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 About this title 
 
    Rebel is an action-adventure story with a Cyberpunk theme. It contains the following: 
 
    ●  Light LitRPG Elements 
 
    ●  Futuristic fantasy settings 
 
    ●  Intense fantasy action and violence 
 
    ●  Mature language 
 
    ●  Romance and harem elements with female characters 
 
    ●  Explicit scenes and language. There is no fade to black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    Global nuclear war. Pandemics. Titanic volcanoes. Sweeping hurricanes. Catastrophic tsunamis. Undetected tectonic shifts and massive earthquakes that changed the landscape of the entire planet. 
 
    In the late 21st century, Earth was ravaged by natural and man-made disasters alike. 
 
    After finally understanding their own devastating nature in an uncompromising world, humanity was forced to come to an ultimate peace. In a worldwide effort to save themselves, the consensus from all nations was to begin the colonization of Mars. 
 
    The move to Mars was successful for even the earliest settlers. But the unprecedented task wasn’t without its struggles. Gathering the energy and resources required to move billions proved to be a slow process. As a result, few were rewarded the opportunity to leave their fading planet. 
 
    In the city of New Austin, the slums of Kings Row are home to citizens left behind on Earth and forced to fend for themselves. Even with peace established through advancements in science and technology, survival is not guaranteed. For some individuals, they have only themselves to rely on to avoid the despair of their personal chaos… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Heavy rain pounded the pavement and muddied the slick roads. Old steel awnings echoed from every drop with harsh winds threatening to knock them off completely. The clouds billowed close enough together to block out the setting sun. It was the perfect excuse for everybody to seek shelter. 
 
    Max leaned up against the bar, his elbows resting on the counter. Despite the rain pouring outside, he wondered if he were truly better off. 
 
    The stench of cheap liquor burned his nostrils. Smoke filled the air and clouded the already murky lighting. The wood panels on the walls and floors needed to be replaced. The jukebox in the corner had seen better days, the classical music coming from it barely intelligible. 
 
    He slicked a hand through his brown hair, still wet from the rain, and glanced up at the display at the corner of the bar. 
 
    “…The New Republic of Indochina has announced the successful establishment of another human colony in the northern sphere on Mars. The colony comes just months after the announcement of joint terraforming efforts with the Eurussian Union. Future transports are scheduled in the coming months as the requests for departures to Mars continue to increase…” 
 
    Max listened for a moment before looking down at his AllDevice. No calls, not that he ever expected any. His stare moved back to his half-empty glass of whiskey. The smoke. The music. The mumbling chatter of the punks around him. He ignored everything and kept his head down as he contemplated the remnants of his drink. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” 
 
    The voice next to him was old and labored. Max didn’t react to it. A dirty, disheveled man who hadn’t washed in days was the last person he’d take advice from, he thought. Instead, he swirled his glass around and admired the brown liquor for a moment before swallowing it down. No matter how many times he’d had it, it never failed to make him grimace just a little bit. But his discomfort from the sting of the cheap liquor went away and was replaced by a half-smirk right after like always. 
 
    “It’s not a good idea,” he sighed. “Not for someone like me. But I was never a man who made the best decisions in his life.” Max raised a hand up and signaled for the bartender. “Ambient whiskey for my friend here.” 
 
    “Make it a double—” 
 
    “Single,” Max cut off the old man next to him. “I’m not paying for a double.” 
 
    The old man shrugged as the bartender poured him a small shot of the brown whiskey. Max watched as the old man held it up and examined it. 
 
    “It’s a funny thing,” he said. “Ambient whiskey isn’t much different from the original. All they did was refine it so they can make it cheaper and now it burns even more than the regular kind.” 
 
    “Whiskey isn’t any fun without the burn.” 
 
    “That’s what you think. You get used to this cheap stuff so much you can’t live without it. All of a sudden, you’d do anything just to have a glass…” The old man gulped it down. He let out a satisfied sigh and smacked his lips. “…And that’s enough to make my day.” 
 
    “That’s the only reason I do it.” 
 
    “I know.” The old man patted Max on the shoulder and smiled. That alone was enough to put Max in a good mood. “You didn’t have to do that. A bad idea to buy an old man a drink.” 
 
    “You say that whenever I buy you one, Logan.” 
 
    “And I mean it every time. You shouldn’t be spending money on an old drunk like me.” 
 
    “How do you know I don’t have the credits to spare?” 
 
    “Because you live in Kings Row just like the rest of us. Just one drink is enough to set you back. Even cheap swill like this.” Logan put the glass to his mouth to try and swallow the last few drops. 
 
    “It’s nice to know you think I’m broke,” Max sighed. 
 
    “You might be broke but you’re not like all these other guys. Punks and scum. They’d do anything to get ahead. Only looking out for themselves. You’re not like the rest of ‘em, Max.” 
 
    Max shifted his eyes around the bar. Deadwater wasn’t much different from the other taverns in Kings Row. A bunch of ordinary guys in denim jeans and leather jackets. Tattoos and shaved heads. They were all just trying to have a good time but Max knew better than anybody that they all had some kind of affiliation. Around here, you had to mind your own business otherwise they’d get into yours. 
 
    “Look at those guys over there,” Logan said. “Right next to the pool table. Junkies.” 
 
    “How can you tell from far away?” 
 
    “Always twitching. Can’t stop blinking their eyes and rubbing their noses. Go up close if you wanna smell the loot on ‘em.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “I know better than anybody else. Used to be hooked on loot.” 
 
    “How was that?” 
 
    “Worst experience of my life. Addiction is the worst habit to break.” 
 
    Max stared at his empty glass, contemplating if wasting credits would be worth it. 
 
    “Why do you do it, Max?” 
 
    Max ignored the old man’s question. 
 
    “I’m guessing you like me. Unless you’re just trying to kill me.” 
 
    Logan managed to get a laugh out of him. Max shook his head, a smile behind his beard. He turned to the old man and saw the grin he had. Logan wasn’t shy about showing off his yellow, ragged teeth, always grinning despite what his appearance would tell you. 
 
    “I like you, Logan. I think you’re the only sane person in this part of town.” 
 
    “I’m not different from anybody else. But I appreciate the sentiment. I’ll tell you what. Lemme pay you back.” 
 
    “You don’t have to…” 
 
    “No, no. I got something…” Logan reached down into his old rucksack. Max raised an eyebrow, wondering what he could possibly be looking for. With as old, smelly and worn as Logan’s shirt and denim pants were, there was no chance he was carrying anything valuable on him. 
 
    Logan dug another hand into his leather rucksack. His frail arms looked like they were struggling to pull something out. “There we go.” It took him a few seconds to pull out the metal contraption and set it down on the bar counter. 
 
    “Is that…” Max already knew what it was. He scrunched his face in confusion, squinting as if it would change anything. 
 
    “No, it’s an ACE all right,” Logan said. 
 
    The piece of machinery sat right in front of Max. The rusted steel was about the size of his forearm. There were some dents and scratches in the metal but everything else seemed to be in order. 
 
    Max shook his head, still in disbelief at what he was looking at. “Where did you hell did you get an ACE?” 
 
    “I know people. I do favors. Did some private construction for a man. Said he knew an old combatant at the War Zone. Contenders, I think they call ‘em. Had this thing in a box and said I could take what I wanted. I saw this and I thought of you. You’ve got some experience with one of these, don’t you?” 
 
    Max ran his fingers along the metal, wiping away some of the dirt. The cold steel underneath his fingertips brought back all kinds of memories he wasn’t interested in. The cheap whiskey was enough for him not to be upset. 
 
    “That’s what you had, right?” Logan asked. “Being out there… Having one of these things strapped to your arm…” 
 
    Logan’s words fell on deaf ears. All Max could do was shake his head. “What the hell do you want me to do with this thing? You think I’m gonna mug someone?” 
 
    “You don’t have to mug someone. You can rob this bar we’re in right now.” The bartender raised an eyebrow at Logan after overhearing him. “It’s unregistered, Max. You can use it for yourself. Everybody can use a little protection in Kings Row.” 
 
    “This isn’t the model I had… And I don’t need this thing. Kings Row isn’t that bad…” 
 
    “Fair enough. But you know how to deal with these things. Maybe there are some creds on it. You can at least scrap it for parts. Isn’t that what you do?” 
 
    “I don’t work with ACEs…” Max picked up the hunk of metal and examined it closer. “But I guess it wouldn’t hurt to disassemble it. And you’re right. There might be some credits on it.” 
 
    “There you go! Any credits you find on it, you can transfer to yourself. On me.” 
 
    “You sure this thing is unregistered?” 
 
    “It’s all green, Max. You can trust me.” Max shot a look at the old man. Logan just patted Max on the shoulder in response. “Least I can do for someone who’s always buying me drinks.” 
 
    “I don’t buy you drinks for a reward. It’s just… It’s just nice to be able to talk to someone from time to time.” 
 
    “I know the feeling. But I appreciate it all the same. This is the least I can do.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat and tucked the piece of metal underneath his arm. “I should get going,” he said. “I got a lot of shit to take care of.” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain anything to me.” Max turned around to leave when Logan called out to me. “Just one more thing.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Stay away from the loot. It’ll kill ya.” Logan gave him a wink. 
 
    Max chuckled to himself as he headed out of the bar. He stopped laughing as soon as he saw the rain-soaked streets in front of him. 
 
    “Kings Row…” he sighed. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The storm let up but the sky grew darker with clouds on the horizon. The streets were illuminated by the flickering neon lights from the buildings lining the sidewalks. On the streets, New Austin PD patrolled the streets looking for any sign of suspicious activity. That didn’t stop all the punks and loot junkies from lurking in the alleyways, pushing weight, and searching for unsuspecting victims. 
 
    Businessmen and women stood underneath the awnings of their buildings and peddled their wares. Just ordinary citizens trying to make a sale to maintain their ordinary lives. The cheap electronics and food supplements were enough to provide the people living in Kings Row the bare necessities for life and entertainment but not much else. 
 
    The buildings themselves weren’t much to look at. The concrete and steel that made up the high-rises crumbled and twisted from the weather. The structures looked archaic though they weren’t that old. Pollution darkened them though it was hard to tell from the clouds hanging overhead. It was hard to believe some people were able to live inside them. For the corporations, they used the buildings as load bearers for giant advertising billboards. There wasn’t a time that went by when the people in Kings Row weren’t exposed to some new product or invention that was deemed a ‘necessity’ in their homes. 
 
    Max put the hood of his jacket over his head to protect himself from the rain. It also helped to distract him from all the people he passed by. Whether solicitors or thugs, they were all looking to jack him and take the last few credits to his name. 
 
    He kept his head down, his eyes focused on the rain-slicked sidewalk as he made his way down the street. The walk from Deadwater Bar to Tom’s Electronics wasn’t short but Max had gotten used to it, even when he had to slog through the rain to get there. The hum of the traffic and the barrage of badgering shopkeepers was music to his ears. 
 
    As soon as he stepped inside the electronics store, he let out a sigh of relief. The storm and the people trying to bother him became distant outside. He shook off the rainwater then walked to the back of the small shop. 
 
    There was nothing fancy about the place. It was only big enough for a few people so they could see the offerings and they didn’t offer anything more than the toasters, microwaves and auto-food supplementers most people needed. 
 
    There was only a single light-bulb hanging from the ceiling in the backroom. The walls were lined with shelves, each one filled with spare parts and tools. A workbench off to the side had even more parts on it. A stack of work orders was next to a pile of electronics Max needed to take care of. 
 
    Max set the ACE down on the workbench in front of him and turned his head sideways to get a closer look. 
 
    “An ACE… Where the hell did you get this thing, Logan?” he sighed to himself. 
 
    “What’s this about an ACE now?” Max turned toward the man who came out of the closet next to him. 
 
    “Nothing,” Max said. “I just—” 
 
    The man stopped in his tracks when he saw the device sitting in front of Max. “You have an ACE.” 
 
    “It’s not mine,” he said. 
 
    “Then whose is it?” 
 
    “Well… I guess it is mine. I’m not planning on using it though. I’ll scrap it and get some parts from it. You know I’ve got no use for this thing, Tom.” 
 
    Tom scratched his bald head and looked sideways at the ACE like Max was just doing a few seconds ago. Even though Max knew Tom had every reason to be upset, he also knew Tom wouldn’t actually get mad. It was part of the reason he preferred working for an older man. 
 
    “I trust you,” Tom said. “Just make sure you don’t leave that thing lying around the shop.” He moved his hand toward his belly and rubbed his stomach. “I’m heading out now. Make sure you get through as many work orders as you can. This rain tends to make people’s machines go kaput. We wanna be ready if we want their business.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Tom was a big man, so even the over-sized brown coat he wore was barely enough to cover him. Along with the thick white beard and hair on the sides of his head, Max always thought he looked like a middle-aged Santa Claus, if Santa was more than six-feet tall, balding and weighed more than 300 pounds. 
 
    “Tom, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I was just… About that raise—” 
 
    “I know, I know. I’ve been meaning to give it to you.” Tom sighed as he walked over to Max. He put a hand on his shoulder. That alone was enough to tell Max what he was gonna say. “You’re a good worker. You know I trust you. Hell, you can strip these machines down better than anybody I’ve ever met. I’m lucky to have you.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Tom gave him a half-smile and shook his head. “I give you a raise and I’ll have to raise my prices. People will go to another shop if that’s the case.” 
 
    “But we do better work than the other shops.” 
 
    “People don’t care about the kind of quality work you’re capable of. Around here, they’re just trying to save. You know how it is.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Max sighed. “I know. Just figured I’d ask.” 
 
    “Ask me again in a few months. Maybe things will be different then.” Tom patted Max on the back before stepping out of the room. 
 
    Max took a seat at the workbench. His eyes shifted toward the ACE in front of him. 
 
    It was an unassuming piece of metal. It didn’t weigh more than a few pounds though there were times when it felt like it did. 
 
    Max picked it up and ran his fingers over it. 
 
    “Hmm… Display isn’t cracked. I think this is actually still working…” 
 
    He moved his hands over the panels at the front of the device. The small firing compartments opened up and were completely empty. “Not loaded…” 
 
    He split the device in half and furrowed his brow in confusion.  “All the components are still intact… Wiring is in place… Somebody did a hell of a soldering job on this thing… I wonder…” 
 
    Blue, red and black wires lined the insides of the ACE. The metal was polished clean unlike the outside. Eight metal prongs pointed out, each one covered in dark silicone. 
 
    Max knew better than anybody how an ACE worked. And that was the reason he hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Just check to see if there are credits on it…” 
 
    He rolled up his sleeve then set his left forearm down into it. He lined the prongs up against his skin. His jaw clenched as he closed the ACE down on his forearm. Immediately, the silicone dug into his skin, pressing into his muscles and making him grunt. He grimaced from the slight discomfort. He waited for a few moments but the ACE didn’t react. 
 
    “Thing is green, huh? Power button is in a different place than usual…” He ran his fingers along the side of the ACE on his arm and found the node. He sunk his finger down on it for a few seconds. Suddenly, he felt the silicone warm against his skin. The neon blue from the screen was bright enough to light the entire backroom of the electronics store. 
 
    Max blinked his eyes in surprise as he read the display. 
 
    This device is unregistered. Registering this device prevents others from using it. Would you like to register this device now? 
 
    He tapped ‘NO’ and the display changed. 
 
      
 
    ENERGY: 100% 
 
      
 
    ACTIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Hard Blast I 
 
    Short-range concussive energy blast. 
 
    Energy drain: Light 
 
      
 
    Sweeping Shot I 
 
    Quick burst of piercing energy bullets 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
    N/A 
 
      
 
    “Where are the credits?” Max searched the display before finding it in the corner. 
 
      
 
    CREDITS: 0 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” he sighed. “Thanks, Logan…” 
 
    He shifted his eyes back to the list of abilities. He stared at it for a few seconds. The neon blue light continued to illuminate the darkened room. 
 
    “What the hell am I doing?” 
 
    He shook whatever thoughts lingered in his head and turned the ACE off. He quickly detached it from his arm and set it off to the side. Another momentary glance was followed by him grabbing one of the work orders on the other side of the bench. 
 
    “Time to go to work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    While most of the city of New Austin was asleep, Max was hard at work. He sat in front of the workbench and got through as many work orders as he could. Every toaster that wouldn’t toast. Every microwave that didn’t ding. Every auto-food supplementer that wasn’t replicating. There was a tool for every job. 
 
    By the time Tom returned to take over in the morning, the sun was just beginning to rise. It was hard to tell though with how cloudy it was. 
 
    The ACE underneath his arm, Max put his head down as he made the trek to his apartment. He kept his eyes on the pavement though there wasn’t much else to look at. The neon lights were so bright even underneath the morning clouds. The rain dripped against his black coat and dripped onto his jeans. 
 
    Kings Row was the last place in the city anybody wanted to hang around and Max’s apartment building wasn’t an exception. Graffiti from rival gangs covered the walls. The spots there wasn’t any spray paint, rats had chewed a hole through. The smell of old wood along with the unmistakable scent of loot filled his apartment lobby. If that wasn’t enough, strung-out junkies hung around just outside, sitting on the corners until it was time to get up for their next hit. 
 
    Max’s wet sneakers squeaked against the floorboards as he made his way up to his apartment. He ignored the arguing between his neighbors through the thin walls. He ignored the smell of drugs and loot seeping underneath the doors. He was only focused on making it back to his apartment so he could finally sleep after a long day at work. 
 
    He stood at the doorway to his apartment and held his fingerprint to the scanner. Just as his door clicked open, the door behind him opened as well. 
 
    “Hey, Max.” 
 
    Max turned around to see his neighbor standing there. 
 
    “Hey, Denise.” 
 
    He gave the middle-aged woman as much of a smile as he could muster. His apartment building didn’t have any friendly people, so someone like Denise stood out more than usual. 
 
    “How are you?” she asked. “Long night at work?” 
 
    “You know how it is,” he sighed. “Same as usual.” 
 
    “Why don’t you stop by for breakfast? Or dinner, in your case.” The older brunette gave Max a kind smile. Max had only known her for a few months but he knew she was as genuine as they got. She was twice his age. Old enough to be his mother. Even still, he knew you had to suspect everybody in Kings Row. 
 
    “Thanks but I don’t wanna impose.” 
 
    “You’re not imposing. I know you’re heading into your apartment to pop a brick in your auto-ramen. What difference does it make if you eat from mine?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’ve got a point. Still…” 
 
    Max glanced at the small figure appearing behind Denise. The little boy hugged the woman, his eyes wide as he stared at Max. Max looked down at the pale-skinned boy with messy brown hair. Half of his pale face was covered in dark red splotches like someone had spilled paint on him. 
 
    The boy clutched Denise’s skirt and swallowed anxiously, some combination of fear and curiosity in his eyes. 
 
    “Hey, Toby,” Max said. “Check this out. I got something for you.” 
 
    Max reached inside of his jacket. When he did, the boy noticed something else. 
 
    “Is that an ACE?” the boy asked, his voice quivering slightly. 
 
    “What?” Max looked down under his arm. “How do you know what it is?” 
 
    “I saw it on TV before. They were talking about the War Zone.” 
 
    “Oh… Well, that’s not what I got for you. Check this out…” Max pulled a small electronic device from his pocket and held it out. “Go ahead. It’s all right. It’s not dangerous.” 
 
    The boy hesitated for a second then slowly reached his hand out. Denise and Max watched as he pressed his hand on the small square of metal. Lights shimmered from it and a projection of a holographic dinosaur popped up. 
 
    “Hello! What’s your name?” 
 
    The boy’s jaw dropped slightly as he stuttered, “T-Toby…” 
 
    “Hello, Toby! I’m Travis the T-Rex! I’m here to teach you all about me!” Toby smiled as he turned around to walk back into his apartment. But Denise grabbed him by the shoulder to stop him. 
 
    “Toby… What do you say?” 
 
    The boy looked up at Max and smiled slightly. “Thanks.” 
 
    Max give him a half-smirk then watched as the boy hurried back into his apartment. 
 
    “Thank you,” Denise said. 
 
    “It’s nothing, really. We’ve got a lot of spare parts at the shape. It only takes a few seconds to put a holoprojector together. I figured he could learn a thing or two, so you would be okay with it.” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem with anything that makes Toby smile. But now you have to come in for breakfast with us.” 
 
    “Well… I guess I’ve got no choice now.” He smiled as he stepped into the older woman’s apartment. 
 
    It wasn’t much different from his place. The furnishings were sparse outside of some chairs and a table. A small television display on the wall was the most expensive thing in the living room, and they were cheap these days. 
 
    “Make yourself comfortable,” Denise said. “It’ll just take a few seconds.” 
 
    Max took a seat at the dining room table and took off his wet leather coat. He ran a hand through his hair and scratched his beard while he watched Toby continue to be enamored with his holodevice. 
 
    Denise appeared a few seconds later, setting down a plate in front of each of them. 
 
    “Eat your food, Toby,” she said. 
 
    Toby didn’t take his eyes off the talking dinosaur as he poked at the ramen with his fork. 
 
    “Don’t be shy, Max. It’s nothing fancy but it’ll fill you up.” 
 
    “I never cared much for the fancy stuff.” Max looked down at the plate of noodles. They were plain and lifeless but had all of the nutrients an auto-ramen supplementer could put into it. 
 
    Denise took a forkful for herself. Max looked at her through the corner of his eyes, noticing the smile still on her lips. Her hair was short, right around her chin and straight. The makeup she wore wasn’t quite enough to cover the weary bags underneath her eyes. Her nails were long and red, noticeable against her pale skin. 
 
    She twirled another helping of noodles around her fork, her eyes shifting to her son. 
 
    “Toby…” 
 
    “Yes, mom,” Toby sighed as he followed his mom’s instructions and started eating. 
 
    She turned her attention to Max. “How are things at work?” 
 
    “Just… fine. I can’t complain. There’s always work at Tom’s. And Tom is easy to work with. He doesn’t push me or yell at me or complain about anything.” 
 
    “With the kind of work you do, I don’t see why he would. You work hard and you’re good at it. Tom’s lucky to have you. Someone like you could be making a lot more money working for one of the bigger companies.” 
 
    “I’m just an ordinary technician. You can find dozens of specialists like me walking through the streets.” 
 
    “But I don’t think anybody would do the work with the same consideration as you.” 
 
    Max kept his head down, his eyes focused on his food. 
 
    “I’m doing okay at the restaurant,” she said. “They’re not tipping as many credits as they used to but what they give I’m grateful for. From what I’m hearing, I’m probably gonna need it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I heard rumors Reynolds is planning on raising the rent.” 
 
    “What? He can’t do that.” 
 
    “He’s the landlord. He can do whatever he wants.” 
 
    “That’s just great,” Max leaned back in his seat and sighed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just a rumor, anyway. Probably just to scare some of the loitering loot junkies into finding another place to get their fix.” 
 
    “All done!” Toby had polished off his plate. 
 
    “Go get dressed or you’re gonna be late,” she said. 
 
    Toby scampered off, his eyes fixated on his holoprojector. Max watched him disappear down the hall. 
 
    “How is he?” he asked. 
 
    There was a noticeable disappointment in Denise’s brown eyes despite the smile on her lips. 
 
    “He’s fine,” she sighed. “I’m getting enough aid to afford his medication and keep his condition in check. That’s good enough for me. It’s gonna have to be.” 
 
    “His condition… It’s not giving him any problems, is it?” 
 
    “Ares Disease can always get worse if it spreads to his organs but the medication makes sure it doesn’t. He still has to deal with the red marks all over his skin. They’re superficial but…” 
 
    “…But he’s self-conscious about it.” 
 
    “He’s eleven. Just a kid…” Denise paused for a moment. She closed her eyes to collect herself. Max stared at her, unsure of how to act. But she giggled then grinned big enough to show some of the wrinkles on her cheeks and forehead. 
 
    “I didn’t invite you over to talk about that,” she said. “I know how hard it is after a long day at work. And Toby seems to like you. Even before you gave him that toy.” 
 
    “I owe you one. Maybe you two can come over to my place for a meal.” 
 
    “No offense, Max, but I know you’ve got the same bricks of ramen we’re eating.” They smiled at one another. “But I appreciate the sentiment. It’s just nice to know not everybody is out to get you in Kings Row. A lot of people in New Austin are out to get you, actually…” 
 
    Max kept his head down and got to work eating the rest of his noodles. A long day focused on work had him completely famished. 
 
    Denise finished her plate and eyed the ACE he’d set down on the table next to his plate. 
 
    “Is that yours?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s not registered to me but it’s mine.” 
 
    “You mentioned you served before. That means you know how to use it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take much to know how to use it. You just strap it on and it does all of the work.” 
 
    “It can’t be that simple though. You have to do something, even if it’s just pointing it in the right direction.” Denise kept eying the ACE curiously. “What’s it like using one of those things?” 
 
    Max kept chewing even though his mind started to wander. Just the mention was enough to bring back memories. He shifted his eyes toward the ACE and started to lose himself, like dreaming with his eyes wide open. 
 
    “Max… Max.” 
 
    He jerked his head to the side when Denise raised her voice. She shook her head, a subtle frown on her lips. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I just assumed because you were in the war and—” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He shrugged and went back to work eating his noodles. “Everybody gets curious. It’s just… something I don’t like talking about.” 
 
    She nodded and her smile returned. “You got anything planned for the rest of the day?” 
 
    “The same thing I do every day. I’m just gonna go into my apartment and collapse on my bed until it’s time to get up and go to work tonight.” 
 
    “The grind gets a little tiresome, doesn’t it? Sometimes it’s good to know you’re not the only one going through it.” 
 
    Max sat in the silence of his neighbor’s apartment while he polished off the rest of his plate. A belly full of noodles and the rest of the day off meant he could sleep peacefully until the sun went down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Max slept through the entire day, waking up just as the sun was beginning to go down. A quick shower and a cup of coffee were enough to widen his eyes enough to face the night. 
 
    The rain let up but the streets of Kings Row weren’t any more inviting underneath the clouds. The blue and red of the flashing neon lights illuminated the streets as the vendors came back out to push their products. Cars rolled through the streets while police followed closely behind to keep the peace. In the alleyways, the junkies and winos were still up to no good as usual. 
 
    “…In a new development, President Samuels has announced a shift of the remainder of military spending to increased transport production. This comes in addition to pledging more resources to the demand for transport to Mars. Analysts say this is one of the last few steps toward complete global demilitarization…” 
 
    The news report went in one of his ears and out the other like everything else. The traffic. The vendors. The light rain. It was all music, accompanying him on his way back to work. 
 
    Max kept the ACE tucked underneath his arm. The thought of an unregistered ACE getting into the hands of some punk could cause some serious damage. Max was surprised he hadn’t been questioned yet just for even carrying it. 
 
    “Hey. Hey, you.” 
 
    Max ignored the voice next to him, figuring it was just another vendor. 
 
    “Hey. I’m talking to you.” 
 
    The voice continued trailing after him. He raised his head just enough to look at him. Max wasn’t surprised, though he wasn’t enthusiastic. 
 
    It was easy to spot a loot junkie. The yellow, gnarled teeth. The dirty face that was aged decades more than it actually was. A shaved head with intricate black ink in place of their hair. Eyes with pupils so white it was hard to tell what they were looking at. 
 
    The guy had enough ring piercings on his nose and lips to frighten anybody just by looking at them. If those weren’t enough, he was shirtless with just a pair of blue jeans and some leather boots that had seen better days. Even with how frail he was, Max knew better than to mess around with someone like him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The man kept walking next to Max, his voice low like he was hiding something. “You don’t wanna talk to me?” 
 
    Max didn’t bother humoring him. Give a loot junkie a split-second of your attention and it was more than enough to take advantage of you. 
 
    “I got something that’ll interest someone like you. You’ll have a good time. I swear it. Best loot you can ever try.” 
 
    Max already knew what the man was up to. He glanced down and saw the marks on the punk’s arm. The small puncture wounds lined up in a perfect square, right where a loot box would sit. 
 
    Max kept his lips sealed while the bony man did his best to keep up with him. 
 
    “Don’t walk away from me now. Or I’ll make you regret it.” 
 
    The stink coming from the junkie was enough to make Max take notice. Some combination of old cheese and wet laundry that would’ve made you puke if you smelled it long enough. Against his better judgment, Max finally acknowledged him. 
 
    “Not interested. Find someone else.” Max kept his head down and kept pacing forward. 
 
    “Oh, I think you’ll be interested.” He spun around until he was standing in front of Max. In one swift movement, he pulled a switchblade and held it to Max’s stomach, stopping him in his tracks. “I insist.” 
 
    Max stared into the punk’s narrowed eyes. The tip of the rusted blade pressed against his shirt. Just a little more pressure and his body would give to it. 
 
    “Dammit…” Max thought to himself, knowing he couldn’t get out of this so easily. “Just my luck for talking to this guy…” 
 
    “This way.” The punk motioned with his head into the darkened alley next to them. The man kept his knife against Max’s back as they walked together through the darkness. Dumpsters lined the walls, the smell of burning rubber flooding Max’s nostrils. 
 
    They moved down the alley until they got into a back lot illuminated by a neon green floodlight hanging off the side of the wall. 
 
    Standing in front of Max were three more punks just as unsavory as the man standing behind him. Tattoos. Piercings in the most painful places on their faces. Rotting teeth and pupils slowly fading. Loot tracks in the same spots on their arms. Max could’ve spotted them just from how ragged their clothes were. 
 
    They all kept their eyes locked on Max, eying him with growing grins on their lips. 
 
    “What do you think of this one?” the man behind Max said. 
 
    The one in the center of the other three moved forward. Max figured he was the leader, considering he was taller and bigger than the others, though he was anything but muscular. 
 
    He ran a hand over his slick bald head as he stood in front of Max. 
 
    “This one looks interesting,” the leader said. “But it doesn’t look like he has anything on him. This coat looks like something from a charity.” 
 
    “It’s still worth something,” the man behind Max said. “And he’s probably got some creds inside.” 
 
    “Maybe. But that thing is a little more interesting.” The man shifted his eyes toward the ACE resting underneath Max’s arm. Max remained calm. “What kinda man walks around and doesn’t equip his ACE?” 
 
    “It’s not mine,” Max replied. 
 
    “It’s not?” The man raised an eyebrow, his dirty smirk growing even wider. “Then you won’t mind if I take it from you.” 
 
    “It’s not yours either.” 
 
    The punk’s smirk disappeared. He snapped his fingers. “Check him. Find his AD and see how many credits he’s got.” 
 
    Max kept his eyes on the punk while the others began digging into his pockets. He kept his arm tight around the ACE. 
 
    “He doesn’t have much,” one of the thugs said as he pulled out Max’s AllDevice, which was about the size of an old credit card. “Just his AD.” He handed the AllDevice to the leader, who looked down at it. 
 
    “Let’s see what we have here… Seventy-two… That’s all you got?” 
 
    “I live in Kings Row,” Max said. “Maybe you should go to Broadway if you wanna mug someone who has something.” 
 
    “That’s good advice. But seventy-two creds is better than zero. Make the transfer.” He handed the AllDevice to one of his men and transferred the seventy-two credits. 
 
    Max kept staring at the punk. He stayed calm while the group took him for everything he was worth. 
 
    “Transfer’s done. Just need his authorization.” 
 
    The leader grabbed the AllDevice and held it up to Max. “I’ll tell you what,” the man said. “I’ll let you keep the jacket and the rest of your clothes. Just give me the ACE and authorize the transfer. Then I’ll let you walk out.” 
 
    Max looked around at the men surrounding him. All of them had switchblades pulled, ready to poke a hole in him. Max sighed softly through his nose and nodded, his attention turned back to the leader in front of him. 
 
    “Is that your best offer?” Max asked. 
 
    “It’s my only offer.” 
 
    “You don’t look like you’re very good at negotiations. I’ll tell you what. I’ve got a better offer for you. You give me my AD back. Your men lower their weapons and I walk out of here.” 
 
    The leader widened his eyes in surprise and looked at the other men. They stared in confusion at each other before suddenly bursting into laughter. Max remained emotionless until they finally stopped. 
 
    “And why would I agree to something like that?” the leader asked. 
 
    Max looked him right in the eye. “Because it’s the only way you’ll keep your teeth.” 
 
    The leader kept smiling at Max. But Max wasn’t doing the same. And the longer the silence filled the backlot, the more the punk realized Max wasn’t joking. His grin disappeared as he took a step back. 
 
    “Carve this motherfucker up—” 
 
    Max shot forward and hammered the punk in the center of his face with an elbow. His nose crunched from the blow, loosening a couple of teeth below in the process. The blood gushed from his face as he fell backward. 
 
    “Get him!” 
 
    The punks all converged at once, stabbing with their knives all at the same time. It wasn’t new to Max. Junkies had weapons but they didn’t know how to use them properly. 
 
    He spun out of the way from the stabs and grabbed one of their arms. A twist of the arm turned the punk’s elbow in the wrong direction. He howled in pain as the knife fell from his mangled arm but Max shut him up for good with a right fist across the jaw. 
 
    “Get him!” the leader shouted from the floor. 
 
    The other two punks panicked and stabbed just as sloppily as they did before. Max easily moved out of the way. Another grabbed wrist resulted in more elbow turning. Bones crunched. Tendons and muscles snapped. The whimpers of pain were silenced with another punch against the teeth. 
 
    Max held his hands up and shook his head at the last punk standing in front of him. “I’ll give you one chance,” Max said. “Drop your weapon and run.” 
 
    The thug’s lip quivered. Gone was the bravado he had when he held the knife to Max’s back, replaced by a combination of fear and uncertainty. 
 
    “I said carve him up!” the man shouted from the ground. 
 
    “Ahh!” the junkie charged forward. Slowly. Max easily stepped to the side and hammered him on the temple, sending him crashing to the pavement in a heap. 
 
    The only one stirring was the last punk. He stayed on his ass with blood gushing down his face, crawling back to get away from Max. 
 
    Max didn’t pay any attention to him though. He picked up his AllDevice and canceled the transaction. After stuffing it back into his jacket, he picked up the ACE and examined it. 
 
    “Hmm… Got a scratch on it.” 
 
    “You motherfucker…” the leader muttered, blood streaming from his broken nose and over his shattered teeth. 
 
    Max looked down at the man. A slight bit of disappointment washed over him after realizing what he’d done. 
 
    “There’s a shelter on 55th. They’ve got a rehab program for junkies. They’ll get you off loot for good. Check it out.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” the thug spat blood with a shout. 
 
    Max sighed, knowing there wasn’t anything else he could do. He looked around to make sure the other men would cause him no more trouble before calmly walking back out of the alley. 
 
    He figured the walk to Tom’s wouldn’t be more eventful but it was only a few seconds when someone rushed up to him. 
 
    “Hey! Hey, you!” 
 
    Max jerked his head around and glared at the man suddenly standing next to him. 
 
    “Hey, hey now! It’s cool!” The man put his hands up. Judging from his appearance, Max figured he wasn’t a junkie. Maybe a guy with a drinking problem but not a junkie. “I’m not with those guys. I saw what you did to ‘em.” 
 
    “If you saw what I did, maybe you should walk away.” Max kept walking forward in the hopes it would make the stranger go away. “You gonna report me?” 
 
    “Nah, I don’t give a shit about a bunch of lootheads. But you look like you know how to handle yourself. You got an ACE, too. You ever think about getting into it at the War Zone?” 
 
    Max stopped in his tracks. 
 
    He looked like every other bum in Kings Row. His jacket and jeans were dirty and unkempt. His short black hair was hidden underneath a cheap ball cap but probably just as dirty. His beard looked like it hadn’t been washed in ages. The same for the tan skin on his blemished, wrinkled face. 
 
    But even though he had a chip-toothed smile, he still grinned with an enthusiasm that was strange in this part of town. Strange enough Max knew to be skeptical of him. 
 
    “Not interested.” Max turned away from him and kept walking forward. 
 
    “You can handle it!” the stranger walked to try and keep up with Max. “You’d make some big bucks.” 
 
    “Nobody makes big bucks in Kings Row. Find another sucker.” 
 
    The stranger growled in frustration. “You don’t know what you’re saying.” He moved faster until getting in front of Max. Max let out a sigh as he was forced to stop. “My name’s Hudson. You just let me know if you ever change your mind, okay?” He pulled out a small index card then forced it into Max’s hand. 
 
    Max scrunched his face in confusion as he looked down at it. “Why does a man like you have a business card?” 
 
    “Because I’m legit, baby!” Hudson slapped Max on the arm with a giddy enthusiasm. He stopped smiling when he saw the serious look still on Max’s face. “It’s all green. Promise. You just think about it.” 
 
    Max knew better than to trust anybody in Kings Row. He should’ve ripped the card on the spot. 
 
    “I’ll keep the card,” he sighed. “Only if you leave me alone.” 
 
    “That’s all I want.” Hudson put his hands up and stepped aside. Max shot him a look to make sure he wouldn’t try to stop him again. 
 
    As he made his way to Tom’s, he couldn’t help but sigh. “Kings Row…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The day at Tom’s was spent repairing the stack of cheap appliances the people of Kings Row depended on. Max kept his head down the entire time until the sun rose and it was time to head back home. 
 
    The walk back to his apartment complex was thankfully less eventful than the trip to work earlier in the night. 
 
    Max kept the ACE tight underneath his arm as he stood in front of his apartment door. He placed his finger on the scanner and the door popped open just as the one behind him opened up. 
 
    “Hey, Denise.” He slowly turned around. The middle-aged mother wasn’t as cheery as she usually was but there was still a smile on her face. It almost looked like she hadn’t gotten any sleep. 
 
    “Hey, Max. How was work?” 
 
    “Same as it always is. If you’re gonna invite me over for a meal before you and Toby head off, lemme head into my kitchen and grab a few bricks. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “I suppose I can’t stop you.” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” He smiled at her as he headed into his apartment. 
 
    Max’s apartment couldn’t be any less glamorous. Outside of the standard kitchen appliances, there was nothing else in his kitchen or living room outside of a solitary couch. There were some clothes scattered on the floor, the results of just wanting to undress after a long walk through the rain. 
 
    “This is your apartment, huh?” she said. 
 
    Max set the ACE down on his kitchen counter then searched his food cabinet. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. It’s just so… spartan.” 
 
    He looked around. “I guess it is. I don’t really need much except a place to keep my head down and that workbench in the corner when I get backed up at work. But that never really happens.” 
 
    “You don’t even have a TV display.” 
 
    “What would I need that for? I get all the news I need on my way to work. It’s all good news these days, anyway…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she chuckled softly. “I wasn’t trying to insult you. It’s just not what I was expecting.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize, Denise. I live here. I know how shitty it is. Now, let’s not keep Toby waiting…” He held the bricks of ramen up then noticed she was staring at the ground. She couldn’t hide the obvious disappointment in her eyes. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She rubbed her arm anxiously and shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s Toby. He’s…” 
 
    “Is he sick?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. But when we headed home after school yesterday, he was… he was sad. I asked him what was wrong but he didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “Maybe I could talk to him…” 
 
    “Could you?” Denise’s eyes lit up. “I try to be with him as much as I can but I’m working so many shifts at the diner—” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    They headed over to the apartment next door. Max spotted the eleven-year-old immediately. He was hunched into a ball on the living room couch. 
 
    “I’ll get our meal started,” she said as she headed into the kitchen. 
 
    Max slowly walked up to Toby while he stayed cradled against the couch cushions. It was easy to see how frail he was, even through the t-shirt and pants he wore. Red splotches trailed up and down his arms like tattoos. 
 
    His eyes were open but he just stared forward into the distance with a frown. 
 
    “Hey, Toby.” 
 
    “Hi, Max.” He didn’t stop looking ahead. 
 
    “How are you doing? Are you all right?” 
 
    He didn’t respond. Max inched closer, crouching down in front of the couch. 
 
    “Your mom told me you’re sad. Did something happen?” 
 
    Still no response. Max looked into the child’s eyes. Max knew something was up but couldn’t push him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Max said. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t wanna. But you can trust me if there’s something you don’t wanna tell your mom.” 
 
    “It’s not mom. I… I lost the thing you gave me yesterday.” 
 
    “The thing? You mean the holoprojector? What happened?” 
 
    Toby straightened up in his seat but still wasn’t able to look Max in the eye. 
 
    “It’s okay, Toby. You can tell me.” 
 
    “…I was going to meet mom after school. The spot near the diner where we always meet. Some older guys came out of the alley and started making fun of me.” 
 
    “You can’t listen to punks. They’re real a…” Max cut himself off. “They’re real jerks…” 
 
    “I wasn’t listening to them but they surrounded me. They took the holoprojector from me and ran off before I could take it back.” 
 
    “Oh, is that it? I can get you another one. They’re easy to make.” Toby slowly raised his head up. Max saw the kid’s eyes beginning to glaze over. “…But it wouldn’t be the same holoprojector, huh?” 
 
    Toby pursed his lips like he was trying to stop from crying. 
 
    “Dammit…” Max thought to himself. He looked down at the ground and shook his head. “These guys. How old are they? They go to your school?” 
 
    “No, they’re older than that. Probably done with school. Some of them look like the people mom tells me to stay away from.” 
 
    “Lootheads… You said this was in the alley near the diner your mom works?” 
 
    Toby nodded. Max reached a hand forward and rubbed the kid’s brown hair. 
 
    “Okay. You go have breakfast with your mom for me, okay? I promise everything will be all right.” 
 
    Toby smiled and popped up from his seat. He sat at the dining table just as Denise prepared three plates. 
 
    “Everything all right?” the older woman asked. 
 
    “Everything’s fine.” Max gave Toby a wink and the kid managed to smile back at him. 
 
    “Eat up. I know how nice it is to relax and have a nice big meal after a long day at work. You’re probably gonna kick your feet up and sleep the rest of the day away.” 
 
    “I’m not planning on sleeping yet. I was thinking maybe I could walk you to the diner.” 
 
    “Oh? That’s not necessary. I never get any trouble like most people do in Kings Row. The gangs aren’t interested in an old lady like me.” 
 
    “Still, it never hurts to have some company.” 
 
    “You’re right. But I don’t wanna keep you from anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. There’s something I need to take care of.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Older guys. Lootheads. Maybe bangers. Can’t take any chances with this.” 
 
    It was still early in the morning. The clouds above were gathered around but at this time of day, the sun was barely visible behind them. That didn’t stop the businesses from flashing their bright signs to let everybody know they were open. The people walked along the streets as usual and went about their ordinary lives. 
 
    Max stood on the sidewalk with the ACE in his arms. He looked around to make sure nobody was watching then ducked into an alleyway. His sleeve rolled up, he thought twice about it before wrapping the device around his left forearm. It powered up with a surge of heat emitting from the silicone against his skin. 
 
    This device is unregistered. Registering this device prevents others from using it. Would you like to register this device now? 
 
    He tapped ‘NO’ like he had before then went over the abilities to make sure he had them down right. 
 
    “Sweeping Shot… Hard Blast…” He rolled his sleeve back down and headed back out onto the streets. 
 
    Toby’s vague description wasn’t much to go on. Around Kings Row, there was no shortage of thugs who looked like they were up to no good. But that meant Max would eventually find who he was looking for. He decided there was no better spot to search than the alley right next to the diner. 
 
    He walked through the darkness. The stench from the dumpsters wasn’t enough to deter him. Security cameras rotated left and right but had blind spots where criminals knew just where to hide. 
 
    Sure enough, there were three men standing around the backlot of an open garage. One of them circled the lot on a hoverboard. Couldn’t have been that much younger than Max himself. His shirt and jeans were baggy and his dark hair was so shaggy it covered his face. 
 
    Another man sat off to the side, sitting against the wall. His eyes were flickering open and closed, obvious signs he was stoned or on the verge. His bald head was sweating despite how cold it was from an inevitable rain coming later in the day. 
 
    Max eyed the third man, who was rummaging through a black plastic bag in frustration. The guy was bigger than the others, a white tank-top to show off the tribal tattoos on his muscled arms. He stood up straight and ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Marcus!” he barked. “Where the hell is that AD you pinched?” 
 
    “It’s in there,” the stoned man on the ground said. 
 
    “I’m looking. It’s not here!” 
 
    “It’s in there! I threw it in there.” 
 
    “Maybe you missed.” 
 
    “I didn’t miss. Look how big that garbage bag is.” 
 
    The big man grumbled as he kept searching. 
 
    Max walked up to him. The man on the hoverboard stopped circling and took notice of Max. The same for the man leaning against the wall. 
 
    The bigger man searching the bag kept grumbling until he finally noticed Max standing in front of him. 
 
    He narrowed his beady eyes at Max. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m looking for someone,” Max said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? The police station is four blocks from here. Tell someone who gives a shit.” 
 
    The other two men chuckled but Max wasn’t laughing. 
 
    “A friend of mine got into some trouble yesterday. You might’ve seen him.” 
 
    “I seen a lot of people.” 
 
    “You’d remember this one. He’s an eleven-year-old. Brown hair. Skinny. He’s got pale skin but these red blotches on his arms and face. You couldn’t miss him.” 
 
    The man stopped searching the sack and slowly raised his head back up. The stoner leaning up against the wall got up to his feet. The man on the hoverboard stepped off of it, his eyes locked on Max like the rest of them. 
 
    Max looked around then turned back to the muscled man in front of him. “So, you did see him then?” 
 
    “Yeah… I seen him… Little ugly-looking kid. A real freak!” 
 
    Max clenched his jaw as the thug started to smile. 
 
    “Didn’t do nothing to him though. Freak like that’s got it rough enough living life with all that shit all over him.” 
 
    “Then you took it from him.” 
 
    “Took what from him?” 
 
    “His holoprojector,” the man with the hoverboard said. 
 
    “Right, that thing… I put it with everything else. It’ll make some decent scrap.” 
 
    “I know it will,” Max said. “I put the components together.” He kept his eyes locked on the man in front of him. “I’ll make this easy for you. Give it back and I’ll leave.” 
 
    The man sneered at Max and dropped the bag down in front of him. He squeezed his fists to flex his muscles and show off the veins running along his arms. The man was considerably larger than Max but not any taller. 
 
    “And what if I don’t give it back to you?” 
 
    Max slowly raised his sleeve up to reveal the ACE. The liquid crystal display was a neon blue, so it was obvious it was activated. 
 
    “I see…” The man nodded. “You gonna use that ACE on me? You know, that thing would be pretty good for scrap. I’ll tell you what. How ‘bout a trade? Gimme the ACE and I’ll give you the freak’s toy back.” 
 
    Max didn’t budge from his spot. 
 
    “No deal, huh?” The man shook his head. “You know what the problem is with ACEs? People walk around with them and get overconfident. They think a machine can do the job for them. I guess in this day and age, everybody feels that way about everything.” He took a step forward, close enough for Max to smell the stink on his breath. “I never met a man who knew how to properly use one of those things.” 
 
    Max couldn’t help but smirk. “Until now.” Before the man could react, he raised his arm up. The compartments on the front of the ACE opened up and a blast of white energy fired out. They slammed into the man so hard it sent him stumbling back into the brick wall behind him. The hard thud knocked the man out instantly. 
 
    “Shit, man!” 
 
