 500 feet. The lasers can cut through virtually any substance, including metal and stone.

	 

	See Taktarov’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki
 

	Art by Derek Laufman
dereklaufman.deviantart.com
Twitter @laufman 
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	Sledge
Dwayne Lewis

 

	
Gender: Male
Nationality: American
Born: October 11, 2006
Age: 34 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Phoenix, AZ
Height: 9’2” (279.5 cm)
Weight: 930 lbs. (422 kg)
Build: Giant, muscular
Hair: Black, dreadlocks
Eyes: Brown (l), Cyber (r)

	

Powers and Abilities

	Increased Size

	Lewis is already the tallest person on Earth, but he can increase his height and mass even more by feeding off the fear of people around him. This allows him to further increase his size in combat – growing to more than 14 feet tall, with a weight of 1,500 lbs.

	Super Strength

	The ability to lift 10-15 tons when at his ‘normal’ size and height. When at full size, Lewis is able to lift in excess of 30 tons.

	 

	See Lewis’ full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	 

	Art by Derek Laufman
dereklaufman.deviantart.com
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The Lioness
Ayumi Ozaki

 

	
Gender: Female
Nationality: Japanese
Born: July 24, 2007
Age: 33 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Hiroshima, Japan
Height: 5’3” (160 cm)
Weight: 120 lbs. (54.5 kg)
Build: Athletic
Hair: Black, long
Eyes: Brown

	

Powers and Abilities

	Pyrotactile

	Can cause anything she touches to catch fire. The more flammable the item, the easier they are to burn, but she has been able to heat objects – including metal and stone – turning them into weapons.
 

	See Ozaki’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki
 

	Pencils by Jason Baroody
jasonbaroody.deviantart.com
facebook.com/jasonbaroody

	 

	Inks by Mark McKenna
markmckennaart.com
facebook.com/markinker

	 

	Colors by John 'Roc' Upchurch
Twitter @ JohnnyRocwell
johnnyrocwell.deviantart.com
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	The Crusher

	Cassandra Cole

 

	
Gender: Female
Nationality: American
Born: January 8, 2012
Age: 29 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: New York City
Height: 5’10” (178 cm)
Weight: 145 lbs. (65 kg)
Build: Athletic
Hair: Brown, cropped
Eyes: Blue

	

Powers and Abilities

	Accelerated Endurance

	Can perform physical activity with no signs of fatigue for prolonged periods of time. She can sprint, jump, lift several hundred pounds, and engage in hand-to-hand combat without tiring for 72 hours.

	Martial Arts Expert

	In addition to her mixed martial arts training, Cole holds black belts in sixteen other disciplines, including judo, Brazilian jiu-jitsu, Krav Maga, Aikido and Sambo. She also possesses pro boxing experience.
 

	See Cole’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki
 

	Art by Dan Panosian
urban-barbarian.deviantart.com
Twitter @ urbanbarbarian
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Vitesse
Jérôme Fontaine

 

	
Gender: Male
Nationality: Canadian 
Born: October 25, 2008
Age: 32 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: Montreal, Quebec
Height: 6’3” (190.5 cm)
Weight: 197 lbs. (89 kg)
Build: Slim, athletic
Hair: Black, very short
Eyes: Brown

	

Powers and Abilities

	Super Speed

	Can run at speeds in excess of 95 miles per hour (153 kilometers per hour) when factoring in turns, multiple terrains and obstacles – in a straight line, Fontaine has sprinted at 155 mph (250 kph). 
 

	See Fontaine’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki
 

	Pencils and Inks by Mark McKenna
markmckennaart.com
facebook.com/markinker

	 

	Colors by John 'Roc' Upchurch
Twitter @ JohnnyRocwell
johnnyrocwell.deviantart.com

	 

	 

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	 

	 


The Gentleman
Winston Ramsley

 

	
Gender: Male
Nationality: British
Born: November 30, 1983
Age: 57 (as of July, 2041)
Hometown: London, England
Height: 6’1” (185.5 cm)
Weight: 170 lbs. (77 kg)
Build: Average
Hair: Brown, greying
Eyes: Hazel

	

Powers and Abilities

	Energy Projection

	Ramsley can generate as much energy as a bolt of lightning, but required metal to conduct it. Once the conduit is charged, Ramsley can ‘fire’ a bolt from whatever he’s holding (usually a fencing saber.)

	 

	See Ramsley’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki
 

	Pencils and Inks by Barry Kitson
barrykitson.com
facebook.com/barry.kitson

	 

	Colors by John 'Roc' Upchurch
Twitter @ JohnnyRocwell
johnnyrocwell.deviantart.com
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The Immovable One
Fudō-myōō

 

	
Gender: Unknown
Nationality: Japanese
Born: Unknown
Age: Unknown
Hometown: Tokyo, Japan
Height: 6’10” (208 cm)
Weight: 795 lbs. (360 kg)
Build: Unknown
Hair: Unknown
Eyes: Glowing red

	

Powers and Abilities

	Power Drain

	Can cause his opponents to temporarily lose their superpowers with an invisible beam. The effect also triggers nausea, headaches and muscle pain for a short period of time.

	The range of this power is extremely limited, effective only from 25 feet away or less.
 

	See Fudō’s full profile at www.arenamode.com/wiki

	Art by Derek Laufman
dereklaufman.deviantart.com
Twitter @ laufman
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Arena Mode could not have happened without the amazing, fantastic, incredibly good-looking people with impeccable taste who contributed to my Kickstarter.

	I wish I could hug each and every one of you, but instead you’ll have to settle for a very special ‘thank you’ in my Heroic Contributors section, which is like a virtual hug. Hopefully I’ll see you at a convention, and you can get your hug in real life (just warn me before you bring it in – if not I might freak out and call security.) 
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About the Author

Blake Northcott is an author, Twitter-er, and Slayer of Vampires (only the ones that sparkle).

	 

	She enjoys comic books, novels, movies, travel, and the occasional rum & Coke. Turn-offs include Wheel of Fortune and Ke$ha.

	 

	Blake lives just outside of Toronto, Ontario, Canada with her family.

	 

	If you want to know more about Blake, visit her on one of those social media thingies. Or her website ... she has one of those too.
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