    The man with the hoverboard kicked it up into his hands and swung at Max. Max blocked it with his right arm then countered with a Hard Blast and sent the man tumbling into the wall with a thud. He was barely conscious but in pain, judging from how loud he was groaning. 
 
    Max turned toward the last man. His pupils were beginning to go white from whatever he was high on. But that still wasn’t enough to hide the obvious fear in his eyes. His jaw dropped as he stuttered. 
 
    “P-please… D-don’t…” He put his hands up and Max grabbed him by the collar with his right hand. Max’s other hand grabbed the man’s shirt, pointing the ACE at the center of his chest. 
 
    Max moved closer, staring right into his eyes. “Normally, I handle punks trying to jack me with my bare hands. But this isn’t about my business. This is about someone else. Sweeping Shot. It’s medium-range. Energy bullets. They need to travel a certain distance to gain velocity before they hit their target. You try it on a tank or a rubber, it won’t do much. But that’s only on synthetics. A person… Organic material was never built to handle it, especially point-blank…” 
 
    The man was shaking so much Max had to hold him tight to stop him from falling over. 
 
    “…This close, Sweeping Shot doesn’t need to gain any velocity. I don’t care what kind of artificial organs or implants you’ve got. The rest of you is just blood and skin and bones. Soft. It’ll rip right through you. Think about it. You’ll be able to see what’s inside of you. You won’t die. Not immediately. You’ll still have a chance. But the last seconds of your life will be spent crawling toward a regenerator. And you know the cops won’t give a shit if they find you. They’ll think you’re just another dealer or junkie who got into it with another pusher. They’ll process your body without giving it a second thought. 
 
    “But I’m a nice guy. So I’m gonna give you a choice. You can tell me where the holoprojector is or you can—” 
 
    “I-It’s over there! In the bag!” the thug answered immediately. 
 
    “You’re not lying to me?” 
 
    “I swear!” 
 
    Max examined the black plastic bag for a moment before turning his attention back to the man in his grip. 
 
    “He’s not a freak. His name is Toby. Say it.” 
 
    “Toby.” 
 
    “If you ever see Toby again, you’re gonna apologize. You’re gonna tell him he’s cool. You’re gonna tell him he’s handsome. Because if anything happens to him, I’ll come back and put a hole in your fucking chest big enough to fly a Mars transport through you, got it?” 
 
    The stoner nodded frantically. Max gritted his teeth and activated another Hard Blast that knocked him onto his back. 
 
    The one man who was still conscious continued groaning while Max began searching through the bag of electronics. It took him a few seconds to find the silver holoprojector. 
 
    Max rolled his sleeve back down as he quickly headed out of the alley. He walked into the diner where Denise was waiting to seat a few guests. 
 
    “Max?” She had a look of surprise. “You still hungry?” 
 
    “I can’t afford to eat at a place like this. I came to drop something off.” 
 
    He placed the holoprojector into Denise’s palm. “Your son dropped this.” 
 
    “Oh… I’ll tell him to be more careful from now on.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The conversation in Deadwater Bar was as boring and inane as it always was. The stink of liquor was just as bad. The crystal display on the television was starting to show cracks like it was a relic from the past. Everybody in the dimly-lit tavern appreciated the darkness because it made it easy to mind their own business. 
 
    Max sat at the bar by himself. He ran a hand through his hair to wipe the rain away then scratched the side of his beard. The bartender poured another helping of swill and for a moment, Max forgot about the long shift ahead of him at Tom’s Electronics. 
 
    He didn’t drink it immediately. Every drink he had needed to be savored, so for the moment, the smell was enough. But as much as the liquor distracted him, he couldn’t help the feeling on his arm. 
 
    He rolled his sleeve up and examined the ACE. The neon blue display was bright enough to illuminate the bar where he sat. “Shit…” he muttered as he powered it down. 
 
    The bartender raised an eyebrow at Max. “You’re actually using the ACE that bum gave you?” 
 
    “I’m just as surprised as you are,” Max sighed. 
 
    “There ain’t really no need for those things outside of the War Zone. There are better ways to protect yourself. Sprays. Batons. Hell, SAPD is circling the block every five minutes.” 
 
    “An ACE works better than that if you know how to use it.” 
 
    “Any weapon with a trigger will do.” 
 
    “That’s just it. Using an ACE isn’t like pulling a trigger. That’s why they call it an Accelerated Cellular Extender. You just flex a little bit. It’s a natural instinct. The device just activates what you’re already thinking.” 
 
    “Just make sure you don’t activate that damn thing in here or I’ll have you locked up.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” Max rolled his sleeve back down then turned his attention back to his drink. The bartender turned toward the television where the local news broadcast was playing. 
 
    “…The Mayor of New Austin is considering a proposal for the city to engage in continued attempts to deal with the acid rains pounding the coastlines. A petition has garnered more than 100,000 signatures to block the coast completely and replace it with an artificial beach…” 
 
    Max picked up his liquor and took a sip from it. He got just enough between his lips so he could feel the sting but had enough left over to take another sip. He hadn’t even finished swallowing the first gulp down when someone popped onto the seat next to him. 
 
    “Ambient whiskey,” the man said. “I could smell it from a mile away!” 
 
    Max knew something was wrong just from the enthusiasm in the man’s voice. He turned and saw the dirty-faced bum grinning at him with his chipped front teeth. 
 
    “Hudson,” Max sighed. 
 
    “Hey! You remembered my name! I’m flattered.” 
 
    “That’s not a good thing…” 
 
    “I saw you earlier today. Messed up those jackers in the alley. You really know how to use that thing on your arm.” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes. “Wait a second… How do you know about that? Are you following me around?” 
 
    “Kings Row isn’t very big, baby. Most people aren’t crazy enough to discharge an ACE like you. There are better forms of self-defense, you know.” 
 
    “I told you,” the bartender suddenly chimed in. 
 
    Max rolled his eyes and looked away from the man in the bummy clothes next to him. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “It’s not about what I want from you. It’s about what you want from me.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything from you.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. I got something you want.” 
 
    Max gritted his teeth, counting the seconds until the man went away but he knew Hudson wouldn’t leave without at least finishing whatever thought he had. 
 
    “And what do I want?” Max asked. 
 
    Hudson held his hands up and like he was putting an imaginary picture on display. But all Max noticed was the dirt on his palms and underneath his fingernails. “Opportunity,” Hudson said. 
 
    “I don’t need opportunity.” 
 
    “Sure, you do!” Hudson took his hat off and slicked his dark hair back before replacing it, a salesman ready to make his pitch. He leaned forward close enough for Max to smell his dirty clothes. “I’ve seen you fight. I’ve seen you with the ACE. You’ve got what it takes.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you to go to the War Zone and start dueling with Contenders. That’s dangerous. But I can get you fights lined up with some real bums. Guys on the streets don’t know how to fight. You’ll blow ‘em all away, no problem!” 
 
    “And I suppose this is all straight with the police?” 
 
    “Pfft! SAPD’s got better things to do than regulate unsanctioned ACE combat. You don’t have to worry about a thing. It’s all green, baby!” 
 
    Max couldn’t help but laugh at the man’s enthusiasm. He figured he would humor him if he was going to listen to him this entire time. Hudson continued droning without any encouragement. 
 
    “Check it out.” He put a hand on Max’s shoulder and Max eyeballed it. “I’ll get a fight for you. Nothing serious. You put on a harness and see what you can do. You win, you make a little cred. You lose, you walk away.” 
 
    “That simple, huh? Lose a fight and all I have to do is walk away, no harm done.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna die. We’ve got regenerators set up. A man blows your head off, you can be resequenced—” 
 
    “Have you ever had your head blown off?” Max straightened up in his seat. He wasn’t in a laughing mood any longer. “Have you ever been littered with enough bullet holes to watch the blood pour out of you? Do you know how much it stings when something rips through not just your skin but your muscles and your bone? Because if you did, you wouldn’t treat it so lightly. Getting your hand stabbed is so painful it hurts in your chest. Taking a blast to the side of the head you get dizzy enough to puke. Getting knocked down and trying to get back up only to realize your legs aren’t there. It doesn’t matter if there’s a regenerator right next to you. The pain is real and it fucking hurts.” 
 
    Max stared long enough at Hudson to make his point before turning back to his drink. He swirled the liquor around and watched it spin, enjoying the aroma as it flooded his nostrils. 
 
    Hudson wasn’t deterred. He stayed leaning against the bar, the smile returning to his face. “There won’t be any pain. You’ll be up against some real scrubs.” 
 
    “That’s the thing about pain,” Max sighed. “You can do everything you can to avoid it but sometimes… it’s inevitable.” He swallowed the remainder of his ambient whiskey then set the glass down. 
 
    “You’re different.” 
 
    Max turned toward Hudson and narrowed his eyes. “What?” 
 
    “You’re different. I see it in you. You’re not like the rest. That thing on your arm… You treat it like what it is. It’s not some toy. You’re not playing some game. That’s why you’re the kinda guy I’m looking for.” 
 
    “Just answer me this, Hudson. What do you get out of this?” 
 
    Max stared wide-eyed at Hudson, waiting for an answer he already knew was coming. Hudson chuckled nervously and shrugged, a whiny moan coming out of him before he responded. “Eh… I’ll take a small cut. But you should see some of these other guys. They’ll rob a guy blind—” 
 
    “I’m not fighting, Hudson.” 
 
    Hudson sighed in disappointment then snapped his fingers to get the bartender’s attention. “Ambient whiskey… Make it a double. For my friend here.” 
 
    Max watched as the older man next to him held up his AllDevice. The bartender scanned it then refilled Max’s glass twice as much as it had before. 
 
    “You still have my card,” Hudson said. “You give me a call when you’re ready. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    Max didn’t look at him as he hopped off of his seat. He just kept his eyes focused on the full glass of whiskey. 
 
    “I wonder…” 
 
    Max’s thoughts started to wander. But even a shot of whiskey wasn’t enough to stop him from thinking straight. 
 
    “Asshole…” 
 
    He shook his head clear then got up from his seat without taking a sip of whiskey. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max spent his shift at the electronics store drowned in a sea of appliances like every other night. But he was grateful for the pile of work because it distracted him from the long hours. 
 
    Early in the morning when the sun started to rise, he headed back to his apartment to sleep in for the rest of the day. He stood in front of the door to his apartment and ran his thumb across the scanner. 
 
    The light blinked red. 
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered. 
 
    He pressed his thumb against the scanner but again, the light turned red. 
 
    “Piece of shit… Dammit…” He tried again with the same result. 
 
    “Hey! Max!” 
 
    Max looked down the hallway at the man approaching him. 
 
    It was easy to spot his landlord, even from a distance. The guy was tall and lanky. His long-sleeved shirts always looked too short, like his sleeves were rolled up only they weren’t. He had a thin pair of glasses and curly white hair. Max didn’t wanna admit on more than one occasion he thought about slugging him. And right now, he worried right now was one of those times. 
 
    “What’s going on with my apartment, Reynolds?” 
 
    Reynolds walked with a big grin on his face. Despite how thin he was, he had a chubby face with cheeks that made his eyes close whenever he smiled. 
 
    “Rent’s gone up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re still young, Max. I know you just heard me.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “Times are changing. With everybody moving to other neighborhoods or shipping themselves off to Mars, I’ve gotta make ends meet.” 
 
    “And how much do you need to make ends meet?” 
 
    “A thousand.” 
 
    Max gave the wiry man a blank stare. “Are you shitting me? You want a thousand creds a month for this shithole?” 
 
    “Because it’s getting harder to make ends meet. You’ve still got a month to come up with it.” 
 
    “If I’ve still got a month, why the hell is my apartment locked?” 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure you got the message.” 
 
    Reynolds held his AllDevice up to the door and the scanner turned green. He was just about to walk away when he noticed Max just staring blankly at the door. 
 
    “You’re a vet,” Reynolds said. “Maybe you can get some assistance or something. I don’t wanna kick you out but… if there are people who are more than willing to pay, I have to take it. It’s just business.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    Reynolds walked away, leaving Max to contemplate his next move. He sighed as he put his thumb back onto the scanner. The light turned green and the door clicked open. 
 
    Max stripped his clothes off, scattering his leather coat, shirt and jeans in every direction. He pulled the ACE off and set it down on the counter. 
 
    In nothing but his underwear, he fell onto the floor and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    “Fucking great…” 
 
    He blinked his eyes. Despite his stress, he was still tired enough to slowly begin to drift off to sleep. His head dropped to the side. Just as his eyes closed, he stared at his leather jacket next to him. A small piece of paper poked out of the pocket. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    He got up and picked the paper up, realizing what it was as soon as he looked at it. Hudson’s name was displayed prominently with a contact number underneath it. 
 
    He lay back down on his carpet with the card still in his hand. He was still tired but his mind was racing. 
 
    The more Max thought about it, the more he realized how stuck he was. His hand moved up to put the card back into view. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    New Austin city council pushed most of its funding into making sure it was as hospitable as possible. But in the heart of Kings Row, there was always a place for someone to get lost in. Old factories no longer producing anything. Empty warehouses that contained nothing but rodents. Derelict buildings of a time long forgotten. 
 
    “Kings Row is unsavory but there are places the cops don’t bother coming to. You don’t have to worry about anything. It’s all green, baby.” 
 
    Hudson’s words didn’t do much to reassure Max. The young man scratched his beard as he looked around the confines of his surroundings. 
 
    Old rusted machinery lined the walls, their gears covered in dust and cobwebs. The ceiling stretched several stories high but there was nothing more than steel beams supporting a roof that did just enough to block the rain. Broken windows near the top of the empty warehouse allowed some of the coming night breeze to blow inside. 
 
    The crowd gathered wasn’t any more glamorous than the building. Punks covered in tattoos from their faces down to their toes. Disheveled junkies with obvious loot tracks on their arms. Suspicious dealers who wanted to push whatever they were hiding in their coats. Bangers who’d get into it with you if you looked at them funny. 
 
    “What the hell am I doing here?” Max sighed. 
 
    “You’re here because you’ll never get an opportunity like this.” 
 
    “These assholes don’t look like the most trustworthy bunch.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t trust ‘em to watch my kids but they’ve got money. Never had a man or woman here back out on a bet.” 
 
    “You have kids?” Max raised an eyebrow at the tan man next to him. 
 
    Hudson scrunched his face in confusion, making his wrinkles even more pronounced. “I’m not stupid enough to mess around like that.” 
 
    “But you’re stupid enough to mess around with these people?” 
 
    “Is it stupid or smart that I know how to make some cred?” 
 
    Max crossed his arms and observed the scene. He watched as two men stepped inside the center of the crowd. Dozens had gathered, each one focused on the two combatants. 
 
    One man was shirtless, showing off the colorful ink on his body. A dragon trailed up one of his sleeves while a fiery lion covered the other. He was big, his chest and stomach bulging out in front of him. Outside of his boots and jeans, he wore metal straps around his chest that looked like an ‘X.’ 
 
    “You ever been in a battle before?” Hudson asked. Max shook his head. “It’s real simple. You see that thing he’s wearing? That’s a BioHarness. It keeps all of his vital signs. You blow his head off, it’s got some of his genetic code so he can be regenerated.” 
 
    “Why do you need a harness for that? You can just move him to a regeneration tank.” 
 
    “If someone is dead long enough, even a top-of-the-line tank won’t bring ‘em back. The BioHarness keeps his code in stasis so he can be brought back for sure.” 
 
    “And what happens if I destroy his BioHarness in the process of killing him?” 
 
    Hudson raised an eyebrow. “It means work on your aim. An ACE doesn’t hit hard enough to destroy this thing.” 
 
    “Of course…” Max turned to the other man across from him. He was more unassuming than his intimidating opponent. A small, wiry man who wore a black leather vest, matching pants, and not much else outside of his ACE and BioHarness. He crouched down against the floor, stretching himself out like he was about to tumble around the room. 
 
    The bigger man marched forward, sweat already dripping down his slick bald head. The other man skipped forward to meet him. The referee between them looked like any bum you’d find lurking on the streets of Kings Row. 
 
    “Doesn’t look very official,” Max said. 
 
    “The only thing that needs to be official is the cred.” 
 
    “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
    “ACEs are dangerous. You should know that as well as anybody. There’s a regeneration tank. Your DNA is sequenced on the harness. It hurts, just like you said. But that won’t happen now, will it?” 
 
    “It’s nice to know you’ve got a lot of faith in me, Hudson.” 
 
    “I told you this whole deal is green. You know I got your back. Nobody’s interested in watching someone die in a fight. You can’t bet on someone who’s dead.” 
 
    “And here I thought nobody in this place cared about me.” Max rolled his eyes and turned his attention to the fight in front of him. 
 
    The crowd started hooting and hollering. Max figured they were all drunk or high. Probably both with how loud they’d gotten. They pumped their fists in the air as the two combatants began circling one another. 
 
    The big man walked slowly, his chest puffed out. His opponent was lighter on his feet, bouncing on his tiptoes. All of a sudden the big man raised his ACE up and fired a blast forward. The smaller man tumbled out of the way. The crowd was forced to move to avoid getting hit themselves. 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t be standing so damn close,” Max said. 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it. You get right up into it and see everything up close for yourself.” 
 
    “And you said you weren’t savages…” 
 
    The big man kept his patience, trying to fire shots from his ACE and connect. But the little man continued to dance around, responding with short volleys of his own. His ACE fired small projectiles that caught the big man in his arm, piercing his skin and drawing blood. But the red stains leaking from his tattooed arms weren’t enough to slow the man down. 
 
    The fervor from the crowd continued to grow. They cheered loud enough to shake the walls of the broken down warehouse. Underneath the spotlight, the two combatants dripped with sweat as they tried to go at one another. 
 
    “What do you think?” Hudson asked, not taking his eyes off the fight. “You got the little guy or the big man?” 
 
    “The longer the fight goes on, it’s in the bigger man’s favor.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. The little guy’s got speed. He’s dancing around. Peppering him with all kinds of blows. He keeps this up, he’s eventually gonna take him down.” 
 
    “All the big man needs is one blow—” 
 
    Before Max could even finish, the little man darted forward. He raised his ACE up but he was too slow. He fell right into the big man’s arms, who squeezed his hand around his throat and connected with a blast against his chest that sent him flying. He landed on the hard concrete with a painful thunk and fell unconscious immediately. 
 
    “It’s over!” one man in the crowd shouted. 
 
    The big man raised his arms in triumph, soaking up the cheers from those who bet on him while others booed at the little man. 
 
    “I guess you know what you’re talking about,” Hudson said. 
 
    Max didn’t say anything. He just stared forward at the center of the ring while all of the credits changed hands. 
 
    As the center of the warehouse was cleared, Hudson stepped forward and grabbed one of the BioHarnesses and handed it to Max. “You’re up next.” 
 
    Max hesitated for a moment before taking it from him. He took off his coat and strapped it on while Hudson continued giving him instructions. 
 
    “Sync that thing up to your ACE. Keep a record of your DNA in case anything goes wrong. Make sure it’s reading your data… Just in case I need to bring you back.” 
 
    Max linked his ACE to the harness. He looked down and noticed along with the abilities he’d already seen there was a small red meter clear as anything else on the neon blue display. 
 
      
 
    Opponent’s HP: 100% 
 
      
 
    “That’s it.” Hudson pointed at the red bar. “Get it down to zero and you win the fight. Simple.” 
 
    “Point my ACE at my opponent and drain the red bar. Anything else?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Max.” 
 
    “No, no, no. I mean your battle name. You can’t expect anybody to put a bet on you with a name like that.” 
 
    “People aren’t gonna bet on me because of what my name is.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” Hudson tapped the side of his face then ran his hand along the scruff on his chin. “Let’s see here now. Max… Maximus… No, we’ve heard that before… Maximilian… That’ll do.” 
 
    Max had stopped paying attention to Hudson, putting his coat back on and rolling up his sleeve to make sure his ACE was functioning properly. 
 
    He closed his eyes as the chatter from the crowd began to increase. 
 
    “Stay calm… Stay calm… Focus…” 
 
    He steadied his heart from racing. Deep breaths made him even more relaxed. The crowd continued to get louder, shouting different amounts of creds as they placed their bets. 
 
    “You with me, Max? 
 
    Max opened his eyes to see Hudson’s broken-toothed smile staring right back at you. “Nobody’s betting on you. That’s a good thing for us. We’re getting good odds. You win this fight, we’re getting a whole 50 creds.” 
 
    “We?” Max raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Hey. You can’t expect to make all the money. I brought you here.” 
 
    “How much are you taking?” 
 
    “Not a lot.” 
 
    Max crossed his arms and stared hard at Hudson until he got an answer. 
 
    “Fifty-percent.” He put his hands up before Max could say anything. “Now hold on a second. I know what you’re thinking. You think I’m ripping you off. But other guys would take more for setting this up for you. I say half is more than fair.” 
 
    “…I beat this guy and I get twenty-five creds.” 
 
    “It might not sound like much—” 
 
    “Fine. You done?” 
 
    Hudson smiled at Max’s growing willingness. “Kick his ass, Maximilian.” He gave Max a wink and stepped aside. 
 
    Max stepped forward into the center of the warehouse and eyed his opponent in front of him. Some skinny loot junkie in some torn blue jeans and a biker vest walked up to meet Max. The guy’s hair was red, spiked up into a mohawk that drew more attention than anything else on his pierced, tattooed body. 
 
    The man gave Max a confused look then held his hands out to the crowd. “What the fuck is this? You guys want me to fight some homeless bum?” 
 
    The crowd erupted into laughter. Max didn’t pay any attention to it. He just kept staring blankly at his opponent. 
 
    “Wait for your moment… It’s almost time… You’ve been here before. Just one man. Nothing you can’t handle.” 
 
    Max stayed patient. Despite all of the noise around him, he kept his emotions calm. 
 
    The junkie in front of him rolled his eyes as he took a step back. “Just make sure you’re hooked up to your harness,” he said. “I don’t wanna have regrets about killing a man who’s obviously just here for the creds.” 
 
    Max moved a step back but kept the man right in front of him. 
 
    The crowd grew more anxious. The bets had been placed. All eyes were locked on Max and his opponent. 
 
    Max focused himself. The silicone against his skin started to warm. The blue display on his ACE lit up. 
 
    “Hard Blast then Sweeping Shot.” Max repeated the words in his head. 
 
    His opponent charged forward with his ACE up. Max rolled out of the way and popped up to his feet right behind him. Before the man could turn around, Max connected with a Hard Blast right against his back and knocked him down. Max quickly rushed up and let go with a point-blank Sweeping Shot that littered the man with enough bullets to keep him down. The red bar on Max’s ACE drained in a snap. 
 
      
 
    Opponent’s HP: 0% 
 
      
 
    The blood leaked through his biker vest. He lay lifeless in a growing pool of fluid all around him. 
 
    The cheering crowd fell silent. Nobody was even breathing. The night breeze from the broken windows echoed through the empty hall. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Hudson’s yell broke the silence. “Did you see that? That’s the fastest kill I’ve ever fucking seen!” He slapped the man next to him hard on the chest then rushed up to Max. “You did it, baby!” 
 
    Max stayed staring at the man on the ground as they dragged his body over to the regenerator at the side of the warehouse. He ignored Hudson, who was dancing around him at this point. 
 
    “Who else wants some of Maximilian?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Hold on a second. You work at night?” 
 
    “I work the graveyard shift. Ten hours. Every night.” 
 
    “Every night?” 
 
    “No exceptions. Tom wants someone in the shop at every moment because there’s always work.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Hudson scratched his chin. “That might be a problem.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. I’ll battle before I head to work every night.” 
 
    “Bigger fights are always later.” 
 
    “I don’t need bigger fights.” 
 
    “Max, you just bodied six dudes and you made less credits every time because nobody wanted to bet against you. If you wanna make enough money to pay your rent, you’re gonna have to take a bigger fight.” 
 
    Max couldn’t argue. Even with a whole month, there was no guarantee he’d make it to the thousand Reynolds was asking for. 
 
    He stared out the window of the overtrain and watched the city zoom by him. As depressing as Kings Row could be at times, there was no shortage of bright neon signs to light the way. Max watched the buildings roll by and the scenery started to shift. 
 
    Gone were the broken-down, decrepit buildings, replaced with more modern architecture. The steel foundations of every structure gleamed from the lights shining on them. 
 
    The buildings were cleaner. The streets were paved. Even the light drizzle of rain didn’t seem as harsh. 
 
    But it was the people who were more noticeable than anything else. Street vendors peddling their cheap wares were replaced with police officers keeping a watchful eye. The thugs and punks in Kings Row who were always up to no good were nowhere to be found. Instead, there were young thirty and twenty-somethings walking down the streets in fancy, leather getups that were custom-tailored to their physiques. 
 
    Max didn’t have to look for very long to know he wasn’t in Kings Row. 
 
    “What are we doing on Broadway?” he asked. 
 
    “Like I said, if we’re gonna make some real cred, we’re gonna have to go where the big fights are. And we’re just… about… there…” 
 
    The overtrain slowed to its next stop. There was a building that stuck out higher and wider than the rest. Red and blue neon lights along the walls glowed so bright so Max could see them even with his eyes closed. 
 
    “Come on, baby. We’re here.” Hudson patted him on the leg and hopped off the train. 
 
    Max followed after him, his attention taken by the building in front of him. A giant, steel structure stood before him, taller than any skyscraper he’d ever seen. More of the neon lights lined one side of the building, twisted into the shape of a dragon looking down on him. 
 
    He walked forward and saw a small, electronic pedestal in front of him. A holographic image of a digital woman with short white hair appeared. Her body was bare except for a small white bikini that covered her intimate areas. 
 
    “Hello, stranger. Welcome to Club Cosmic. My name is Eden. How can I serve you today?” Her voice was bubbly and overly enthusiastic. 
 
    “Club Cosmic… What can you tell me about this place?” 
 
    “Club Cosmic is the most happening place in all of New Austin! Inside, enjoy the amenities. Imbibe to your heart’s content with our new liver filtration supplements. Get high off the latest, exclusive flavors. Enjoy the company of one of our fine female companions. Test your luck in the casino. Or take in a battle at the War Zone and bet it all. There’s no end to the delights here at Club Cosmic!” 
 
    Max turned toward Hudson. 
 
    “You keep winning, you’ll have enough cred to do all that,” Hudson said. 
 
    “I just need to pay my damn rent.” 
 
    “Either way, what you’re looking for is here.” 
 
    Max followed Hudson through the large hall leading into the entrance of the club. The neon red lights glowed enough to shine the path. 
 
    Everywhere Max looked, he saw more of the same crowd he observed on the streets. Young people his age dressed in sleek black and white leather outfits too fancy for a place like Kings Row. 
 
    “Strange group,” Max said. 
 
    “Strange to someone like you and me. But here in Broadway, this shit is normal. When you’ve got enough cred, there’s nothing left to do but sit back and take it all in. These kids don’t know what it’s like to struggle. Parents made it back before the wars started. Now they’ve got so much cred all they can do is throw it away.” 
 
    The scene inside of the club was crowded but it was spacious enough to give Max a good enough look. The bright neon lights outside were replaced with a calming blue. In the background, soft electronic music pulsed in the air. Men and women lounged on chairs and couches. Drinking. Smoking. Dancing. Chatting. Everybody was having a good time without a care in the world. 
 
    Max looked around the dim room and caught some eyeballs. Not surprising, since he and Hudson were the only two people who were dressed in the rags you’d only find in Kings Row. 
 
    A security guard walked up to the two of them, his eyes hidden behind a thin pair of shades. 
 
    “Can I help you two gentlemen?” the guard asked, his voice deep like he was trying to intimidate them. Max was tall enough to look right at him but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m here to see Black,” Hudson said. 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No—” 
 
    “You can’t see Black without an appointment. Give me a name and I’ll put you on the waiting list. I’ll get back to you in two to three weeks.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to make an appointment. This is serious. Now you can get me Black or you can get me Simone.” 
 
    Hudson stood his ground. 
 
    The guard looked him up and down before sighing. “Come with me.” 
 
    “Good to see you’re not as dumb as you look.” The guard raised an eyebrow from behind his shades. “Wait for me at the bar, Max. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Max gave him a skeptical look but all that did was make Hudson smile. Max watched the two of them walk away before heading to the bar. 
 
    The soft neon blue lights on the carbon fiber counter were a change of pace from the rotting wooden panels at Deadwater. Max leaned up against it and felt the cushioning against his arms. The stench of alcohol and wet wood he was used to was replaced with something that smelled like perfume. 
 
    “Damn…” Max had to smirk at how luxurious the place was. One step into the building and he knew he wouldn’t last long in here. 
 
    “You must be new.” The bartender walked up and put his hands on the counter. “You drinking, stranger?” 
 
    “Yeah… Gimme an ambient whiskey.” 
 
    The young bartender scrunched his face in confusion. “We don’t have ambient whiskey here.” He tapped the small electronic display in front of Max. 
 
    Max looked down at the tablet and scrolled through it. There were hundreds of alcohols listed but none of the ambient whiskey he was used to. “All these drinks to choose from but not my drink. Just gimme something hard that tastes good.” 
 
    “Right…” The bartender shrugged and began mixing Max’s drink. Max lost himself in the machinery that did most of the work. All the bartender had to do was grab it from the small compartment and serve it to Max. 
 
    Max tilted his head sideways at the clear liquor. “What is this?” 
 
    “That’s magnetic whiskey. Just what you wanted. Twenty creds.” 
 
    “Twenty… No wonder you assholes don’t serve ambient…” Max maintained his composure as he held his AllDevice up. The bartender left to talk to some other customers while Max took a sip of the liquor. 
 
    It smelled like whiskey. It tasted like whiskey. It even burned like the whiskey Max was used to. But everything about it lingered a little longer than usual in his throat and on his tongue. 
 
    “Still not worth it,” he sighed. 
 
    “Here he is!” 
 
    He turned to see Hudson walking up to him. How disheveled the older man looked almost made Max laugh. But his attention was taken by the woman who walked right next to him. 
 
    She was taller than the rest of the women in the club, balancing on a sleek pair of white heels. Her skirt matched, right around the middle of her thighs. A sleeveless white coat showed off the fair skin of her toned arms. 
 
    “Him?” Her voice dripped with suspicion. “He doesn’t look like he can fight.” 
 
    “I don’t care what he looks like. He can fight. The man just caught a bunch of bodies. And he did it with basic abilities on his ACE. The man knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Max didn’t pay attention to the woman who was eyeballing him. Even when she took a step closer and looked him up and down, he just swirled his drink around in his glass. The hint of perfume on her was just another reminder of how close she was. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
    “Max,” Hudson said. “He goes by Maximilian.” 
 
    “Maximilian, huh?” 
 
    She took another step closer to him, finally forcing him to look back at her. She had striking blue eyes that seemed to match the ambiance of the club. Her dark red hair was twirled into a ponytail above her head. But Max didn’t care what she looked like, only focused on how intense her stare was. 
 
    “Sorry.” She took a step back and shook her head. “War Gamez are full. No room. You should’ve come to me earlier Hudson.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to be in the War Gamez. He doesn’t give a shit about a championship. He’s just trying to make some cred. Look at him. You put him in the Zone and you’ll get action. Just give him a chance. Put him in the New Challenger slot.” 
 
    There was a bit of desperation in his voice. The redhead continued to eyeball Max through her narrowed gaze. Max remained silent the entire time, nonchalantly swirling the whiskey around in his glass while he leaned up against the bar. 
 
    “Fine,” Simone said. “I’ll give him a chance in the New Challenger trial. But if he wants to be a Contender, he’s gonna have to do more than pass. The people don’t like what they see, you’re both out on your asses.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Hudson said. “You’ll see the man has what it takes. I’ve never seen someone work an ACE like him.” 
 
    “Be here tomorrow night. I won’t give you another chance.” 
 
    Max and Hudson watched as she walked away and disappeared among the crowd. 
 
    “Who’s that bitch?” Max asked. 
 
    Hudson chuckled and nodded. “You should see her on a bad day. A couple of guys like us aren’t gonna get a friendly attitude from her or anybody else in this place.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to make friends.” 
 
    “Don’t need to be friends but we gotta be on their good side. Her name’s Simone. She’s gotta be a bitch considering she’s Wallace Black’s personal assistant. He’s one of the bigger brokers who spends his time around here. There’s a lot of money changing hands here. We’re talking millions of credits being put up on battles. Didn’t think you could make that much money with your ACE now, could you?” 
 
    “I don’t need millions.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You do what you gotta do and you’ll have enough cred to buy yourself your own place.” 
 
    “What was that all about? War Gamez? New Challengers? I never heard of any of that before.” 
 
    “ACE battles are a little more organized than they are on the streets. There’s an actual combat zone. The bets are officially sanctioned by a governing body. Combatants here aren’t just trying to make some rent money. It’s what they do for a living.” 
 
    “Professional ACE battlers. What a fucking world we live in.” Max sighed as he took another sip of his drink. 
 
    Hudson ordered a drink from the bartender. He held the glass up and smiled. “Don’t worry about that shit now. You had a long day, Maximilian.” 
 
    Max looked out in the club illuminated by the neon blue lights. Everybody was still smiling and laughing like they were when he first walked in. But he knew he was in Club Cosmic to take care of some business. He wouldn’t allow himself to let his mind wander. 
 
    “The New Challenger trial is tomorrow,” Hudson said. “Make sure you’re ready.” 
 
    Max continued staring out into the distance. “I don’t give a shit what they put in front of me. I’m ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    WELCOME TO THE WAR ZONE 
 
      
 
    The words were plastered over the entrance in big bold letters in cold carbon steel. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    After a long shift at Tom’s Eletronics, Max spent the rest of the morning sleeping in. He woke up just in time to catch the overtrain with Hudson back to Club Cosmic. 
 
    The two were escorted through the back of the club and into what a small locker room. The familiar neon blue lights were still there. The electronic music thumped softly in the background. 
 
    “I’m fine. As good as can be.” Max walked over to the side of the room and looked up at the regeneration tank. 
 
    “You’re in good hands,” Hudson said. “You can get your head blown clean off. As long as you’ve got your DNA sequenced, this tank will bring you back as good as new. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I won’t be needing this. Not tonight.” 
 
    “That’s the attitude I’m looking for.” 
 
    Max walked over to the nearby locker and took his coat and shirt off. He took a moment to relax right in front of it. He closed his eyes and steadied his breath. 
 
    “No big deal. This isn’t a real battle. Stay focused.” 
 
    His thoughts calmed him. He grew more relaxed even though he had no idea what was waiting for him through the curtain next to him. The synthetic bass and drums pulsing through the room gave him just enough adrenaline to keep him up. 
 
    “All right, Max. Listen up.” 
 
    Hudson moved right next to him. 
 
    “You’re about to step into the War Zone for the first time. This isn’t some makeshift battlefield like that warehouse where you caught all those bodies. This place was specifically designed for combat. You’ve gotta use everything to your advantage. The columns. The walls. The lights. The ceiling. Everything. 
 
    “This isn’t about brute strength. This isn’t about speed and quickness. This isn’t about how slick your abilities are on your ACE.  
 
    “It’s gonna take cunning and guile. It’s gonna take reads of your opponent. It’s gonna take intuition. More than any of that, it’s gonna take some balls and maybe a little bit of luck. You hear me, Max?” 
 
    Max didn’t respond. He just kept his eyes closed while he breathed calmly. Hudson continued, assuming the man in front of him wasn’t drifting off to sleep. 
 
    “You’re a New Challenger. Every man or woman who steps into the War Zone has to earn their spot. You’ve gotta prove you’ve got what it takes to be a Contender. When you’re a Contender, then you’ll get the battles we’re looking for. This shit will be light work for you. I know it will. But don’t take this lightly. Simone is watching. Black is watching. Who knows what other brokers have their eyes on you. Just because you do well doesn’t guarantee you’re in. You’ve gotta put on a show.” 
 
    Hudson finally got Max’s attention. Max peeked an eye open. “Put on a show?” 
 
    “That’s right. Winning and what the people wanna see aren’t the same thing. I’ve seen guys go out there and blast people with the same ability over and over with wild efficiency just to be booed by a bored crowd. On the other hand, I’ve seen guys who got their asses kicked from one end of the battlefield to the other and get cheered. People come to Club Cosmic because they wanna see a spectacle.” 
 
    “I was never one for performing. I’m just gonna go out there and do what I do.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell you otherwise. Just letting you know the details.” 
 
    Max closed his eyes and steadied himself again while Hudson continued. 
 
    “The New Challenger trial isn’t like a regular battle. When you step out there, you’ll be facing an AI opponent. Synthetic drones. They’ll take different forms. Mechanical bees. Mechanical bulls. Mechanical bears. They’re all looking to take you down. Check this out, Maximilian.” 
 
    Hudson pointed at a large crystal display hanging on the wall. On it, there were names with numbers listed next to them. Hudson scrolled through it. 
 
    “The minimum to qualify as a Contender and get the fights you want is twenty kills. Says right here the record is fifty-one. The time limit is five minutes. Do everything you can. Don’t let up for one second. Use every ounce of energy you got. And if anything happens…” Hudson walked over to the regeneration tank. “…I’ll bring you right back.” 
 
    Max nodded in approval then got up from his seat. He put his shirt back on then strapped into his BioHarness. Just as he finished putting his black coat on, Simone stepped into the room. 
 
    She had her chin in the air, looking down her nose at Max with the same arrogance he remembered. “Your trial is next, Maximilian. Five minutes. Kill as many drones as you can—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Hudson said. “He knows what to do.” 
 
    “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    Max looked into her eyes. “You heard what he said.” 
 
    Simone glared back at him. “Step through the curtain when you’re ready.” 
 
    She stepped out of the locker room. Max took a deep breath and walked up to the curtain heading into the battlefield. Hudson stood by his side and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll be watching from the stands. Go kick some ass, baby!” 
 
    Hudson’s words were the last bit of motivation Max needed. The silicone against his forearm warmed up. He powered up his ACE then stepped through the curtain onto the virtual battlefield. 
 
    Max moved down a small pathway lit up by the neon blue lights he found inside the rest of the club. The more he walked, the more he could see the War Zone in the distance. 
 
    He moved onto the battlefield and looked around. The cold carbon steel he was used to seeing was all around him. From the ground to the walls to the pillars around him, everything was illuminated by the calming blue lights.  
 
    The ceiling above stretched several stories high. Just below it, there was a liquid crystal display with his name and his score next to it. 
 
    The arena itself was the size of an old football field. Despite how big it was, he could still see clear to the other side. 
 
    Up above the battlefield and all around it, were metal railings. There were seats in every direction, so spectators could look down on all of the action. Right now, the seats were empty except for Hudson sitting off in the corner. 
 
    “Kick some ass, baby!” Hudson shouted. 
 
    The electronic music began to pulse so loud it vibrated against Max’s skin and hit him all the way down to his bones. 
 
    “Stay calm. Business as usual.” 
 
    Max gritted his teeth and readied himself. He gave one last look at the display on his ACE. New information had appeared. 
 
      
 
    Kills: 0 
 
    Time remaining: 5:00 
 
      
 
    It matched the same information on the display hanging above the arena. He gave the steel arena one last glance before a horn blared in the air. The blue lights flickered for a split second before growing brighter. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Hudson’s shout was accompanied by a swarm of drones flying at Max from a compartment that appeared. Max raised his hand up and fired. The Sweeping Shot sent a volley of bullets that knocked them all to the ground. He rushed up and stomped on the machines to make sure they were down. 
 
    “Five minutes. Gotta conserve my energy.” 
 
    Another swarm flew at him from down the battlefield. He pointed his ACE. One by one, each precise shot sent them crashing to the steel floor in a heap. 
 
    Whenever he logged a kill, he heard a bell ring. The display was so big, he could see the numbers shifting. 
 
    “Stay focused.” 
 
    A group of mechanical bulls suddenly came charging at him. 
 
    “Shit!” Max ducked behind a low wall just before they could gore him. After they all zoomed by him, he rose up and fired on the steel beasts. The Sweeping Shot was enough to slow them down but not enough to stop them. 
 
    “Gotta get closer.” He moved forward before they could turn around and hopped over a short wall. Just as they were about to charge again, he grabbed his ACE and braced himself. The Hard Blast fired from the ACE stopped the bulls dead in their tracks. The machinery exploded in every direction as they fell to the ground. 
 
    Max didn’t have time to celebrate as another swarm came flying at him. He spun around and fired at them. When they got close, he switched to his Hard Blast and destroyed them in one shot. He only had two abilities but made use of both of them. 
 
      
 
    Kills: 27 
 
    3:12 remaining 
 
      
 
    He glanced down at his ACE for a split-second before dealing with a mechanical bear that had appeared. It roared like a real bear, its sharp claws and steel fangs even more vicious. Max rolled out of the way of its swipes then moved forward, hitting it with a Hard Blast in its legs. As it fell on its belly, Max finished it off with a point-blank shot in its face. 
 
    “Come on. You can do this. Not much time left.” 
 
    The fatigue was taking its toll on him. He couldn’t remember the last time he had to exert this much energy. The sweat dripped from his brow and all over the rest of his body. His lungs burned. His heart raced. His throat was dry. But he kept fighting. 
 
      
 
    Energy: 43% 
 
    Kills: 46 
 
    Time remaining: 2:13 
 
      
 
    He still had enough left to do some real damage. 
 
    “Don’t stop now. Keep going.” 
 
    “Halfway there, Max! Let’s go!” Hudson’s words of encouragement gave Max an adrenaline boost he didn’t need. After finishing off a swarm of drones, he saw the wall open and the bulls charging out of it. 
 
    “There’s a pattern… They’re all coming from the same place.” 
 
    Max finished off the bulls and ran across the battlefield. A bear appeared just where he thought it would. He fired more energy bullets before the bear could even react. 
 
    “Got it. Just gotta beat them to the punch.” 
 
    He was reinvigorated with a second wind. He ignored the time. He ignored his kills. He ignored the energy he had left. He followed the pattern he’d found. 
 
    A swarm of drones down, he raced to the opening where the bulls appeared and took them out. Another bear was beat before it was even out. The cycle continued over and over. 
 
    “You’re doing it! Don’t stop!” Hudson continued shouting his words of encouragement. 
 
    Max clenched his jaw, digging his feet into the steel floor as he moved all over the battlefield. 
 
    Suddenly, a red light blared through the arena. The steel pillars and low walls all began to lower. Max put his hands on his hips. His head dropped as he looked down at the display. 
 
      
 
    Kills: 101 
 
    Time remaining: 0:00 
 
      
 
    He blinked his eyes to make sure he was looking at it correctly. 
 
    “Did you guys see that? He broke the fucking record!” 
 
    Max looked up and smirked at Hudson. From what Max could see, Hudson and only a handful of people were watching. But something else caught his eye just across from Hudson on the other side of the arena. 
 
    A woman sat quietly in the stands. Max narrowed his eyes but he couldn’t get a good look at her. 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    He knew for sure she was looking at him though. She had to be. 
 
    Max stared at her until she got up from her seat and walked out of the arena. Max shrugged it off then headed back into the locker rooms. He didn’t have the energy to do anything else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Max took a sip of his whiskey. He smacked the liquor on his lips and let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    Hudson narrowed his eyes at him. “What kinda man drinks before he goes to work?” 
 
    Max didn’t pay any attention to him, taking another gulp of his drink. “It was your idea to celebrate.” 
 
    “Tonight’s a special occasion. Usually, most people drink after they’re done with work.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not most people.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” 
 
    Max took a moment to wipe the sweat off his body and change his clothes in the locker room. He loosened the ACE on his forearm to stop it from giving him adrenaline he didn’t need. 
 
    He waited with Hudson at the bar. Another lazy evening for all of the patrons meant they were dancing and mingling with one another with the same carelessness as before. 
 
    Simone walked up to them with a tablet in her arms. Her sleeveless suit hugged her body tight. She had her nose in the air like before, looking over her tablet. 
 
    “Congratulations,” she said to Max. “You’ve succeeded as a New Challenger. You’ve been granted Contender status.” 
 
    “I knew they’d have room for you,” Hudson said. “Did you see that, Simone? The guy lit up the whole fucking arena. I’ve never seen anything like that before. Nobody has!” 
 
    “Most people do the bare minimum to complete the challenge. They’re usually finished with minutes to spare. Though I will admit… It takes a certain amount of stamina to last the entire five minutes against a full barrage.” 
 
    Max didn’t pay attention to her backhanded compliment, too focused on getting used to the taste of the whiskey. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said. “If you intend on fighting in the War Zone, you must maintain the standards of the other Contenders.” 
 
    They followed Simone back through the club and into the back. They navigated toward the locker rooms they were just in but instead, turned in a different direction. 
 
    They came upon another bar that was similar to the main part of Club Cosmic. The same soft, neon blue lights lit the place up. The relaxing electronic music wafted through the air. But the crowd was noticeably different. It didn’t take Max long to figure out why. 
 
    They weren’t dressed in fancy silk and leather outfits. They weren’t dancing. Most of them weren’t even smiling. Instead, they were outfitted in what looked like battle armor and fatigues. More noticeable than anything else, every man and woman had an ACE stuck to their arm. 
 
    “Welcome to the Contenders Lounge.” Simone held her arm out. “The audience at Club Cosmic expects nothing but the best from the battles they view in the War Zone. That means you’re expected to keep yourself up to a certain standard. Here you’ll find all of the amenities you need. A bartender to serve you drinks. A gas bar with all of the flavors of smoke you want. Small regenerators over there are yours to use for minor injuries. And food supplements are available for a price.” 
 
    “No free food, huh?” Max said. 
 
    “Nothing in this world is free, Maximilian. We only provide it for you. It’s up to you to spend your own credits on it. This way.” 
 
    They followed Simone deeper into the lounge. Max noticed some of the other Contenders were eyeballing him. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” Hudson said to him. “These motherfuckers ain’t gonna do shit off the battlefield.” 
 
    “I’m not scared. More annoyed, really.” 
 
    “That’s what happens when you’re the new kid on the block.” 
 
    They walked over to the side of the lounge. An old man stood behind a counter. Several crystal displays behind him were illuminated with text running up and down them. 
 
    “This is the armory,” Simone said. “Here, you can purchase all of the abilities you need to upgrade your ACE. If you’re to find any success in the War Zone, I suggest you use your credits wisely and equip yourself properly. The standard abilities you just used will not suffice.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Hudson said. “Look at the guy. He knows how to use his weapon. You got anything else for us?” 
 
    “Watch your tongue, Hudson. Your man here is only allowed to be in this lounge because Black said so. He can revoke his privilege regardless of any records that were set.” 
 
    “Where is Black anyway? You’d think a broker like him would care about Maximilian here smashing the record.” 
 
    “Mr. Black has more important matters to attend to. Just as I do. If you have any further questions, Flint will be able to assist you.” 
 
    She glared at Max before she turned and walked away. Max stared back at her, curious as to why she was so upset, but he didn’t take it personally. 
 
    “What’s her problem?” Max said. “It’s like she’s got beef with me.” 
 
    “Black probably yelled at her because his soup was too cold. She’s just an assistant. Don’t let it get to you.” 
 
    “I’ve got more important things to worry about.” 
 
    “That’s the idea. Now… Let’s see what we got here.” 
 
    Max looked at the screens on the wall then at the old man. 
 
    Flint looked like he had spent years where he was. His head was bald outside of a few wispy white strands coming out of the sides. His face was covered in liver spots and wrinkled like his skin was melting. He hunched over the counter, making him look shorter than he already was. 
 
    The old man gave Max a confused stare like only an old man could give. “New Contenders,” Flint muttered. “You gonna upgrade your ACE?” 
 
    “How does it work, Flint?” Max asked. 
 
    “It’s real simple. Just stick your ACE underneath this panel right here and let it get a scan.” 
 
    A small LCD panel slightly bigger than Max’s ACE sat on the counter. It was aimed at the ground with a blue light emitting from it. 
 
    Max put his ACE underneath it and the blue light flashed red. 
 
    “What the hell?” Flint said. “That thing isn’t even registered.” 
 
    “What difference does it make?” Max asked. 
 
    “The difference is these are licensed abilities. These are the real thing. The commission’s got a digital signature on these. This isn’t some two-bit operation where some hacker is cooking these things up. Abilities get stuck on an unregistered ACE and there’s no way of tracking it down if you do something dumb in a back alley. You wanna power up, you follow the damn rules—” 
 
    “Why don’t you just register it?” Hudson said. “It’s not like anybody else is using it.” 
 
    Max hesitated for a second before nodding. “Fine.” He locked the ACE around his forearm and the display lit up. 
 
    This device is unregistered. Registering this device prevents others from using it. Would you like to register this device now? 
 
    He stared at the display for a second. Hudson raised an eyebrow in confusion. 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    Max blinked his eyes then shook his head. “Yeah…” He pressed the ‘YES’ button.” 
 
    Registering your device. Please refrain from removing the device as doing so will not cancel the process. 
 
    The silicone warmed against his skin as the ACE tightened around his arm. Suddenly, a voice came from the device. 
 
    “Hello, Max Shaw. Congratulations on successfully registering your device. The Accelerated Cellular Extender is prohibited and intended for lawful purposes. Violations may result in seizures, fines and jail time. Would you like a tutorial on how to use your Accelerated Cellular Extender?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The tutorial is available at all times simply by questioning the question mark on the bottom of the display.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s try this again…” Max put the ACE back underneath the scanner and it lit up green. The crystal display just above it showed him everything he already knew. 
 
    “Sweeping Shot. Hard Blast.” Flint scrunched his face. “Those are stock abilities.” 
 
    “Stock abilities are good enough sometimes.” 
 
    “Not gonna be good enough if you wanna make it in here. No champion ever got to the top with level one abilities and I’ve seen some of the best.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I should get something new…” Max scrolled through the abilities. 
 
    “Every ACE can hold six abilities total,” Flint explained. “Four active. Two passive. You wanna buy a new one, you gotta pull an old one aside. The good news is if you change your mind, you don’t have to buy it again.” 
 
    “No problem,” Hudson said. “Four active abilities… Seems like you should be capable of using more… You’re not some dumb animal or anything…” 
 
    “Four’s enough,” Max said. “That’s not my problem right now though. All these abilities… I don’t have the cred for this. I didn’t even get anything for becoming a Contender.” 
 
    “The prices are the prices,” Flint said. “Can’t change ‘em.” 
 
    “Figures.” Max looked around the lounge at all of the other Contenders. “I wonder how many of these guys just bought the strongest abilities to win.” 
 
    “That’s life,” Hudson said. “Sometimes you just have to pay to win.” 
 
    “I’ll win my next battle. If I’ve got some cred, I’ll get another ability. Otherwise, I’ll just focus on paying my rent.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. Remember, you don’t care about competing in the War Gamez. You’re just trying to make some cred.” 
 
    “I remember why I’m here. I don’t plan on battling any more than I have to.” Max pulled his ACE away from the scanner then checked his AllDevice for the time. “I need to get out of here if I’m gonna take the overtrain back to Kings Row. You coming with me?” 
 
    “I’m already here. I think I’ll stick around for a bit. Get to know your competition a little.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything crazy now, Hudson.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I need to if we’re gonna make some money.” 
 
    Max headed out of the lounge and back into the main part of the club. He kept his head down, his sleeve rolled up to cover the ACE. 
 
    Just as he got toward the exit, he felt someone following behind him. He turned around, figuring it was Hudson but it was someone else. 
 
    A short blond woman stared up at Max. Her hair was tied up in a small bun. She was wearing a white jacket that was a few sizes too small for even her and a skirt just the same. Her leggings didn’t do enough to cover up her legs completely. 
 
    “Hey.” Her voice was blunt as she looked up at Max with her deep blue eyes. 
 
    Max wasn’t sure what to think of her. He was more confused than anything else. 
 
    “You need some help?” he said. 
 
    “Avril. My friend’s call me Proxy.” She stuck her hand out. 
 
    “Why does she look so familiar?” Max thought to himself. He wasn’t sure what to think of her. But he saw no reason to get rid of her. “Max,” he said as she shook her hand. 
 
    “Maximilian.” She smiled softly, her face innocent. “I just saw you on the battlefield. You broke the record.” 
 
    “Right… Now I remember.” Max smirked at her. He figured she was around his age, in her mid-twenties, judging from how unblemished and youthful her pale face was. She smiled softly back at him and nodded. 
 
    “That was impressive. You figured out the pattern.” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard to figure out. You keep doing it over and over, your instinct takes over.” 
 
    “Don’t be modest. You almost doubled the record. You’ve got some real potential.” 
 
    Max knew she was up to something. He narrowed his eyes and shook his head slightly. “Is there something you want from me, Avril?” 
 
    “I was thinking. You’re a new Contender. You need an Operator.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An Operator. Like a coach. Someone to talk to you while you’re in the War Zone.” 
 
    “Someone to tell me what to do.” 
 
    “They don’t tell you what to do. They… guide you. Like a coach.” 
 
    “Right.” Max crossed his arms as he looked down at her. “And I suppose you know an Operator who’s willing?” 
 
    “Wow! You are smart!” She grinned and showed off her pearly white teeth, pointing her index finger at him. “I’ve got just the person.” 
 
    “Why would you wanna be my Operator?” 
 
    “Like I said, you’ve got potential.” 
 
    “And my potential wouldn’t have anything to do with credits now, would it?” 
 
    “Well…” She shifted her eyes away, trying to look innocent. Max had seen convicted criminals look more innocent than the way she did now. “Operators usually take fifteen-percent of a Contender’s purse. I’ll be your Operator for only ten.” 
 
    “Ten? Ouch, that’s still a lot for a man who hasn’t made a single cred. You should’ve said five.” 
 
    “Tell you what. Since I’m such a nice girl, I’ll take five—” 
 
    “Too late, Avril. Not interested.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I gotta go somewhere. I’ll see you around.” He turned his back to her and started walking for the exit. Just as he got to the door, she shouted out. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He slowly turned back around. 
 
    “You used Sweeping Shot on the last swarm. You didn’t get all of them because you ran out of energy. You should’ve used Hard Blast instead. It would’ve reached with a meter to spare.” 
 
    Max thought about it for a second and smirked. “I got 101 kills.” 
 
    “…It could’ve been 102.” The blond winked and shrugged before turning around and walking back into the club. 
 
    Max watched her leave as he thought about it. He chuckled softly to himself before finally leaving. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Max sat with his arms crossed, his head drooping as he slowly drifted off. 
 
    “Hey.” A nudge from Hudson stopped him from falling asleep. “You get enough sleep yesterday?” 
 
    “I’m not tired. Just bored, is all.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Things will pick up in a second. It’ll be good for you to get a feel for the War Zone before you step inside of it. Battling some drones isn’t the same as dealing with a real live opponent.” 
 
    “Drones. Real people. Rubbers. Don’t matter to me. I’ll knock down anything they put in front of me.” 
 
    “That’s the idea. Never hurts to be prepared. My credits are on the line, too, my man.” Hudson gave him a friendly stare to emphasize his point. Max was too busy looking around to notice. 
 
    They sat in the upper bowl of the arena as the crowd started to come in. They were all the same people he saw in Club Cosmic. Young people with too much time and money on their hands. They chatted and sipped on their expensive cocktails, illuminated by the bright lights shining all around them. The murmuring was accompanied by soft synths calmly wafting through the speakers. 
 
    Max looked up from his seat and saw more viewers above him. These people were different though. Women in expensive gowns. Men in suits and ties. It was obvious they weren’t like the other patrons. 
 
    “Who are they?” Max asked. 
 
    “Them? They call ‘em brokers. Rich folks. The elite of the elite. When you’ve got enough money, you can get your own private broker box.” 
 
    Max squinted and saw a familiar-looking redhead. “I think I see Simone up there.” 
 
    “That’s her all right. You see that guy right next to her? That’s Wallace Black.” 
 
    “Wallace Black… I think you mentioned him before.” 
 
    “Black’s got a history of betting on the battles. I’ve been known to bring him a few Contenders every now and then.” 
 
    “Is that right? Whatever happened to them?” 
 
    Hudson’s lack of a response just made Max more curious. Hudson let out a nervous chuckle and scratched the back of his neck. 
 
    “It’s a tough fight, fighting in the War Zone. Sometimes they realize it’s not the life for them and they retire.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I only plan on doing this long enough to secure some rent and maybe get a place for myself. After that, I’ll be happy to scrap my ACE.” 
 
    “Just remember you gotta give me half. We’re in on this together. Fifty-fifty.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten—” 
 
    Classical music suddenly blared through the speakers. The audience clapped their hands as the lights shined brighter. The neon blue lights inside of the War Zone started to flash. 
 
    Max leaned forward and squinted to get a better look. 
 
    “Are you ready?” the announcer shouted over the loudspeaker. “It’s time for a battle!” 
 
    Some of the seats were still empty but the hundreds gathered were enough to fill the arena with applause. 
 
    “Introducing first, you all know him, you all love him, give it up for Slime Baby!” 
 
    “Slime Baby?” Max shot Hudson a confused look, who just shrugged in response. “What the hell kinda name is that?” 
 
    “Wait until you see him in action,” Hudson said. “Then you’ll understand.” 
 
    Max got his explanation as soon as he saw the man stepping into the arena. A man dressed in a makeshift metal contraption like a knight’s armor waved to the crowd. From what Max could see, he was a bald man with a pair of thick-framed glasses. Max didn’t judge him though, instead analyzing the outfit he was wearing. 
 
    “He’s got an ACE,” Max said. “Standard issue. The rest of what he’s wearing though… It looks like he built it from scrap at the junkyard.” 
 
    “Don’t sell ol’ Slime Baby short now. He might not have won anything recently but you should still keep your guard up.” 
 
    “I’d never let my guard down in the War Zone. But I could beat him.” 
 
    “What’s the strategy?” 
 
    “Get close. See how much that armor could take. Blow his ACE off if I have to. His head isn’t protected, so I’ve got a clear shot at that.” 
 
    “Not bad, not bad. You’re the Contender, so I won’t question you.” 
 
    The classical music came to an end. The arena fell silent once again for a few seconds before the twang of an acoustic guitar came from the speakers. The audience clapped and the lights grew dim. A lone spotlight appeared on one end of the War Zone with a figure underneath it. 
 
    Max stayed leaning forward and stared at the man. He had his head down, a brown, ten-gallon hat hanging over his face. Leather pants. A brown poncho. His BioHarness looked like a bandoleer. The rest of his outfit looked like something out of the old west, only made out of steel. 
 
    The man had his hands on his hips, not budging an inch while the country jazz music continued to reverberate through the speakers. 
 
    “Everybody! Give it up for the most stunning Contender in the War Zone! It’s… Mississippi Slicker!” 
 
    “Huh… And I thought Slime Baby was a weird name…” 
 
    “Everybody’s got a name in the War Zone,” Hudson said. “What do you think his deal is?” 
 
    Max scratched the side of his beard as he examined the new Contender. “He looks like a Cowboy. His ACE is bigger than usual. It’s an older model. Probably does something unconventional. Like using a revolver instead of an automatic in a gunfight. How close am I?” 
 
    Max gave Hudson another look. Hudson didn’t say anything. He just nodded softly, his eyes narrowed. “Not bad. You sound like you know what you’re talking about for a man who’s never been in a War Zone.” 
 
    “Just making an obvious observation.” 
 
    The country jazz music came to an end and thumping electronic music returned. 
 
    Max noticed two balconies, one at each end of the arena. There was a man standing on each one. They were both in suits, holding a clipboard like a doctor or professor. 
 
    “Those guys… Who are they?” Max asked. 
 
    “Oh… Those are Operators. They watch over their Contenders. Give them all the information they need in a fight. Like a coach back when we used to play sports.” 
 
    “A coach… On my way out yesterday, I talked to someone. They said they wanted to be my Operator.” 
 
    “It never hurts to have one.” 
 
    “You know Operators take a cut, right?” Max raised an eyebrow at Hudson. 
 
    Hudson didn’t have to think very long to come up with an answer. “Well… A man like you doesn’t really need an Operator.” They exchanged smirks as the announcer came back on the loudspeaker. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s Slime Baby versus Mississippi Slicker. Let the battle begin!” 
 
    The crowd cheered again as the two Contenders moved toward each other. Slime Baby raised his arm up and shouted with a blast of green liquid from his ACE. The fluid was thick and landed on the floor in front of Mississippi with a splat. He responded by raising his ACE up by himself but a projectile blast didn’t land as Slime Baby ducked behind a column to avoid it. 
 
    “Try this on for size!” Slime Baby shouted. 
 
    He kept his ACE raised as more of the green ooze landed on the floor. He kept firing it until the area around him was covered completely. 
 
    “What is that?” Max said. “Must be toxic. Doesn’t look like Mississippi wants to be anywhere near it.” 
 
    “That’s how Slime Baby wins,” Hudson explained. “There’s an adhesive in it. And if you keep sniffing it long enough, you’ll get higher than you can on any loot. Slime Baby’s been around it long enough that it doesn’t faze him.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like Mississippi cares too much.” 
 
    The cowboy danced around all of the slime spilling onto the ground. He moved slowly with quick dash movements to get where he wanted. As the War Zone continued to fill, he climbed up a column to avoid everything completely. 
 
    “Light it up!” Slime Baby raised his ACE up and flames emitted from it. The slime erupted, turning it into a bubbling red like lava. 
 
    “He’s not giving him a place to go,” Hudson said. “Drowning him out with smoke and fumes.” 
 
    “Slime Baby must have an immunity to the slime. One of his abilities probably. But he’s only making it harder for himself. Look… He’s painted himself into a corner against that column. There’s nowhere left for him to go.” 
 
    “Where are you?” Slime Baby shouted. “You can’t hide forever!” 
 
    The entire audience had their eyes locked on Slicker, who was jumping from column to column and heading right for Slime Baby. 
 
    “It’s over,” Max said. 
 
    “It’s not over yet—” 
 
    “No, it’s over. All Mississippi has to do is get to that column and…” 
 
    The cowboy got on the column Slime Baby had pinned himself against. His ACE pointed down, he fired two bullets that clipped the bald man in the makeshift armor right on the head. 
 
    Max watched the scoreboard display as Slime Baby’s HP bar quickly drained until it was empty. 
 
    “Your winner… Mississippi Slicker!” 
 
    The crowd clapped and cheered as the country jazz came through the speakers again. Slicker posed for the crowd, his head down and his ACE at his side. The slime was swallowed into the arena floors. Attendants gathered what remained of Slime Baby and quickly ushered him to the regeneration tank in the locker room. 
 
    “So… What do you think?” Hudson asked. 
 
    Max kept his eyes on the War Zone. The crowd started to disperse to get some drinks while others stayed around for the next battle. 
 
    “It’s a spectacle,” Max said. “These people are out here just to see a bloodbath.” 
 
    “That’s why they call it the War Zone.” 
 
    Max shifted his eyes up toward Black sitting up in the broker’s box. “The plan doesn’t change. I make enough creds to retire then I’m out. Slime Baby. Mississippi Slicker. I haven’t seen anything I can’t handle.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about, baby! Of course, it’s a little harder to make some cred without getting a battle. New guy like you might have some trouble getting a fight.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because it’s just like you said. This is a spectacle. People wanna see a show. They look at you and me, all they see are a couple of punks from Kings Row.” 
 
    “Just get me in the War Zone and I’ll win. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “I believe you, I believe you. We’ll get there.” 
 
    Max nodded and got up from his seat. He and Hudson headed back into the Contender’s Lounge. 
 
    The scene wasn’t any different from what Max remembered. Contenders relaxed in every corner. Some had drinks for themselves. Others talked to their Operators. A few were dealing with Flint. 
 
    Max hadn’t taken a few steps when a man stepped in front of him. 
 
    Even with the low blue lights of the room, the man still had a bright sheen on his outfit. From his steel boots up all the way to his steel chestplate, he was donning a full professional getup Max hadn’t seen since the war. 
 
    The man put his fists on his hips, beaming an obviously fake smile to show off his teeth. 
 
    “You,” the man said, his voice booming loud. “The one they call Maximilian.” 
 
    Max squinted in confusion. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Who is he?” Max just noticed the short man standing there who interjected. “Don’t act like you don’t know who the hell Diamond Jack is!” 
 
    The shorter man wore a pair of glasses. His hair was parted right on the center of his head. The bowtie and suspenders along with his high-cut slacks made him look completely out of place. 
 
    “Diamond Jack, at your service.” The man in the mechanical battle armor did a 360 spin then returned to his pose. “This here is my trusty companion Joe.” 
 
    “Okay…” Max looked at Hudson in confusion but Hudson just shrugged. “Jack. Joe. Nice to meet you, fellas—” 
 
    “You broke Jack’s record,” Joe said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The New Challenger trial. You broke his record. You should be ashamed of yourself, trying so hard just to make it as a Contender.” 
 
    “Hey, now!” Hudson finally interjected. “Don’t bust the man’s balls for giving it his all. There are no rules against it.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Joe scoffed. “Just because you beat a bunch of drones doesn’t mean you’re any good. And Diamond Jack will prove it to you.” 
 
    “I officially offer you a formal challenge,” Diamond Jack said. “Maximilian versus Diamond Jack in the War Zone. What do you think?” 
 
    Max took a step forward and looked into Jack’s eyes. Even though he was smiling, Jack was hiding something else. Anger. Frustration. Disdain. Max knew it was all an act. And it was more than enough reason to take the challenge. 
 
    “How many credits do you wanna bet?” Max asked. 
 
    “I got 500 creds that says Diamond Jack will turn Maximilian into the minimum,” Joe said. 
 
    “All right. I’ll turn Diamond Jack into Diamond Dust. Just make sure you pay up.” 
 
    Jack was still smiling while Joe sneered at Max. “Come on, Jack. This is the easiest payday of your life.” Joe ushered Jack away while Max stood there. 
 
    “There you go,” Max said. “I got a battle.” 
 
    Hudson scratched the back of his head and shrugged. “I guess it’s a good place to start. You know we don’t have 500 credits to pay them off.” 
 
    “What happens if we lose?” 
 
    “You’ll lose your Contender status. Simone will probably ban me from the club, too.” 
 
    The threat of what would happen wasn’t enough to deter Max. All he could do was smirk. “Then I guess I’d better win.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “What do you know about Diamond Jack?” 
 
    Max sat in the locker room and strapped on his BioHarness while he waited for an answer. He put his coat over his shirt but he still hadn’t gotten a response. 
 
    “Hudson?” 
 
    Hudson took off his ball cap and scratched the side of his head like he always did. Then he shrugged with a broken-toothed smile. 
 
    “I don’t know. Never seen him before.” 
 
    “I thought you had experience with the War Zone.” 
 
    “Contenders come and go. You can’t expect me to keep track of every single man who steps onto the battlefield. You’ll figure him out when you get out there. You don’t think you can beat him?” 
 
    “I can beat him. I’d prefer not to be out there any longer than I have to.” Max rolled up his sleeve and made sure his ACE was still in place. The silicone warmed against his skin and sent a soft pulsed through his body. His mind blanked for a moment. His eyes closed, distant memories came back to him. 
 
    “You can do this. Nothing you haven’t already done before, Max. Focus. Be efficient with your energy. End it quick.” 
 
    “Yo, Max.” Hudson’s voice broke Max out of the trance he didn’t realize he was in. “You still with me, my man?” 
 
    Max took a deep breath and sighed through his nostrils. “I’m here.” 
 
    “I’ll be in the stands.” He slapped Max on the shoulder. “Kick this guy’s ass and I’ll buy you a drink.” 
 
    Max gave him a smirk before Hudson left. He moved next to the curtain and looked up at the large display above it. 
 
      
 
    WELCOME TO THE WAR ZONE 
 
      
 
    He took one last breath before stepping through the curtain. 
 
    Neon blue lights he’d grown accustomed to lit the darkened, steel path. Up ahead, he could see more of the lights in a grid covering the battlefield. The columns and low walls had been raised. The closer Max got, the more he could hear the announcer. 
 
    “Introducing our newest Contender. This man set a record in the New Challenger trials. Everybody, let’s have a nice warm round of applause for Maximilian!” 
 
    Max stepped out onto the battlefield. There was no music to accompany him. There was no spotlight focused on him. There wasn’t even any applause from the sparse audience. He looked to see if anybody was actually watching, but the few there seemed more confused than anything else. 
 
    “Stay focused.” Max maintained his composure in the silence of the battlefield. 
 
    The blue lights illuminated the steel arena around him. He took note of every column and wall. The battlefield stretched far in front of him but not far enough he couldn’t see Joe standing on the balcony on the other side. The short man was as pompous as Max remembered, holding up his tablet while he looked down his nose. 
 
    “And introducing his opponent. The one man who shines like no other. It’s Diamond Jack!” 
 
    The voice of an opera tenor flowed through the speakers. Shortly after, classical music wafted through the music. 
 
    “…Beethoven?” Max grimaced like he walked into a landfill. 
 
    As the music continued to play, he saw Diamond Jack slowly appear from the hall on the other side of the battlefield. He whipped his long blond hair over his head with his hand then waved out to the crowd. 
 
    “Stay focused.” Max ignored the music and the audience and the apparent confidence of his opponent. He looked down and saw two green bars and a red one on the display on his ACE. 
 
      
 
    HP: 100% 
 
    Energy: 100% 
 
      
 
    Opponent’s HP: 100% 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen… Let the battle begin!” 
 
    Max marched forward and Diamond Jack moved to meet him. As they got closer, Max picked up his pace. He started jogging but Jack wasn’t doing the same. Max moved to a full sprint then raised his ACE up to fire a Sweeping Shot. The projectiles bounced off of Jack’s steel armor but some of them clipped him on the side of his face and drew blood. 
 
    Just as Jack responded, Max ducked out of the way and lowered down behind a wall. 
 
      
 
    Opponent’s HP: 96% 
 
      
 
    “Okay… Four-percent. A few more solid shots and this punk is toast.” 
 
    “Where are you? Stop hiding from me!” Jack’s voice was already irritated. 
 
    Max took the opportunity to respond. “I’m not hiding.” Max sensed Jack was close and popped up from behind the wall. Another Sweeping Shot aimed right at Jack’s head did more damage but a volley from Jack forced Max to duck back down. 
 
    Max watched the projectiles aimed at him crash into the wall right across from him. They were sharp and dug into the steel, diamonds that looked as cold as ice but harder. 
 
    Electronic music wafted into the air. The beat of the synths made his heart pound in his chest. The sweat dripped down his brow, forcing him to wipe it away with the back of his hand. 
 
    Just when he felt Jack coming closer, he got up and dashed forward toward the wall across from him. He just managed to get behind a column just as another swarm of diamond shards threatened to shred him apart. 
 
    Max listened to Jack stomping forward. 
 
    “He can’t keep it up… He has to reload…” Max smiled when he’d figured it out. “All I have to do is get him when he’s reloading…” 
 
    Max popped out again and baited more shots from Jack then ducked back behind the column. Max listened for the diamonds to stop then came out. Just as he expected, Jack had his ACE lowered. 
 
    Max rose up and boomed him with another Sweeping Shot that caught him in the face. The projectiles pierced through Jack, bloodying his face and forcing him down to a knee. 
 
    “Gotcha!” Max rushed forward to finish him off with a Hard Blast. 
 
    “Jack! Do it now!” Joe’s voice from the balcony made Max slow down. 
 
    Despite his bloody face, Jack looked up at Max with a smile. Red leaking from his wounds, his obnoxious grin didn’t go away as his whole body started to change. Every part of his face began to turn white. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Max watched in disbelief as Jack’s body started to turn clear. His whole body shined, the blue lights of the arena giving him a diamond sheen. 
 
    “That’s why they call me Diamond Jack!” Jack stuck his tongue out and got to his feet. 
 
    Max hesitated for a second before rushing up. He pointed his ACE right at Jack’s face and let loose with a Hard Blast. The energy reverberated from the compartments. He could even see the blast vibrating off Jack. But that’s all it did. 
 
    Jack stayed smiling as he stood there with his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Shit…” Max muttered. He looked down at his ACE. 
 
      
 
    Opponent’s HP: 97% 
 
      
 
    Jack’s HP continued to go up until it was completely full again. As soon as Jack recovered, his skin returned to normal. Max raced behind a wall to avoid the shots aimed at him. 
 
    “I don’t know how you broke my record,” Jack said as he stalked Max. “You spend all your time hiding behind walls and ducking behind corners. Why don’t you come out and fight me like a man?” 
 
    Max leaned with his back up against a column. “I’ll fight you like a man when you do the same. You know you can’t beat me without that ability.” 
 
    “And there it is. Blaming it on my abilities. ‘I can’t beat Diamond Jack because he’s made out of diamond.’ You’re not much of a role model for kids.” 
 
    Max listened to Jack’s voice getting closer. 
 
    “He’s just around the corner.” Max waited until the last second before moving away from the column and firing a Sweeping Shot. Again the energy clipped Jack, cutting his face up once again. Max moved too fast behind another wall before Jack could respond. 
 
    But Jack wasn’t interested in returning fire, instead using his ability to make his skin diamond once again. Max looked at his ACE to confirm Jack’s HP had recovered. 
 
    “You’ll never be able to beat me,” Jack said. “So, why don’t you just come out so I can end it quick?” 
 
    Max leaned up against the column. He closed his eyes and steadied himself. 
 
    “He’s got a weakness,” he muttered. “He has to have one… Think, dammit…” 
 
    “Come on out!” 
 
    More diamond shards shot forward and crashed into the wall in front of Max. Max popped out with another Sweeping Shot that clipped Jack in the face. Jack immediately responded by making his skin diamond and healing himself again. 
 
    “Wait a second…” 
 
    An idea came to Max as he watched Jack recover. He looked down at his ACE. 
 
      
 
    HP: 100% 
 
    Energy: 83% 
 
      
 
    “He can’t move when he’s in diamond form… How do I use that to my advantage?” 
 
    “Just give up!” Joe shouted from the balcony. “You’re wasting everybody’s time! The people are getting restless.” 
 
    Max ignored the jeers from the crowd as he waited for Jack to finish recovering. As soon as his skin returned to normal, Max rushed forward and aimed a Hard Blast right at Jack’s legs, knocking him to his knees. 
 
    “You idiot!” Jack muttered. “I’m wearing armor! You can’t hurt me!” 
 
    “I’m not trying to hurt you,” Max said. “Not yet.” Another Hard Blast against his chest knocked him flat onto his back. He stood over Jack and aimed his ACE just as his skin turned to diamond. 
 
    “Go ahead. Shoot me in the face. It’ll all bounce off. There isn’t an ability in the world that can hurt me.” 
 
    “Not when you’re in diamond form.” Max moved his ACE closer. “But you’re just as vulnerable as anybody else without it. You can’t keep this up, Jack. You don’t have the energy to stay like that. When you run out, I’m gonna blow your fucking face off.” 
 
    Max moved his arm closer to Jack’s face to emphasize his point. Jack stayed motionless on the ground, the anger clear in his eyes. 
 
    Neither man moved. Their standoff drew more boos from the crowd. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    “Do something!” 
 
    “I came here to see a battle!” 
 
    Max smirked at their frustration. “You hear that, Jack? They’re all upset. Don’t worry. We’re gonna give ‘em exactly what they want as soon as your energy runs out.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Max could see the display on Jack’s ACE. It was as he expected. His green energy meter was slowly disappearing. All Max had to do was wait for it to get to zero. 
 
    “Screw this!” 
 
    Jack suddenly turned back to normal and raised his ACE up. But he wasn’t fast enough. Max tensed his muscles and fired a point-blank Hard Blast that slammed into Jack’s face. The concussive blow crunched every bone in his head. Blood streamed in every direction. The blast was so strong it knocked Max a few steps back. 
 
    “No!” Joe shouted from the balcony. 
 
    Max checked to see Jack’s HP was gone. Then he stared at Jack’s unconscious body as attendants rushed in to get Jack to a regeneration tank. 
 
    The crowd was no longer booing. But they weren’t cheering either. 
 
    Max looked up at all of them and shrugged. “Whatever,” he sighed. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “That’s what I’m talkin’ about, baby! This one’s on me! Whiskey, right?” 
 
    Hudson’s enthusiasm was enough to mask the pungent odor from his cheap clothes. He slapped Max on the shoulder and signaled the bartender for a glass. 
 
    Max leaned against the bar and took deep breaths to try to maintain his composure. Some of the heat from the ACE still lingered against his skin, just enough to remind him he’d been in a battle. 
 
    “You should’ve seen the look on Joe’s face when he had to pay up. The little bastard looked like he didn’t get what he wanted for Christmas.” 
 
    “How’s Jack doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Hudson shrugged and took a sip of his drink. “He’s probably sitting in a tank right now. He’ll come to any minute and realize you’re the wrong motherfucker to mess with.” 
 
    “He’s all right then?” 
 
    “Yeah… Why are you so worried about him?” 
 
    “I’m not worried about him. Just wanna make sure he’s all right.” 
 
    “The guy didn’t think twice about trying to fill you with diamonds. Don’t have any pity for the guy. Getting your ass kicked is just part of being a Contender in the War Zone.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I am! Drink up already or you’re not gonna make it back in time for work. Then again, you keep this up, you might not have to work at all.” 
 
    Hudson’s enthusiasm hadn’t rubbed off. Max couldn’t shake the adrenaline still pulsing in his veins, hoping the magnetic whiskey would be enough to settle him down. He took a sip and it burned down his throat. The stinging sensation moved down in his stomach and back out on his tongue. It was satisfying enough to clear his thoughts like he wanted for only a moment. 
 
    “The crowd didn’t seem too happy,” Max said. “I spent the whole time dodging him then standing over him with my ACE pointed at his face.” 
 
    “Fuck the crowd. You did what you had to do the win. You’ll never get a spot in the War Gamez. You’ll never be a fan favorite. What do you care about a big sponsorship from one of the power brokers? Keep fighting scrubs like Jack, you can pile up the creds.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean we can pile up the creds?” 
 
    “I like the way you think!” Hudson gave him a wink and a grin then swallowed the rest of his drink down. 
 
    “I only need a few more fights,” Max said. “Then I can take some time off.” 
 
    “Hopefully they’re big fights. And speak of the devil…” Hudson looked over Max’s shoulder. 
 
    Max turned around and saw the leggy redhead approaching them, an electronic tablet cradled against her chest like always. She straightened up where she stood and looked down at the two men. 
 
    “To what do we owe the pleasure?” Hudson said. 
 
    “My boss was watching your performance, Maximilian. He’d like to have a word with you.” 
 
    “What’s this about now?” Max said. 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to discuss. He’ll see you in his broker’s suite right now.” 
 
    “And if I’m not in the mood to talk to your boss?” 
 
    “Hmph.” A smirk came across her lips for only a split second. “Wallace Black is not making a request. He’s telling you to go to his suite.” She turned toward Hudson. “Were you not interested in speaking to him?” 
 
    “…Yeah.” Hudson slowly nodded his head in approval. “Yeah, I need to talk to him. This is what we’ve been waiting for, Max. We’re talking big creds.” 
 
    Max still had his reservations. Just looking at Simone was enough to tell him she was up to something. But he decided now wasn’t the time to refuse. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Wallace Black’s broker suite was everything Max expected it to be and more. Expensive artwork hung from the walls. Intricate mahogany and ivory carvings replaced the cold steel he’d seen in the rest of the club. The fireplace burned with flames that would’ve made anybody forget about how cold it was outside. Even then, the tapestries next to the windows had a beautiful view of the rainy city. Broadway still wasn’t the richest or most glamorous part of New Austin. But when you were looking at it from Wallace Black’s suite, it was hard to consider a place more comfortable. 
 
    The dim firelight did enough to illuminate Simone. She wore a sleeveless black jacket, her skirt short around her thighs. The outfit hugged her slim curves just right. Max made it a point not to stare too hard at the redhead though he imagined she got more than an eyeful when she walked through Cosmic. 
 
    The other reason he didn’t stare was more obvious. The man sitting next to her was rigid in his seat. His black suit was tailored perfectly over his broad shoulders. Maybe he was fat. Maybe he was all muscle. Whatever it was, his chair seemed barely big enough to accommodate him. 
 
    His skin was porcelain white, made more striking by his bald head. He looked as if he hadn’t spent a single moment underneath the sun. Then again, there was little sun to be found in New Austin. Somehow, he managed to look intense and relaxed at the same time. 
 
    He grabbed a cigar from his desk and cut it. 
 
    “Help yourself.” His baritone voice was just as low as Max expected it to be. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” Hudson rubbed his hands together and helped himself to a cigar. “You want one?” He held one out to Max, who just stared at him to refuse. 
 
    Hudson nonchalantly leaned back with his cigar in his mouth. The way he looked with the grin he had was almost enough to make Max laugh. He would’ve if not for the big man sitting in front of him. 
 
    Wallace looked right at Max as he puffed on his cigar. “You already know who I am. What else has Hudson told you about me?” 
 
    “Nothing else.” Max shook his head. “I only know you’re a broker like all the others sitting in the boxes above the War Zone.” 
 
    “Hudson’s right. I am a broker. But I’m not like all the others. They watch the battles as just another investment. Real estate. Pharmaceuticals. Manufacturing. The War Zone. They’re all the same. Brokers only care about their bottom line.” 
 
    “And I suppose you’re different.” Max was as blunt as he could be. 
 
    “Watch your tone!” Simone lashed out at him. “Show some respect.” 
 
    “That’s all right, Simone.” Wallace put his hand up to calm his assistant. “We don’t get many Contenders like him. This isn’t just a man who knows how to use an ACE. This man is something special. He’s a real warrior. A pure, raw, unadulterated gladiator doing whatever it takes to win. That’s exactly the kind of man I’m looking for.” 
 
    Max looked over at Hudson. He was too busy enjoying his cigar to pay too much attention. 
 
    “I got a job,” Max said. “A real job. If you don’t get to the point quick, I’ll leave. So I’d appreciate if you did just that.” 
 
    Wallace stood up from his seat and moved over to the window. He held some of the smoke from his cigar in his lungs then puffed it out, some of it pressing against the clear glass. The rain didn’t do anything to dampen the view outside. 
 
    “Broadway is full of brokers,” he said. “Nothing but a bunch of fat cats who want to stuff themselves with food and wine and loot and credits. While the righteous are on their way to Mars, we’re stuck here on Earth, left to cling to the scraps of a dying world. So, what would a man do when he’s relegated to a planet breathing its last breaths? He indulges himself. 
 
    “I don’t agree with that. There’s an art to all of this. The War Zone possesses a bit of poetry. It’s not just about putting on a show. It’s about peak performance. On the battlefield, you can achieve something few men and women ever have.” 
 
    He turned back around and looked at Max. 
 
    “You’re a winner. I can see that in you. That’s why I want to sponsor you.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about, baby!” Hudson slapped his hands together. “Back us up and you won’t regret it!” 
 
    “Sir?” Simone raised an eyebrow. “You saw the battle. The audience was booing.” 
 
    “The audience was booing because they don’t know how to appreciate someone like Maximilian.” Wallace stepped back into his seat. “Not yet…” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on.” Max looked at everybody and shrugged. “I’m only here to make a few credits then I’m hanging up my ACE. I’m not interested in anything else.” 
 
    “If credits are all you want, then you’re in the right place. I can get you the big fights. A spot in the War Gamez.” 
 
    “Oh, shit…” Hudson muttered. “You serious?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Wallace hadn’t taken his eyes off Max. 
 
    Max knew he was up to something. He gave him an intense, unblinking stare. He was so focused his jaw hurt from clenching it. 
 
    “Get first place in the War Gamez, you won’t just be a Contender. You’ll be Champion.” 
 
    “I don’t care about being Champion,” Max said. 
 
    “Fine. Who cares about being Champion? But first place also nets you 100,000 credits.” 
 
    The number was big enough to make Max blink. That was all it took for Wallace to smirk. 
 
    “Now I’ve got your attention, Maximilian.” 
 
    “Why would you do this for me?” Max said. “What’s in it for you?” 
 
    “An appreciation of a warrior on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Not good enough.” 
 
    “I figured you’d say as much. I’d be making money, too. After all, I’m a broker above anything else. I want to do this because you’ll win. All of us have something to gain. It’s not just the prize money. Action in the War Gamez is heavier than any other time. The tournament is bigger than any investment I could make. Ask Hudson if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    Max looked at Hudson. He was still puffing on his cigar but some of his enthusiasm had waned. 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” Hudson said. “The tricky part will be actually winning the whole thing.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat, his eyes locked on Wallace. “I don’t care about glory or being called Champion. I don’t care about the crowd cheering for me. I don’t give a shit what you think about me. The credits are the only thing I care about.” 
 
    “I don’t care what your motivation is as long as you’re on the battlefield and you win,” Wallace said. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Shit.” Max hesitated for a moment. Getting into business with a man he barely knew was enough reason to be suspicious. 
 
    “It’s the only way you’ll get into the War Gamez.” 
 
    “Okay.” Max gave him a nod. 
 
    “Good. Simone. Transfer 5,000 credits to his ACE. That should be enough to get you through the opening rounds. You’ll receive more if it seems appropriate, though if you’re successful, you won’t need my funding. Also, Simone will give you access to the training grounds. You can hone your abilities there. I expect your performance in the War Gamez to be nothing short of superb.” 
 
    The redhead walked up to Max and made the transfer to his ACE. Max looked down at the number. He wasn’t completely excited, knowing the burden that came with all of the money. 
 
    Hudson popped up from his seat and put his hands on Max’s shoulders. “Come on, baby. You know what to do.” 
 
    “I expect big things from you, Maximilian,” Wallace said. 
 
    Max gave Wallace one last glance before turning around and leaving. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max and Hudson headed back through Club Cosmic. Max kept his hands in his pockets but Hudson had a considerable bounce in his step. 
 
    “That’s what we were trying to do! We’re in the Gamez! This is the big battle you wanted. You win this damn thing, you can find a nice place instead of whatever shithole you’re staying at in Kings Row. Hell, you can build yourself a rocket ship and go to Mars.” 
 
    “We’re splitting everything, remember? I don’t know if I can build it with half.” 
 
    “Fine. Buy yourself a ticket instead. We won’t have to worry about shit after we’re done. Maybe you should think about coming in earlier to practice—” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    They both stopped in their tracks when they heard the feminine voice behind them. 
 
    Max turned around to see the same blond who spoke to him the other day. 
 
    “There you are.” She walked up to Max with a smile. 
 
    “Avril…” 
 
    “You remember my name, Maximilian! That must mean you think I’m special.” 
 
    “Special… That’s one way of putting it…” 
 
    “Have you changed your mind?” 
 
    “About what?” He gave her a shrug. 
 
    “Hello! About needing an Operator! You were getting booed out of the arena back there.” 
 
    “I don’t see how having an Operator will stop me from getting booed, not that it matters either way—” 
 
    “You can’t expect to keep your eyes on your opponent and keep track of his HP at the same time. Someone like Jack, you’ll get away with it. But if you fight more dangerous opponents, you need someone watching your back. I’m your girl. And I’ll do it for the five-percent we agreed on.” 
 
    “We didn’t agree on anything.” 
 
    “Fine. Four. But that’s my final offer.” 
 
    The blond was more cheery than anybody in Club Cosmic should’ve been, Max thought. He shifted his eyes toward Hudson but all he did was put his hands up. 
 
    “Hey. That’s your call, my man. But if you give her four-percent, that’s all from your cut.” 
 
    He turned back to Avril, who had a smile Max couldn’t tell was fake or not. 
 
    “What the hell am I doing?” he thought to himself. “Three-percent.” 
 
    “Deal!” She immediately grabbed his hand and shook it with both of hers. “I won’t let you down, Maximilian.” 
 
    “Just do what you’re supposed to do, Avril.” 
 
    “Please. Call me Proxy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “Shaw! Shaw, where are you?” 
 
    The explosions were deafening. Drones buzzed through the air like chainsaws. The smoke was toxic, filling your lungs and making it hard to breathe. The heat from being near all of the chemicals was enough to make your blood boil. 
 
    “Shaw! Come in, Shaw! Are you there?” 
 
    Max looked out on the battlefield. Beams of pure energy fired through every man and women. Those not fortunate enough to be vaporized by the impact were split in two, their bodies splitting and their entrails spilling onto the dirt like paint. 
 
    “Shaw!” 
 
    Max’s heart raced in his chest so hard it was about to leap out. His lungs burned even hotter as he tried to breathe. He clenched his jaw, crawling toward a regenerator when a beam aimed right at him. 
 
    “Shaw!” 
 
    Max awoke with a gasp, sitting up on his couch and clutching his chest. He rubbed his hand over his skin to make sure everything was still intact. His heart steadied in his chest when he realized it was only a dream. 
 
    The rain dripped against his windows as he stepped into the shower. He let the water run over him, wiping away the sweat and fatigue from his dream. The magnetic whiskey gave him more of a buzz than the ambient whiskey he was used to but left him with less ill effects. Still, he stayed under the water longer than usual and enjoyed the comforts of the steam for as long as he could. 
 
    He slapped the ACE on his forearm and got dressed. Three hours until he had to be at Tom’s Electronics for his shift. The War Gamez didn’t start for a few days but he figured he would take as much time as he could to prepare. 
 
    When he stepped out of his apartment, he saw Toby sitting next to the door. The little boy was huddled next to it, looking down at his holoprojector. Max smiled at his infatuation. 
 
    “Hey, Toby.” 
 
    The brown-eyed boy took a moment before finally looking up. “Hi, Max.” 
 
    Max rubbed the boy’s head. “What are you doing out here? Where’s your mom at?” 
 
    “Mom said she wasn’t feeling well. She asked me to wait outside for her.” 
 
    “Not feeling well? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I asked her but she said nothing’s wrong. She just wanted to be alone.” 
 
    “Something’s wrong.” Max narrowed his eyes, trying his best not to alarm the little boy. “Is your mother inside? Can I talk to her?” 
 
    Toby got up from the ground and pushed the door to the apartment open. He didn’t say anything as he walked into the living room and huddled on the couch. 
 
    Max didn’t have to look very far to find Denise in the kitchen, huddled around one of the auto-food supplementers. 
 
    “Piece of crap,” she muttered. “Why won’t you work?” 
 
    “I can take a look at that for you if you want,” Max chimed in. 
 
    The middle-aged woman straightened up, startled by Max’s sudden appearance. She put her hand over her mouth and turned around but that only made it more obvious she was hiding something. 
 
    “Oh, Max. I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “I asked Toby if I could come in. I can leave if you want.” 
 
    “No, no. It’s all right. I was just thinking about bringing it over to Tom’s so you could take a look at it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to take it all the way over there. I’ve got tools in my apartment. Lemme see here…” Max walked up to the auto-food supplementer. He flipped it around and removed some of the screws. “Usually these things don’t break. Something gets out of alignment. You keep using it and the wires get loose. Manufacturers don’t worry about making it last because they want you to buy a new one. That seems to be the case here… Just lemme reconnect this and… done. Good as new.” 
 
    He turned the device back around and turned it on. 
 
    Denise smiled softly and nodded. “Thanks, Max. I owe you one.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything. You saw how easy it was.” 
 
    He looked at her eyes and noticed they were slightly red. Her cheeks were pink, too, as if she were crying. Max knew better than to pry but he couldn’t just walk away. 
 
    “Toby said you weren’t feeling well. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, you know how it is with the weather. The rain comes and everybody gets a little sick. Just a few more supplements and I’ll be as good as new.” 
 
    “No.” Max shook his head. “It’s something else.” He took a step toward her and smiled. As friendly as she was, he saw no reason why she would suddenly be uncomfortable around him. 
 
    She looked up at him, shaking her head and sighing. 
 
    “You can tell me,” he said. 
 
    “I guess it’s not a big secret. What with Reynolds raising our rent and all.” 
 
    “Right. It’s tough. I’m struggling trying to figure out how to make the rent.” 
 
    “I think everybody in the building is having that problem. Reynolds wants us all to leave so he can get some tenants who are willing to pay.” 
 
    “It’s criminal, overcharging for a place like this.” 
 
    “I’ve been taking some extra shifts at the diner,” she said. “I think I’ll make it. But with Toby’s medication, it’s all adding up. I’m just…” She swallowed to keep everything down. “…I’m exhausted. I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep this up for much longer.” 
 
    Max thought about it for a moment then nodded. “How much is Toby’s medication?” 
 
    “Right now, it’s 200 a month. And that’s assuming they don’t raise that on me.” 
 
    “Hmm… I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you 1,400 credits. That way you can make this month’s rent as well as get some of Toby’s medication. You won’t have to stress out. At least for a month.” 
 
    Denise blinked her eyes, shaking her head in confusion. “You’re just gonna let me borrow 1,400 credits? You know I can’t pay you back.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you borrow it. It’s yours. Keep it.” 
 
    “I can’t take your money from you—” 
 
    “Denise, you’re not some junkie who’s gonna spend it on loot. I know every credit is going to you and Toby, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then it’s not a big deal. Take it. Really.” 
 
    Denise hesitated for a moment before grabbing her AllDevice from the counter. Max made the exchange. She looked at the number on her screen, a slight smile coming across her lips. 
 
    “I know where you work,” she said, still shaking her head in disbelief. “I know where you live, too. You don’t expect me to believe you’re just carrying this kind of money on you. Is it drugs? Have you started pushing loot on the side?” 
 
    “I would never mess around with anything like that. Everything’s legit. I promise.” 
 
    “Yeah… I know you better than that. I’m still gonna pay you back though. Maybe when you’re done with your next shift, you can stop by for something to eat before you fall asleep. Toby’s learned a lot about dinosaurs from that holoprojector you gave him. He can teach you a thing or two.” 
 
    Max chuckled. “I’ll make another one for him at the shop.” 
 
    She smiled softly and leaned forward to give him a hug. “Thanks, Max.” 
 
    Max gave her a nod before stepping out of her apartment. Seeing the smile on her face was enough to make him do the same. But he needed all the focus he could muster if he was gonna be able to get through what was ahead. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max looked around the Contenders Lounge. Every single man and woman in the room looked like they were up to no good. That was to be expected, considering everybody’s main objective was to try and kill the other person. There wasn’t a single Contender who was trying to hide it. 
 
    “I’m getting a little too comfortable here,” Max said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hudson said. 
 
    “I’ve spent years living in Kings Row. I don’t spend as much time there as I used to.” 
 
    “You spend all your time in Deadwater Bar, drinking whiskey with all the other winos. Just because you’re not slogging through those rain-soaked streets and don’t have to worry about the punks trying to jack you doesn’t make you any better or worse than anybody else. You’re here for a job.” 
 
    “Speaking of here for a job, where the hell is she?” 
 
    Just as he said it, Proxy came in through the entrance of the lounge. She straightened out her jacket as she paced toward Hudson and Max, her smirk already becoming familiar to them. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m a little late.” She straightened her blond hair in her bun. “I had some business to take care of.” 
 
    “Business?” Max raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Keep your pants on. I’m trying to secure your spot in the training grounds you were talking about. That and I’m scouting your opponents. With the War Gamez coming up, everybody’s making as many preparations as they can. You have to be ready for anything.” 
 
    “Right. Speaking of which…” Max turned toward the tablet in front of Flint. The old man rested his hand in his chin, his eyes half-open like he was trying to stay awake. His other hand tapped against the counter to emphasize his boredom. “I’ve got about 4,000 credits to upgrade.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Hudson said. “Black gave you five.” 
 
    Max decided against telling Hudson he was helping his neighbor out. “I’m not gonna spend every credit I got.” 
 
    “Why not? Don’t you wanna win?” 
 
    “I can’t pay to win. That’s not how this works. If I save up a little bit, I can afford better abilities. And judging from some of the prices of these things, I’ll have to save for a damn long time… Yo, Flint. Are these prices right?” 
 
    “The price is right,” Flint muttered. “Everything goes up during the War Gamez. It’s just good business.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Hudson said. 
 
    Max continued scrolling through the tablet. The abilities that caught his eye were all overpriced. Those that he could afford offered only minor upgrades. 
 
    “Maybe you should ask Black for more money,” Hudson said. 
 
    “If he wanted to give me more money, he would’ve done it already. He’s trying to test me. Wants to see what I can do with a minor upgrade.” 
 
    “I won’t tell you what to do,” Proxy said. “But doing the same thing over and over isn’t gonna surprise anybody.” 
 
    “The trick isn’t surprising your opponent. It’s letting them know what you’ve got and beating them anyway.” 
 
    “Hmm… Never thought of it that way. Spoken like a true tactician. You must have a lot of experience with that thing.” 
 
    Max shot his eyes at her. She gave him a tight-lipped smile as she put her hands behind her back. 
 
    “It’s just common battlefield tactics.” Max turned his attention back to the abilities list on the tablet. “No matter the abilities, the objective doesn’t change. Like I said, you can’t pay to win.” 
 
    “So, what are you gonna do?” Hudson asked. 
 
    Max kept scrolling down the endless list of abilities. “I’ve only got room for six abilities total. Two of them are already serving me well. Since I don’t know what I’m dealing with, the balanced approach seems like the right thing to do.” 
 
    “The balanced approach. I never liked that. I say play to your strengths.” 
 
    “Maximilian here doesn’t have just one strength,” Proxy said. “He’s good at everything, aren’t you, Maxy?” 
 
    “Don’t call me Maxy… But Hudson here has got a point. From what I’ve seen so far, I can beat them with what I’ve got. I just need to be a little bit stronger. And I think I know exactly what to do.” 
 
    Hudson and Proxy all looked at the ability screen along with Max. Max kept scrolling until finally stopping on something he could afford. 
 
    “That’s the one,” Max said. 
 
    “Not too exciting,” Hudson said. “The people won’t cheer for that. But it’ll help you win, definitely.” 
 
    “Great choice,” Proxy said. “It’s about time you started looking like a real Contender. Now there’s just one more thing you need to do.” 
 
    “There is?” Max raised an eyebrow at the blond. The grin on her lips did nothing to reassure him. 
 
    “Just trust me.” 
 
    He turned toward Hudson. “Famous last words?” 
 
    Hudson gave him a shrug. “Hey, she’s your Operator. I’m not paying her a dime.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes and sighed. “What are you up to now, Proxy?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Max examined his abilities to make sure everything was in order. 
 
      
 
    ACTIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Hard Blast I 
 
    Short-range concussive energy blast. 
 
    Energy drain: Light 
 
      
 
    Sweeping Shot I 
 
    Quick burst of piercing energy bullets 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
      
 
    Recovery I 
 
    Heal minor wounds and injuries 
 
    Energy drain: Light 
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
    N/A 
 
      
 
    His new Recovery ability cost him 2,000 credits but everybody was in agreement it would help. 
 
    Proxy stood next to a small podium at the side of the smaller arena. She swiped through the digital tablet in front of her. 
 
    “You look like you know what you’re doing,” Max said. 
 
    “I’m an Operator. You can’t fake something like that.” 
 
    “That’s something someone who’s faking it would say.” 
 
    Proxy rolled her eyes but didn’t take her attention away from the screen. “Let’s see if your implant is working… Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Max ran his fingers over his ear to secure the small device clipped to it. The rest of it snaked into his ear canal to the point he couldn’t feel it. “Try it again.” 
 
    “How about now?” Proxy’s voice came through crystal clear into his ear as if he were listening to his own thoughts. 
 
    “Listening to your voice… This could get annoying.” 
 
    “That’s part of the balancing act I have to pull. Operators who talk too much distract their Contenders. Talk too little, and I’m not giving you the information you need.” 
 
    Max took a few steps away from her and looked around. He was in a room about half the size as the War Zone he’d fought in before. The battlefield had all of the same ambiance though. The glow of the neon blue lights cast a sheen on the cold steel around him. The ceiling above cast lights that were bright but not so blinding he couldn’t look straight at them. 
 
    “It’s not often someone gets a chance to train in the practice facility,” she said. “We should take as much time as we can.” 
 
    “I don’t have much time. But preparation is a good idea.” 
 
    “I’m glad you agree. Now… Let’s say we start with a simple program. Level one. See if you and I can sync up and work together.” 
 
    Proxy swiped on the tablet and a voice came from it. “Warning. Level one program engaged. Warning. Level one program engaged. Step away from the battlefield as drones will treat all participants as hostiles.” 
 
    “Let’s see what you got, Max.” 
 
    Max stepped out into the battlefield. One of the walls raised up and a set of robotic droids stepped out. Their mechanical bodies were polished to a dull shine. Their eyes glowed red but emotionless. They raised their arms up and fired blasts of energy from their palms that Max easily avoided. He responded with a Sweeping Shot that turned the droids into scrap. 
 
    “All right,” Max said. “Show me what I’m working with, Proxy.” 
 
    “There are two types of droids in this program. Basic artillery and melee.” 
 
    One of the droids rushed up to him and began swinging at him. He avoided the punches then raised his ACE up. A Hard Blast sent it flying back. It collided with another droid and collapsed in a heap. 
 
    “Melee droids—” 
 
    Before Max could finish, a volley of energy came at him from more droids that appeared. Max moved behind a steel column to avoid taking any damage then readied his weapon. Just as they moved forward to stalk him, he popped out from behind the column and fired. 
 
    “Artillery droids can’t engage you when up close. On the other hand, melee droids will try to close the distance as fast as they can.” 
 
    Max spun out of the way of two melee droids trying to tackle him. “I get it.” He finished them off with a Hard Blast. 
 
    “It’s too simple. I’m raising the level.” 
 
    “Warning. Level two program engaged. Warning. Level two program engaged.” The voice announced from the speaker. Along with it came the low rhythmic bass Max had heard before. The music was curious but not enough to distract him. 
 
    Another wall raised and more droids appeared. A combination of melee and artillery robots locked their attention on him. He picked off the melee droids from a distance, stopping them before they had a chance to advance. Before the others could shoot at him, he quickly ducked behind a wall. 
 
    “That’s it,” Proxy said. “Keep it easy.” 
 
    “A little too easy. How about giving me something harder?” 
 
    “All right. Let’s give you a challenge.” 
 
    “Warning. Level five engaged. Warning. Level five engaged.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to level three and four?” Max stayed calm as two walls of the small arena raised up. More of the melee and artillery droids appeared. But there was a third one he’d never seen before. “Proxy?” 
 
    “Heavy artillery. They’re big and slow but their cannons pack a lotta punch. They’re not looking for a direct hit. Stay out of the blast radius completely if you don’t wanna take any damage.” 
 
    The heavy artillery droids were bigger than their counterparts. They were made of the same cold, mechanical gray steel as the others with one noticeable difference. A large cannon rested on their shoulders, enough to fire a volley bigger than Max himself. 
 
    Max watched one of the droids charge up its cannon, blue and white energy gathering at its firing point. He quickly dashed forward and found safety behind a steel column. The blast slammed against the wall and rumbled the entire battlefield. The light was so bright, Max had to turn and look away. 
 
    “Heavy artillery have to charge their weapons,” Proxy said. “It takes thirty seconds before they’re ready to fire again.” 
 
    “More than enough time to counter.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Max spun out from behind the column and fired at the heavy artillery droid as it recharged its weapon. Accurate Sweeping Shots plinked against its head, ripping its circuitry to shreds. The artillery droids fired at him but he dashed forward and slid against the low wall to move out of the way. He took a moment to recover but melee droids were on him, swinging at him and forcing him to respond. A Hard Blast knocked them onto their backs in a heap. 
 
    “I’m finally starting to sweat a little,” Max said. 
 
    “How about another level?” 
 
    “I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “I’ll never push you to do anything you can’t handle. It’s always your call, Max. I’m just the Operator.” 
 
    “…Do it.” 
 
    “Warning. Level seven engaged. Warning. Level seven engaged.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes as he finished taking down another heavy artillery droid. “Five to seven… Do you know how to count, Proxy?” 
 
    “Sorry. My finger slipped.” 
 
    “And here I thought you knew what you were doing.” 
 
    “You’re doing fine. Stick to the game plan.” 
 
    “Right…” Max hid behind a column and watched as the walls raised again. An assortment of droids like he’d seen before all emerged. There was a difference though. Their eyes glowed a brighter red and as soon as they spotted him, they converged without hesitation. 
 
    “Play to your strengths,” he thought to himself. 
 
    He took down melee droids first as they rushed at him. One of them managed to avoid his Sweeping Shot, but it was quickly dispatched with a Hard Blast. 
 
    The heavy artillery droids began charging their cannons while the other artillery droids fired beams of energy from their palms. 
 
    “Fifteen seconds until a cannon attack,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Plenty of time…” Max focused on the dozens of artillery droids, picking them off one by one. 
 
    “Ten seconds…” Proxy reminded him. 
 
    Just a few of them remained. He rushed up and finished them with a Hard Blast. They collided into each other and fell to the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Two seconds…” she said. 
 
    Max stayed calm as the blue and white energy gathered in the droid’s cannon. He walked right up to it and gave it a Hard Blast in the face, knocking its head off completely. The cannon stopped charging and the rest of its body fell to the ground lifeless. 
 
    He sighed a deep breath and nodded at the destruction around him. “Worked up a good sweat. Can’t remember the last time I had a workout like that—” 
 
    “Warning. Level nine engaged. Warning. Level nine engaged.” 
 
    “Proxy?” 
 
    “My finger slipped… Again.” 
 
    Even though he couldn’t see Proxy at the side of the arena, Max imagined the obnoxious smirk on her lips. He rolled his eyes as he watched the steel walls of the arena rise, revealing more of the droids he’d just defeated. 
 
    “Your energy is still at 68-percent,” she said. “You’ve still got plenty left.” 
 
    “Good. Make sure I have some left when this is over so I can use it on you.” 
 
    “Kinky. Don’t make promises you can’t keep now.” 
 
    “I don’t think you and I are talking about the same thing.” 
 
    The heat from his ACE warmed his skin. He took a deep breath to steady himself then charged forward to deal with another wave of droids looking to take him down. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and sighed. He looked upon the destruction in the training ground, not realizing just how many droids he’d beaten. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Proxy asked. “Hudson mentioned you work later in the evenings. You probably shouldn’t be wearing yourself out so much.” 
 
    “I sit in front of a workbench all night. It’s not something that requires a lot of energy.” 
 
    “Still, being on a battlefield will wear you out. You haven’t taken any boosters or injections from what I can tell.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ve got experience. I…” Max cut himself off. Proxy raised an eyebrow in curiosity but he ignored her, shaking his head and sighing. “I’ll make it.” 
 
    “You did more than that. You ripped through all those levels without taking any damage. You didn’t even get a chance to put your new ability to use.” 
 
    “I figure I’ll make use of it eventually.” 
 
    “It’s inevitable but I’m glad you’re all right, Max. You did pretty well. Made yourself a decent amount of cred, too.” 
 
    Max walked up to Proxy and looked down at the tablet. He saw his final results. 
 
      
 
    Highest level completed: 11 
 
    Droids destroyed: 128 
 
    Credits earned: 57 
 
      
 
    “I got some credits for all that work,” he said. “Not bad.” 
 
    “Not great either. You wanna make a living on the training grounds, you’ll have to be grinding away for a pretty long time.” 
 
    “Every credit helps.” 
 
    “It’ll take more than credits to win the War Gamez.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about them.” 
 
    “I’ve been Operator in them before. It’s not like a regular battle in the War Zone. It’s… It’s a real competition. It’ll test your strength, your speed, your abilities, your intelligence, your courage… Look out into the War Zone right now.” 
 
    Max looked out into the battlefield and shrugged. “What about it?” 
 
    “What you see now is what you’re used to. Steel walls and floor. Blue lights. The grid is a neutral ground for competition. One Contender against another. The War Gamez change all of that.” 
 
    Proxy swiped her finger across the tablet. The arena suddenly shifted. The walls and columns lowered. Digital projections of a forest landscape suddenly appeared. 
 
    “You’ll be fighting in the forests…” She swiped her finger and the scenery changed again. “…In the mountains…” Another swipe and it changed again. “…On the beach, out at sea…” Another swipe. “…On top of a burning building in the rain.” 
 
    Max stepped forward into the virtual arena right next to him. He held his palm out and felt the raindrops coming from the empty ceiling. He looked out and saw the city below him. 
 
    “I know it’s not real,” he said. “I know I’m not really on top of a building looking down on New Austin.” 
 
    “It’s real enough you have to take it seriously. I can promise you, falling off the edge of the building you’re standing on will be just as painful as falling off the real thing.” 
 
    Max looked down to see just how far the drop was before the scenery shifted back into the blue-lit arena he was more familiar with. 
 
    “It’s not just the scenery,” she said. “The War Gamez throw all kinds of variables at you to see how you respond.” 
 
    Max nodded. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be ready for anything.” 
 
    “Good. That’s the right kind of attitude to have.” 
 
    “And how about you, Proxy? Are you ready to help me win?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have volunteered if that wasn’t the case. I’m just an Operator though. I can tell you what I see. I can give you information. But you have to win the fight. If I tell you there’s a fork in the road, it’s your decision if you go right or left and whether or not you run, jump, or skip down the path. It’s always up to you, Contender.” 
 
    Max nodded in understanding. “The rules of the War Gamez… Expect anything.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Max stared out into the empty battlefield. The War Gamez were a few days away from starting. She suddenly put a hand on his shoulder, making him turn toward her. 
 
    “You got this, Max.” She smiled like she always did, her grin wide and showing off all her teeth. 
 
    He didn’t say anything to her. He just nodded and looked back out into the empty arena. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Max trudged through the rainy streets of Kings Row, his crowded path along the dirty sidewalk illuminated by the buzz of the neon lights surrounding him. Whether it was walking to Deadwater Bar or heading to work at Tom’s, it was a routine he’d gotten used to quickly. 
 
    Taking the overtrain to Broadway didn’t change things. The other part of New Austin was noticeably different, with the steel architecture not as decrepit as the place he spent most of his time in. But even then, he kept his head down and ignored everything and everybody as he headed into Club Cosmic. 
 
    Every day blended together. Despite the War Gamez on the horizon, Max kept his composure and readied himself for the competition he knew little about. 
 
    He sat at the bar in the Contender’s Lounge by himself. He overheard some of the others talking about their preparations. Others relaxed and drank so much it was difficult to tell the War Gamez were happening. 
 
    He stared at a half-glass of whiskey as the TV display played the local news broadcast. 
 
    “…New Austin is headed for another record-breaking year of rain. This year marks the seventh consecutive year of increased rainfall. City officials have allocated more funding for the construction of reservoirs to prevent flooding. Experts have issued warnings for the possibility of flash floods over the coming weeks…” 
 
    Max swallowed his whiskey down then took a look at his AllDevice. Neither Hudson nor Proxy was anywhere to be found. 
 
    Max’s attempts at remaining unassuming were ignored when he suddenly felt a hand on his back. 
 
    “Well, look who it is.” 
 
    He slowly turned his head toward the woman standing next to him. 
 
    Her face was powdery white, almost as if she’d painted it. Rosy red cheeks made her makeup even more distracting. Her white hair was curly, tied-up over her head. Ruby red lips and a white-toothed grin made her look friendly and frightening at the same time. 
 
    If it weren’t for her face, he would’ve thought the pinstriped suit she wore was strange. 
 
    She stood up straight and fixed her jacket as she nodded to Max. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for a chance to talk to you,” she said. 
 
    “You… know who I am?” 
 
    “How could I not? No Contender would dare to look as drab as you do.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “This.” She picked at his leather coat between her fingertips. “I can’t believe you actually fight in this thing. I suppose everybody has their own style. But did you have to pick something so… plain?” 
 
    Max looked around in confusion, wondering if he was still in the Contender’s Lounge. “I think I drank too much… Who are you?” 
 
    “Celine. The pleasure is all yours.” She held her hand out as if waiting for Max to kiss her knuckles but all he did was stare at her, still confused. “Well… I suppose we all have our quirks.” She pulled her hand away and sighed. “Contenders are always a strange bunch.” 
 
    “You got the wrong guy.” 
 
    “No, I’ve got the right guy. Maximilian. The man who set the record in the New Challenger trial. That’s you. You’ve got a lot of potential. But you can’t expect the crowd to cheer for someone like you.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn if the crowd cheers for me or not.” 
 
    “Hmm…” She reared her head back and tapped her chin. “That’s the first time I’ve heard a Contender say that. Are you telling me you’re not interested in making more credits?” 
 
    His eyes widened in curiosity, enough to get Celine’s attention. She smirked and nodded. “Ah. Credits. You’re no different from the others.” 
 
    “I still don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “The big credits go to the Contenders the audience actually cheers for. I’m sure you’re great in the War Zone. A real winner. But it’s so uninteresting just to see someone go out there and beat his opponent.” 
 
    “Is there something else I’m supposed to do?” 
 
    “Yes! You have to put on a show. Take a look at Slime Baby over there.” She pointed to the other side of the room. The Contender sat in his seat, his makeshift armor just as Max remembered it. “He’s not a very good battler. Frankly, I can’t remember the last time he actually won anything. But they just love to see him battle. There’s something so… odd about his ability to cover the battlefield with slime, don’t you think? It’s the reason he’s able to get sponsors.” 
 
    “That works for him, not for me.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I’m here. You have to find your own voice. Your own personality. You can’t just be Maximilian. No… You have to be more than that…” She put her hands on his shoulders and looked him right in the eye. “Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    “…No.” 
 
    “Ungh!” She pulled away and put the back of her hand to her forehead like she was fainting. “How brutish… I love a challenge though. Let me see here…” 
 
    She took a step back from Max and started walking around him. She looked him up and down, tapping the side of her cheek with her index finger. 
 
    Max stared back at her, unsure if he wanted to slug her or call an ambulance so they could take her to the psychiatric ward. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it.” She put her hands up over his head. “Maximilian… He’s not like the other Contenders. He marches to the beat of his own drum. He walks his own path. He is… the Loner… What do you think?” 
 
    She stared at him, her grin blindingly white and her eyes wide and unblinking. 
 
    Max sighed and shrugged, searching for the right answer to make her go away. “Fine. I’m the Loner.” 
 
    “Perfect. Now I just need to set you up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pulled a tablet up he didn’t realize she was holding. “You can’t just be the Loner. You have to be the Loner. You need an entrance theme. You need pyrotechnics. You need a logo they can put on the screen so they can remember… the Loner. Maybe I can get you a new color palette for this jacket of yours. Black is so cliché.” 
 
    “My jacket is fine how it is.” 
 
    “It’s a classic look. I’ll give you that. But you must switch it up. What do you think?” 
 
    She held the tablet out to him and he saw all of the different color palettes. “Um…” 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey! What are you doing to my man here?” Hudson suddenly appeared. “Stop trying to push that stuff on him.” 
 
    “Ungh,” Celine sighed. “Is he your Agent? No wonder you have no taste. As Club Cosmic’s resident cosmetologist, I’m only trying to help.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have the credits to spend on your cosmetics. Look at him. He’s broke.” 
 
    “He’s broke?” 
 
    Max gave her a shrug and smirked. She let out another sigh and shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe one day you can afford my services. Good luck out there, Maximilian.” Celine spun on her heels and marched away. Max watched her leave, unsure if he’d actually had that conversation with her. 
 
    “I thought I’d seen everything,” Max said. 
 
    “The War Zone is a spectacle. Music. Lights and pyrotechnics. Flashy colors. It’s all part of the show. It would help to get people to remember your name though.” 
 
    “I’ll get people to remember my name after I win.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear, baby!” Hudson hopped onto the seat next to Max. “What’s going on today? War Gamez are close.” 
 
    “I was waiting for Proxy. Looking to get some time in the training grounds. Haven’t heard from her though.” 
 
    “She’ll be here. I’ve never met an Operator that didn’t want their cut.” 
 
    Max looked toward the entrance to the lounge and saw Proxy walk in. She jogged over to Max, her digital tablet in her arms. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late,” she said. “Just getting some data on everybody in the War Gamez. Once I upload this information to my AllTablet, I’ll have all the available details if you run into them.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with being prepared,” Max said. “You ready to train?” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat and started walking out of the lounge with Proxy. They’d only taken a few steps when she suddenly stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “Proxy?” He raised an eyebrow at her but she wasn’t paying any attention to him. 
 
    She stared off to the corner, her eyes unblinking like she’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “Proxy?” He waved a hand in front of her face but it didn’t break her stare. “What’s going on?” He turned to the direction she was looking at. There was a man with a woman on each side. A couple of bubbly brunettes from what Max could tell. The man looked like a Contender himself, his ACE and polished battle armor more noticeable than anything else. “You still with me, Proxy?” 
 
    The stranger noticed Proxy staring at him and got up from his seat. He sauntered over, a cocky little smirk growing on his lips. 
 
    “Well,” the man said, his voice full of bravado. “If it isn’t Proxy.” He whipped a hand through his short blond hair and it fell perfectly in place. The guy was confident, that was for sure, but Max didn’t know what else to make of him. He turned toward Max and looked him up and down. “And who might you be?” 
 
    “This here is Maximilian,” Proxy answered for him. “You know who he is? He’s the man who destroyed the record in the New Challenger trial. Three hundred and seven kills.” 
 
    Max gave Proxy a confused look at the exaggerated number. 
 
    “Pfft! Nobody cares about that. People stop trying once they’ve qualified to be a Contender.” 
 
    “And who are you?” Max asked. 
 
    “Hmm… It seems you are new. I’m Charlie Paradise. I won’t take it personally. Everybody will know who I am after I win the War Gamez.” 
 
    “Yeah, right!” Proxy stomped her foot on the ground and crossed her arms. “More like Charlie Puke! Maximilian here is gonna kick your ass.” 
 
    “Him?” Charlie looked Max up and down and reared his head back with an obnoxious guffaw. The longer he laughed, the more annoyed Max started to get. “How can someone like him win? He doesn’t even have any battle armor. He’ll get ripped to shreds.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need armor if you can’t hit him,” Proxy said. “You step onto the battlefield with him and he’ll kick your ass so far, you won’t need to take a transport to Mars.” 
 
    The confident smile left his face as he narrowed his eyes at Proxy. “Interesting. How about we find out right now?” 
 
    “He’ll do it. Won’t you, Max?” 
 
    Proxy looked up at him. Max stared at her, not knowing what he was getting into. But for the first time since he’d met her, he didn’t see the usual confidence she had. If he didn’t know any better, Max would’ve thought she was on the verge of tears. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Max thought to himself. 
 
    “Don’t let this woman pick your battles for you. She’s just another failed Operator like all the rest. Frankly, I don’t blame you. No offense but I’d wipe the floor with you, friend—” 
 
    “I’m not your friend.” Max turned his attention to Charlie. “I’ll battle you. Five hundred credits.” 
 
    “Five hundred? I suppose that’s my fault for thinking Proxy here was worth more—” 
 
    “A thousand. You in or not?” 
 
    “Very well. A thousand credits. Since I know what it’s like to deal with Proxy, I’ll have some mercy on you.” 
 
    “You’re funny.” Max took a step forward and looked him right in the eye. “I’ll make killing you as painless as I can.” 
 
    Charlie clenched his jaw, his smile nowhere to be found. He stood his ground before turning around and walking away. “I’ll meet you on the training grounds!” he shouted. 
 
    After Charlie was gone, Max turned to Proxy. “You mind telling me what the hell that was all about?” 
 
    “What’s there to tell you?” She gave him a shrug. “Charlie Paradise is an asshole and you’re gonna kick his ass.” 
 
    “You two know each other… There’s something there.” 
 
    She shifted her eyes away and stuck her hands in her pockets. “I knew him. So what?” 
 
    “How well did you know him?” Proxy didn’t say anything. Max kept pushing. “You were more than just his Operator…” 
 
    “What does it matter? You’ve got a chance to win a thousand credits from that bum—” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes. “That’s why you wanted to be my Operator. You want me to get back at your ex-boyfriend.” 
 
    “Look,” she sighed. “Maybe I do. But there’s still something in it for you. You beat this asshole, you get paid. And you’re looking for practice, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Proxy. You should’ve been honest with me from the start.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. If you wanna back out, I won’t blame you. I’ll even help you find a new Operator if that’s what you want.” She looked down at the ground in disappointment. 
 
    “You’re lucky he’s a prick,” Max said. 
 
    “What?” She raised her head back up. 
 
    “It’s the main reason I’m still gonna kick his ass.” 
 
    “You will? Yes! Oh, thank you, Max!” She leaned forward and squeezed her arms around him. 
 
    “Two,” Max said. 
 
    She slowly pulled away from him. “What?” 
 
    “Two-percent. You wanna be my Operator, that’s all you’re getting. And you’re not getting a single cred from this battle.” 
 
    “I’d pay to have you wipe that smirk off his face.” 
 
    “What’s going on here? Did I miss something?” Hudson walked up with his arms out. 
 
    “You didn’t miss anything,” Max said. “I’m just about to get started.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The training ground arena was half the length of the normal battlefield. The blue lights on the grid illuminated the steel floor and walls. There was no audience watching from above, just darkness extended toward bright lights hanging above the ceiling. 
 
    Max stood at one end of the arena, looking across at Charlie. Even from a distance, he could still see the arrogant smile through Charlie’s helmet. His pristine white teeth matched his battle armor. Charlie puffed his chest out with his fists against his hips. Up above him on the Operator’s balcony, the two brunettes Max saw in the lounge went over their digital clipboard. 
 
    Max pressed his earpiece in and listened to Proxy’s voice coming in loud and clear. 
 
    “Charlie has three abilities he relies on. One, Hard Blast. It might be a higher level than yours, so try not to trade, especially since you don’t have anything to protect you. Two, Shotgun Spray. It’s a medium range energy shot. The farther away you are, the less damage it’ll do. Its area of effect is a cone right in front of him. The best way to dodge it is to just stay away.” 
 
    “Third ability?” 
 
    “Energy Cannon. It’s not any different from what you saw from the heavy artillery drones. He doesn’t have to charge it as long but there’s a load time.” 
 
    “Any passives?” 
 
    “He has Recharge. When he runs out of energy, it recharges at a faster rate. It’s the reason he doesn’t hold back.” 
 
    “How do you know he hasn’t gotten any new abilities.” 
 
    “I know Charlie. He’s too arrogant to think it’s his own fault for losing. It’s easier to fire an Operator than change your abilities.” 
 
    “Right… What is it with Contenders and overinflated egos?” 
 
    “It’s a disease. You spend too much time in the War Zone and you start thinking you’re invincible.” 
 
    “He’s not invincible.” Max powered up his ACE and steadied himself. “I’ll prove it to him.” 
 
    “Hey, Max… Thanks.” 
 
    Max turned around and looked up at the balcony where Proxy stood. 
 
    “Stop trying to look up my skirt.” She gave him a wink and he nodded back to her, not letting her distract him. 
 
    “You ready or what?” Charlie shouted. “Let’s get this over with!” 
 
    Electronic bass began to pulse through the speakers. The blue lights flickered brighter. Walls and columns rose from the arena floor. 
 
    Max and Charlie marched toward one another. 
 
    “HP and energy are full,” Proxy said. “All systems go.” 
 
    Charlie didn’t waste any time. He raised his ACE up and Max could already see the blue and white energy building around the compartments. 
 
    “He’s charging up,” Proxy said. 
 
    “I see it,” Max said. “He won’t be fast enough.” Max fired a Sweeping Shot, forcing Charlie to lower his weapon down. But Max’s opponent continued moving forward. 
 
    “Not bad, not bad,” Charlie said. “You’ve got some aim. But it’s gonna take more than that to beat me.” 
 
    “He’s charging up again,” Proxy said. 
 
    Max moved away from the column and fired another shot. Then he ducked underneath a low wall. 
 
    “Stay calm. You got this.” Max maintained his composure, patiently waiting for his opening. 
 
    Charlie was again forced to lower his weapon. “Looks like our friend is telling you what I’m trying to do. No matter. You can’t stop the inevitable.” 
 
    Max popped out for another shot. Charlie was there to meet him. The Shotgun Spray fired forward. Max was just out of the cone of damage but still felt some of the projectiles hit him in the chest. 
 
    “Dammit.” Max quickly rolled behind a column and activated Recovery to heal his wounds. 
 
    “HP’s back to full. He’s at 90-percent. You’re winning so far, Max.” 
 
    “Not that big of a lead,” Max said. “Better make it bigger.” 
 
    Max moved away from the column and pretended to fire but quickly ran to another one. Charlie’s Shotgun Spray bounced harmlessly off of the steel walls. 
 
    “Is this how it’s going to be?” Charlie shouted. “Are you planning on spending this whole battle running from me? Just pop your head out. I said I’d take it easy on you. I keep my promises.” 
 
    “Don’t let him get to you. Stick to the plan.” Max closed his eyes for a second to collect himself. 
 
    Charlie’s metal footsteps grew louder against the steel grid, even over the bass continuing to waft through the arena. 
 
    “He’s close, Max!” Proxy said. 
 
    Max waited until the last moment before moving away from the column. Charlie and Max both raised their ACEs. A Hard Blast from each of them reverberated against each other, knocking both men back. But Charlie’s was at a higher level, forcing Max back farther. Max slammed his back against the wall and fell down to a knee. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    “I’m all right,” Max grumbled. “Just got the wind knocked out of me… Have to get the drop on him.” 
 
    “Charlie’s aggressive. He won’t stop moving forward until he gets to you, even if it puts him at risk.” 
 
    Max recovered and moved down the battlefield, hiding behind another wall and creating as much distance as he could. 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” Charlie muttered. “Are you really going to spend the entire battle running away? I thought you were actually going to put up a fight.” 
 
    Charlie raised his ACE up and the blue and white energy began gathering around it. 
 
    “I’m getting a power spike,” Proxy said. “He’s charging his weapon again.” 
 
    “Good,” Max replied. 
 
    “Good? You know you can’t take that blast. Any part of you caught in that beam will get ripped to shreds.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    “Max…” 
 
    Max counted the seconds in his head until he knew Charlie’s ACE was fully charged. 
 
    “Come out,” Charlie said. “Quick and painless. You won’t feel a thing.” 
 
    Max listened to the sound of Charlie’s voice. His footsteps rang louder in his ears. The soft pulse of the Energy Cannon holding a charge was unmistakable. 
 
    “Max?” Proxy’s voice grew more anxious as she didn’t get a response. 
 
    Max stayed calm, leaning up against the wall. 
 
    “Nowhere to run,” Charlie said. “Now I’ve got you—” 
 
    Max moved away from the wall. He kept his weapon down and ran as hard as he could. 
 
    Charlie fired his cannon. Blue and white light fired in a focused beam, igniting a path. 
 
    Max kept moving, narrowly avoiding the narrow beam as Charlie chased him with it. He kept moving in a circle until Charlie’s ACE finally stopped. 
 
    “Now!” Max rushed up to Charlie and fired a Hard Blast right against his chest. His opponent wasn’t ready, taking the full brunt of the attack. His pristine white armor cracked. 
 
    Charlie angrily raised his ACE up to respond but Max hit him with another blast, knocking Charlie’s helmet off completely. Charlie’s satisfied grin was gone. Now he just gritted his teeth, his face red and his brow furrowed in anger. 
 
    “Hiding all this time just to sneak attack me! Fight me like a man!” 
 
    “All right,” Max said, raising his ACE up again. “Like a man.” 
 
    Charlie let out a reckless blast that Max dodged easily. Max was back on him, hammering him again in the chest with a Hard Blast that caved in his armor. Chunks of white metal fell to the ground as Max fired another blast. 
 
    Charlie rolled back from the force before tumbling onto his back. His armor broken and unable to get his bearings, he scrambled to his feet and found refuge behind a column. 
 
    “He’s at 68-percent,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Not for long.” Max began walking around the battlefield, stalking his opponent. He let out an occasional Sweeping Shot to get Charlie out of hiding. Without his armor, Charlie was no longer as confident as he once was. 
 
    “It’s over,” Max said. “You know you can’t beat me now.” 
 
    “It’s not over,” Charlie said. “Not as long as I’m still here.” 
 
    “I’m getting another energy spike,” Proxy said. “You’ve gotta find him before he gets it off.” 
 
    Max picked up the pace. He began jogging through the arena, searching behind the walls and columns until he heard the energy gathering. The blue and white light was unmistakable. Just when he noticed it, Charlie popped out from behind the column. 
 
    “Lights out!” He fired the Energy Cannon. 
 
    The blinding light shot forward in a narrow beam. Max rolled out of the way and ran away from it, hopping over a short wall and ducking to narrowly avoid getting hit. He waited a few seconds longer for the attack to end then jumped back up to his feet. A Sweeping Shot clipped Charlie in the face and knocked him back. 
 
    “He’s at 42-percent! Finish him off, Max!” 
 
    Max didn’t need Proxy’s words of encouragement. He moved forward and dodged Charlie’s last, desperate Shotgun Spray. He got on top of him, hitting him with his right hand and not bothering to use his ACE. Just one punch was enough to bruise Charlie’s face. 
 
    He looked up at Max pleadingly, his eyes watery like he was on the verge of tears. 
 
    “O-okay… You win… I concede… A thousand credits… They’re yours…” 
 
    “Finish him off!” Proxy shouted. “Send him to the regeneration tank. Make him pay” 
 
    Max raised his hand up and pointed his ACE right at Charlie. Charlie’s lip started to quiver as tears streaked down the corners of his eyes. “P-please… Don’t make me regenerate… You win…” 
 
    Charlie put his hands up, helplessly trying to push Max away. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Proxy said. 
 
    Max looked down at Charlie and gritted his teeth. He charged up another Hard Blast. Charlie closed his eyes and braced for the impact. 
 
    “Dammit… What am I doing?” Max grunted in frustration, his thoughts the only thing stopping him from continuing. He stood up from Charlie and looked down at his defeated opponent. 
 
    “A thousand credits,” Max said. “Remember… That’s the only reason I didn’t send you to the tank.” 
 
    Charlie stayed on the ground as Max turned around and walked away. 
 
    Max pushed his earpiece in to make sure he was getting through to Proxy. “It’s over,” he said. “I won.” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Proxy responded. 
 
    “I’m not gonna finish him if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it… I’m getting another power surge. Max, he’s charging up!” 
 
    Max spun around and saw Charlie holding his ACE up. “You should’ve listened to her.” Charlie smirked as he fired another beam. 
 
    “Shit!” Max quickly dived out of the way, just managing to get behind a short wall. The blast collided with his cover. It was so strong the wall shook against Max. But Max had avoided all of the damage and was able to get back up to his feet. 
 
    A few meters away, he saw Charlie still on the ground, his ACE empty and terror returning in his eyes. 
 
    “Oh… Shit…” Charlie muttered. 
 
    Max marched forward. He clenched his jaw as he got on top of Charlie and put his ACE to his head. He emptied a Sweeping Shot point-blank, enough to shut up Charlie for good. 
 
    The lights on the grid dimmed. His two brunette operators quickly rushed onto the battlefield to drag what was left of him to a nearby regeneration tank. 
 
    Max walked off the battlefield and sighed a deep breath. He waited for Proxy to descend from the Operator’s box. They met near the entrance to the training grounds where the control tablet was. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Proxy said. “Why didn’t you kill him?” 
 
    “I’m not gonna kill him if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “What does it matter? He’s in a regeneration tank. It’s not permanent—” 
 
    “Proxy. It’s over. I won.” 
 
    “But…” Proxy shook her head and sighed a deep breath through her nose, seemingly calmed down. “You’re right… You won. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “I think that’s enough practice for today. We should take a break.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” She looked over at the regeneration tank where Charlie was slowly being resequenced. “Thanks, Max.” 
 
    “Thank me in the arena. I need you to be focused if I’m gonna compete.” 
 
    “You can trust me. I promise.” 
 
    As he looked into Proxy’s eyes, Max still wasn’t sure what to think of her. He sighed as he left the training grounds, hoping he could relax for the rest of the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “…Omnilife Technologies has announced the completion of the second stage of clinical trials in their new regeneration research. Company researchers have developed a new tank that can resuscitate an individual’s genetic code up to two hours after cell death, more than ten times as long as what’s currently available. Officials state upon completion and success of the third stage of trials, the technology will be tested in prototype tanks before mass production begins…” 
 
    Max stood next to the window with his hands behind his back as the news report played in the background. He stood high above the city, looking down on the bright lights of all the buildings around him. He could see the newer structures of Broadway all the way to the archaic relics of Kings Row he was more familiar with. The dichotomy between the two parts of the city was striking, though the storm was merciless on all of New Austin. 
 
    “Magnetic whiskey. That’s what you’re into, right?” Proxy walked up next to him and held the glass up. 
 
    He took it from her and sniffed it before taking a sip. “It’s not what I’m into but it gets the job done.” 
 
    “Gets the job done? That’s something an alcoholic would say. You ever think about going to detox?” 
 
    “There are two types of people who go to detox. Winos and people who wanna stop drinking.” 
 
    “Right… I suppose you’re not either one of those.” Proxy winked as she took a sip of her own drink. Max nodded to her before turning around and taking a seat on the couch. 
 
    The room Max was in was fancier than anything he could remember. Plush white leather couches. Synthetic bearskin underneath his feet. The temperature was controlled by the flames burning in the fireplace off to the side. They provided enough light, too, though the dim chandelier probably had enough neon to light even the darkest corners of the room if it was on. 
 
    Max looked toward the dining table in the distance, carbon steel bottles of synthetic wines and other liquors on display. “Is there a reason you got me one of the fanciest suites in the club?” 
 
    “Trust me, this isn’t one of the fanciest suites at Cosmic. This is standard.” Proxy took a seat on the couch across from him and sighed. She took another sip of her drink, her eyes locked on Max. He didn’t think anything much of it, spinning his glass around between his fingertips. “I guess when you spend all your time in Kings Row, anything is a lot fancier. Have you always lived in Kings Row?” 
 
    “All my life.” 
 
    “You ever thought of moving?” 
 
    “Moving isn’t exactly a choice.” 
 
    “Right… You work at that electronics store. Hudson said you repair toasters and microwaves and auto-food supplementers all day. You’d think with an supplementer you’d have no need for a toaster or microwave.” 
 
    “Some people are old-fashioned. It reminds them of the time before the war. It’s a simple comfort.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I get it. In a place like New Austin, you need all the simple comfort you can get.” The blond kept eyeballing him. She crossed her legs, bouncing one of them up and down like she couldn’t sit still in her seat. Max barely paid any attention to her, his eyes focused on the news broadcast. 
 
    “How’d a man like you end up in the War Zone? You went from the electronics store and now you’re in the War Gamez—” 
 
    “If I give you my life story, will you give me yours?” He cut her off bluntly. But she didn’t take offense and just grinned. 
 
    “An Operator’s gotta have a good relationship with her Contender. That’s part of the reason I invited you here. You need to relax before the tournament starts.” 
 
    “I took the night off from work. I’m focused. That’s all I need.” 
 
    “Good. You’ll need all of the focus you can get if you’re gonna make it.” 
 
    “How about you? Are you focused?” 
 
    “Hmm… I am now.” Proxy finished the rest of her drink and set her glass down on the coffee table. She got up from her seat and moved right next to Max. “Seeing you blast Charlie’s face off was sweet. I can’t remember the last time I felt something so satisfying.” 
 
    “You were his Operator. Something must’ve happened between you two.” 
 
    “Charlie was always overconfident. You’d have to be blind not to see it. His confidence served him well. He’d go into battles and just march through his opponents with his aggressiveness. He was never good enough to win the Gamez but he’s a Contender. There’s no doubt about that.” 
 
    “If he’s good, I don’t see why you would leave him.” 
 
    “Because he’d lose. And when he’d lose, he’d blame it on me. I remember times when he would yell at me so much I…” Proxy looked down at the ground. She swallowed hard like there was something heavy on her mind. “…He never hit me but he yelled so much, it sure felt like he did.” 
 
    “That’s why you wanted me to finish him. To get back at him.” 
 
    “I can’t change who Charlie is. I got involved with him and… I wanted to see the best in him. But it wasn’t him yelling at me or even cheating on me that got me most.” 
 
    She slowly turned her head back up. The glare from the low firelight was more apparent as it reflected from the glaze on her eyes. She swallowed again to clear her throat as she stared right at Max. 
 
    “Being an Operator was all I was ever good at. I can see all the numbers. I’ve memorized all of the abilities available. I know all the combinations Contenders use for synergy. When other women were partying and drinking like they should be, I was watching replays of battles. I guess… I guess I’m a real nerd.” 
 
    “That’s nothing to be ashamed of, Proxy.” 
 
    “I… I really believe in you, Max. I know you’re just doing it for the credits. Going out there and putting yourself on the line… I know it hurts. Nobody would do that for free. But you’re different from the others. I don’t know why that is but I think you can win. I really mean that.” 
 
    Max kept his stare locked on hers, his eyes unblinking. He thought Proxy was attractive. A youthful blond with a tender look in her eyes despite her somewhat arrogant attitude. 
 
    He didn’t move from his spot as she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. The kiss caught him by surprise but he didn’t move. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged, a soft smile on her lips. “I don’t know. Just for luck, I suppose. This though… This is thanks for teaching Charlie Paradise a lesson.” 
 
    She moved back to him. Her lips pressed against his. His tongue moved on its own, instinctively pushing forward. The taste of the liquor on her tongue made him want to kiss her even deeper. 
 
    Their deep kiss lingered for a second before she pulled away, her hand gently pressing against his chest. “They say an Operator is never supposed to get involved with their Contender. Complicates things in the middle of a battlefield. This isn’t that. This is just… two people… showing their appreciation for one another. Nothing more. You’re cool with that, right?” 
 
    Max wasn’t about to hold himself back. Not when his body was beginning to take control. “…Yeah… I’m cool with that.” 
 
    A pixie smirk came across her lips as she moved back forward. With nothing to hold her back, she moved onto his lap completely. She straddled him, massaging his chest through his shirt while her ass pressed down on his swelling length. The grinding of their bodies made both of them groan into one another’s mouths. 
 
    Proxy kissed him on the cheek, working her mouth down his neck and over his chest before falling to her knees. He sat up on the couch and raised himself just enough to let her pull his pants down. She freed his length completely, his shaft swollen and rigid. 
 
    The blond stared at him with her blue eyes as she took his length in her palm. A few strokes to make sure he was taut was followed by her lips sealing around him. 
 
    Max’s eyes flickered closed. A sigh escaped his lips. The wet warmth of Proxy’s mouth made him shift in his seat. 
 
    She noisily sucked upon him, wet flesh echoing through the hotel suite. The flames from the fireplace seemed to burn even hotter. They forced Max to remove his jacket and shirt. His ACE fell off his left forearm, freeing him completely. 
 
    Proxy bobbed her head up and down, pushing him closer to the edge. 
 
    “Proxy…” He tangled his hand in her hair and gently pulled him off. She looked up at him and gasped, her mouth hanging open with a trail of her spit leaking down her chin. The way she grinned was enough to get her point across without saying a word. 
 
    Max watched as she stood back up and took her jacket off. Her shirt followed, revealing a pair of surprisingly ample breasts despite her petite frame. She put her hands behind her back and let her bra fall to the floor. The shape of her body proved to be just as appetizing as he thought it would be. 
 
    She didn’t stop. She pushed her thumbs into her skirt down to her ankles. Just a pair of black silk panties was all that stopped Max from seeing the rest of her. Her panties joined her skirt and unveiled a slick mound. Max swallowed to wet his suddenly dry throat. 
 
    “You like what you see?” Proxy raised an eyebrow, licking her lips in an attempt to turn him on even more. 
 
    Max didn’t respond. He just leaned back, taking his own length in his palm to ready himself. 
 
    The blond found herself back in his lap. She kept her eyes locked on his as she guided her entrance onto him. Her hands wrapped around the back of his neck and her nails dug into him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she gasped. “I took a BioPill.” 
 
    “How long have you been planning this?” he asked. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    Max chuckled softly and shook his head. She moved her face forward and their lips locked together again. Just as she did, she lowered herself down. Every inch that disappeared inside of her forced her mouth to open even wider. She gasped into his mouth, bracing even harder by holding onto his neck. 
 
    Max took her waist in his hands and squeezed tight. His hips moved on their own. He buried himself into her completely until his hilt pressed against her. 
 
    They quickly found a rhythm. Their bodies shifted on the couch. Their thrusts became harder and harder as they slammed into each other. Wet kisses joined the chorus of their bodies clapping together. 
 
    Max began to lose himself. He wrapped his arms around her completely and fell onto the bearskin rug. 
 
    Proxy didn’t protest, wrapping her arms and legs around him. She cried out helplessly, moans stuck in her throat as the pleasure racked her body. 
 
    “Yes… Just like that… Don’t stop…” 
 
    Her desperation made Max work even harder. He pounded her into the ground like he wanted to break her. Forceful thrusts pushed him closer to the edge until he knew he could no longer take it. 
 
    “Proxy…” Her name was all he could get out. A brief warning before he lost himself to his desires. Every muscle in his body tensed. His heart beat faster. His skin was on fire. 
 
    He dug his hands into the rug and pressed up just high enough to look into her eyes. 
 
    “Do it… I want it…” 
 
    Proxy’s approval was the last thing Max needed to push himself over the edge. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and his whole body seized up. He throbbed inside of her. Thick lines of his seed spilled out of him. He trembled violently, orgasmic spasms tingling through his body. 
 
    Proxy squeezed around him. Her body tightened up to the point it was unmistakable. She held onto him and lost herself to her climax. 
 
    Max stayed inside of her, burying himself completely in the bliss of both of their orgasms. When the feeling subsided, he collapsed on top of her. He was just about to pass out when he heard her shaking against him. Her giggles filled his ears. He slowly pushed up to see her giddy smile. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he said. 
 
    “I’ve… I’ve never had anybody give it to me so hard before.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s a compliment…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s definitely a compliment.” She gave him another kiss before he sat up and leaned against the couch. He admired her body for a moment. The way the firelight gleamed off her sweat. The curves of her breasts and waist accentuated by her heaving breaths. 
 
    Proxy recovered and sat up to rest her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “This doesn’t have to be anything more than what it is,” she said. “If it’s just tonight, fine. Whatever motivation you need. Just go out there and win.” 
 
    Max took a deep breath and exhaled it through his nose. “Yeah… I got it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “…New Austin City Council has voted unanimously to increase funding for drug rehabilitation facilities. Reports indicate drug usage, loot in particular, has decreased every year for the past four years. Experts attribute the decrease to more available sobriety resources as well as an increased price in loot boxes and other drug paraphernalia. City officials have stated quelling a potential drug epidemic is the city’s number one priority, ahead of violent crime and homelessness…” 
 
    Max ignored the buzz in the Contender’s Lounge. The news broadcast went in one ear and out the other. He leaned up against the bar, contemplating his glass of whiskey. 
 
    “You sure you should be drinking before your battle, my man?” 
 
    Max didn’t look up at Hudson as he finished his whiskey. “I’ve been drinking long enough a little bit of liquor won’t affect me.” 
 
    “Just make sure you stay focused. You know it’s my cred on the line, too. You win this whole thing, that’s 100K between the two of us. I’ve already started planning on what I’m gonna do with my cut.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “I’m gonna get me a nice, lavish suite. Maybe invite a few lady friends. Have a few drinks. Just relax in the warmth of a jacuzzi. It’s a nice change of pace from the weather in Kings Row.” 
 
    “Hmm… I thought you’d do something a little more interesting with your cred, Hudson.” 
 
    “I’m a simple man. Give me a nice bottle of bubbly and some pleasant company and I’m all smiles.” 
 
    Hudson’s chip-toothed smile was enough to make Max chuckle. “I’ll try not to let you down.” Max got up from his seat. While the rest of the crowd was gathered around the displays on the side of the room, he headed over to Flint. 
 
    The old man looked like he was having trouble staying awake. He leaned against the counter, his chin resting in his palm. He was barely moving outside of the deep breaths he took. 
 
    Max didn’t pay any attention to him. He swiped through the display tablet and searched the abilities available. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “I gotta be ready for anything. I can win with what I have but I could be better prepared. I already spent two grand on one ability. I made half of that back taking care of Charlie Paradise. I can make more of it back winning my next match.” 
 
    “And I’ll make even more when I bet on you.” 
 
    “No point in holding back. Now it’s just a matter of what to pick. I’ve only got room for one more ability.” 
 
    Max swiped through the display to the abilities he could afford. He narrowed it down the ones that would complement what he already had. 
 
      
 
    Heat Laser I 
 
    Channeled, long-range, concentrated beam. Increases damage while focused. Low spread. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
    Price: 1,500 Credits 
 
      
 
    Sniper Shot I 
 
    Slow, long-range piercing energy bullet. Great damage on impact. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
    Price: 1,600 Credits 
 
      
 
    Burning Arrow I 
 
    Long-range piercing energy arrow. Causes burning damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
    Price: 1,200 Credits 
 
      
 
    “Everything is useful,” he said to himself. “I can make it work with all of these. This one’s cheaper than the rest though…” 
 
    Hudson watched silently as Max contemplated his decision. 
 
    “How much do I get if I win this next match?” Max asked. 
 
    “Winner’s bonus is 2,500 credits.” 
 
    “That’s 1,250, not counting Proxy’s percentage.” 
 
    “Looks to me you can afford all of these as long as you win.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’d better make sure I win.” Max smirked as he made his decision. He held his ACE up to the scanner then selected Burning Arrow to let it load. He watched the credits drain from his balance and looked at the remainder. 
 
      
 
    Credits: 1,457 
 
      
 
    “I spent everything Black gave to me,” Max said. “If it wasn’t for Proxy’s ex-boyfriend, I wouldn’t have much else.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s good to have a sponsor. You don’t have to worry about figuring out which ability to buy. You can spec yourself out on whatever you want.” 
 
    “That must be how it is with the top Contenders. Just an ACE loaded with every ability to choose from.” 
 
    “A Contender is ready for every possibility when he’s got the right abilities and the right equipment.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It might take me a thousand shots but I can do damage. All I have to do is drain the HP from their BioHarness to win.” 
 
    “Keeping your eyes on the prize. That’s why you’re special, Max. You’ve got what it takes.” 
 
    “The brackets are up!” A voice shouted and everybody gathered around the displays on the wall. There were four in total, each one displaying a matchup. 
 
    Max stood next to Flint’s ability display while the commotion in the distance grew louder and louder. He couldn’t quite see the displays with everybody crowded around them. 
 
    “There are eight competitors,” Hudson said. “Single elimination. You win, you move on. Simple as that.” 
 
    “Then I only have to win three times to take home the prize.” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it. Others would say it’s more than that. You’re not just dealing with three other competitors. These are prime Contenders. No Slime Babies here. These are the kinda guys that’ll overkill you to make sure your HP stays at zero. And they’ve got the experience to back it up.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, I might as well just give up.” 
 
    “You can beat ‘em. I’m just telling you not to fuck around.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna mess this up. Not with this many credits on the line.” 
 
    Even though Max was far away from the display, the commotion was loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    “Maximilian? Who the fuck is that?” 
 
    “They let some new Contender in the Gamez? This is rigged!” 
 
    “I’m gonna put every credit I have against him.” 
 
    Max didn’t pay any attention to their disparaging comments. He just stayed silent as Proxy appeared from out of the crowd. She walked up to Max and Hudson and sighed. 
 
    “You’re up against Vino,” she said. 
 
    “Vino…” Max shrugged and shook his head. “Anything I should know about him?” 
 
    “Vino’s a veteran in the War Zone. The guy’s been battling for decades. He was around long before I ever came here.” 
 
    “I know Vino,” Hudson said. “He’s one of the originals. Been around since this place opened up.” 
 
    Hudson had a serious look in his eyes. So did Proxy. But neither one of their concern was enough to deter Max. 
 
    “All right,” Max said. “He’s a vet. That doesn’t change anything. I’ll step out there and I’ll win.” 
 
    “I’ll start reading up the report on his latest match,” Proxy said. “See if I can figure out his tendencies, what abilities he’s got, you know, everything a good Operator does.” 
 
    She gave Max a wink before turning around and leaving. Hudson patted Max on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m heading over to the bettor’s lounge,” he said. “See what the odds are. You’ll probably be a dog since nobody has ever heard of you. Just more credits to be made.” 
 
    “Bet the house. I won’t lose.” 
 
    “I know how it is, baby.” 
 
    Hudson excused himself. Max stood alone, continuing to watch the commotion around the displays with the War Gamez match-ups. He waited for a moment before heading back to the bar to sit by himself. He leaned against the counter, his head down as he relaxed. 
 
    “You must be Maximilian.” 
 
    Max’s moment to himself didn’t last for very long. He turned and saw an older man standing next to him. He wasn’t just old. He was the oldest man in the room. 
 
    Long, stringy white hair. A beard that matched. Face wrinkled and drooping. He looked tired even though he was standing up straight. 
 
    Max looked down at the man’s outfit. Metal battle armor like soldiers wore, only it was badly rusted and in need of a good polish. His ACE wrapped around his left forearm. 
 
    “You need something?” Max asked. 
 
    “I don’t need anything else. Just thought I’d introduce myself. Vino.” He held his hand out, a kind smile on his lips. If it weren’t for the ACE and battle armor, Max would’ve thought he was some street vendor trying to sell him some cheap electronics. 
 
    Max hesitated for a moment before shaking his hand. “Max… So, what are you here for, Vino? You wanna tell me how you’re gonna kick my ass and send me crying to my mother? How I’ve got no chance?” 
 
    The white-haired man chuckled softly and shook his head. “I’ve been around since the beginning. Back before the War Zone was the spectacle it is now. It was just two men looking to see who was better. At the end of it, they shook hands and walked their separate ways. With no more wars to be fought, we knew this was just a competition to satisfy our curiosity.” 
 
    “And now things are different?” 
 
    “Regeneration technology has improved. Back then, a man would tap out before he bled to death. Now you can blow a man’s head off and the tank will grow him a new one. It was about real competition before. Survival of the fittest. Now it’s all about putting on a show and piling up the credits. Sometimes I think I’m getting too old for this with all of the trash talk and the assholes.” 
 
    The look in Vino’s eyes was genuine. Max saw an old man longing for a time forgotten. There was no confidence or bravado. There was no deception. Just an honest, older man. 
 
    “You seem like a good guy,” Max said. “I don’t know if I feel comfortable going at you.” 
 
    Vino smiled, his laugh revealing his old, long teeth. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You can’t go into a battle these days without some animosity. There are no more wars being fought. The entire world is at peace because we saw what we did. Violence in the streets is down outside of a few degenerates.” 
 
    Vino squinted as he looked Max right in the eye. 
 
    “Some of us are born fighters,” Vino said. “I can see that in you. You can’t get it anywhere else these days unless you’re looking for some punk in a back alley.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing.” 
 
    “Maybe. But sometimes you need to satisfy the need inside of you to see how strong you are. Promise me something, Maximilian. Promise me you’ll give me a good battle. I wanna see how strong I am. I wanna test myself against someone less than half my age.” 
 
    The older man smirked. Max didn’t have to think long. 
 
    A smile slowly formed on Max’s lips as he nodded. “You got it.” 
 
    “Our battle is up first. Don’t let me down now.” 
 
    Vino straightened up and nodded before turning around to leave. Max watched him walk away then turned his attention back to the bar counter. 
 
    Max couldn’t help a feeling of adrenaline beginning to bubble in his stomach. He realized he was looking forward to stepping into the War Zone. He tried to fight it but his excitement wouldn’t go away. He clenched his jaw and sighed a deep breath, knowing there was nothing else he could do except give the man what he wanted. 
 
    “All right, Vino. Let’s see what you got.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Max powered-up his ACE. The silicone warmed against his skin. The neon blue display lit up. 
 
    “No problem. No problem. No problem.” He nodded to his thoughts and remained silent. 
 
    Standing in the small locker room, he stayed calm. His heart was doing everything it could to beat harder but Max wouldn’t let his emotions get the best of him. 
 
    He strapped in his BioHarness and his HP appeared on the display. 
 
    Hudson leaned up against the wall, his arms crossed. “Got a big bet on you, my man. You’re getting two-to-one odds on this.” 
 
    “Nobody believes in me, huh?” 
 
    “Nobody knows who you are. Vino’s a vet. People are more comfortable with what they know.” 
 
    “People like new stuff, too. You’ve walked down the streets of Kings Row. There’s always something new the merchants are peddling. You can’t go a week without some invention being pushed onto you by the corporations. People are always looking for something exciting.” 
 
    “That’s the reason the odds aren’t any worse. The lone Contender in the black coat. It’s kinda intriguing.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be intriguing. I just need to go out there and kick his ass.” 
 
    “Don’t wait for me, my man.” 
 
    Max nodded and move through the curtain. As soon as he stepped out and walked down the path, he noticed something was different. The audience grew loud enough to vibrate the walls. Every step he took, he realized just how loud they were getting. 
 
    “Introducing our newest Contender. It’s… Maximilian!” 
 
    Max walked into the arena and saw the audience had grown in size. Nearly every seat was filled with hundreds watching. Their shouts and yells boomed as they clapped their hands. The bright lights shining from the ceiling above were blinding. 
 
    “You with me, Max?” 
 
    Max pushed his earpiece in deeper then looked up at the Operator’s box above him. Proxy ignored the noise and focused on the display of her tablet. 
 
    “I read you. Loud and clear.” 
 
    “And introducing his opponent. The man who never dies. Give it up for the ageless wonder… Vino!” 
 
    Classical music began to fill the arena speakers as the lights shifted to the other side of the battlefield. Max watched Vino step through the curtains. 
 
    “Is that Chopin?” Max said over the music. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. I was never one for the old stuff. Fitting, considering how old he is. Don’t let him fool you though. You can’t take this guy lightly.” 
 
    “The man’s decked out like a soldier. He’s got an ACE. I’m not stupid enough to let my guard down around him. What do you got, Proxy?” 
 
    “Vino’s aggressive. All of his abilities, active and passive, are offensive.” 
 
    “Anything I should keep an eye on.” 
 
    “He’s got Hard Blast for up close. Medium Range, Buckshot. Concussive bullets. Imagine a Hard Blast that pokes with a couple of extra meters.” 
 
    “Long Range?” 
 
    “Nothing. He’s got Clearing Shot. That discharges energy around him in a circle. Close range. That means no sneaking up from behind unless you plan on finishing him.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Reckless Charge. His ACE pulls him forward. He’s shielded when he does it, blowing through everything in his path. Doesn’t matter if you dodge it. Just uses it to close the distance.” 
 
    “Passives?” 
 
    “He’s got a double helping of Hardened Skin. That means he can take a punch, even to his face.” 
 
    “He’s not invincible. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    The classical music came to an end and the announcer came back on the speaker. 
 
    “Today’s War Game battle will take place… right here… in New Austin!” 
 
    Max watched as the grid around him began to shift. The neon blue lights dimmed. The cold steel began to take shape. Old buildings. Broken down cars. Unpaved roads. Thunder cracked above. Max looked up and held his hand out to catch some of the falling rain. 
 
    “Just like being at home.” 
 
    “That’s the War Gamez for you,” Proxy said. “It’s a virtual environment. They test Contenders by throwing everything at them. Today, you’re fighting at home.” 
 
    Max stepped forward, unable to get over how real the environment looked. The rain poured harder. His hair and face were already soaking. The lights shining from above were the only reason he could see. 
 
    “Remember,” Proxy said. “He’s dealing with the same environment you are. It’s an even fight.” 
 
    Max looked across the street in front of him and saw his opponent. The old man marched forward calmly with his chest held out. 
 
    “Let’s try this out.” Max aimed his ACE and fired a Burning Arrow. A burst of yellow and red energy fired out, zooming right toward Vino. Vino managed to move out of the way just before it hit him. “Almost had him. Just need to close the distance.” 
 
    “That arrow took seven-percent energy,” Proxy said. “Also remember Vino’s trying to close the distance more than you are.” 
 
    “Right. Just need to time my shots.” 
 
    Max ran forward. Vino began running to meet him. Suddenly, Vino dashed with a ball of energy surrounding him. 
 
    “Shit!” Max just managed to roll out of the way. 
 
    Vino missed, slamming into a derelict building and crumbling its walls. The old man was in a momentary daze before turning around and raising his ACE up. 
 
    Max responded with a Sweeping Shot to force Vino to lower his weapon and move out of the way. 
 
    “He moves pretty damn fast for an old man,” Max said. 
 
    “He’s old but he’s got experience. I’m sure he’s been shot at a billion times.” 
 
    “I’m about to make it a billion and one.” Max continued moving forward. Vino fired and caught Max in the chest, ripping his shirt and making him stumble back a few steps. 
 
    Max grunted in pain, quickly finding cover behind a building. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s Buckshot,” he grumbled. 
 
    “That did 17-percent, Max. Try not to take too many more of those.” 
 
    Max activated Recovery to bring his HP back up. 
 
    “Energy’s at 89-percent. You’ve still got a lot of juice.” 
 
    Max moved back around from the building and Vino was already there to greet him. Another hail of bullets forced Max to duck down behind a broken down car. 
 
    “I said I wanted a fight!” Vino shouted. “Let’s go, Maximilian!” 
 
    The electronic bass from the arena speakers started to thump louder. The crowd grew more restless, their shouts apparent even though the pouring rain. 
 
    Max closed his eyes for a moment to gather himself. 
 
    “Gotta get close but can’t let him hit me… What do I do?” He thought to himself before an idea came to him. 
 
    “Where are you at?” Vino yelled. 
 
    “I’m right here!” Max quickly raised up and fired another Burning Arrow. It missed completely, hitting the car right next to Vino. 
 
    “You missed.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    Vino looked back in confusion at the projectile sitting in the broken down car. He saw the flames beginning to gather. His eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “Shit—” The car exploded before he had a chance to even react. The blast sent Vino flying into the air and landing onto the slick pavement with a thud. 
 
    “You got him, Max! Go for it!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    Max yelled as he charged forward. He jumped onto his downed opponent and slammed a fist into his jaw. Punching the old man felt like hitting a rock. Max reared back for another punch but Vino still had enough strength to raise his ACE up. 
 
    A Hard Blast forced Max to roll off of him. It was just enough time Vino needed to get back up to his feet. 
 
    The two stood in front of one another, the rain continuing to drench them. 
 
    Vino wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and nodded with a bloody smile. “Using the environment. Good idea. But it’ll take more than a few tricks to beat me. You gonna run away now, Maximilian?” 
 
    Max shook his head motioned with his hand. “I’m right here. Show me what you got.” 
 
    The two raised their arms and fired Hard Blasts at the same time. The blast sent both of them stumbling back but not enough to knock them down. They steadied on the wet pavement and ran back toward one another. 
 
    They met head-on. They wrapped their arms around each other, trying to wrestle the other to the ground. 
 
    Every eyeball in the arena was locked on the two men as they engaged in the virtual street of Kings Row. The car continued to burn. The storm above grew more violent. 
 
    “Gotta find a good position…” 
 
    Vino raised his ACE up but Max immediately blocked it. Max gritted his teeth as he looked the old man in the eye. 
 
    “You can’t overpower me,” Max said. “I’m stronger than you.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky, kid.” 
 
    Vino raised his other arm up to swing but Max was ready. He immediately ducked out of the way and hammered him with a kick to the gut, the short blow just enough to stun Vino for a split-second. 
 
    “Now I got you.” Max raised his ACE up but a sudden blast sent him flying back. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy yelled through the earpiece. 
 
    “Shit…” Max muttered as he rolled onto his stomach. “And that would be Clearing Shot, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “HP is 64-percent. Energy is at 79.” 
 
    Max collected his senses and got back up to his feet just as Vino was there to meet him. The old man swung another hard punch. Max was able to dodge it and counter with his own but Vino’s armor took most of the brunt. 
 
    “I like it,” Vino grunted. “Not relying on your ACE. But you can’t win in the War Zone without it.” 
 
    “That’s good advice.” Max stood up and headbutted Vino as hard as he could. The unexpected blow caught Vino hard on the nose. The collision dizzied Max but it bloodied Vino’s face and knocked him back. It was just enough time for Max to follow up with a Sweeping Shot that did just enough to pierce Vino’s armor and draw blood. 
 
    “He’s at 47-percent,” Proxy said. “You’re halfway there.” 
 
    Max quickly moved forward and jumped on top of Vino. But Vino was waiting, another Clearing Shot slamming into Max and sending him flying back onto the pavement. 
 
    Max rolled over and used his strength to get back up to his feet. “All right,” he grunted. “Maybe I’m getting a little too close.” 
 
    “Long range,” Proxy said. “He can’t do anything from a distance.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve got a point. But Vino wants a fight. So I’m gonna give it to him.” 
 
    The two Contenders both got up to their feet around the same time. They were just a few meters away from another. Vino’s face was bloodied, his armor shattered with the rain pouring all over him. 
 
    “Not bad for a new guy,” Vino said. “But it won’t be good enough to win.” 
 
    Vino moved back one of his legs. 
 
    “Max, he’s getting ready to charge! This close, it’ll end the fight for sure!” 
 
    Max didn’t heed Proxy’s warning. Instead, he raised his ACE up, aiming it right at Vino’s chest. 
 
    “Come on, Vino. Let’s see if you can take this.” 
 
    Just as Vino charged, Max fired a Burning Arrow. The fiery projectile caught Vino right in the heart, exploding his armor and sending him tumbling down to his knees right in front of Max. 
 
    “He’s at 17-percent, Max! Finish the fight!” 
 
    Max took a knee next to Vino and flipped him over onto his back. The burning hole in his chest continued to grow with the rain washing away the pouring blood. 
 
    Vino looked up with a smile. He reached up and patted Max on the arm. “Thanks for the fight.” 
 
    Max stayed on his knees but didn’t do anything. He just waited until Vino’s HP drained to zero. 
 
    The rain stopped. The virtual arena shifted back to the neon blue grid Max was more familiar with. The music died down, replaced by the cheers from the audience. 
 
    “Your winner… Maximilian!” 
 
    Attendants came in to usher Vino to a regeneration tank. Max sighed and got back up to his feet. He gave Proxy a glance in the Operator’s box and winked at her. 
 
    “Nice win, Max.” 
 
    “Thanks. Now… I could use a drink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    “Fuck…” 
 
    Max whispered under his breath as he loosened his ACE to give himself some relief. The warmth of the silicone on his skin gone, the adrenaline still lingered. He closed his eyes and breathed deep to keep his composure. 
 
    “Just relax, Shaw. Breathe… Breathe… Breathe…” 
 
    He sat at the bar in the Contender’s Lounge, his heart slowing in his chest. He kept his head down. His thoughts began to clear and his eyes shifted to the glass of whiskey. The soft burn of the alcohol was enough to distract him from everything, even for only a moment. Not even the eyes of the others in the lounge could get his attention. 
 
    “Look at that,” Hudson said. “Win a match in the War Gamez and you’re Mr. Popular. That’s what I’m talkin’ about, baby.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to win a popularity contest,” Max said. “Just trying to win some credits.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re all checking you out because they wanna see you lose. Sizing you up. Trying to figure out a way to beat you. Don’t give ‘em that chance.” 
 
    “I’m focused. You don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    Hudson sat at Max’s side with Proxy standing on the other. She stayed quiet, her fingers wrapped tight around her glass. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Max raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    She smiled softly with a shrug. “I’m fine. Just thinking about how you did that.” 
 
    “You look like you’re upset I won.” 
 
    She giggled softly, shaking her head. “I’m not upset. It’s just… The War Gamez are always throwing curveballs. They change the landscape. They change the rules sometimes. You beat Vino by sheer will. I’m not so sure you’ll be able to get away with that against your next opponent.” 
 
    “I’d prepare if I knew what I was preparing for.” 
 
    “That’s just it. You don’t know what’s gonna happen. And…” 
 
    “Hey.” Max put a hand on her shoulder, forcing her to look into his eyes. “I can win this. I…” 
 
    “You what?” She narrowed her eyes, curious as to what he was gonna say. The longer he hesitated, the more curious she got. 
 
    Max looked down at the ground, collecting his thoughts. He sighed a deep breath and nodded. “Whatever happens out there, I’ll be ready for it. I’ll win, Proxy. You just have to trust me.” 
 
    “…You know, when I was Operator for Charlie, I didn’t think I’d ever meet someone who was so sure of himself. I was wrong.” 
 
    “If that’s your kind way of calling me arrogant, I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that. When you’re out there in the War Zone it’s like… It’s like you know what you’re doing. Like you have years of experience doing this.” 
 
    “Stick an ACE on a man’s arm and he feels like he can do anything.” Max turned back to the bar and took a sip of his drink. Proxy kept her eyes on him. 
 
    She set her glass down on the bar. “I think I’ll check in for tonight. I’ve gotta start prepping for your next opponent.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea.” 
 
    She leaned in close to Max and kissed him on the cheek before leaving the lounge. Max didn’t think much of it but Hudson raised an eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Max said without taking his eyes off his drink. 
 
    “Hey, your business is your business. I expected it would happen. Didn’t think it’d happen that fast.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think. We’re just messing around.” 
 
    “In New Austin, everybody’s gotta indulge.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m not about to give Proxy an extra percentage because she’s warm and tight.” 
 
    “Like I said, your business is your business.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes when Hudson started to chuckle. 
 
    The battle had ended an hour ago but Max was only just starting to come down. The liquor in his gut along with the soothing synths of the lounge relaxed him even more. 
 
    “Get some rest,” Hudson said. “Next battle in the War Gamez is coming up real soon.” 
 
    “And what are you gonna do? Gonna spend all those credits you just won?” 
 
    “I’ve lived in Kings Row long enough to know the value of a cred. I’m not spending a single one. Not when I can bet it on the next match.” 
 
    “Living life in the fast lane.” 
 
    “That’s the only way to live. Take it easy.” Hudson patted Max on the back before leaving the lounge. 
 
    Max knew the eyes of the other Contenders were still on him but he continued ignoring them. With the rest of the night off, he had nothing else to do except prepare for the next battle. 
 
    He got up from his seat and turned around to leave when he saw Vino standing there in front of him. The long, white-haired old man looked noticeably different. His armor was gone, replaced by a simple pair of jeans and a t-shirt. His ACE was off and tucked underneath his arm. 
 
    “You look… normal,” Max said. “As normal as anybody could get around here, anyway…” 
 
    “I’m just me,” Vino said. “This is always me.” 
 
    “You recovered.” 
 
    “Club Cosmic has the best regeneration tanks in New Austin. I can barely remember taking that arrow through the chest.” 
 
    “It was nothing personal.” 
 
    Vino threw his hands up. “Don’t apologize now. I said I wanted a fight and you gave it to me. It told me exactly what I needed to know.” 
 
    Max squinted at the sudden smile Vino had. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been at it for decades. I’ve fought more battles than I can even remember. I had my time in the spotlight. Never got to be anything more than a Contender but I wouldn’t have it any other way. That time is over now.” He held his ACE out to Max. “I want you to have this.” 
 
    Max only became more confused, shaking his head in disbelief. “What are you saying? Are you—” 
 
    “Retiring. It’s time for the new generation to step up. You’ve got what it takes.” 
 
    “Sorry to break it to you, but I don’t plan on fighting any longer than I have to. I win the War Gamez, that’s enough credits to last me for a long time.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I can see it in your eyes. You’re a soldier. A born fighter. You might deny it but this is what you were meant to do. I was waiting for someone to come along.” He motioned with his ACE, still holding it out. “Go on now. You can transfer the abilities from it to yours. Upgrade what you already have and give yourself some versatility.” 
 
    Max put his fingers on the rusted steel before wrapping his hand around it. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’ll need every bit if you’re gonna win. If you don’t mind a little bit of advice from an old man who’s been near the top before.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You can’t keep fighting in what you’re wearing. You can only duck and dodge abilities for so long. When abilities power-up, all it’ll take is one shot.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that. One moment you’re in the battle. The next, you’re floating in a tank wondering what went wrong.” 
 
    Vino pulled his AllDevice out of his pocket. “I’m gonna send you the address of someone I know. He’s in Kings Row. He’ll get you something more suitable for what you’re doing. Tell him I sent you and he won’t take every credit you got.” 
 
    Max looked at his AllDevice. The address was familiar though he’d never been to it before. “Thanks, Vino.” 
 
    “I’m not Vino anymore. Vino was a Contender. I’m just Emmett now.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The streets of Kings Row were still familiar to Max despite how much time he’d been spending in Broadway. He laughed at the thought of actually missing the drudgery of his home. The buzz from the neon signs filled his ears and the rain poured hard overhead. He ignored all of the merchants and the threats from the punks and junkies. After dropping off Vino’s ACE at his apartment, he headed for the address he’d been given. 
 
    When he arrived, he found himself in a dimly lit backlot behind one of the derelict buildings. “This is the place but I don’t see anything…” He looked around until spotting an old-fashioned metal screen door next to a garage. He walked up to it and pounded it with his fist. No response. He waited a few seconds before trying again. Still no response. 
 
    He double-checked the address on his AllDevice and suddenly the metal door opened up. Max could barely see the figure standing behind the screen. What appeared to be a pudgy, balding man stood there. 
 
    “What do ya want?” the man said, his voice as cranky as Max expected it to be. 
 
    “I’m looking for a man named Beecher.” 
 
    “What do ya want with him?” 
 
    “I was told I could get some battle armor. I’m fighting at the War Zone.” 
 
    “You must think I’m a damn fool to expect me to fall for that. Nobody’s dumb enough to stand in the pouring rain to get some battle armor.” 
 
    “Vino sent me. He said you could help me out.” 
 
    Max still couldn’t see the man’s face clearly through the screen door but he knew his eyes were on him. “Hold on a second.” The man shut the door. 
 
    Max sighed when the garage next to the door suddenly began to rise up. As the light revealed what was inside, Max wasn’t sure what he was looking at. Battle armor like he’d seen all of the other Contenders wear adorned the walls. Off to one side, there was a workbench not much different from the one at Tom’s. Electronic parts and spare components were scattered around. 
 
    The pudgy man stumbled into the garage in nothing but an undershirt and a pair of blue boxers decorated with some pink unicorns. Max raised an eyebrow, unsure if he had the right place despite all of the armor around him. 
 
    “…You’re Beecher?” Max said. 
 
    “What gave it away? Was it the armor on the walls or my work setup?” The man scratched his balding head then rubbed his belly through his stained shirt. “What are ya looking for?” 
 
    Max walked up to one of the armor sets and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Soldier’s armor…” He paused for a moment. Memories flooded back into his head after he ran his fingers over the dull metal. 
 
    “Carbon fiber,” Beecher said. “Just like the soldiers wear. What they used to wear, anyway.” 
 
    “I know. Standard issue. Best combination of blunt, piercing and explosive resistance.” 
 
    “That’s right. Ya sound like ya already have some armor.” 
 
    “I’ve got some experience but I don’t have any of this on me.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re in the War Zone, ya can’t go wrong with something like that. It won’t give ya complete protection though. Nothing ever does. Ya prep for something explosive, they’ll blast ya with a laser. Try to protect from a laser, and they’ll hit ya with plasma. I even heard there’s some asshole who’s messing around with slime in the arena. Got something for that but it’ll leave ya vulnerable to everything else. It’s all a game of rock-paper-scissors.” 
 
    Max moved toward a sleek piece of armor hanging on the walls. It was all white, polished to a shine, almost blinding despite the dull lights of the garage. 
 
    Max reached out and ran his fingers over it. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Ah! Ya got a keen eye. That’s laser-forged diamond steel. The perfect combination of durability and flexibility. If you’re looking for something to move around in but get the best protection, that’s the one.” 
 
    “How much is this?” 
 
    “Hmm… Normally I’d charge something hefty for it. But since you know Vino, I’ll give ya a discount. It’s yours for a million.” 
 
    “…Credits?” 
 
    “No, ramen bricks. Of course, credits! Ya know how long it takes to forge diamond steel? Ya can break your tools if ya don’t do it right.” 
 
    Max sighed at the armor and shook his head. “How about something more affordable?” 
 
    “Hmph,” Beecher scoffed. “I should’ve known ya were one of those guys just from that dirty coat you’re wearing. I’ll tell ya what.” 
 
    The pudgy man waddled to the side and grabbed a plain set of rusty battle armor off the wall. 
 
    “It’s flexible enough and it’ll give ya more protection than that shirt you’re wearing. Gimme 1,500 and ya can be on your way.” 
 
    Max examined the silver battle armor. Just from looking at it, he knew it wasn’t comfortable. But when he touched it, he knew it was malleable enough he could move in it. 
 
    “I’ll give you a thousand,” Max said. “And I don’t even know why I’m giving you that.” 
 
    “A thousand… Hmph… Fine,” Beecher sighed as he threw the armor at Max. “Just do me a favor.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Next time ya see Vino, tell him to go fuck himself for sending another cheap bastard my way.” 
 
    Max smirked with a chuckle. “I’ll let him know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    The storm raged harder as Max headed back to his apartment. The light battle armor tucked underneath his arm was easy to carry but he was still eager to get out of the rain. 
 
    A few glasses of whiskey along with the fatigue of the battle earlier were beginning to take a toll on him. It was easier to ignore the street vendors trying to pester him to buy some food supplements but he became less aware of the thugs lurking in the alleys. 
 
    Beecher’s garage was a longer walk away than Max was used to. 
 
    “Hmm… I wonder…” 
 
    The alcohol and exhaustion affected his judgment enough to try a shortcut. He ducked behind one of the alleys. The buzz and glow from the neon signs disappeared with only the moonlight barely shining through the clouds. 
 
    He walked by all of the derelict buildings. The rats scurried around at his feet as they searched the dumpsters. Electronic components had been trashed along with evidence of loot boxes and other drug paraphernalia. The soles of his sneakers were slick against the wet pavement. 
 
    He sighed a deep breath, double-checking his AllDevice to make sure he was heading in the right direction. 
 
    “Come here! What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    A voice came down one of the alleys. 
 
    “Don’t try to walk away from us!” 
 
    Max stopped in his tracks. He couldn’t make out who it was or what they were talking about but it was obvious something was wrong. 
 
    “Mind your own business…” 
 
    The police presence in Kings Row wasn’t much. With more resources focused on dealing with the adverse weather and drug abuse, Max knew punks weren’t deterred from taking advantage of people. 
 
    “Don’t move!” 
 
    The voice continued to boom from down the alley. Max looked down his path. But he couldn’t keep going. Even if it was just his curiosity, he’d never be able to shake the feeling if he didn’t see what was going on. 
 
    He switched down the other alley, following the shouting of the voices. 
 
    “I told you don’t move!” 
 
    He kept walking until the floodlight behind one of the buildings illuminated the backlot. 
 
    There were three of them. Black ink tattoos on their arms and faces. Shaved heads. Shivs on their waists and loot box tracks on their arms. Nothing out of the ordinary in Kings Row. It was easy to tell what kinda men they were just from how thin and wiry they were. 
 
    They didn’t care about standing in the rain in nothing but undershirts and slick leather pants. Their attention was focused on the person they’d surrounded. 
 
    A pale-faced woman. Her hair was black, shaved on one side and combed over the other. She wore a bodysuit of armor with sleek white lines. He’d seen outfits like that before but nobody in Kings Row actually wore them. 
 
    But that wasn’t the most curious thing. Max squinted through the rain and saw her eyes. Her small, brown pupils were off in a way he couldn’t explain. 
 
    She had no emotion, her face turned toward the ground. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” one of the punks said to her. “Can’t talk to us?” 
 
    The woman remained silent, almost as if she wasn’t breathing. 
 
    “Maybe she needs some motivation.” One of the other men raised up a steel blade. The heavy sword moved toward her throat and the punks all cackled in unison. Still, the woman didn’t respond. 
 
    “Can’t wait… She’s in trouble…” Max stepped forward. “Hey! What’s going on here?” 
 
    The thugs all turned toward Max. A combination of anger and confusion came across their faces. 
 
    “Who’s this?” one punk said. “He a friend of yours?” 
 
    “Just some bum,” another one added. “Go find somewhere else to beg for credits. This ain’t a charity.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” the third one said. “Look…” He pointed at the armor Max had tucked under his arm. “That looks interesting.” 
 
    They turned their attention away from the woman and inched toward Max. 
 
    “Whatcha got there, friend?” 
 
    Max held his ground. His jaw clenched, he didn’t move from his spot. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “And I asked you a question. What’s that under your arm? It looks like battle armor.” 
 
    “How about that?” another punk said. “First we get this rubber with the sword and now we get this bum with the armor. Must be our lucky day.” 
 
    “I can assure you, it’s not your lucky day,” Max said, turning to the woman. “Hey! You all right?” 
 
    The woman didn’t respond, not moving as she continued to face the ground. 
 
    “Don’t mind her,” the thug said as he moved closer to Max. “She’s fine.” 
 
    “She doesn’t look fine,” Max said. 
 
    “Trust me. We’ll take real good care of her. We’re about to have some fun. Now… I want you to apologize for interrupting us. I think that battle armor you’re carrying will do. Or… you can hand us every credit you got.” 
 
    “Hand us your AD or we’ll take it from you.” The other punk held his hand out. 
 
    They’d surrounded Max. It didn’t take him more than a second to know he was more than capable of taking care of them. The one with the sword pointed it right at Max but all Max did was sigh in response. 
 
    “Is that how it’s gonna be?” Max said. 
 
    “Yeah… That’s how it’s gonna be.” 
 
    “Fine—” Max ducked down and avoided the slash from the blade. He rolled his sleeve up and let out a blast that sent the punk flying back into the brick wall behind him. 
 
    “Get him!” The other two converged. But they were sloppy. Untrained thugs were no trouble, even if they outnumbered Max. 
 
    One of them charged forward and wrapped their arms around Max’s waist. Max raised both hands above his head and slammed them to his back, knocking him to the ground. He raised his foot up and stopped him in the back of the head to silence him. 
 
    Seeing the other two beaten wasn’t enough to stop the last man. He rushed forward with a yell. Max didn’t even bother using his ACE, instead slamming his fist into the punk’s nose and shattering it. Another punch against his jaw made him slump to the ground in a heap. 
 
    Max looked around to make sure they were all out then walked up to the silent woman. “Are you all right?” 
 
    She slowly raised her head up, empty brown pupils looking right back at him. 
 
    “What’s wrong? It’s all right. I’m not trying to—” 
 
    She mouthed something but nothing came out. 
 
    “Synthetic… Of course…” Max thought to himself and nodded. “Something’s wrong with your speech. Your module.” 
 
    A smile came across her lips as she nodded. 
 
    “I might be able to fix it. We should get out of the rain.” 
 
    She turned around and picked up the sword the punk had dropped. The blade retracted into the hilt and the hilt was stored in a compartment that was part of her armored leg. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said. 
 
    She gave him a nod and walked with him through the alley. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max followed the woman into his apartment. He flipped the light switch on and realized how messy his place was. 
 
    “Don’t mind the apartment. I promise you everything is clean—” 
 
    The woman turned around. The armor covering her hard abdominals rose and moved to the side, revealing the electrical components underneath her skin. 
 
    “Right… Synthetic… Why don’t you move over to that workbench over there?” He pointed to the side of his living room and the woman calmly walked to it. 
 
    Max took a seat in front of his bench and flipped his light on. The woman stood motionless in front of Max. 
 
    “Let’s see here… I think I’ve got this figured out… Something must’ve loosened the wires. Probably just need to reconnect them and reinitialize everything. That should give you your speech back. It might take me a little bit though.” 
 
    He grabbed some of his tools and began digging into her stomach. The work wasn’t anything different from what he did at Tom’s, though the subject was a lot more interesting. 
 
    “Never had a synthetic come into the shop before… I wonder what someone would think if they saw me digging into a woman’s stomach and didn’t realize you were a rubber.” 
 
    He looked up and smirked at her. She had a soft smile on her lips. Something about her was disarming though he knew her malfunction could have gone beyond her inability to speak. 
 
    Max relaxed like he always did when he worked, whistling softly to himself. “There. The wires are all connected. Just need to reboot it. I think this should be it…” He pressed down on one of the small buttons with his screwdriver and held it. A few seconds went by and the woman’s lips began to shake like she was murmuring. 
 
    She took a step back from Max and calmly closed the compartment on her stomach. The lines were so seamless it was impossible to tell there was even anything there. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Max asked. 
 
    She opened her mouth slowly. “I… am fine… I’m fine.” Her voice was soft and feminine. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d sound like that. I guess I should’ve known better.” 
 
    “Have you known many androids?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “The only ones you see in Kings Row are police androids and I don’t really deal with the cops too much, as you could guess by now… My name’s Max.” 
 
    “The others from the facility have designated me Zigzag.” 
 
    “Facility? What facility?” 
 
    “I’m an android, programmed to train the New Austin Police Force in melee combat. Twenty years have passed since my inception. I’m now retired and have been replaced by a newer model. I have been given the opportunity to roam the city as an ordinary citizen and find my place.” 
 
    “Right… Seems kinda dangerous for the thugs out there.” 
 
    “New Austin Police have all the means to neutralize me should I attempt to cause any harm.” 
 
    “I know. Safety protocols. They’ve been in place ever since AI became more abundant. I’m guessing it wasn’t your plan to spend time with those guys back there.” 
 
    “A malfunction in my components. They managed to disarm me because I did not wish to use lethal force. It is a balance I’m finding difficult to find in dealing with the more unsavory residents of Kings Row. Your intervention was not necessary but… grateful.” 
 
    Max chuckled and nodded. “No problem. Do you have a place to stay?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have no need for it but was attempting to search for shelter. Perhaps I could find work with one of the shops who need assistance.” 
 
    “Someone like you is overqualified to be working in Kings Row. I could take you to Broadway tomorrow if you want. I’m sure someone will take you in.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve had a long night. You should probably relax. Do you want something to eat or drink?” 
 
    “I have enough energy reserves to sustain myself for the next 83 hours.” 
 
    “That’s not very long. I’ve only got an auto-ramen machine in my place though. The flavor’s not the best but it’ll fill you up.” 
 
    The android smiled politely and bowed her head. Her delicate face was youthful, unblemished and unwrinkled. She was a young woman who looked every bit her age. 
 
    Max found himself trying to watch his words because of the innocence he sensed. “Why don’t you relax and I’ll get things started?” 
 
    “Very well, Max. I’m looking forward to our meal.” 
 
    Max chuckled at his situation. An android was in his apartment. A part of him wondered if it was a good idea. There was a kindness in her smile though, as strange as it was. 
 
    He watched her sitting calmly at his dining room table as he prepared a late-night meal for the two of them. 
 
    “Max, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What is it you do?” 
 
    “Right now? I’m a Contender at the War Zone at a place called Club Cosmic.” 
 
    “You’re a combatant?” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of that. Perhaps I’ll have a chance to observe you.” 
 
    “If that’s something you’re interested in, you can watch.” 
 
    Even though she was an android, her smile seemed as genuine as any other woman’s. Max couldn’t help but smirk back. 
 
    “Thank you, Max.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    ACTIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Heavy Blast II 
 
    Short-range concussive energy blast with increased force 
 
    Energy drain: Light 
 
      
 
    Sweeping Shot I 
 
    Quick burst of piercing energy bullets 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
      
 
    Recovery I 
 
    Heal minor wounds and injuries 
 
    Energy drain: Light 
 
      
 
    Burning Arrow I 
 
    Long-range piercing energy arrow. Causes burning damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
    N/A 
 
      
 
    Max gave his abilities a glance, making sure everything was in order. He decided against taking all of the abilities from Vino’s ACE, only upgrading his own Hard Blast into Heavy Blast. Every distance was covered. And with the battle armor he wore, he had more protection than the ordinary clothes he’d been getting by with. 
 
    He strapped on the BioHarness then put the coat on over it. 
 
    “You’re still gonna wear the coat?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s gonna happen out there,” Max said. “Last time, I was standing in the middle of a rainstorm. I need everything I have on me.” 
 
    “You ready for this? That armor doesn’t look very sturdy.” 
 
    “It’s sturdy enough. I don’t plan on taking any direct hits.” 
 
    “Nobody ever does. Plan doesn’t always work.” 
 
    “Mine will. I saw Mississippi Slicker fight before. I can beat him.” 
 
    Hudson smirked and nodded. “You’re always composed. I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “I’ve been in the War Zone enough times by now to know what it feels like. The rush of adrenaline from my ACE. The noise from the crowd. A Contender trying to take my head off and send me to a regeneration tank. Tonight won’t be any different.” 
 
    Hudson put a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Just one more question. The, uh, rubber you brought along with you.” 
 
    “Zigzag.” 
 
    “Right. Zigzag… You sure it’s such a good idea for her to be hanging around. You ever been around a rubber before?” 
 
    “She was malfunctioning when I found her. She might be a police training android but she’s harmless. Don’t worry about her. You’ve walked the streets of Kings Row. You know she’s not any more dangerous than what you’d find in the back alleys.” 
 
    “Good point.” He patted Max on the shoulder, his chip-toothed grin growing even wider. “We’ll be watching from the stands.” 
 
    Max turned around and headed through the curtain. The arena vibrated from the anticipation of the crowd. Hundreds had gathered to witness the battle. The blue lights lit the pathway into the War Zone. Max walked until he was standing on the grid. He looked at the bright lights shining above him then turned toward the Operator’s balcony behind him. 
 
    “Mississippi Slicker,” Proxy said through his earpiece. “Big fan favorite.” 
 
    The twang of the guitar blared through the speakers as the lights went out. A lone spotlight shined on the lone figure in the distance. The man tilted his head down, his ten-gallon hat covering his face. He wore a poncho to cover his BioHarness and the armor underneath. A pair of leather pants led down to some brown boots with metal spurs around them. 
 
    The audience cheered as the country jazz continued to play. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter how popular he is,” Max said. “His fans aren’t in the War Zone with him.” 
 
    “Slicker’s got a straight forward game plan. His main ability is Quick Draw. It’s a single bullet but lightning quick. You won’t be able to dodge it if he’s already firing, so make sure you’re already behind cover if you don’t wanna get hit by it.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Empty Revolver uses up all his energy. Six bullets in his ACE. Rapid fire.” 
 
    “It uses all his energy. That’s how I’m gonna win.” 
 
    “That might work but he won’t be out of it completely. He’s got Reload. Restores his energy to maximum. It takes some time but Slicker’s had enough time using it to know when to time it. Then there’s Dirt Kick. It’ll get you right in the eyes and stun you. It doesn’t require much energy either.” 
 
    “Lining me up for the perfect shot.” 
 
    “Exactly. Slicker’s a straight shooter. He’s been fighting the way he has for years. Doesn’t rely on speed or strength but it’s worked for him. You got a plan?” 
 
    “If he’s who I think he is, I know just how to beat him.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” The announcer’s voice ripped through the speakers. “It’s time for a battle!” 
 
    The grid began to shift all around Max. The blue lights disappeared. The cold steel vanished, replaced by dilapidated wooden buildings. The ground turned into dirt. The ceiling changed into a blue sky with a bright, shining sun. 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes at one of the old wooden buildings and read the sign above it. 
 
    “Saloon… Where is this?” 
 
    “You’re in the old west. It looks like they decided to give your cowboy opponent home field advantage.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Max stood on the open dirt road with Mississippi Slicker standing in the distance. Max kept walking forward but his opponent just stood there, his arms calmly at his sides. The closer Max got, the more he realized Slicker had his head down. 
 
    The audience was barely visible but their growing cheers grew louder. 
 
    “Slick-er! Slick-er! Slick-er!” 
 
    They chanted his name in eager anticipation of him making a move. Electronic music pumped through the speakers to fuel the crowd with more energy. 
 
    “I’m not waiting for you,” Max called out. He didn’t get a response. “Fine.” Max was almost angry. He raised his ACE up and charged a Burning Arrow only for Slicker to suddenly fire his ACE quickly. 
 
    Max didn’t have a chance to react, the bullet catching him on his shoulder and shattering the armor covering it. 
 
    “Shit,” Max grumbled as he ducked behind a building. He grabbed his shoulder and immediately felt the blood gushing from his wound. 
 
    “Careful, Max,” Proxy said. “That did 33-percent.” 
 
    “That’s a lot faster than I thought it would be.” Max activated Recovery but wasn’t able to recover all of his HP. But the bleeding had slowed down enough he didn’t have to put pressure on the wound. 
 
    Slicker’s spurs jingled as he started to walk forward. Max listened to his opponent’s boots crunching underneath the dirt. A few moments later, Slicker started to whistle. 
 
    “He’s coming for you,” Proxy said. 
 
    “How many shots did you say he has before he has to reload?” Max asked. 
 
    “Six.” 
 
    “He’s got five more. I just have to bait ‘em out.” 
 
    “Five more and you’ll be dead.” 
 
    “Not if they don’t hit me.” Max rushed out from behind the building and ran across the dirt road. He dived behind another building just as Slicker fired. 
 
    “Four,” Max said as he fell on the ground, narrowly avoiding getting clipped. 
 
    “I don’t know if I like this plan of yours, Max. He got close” 
 
    “Just keep count for me, Proxy.” 
 
    Max steadied himself, listening for Slicker’s spurs and his whistling as he moved closer. 
 
    “Where ya hiding now?” Slicker said suddenly, his accent with a noticeable drawl. “I’m lookin’ for a duel but it doesn’t seem like ya wanna fight. It won’t take long. Just one shot right between the eyes and it’ll be all over. Whadda ya say?” 
 
    “I say… It’ll take more than one shot to take me out.” Max popped out from behind the building and fired a Sweeping Shot. It forced Slicker to turn his back and take the brunt of it on his armor. He spun back around and fired another round but Max was already ducking behind a building. 
 
    “Three,” Max muttered. 
 
    “He’s getting closer,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Not close enough. Now I’ve got him right where I want him.” 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    Max closed his eyes and took a deep breath to steady himself. “Three more shots… I can take two… Just gotta make him miss one…” 
 
    “Where ya at now?” Slicker called out again. “Getting a little tired of playing hide and sick with ya. Tryin’ to have a duel, ya hear?” 
 
    “I’m right here.” Max moved around from behind the building. Slicker was already waiting, standing ten meters away with his ACE aimed forward. Max immediately dropped to his stomach before Slicker fired, the shot missing. 
 
    “Two left. Go!” Max gritted his teeth and charged forward. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy’s pleas fell on deaf ears as Max raced up to Slicker. 
 
    Slicker emptied the rest of his ACE. The bullets were fast, catching Max the instant they were fired. One pierced Max in the leg. The other caught him in the right arm. 
 
    “Shit!” Max thought to himself. The searing pain of the bullets piercing his skin was enough to make him grimace and stumble. But he ignored the blood leaking from his wounds and used all of his remaining strength to move forward. 
 
    Slicker lowered his ACE to reload. 
 
    “No more energy,” Max said as he moved forward and wrapped his arms around Slicker. He tackled him to the ground and the audience gasped in unison. 
 
    They struggled with each other. Max used everything he had left in him as the blood continued to drain from him. Slicker’s hat fell off as he tried to wrestle Max’s arms off of him. 
 
    Max connected with a right hand that caught Slicker in the jaw and drew blood. 
 
    “You’re down to 27-percent and dropping!” Proxy said. “If you’re gonna finish him, you gotta do it now!” 
 
    Max slammed another fist into Slicker’s mouth. But the cowboy was stronger than Max expected, working up the strength to push Max off and force him to stumble back. 
 
    Max regained his footing and moved forward but Slicker kicked dirt into Max’s eyes, blinding him with a Dirt Kick. 
 
    “Don’t need much energy for that now,” Slicker said. “Now… Before I was so rudely interrupted…” 
 
    “He’s reloading, Max!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    Max opened his eyes but couldn’t see anything. He rubbed his eyes and blinked but nothing he could do would clear his vision. 
 
    “He’s almost reloaded!” 
 
    “Calm down. Steady.” Max steadied his breath. “Relax…” 
 
    “Slick-er! Slick-er! Slick-er! Slick-er!” 
 
    Max ignored the chanting of the crowd. He drowned out the electronic bass rumbling through the speakers. 
 
    “Have to listen… His spurs… Whistling…” As soon as Max thought about it, he could hear it. Slicker whistled quietly, his spurs jingling like he was shifting in his spot. 
 
    “Right here… He’s right here.” Max turned to where the sound was coming from. He still couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    Just as Proxy shouted, Max shot forward. He kept running with his shoulder lowered until suddenly colliding with Slicker. He couldn’t see him but he could feel his opponent. He wrapped his arms around Slicker’s waist and slammed him to the ground. 
 
    The cowboy grunted as he tried to get back up to his feet. Max swung wildly, slamming his fists into where he knew Slicker’s face was. One punch was followed by another then another. But again, Slicker managed to work the strength up to push Max off. 
 
    “Can’t take another chance.” Max scrambled to his feet and instinctively lowered down to one knee. His ACE aimed, a Burning Arrow shot forward. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    There was something in Proxy’s voice. Fear. Confusion. Surprise. The crowd fell silent. Only the low sound of music filled the air. 
 
    Max fired a Sweeping Shot and heard the bullets plink against Slicker’s armor. As Max’s vision cleared, he saw it. Slicker’s figure stood before him. Blood leaked from his wounds and an arrow had caught him right in the chest. The blood gushed out of him with flames continuing to burn a hole through his armor. 
 
    Slicker slicked his long hair back over his head and coughed up a fountain of blood. 
 
    “Ya got me… Ya bastard…” Slicker fell on the ground on his back. 
 
    “Your winner… Maximilian!” 
 
    The battlefield shifted back into the neon blue grid. Attendants rushed into the arena to rush Slicker to a regeneration tank. 
 
    Max closed his eyes and sighed a deep breath. He was still bleeding and his vision wasn’t completely clear. His HP was slowly leaving him. But even falling to his knees, he managed to work a smile onto his face. 
 
    “You did it. Nice job.” 
 
    Proxy’s approval had never sounded so sweet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Zigzag held the glass in her petite hand and put it up to her lips. Hudson smirked at how delicately she swallowed it down. Proxy had an eyebrow raised in curiosity. Max sat silently along with the rest of them. 
 
    The android’s throat shifted as she gulped. The blank expression she had changed, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Strange…” 
 
    “What do you think?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “It’s bitter. Harsh. I’m aware it can be addicting. The police have arrested countless who have imbibed recklessly. Yet I see no benefits from doing so.” 
 
    “Can an android get drunk?” Proxy said. 
 
    “My body was meant to function exactly like my human counterparts. However, every liquid I ingest is immediately converted into BioEnergy for my components. The ill effects of the alcohol would be negligible unless taken in considerable amounts.” 
 
    “That sounds like a huge reason to drink even more!” Hudson slapped his hand on the bar. “Rounds on me! Just made a boatload from the last bet I made!” 
 
    “Hudson…” Proxy grumbled between gritted teeth. “Try not to scare the woman away. Come on, Zigzag. These guys are just trying to take advantage of you.” 
 
    Proxy tugged Zigzag on the arm. The two of them smiled coyly at Max as they left to the other side of the Contender’s Lounge. Max didn’t think much of it, his eyes focused on his whiskey like they always were. 
 
    Hudson leaned up against the bar and looked Max up and down. “You took some pretty hard shots there. You all right?” 
 
    “My armor needs to be repaired a bit but I’ll be fine. My wounds aren’t anything a regenerator can’t take care of.” 
 
    “Must be nice to get shot knowing you’ll be able to come back from it. You’d think the punks in Kings Row trying to jack people for loot money would know better…” 
 
    “It’s never nice getting shot. This isn’t glamorous.” 
 
    “I’d say being a successful Contender is pretty damn green if you ask me. Check that out.” 
 
    Max shifted his eyes toward a couple of women off to the side. A blond and brunette dressed in tight, leather gowns stood there. They pretended to be coy as they looked in Max’s direction. But judging from their outfits and not-so-subtle stares, it was obvious they were trying to get his attention. 
 
    Max took a sip of his whiskey and sighed. “I think they’re looking at you.” 
 
    “Funny guy,” Hudson replied with a smirk. “You can’t be a Contender without making a few fans.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in making fans. I win. I get credits. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “And that’s what making fans is all about. You put on a show, more brokers like Black will wanna sponsor you. That means more credits in your pocket. All the liquor and women and fancy hotel suites that come along with it are just a bonus. You win the War Gamez, you’ll be a legend. You better be ready for it, Max.” 
 
    “I win the War Gamez, I’ll take my half of the 100K and I’m out. That’s it.” 
 
    “You don’t really mean that, do you?” Hudson narrowed his eyes at Max. 
 
    Max wanted to laugh at the sudden concern Hudson had. The man was all about the credits, so there was no chance he’d just let Max walk away. Max knew that better than anybody else. 
 
    “You’ll have enough credits to bet on a new Contender,” Max said. “You can live comfortably with what you have. Even in a place like Kings Row.” 
 
    “It’s not just that though. Every battle I’ve watched you compete in… You know what you’re doing. It’s not the abilities or your battlefield IQ or even your sheer will. It’s like you were meant to be out there.” 
 
    Max swallowed down the rest of his glass. Hudson’s eyes didn’t move from him. “Nobody’s meant to be a Contender,” Max said. “It’s just something we have to do to make ends meet. That’s the kind of world we’re living in.” 
 
    “…I guess I can’t argue with that. Everybody else has given up on this planet. We’re just clinging to what’s left of it until we leave.” 
 
    “Now you’ve got the idea.” 
 
    “I still think you’re special though, my man. You sure you’re just an electronics repairman?” Hudson raised an eyebrow at Max. He usually had that broken smile of his on display. Despite the amount of credits he had now, he still looked like the dirty and disheveled man Max saw when they first met. 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath through his nose and raised his eyebrows. “You want my life story or do you wanna buy another round like you said you would?” 
 
    A half-smirk slowly came to Hudson’s face. He turned to get the bartender’s attention and more whiskey was prepared for the two of them. 
 
    The Contenders Lounge had a quiet vibe. Contenders relaxed in the atmosphere like they always did. More battles were being fought in the War Zone. Competitors prepared for their upcoming bouts by lounging with a drink, while others who’d just finished did the same. 
 
    Despite the relaxed atmosphere, Max couldn’t help but notice the noticeable tension in the air. The displays off to the side of the lounge had a schedule with all of the battles. One in particular got more attention than the others. 
 
    “You made it to the Finals,” Hudson said. “Your first War Gamez and you’re already battling for the grand prize. How does it feel?” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like anything,” Max said. “It’s just a job.” 
 
    “Just a job… You have a way with words… You’re going up against Brick. Now I’m not saying you can’t beat him. But he’ll be a tougher challenge than what you’ve faced.” 
 
    Hudson’s comments were enough to pique Max’s curiosity. “What do you know about him?” 
 
    “Brick is a powerhouse. Pure, raw energy. Brute strength. The man’s had enough injections to turn him into a lab experiment. He doesn’t even try to hide it. He’s got Professor Dove with him.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “His Operator. The man’s a legit mad scientist. Got arrested a few times for violating the Biology Act with all of his weird experiments. Now he makes his home in the War Zone.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about an Operator. If Brick is the brute you think he is, he’s not smart.” 
 
    “That’s just it. It’ll be tough to outsmart a guy who knows he’s not very smart. Especially with someone like Dove in his corner.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, why don’t you just bet against me?” 
 
    “Ha!” Hudson reared back and slapped Max on the shoulder hard enough to shake the glass in Max’s hand. “You’re the horse I rode in on. I’m not changing now.” 
 
    Hudson clinked his glass with Max’s and took a gulp of his whiskey. He sighed a deep breath and smiled. “Now it’s just a matter of…” 
 
    His words trailed off, the smile slowly leaving his lips. Max shrugged in confusion. “It’s just a matter of what?” 
 
    Hudson was no longer looking at him, peeking over Max’s shoulder. Max swiveled in his chair and saw a couple of men approaching him. 
 
    The big man was noticeable even among the Contenders. His arms and legs thick like tree trunks. His chest bulging and his gut the same. Max wondered how much steel had to be forged to construct the cold, gray metal of his armor. A short red mohawk on top of his head drew less attention than the red pupils of his eyes. Thick veins popped out on his forehead and neck like he was straining his muscles without end. Max was surprised his teeth hadn’t been ground to dust with how hard he clenched his jaw. 
 
    “Maximilian,” the other man spoke. Max turned to the smaller man next to him. He had a nasally voice that was almost painful to listen to. Max wouldn’t have noticed him otherwise. “It theemth you made it to the finalth.” 
 
    He spoke confidently despite his lisp. He ran a hand over what little white hair he had left on his head. Even without the big man standing next to him, he would’ve looked small and frail. 
 
    “Professor Dove?” Max said. “I guess that makes you Brick.” 
 
    Brick stayed silent, crossing his tree trunk arms while he looked down at Max. Max sat nonchalantly in his seat, his back leaning against the bar. 
 
    “Hmph,” Dove straightened out his long, white lab coat, his beady eyes narrowed on his blemished face. “You might be confident now but you’ll thee thoon enough you’ve got no chanthe. Brick here will paint the War Thone with your blood.” 
 
    Max ignored the sickly man, his eyes focused on the big one trying to stare a hole through him. He took a sip of his whiskey and got up from his seat. Brick was about a foot taller but Max didn’t hesitate to move closer to him. 
 
    “How about we find out who’d win between us right here, right now?” Max said. 
 
    “Whoa! Hold on a second now!” Hudson chuckled nervously as he moved in front of Max. “We’ll find out in the War Zone. The finals aren’t that far off. No need to get into it right now.” 
 
    Brick had no expression on his face but his Operator had a confident grin Max wanted to wipe off. “You’re a disgrathe to the battlefield,” Dove said. “You fight like a thavage. No finethe. No grathe. You don’t know how to truly appreciate the power of your ATHE.” 
 
    Max didn’t take his eyes off Brick. The big man stood his ground, his arms crossed and not moving like he was a statue. 
 
    Hudson sensed the growing tension, continuing to be a wall between the two of them. 
 
    The commotion drew the attention from the other Contenders. Max didn’t care that everybody in the lounge was paying attention to him though. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Proxy walked up with Zigzag by her. 
 
    Dove turned and looked at Zigzag. “Whatth thith? An android… Interethting. I think I can do thome experimenth with you.” 
 
    “If you touch her, I’ll blow your fucking head off.” Max took a step closer. 
 
    Brick moved forward to him, brushing up against Hudson. 
 
    “Hey, hey, now!” Hudson said, his voice growing more nervous. “You don’t wanna do anything stupid now in the lounge. Not with the finals around the corner.” 
 
    “Yeth,” Dove said. “It would be unfortunate if that happened. But we all know what’th gonna happen anyway. Why don’t you give ‘em a little thample, Brick?” 
 
    “No, don’t—” 
 
    Hudson was interrupted when Brick suddenly raised his ACE up. Max yelled as he drove his shoulder and wrapped his arms around Brick’s waist. He used all of his strength to tackle the big man to the ground and get on top of him. 
 
    Max rolled his sleeve up just enough to reveal his ACE. He charged a blast but his arm got knocked to the side as he fired a Sweeping Shot. 
 
    “Get off him!” Dove shouted, his own ACE pointed right at Max. 
 
    Zigzag pulled the hilt of her blade from her leg and formed her energy sword in her palm. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Proxy said to her. 
 
    “I must protect Max,” the android responded. 
 
    Max was so distracted, Brick caught him off balance. The big man shoved him off then charged forward, tackling him and slamming into the wall. 
 
    Proxy and Hudson did their best to stop Zigzag from attacking Dove. Dove defended himself by raising an energy shield with his ACE. Brick wrestled with Max as they tried to take control of one another. The other Contenders all shouted at the sudden commotion breaking out. 
 
    “Break it up! Break it up!” 
 
    Club Cosmic security flooded into the lounge. There were dozens of them, enough to separate Max and Brick from one another. 
 
    “Get down!” 
 
    Max was taken by multiple arms and slammed to the ground on his stomach. His arms were tied behind his back and cuffed. He looked up to see the security taking care of Dove and Brick just the same. Zigzag had been apprehended, too. Max couldn’t help a chuckle at how emotionless her face was. 
 
    Instead, Hudson and Proxy were the worried ones. The Operator had her palm against her forehead, her eyes closed like she didn’t wanna watch. Hudson had his hands on his hips. The commotion among the other Contenders continued as they shouted and cheered. 
 
    “Come on! Let’s go!” The guards forced Max to his feet and ushered him out of the lounge. 
 
    “I just made it to the finals,” Max sarcastically said to the guards. “Is this any way to treat a successful Contender?” 
 
    “You won’t be competing in the finals anymore, Contender.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Max admired the view from Wallace Black’s suite. The lights on all of the buildings in Broadway were bright enough to illuminate the dark sky itself. Electronic billboards displayed advertisements of sexy women showing off the latest, overpriced products and services. Police cars rolled through the streets to keep the peace. Everybody was out looking for a good time. Even the dreariness of the rainstorm wasn’t enough to damper how picturesque it was. It helped the flames from the fireplace kept the atmosphere as warm and comfortable as anywhere a person could be in New Austin. 
 
    “People say a lot of things about me. They talk behind my back but I still hear them. They call me names. They try to provoke me. They do everything that can to try and bring me down. But there’s nothing they can say to hurt me. I know they can’t. Do you know why that is?” 
 
    Wallace paused, sitting calmly at his desk with Simone at his side. His eyes locked on Max. Max didn’t respond, half of his attention still focused on the view outside. Hudson sat next to Max and he seemed more worried than anybody else. Even the comfortable confines of Wallace’s office weren’t enough to ease the growing tension. 
 
    “Because I’m a businessman,” Wallace continued. “I handle my business and I’m good at it. If I were to pay attention to all of the opinions floating up from the people beneath me, I would not be able to achieve the success I have. 
 
    “You’re lucky Brick and Dove had the same amount of involvement in the altercation you did. It’s the only reason you haven’t been disqualified completely.” 
 
    “They were the ones who came up to me looking for a fight,” Max said. 
 
    “Is that your excuse? They started it. That’s something a child would say.” 
 
    “I’m not pointing fingers. But when someone starts something with me, I intend on finishing it.” 
 
    “I had to pull a favor to make sure you weren’t arrested,” Wallace said. “You discharged your ACE in full view of everybody with security cameras rolling. I don’t have to tell you how New Austin PD isn’t fond of unchecked ACE use outside of the War Zone.” 
 
    “It was a mistake,” Hudson chimed in with his hands up. “Max got out of hand. Dove got out of hand. Brick got out of hand. Zigzag, too. Everybody’s to blame. They can’t cancel the finals of the War Gamez now. I can’t even remember if that’s ever happened.” 
 
    “I agree.” Wallace got up from his seat and straightened his black suit jacket. “It’s clear there’s animosity between our competitors. And I’d be lying if I said this wasn’t personal for me as well.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Max asked. 
 
    “Brick and Professor Dove are sponsored by a broker named Anthony Tomlinson. Tomlinson has been a notable pain in my side. I can’t count the number of times I’ve lost bets to him. For you to beat his sponsored fighter would give me as much satisfaction as the credits I’d win from betting on you.” 
 
    ‘Then the finals are back on.” 
 
    “Yes. On one condition. Tomlinson gave me a proposal to make the finals more interesting.” Wallace put his hands behind his back as he began pacing back and forth. He puffed his burly chest out, a subtle smirk coming across his lips. “The audience at the War Zone enjoys drama. It’s about more than seeing an exciting fight and not knowing the outcome. They like to have a story between the Contenders they’re watching. Maximilian having been involved with Brick before you two stepped foot in the War Zone has already increased interest. Betting lines are moving. The seats will be filled to capacity. All because of your reckless behavior.” 
 
    Wallace made it a point to stare right at Max. Max shrugged, disinterested from getting a continued lecture from the broker. “All right,” Max said. “What’s the proposal?” 
 
    “Tomlinson suggested it be more than a simple match between a Contender and his Operator. Dove personally wants to settle the score with you. He suggested a match between himself and Brick against you… and the synthetic.” 
 
    “Zigzag? She doesn’t have anything to do with this.” 
 
    “Witness reports have her pulling her blade and threatening Professor Dove with it. The footage from the security cameras hasn’t been altered. Are you denying her involvement?” 
 
    Max shook his head. “She pulled her weapon out because she was threatened.” 
 
    “Back to this argument again. Because they started it.” Wallace moved back to his seat and pulled a cigar from his box. Simone cut the end for him then stood rigidly next to his seat, ready to answer his whims. “I don’t care who started it. I don’t care what your reasoning is. You fight with the rubber.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then you don’t battle at all.” 
 
    Max gritted his teeth and sighed a deep breath through his nose in frustration. 
 
    “What do I do?” he thought to himself. 
 
    He turned to Hudson for some suggestions but all he could do was shrug. “Zigzag was involved with the melee.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Max said. “Zigzag is a police training android. She spent twenty years in combat. I’m not about to put her on the line and fight again now that she has her life in her own hands.” 
 
    “If she has twenty years in combat, she’s more than capable of stepping foot in the War Zone,” Wallace said. 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Hudson added. 
 
    Max looked down at the ground and shook his head. He couldn’t force Zigzag into it. But he couldn’t just drop out of the War Gamez either. Not when he was so close to getting the prize he’d been working toward. 
 
    “What’s it going to be, Maximilian?” Wallace puffed on his cigar, a stern look in his beady eyes as he stared at Max. 
 
    Max clenched his jaw and nodded. “I won’t make the decision for Zigzag. But I’ll fight. If she refuses, I’ll take them both on by myself.” 
 
    “I’m not enthusiastic about a Contender I’m betting on stacking the odds against himself… But betting on an underdog always pays better.” 
 
    “You sure about this, Max?” Hudson asked. 
 
    Max turned to the man next to him. Looking into Hudson’s eyes, Max knew what he was walking into. The finals were already going to be difficult. But he was determined to see it through. 
 
    “No matter what happens, I’ll fight,” Max said. “I’ll fight. And I’ll win.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Proxy leaned against the wall of her club suite, her arms crossed as she blew her blond bangs out of her face. 
 
    “What is it with guys always trying to prove how macho they are? You couldn’t wait a few days to put your hands on Brick? You just had to go and do it in the middle of the Contenders Lounge with everybody watching?” 
 
    Max was barely paying attention to her, swallowing down a glass of clear magnetic whiskey and pouring himself another. “Brick wanted me to put his hands on him. I thought I’d do him a favor.” 
 
    “You’re lucky.” She moved away from the wall and shook her head, a parent trying to scold her child, though Max wasn’t really interested in it. “Every Contender who starts anything with another Contender outside of the War Zone always gets reprimanded. Discharging your ACE is already bad enough. It doesn’t give you any leeway just because you use it professionally.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. After the finals, I’ll take this thing off and walk away. Can’t discharge something I’m not wearing.” 
 
    “You’re really planning on battling in the finals? Even knowing it’ll be Brick and Professor Dove?” 
 
    “It’s not your decision, Proxy.” 
 
    Max sat comfortably on the couch with the drink in his hand. His eyes shifted toward Zigzag. The android sat quietly across from him. She was as calm as she always was. Her hands sat gently in her lap as she stared into the distance. 
 
    “She just got away from the police department,” Proxy said. “Twenty long years. Her whole life has been training and combat. We don’t lock androids up and use them like tools. We know better now. She should be out there experiencing the joys this city has to offer. Now you’re telling her to step into the War Zone and fight—” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” Zigzag said it so bluntly, Proxy wasn’t sure she’d heard her. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Hearing Zigzag repeat it, just made Max smirk. 
 
    “I will fight in the War Zone,” she continued. “I’m curious about the application of my programming. My learning database must adapt and evolve. This will be a unique opportunity to test the limits of my processors.” 
 
    “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” Proxy walked up and took a knee in front of her. “This isn’t sparring. This is as real as it gets. And you’re an android, so regenerating you will be a little trickier.” 
 
    “There are means to repair my components if they’re compromised in any way. Max has already demonstrated to correct any malfunctions.” She turned toward Max and smiled softly. Seeing the demure look on her porcelain face was enough to make Max smirk. 
 
    But he knew he couldn’t let the android do it so willingly. “Proxy’s right,” he said. “It’ll be dangerous. I can’t promise you won’t get injured. I can beat these guys by myself.” 
 
    “The odds of your success will increase dramatically with a partner. I will fight by your side, Max. There is nothing more to discuss.” 
 
    Max looked at Proxy. “You heard her. It’s her decision. She’s made up her mind.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Proxy got back up to her feet and shrugged. 
 
    “You’re my Operator. You’ve gotta be in on this, too. A hundred percent. If you’re having any reservations, back away now.” 
 
    “I’m with you. Both of you. This is the finals though. Brick and Dove are gonna put up a bigger fight than you’ve ever had. You’ve gotta prepare as much as you can. You two need to be in sync. How about some training?” 
 
    Max and Zigzag looked at one another and nodded. 
 
    “All right,” Max said. “Training.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Max stood at the foot of the training grounds, surrounded by the neon blue lights of the grid. The cold steel of the low walls and columns had become familiar to him at this point. His android companion walked up next to one of the columns and ran her fingers along it. 
 
    “We have training courses similar to this at the station,” Zigzag said. “It’s used to simulate being near a building or within a dwelling. Conflict is never done on an open field.” 
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable with it,” Proxy said. “It’s the War Gamez. The scenery can change on a whim. Be prepared for anything.” 
 
    Proxy stood next to the electronic tablet in front of the training grounds. She swiped through the display with Max right next to her. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to find something that’ll simulate Brick and Professor Dove as close as possible. It’s gonna be tricky though. Dove is just an Operator. I don’t remember the last time he took the battlefield.” 
 
    “You’ve seen Brick at least, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I have. You can see his abilities right here.” Proxy handed Max the digital tablet she always carried. He swiped through it and saw the profile for Brick. 
 
      
 
    Known abilities for Contender 
 
    Designation: BRICK 
 
      
 
    ACTIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Ground Smash III 
 
    A thundering shockwave that shakes the surrounding area. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Reckless Charge III 
 
    Dash forward at high-speeds with energy armor. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Rage I 
 
    Deplete energy for increased speed and strength 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
      
 
    Energy Armor II 
 
    Take less damage from incoming projectiles 
 
    Energy drain: 20% 
 
      
 
    HP Boost III 
 
    A greater increase in HP 
 
    Energy drain: 5% 
 
      
 
    Max shook his head. “Brick spends 25-percent of his energy just on boosting his armor and HP. All of his abilities have high energy drain. That means he’s slow and can’t attack very often.” 
 
    “And he made it to the finals doing that,” Proxy said. “When you can take someone out with one swing, there’s no need for a second.” 
 
    “You’re right. But Brick has a weakness. It’s clear. I don’t care how thick his armor is or how much HP he has. If I can get him to spend his energy, I can take him down.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But the battle will change with Professor Dove there with him. I won’t know what he’s doing until the day of the fight. You’ll have to adjust on the fly.” 
 
    Max looked up at Zigzag, who was standing patiently in the middle of the arena by herself. “So will they.” He walked over to her and she greeted him with a smile. “Proxy is getting the program ready now. Are you prepared?” 
 
    She gave him a nod and lowered her hand down along her left thigh. The compartment opened up and she pulled her hilt out. She held the sword handle up and the blade appeared from it. The sheen on it was accompanied by a faint pink energy. 
 
    “What is that?” he asked. 
 
    “My energy katana is a combination of carbon fiber steel combined with concentrated magneton waves generated from the hilt. The blade itself is sharp enough to cut through the hardest metals. But the added vibrations from the magnetons provide an added benefit against greater resistance.” 
 
    “I think I’ve heard of that before. You don’t see too many of those.” 
 
    “There is little practical use for the weapon outside of combat such as this. But I have enhancements beyond what a human is capable of. Enhanced reflexes and greater strength means I merely have to cut with precision while the blade itself does most of the work.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re on my side.” He gave her a wink before turning back to Proxy. “How we coming along on that training program?” 
 
    “I can’t find anything that’ll simulate what Brick and Dove will try to do to you. I say you just go at it. What do you think?” 
 
    “Let ‘er rip.” 
 
    “Warning. Level fifteen program engaged. Warning. Level fifteen program engaged. Step away from the battlefield as drones will treat all participants as hostiles.” 
 
    “Level Fifteen, huh? All right… Let’s see what you got, Zigzag.” 
 
    The android took her blade in both hands and held it up to her face. The white lines on her sleek armor began to pulse with a pink light. The light matched the color on the blade. There was an unmistakable warmth coming from it, like standing next to a fire. 
 
    He watched as her brown pupils disappeared. Her eyes turned white and the same pink light on her black armor appeared, filling her eyes like smoke. 
 
    The walls of the arena rose. Both artillery and heavy artillery droids appeared by the dozens with their palms raised. Flying drones descended from the ceiling. They all had their weapons up and aimed at the two. 
 
    Max rolled his sleeve up and readied his ACE. 
 
    “Level fifteen!” Proxy shouted. “Try to work together like this is the real thing!” 
 
    “Do you have a strategy?” Zigzag asked. 
 
    “It’s simple,” Max said. “I set ‘em up. You use that katana of yours to knock ‘em down.” 
 
    “I will assist you.” 
 
    Max charged forward and fired a Sweeping Shot, taking down as many of the droids as he could. Zigzag raced behind him and leaped into the air. Her movements were swift when she landed back on the ground. The drones Max had missed were quickly dispatched with a slice of her blade, metal components cut perfectly in half with machine-like precision. 
 
    “Look out!” Max shouted as he fired at the drones in the air. Another Sweeping Shot wiped out a swarm of drones. More flying drones appeared to take their place. 
 
    Zigzag moved toward a column, pumping her legs fast enough to run alongside it. 
 
    “Wow…” Proxy watched in astonishment as the android leaped into the air and sliced through the drones with an efficient swipe. 
 
    Max didn’t have an opportunity to admire the android, his attention focused on taking down the heavy artillery droids charging up their heavy cannons. He maneuvered his way through the crowd and got right up to them. One Hard Blast was followed by another. The added boost he received from Vino was enough to shatter the bots into pieces before they could finish charging. 
 
    “Look out, Max!” Proxy yelled out and Max quickly spun around. 
 
    Before he could even respond, Zigzag appeared, cutting the droids down into a pile of broken components. The android didn’t stop. She worked her way around the bots, dancing and cutting to avoid getting touched. 
 
    “Warning. Level twenty program engaged. Warning. Level twenty program engaged.” 
 
    “Looks like Proxy wants to challenge you, Zigzag. You up for it?” 
 
    The android responded by dashing through a line of droids just as they appeared from behind the steel wall of the training grounds. She gave Max a soft smile before engaging with the next set of bots. 
 
    The striking contrast between the softness of her face and the violent slashes of her sword were enough to make Max smirk. “Hmm… This should be fun.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max was too exhausted to make the long trek back to his apartment in Kings Row. A call to Simone from Hudson resulted in Max receiving a suite at Club Cosmic where he could relax without having to trudge through the rain. 
 
    He sat on his couch with a drink in his hand. The warmth of the fireplace next to him was more comforting with the storm continuing to rage outside. 
 
    The trio had spent as much time in the training grounds as they could. They stayed up late into the night until even Proxy grew tired of watching them. 
 
    Zigzag turned her head sideways, curiously observing Max as he took another sip of whiskey. “You imbibe quite regularly.” 
 
    “Yes… I suppose I do,” Max sighed. 
 
    “Regular alcohol consumption is a sign of abuse and a potential deeper issue.” 
 
    “Ha!” Proxy giggled. “Good luck prying the glass from his hand. Don’t even try it.” 
 
    “That’s good advice,” Max said. “You should take it.” 
 
    “I will store that information safely.” Zigzag smiled politely as she always did and sat calmly in the seat next to him. 
 
    Proxy leaned up against the wall of the suite, examining the digital painting on the wall. “This place is nicer than mine,” she said. “You think maybe I could hang around here?” 
 
    “You’re already taking a percentage,” Max replied. “I’m not giving you a room.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. At least lemme use the bathroom before I leave.” Proxy excused herself. 
 
    The android remained enamored with Max as he finished his whiskey. “Do you drink before you go into the War Zone?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. When I’m out there, I’m focused.” 
 
    “I have confidence in our ability to work together. We will succeed.” 
 
    Max chuckled at her calm confidence. “When you say it like that, how can we not?” 
 
    “You are quite capable with your ACE. You are not a novice. It takes considerable training to wield it as well as find your way on the battlefield. It’s my observation most new recruits are stuck processing the moment. The others at the police station say it’s like being a deer staring in headlights.” 
 
    “I can see why they say that. But I don’t have time to be too scared or shocked. When I’m out there, I just have to finish the job.” 
 
    “It’s no wonder you’ve found success.” 
 
    She reached forward and put a hand on top of his. The touch surprised him. Her fingers were delicate, her skin as soft as any woman’s he’d ever touched. 
 
    Zigzag looked into his eyes, her subtle smile on her thin, pink lips. “I want to thank you for what you did for me,” she said. “The other night, when I was confronted by those three criminals in the alley.” 
 
    “You already thanked me.” 
 
    “Perhaps… I’ve been given an advanced learning program capable of simulating the human experience as much as possible. I understand humans and their needs to create stronger bonds with one another. I believe a strong bond between us can help us succeed in our battle.” 
 
    Max looked into the android’s eyes. But he didn’t see an android. He only saw a woman as real as any other, her touch just as soft and tender. 
 
    “We have a bond,” Max said. “We fight together, we’ll win.” 
 
    “I would like to strengthen that bond.” She leaned forward without warning, locking her lips with his. He was surprised for only a moment, meeting her kiss. Her tongue was wet and tasted little different from a real woman’s. He ran his hand along her sleek armor and squeezed her breast through it. She moaned softly to his surprise, making him firm his grip. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    Zigzag pulled away. They both turned to see Proxy standing there, her hands in the air. 
 
    “My bad,” she said. “I didn’t think that would happen.” 
 
    “I apologize,” Zigzag said. “I was merely attempting to strengthen the bond between us and perhaps indulge in the pleasures of the flesh as humans do.” 
 
    Proxy giggled and nodded. “Hey. You don’t have to explain it to me. I’ll…” She gave Max a wink and started backing toward the door. “…I’ll let you two have some fun.” 
 
    Max watched Proxy leave then turned his attention back to Zigzag. 
 
    “Are you completely… functional?” he asked. 
 
    “I can replicate everything a woman is capable of, including providing pleasure. Would you like me to demonstrate?” 
 
    Max held back a smirk. He decided against the quip on the tip of his tongue, instead giving Zigzag a nod to proceed. 
 
    She lowered herself down her knees on the couch before him. She kept her stare locked on his, brown pupils looking deep into him while her hands undid his belt. He shifted in his seat just enough to let her pull his underwear and jeans down. His rigid shaft was freed, pointed right at her. 
 
    “You’re free to do whatever you want,” Max said. “You don’t have to do this to thank me.” 
 
    “This is not only a thank you. This is what I want to do. Even for just my own curiosity.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and consumed his length. Her tongue writhed around his shaft. The tight wetness of her made Max sigh deeply. He shifted in his seat as Zigzag began to bob her head up and down. 
 
    The sight of her going down on him was like nothing else. Her black hair fell forward, nearly covering her face as she increased her pace. But Max noticed something else. She didn’t struggle. She didn’t choke. She only slurped on him, letting the fluids of her mouth continue to drip down him. 
 
    “You’re not… You’re not choking…” 
 
    She pulled her mouth away. “I have no need for oxygen. My frame consists of reinforced diamond steel. A simple act of pleasure will not be enough to injure me in the slightest. I would prefer to engage as intense as possible.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow then stood up to his feet. “Let’s see…” 
 
    He grabbed his length and moved it back into her mouth. She sealed her lips around him and began bobbing her head. 
 
    Knowing Zigzag didn’t need to stop for breath, Max’s instincts took control. He wrapped his hands around her head and began thrusting his hips harder. He drove his length as deep into her throat as he could. 
 
    Zigzag didn’t protest. She merely kept her mouth around him, licking the underside of his length as he pushed himself closer to the edge. 
 
    Max pumped himself furiously until his end was in sight. He gritted his teeth and buried himself to the hilt as he lost himself. He pulsed with life, thick spurts of his seed trickling down Zigzag’s throat as she gulped. 
 
    He emptied himself completely before pulling away and falling back onto the couch. He breathed a sigh of satisfaction, watching Zigzag smack her lips. 
 
    “Your fluids will be converted into energy to fuel my components. Thank you, Max.” 
 
    Max grinned at the apparent satisfaction from her smile. But his senses cleared, he knew there was a greater task ahead of the both of them. 
 
    The finals were here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    ACTIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Mammoth Blast III 
 
    Short-range concussive energy blast with tremendous force 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Sweeping Shot I 
 
    Quick burst of piercing energy bullets 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
      
 
    Recovery I 
 
    Heal minor wounds and injuries 
 
    Energy drain: Light 
 
      
 
    Burning Arrow I 
 
    Long-range piercing energy arrow. Causes burning damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
    N/A 
 
      
 
    Credits: 1,000 
 
      
 
    Max increased the level of his Heavy Blast to turn it into Mammoth Blast, knowing the ability would be put to use against the heavily-armored Brick. The rest of his credits were bet on himself. He kept a thousand left over to make sure he had enough to pay his rent for the month. After the finals, he’d have enough to pay his rent for the next few years or even buy a small place for himself. 
 
    “This is it. The big one. The finals of the War Gamez. Everything you’ve worked for has led to this moment. Just one more battle. You win this one, you can unstrap that ACE and move on with your life.” 
 
    Max didn’t need the pep talk but he listened anyway. Hudson kept his hands on Max’s shoulders, looking straight into his eyes more serious than he ever had before. 
 
    “I don’t need to tell you how important this is—” 
 
    “So why are you still talking?” Max gave him a smirk. “Don’t worry, Hudson. Two on two. One on one. They can change the battlefield. The crowd can boo me. I’m not losing.” 
 
    “…That’s what I like to hear, baby!” He slapped Max on the arm then stepped away. He gave Zigzag a glance. She was standing calmly, her hands at her side. 
 
    “I won’t allow Max to lose this battle,” she said. “I will perform beyond my capabilities.” 
 
    Hudson revealed his chipped teeth with a grin as big as he’d ever given. “Go out there and crush ‘em, baby!” He left the small locker room. 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath to maintain his composure. 
 
    “Your increased heart rate is a result of adrenaline,” Zigzag said. “It would be best to focus your energy and apply it to your task.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” Max pushed the curtain away. The steel pathway was lit-up by the shining neon blue lights. Zigzag followed close behind until they were on the steel grid of the arena. 
 
    The hundreds had turned into thousands. Every seat was filled. The brokers in their private boxes were giving their full attention. The low pulse of electronic bass pulsed along with the growing cheers of the crowd. 
 
    “Max. Zigzag. Do you read me?” 
 
    Max looked up at her in the Operator’s box and responded. “Loud and clear.” 
 
    “I am receiving your transmission,” Zigzag said. 
 
    “Okay,” Proxy said. “You know what Brick is. Just a big asshole who’s gonna use all of his energy to try and rip you apart. Professor Dove’s got some tricks up his sleeves, so you gotta be ready for anything. No doubt they’ve got some synergy, too. But if you two work together on this, everything’ll be green.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to the finals of the War Gamez!” The announcer’s voice was somehow louder than before. Max kept his composure as it reverberated through the arena. Thousands were already on their feet as they looked down on the battlefield. 
 
    “Tonight, we have a special treat for you! A two-on-two battle! Our first combatants, let’s welcome the man who tore through his competition and his partner, Maximilian and Zigzag!” 
 
    The crowd cheered louder than Max had ever heard before to his surprise. But he remained standing in his spot with his eyes closed, steadying his heart in his chest. 
 
    “And their opponents…” 
 
    A metal riff blasted through the speakers. It was followed by thundering drums loud enough that Max had trouble hearing himself think. The hard metal music grew louder, drowning out the noise of the crowd. 
 
    “…The duo who’ve been smashing their way through the War Zone, it’s Professor Dove and Brick!” 
 
    Max opened his eyes to see the big man in his bulky steel armor lumbering out from the pathway on the other side of the battlefield. Professor Dove skipped right next to him, his lab coat too big on him and his ACE close to his chest. 
 
    “Let the battle begin!” 
 
    The steel grid of the arena began to shift. The walls and columns turned into buildings he’d seen before. But the blue lights of the arena didn’t change much. Massive billboard displays appeared. Fancy cars were parked along the sidewalks. The ceiling turned into a darkened night sky. Max looked around and smirked when he saw all of the buildings come into view. 
 
    “It appears we are doing battle in downtown Broadway at night,” Zigzag said. 
 
    “At least it’s not raining.” Max charged his ACE while he stared at Professor Dove and Brick across from them. The distance was nearly a hundred meters away but he could still see them clearly. “You have any experience fighting on the streets?” 
 
    “I will follow your lead, Max.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Let’s go.” Just as Max started to move forward, the doors to the buildings opened up. Artillery droids appeared, their palms raised. “Shit!” 
 
    Max and Zigzag ducked behind the nearest building as energy bullets ricocheted off the walls. 
 
    “Standard issue droids,” Proxy said. “Not anything harder than what you fought in the arena.” 
 
    “Enough of a distraction to take my focus off Brick and Dove,” Max said. 
 
    “The bots are a simple matter for my katana.” Zigzag raised her sword up. The bright pink aura vibrated around it. The energy pulsed through her armor and her eyes burned like pink smoke. “I’ll hold them off while you engage our opponents.” 
 
    “Play it safe, Zigzag. I don’t want you taking any risks.” 
 
    “I’ll join you as soon as I can.” 
 
    Zigzag moved away from the building and raced up the side of it to avoid the shots fired at her. She flipped off the wall and came crashing down with a clean slice to split a whole line of the bots. 
 
    Max didn’t take the time to admire her, instead charging forward in the street. Brick was stomping forward to meet him. Every step the armored big man took crumbled the pavement beneath his armored feet. Despite his size, he continued moving faster. 
 
    “Reckless Charge,” Proxy said. “He’s headed right for you.” 
 
    “How fast does he get exactly?” Max said. 
 
    “If you’re gonna dodge it, you’d better dodge it now—” 
 
    Max rolled out of the way just as Brick charged. The thunderous crash leveled a parked car and flipped it onto its top. Max raised his ACE up and fired at Brick, most of his bullets ricocheting off the big man’s armor. 
 
    “Unless you can get his armor off, you’re gonna have to aim for his head,” Proxy said. 
 
    “I’ll try to do both.” 
 
    Max aimed again but another set of droids came rushing at him from the side, forcing him to turn his attention away. Behind them, Professor Dove walked forward with his ACE close to his chest. 
 
    “You were already going to lothe fathing Brick alone. Now you will thee our combined powerth!” Dove raised his ACE up and fired an energy rocket into the air. 
 
    Max watched the dark red mass swirl around in the air with crimson smoke trailing behind it. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy shouted. “It’s homing! You’ve gotta hide behind something!” 
 
    “Shit!” Max blasted the bots blocking his path and ran forward with the rocket chasing after him. Just as the missile was about to hit him, he jumped behind a car, narrowly avoiding taking the brunt of it. 
 
    “Ha ha ha ha!” Professor Dove cackled as he fired another rocket into the air. 
 
    “You’ve got another one on you!” Proxy said. 
 
    Max was too busy watching Brick readying another charge to pay attention to Proxy in his ear. 
 
    “Wait a second… If I can time this right…” 
 
    Max looked up in the air as the rocket began to descend. Brick jogged forward, stomping into the pavement to gain speed. 
 
    “I got this.” Max stood his ground for a moment before running toward Brick. He watched the rocket beginning to trail behind him just as his armored opponent charged forward. 
 
    “Max! Max, what the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I got this, Proxy! Just tell me when he’s in full charge.” 
 
    “Max—” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    “All right…” 
 
    The distance between Max and Brick started to close. Brick gained more and more speed. The rocket hovered close to the ground as it chased after Max in the opposite direction. 
 
    “He’s charging! Full speed! Now!” Proxy shouted. 
 
    As soon as Proxy yelled it, Max rolled to the side as hard and fast as he could. The wind from Brick charging by him was strong enough for him to feel but he’d avoided most of the brunt. A massive explosion followed as the homing rocket detonated on Brick, forcing Max to cover his face with his arm. When he lowered, he saw Brick standing in the smoke on his knees, coughing as he tried to recover. 
 
    “Now I’ve got you, you bastard…” Max rushed forward and fired a point-blank Mammoth Blast. The added levels proved to make a difference, shattering a chunk of Brick’s armor along his right arm. Brick raised his exposed arm up in anger and swung at Max but he was too slow. Max fired another Mammoth Blast, knocking off another piece of the metal. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Professor Dove appeared from behind the corner and fired another rocket. Brick and Max just managed to move out of the way, the explosion creating a massive fireball in the streets. 
 
    The crowd cheered at the destruction. Electronic bass thumped louder through the speakers over all of the noise on the battlefield. Max steadied himself, breathing hard and ignoring his fatigue. 
 
    “HP’s full. Energy is high. You’re still in good shape, Max.” 
 
    Max nodded in approval and moved forward to re-engage with Brick. The big man was still recovering from the rocket blast he’d taken and had trouble staying on his feet. But as soon as Max approached him, Brick slammed both fists into the ground. Massive craters appeared in the pavement. The shaking was so violent Max had trouble staying on his feet and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Ground Smash!” Proxy said. 
 
    “Enough of thith!” Professor Dove shouted. “Take my energy and show him what you’re truly capable of, Brick!” 
 
    Brick roared as he got up to his feet. He held his arms up before pounding his chest. Dove began fiddling with his ACE, his fingers swiping furiously upon the display 
 
    Max watched from the ground as the big man’s skin turned a frightening red. The veins on his forehead and neck began to throb. The muscles on his arms bulged. 
 
    “That must be the Rage,” Max said. 
 
    “Dove seems to be giving him a boost directly by transferring his energy,” Proxy said. “If he hits you, that’s a hundred percent of your HP.” 
 
    “Then I guess he’s not gonna hit me.” Max got up to his feet and jumped just as Brick slammed his fists into the ground again. The tremor reverberated through the streets and ripped up the pavement. 
 
    Max was able to avoid getting knocked down. He moved forward with his ACE up and fired a Sweeping Shot, clipping Brick with a few shots against his face. 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t stay so close to him,” Proxy said. 
 
    “It’s all right. He’s strong but he can’t keep this up. Just gotta make him use his energy—” 
 
    Max avoided a massive swing but the wind from it was so strong, it knocked him back several meters and forced him to take a knee. 
 
    Max steadied himself and fired a Burning Arrow at Professor Dove. Dove responded by activating an energy shield that dissipated the arrow. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that,” Dove responded with a satisfied smirk. 
 
    “Max… Brick is charging.” 
 
    “How much energy does he have left?” Max asked. 
 
    “I can’t get an accurate reading. I’m guessing 33-percent.” 
 
    “This is all he has left.” 
 
    “It’s the last one but it’s all he needs.” 
 
    Max aimed his ACE up and fired another Burning Arrow at Dove, who blocked it again with his energy shield. 
 
    “What are you trying to do?” Dove muttered. “Brick ith going to tear you apart!” 
 
    “I’m gonna kill you!” Brick bellowed. He stomped a hole into the pavement and ground his feet against it like a bull ready to charge. 
 
    Max looked around to see more droids appearing and heading in his direction. 
 
    “I hope you’ve got a plan,” Proxy said. “Your arrows aren’t getting through to Dove.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s just a distraction. I’m buying time. Brick won’t hit me.” 
 
    “A rage-fueled charge moves a lot faster and hits a lot harder.” 
 
    “He’s not gonna charge. Zigzag!” 
 
    The android came racing across the side of a building and leaped into the air. Just before Brick could move forward, Zigzag pounced on him. She sank her katana into his back and poked it through his stomach. 
 
    “No!” Professor Dove shouted. 
 
    Brick struggled to shake Zigzag off but she remained on top of him, twisting her blade around to make him roar louder in pain. 
 
    Max rushed up and held his ACE up. “Steady…” He closed one eye to focus his aim then fired another Mammoth Blast. The energy reverberated from the compartments of his ACE and slammed right into Brick’s legs, knocking him to his knees. Brick stopped struggling enough for Max to land a point-blank Sweeping Shot. The energy bullets ripped Brick’s face, blood appearing from instant wounds. His eyes bled. His teeth shattered. His bones chipped and shattered. 
 
    Brick stopped struggling and fell lifeless on his stomach. Zigzag removed her katana, blood smearing every inch of the blade. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Max asked her. 
 
    “The droids took me little effort,” she replied. 
 
    As attendants took the battlefield to tend to Brick, Max and Zigzag turned their attention to Professor Dove. 
 
    “You idiotth! I’m the brainth! Do you really think you can beat me?” He pointed his ACE to the sky and fired two rockets. A blue barrier appeared two meters in every direction around him. It shielded him as Max fired another Burning Arrow. 
 
    “Draw the attention of the rockets,” Max said to Zigzag. “You’re faster than me. I’ll figure out how to get through his shield.” 
 
    Zigzag nodded and raced up the side of a building to meet the rockets in the sky. 
 
    Max moved forward with his weapon up. He fired Sweeping Shot after Sweeping Shot but Dove’s barrier blocked every bullet. 
 
    “You can’t get through!” Dove shouted. “You don’t have the abilitieth to get to me!” 
 
    “Dammit… I can’t break through his barrier. But maybe if…” 
 
    “Proxy, what kind of barrier is that?” 
 
    “From what I can tell, it’s a standard energy barrier. Looks like it’ll stop all your abilities. You’ll have to wait until it goes down but it doesn’t look like much of an energy drain.” 
 
    “It’ll stop my abilities but can it stop me?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Me? Can I go through it?” 
 
    Proxy was silent for a moment. “…I think so.” 
 
    Max couldn’t help but smirk. “Let’s find out for sure.” 
 
    He ran forward to the barrier. Professor Dove stood with his arms crossed, a confident smile on his lips. 
 
    “What are you doing, you idiot! You can’t break through—” 
 
    “Ahh!” Max yelled as he collided with the barrier. He pushed with all of his strength, fighting through the resistance. 
 
    “Max! It’s draining your energy! You can’t keep this up!” 
 
    “I’m almost… through…” Max dug his feet into the pavement, grinding his heels against it as he kept pushing forward. “Come on… Come on…” He gritted his teeth and shut his eyes, still trying to push through. 
 
    “You can’t get through!” Dove crossed his arms and laughed at the sight before him. 
 
    “Your energy is gone!” Proxy shouted. 
 
    “Come on!” Max stumbled through the barrier. He quickly scrambled to his feet and saw Professor Dove standing right in front of him. Dove’s eyes widened, resignation slowly appearing on his face. 
 
    “I don’t need energy for this,” Max grumbled. 
 
    “Wait—” Max cut Dove off, grabbing him by the collar and leveling him with a right cross that rotated his head in the opposite direction of the rest of his body. Max stayed on top of him, hammering fists into Dove’s face until it was a bloody broken mess. 
 
    “His HP is draining,” Proxy said. “I don’t think there’s an ability that’ll recover from injuries like this.” 
 
    Max stood up over Dove’s broken body and watched the barrier disappear all around him. He looked up and saw Zigzag draw the two rockets toward one another in a massive explosion. Then she quickly ran down the side of the building to join Max by his side. 
 
    Max couldn’t help but laugh at how the android wasn’t even breathing hard or breaking a sweat. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, your winners of the War Gamez… Maximilian and Zigzag!” 
 
    The arena erupted in deafening cheers. They were so loud the entire War Zone began to shake. 
 
    “We are victorious,” Zigzag said. 
 
    Max closed his eyes and put his hands on his hips. A deep inhale filled his senses with the burning destruction around him. But it was a breath of relief knowing it was all finally over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    “They say a real steak is different. You get the right cut of meat, it’s juicy… tender… flavorful… just melts in your mouth. Can’t get nothing green like that these days. Not ever since they managed to get the cow genes and take all of the things that make a steak what it is. I’ll never know what a real steak tastes like since cows are damn near extinct. I know better than to waste my money on something like that. But you know what? This is close enough for me.” 
 
    Hudson put the hunk of steak into his mouth and chewed on it, a satisfied smile coming across his lips. 
 
    He clinked his knife and fork back on the plate for another slice. Max looked around to see the other patrons in the middle of their nonchalant conversations. 
 
    The restaurant was fancier than any building Max had ever been in. The women were decked out in their sleek, form-fitting silk gowns. Their jewelry was even gaudier than he could imagine. The men wore expensive suits tailored to their exact physiques. Even the waitstaff appeared more formal than some of the businessmen Max had seen before. 
 
    The white lights were dim with illuminating candles burning at every table. In the background, a small orchestra played gentle classical music. 
 
    The table settings. The seats. The carpet itself was more luxurious than necessary. 
 
    While the rest of his table indulged in their dinner, Max rolled up his sleeve and unhooked his ACE. He rubbed the skin beneath, the warmth of the silicone still noticeable. 
 
    Proxy watched him with a mouthful of her steak. “You all right there, Max?” 
 
    Max sighed and nodded then picked up his knife and fork. “I’m fine. Just didn’t want that thing weighing me down while I was eating.” 
 
    “How about you?” Proxy asked Zigzag. “Can you taste how good this steak is?” 
 
    “I have subjective flavor receptors on my tongue which stimulate my processors,” Zigzag said. “This is… enjoyable. It will provide more than adequate energy for my processors.” 
 
    “It’s not about energy,” Hudson said. “Eating a fancy meal like this is about enjoying the stimulation it provides. Steak. Potatoes. Vegetables. This gravy they put on everything. This is what life is all about.” 
 
    Hudson’s eyes widened as he spoke about the food, enough to make the two women at the table grin. Max sat calmly as he sliced his steak. Another bite was flavorful but not enough to change his expression. 
 
    “You all right, my man?” Hudson asked him. “I thought you’d be excited about an expensive dinner like this. Nice change of pace from the auto-ramen I know you’re eating back in Kings Row.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Max said. “I can’t keep eating like this though. The credits I made from winning the finals won’t last very long if I throw it away.” 
 
    “You’re really doing it? You’re really walking away on top.” 
 
    “There’s no reason for me to keep going. I have enough credits to get myself a nice place so I don’t have to worry about rent. Tom’s more than willing to give me my job back. Working at the shop is more comfortable than stepping into the War Zone.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” Hudson stuffed another piece of steak into his mouth. “How about you, Proxy? Got any plans now that we’re done?” 
 
    Proxy grinned, her cheeks bulging with her mouth full. “I was Operator for the man who won the War Gamez. Charlie came begging me to come back to him. That alone was worth it.” 
 
    “You going back?” 
 
    “Hell no! I’ve got plenty of offers. There’s no shortage of Contenders who want me in their corner. And they’re more than willing to give me a fair percentage. All the credits are gonna pile up.” 
 
    “That’s the way to do it, baby!” 
 
    “What about you, Zigzag?” Hudson asked. “You’re pretty mean with the blade. The people love it when someone battles without needing an ACE.” 
 
    “You’d be damn good at it,” Proxy said. 
 
    Zigzag shifted her eyes to Max, who was staring at her curiously. “Perhaps that’s a possibility,” Zigzag said. “But first, I would like to experience what it’s like to be an ordinary citizen in New Austin.” 
 
    “She’s been fighting all of her life,” Max said. “For twenty years, that’s all she’s known. I think she’s earned the right to relax and not have to worry about hurting anybody. At least for a little while. You can stay with me while you’re figuring things out.” 
 
    “Thank you, Max. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” Proxy said. “It looks like you’ve got everything figured out. That just leaves you, Hudson. You earned just as much cred as Max did. You gonna retire? Find a nice little place in Cloud Heights and wait for a Mars transport to take you away?” 
 
    Hudson smirked as he took another bite of his steak. Everybody watched him curiously as it was obvious something was on his mind. Even Max was paying closer attention. 
 
    “This is my calling,” Hudson said. “I found Max here on the streets because I knew he had what it takes. All I have to do is find another Max. Put some of my creds on him and boom, everything’s green, baby!” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Proxy said. “I don’t think you’ll ever find another Max.” 
 
    Hudson stared at the man sitting next to him. “…Yeah… You’re probably right. That doesn’t mean I can’t win a few bets though.” 
 
    “And I suppose this meal has something to do with it?” Max said. “I can’t imagine Black would be willing to offer us something to eat at one of the most expensive restaurants in New Austin out of the kindness of his heart.” 
 
    “You’re way too cynical, Max. Black probably made millions from the War Gamez. Not a big deal to show the man who did it for him a token of his appreciation.” 
 
    “Brokers like Wallace Black don’t show their appreciation for anybody,” Proxy said. “He probably wants something. Don’t you have another meeting scheduled with him?” 
 
    “Probably just wants to thank us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Max assured Proxy. “It doesn’t matter if Black is up to something or not. I’m retired. That’s the end of it.” 
 
    He looked at the ACE resting on the side of the table. The mechanical device was dormant. When he realized he wouldn’t have to wear the rusted metal again, he breathed a soft sigh of relief to himself. 
 
    “I am beginning to become more familiar with the exquisiteness of this meal,” Zigzag said. “Perhaps we should focus our attention on our food.” 
 
    “Now that’s the best thing I’ve heard all night,” Proxy replied. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Hudson and Max sat next to one another in Wallace Black’s office suite. The view of Broadway outside hadn’t changed. The sky was black, covered in clouds with the rainstorm drenching the city below. Despite the violent rains, there was a calming peace from the sound of it tapping against the windows. The blue and red glow of the neon lights on all of the buildings and advertisements were soothing. The fireplace burning made the atmosphere comfortable. 
 
    Wallace stood at his window, looking down at the view with his hands behind his back. His bald head shimmered underneath the moonlight. His massive frame was bulging beneath his suit as it always did. 
 
    “You did an amazing job,” he said calmly. “It’s always an accomplishment for a Contender to make it to the top of the War Gamez. To succeed in a two-on-two is not a common feat. Most of the stipulations generated during the battles are not that extreme. It was a fortunate set of circumstances that made the finals more… intriguing.” 
 
    “I was lucky to have Zigzag by my side,” Max said. “I wouldn’t have won without her. Professor Dove and Brick were formidable.” 
 
    “Indeed. Yet you still achieved victory.” Wallace slowly turned around and calmly walked back toward his desk where his assistant Simone was standing rigidly. “You’re not flashy. You’re not flamboyant. You don’t have the personality of some of the other Contenders. Most people would frown upon that. But your ability to win has garnered you a following. You’ve also garnered the attention of eyes outside of New Austin.” 
 
    Wallace snapped his fingers. “Simone. Get him something to drink. Whiskey, is it—” 
 
    “No thanks,” Max said. “Not drinking tonight.” 
 
    Wallace raised an eyebrow ever so slightly before pursing his lips and shaking his head at Simone. He pulled a cigar from his box and cut it. Max and Hudson waited patiently, watching the imposing broker hold his cigar out for Simone to ignite. 
 
    The broker took a seat at his desk, his cigar resting between his fingers. “I’ve spoken to another War Zone in San York. They’ve just hosted their own War Gamez. They have a set of champions there as well. Two Contenders triumphed. Just like here in New Austin.” 
 
    Max already knew what Wallace was trying to get at. “How convenient.” 
 
    “Convenient, indeed. They’ve proposed a bigger matchup. A contest of champions, so to speak. A special attraction battle. The pair from San York versus the pair from New Austin.” 
 
    “Not interested—” 
 
    “One million credits. Winner take all.” Wallace spoke up before Max could reject it completely. 
 
    As silence filled the room, Wallace’s smirk grew. 
 
    Hudson leaned forward in his seat, his eyes closed. “Hold on a second… Did you just say a million credits?” 
 
    “Champions from two separate War Gamez in two separate cities square off. It’s never happened before. The action on it would be tremendous. They’d have to expand the War Zone to accommodate the crowd.” 
 
    “Then the pair from San York would be coming here.” 
 
    “That’s right. Maximilian would be stepping into the same arena where he’s undefeated.” 
 
    Max clenched his jaw. He hadn’t taken his eyes off Wallace this entire time. 
 
    “Not interested,” he said again. “I’m retired.” 
 
    “I can arrange to have more credits added to the pot.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the credits,” Max continued. “If you invite the champions from San York, you’ll have to find someone else to fight ‘em. I won’t put myself on the line. And I won’t let Zigzag go in there by herself when she has nothing to gain either.” 
 
    Wallace leaned back in his seat and puffed on his cigar. “Hmph… If you change your mind—” 
 
    “I won’t.” Max popped up from his seat and walked out of the office suite. Hudson followed quickly after him. As they moved down the hall, Hudson did his best to keep up with Max. 
 
    “Hey, my man… No need to walk so fast. Security guards aren’t out to get you. Black isn’t about to force you into doing anything.” 
 
    Max stopped walking and put his hands on his hips. He stared at Hudson, waiting for him to say what he already knew was coming. 
 
    “You sure about this, Max? A million creds… You can get yourself a damn nice place. You won’t have to worry about fixing toasters and microwaves. You won’t have to walk through the rain.” 
 
    “A million credits is more than I know what to do with.” 
 
    “I’m already getting half, baby. That’s part of our deal.” 
 
    Max smirked at the reminder. “That’s still too much.” 
 
    “You can donate it. You don’t have to keep it for yourself. This would give you some financial flexibility—” 
 
    “I’m not putting on my ACE. I’m not stepping back into the War Zone. I’m not battling again. It’s over, Hudson. Find someone else.” 
 
    Hudson narrowed his eyes, no longer smiling like he always was. “You’re really serious about this…” 
 
    “That’s what I said from the beginning. After the finals, that was the end of it. And be honest with me, Hudson. You didn’t think I was gonna last beyond a few battles before you were back on the streets looking for another Contender to groom.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Then I saw you fight. And I realized I was wrong.” 
 
    Max gave Hudson a smile and patted him on the arm. “We had a good run. Now there’s somewhere else I gotta be.” 
 
    Max turned around and walked down the hall to leave before Hudson could say anything more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    It was the middle of the afternoon. Max stood at the door across from his apartment and knocked on it. The bags strained his hands as he waited patiently. A few moments later, Denise answered. 
 
    “Max! I thought you’d be sleeping after your shift…” 
 
    “I’m not used to being awake in the middle of the day either. Things changed a little. I brought you something.” 
 
    He held up the bags and she took them from him, a confused look on her face. “What’s all of this?” 
 
    “Just a little something to eat. I had some credits to spend.” 
 
    “Max, you didn’t have to—” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you in a long time. Figured now would be a good time to catch up.” 
 
    “Of course.” The middle-aged woman smiled softly and stepped to the side. “Come in.” 
 
    Max walked into the apartment and noticed how dark it was outside despite waking up earlier in the day than usual. They set all of the bags down in the kitchen while she sorted through them. “There’s a lot of stuff here. Some of it is more expensive than the usual.” 
 
    “Sometimes you want to have something better than the usual auto-supplement.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like the Max I know. Who are you and what have you done with him?” 
 
    “I’m still me. I’ve just been fortunate lately…” 
 
    “Looks like it. Why don’t you have a seat? I was just getting our meal started.” 
 
    While Denise sorted through all of the groceries, Max took his seat. He noticed Toby sitting on the couch, crouched into a ball as he focused on his holoprojector. 
 
    “How’s Toby doing?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s fine. I got the medication for him with the credits you let me borrow, so you don’t have to worry about him.” 
 
    Denise had whipped up a meal quickly and brought it over to the table. A serving of noodles covered in broth and seasoned more than what a usual auto-ramen could provide. 
 
    “Toby! Why don’t you come eat now? Max is here!” 
 
    Toby rolled off of the couch and walked over with his head down. The red splotches on his body weren’t anything Max hadn’t seen before but it’d been so long he almost forgot about them. He smiled meekly at Max before turning his attention to his noodles. 
 
    “How have you been?” Denise asked. “Are things going well at the electronics shop?” 
 
    “I… I took some time off. But I’ll be back there starting tonight. Can’t wait to get my hands on everything again.” 
 
    “It must’ve been serious for you to take time off. I know how much you liked working there. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine now. There’s nothing to worry about. How about you?” 
 
    “Couldn’t be better. Some of the tenants are upset and they’re talking to Reynolds about pushing the rent back down. They’re warning him if he keeps it up, everybody will leave and nobody will be able to afford to come in. He’s gonna have to come to a compromise.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. Reynolds knows some profit is better than none.” 
 
    Toby noisily slurped all of his food down in the blink of an eye. “I’m done. Can I go now?” 
 
    His mother smiled softly at him. “Of course, sweetie.” 
 
    Toby hopped off his seat and moved toward the couch, curling into the ball he was in before. 
 
    Max kept his eyes on the little boy. “Are you sure he’s all right? It seems like something’s wrong…” 
 
    “Well… I don’t know… He’s been a little down lately. But that’s just how Toby is. He hasn’t said anything to me anyway. I can’t do anything if he doesn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Is he having trouble at school? Maybe someone’s picking on him?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. His teachers haven’t said anything. He doesn’t have any bruises. He’s not crying either.” Denise sighed and shook her head. “It’s times like this I wish Tobias were still here.” 
 
    Max looked toward the middle-aged woman. A subtle frown on her lips, she stared at her plate and twirled her fork around on it. 
 
    Max had second thoughts about pushing her. “I can’t… Shit…” He sighed, knowing it would bother him if he didn’t say anything. “What was he like?” 
 
    “Tobias?” She smiled at the thought. “He was… special. He made me laugh. He was always there for me when I needed him. After I got pregnant, Tobias said he was gonna marry me. But then he got sent off to the war and…” 
 
    “Toby never knew his father?” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s why I named him after him. Whenever I look into Toby’s eyes, I see his father.” 
 
    Max swallowed to clear his throat. “I’m sorry that happened. I’m sorry the war took him away from you.” 
 
    Denise forced a smile onto her lips. Her eyes were glazed over but she sighed a deep breath to hold down her emotions. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Max. The war took a toll on everybody.” 
 
    “Yeah…” He looked at Toby on the couch. 
 
    “I wish there was something I could do for my son. I know it bothers him. The Ares Disease he has.” 
 
    “Isn’t there a way to get rid of it?” 
 
    “There is but it’s not a treatment anybody in Kings Row can afford. Toby’s just going to have to live with it.” 
 
    Max kept his eyes locked on the little boy. “Do you mind if I talk to him, Denise?” 
 
    “Of course not. You’re his friend, Max.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat and walked over to the couch. He took a knee in front of Toby, who was still focused on the holoprojector. 
 
    “Hey, Toby, I got you something.” Max pulled a small metallic device out. “It’s another holoprojector. It’s got a dolphin in it. Maybe you can talk to him, too.” 
 
    Toby smiled softly as Max placed it into his palm. But the little boy quickly turned his attention back to the holoprojector already in his hand. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Max asked. “Is there anybody bullying you at school? Maybe some punks on the streets bothering you when you’re walking to the diner. You can tell me.” 
 
    Toby shook his head. 
 
    “It’s okay, Toby. I just wanna help.” 
 
    The little boy frowned. He coughed softly to clear his throat, his eyes locked on the holoprojector. “Sometimes I just feel sad.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I know I’m different. Even when they don’t say anything, they still look at me funny. Do you know what that feels like, Max?” 
 
    Max swallowed to clear his throat. “Yeah… Yeah, I know what that’s like.” 
 
    “I wish I wasn’t so different. Mom says I’m special but I don’t wanna be special. I just wanna be normal… so people will leave me alone.” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath and stood up straight. “You are who you are, Toby. There’s nothing wrong with that. Okay?” 
 
    He stared at Toby and waited for him to turn his head. The little boy finally turned his head and smiled softly. 
 
    It was all Max needed to see. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “…City planners have announced an expansion in the advertising block of Kings Row. Dedicated billboards and advertising panels will be added to existing buildings. Construction is expected to begin in the coming months, weather permitting…” 
 
    Max sat in Deadwater Bar, leaning up against the bar counter like he’d done so many times before. He’d gotten so used to the scent of magnetic whiskey, the cheap ambient whiskey in front of him smelled worse than usual. 
 
    “Are you gonna drink that or are you gonna stare at it all night?” The bartender raised an eyebrow at Max. 
 
    “I paid for it,” Max replied. “I can do whatever I want with it.” 
 
    The bartender rolled his eyes and walked away. “Always the weird ones in this bar…” 
 
    Max sat silently in his seat. The news broadcast continued to play. The other patrons kept their chatter to themselves as they relaxed underneath the dim lights of the tavern. The stench of the old wooden panels was aggravated by some of the rainwater the patrons dragged in on their shoes. 
 
    Someone hopped up on the seat next to Max but he didn’t bother looking. 
 
    “I think I know how it works. You get a place as miserable as this and everybody wants to drinks so they don’t realize they’re in a place as miserable as this.” 
 
    Max kept his eyes on his glass as the woman next to him continued. 
 
    “How’s Zigzag doing?” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath. “She’s fine. She’s in my apartment, conserving her energy.” 
 
    “Conserving her energy, huh? I hope you’re not taking advantage of her. I’ve heard about those guys turning those things into sexbots and—” 
 
    “Proxy.” Max raised an eyebrow at the blond to finally quiet her. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” She put her hands up, a subtle smirk on her lips. “Just wanted to make sure you’re all right. It’s only been a day since you retired and you’re already grouchy.” 
 
    Max scratched his beard and turned his attention back to his whiskey. 
 
    “How are you doing in the War Zone?” 
 
    “I haven’t been doing anything. I’m weighing a bunch of offers right now. I don’t wanna jump into anything though. You be an Operator for everybody and your stock drops when your Contender loses. That’s just how the game works.” 
 
    “Smart move.” 
 
    “How about you, Max? Are you… all right?” 
 
    “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?” 
 
    “Well, yeah… I wanted to see if you’re all right. Is that so weird?” 
 
    Max didn’t say anything. His thoughts were heavy but he wasn’t about to share anything with Proxy. 
 
    Proxy kept staring at him. The longer she looked at him, the more annoyed Max became. He finally turned back to her and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “What?” he said. “What is it?” 
 
    “I…” She paused like she was hesitant to say it. “I had some free time. With the War Gamez over, I don’t really have much to do. I… I did some reading.” 
 
    “What kinda reading?” 
 
    “You have to promise not to get mad.” 
 
    “I can’t promise something like that. My emotions are my emotions. If you don’t want me to get mad, don’t provoke me.” 
 
    “Ungh, fine…” Proxy twiddled her fingers nervously and shook her head. “I… I looked you up. I read about you. Max Shaw.” 
 
    She paused again as if bracing herself. Max clenched his jaw so hard the muscles in his cheeks flex. He kept his eyes locked on her but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I read about what happened. I didn’t really need to read about it because everybody knows what happened in Rio. But I didn’t know you were there… Is it true?” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath and looked at his glass of whiskey. He knew Proxy wouldn’t leave without an answer. 
 
    “I never knew my parents. I was just an orphan moving from shelter to shelter. When I was in school, all of the other kids would tease me because all I did was read. They’d shout in my ear. They’d take my tablet from me and swipe through it so I’d lose my place.” 
 
    “Kids can be really horrible.” 
 
    “That didn’t stop me. I kept reading. I studied electronics. There’s so much scrap in the dumpsters, you can always find something to mess around with. I’ve been doing that ever since I was a child. 
 
    “When I turned sixteen, I was forced to enlist. Everybody was. They put a bucket on my head and strapped an ACE to my arm. I got used to it just because the thing was a fancy piece of electronics I had all to myself. The war though… The war was the last place I wanted to be.” 
 
    Proxy kept her eyes locked on him while he remained staring at his whiskey. His eyes were lost as he fell deeper into his memory. 
 
    “I was a soldier for more than a decade. Years went by and I got used to wielding my ACE. I got so good with it, it became a part of me. But I remember what it was like when we were all sent to Rio. I knew it was different from everything else. A full battalion. They couldn’t send bots because the AI had figured each other out. Human infantry had to settle it.” He shook his head. “Everywhere around me. Bodies being burned to ash. Limbs ripped from flesh. Screams so loud they drowned out the explosions. No matter where you looked, there was death all around you. It didn’t matter if you were in cover. You could be dead, just like that, in the blink of an eye. Your entire existence gone because all of the regenerators were already in use. Everybody died at the battle of Rio, some of us more than once.” 
 
    “Rio was the worst battle in recorded history. Millions died. You didn’t though.” 
 
    He nodded. “I died. Lost count of how many times. But I had enough of it. I made sure the last time I died was the last time. You know how I did it? I ran. I found a bunker on the outskirts and put my head down while everybody else was out there dying for the New World Order. I should’ve been out there. I shouldn’t be here now.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that, Max. Millions died in the war. It was an embarrassment for everybody. We’re all ashamed of what we did.” 
 
    “The war was wrong. Everybody agrees on that. But I shouldn’t have run.” 
 
    “You had no choice. There was no point in dying needlessly. It wouldn’t have changed anything.” 
 
    Max reached forward and twirled his glass between his fingertips. “Do you know what it’s like to wear an ACE? People think you feel the silicone against your skin and let it read your bio signals so it knows what abilities to activate. That happens but there’s more to it. The heat is a signal your nervous system is connected. You could feel it in your skin, in your blood, in your bones. The adrenaline pumps all the way to your brain. The longer I wore the ACE, the more it took me back to that moment. I could see all of the bodies. I could hear all the screams. I could feel all the energy flying by me, trying to rip me apart.” 
 
    Proxy leaned forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s over now, Max. The world’s at peace because of what you sacrificed out there. You don’t have to worry about that. Let the memories go—” 
 
    “No, I can’t. The memories will come back to me. But it’s something I just have to accept when I put the ACE back on.” 
 
    “Wait… What are you saying—” 
 
    “I’m alive for a reason. I have to do this. Just one more time.” 
 
    “Do you mean it?” 
 
    “I know you wanted to talk to me to try and convince me to come back. And I was ready to blow you off.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now… Now I’m ready.” 
 
    Proxy popped up off of her seat and wrapped her arms around him. “I don’t know why you had a sudden change of heart but I knew you’d be back! I promise I won’t let you down!” 
 
    Max managed to work a smile onto his lips as the blond squeezed him tight. “I won’t let you down either, Proxy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    “I’ve spoken to the other brokers in San York. Everything has been agreed upon. The battle will take place at the War Zone here in Club Cosmic. It will be you and the android versus the two Champions. A two-on-two battle. Standard War Gamez rules will apply. The variables will be set at the beginning of the match.” 
 
    “Any chance you’re gonna give my man some information on his opponents?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “I don’t have the specifics,” Wallace replied. “All you need to know is they’re a formidable duo. Simone will give you the specifics after we’re done here.” 
 
    Wallace remained patient in his seat, not doing a good job of hiding the satisfied smile on his lips. 
 
    Max stared out the window. He was barely paying attention, his thoughts wandering as he watched the rain pour outside. 
 
    “This is the biggest battle the War Zone has ever seen,” Wallace continued. “One million credits. Winner take all. But there will be a lot of action on it. In order to protect my investment, I want you to take some credits. Upgrade your ACE with the best abilities you can get. See about getting a better set of armor as well.” 
 
    “The best set of armor I know of costs a million credits,” Max said. 
 
    “You’ll have to settle on something cheaper. I have confidence in your abilities to win this battle without the need for exorbitant spending. Simone, make sure 100,000 credits are transferred to Maximilian. That should suffice.” 
 
    “Some of those abilities get pretty damn expensive,” Hudson said. “Max here will make it work though.” 
 
    “You have the credits to buy abilities and appropriate attire. You’ll be briefed on your opponents. You’ll have full access to the training grounds and a suite here at Club Cosmic to retire to. Everything is at your disposal. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “How you doin’, Max? You still with us?” Hudson snapped his fingers in front of Max’s face, forcing him to turn. 
 
    Max looked at the growing smirk on Wallace’s face. The broker always looked like he was up to something. He was so satisfied with himself Max hesitated for a moment to accept the deal. 
 
    “That’s all I need,” Max said. 
 
    “The battle will take place one week from now. That’s more than adequate time for promotion. I expect you to win, Maximilian.” 
 
    “If there’s a million credits on the line, I’ll do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Simone, finalize the formalities with him. I want to make sure everything is in order. I want this battle to go off without a hitch.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The redhead bowed her head, her tablet close to her chest. “Follow me.” 
 
    Max and Hudson both got up from their seats. “Listen… I’m gonna head to the Contenders Lounge. Gonna go keep Proxy and Zigzag company while you’re finishing up. Map out a strategy maybe.” 
 
    Max nodded and Hudson turned around to leave. Max followed Wallace’s assistant out, turning down the hall and heading into another room. It was a more modest office with nothing more than a large conference table and some chairs surrounding it. 
 
    “I need you to sign here,” Simone placed her tablet down on the wooden desk. “These are the battle agreements. You have to sign to consent to the terms of the War Zone in regards to the prize money and the risk you’ll be putting yourself in.” 
 
    Max kept his head down as he placed his thumbprint on the pad. Simone continued swiping through the paperwork and more thumbprints were placed. 
 
    “All right,” Max sighed and straightened up. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “There’s one more thing I’d like to ask you.” Simone’s face softened. The redhead always seemed to have a condescending scowl on her face, he wondered if she were still the same person. He blinked his eyes in confusion as she began to speak. “I need a favor from you.” 
 
    “A favor? What kinda favor—” 
 
    “Shh… Not here.” She placed her index finger on his lips to quiet him. She turned toward the door as if making sure nobody was there. “I know where your suite in the club is. I’ll meet you there tonight.” 
 
    “Why can’t you just tell me what it is now?” 
 
    “Because… I… I can’t let anybody know. Please, Maximilian. It’s urgent.” 
 
    “What’s this all about now?” He stared into her blue eyes, trying to get a read on her. He’d never seen her like this before. He doubted whether she was sincere. But his doubts weren’t enough to blow her off completely. 
 
    “Okay.” He nodded. “I’ll be in my suite but I’m not promising you anything else.” 
 
    “You don’t need to promise me anything. You just need to listen. I…” She looked away, swallowing the lump in her throat. “…I need to tell someone and you’re the only one I can talk to.” 
 
    “What about Wallace?” 
 
    “Wallace especially can’t know what I’m about to tell you.” 
 
    “What is going on—” 
 
    “That’s all, Maximilian.” She picked her digital tablet up and opened the door of the office. “Thanks for your time.” 
 
    Her usual cold demeanor replaced the desperation he saw only moments ago. He stared at her for a moment before eventually walking down the hall to meet everybody waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lot of credits. With that kinda bankroll, I don’t see how you’re gonna lose this fight.” Hudson leaned against the counter where old man Flint was doing everything he could to stop from falling asleep. 
 
    Max scrolled through the ability list with his index finger and shook his head. “I can afford almost everything here. The problem is coming up with the right combination. I’ve only got room for so many abilities. If I don’t have the right ones, it’s gonna be a long battle.” 
 
    “You made it work with standard issue abilities. I think you can beat these guys with what you’ve always been using if you power them up a little more.” 
 
    “Maybe I should talk to Proxy and see what she’s got for me.” 
 
    Max moved away from Flint’s ability shop and walked over to the table where Proxy was sitting with Zigzag. The android sat calmly like she always did, staring off into the distance. Proxy had her attention focused on her tablet. 
 
    “What have you got?” Max asked as he took a seat next to the blond. 
 
    “I found ‘em,” she said. “You’re easy to find when you win the War Gamez. There’s all kinds of footage on them. Check it out.” 
 
    Max looked down at the tablet and saw the hulking man in armor destroying everything around him. 
 
    “That’s Landslide,” Proxy said. “He’s a giant. That blue armor of his looks like reinforced diamond, so you’ll have to crack it to do any real damage to him.” 
 
    “His face is exposed,” Hudson said. “He’s one ugly motherfucker…” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s something nobody has ever said to his face. Just from watching, I’m guessing all of his abilities are seismic. We’re talking kinetic energy generated from his ACE.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem any different from Brick.” 
 
    “Just like Brick, except not as much of a reckless idiot. If Landslide comes charging at you, he’ll be expecting you to try and dodge. You’ve gotta be one step ahead of him if you’re gonna rely on Hard Blast or Zigzag to backstab him. And then there’s the other man in the War Zone.” 
 
    Proxy swiped her finger to a different set of footage. The man was smaller but wore the same blue diamond armor as Landslide. He wore a matching helmet and a pair of neon green goggles. The only part of his face that was exposed was his mouth. He grinned as he held his ace into the air, explosive projectiles shooting into the sky like fireworks. 
 
    “That’s TNT,” Proxy said. 
 
    “TNT… Seems appropriate. I’m guessing he’s gonna try to blow me up.” 
 
    “He’s a demolitionist. From what I’m seeing, he doesn’t have a single ability that doesn’t revolve around one or more explosives. He doesn’t seem to care about collateral damage.” 
 
    “Stay away from the explosions. Seems simple enough.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. Landslide and TNT are greater than the sum of their parts. They specialize in fighting together. Professor Dove was more of an Operator to Brick than a partner. I mean, you beat the guy with your bare hands. Landslide and TNT on the other hand… They’ve got synergy.” 
 
    “I can see it. Landslide is planning to rip my atoms apart while TNT is trying to blow ‘em up.” 
 
    “Exactly! You can’t prepare for everything. You won’t know their exact game plan until you’re on the field with them. Assume their abilities are maxed out levels. As for your abilities… You’re just gonna have to decide if you want to go all offensive or defensive or a combination of both. Long-range or close-up, it’s gonna be a tough fight.” 
 
    “But not a fight I can’t win.” Max gave Proxy a confident smirk, which was enough to make her grin. 
 
    “You’ve got a week before the battle,” Hudson said. “I say all three of you get some practice. Black said you’ve got all the access you need in the training grounds. Try out as many abilities as you can. See what works with you and Zigzag.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat only to be interrupted by a piercing voice. 
 
    “There he is!” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Max slowly turned his head to see the white-haired woman headed in his direction. 
 
    “The winner of the War Gamez himself.” Celine skipped toward him, her eyes fluttering in admiration. “And to think I’m standing right in front of him. I take it you’ll be stepping back into the War Zone?” 
 
    Max looked at his companions. Zigzag had an eyebrow raised in curiosity. Proxy pursed her lips, holding back a laugh as her stomach began to shake. Hudson bit his tongue but did a bad job of hiding his smile. 
 
    “I’m not interested in any ‘cosmetics,’” Max said. 
 
    “Oh, but you have to be! You’ve got all of the eyes of the War Zone on you. You can’t step out there in something so drab. Darling, you’re the champion of the War Gamez. You deserve to bask in the glory of something nice. I can assure you, all of my cosmetics are green.” 
 
    “Well, Wallace did give you a nice chunk of credits,” Hudson said. 
 
    “I don’t see how making my ACE a different color is giving me a better chance to win,” Max said. 
 
    “You’re already going to win,” Celine said. “You might as well look good while you’re doing it.” 
 
    “She’s got a point,” Proxy said. 
 
    “No!” Max grumbled. “She doesn’t have a point at all. I’d rather spend my credits on loot than something superficial like a different dye for my jacket or some music when I walk into the War Zone.” 
 
    “Ungh!” Celine grabbed her chest, her mouth wide open. “I take offense to that. It’s not about making you look better. It’s about making you feel good. You want to know how cosmetics will help you win. I’ll tell you how.” 
 
    “This should be interesting.” 
 
    “You’re more motivated to be the only one standing when you’ve got something to show off. All eyes will be on you when you win. It’ll feel even better when they’re looking at someone who looks better than everybody else.” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath and shook his head. He threw his hands into the air and walked away. “I’m gonna take a piss.” 
 
    Celine stood there and watched him leave. “The Loner… Such raw appeal… I’ve never seen anybody like him.” 
 
    “Maybe if he’s got some credits left, I can convince him to dye that black coat of his,” Proxy said. 
 
    The cosmetologist nodded to her with a smile. “Don’t do it for me. Do it for him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    A long-training session left Max drenched with sweat and his muscles aching with exhaustion. He retired to his suite in Club Cosmic while Proxy and Zigzag worked together to gather more data on his opponents. 
 
    He took his coat off and collapsed on the couch. Despite how much he was sweating, the room was already adjusted to an optimal temperature. That wasn’t enough to stop the discomfort he felt on his left forearm. 
 
    “Damn…” His ACE had been working constantly, the heat generated warming his skin. He readjusted it just as there was a knock at the door. “Hold on a second…” 
 
    He opened up the door to find Simone standing there. “I need to talk to you…” She looked behind her as if making sure nobody was following her then stepped inside of the dimly-lit suite. 
 
    Outside of the look on her face, she didn’t look any different from what Max was used to. A short black skirt cut at the middle of her thighs. A sleeveless suit jacket that exposed her fair-skinned arms. A pair of heels that made her taller though Max still had to look down at her. 
 
    She straightened her crimson hair in its bun and turned back to Max. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. “You want a drink—” 
 
    “Yes. That would be nice.” 
 
    She paced toward the bar at the side of the room and poured herself a glass of vodka. She swallowed it down and poured herself another. 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “You wanna tell me what this is all about now?” He crossed his arms and waited for a response. 
 
    She stayed with her back turned to him, her face pointed at her glass. She sighed a deep breath and shook her head. “It’s about Wallace.” 
 
    “What about him? Is he up to something?” 
 
    “Wallace is always up to something. You don’t get to be a power broker like him without constantly having to scheme.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    She swallowed her second drink down then slowly turned around. Her face was more innocent than Max was used to seeing. Her blue-eyed stare had softened. The wrinkles from her scowl were gone and she appeared no older than he was. 
 
    She smiled softly but squinted like she was trying to hold something back. 
 
    “I’m tired of working for Wallace.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He’s always plotting. He’s always trying to one-up his competition. And I’m always a part of it. Getting Contenders to fight for him. Placing bets when other brokers challenge him. Making sure Contenders know their place so they don’t lose.” 
 
    “And I suppose this is part of it?”’ 
 
    “That’s part of it, yes. But not in the way you’re thinking.” 
 
    Simone slowly inched toward Max, her eyes locked on his. Her heels clicked against the floor until she stepped onto the carpet where he stood. 
 
    “This battle you’re getting into… It’s bigger than any the War Zone has ever seen. They’ll be taking more bets on this than ever before. The estimates are nearing a billion.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re telling me this. I already know how important this is. And I don’t intend on losing.” 
 
    “I know. You’re a guaranteed win. Something I can put all of my credits on. You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this.” 
 
    She moved closer to him until she was right in front of him. He could smell the alcohol on her breath but he didn’t move away. 
 
    “I’m going to put every credit I have on you,” she whispered. “I’ll make enough that I can finally quit working for Wallace. I can be on my own.” 
 
    “You can leave him right now.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. Wallace… He doesn’t treat me well. He pushes me around. He knows how important I am and I… I can’t walk away. Not without being able to make a living. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    Max nodded softly. “After this battle, you can walk away.” 
 
    “I know. I want you to win, Max. I don’t know if you need any more motivation but I want to give it to you.” 
 
    She leaned forward and closed her eyes. His lips pressed against hers. Her tongue swirled into his mouth. Max was surprised but he didn’t resist, pushing his tongue forward to meet hers. Their deep kiss echoed through the suite. 
 
    She suddenly pulled away and put her head down. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I don’t know what came over me. It’s just… Wallace can be so cruel sometimes. But when I look at you, I see something more. I thought you were just a contender but I was wrong. You’re incredible. And I want to do everything I can to motivate you.” 
 
    “I was already planning on winning.” 
 
    “Yes… I’m sure you were… But maybe you can just do this… for me…” 
 
    Seeing her smile was so strange. But the pleasant look on her face was enough for Max not to push her away. 
 
    He nodded and moved his face back to hers. They wrapped their arms around one another as they fell upon his couch. 
 
    Simone worked frantically as she grabbed at his shirt. Max kept his lips locked on hers as he took off her sleeveless jacket. She pulled away long enough to unbutton her top. He watched as she reached around her back and unhooked her bra, revealing a pair of ample, silky smooth breasts. 
 
    He leaned forward and took her in his mouth. She cradled her arms around his head, groaning as he sucked on her. 
 
    “Yes… Don’t stop…” She held him close as he continued to indulge himself. The wet smacks of his mouth on her flesh grew louder. 
 
    His swollen shaft was becoming more impossible to hide. His hips shifted up instinctively, making her gasp again in surprised. 
 
    “I need you to win, Max… If not for any other reason but for me…” 
 
    She pulled away and looked down into his eyes. He stared back at her as he reached beneath her skirt. One strong tug and the fabric of her black panties was torn in two. 
 
    She returned the favor, locking her eyes on him as she undid his jeans. She pulled them down and his underwear followed, freeing his rigid length. 
 
    Max rolled his hands along the outsides of her thighs. Her milky skin was delicate underneath his palm as he revealed more and more of her. He glanced down at her aching mound just for a moment before lowering her down. 
 
    “Let me do this for you,” she sighed. “I’ll do this for you if you… do this for me—Ahh!” 
 
    She cried out as he thrust up into her. He impaled her completely, burying himself until his base pressed against her. Her whole body trembled. She wrapped her arms around his neck and brought him close for another kiss. 
 
    Her hips began to shift. She moved on top of him, sliding herself up and down. Max groaned from the tightness moving along every inch of his length. 
 
    “Yes… Yes…” she moaned into his mouth as she rode him. 
 
    Max grunted with every forceful thrust he gave her. His hands moved toward her slim waist, holding her tight as he proceeded to pound her even harder. 
 
    Simone leaned back. Her breasts heaved up and down to his rhythm. Her hands slid down to his arms, one on each forearm. She squeezed his ACE tight around his forearm as she tried to brace herself. 
 
    “Max… Oh, God… You’re… You’re amazing…” She cried out helplessly. 
 
    Max quickened his pace. Fueled by his desire to take Simone’s slim, petite frame, he pounded her uncontrollably as she tried to match his rhythm. The sounds of their flesh slapping against one another grew. The couch shifted with the violent collision of their bodies. 
 
    “I can’t take it… Give it to me, Max… Please…” 
 
    She dropped her head back. Her face pointed toward the ceiling and her back arched as she suddenly seized up. Her spasms were joined by her body tightening around him. 
 
    Max clenched his jaw as he lost himself. His hands gripped her waist tight. He throbbed hard inside of her, releasing himself completely. He stayed deep inside of her as their orgasms ravaged their bodies. 
 
    Simone kept her hands tight on his arms before slowly coming down. She leaned forward, crimson hair over her face and sweat all over her body. A deep kiss sealed their moment together before she pulled away. 
 
    She got up to her feet and straightened her outfit out. She was still sweating and breathing hard after she put herself back together. 
 
    “Thank you. I didn’t realize how much I needed that. Don’t worry. I took a BioPill.” She gave him a wink, a seductive smirk on her lips. 
 
    “Sorry about your panties.” Max gave a wink right back to her. 
 
    “Don’t worry. After you win this battle, I’ll have enough credits to buy a million pairs for you to tear.” 
 
    “Is that more motivation?” 
 
    “If you want it to be. But you and I already know you won’t lose.” She moved close and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.” The warmth of her breath on his ear lingered even after she left his suite. 
 
    Max collapsed back onto the couch, the moment with Simone draining what little energy he had left and forcing him to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Zigzag stood at the side of the locker room. She had no expression on her face, looking toward the curtain leading into the War Zone. 
 
    Max sat calmly in his seat. He swiped his finger along the digital display of his ACE to make sure everything was in order. 
 
      
 
    ACTIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Colossal Blast MAX 
 
    Short-range concussive energy blast with earth-shaking force 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Energy Shield III 
 
    A heavy barrier that protects from energy projectiles and melee attacks. Drains energy upon absorption. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Recovery IV 
 
    Heal all wounds and injuries. Cure damage-over-time effects. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Inferno Arrow MAX 
 
    Long-range piercing explosive energy arrow. Causes massive burning damage to opponent’s HP. Detonates on contact. 
 
    Energy drain: Very High 
 
      
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Conservation I 
 
    Energy drain on abilities is cut by 25% 
 
      
 
    Speed Boost II 
 
    Movement speed is increased by 50% 
 
      
 
    Credits: 2,579 
 
      
 
    “I’ve done everything I could. I’ve maxed out most my abilities and balanced out the energy drain. I’ve added passives I can feel in my body. And my armor is the most expensive I could afford.” 
 
    Max strapped on his BioHarness. Hudson softly thumped his fist against the black obsidian armor on Max’s chest. 
 
    “You look sharp,” Hudson said. 
 
    “I don’t care about looking sharp. This should be able to handle a few blows before I have to start dodging things.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. It’d be a shame if you smudged your battle armor right after you bought it.” 
 
    “After this battle, I won’t need battle armor.” 
 
    “Maybe. But you can stick it on your wall as a memento.” 
 
    “The memory of what I do tonight will be enough of a memento.” 
 
    “Then you can donate it to charity. They’ll put it in a museum. ‘The great Maximilian wore this battle armor when he won the biggest bout in War Zone history.’” 
 
    They smirked at one another. The tension in the locker room was thick enough for both men to feel but Max wasn’t any more nervous than the other times. 
 
    “You ready for this, Max?” 
 
    Max chuckled softly and shook his head. “I’ve been waiting a long time to hang my ACE up for good. Tonight’s the night.” 
 
    “Go out there and kick some ass, baby!” He slapped Max hard on the shoulder. 
 
    Max raised his head up confidently and nodded before turning for the curtain. Zigzag followed close behind him as they stepped into the War Zone. 
 
    The neon blue lights of the steel grid were brighter than ever. Max moved down the hall and observed the spotlights lighting the path. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, we bring to you tonight a battle like no other. Two sets of champions. Only one team will win. Introducing first, representing New Austin, it’s Maximilian and Zigzag!” 
 
    Max walked out into the arena to the roar of the crowd. The building was filled to capacity. The thousands were yelling, their cheers loud enough to shake the steel beneath his feet. 
 
    “And their opponents… Coming all the way from San York. They are the champions of the War Gamez. It’s the dynamic duo of Landslide and T-N-T!” 
 
    The screech of a heavy metal riff echoed through the arena. Drums pounded like thunder. The rock music was so loud, the ceiling high above began to tremble. The cheering audience was gone, drowned out by the rapid-fire electric guitar strings. 
 
    Max dug his heels in and stood rigid with Zigzag by his side. He looked forward to see his opponents coming into view. 
 
    “A hundred meters away and Landslide is still clear as day,” Max said. 
 
    “That just means he’s a bigger target,” Proxy said in his ear. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. The other guy… He looks a lot more vulnerable.” 
 
    “He’s still dangerous. Treat him like you can walk up to him and punch his lights out like Professor Dove and you’ll pay.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m focused. No games tonight. I’ll end this quick.” 
 
    “I am ready to commence with your plan,” Zigzag said. 
 
    Max gave her a nod then turned back to his opponents across the battlefield as electronic music began to fill the arena. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, let the battle begin!” 
 
    The announcer’s voice was met with more thundering cheers. Max stayed calm and ignored everything vibrating around him. 
 
    The blue steel grid beneath his feet began to change into soft grass. The blue walls and columns turned into massive redwood trees. The lights in the black ceiling above turned into a clear blue sky. 
 
    “A forest,” Max said. “I’ve only seen something this green in pictures. Hard to believe a place like this actually existed.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can use these trees for our subterfuge,” Zigzag said. 
 
    “A sneak attack. Not a bad idea. A man like Landslide will have trouble hiding.” 
 
    “I don’t think they have any intentions of trying that,” Proxy said. 
 
    Giant explosions on the other side of the battlefield rocked the arena. Max squinted through the smoke and flames and saw TNT maniacally tossing balls of energy forward. The trees quickly turned to ash one by one. 
 
    The walls of the arena appeared in the foreground and rose up. Artillery droids appeared with flying drones zooming out above them. 
 
    “They are of little consequence,” Zigzag said. “I will dispatch them while you engage the targets.” 
 
    “Careful, Max. This isn’t Dove and Brick. Landslide and TNT are a team. They’ll work together to take you down.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Max said. “I’ll keep them busy until Zigzag is able to join me. They can’t beat us in a fair fight.” 
 
    Max rushed forward. He stomped his armored boots into the grass, the Speed Boost allowing him to move through the terrain faster than before. 
 
    “How much range do I have?” he asked. 
 
    “Inferno Arrow is 75 meters,” Proxy said. “You’re well within range. But you’ve gotta be accurate if you wanna hit.” 
 
    “Don’t need to be accurate. Just need to keep ‘em honest.” He fired his ACE and the energy arrow shot forward. Landslide raised his arm up just as it got to him, the massive explosion covering him in smoke and flames. 
 
    “You hit him for 5-percent,” Proxy said. “But that arrow cost you 15. You can’t keep that up.” 
 
    “Keep doing the math for me while I focus on them.” Max fired another Inferno Arrow that Landslide blocked again. 
 
    “Stop tickling me!” Landslide shouted. 
 
    The beast of a man in blue armor dug his hands into the grass. Max watched as he ripped apart the earth until a massive crater appeared in it. 
 
    “Holy shit—” Max quickly dashed to the other side of the battlefield as Landslide tossed the mound of dirt the size of a car. It crashed among the trees, spraying mud and grass in every direction. 
 
    Max recovered just in time to avoid the explosion right next to him. 
 
    “That’s how it’s gonna be, huh? TNT throws his bombs at me and Landslide throws everything else.” 
 
    “You got a plan for this?” Proxy asked. 
 
    “Same as before. If they’re as strong as they look, they can hurt each other.” 
 
    “You better be quick, Max.” 
 
    “Stop worrying.” Max moved away from behind the tree and fired another Inferno Arrow in TNT’s direction. He met the arrow with an energy toss of his own, the explosion blindingly bright. Even Landslide was forced to shield his eyes. 
 
    Max gritted his teeth and rushed forward closer to the duo. He raised his ACE up and fired a Colossal Blast point blank in TNT’s chest. TNT howled in pain, the chestpiece of his blue armor shattering into pieces. 
 
    “You got him!” Proxy shouted. “That’s 27-percent damage to his HP!” 
 
    Spurred by Proxy’s words, Max stayed on top of him and fired another Colossal Blast to take off TNT’s helmet and shatter his goggles. 
 
    TNT had a maniacal look on his face. The shaved head and tattoos made him look like every other loot junkie Max had seen on the streets but his grin was something more sinister. 
 
    Max pointed his ACE for another blast when a hard punch from Landslide against his side sent him flying and crashing into a nearby tree. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    “Shit…” Max groaned as he grabbed his side. He blinked his eyes to recover from the daze he was in, just in time to see Landslide charging at him. 
 
    “Get away from him!” Landslide yelled as he charged at Max. The big man in armor was a lot faster than he looked. Despite moving as quickly as he could, Max took the brunt of the man’s arm and flipped in the air before landing hard on his back. 
 
    “You’re almost at half your HP,” Proxy said. “You gotta use Recovery!” 
 
    “Sure,” Max grunted. “Just lemme put my head back in place.” 
 
    Landslide’s deafening roar drowned out the crowd and electronic bass thumping in the background. Max raised up to see both of his opponents had gotten back up to their feet. 
 
    “Let’s see how you handle this!” TNT shot a beam of energy into the air. Landslide dug his heels into the grass and leaped to meet it. He reared back with his massive fist and slammed the explosive, sending it right toward Max like a meteor. 
 
    “Shit—” 
 
    The energy exploded in mid-air as Zigzag sliced through it with her katana. The android twirled through the air and landed deftly on her feet in front of Max. 
 
    “I apologize for not dispatching them sooner,” she said. 
 
    “Right on time, Zigzag.” 
 
    “I’m ready to reengage.” 
 
    “Stay out of the blast radius. See if you can get the drop on them. I’ll take them head-on.” 
 
    Zigzag nodded and raced toward the side of a tree. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t!” TNT tossed a ball of energy at the tree and exploded it. Zigzag ran up to the top of the redwood and leaped just as the rest of the explosion consumed it. 
 
    TNT continued trying to take Zigzag out, tossing an endless amount of explosives. 
 
    Max kept his attention focused on the big man in front of him. His blue battle armor was bulky, his helmet covering all but his eyes and mouth. Landslide pounded his fists together and stomped forward. Every step he took kicked dirt and grass up. 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” Landslide said. “I’ll rip you apart!” 
 
    “You gotta catch me first!” Max readied another Inferno Arrow and fired it right at Landslide. The energy shot in the air like a bullet but Landslide was able to catch it in his palm. It exploded and fire ran along his hand and forearm. 
 
    The crowd gasped in amazement as Landslide ignored the flames consuming his arm. 
 
    “He’s taking damage,” Proxy said. “But if you’re planning on winning that way, it’s gonna take a long time.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. A man that big can be broken down. Just gotta crack the shell first.” 
 
    Landslide roared as he charged forward. Max moved out of the way and avoided a fist slamming into the grass. But the blow was so heavy, the entire arena began to shake. Max was unsteady on his feet and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    Landslide swung again but Max activated his Energy Shield just in time, repelling the big man back. 
 
    Landslide was enraged, his eyes red behind his helmet. He was more than a foot taller than Max but now he seemed even more intimidating. 
 
    “His swings,” Max said. “How hard does he hit, Proxy?” 
 
    “I can’t estimate. I’d say at least 25-percent if you take it, and that’s being hopeful.” 
 
    “It’s just a normal swing though, right? He’s just punching and not using energy.” 
 
    “That’s right. Seismic Clothesline… That’s it… That’s what he hit you with earlier. That’s the one you really wanna avoid.” 
 
    “But everything else…” 
 
    He stood in front of Landslide as the big man continued to stalk him. 
 
    “I’m gonna punch your fucking head off!” Landslide reared back with a punch. Just as he swung, Max raised his weapon up and fired a Colossal Blast. The energy crashed into Landslide’s fist. 
 
    The big man gritted his teeth as he tried to keep moving forward but he wasn’t strong enough. The massive energy blow shattered the armor on his fingers and drew blood, knocking his hand back. 
 
    “You bastard!” Landslide grabbed his hand in pain. 
 
    The arena erupted with cheers as Max moved forward to land another Colossal Blast. 
 
    “Now I’ve got you, you big bastard—Shit!” 
 
    Max jumped out of the way just as TNT threw an explosive in his direction. But TNT turning his attention away from Zigzag was just enough for the android to pounce. She landed on top of him, digging her katana into his back. 
 
    “Yes!” Proxy shouted. “You got him! His HP is draining!” 
 
    “Landslide!” TNT shouted through gritted teeth. “Get ready!” 
 
    “Get ready for what?” Max said. 
 
    Landslide immediately coiled into a ball. 
 
    Zigzag slid her katana up, trying to split TNT’s body in half. But despite his blood and injuries, he managed to run his fingers over his ACE. 
 
    “Have fun—” 
 
    TNT didn’t finish before his ACE detonated. A massive white explosion filled the entire arena. White light spread from one end of the battlefield to the other. 
 
    Max gritted his teeth and shut his eyes tight. The heat from the explosion against his skin wasn’t as strong as the explosion that sent him flying. He crashed hard into a nearby tree, his entire body curling up against it. 
 
    As the white light disappeared, only the ashes of the open field remained along with the remnants of some tree stumps. 
 
    Max coughed up blood as he pushed himself up to all fours. 
 
    “Max! Max, are you still there?” 
 
    “Shit,” he grunted. “I think my ribs are broken.” 
 
    “Your HP is down to 31-percent. Energy is at 41.” 
 
    “Zigzag?” 
 
    “She’s not… She’s not here. I’m not getting anything from TNT, either.” 
 
    Max blinked his eyes and looked up through the smoke in the distance. TNT and Zigzag were nowhere to be found. Only Landslide remained, just beginning to unravel from the ball he’d coiled into. 
 
    “What’s he at?” 
 
    “47-percent.” 
 
    “Okay… I’ve got enough. His armor’s compromised. I just have to… get close… A couple of blasts and he’s done…” 
 
    “Wait… Max… Something’s happening.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Your energy… It’s dropping… 36-percent… 29-percent… 22… Max, I can’t stop it!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Max looked down at his display. His green energy bar was slowly depleting. He desperately slapped his ACE to stop it but nothing happened. It kept going until his ACE was drained completely. 
 
    He raised it up and tried to fire an Inferno Arrow but the compartments remained shut. 
 
    “Shit… What the hell…” 
 
    “There’s no reason your energy should be gone unless there’s a malfunction.” 
 
    “There’s no malfunction. I checked it. The only other way is if there’s a spider in it.” 
 
    “A spider?” 
 
    “A backdoor. But it’d have to be installed manually. Nobody touched my ACE. Nobody…” 
 
    Max’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    He looked up through the blue sky and saw all of the broker’s boxes. 
 
    “Where is he? Where the hell is he?” 
 
    He searched until he saw Wallace observing from his seat. Standing next to him was Simone. Even from fifty meters away, he could still see the smirk on her lips. 
 
    “It’s Black. Black set me up. He bet against me.” 
 
    “What? Max? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He got my ACE—” 
 
    “Max, look out!” 
 
    Max was so blinded by his anger he wasn’t ready for the man lumbering toward him. Landslide leveled him with a clothesline that made him flip into the air. The crowd gasped as Max landed hard back on the grass, his already broken bones causing him even more searing pain. 
 
    “Shit…” Max grunted as he tried to push himself up to his feet. 
 
    Landslide walked up next to him and took his helmet off. Max barely had the strength to look up. Landslide looked just as psychotic as his partner. Tattoos lined his face and the rest of his bald head. The big man’s armor was shattered but he stood tall, no worse for wear. 
 
    “A worthy challenger,” he said. “But Landslide and TNT never lose.” 
 
    “Proxy? What am I at?” 
 
    “You’re at 17-percent…” 
 
    “Thanks for the challenge, Maximilian. But this battle is over.” 
 
    Landslide raised his foot up into the air above Max’s body. 
 
    “Max—” 
 
    Proxy’s voice was gone. There was no music. There was no roar of the crowd. There was no destruction on the battlefield. There was nothing but an empty, endless darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    The black sky was brightened with blinding flashes of red and white. Smoke thick enough to choke on filled his lungs. Hardened steel tempered to withstand blunt force and the highest temperatures was forced to twist from the unrelenting punishment. But through the smoke and the fire and hale of energy bullets moving back and forth through the air in a constant stream of lights, it was the screams that stood out more than anything else. 
 
    “Shaw! Shaw!” 
 
    He heard his name. Even when they weren’t screaming, it echoed in his thoughts. Shutting his eyes and plugging his ears did nothing to drown it out. He slumbered in a state of darkness but it was still there. 
 
    “Shaw!” 
 
    Nothing short of the end of his existence would make it go away. 
 
    The lights in the sky crashed together. A fiery explosion, hot enough to melt someone and bright enough to turn a man blind. 
 
    Max looked away, squeezing his eyes tight and clenching his jaw as a last ditch effort to escape. 
 
    A deep gasp filled his lungs. The oxygen pumping into the mask covering his face provided him some relief. 
 
    He blinked his eyes open. Floating in a tank of fluid, he turned his head slightly to regain his bearings. 
 
    The regenerator had brought him back, his last memories of a madman in a suit of armor lowering his foot down on him. 
 
    He had no strength. He only had enough energy to breathe and let his life return to him. 
 
    His eyes shifted to the side and he saw them standing just a few feet away from him. 
 
    Hudson had his hands in his pockets. As unappealing as his crooked smile was, Max was waiting for it. But Hudson’s solemn look didn’t change. 
 
    Proxy had her head down. Her eyes focused on the ground, the frown on her lips made her look like she’d aged a dozen years. 
 
    The last memories Max had were confirmed just from the looks on their faces. 
 
    He’d lost. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “…New Austin Police have announced a successful raid. Early this morning in the lower block of Kings Row, police officials took to a drug den, dubbed colloquially as loot dungeons, seized an unspecified amount of narcotics. The alleged suspects didn’t resist and have been detained. Today’s raid marks another achievement in the mayor’s vow to end all drug activity in the city…” 
 
    The news broadcast continued playing on the dusty digital display as soft jazz music hummed in the background. The chatter from all of the other patrons in Deadwater was low. The stench of alcohol on the wooden walls and floor panels was familiar to Max. Its unpleasantness was a reminder of where he was. 
 
    He scratched his stomach to make sure he was whole then moved his hand up to his face. He rested the side of his head on his palm as he watched the bartender pour him a glass of dirty, ambient whiskey. 
 
    “What kinda man orders whiskey just to stare at it?” 
 
    “What kinda bartender gives a shit what their customers do with their drinks?” 
 
    The bartender shrugged and moved back down the bar to have a seat and watch the rest of the news broadcast. 
 
    Max didn’t move from his spot, his thoughts lost in the liquor resting peacefully before him. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    The more he thought about it, the more frustrated he got. Something in the pit of his stomach. Twisting his insides and gnawing at him like a creature trying to claw its way out. 
 
    His thoughts shifted when he felt the presence of someone sitting right next to him. 
 
    He’d gotten used to being around Proxy. Whether it was her fair skin or her flowery scent made more pleasing by the stink of Deadwater, Max knew Proxy was there without even looking. 
 
    “I stopped by the electronics shop you work at,” she said. “Zigzag took a big hit but all of her components are intact, so I dropped them off. She’ll be all right, won’t she?” 
 
    “Police training droids are top of the line. They’re designed to be destroyed and put back together.” 
 
    “If you put her back together, will she still be… Zigzag?” 
 
    “Her memory core has several redundancies. Even if you get through all of the protective welding covering it, the data itself is backed up. You can take a plasma hammer to it and swing for a hundred years and not make a dent. The only way to truly terminate her would be not to supply her any power. She’ll never really die.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Proxy sighed. “You sure know what you’re talking about. Almost like you have experience.” 
 
    Max hadn’t taken his eyes off his liquor, still lost in the memories he’d remembered as clear as day. 
 
    “I was near the frontlines. Most of the droids were picking each other off. We had to put the rubbers back together when they went down, even when we knew they were just gonna fall. They were like sentient shields.” 
 
    “Why do you call them rubbers? That’s… derogatory.” 
 
    “Droid technology has advanced so much it’s hard to tell the difference between an android and a person. But if you spend time around one long enough, you’ll be able to figure it out. It’s just something you… something you feel. Your mind starts telling you they’re not real. You touch their arm and their skin is as soft as yours or mine but you’ve already convinced yourself it’s synthetic. It feels like rubber.” 
 
    “All those droids in that war. I don’t wanna imagine someone like Zigzag being so disposable.” 
 
    “We’re all disposable, Proxy. Bullets and missiles don’t care if you’re a human or a droid.” 
 
    Max stayed leaning on his palm, his eyes flickering like he was trying to stay awake. 
 
    “I’ve gotten offers,” she said. “Everybody wants me to be their Operator. They’re offering more than the usual percentage. They think I’ll actually make a difference.” 
 
    “You should take them. Can’t pass up an opportunity like that.” 
 
    “It’s good credits. But the truth is, an Operator is only as good as their Contender. I can give you all the numbers in the world. It was always you who won those matches.” 
 
    “I didn’t win the match that mattered most though.” 
 
    Proxy sighed a deep breath. Max could hear the resignation in her voice but she still hadn’t left. 
 
    “I didn’t make a deal with any other Contenders because I know there’s a chance,” she said. “You’re good enough to compete. You just have to get back out there—” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that, Proxy.” Max straightened up, finally turning to look at her. “If you sit here, waiting for me to come around, you’re gonna miss out on an opportunity you might never get again. I was already underpaying you. It’s time you finally got what you were worth.” 
 
    The blond nodded softly. The disappointment in her eyes was the same as when he was floating in the tank. 
 
    She twisted her lips as if she was trying not to frown. “I won’t make you do anything you don’t wanna do. But you know this is about more than just an Operator and a Contender.” 
 
    “And what is it about?” 
 
    “I’ve been around you long enough to know you’re not that stupid.” She hopped off of her seat and leaned forward. He didn’t move as she planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’ll be waiting for you, Max.” 
 
    He watched her spin around and leave, her white jacket doing just enough to hide the curves of her figure he’d seen before. But even his innate desires weren’t enough to distract him from everything he’d been through. 
 
    “See you around, Proxy.” 
 
    Max turned back toward the glass in front of him. His thoughts were empty except for the conversation he just had. Proxy’s voice lingered in his head, giving him just enough motivation to get up from his seat and walk away from his whiskey. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    The lighting in the back of Tom’s electronics was from a single white bulb, one meter long across the top of the wall. It illuminated the workbench where Max was concentrating. One hand held the laser welder tight while the other guided the electronic component of Zigzag’s circuit board. 
 
    The heat from the welder was warm enough to make him sweat. Beads dripped down his forehead and underneath his safety goggles. He blinked to clear his vision before being forced to lower his tools and wipe away the sweat with the back of his hand. 
 
    He sighed a deep breath and realized how tired he was. He’d been working for hours and Zigzag wasn’t much closer to being whole. Her body had been put back together but she sat slumped in the corner of the room, her eyes closed like she was sleeping peacefully. 
 
    Max got up from his seat to get himself a glass of water. Just as he took a sip, he heard a knock at the backdoor. At this time of night, there were only two reasons someone would bother standing in the rain and come through the back. Either Tom had left something inside the shop or there were punks looking to jack the place. And Max knew Tom wasn’t the forgetful type. 
 
    Max set his glass down and picked up the laser welder, his best weapon at the moment. Another knock at the door was followed by a voice. 
 
    “Yo, Max. You in there? It’s me.” 
 
    “…Hudson?” 
 
    Max opened the door and Hudson immediately stumbled into the backroom, shaking the rainwater away from his disheveled coat. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “What do you think I’m doing, my man? I’m here to see you.” 
 
    “Why are you coming in through the back?” 
 
    “Would you have answered if I came through the front? Didn’t think so.” 
 
    Max sighed as he took a seat back at the workbench. “Don’t touch anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Was never any good with electronics like this. I’ll keep my hands to myself.” 
 
    Max went back to work, slowly rotating the component as he welded it back together. 
 
    “How’s she coming along?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “It’s just like I told Proxy. It’ll take some work but androids like Zigzag are built tough. Don’t know how long it’ll take but I’ll get her back.” 
 
    “You know, you don’t have to bring her back if it’s too much work.” 
 
    “I’m the reason Zigzag’s in the position she’s in right now. She doesn’t deserve this. But even if I wasn’t responsible, I’m not about to let her just disappear.” 
 
    “No, that’s not the type of man you are. Always looking out for other people. Always got people’s backs.” 
 
    Max ignored the man pacing back and forth behind him. He kept his focus on his work but Hudson was a constant distraction. 
 
    “What do you want?” Max said. 
 
    “Just wanted to tell you what it’s like at Club Cosmic right now. Landslide and TNT are basking in the glory of their one million credit prize. Everybody who bet on them is having a hell of a time, too, especially the brokers.” 
 
    “Especially Wallace Black…” 
 
    “…Especially Wallace Black.” Hudson sighed in frustration. “You had it, Max. You had a one-on-one with the big man. There’s no way he would’ve beat you if you didn’t…” 
 
    “Well, I lost. And it’s my fault I did.” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself for that—” 
 
    “Can’t I?” Max set his tools down and turned toward Hudson. “Simone came to my suite looking like she’d die if I didn’t win. And I believed her. I let my guard down.” 
 
    “You let your guard down because you’re a good man. You even tried to find the good in a bitch like Simone. You can’t fault yourself for that.” 
 
    “…Black bet against me. It’s my fault for not seeing it coming.” 
 
    Max picked his tools back up and went back to work. The sparks from the laser welder flew up and splashed against his safety goggles. 
 
    Hudson stood by his side, his hands in his pockets as he observed him. Max was just waiting for him to say what was on his mind, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear it. 
 
    “Proxy told me who you are. She told me you’re one of the few survivors who fought at Rio.” 
 
    “If you wanna hear the story, I’m not in the mood to tell it.” 
 
    “I would never make you relive something like that. But I can imagine what it was like. We were all forced to fight in that war. It wasn’t as bad as Rio but I remember Shanghai. I was out there. The sulfur in the air was so bad I thought I was gonna choke to death…” 
 
    Max stopped what he was doing. Hudson was no longer looking at him, his eyes lost in the memory coming back to him. 
 
    “…All of the droids on the frontline were destroyed beyond recognition. We didn’t have any food supplements. Barely had any water. But all I was focused on was fighting. Plasma pistols. Fire rifles. I picked up weapons from the dead soldiers around me, good, honest men who were my friends. I searched for any sort of energy canister so I could shoot back. 
 
    “I kept fighting. I didn’t even care about the war or what we were trying to do. I didn’t even care about living or dying. I just didn’t want the men next to me to die for no reason. I wanted their lives to have a purpose.” 
 
    Max stayed silent, swallowing to clear his suddenly dry throat. Hudson shook his head and sighed a deep breath through his nose. An insincere smile came across his lips as he kept staring across the room. 
 
    “It’s not just the war,” Hudson said. “That’s the problem with everything. We were all just pawns while the people above told us what to do. We never had any control over anything.” 
 
    “Just like the War Zone. No matter what happens, a man like Wallace Black will do whatever it takes to get what he wants.” 
 
    “It’s different. Black had to do everything he could to stop you. You would’ve beat Landslide and TNT.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “But you would have.” Hudson moved closer and put a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Look me in the eye and tell me you can’t beat them.” 
 
    Max didn’t blink, his determination already burning in his gut. “I can beat them. But I already had my chance.” 
 
    “So, what are you gonna do now?” 
 
    “Now? I’ll put Zigzag back together and do what I’ve been doing. I like working on electronics. I make a good, honest living. Maybe one day I’ll step back onto the battlefield and you can bet some nice fat credits on me.” Max spun around his chair back to the workbench. “Then again, I’d still have to stumble upon another ACE since the spider junked the only one I had. Shouldn’t have scrapped the ACE Vino gave me…” 
 
    Hudson reached into his jacket. Max wasn’t looking as a hunk of steel suddenly fell on the workbench in front of him. 
 
    The ACE was old, its metal rusted. The digital display was scratched with cracks on the side. But the steel was welded together in a single piece. 
 
    Max picked it up, not believing what he was looking at. He shook his head like he was trying to wake himself up. “Where did you…” 
 
    “When I got back from the war, all I knew was how to fight. Headed to the War Zone at Club Cosmic and a broker decided to sponsor me. I was never great. Just another Contender. It only took me a few battles to realize it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    Hudson’s broken-tooth smile returned, enough to make Max grin just the same. 
 
    “You’re twenty-six years old, Max. You’re not even close to hitting your prime. I wouldn’t be much of an Agent if I just let you sit back and let the brokers try to control you. It’s not just me though. I was hanging around the lounge and the strangest thing happened. They were talking about you.” 
 
    “I just lost the biggest battle ever. That’s not a surprise.” 
 
    “They weren’t talking trash. They knew you won that battle. Somehow, someway, you won. No official sponsor. No fancy cosmetics. You do things your own way. You know what they started calling you?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The Rebel.” 
 
    Hearing the name made Max smirk. He shifted his attention back to the ACE on his workbench. 
 
    “It’s an older model,” Hudson said. “But it works. A Contender as good as you… That’s all you need. You put Zigzag back together, you’re back in business.” 
 
    “I don’t got the credits to put the abilities I had back on this thing. Not to mention, I don’t know how I’ll get a rematch. Landslide and TNT are already basking in their prize money. There’s no incentive for them to do it again.” 
 
    “If there’s one thing I know about a man, especially a Contender, it’s that credits matter more than anything else. We offer Landslide and TNT more than what they won, they’ll step back on the battlefield.” 
 
    “And I suppose you have a plan for getting that amount of credits?” 
 
    “There’s money to be made, Max. All you have to worry about is winning. Go on. Give it a shot.” 
 
    Max stared at the ACE on the workbench. He hesitated for a moment before rolling up his sleeve. 
 
    Hudson watched, his eyes widening in anticipation. Max clamped the ACE around his left forearm and the digital blue display lit up. 
 
    This device is unregistered. Registering this device prevents others from using it. Would you like to register this device now? 
 
    He slid his finger along the panel and tapped ‘YES.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    The burn of the ACE fueled the adrenaline in Max’s veins. Sheer determination. Anger. Confusion. Frustration. Whatever it was, it all added up to a need to want to step back into the War Zone. The memories of everything he’d been through lingered in the back of his mind but he pushed them away. 
 
    Max and Hudson trudged through the rain-soaked streets of Kings Row and headed back to Club Cosmic. Upon their arrival, they were escorted to the one man who could get them both what they wanted. 
 
    They stood in the elevator flanked by a team of security guards. They looked little different from the security guards Max had seen before. They were rigid, ready to reach into their suit jackets for their weapons at the sign of any sort of danger. Their shades weren’t enough to hide their eyes as they stared at Hudson and Max. 
 
    The elevator dinged and the security guards stepped out. 
 
    “Go through that door. Don’t try anything funny.” 
 
    Max and Hudson stayed silent until they got to the set of ornate double doors. Just before they walked in, Max turned to the man next to him. 
 
    “What do you know about him?” Max asked. 
 
    “He’s a broker. Is there anything else you need to know?” 
 
    “I know that. This is our only shot?” 
 
    “If you wanna make any credits that’ll amount to anything, yeah, this is our only shot.” 
 
    Max nodded and took a deep breath. He pushed the door open and stepped into the room. 
 
    The place was a lot brighter than he expected, a chandelier hanging above him and illuminating his surroundings. Max was so used to the neon glow of the street signs in Kings Row the lights in the room were almost blinding. 
 
    The rest of the room was just as luxurious. Plush leather furniture. Expensive-looking digital art on the walls. Even the carpet beneath his feet massaged his soles through his sneakers. 
 
    A pair of blond women in expensive white gowns lounged near the fireplace. Their outfits did just enough to cover their bodies, their curves on full display. They didn’t seem to mind Max and Hudson were staring, as they grinned while feeding one another pieces of fruit. They could have passed for twins with how seductive both of their smiles were. 
 
    “Ah… If it isn’t the Rebel and his Agent.” 
 
    A man interrupted their voyeurism and walked forward from his desk on the other side of the room. His cheery voice matched the way he looked. 
 
    Tan, unwrinkled skin. A slim physique underneath a white suit. A big smile on his face like he was proud of how straight his teeth were. Max wasn’t quite sure what to expect of the man but it wasn’t this. 
 
    “Anthony Tomlinson,” Hudson said. “Thanks for taking this meeting.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” Tomlinson replied. “Sit down. Relax. Have yourself a drink. Make yourselves comfortable. We have business to discuss.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow at Hudson. “Are you sure we’ve got the right guy?” Max asked. 
 
    “It’s him.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” Tomlinson said. “And if you don’t enjoy my hospitality, I’ll have to ask you to leave.” 
 
    Max and Hudson took a seat on the couch in front of a small diamond-shaped table. On it were a collection of wine and champagne bottles for them to choose from. Hudson helped himself to a glass, licking his lips as he poured a generous helping. Max leaned back in his seat but kept his eyes locked on the man in the suit pacing back and forth in front of him. 
 
    Tomlinson blew his gray bangs away from his forehead and put his hands behind his back. “Now… Tell me about your proposal.” 
 
    “How do you know we have a proposal?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be asked to be meeting with a broker otherwise. We’re not here to waste each other’s time, so let’s cut to the chase.” 
 
    “All right… Max wants a rematch. He had Landslide and TNT beat. If he gets another chance, he’ll win. The problem is getting them to accept the match. If we can do that, Max will do the rest.” 
 
    “Interesting. The Rebel wants a rematch. But he knows the only way he can goad his opponents into it is if the stakes are high enough.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re on the same wavelength.” 
 
    Tomlinson straightened up, his eyes locked on Max. The way the broker smiled was so unnerving Max actually preferred he be as cold as he expected him to be. 
 
    “I can get you the rematch,” Tomlinson said. “The other brokers will agree to a bigger prize pool for the winners. Two million credits perhaps. I haven’t met a Contender who would turn down an opportunity for credits.” 
 
    “All right!” Hudson put his glass down and slapped his hands together. “Back in business, baby! Thanks for your time, Tomlinson. Now you just have to let Max do his job and we’re all set—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” 
 
    Tomlinson held his index finger up. The smile was still on his face but the tone of his voice had changed. The room filled with a tension that was palpable. 
 
    “The other brokers and I will make the rematch happen,” he said. “Max wins and he gets the prize that eluded him. Now the question is what do I get out of it?” 
 
    “You get to bet on it,” Hudson said. “You’ll make a killing. Max lost the first battle, so he’ll be a dog in the rematch. You won’t get better odds on Max.” 
 
    “And how do I know this isn’t some scheme to get me to bet big on the Rebel… again?” 
 
    Tomlinson walked forward, his smile completely gone. He looked down his nose at Max. Max wanted to laugh, now seeing the broker he’d first expected. 
 
    “Every broker in New Austin bet on Maximilian to win,” Tomlinson said. “Every broker except for Black. While the rest of us took a hit, he’s spent the past few days rubbing everybody’s face in it.” 
 
    “That’s the reason I want the rematch,” Max said. “This isn’t just about winning. This isn’t just about credits. This is about getting back at Black.” 
 
    “It’s always about winning… No, it’s always about credits. Don’t pretend like there’s anything more to this.” 
 
    “Look.” Hudson got up from his seat and put his hands up. “We’re not with Black. He’s the reason Max lost in the first place. You’re right. It’s about the cred. But if there’s a chance to pay back the man who took what was rightfully ours, we’re gonna take it.” 
 
    Tomlinson sighed a deep breath through his nose and turned around. He didn’t say anything, just pacing back and forth. The two blonds lounging near the fireplace had taken an interest in his sudden change of attitude. 
 
    “Black has always been so sinister. He’s not like the other brokers who just want to do good business. Black is sneaky, underhanded. A real snake. Most would attribute his lack of morals as the reason for all of his success. But that success hasn’t come without a price. Everybody wants to take him down.” Tomlinson slowly turned back around. “Perhaps this is the opportunity to do so. Or maybe this is just another elaborate scheme to get me to bet big on the Rebel while he enjoys another hefty payday.” 
 
    Max jumped up from his seat. He walked right up to Tomlinson and looked him in the eye. “I’m not a Contender. I’m not the champion of the War Gamez. I’m not anything else but a man. And I’m not looking at you as the broker you are. I’m telling you right now, man to man, I’m not working for Black. You have my word.” 
 
    Tomlinson pointed his chin up and again looked down his nose at Max. Max breathed hard, his jaw clenched. Hudson grew uneasy and wondered if he had to step between the two. 
 
    “Ha!” Tomlinson suddenly burst into laughter, his smile appearing back on his face. “I like you, Maximilian. I’ve never met a Contender like you. I guess that’s why they call you the Rebel. I believe you.” 
 
    Hudson sighed a deep breath of relief and the tension in the room eased. But Max and the broker remained staring hard at one another. 
 
    “For your own sake, you better be telling the truth. Otherwise, it won’t be pretty. I won’t kill you. I won’t hurt the ones close to you. No, I can promise you a fate far more excruciating than death if you don’t win this battle. Because if I see Black celebrating another successful wager, you won’t be able to spend another second in New Austin. I’ll give you one last chance to back out of this.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “I’ll win the rematch.” 
 
    Tomlinson took a step back and pulled his AllDevice from his pocket. “I’ll transfer 50,000 credits to you. Not a credit more. That will have to suffice. Put everything in order.” 
 
    “I don’t need all of those credits. I’ll win by myself if I have to.” 
 
    “Don’t go into this overconfident now. Get the win and walk away with your prize money. After that, our business is concluded. Now… If you’ll excuse me, I have some other business to attend to.” 
 
    Tomlinson walked over to the two blonds waiting for him. 
 
    Max and Hudson didn’t waste a second to leave the suite. Hudson sighed another deep breath of relief as they exchanged smirks with one another. 
 
    “Now what?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “Getting the match was the hardest part. Now all we have to do is get ready.” 
 
    “You think they’re up for it?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    “Just need to push this in…” 
 
    Max pressed his hand on Zigzag’s stomach to close the compartment. The lines along her slim waist disappeared seamlessly. Proxy clenched her jaw in eager anticipation, her fists squeezed just as tight. 
 
    A few seconds later, Zigzag’s eyes opened, brown pupils shifting left and right to examine her surroundings. The smile on her face made Max wonder if she even remembered what happened. 
 
    “Hello, Max. Hello, Proxy.” She nodded to them. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Proxy asked. 
 
    “My systems are functioning normally. I will run a self-diagnostic for your peace of mind.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Proxy sighed a deep breath of relief and fell into her seat. 
 
    Outside of the harsh rains pouring outside, Max’s apartment was as quiet as it always. While Proxy closed her eyes and sank into her seat in relief. 
 
    The android shifted her head around. “We’re in your apartment.” 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” Max asked. 
 
    “We were in the War Zone. On the battlefield. I was attempting to sever TNT when he began to program his ACE.” 
 
    “That program was a self-detonation. He blew himself up so he could take you down. Took out the entire arena.” 
 
    “Hmm… Every human I’ve come into contact with treats self-preservation as paramount. It appears the rules on the battlefield differ.” 
 
    “Especially when you’re wearing a BioHarness and you know you’re coming back. One look at TNT’s face is enough to know the man is crazy enough to go through with it, no matter how much it hurts.” 
 
    “And the outcome of the battle?” 
 
    Max shook his head, a solemn look on his face. For a moment, he thought the android sympathized. 
 
    “I understand. I apologize for failing.” 
 
    “You didn’t fail,” Proxy said. “You were gonna lose that battle no matter what. Black had Max set up from the beginning. It’s not your fault, Zigzag.” 
 
    “We’ve got another chance,” Max said. “Hudson worked out a deal with one of the other brokers for a rematch. You and me versus Lightning and TNT.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t fail you this time—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Max put his hands up and cut Zigzag off. He walked up to her, shaking his head as he searched for the right words to say. “You’re a battle android. A police training bot. For twenty years, all you’ve known is conflict. You… You died out there on the battlefield when there was no reason for you to. I can’t ask you to risk yourself again for me. If you wanna pay me back for what I did in the alley that night we met, we’re already even. You don’t owe me. If you wanna fight again, you have to want it. Not me. Not Hudson. Not Proxy. You have to make the decision for yourself.” 
 
    Zigzag turned toward Proxy. “It’s my decision?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Proxy said. “You’re your own person. You always have been. It would be wrong to force you to fight again.” 
 
    “I see… If I were to refuse, who would replace me on the battlefield?” 
 
    Proxy and Max looked at one another. There was an uneasiness on her face but Max remained steadfast. “I’ll fight them alone,” he said. “It’ll be tricky but I can do it. The only difference will be the strategy.” 
 
    “I understand,” Zigzag said. “I’m sorry, Max.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “Don’t be. You’ve already done more than enough—” 
 
    “I must fight.” 
 
    “Wait… What?” 
 
    “I have trained with the New Austin Police Department all my life. I have known nothing but conflict. It is as you said. But the conflict I engaged in was of little consequence. I see now how much this means to you. This is an opportunity to find the humanity all androids seek but never get a chance to experience.” 
 
    She walked forward and put a hand on his shoulder. Her soft smile was comforting. Her face was so delicate it was impossible to tell she wasn’t human. 
 
    “You are my friend, Max. I will fight not because it was my designation. I will fight with a purpose. I will fight for my friend.” 
 
    Max put his hand on top of hers. “I’m your friend and you’re mine.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Proxy got up from her seat and wrapped her arms tight around the android. 
 
    “Your grip is considerable,” Zigzag commented. 
 
    “Sorry…” Proxy giggled as she pulled away. 
 
    “How about you?” Max looked at the blond. She stared at the ground, twiddling her fingers anxiously together. Proxy had been nervous the entire time she’d been in Max’s apartment. 
 
    “Well… I know you’d go in there without me. And I know you can win without me.” 
 
    “I’ve already paid back your ex-boyfriend. And I won’t be paying you much.” 
 
    “Thanks for the reminder.” Proxy rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “But I was on this train since the beginning. I’m not getting off until we hit the last stop.” 
 
    Max clapped his hands and rubbed his palms together. His confidence had never been higher despite knowing what he was getting into. “Okay. We’re all on the same page. Now we just need to figure out the game plan.” 
 
    “You know what they’re capable of,” Proxy said. “Landslide and TNT might surprise you with something new but remember, they don’t know what we’re up to either. Not to mention the terrain will change.” 
 
    “We know their strengths,” Zigzag said. “We know their weaknesses. It is a simple matter of doing what we know we are capable of.” 
 
    “I don’t have the bankroll to load my ACE with as strong abilities as I had in the last battle. But if we play this right, I won’t need them.” 
 
    “When is the battle?” 
 
    “Two nights from now. A rematch like this… It doesn’t need any promotion. The credits are already moving. It’s gonna be bigger than the first battle.” 
 
    “I’m ready, Max.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Proxy said. “Nothing’s gonna stop us from winning this time.” 
 
    Max couldn’t help but smile at her confidence. “Yeah,” he said. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Hudson leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. 
 
    “Champagne.” 
 
    He ignored the glass next to his face, his eyes focused on the man in front of him. 
 
    The redhead didn’t take any offense to it. The satisfied smirk on her lips was practically tattooed on her face. 
 
    “If you’ve got something to say, go ahead say it,” Hudson said. “Otherwise, stop wasting my time.” 
 
    “Oh, I have something to say. You know I have something to say. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have come to visit me.” Wallace put his fingertips together as he locked his eyes on the man sitting across from him. 
 
    Hudson didn’t blink. Wallace’s suite was as lavish as it always was, but it was the last place Hudson wanted to be at the moment. 
 
    “I made a lot of credits from Maximilian’s last battle,” Wallace said. 
 
    “I’ll bet you did. You knew exactly what was gonna happen. Put everything on the line.” 
 
    “Indeed. You should have seen the look on the faces of the other brokers when they realized I was the only man in New Austin who bet against Maximilian. But I’m the one who’s shocked to see the brokers are willing to put up the credits to fund a rematch.” 
 
    “Lucky for you. This is another chance to bet on Max because you know he won’t lose this time.” 
 
    “You would think that. But everybody else feels the same way. Despite losing the first battle, our friend Maximilian is still the betting favorite. A bet on Landslide and TNT would net a bigger payout.” 
 
    “A bet on Landslide and TNT wouldn’t get you anything. Not after they lose.” 
 
    The grin on Wallace’s lips grew. His assistant remained just as smug as she stood by his side. 
 
    “I admire your confidence in him,” Wallace said. “That’s why I’m willing to end this all now.” 
 
    “What? Are you gonna try to junk his ACE again? Did you plant a trap in the arena you can activate when Max is standing on top of it? What kinda game are you playing, Black? You know you can’t stop Max from winning this time.” 
 
    “I know his ACE won’t be as strong as before. Winning will be harder for him. But… he has a chance. I have to eliminate that chance. And you’re going to help me do it.” 
 
    “No chance.” Hudson scoffed. 
 
    “You haven’t heard my proposal.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what your proposal is!” Hudson jumped up out of his seat. Simone reached for her AllDevice to call security but Wallace calmly put his hand up to stop her. 
 
    “Millions of credits,” Wallace said, not taking his eyes off Hudson. “Excitement for the rematch is at a fever pitch. Estimates are reaching the billions. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to secure my fair share of those billions.” 
 
    “That’s got nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “I’ll give you five million credits. You’re free to do whatever you want with them. All you have to do is tell Maximilian to lose.” 
 
    Hudson narrowed his eyes. His brow furrowed, he clenched his jaw and did the same with his fists. “You really expect me to tell him that? You want him to lay down for the man who cost him everything?” 
 
    “I’m aware of what I did. The rematch is a fortunate opportunity for me to… correct that mistake.” 
 
    “It’ll be a cold day in Hell before I tell Max to do something like that.” 
 
    “Five million credits is bigger than the prize for winning. And I can see it in his eyes. Maximilian has no desire to be a Contender. He doesn’t like wearing the ACE. This will be his final battle. An opportunity to retire and live the rest of his life in luxury. Why would you take that opportunity away from him?” 
 
    Hudson clenched his jaw. The anger boiled up inside of him to the point his heart pounded in his chest. 
 
    Wallace stayed relaxed in his seat. He leaned back and pulled a cigar from its box. “This is an opportunity to secure your future. What does glory matter when compared to the credits? Isn’t that the reason every Contender steps into the War Zone?” 
 
    Hudson had heard enough. He turned and walked toward the exit. Just before he left, he listened to Wallace calling out to him. 
 
    “I’ve known you for too long, Hudson. This is the opportunity you’ve been waiting for your whole life. Ever since you became an Agent and searched for someone to work for you in the War Zone. Don’t make the mistake of missing out on it.” 
 
    Hudson put his hand on the door handle for a moment before pushing it open and leaving. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    The red and blue neon lights flickered along the streets of Kings Row. The rain pounded against Max’s apartment window. 
 
    Proxy slept comfortably on his couch, curled up into a ball with her arms wrapped around herself. Zigzag sat quietly off to the side by herself. Her eyes flickered open and closed as she ran a diagnostic on her software. 
 
    Max sat at his dining room table. His knife sliced the piece of steak in half. He was already halfway through his meal but every bite was just as satisfying as the last. The only man who was enjoying his meal even more was Hudson. 
 
    Hudson chewed on his beef with his chipped teeth and breathed a satisfied sigh through his nose. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to this,” he said. “You spend so much time eating food-supplements and auto-ramen noodles you don’t realize what you’re missing out on.” 
 
    “It’s good,” Max said. “I wouldn’t complain if I had to eat this for the rest of my life. But there’s something special about auto-ramen.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. The only reason people eat noodles and toast is because they can’t afford anything else.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t repair toasters and microwaves for only the people in Kings Row. I get some of the richer folks to stop by with those same appliances.” 
 
    “I don’t see why a rich man would have a need for a toaster.” 
 
    “It’s a simple pleasure from a simpler time. It’s comfort food. Sometimes you just wanna stay out of the rain and have a nice simple piece of toast with a bowl of broth.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself. When it’s cold outside, there’s nothing more satisfying than a piece of steak, even if it was grown in a lab.” 
 
    “Maybe if you eat enough steak, you’ll eventually understand.” 
 
    “I hope I have enough steak that I’ll get sick of it.” 
 
    The two shared a laugh as they dug back into their meal. 
 
    A day had gone by since the match was set. Max didn’t show any signs of being nervous or anxious. 
 
    Hudson stopped eating for a moment. “You’re really good at it.” 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    “Repairing all of those electronics. Fixing microwaves and toasters.” 
 
    “I’ve been doing it ever since I was a child. It wasn’t enough to stop me even when they bullied me.” 
 
    “Did you ever think you’d ever get a chance like this? A chance to finally walk away and not have to do all that?” 
 
    Max chewed on his steak while he thought about it. “It was Logan. The old homeless guy I buy a drink for from time to time. If he hadn’t given me the ACE, yeah, I guess I’d still be working at Tom’s. I didn’t have any plans to do anything else.” 
 
    “And you’d be fine with that?” 
 
    “It’s not a fancy living but it’s honest. I’m a lot better off than a lot of people in Kings Row. Better than an ACE strapped to my arm than a loot box.” 
 
    “But you’re okay with working at the electronics shop?” 
 
    Max put his utensils down and raised an eyebrow at Hudson. “Where’s all this coming from?” 
 
    “I was just thinking… You seem like you’d be happy without millions of credits. I remember a guy who was just trying to pay his rent. But all that money would make everything a lot greener…” 
 
    Max sucked on his teeth then wiped his mouth. It was clear Hudson was getting at something. At this point, Max saw no reason to keep the truth from him. 
 
    “To be honest with you, the credits do matter. But not to me. They’re for my neighbor.” 
 
    “Your neighbor?” 
 
    “Denise. She’s got a son named Toby. He’s got Ares Disease. He’s gotta take medication to keep it in check. There’s a permanent treatment for it but it costs something. Just like everything else in this world.” 
 
    “Right… You’re trying to pay for his treatment. How much do you think it’ll cost?” 
 
    “Maybe a few hundred thousand. If it costs more, I’ll spend more. All I have to do is win the battle tomorrow.” 
 
    Hudson stared at the steak on his plate. “Max… What if there was another way?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What if you could earn the credits to pay for the treatment without having to win tomorrow?” 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll win—” 
 
    “No. I’m just saying… What if there was another way without having to battle?” 
 
    Max looked to the side of his apartment. His thoughts started to wander. “Finding a decent job in New Austin is tough. Even someone who’s been working with this stuff all his life. Getting a gig with the bigger tech companies is impossible. Especially for an ex-soldier like me. They find out I was at Rio, they figure I’m a headcase. They’re probably right about that.” Max chuckled to himself. “It doesn’t matter though. I’ll win tomorrow and that’ll be the end of it. I can work at Tom’s in my spare time and everything else will be taken care of.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Something else on your mind?” 
 
    Hudson shook his head and went back to working on his steak. Max stared at him curiously but eventually picked his knife and fork back up. 
 
    “How are they doing?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “Zigzag is all set. She remembers everything that happened in the last battle. Proxy and I went over my abilities. I got the best armor I can afford, not that it’ll help much.” 
 
    “Every little bit counts…” 
 
    “I was close last time. I’ll finish the job this time, Hudson. After tomorrow night, we’ll have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Hudson smiled with a mouth full of steak. “You’re damn right.” 
 
    They eat the rest of their dinner in the silence of the apartment. The rain continued to pour outside with the neon lights flickering to keep them company. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    ACTIVE ABILITIES 
 
    Mammoth Blast III 
 
    Short-range concussive energy blast with tremendous force 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Energy Shield III 
 
    A heavy barrier that protects from energy projectiles and melee attacks. Drains energy upon absorption. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
    Recovery I 
 
    Heal minor wounds and injuries 
 
    Energy drain: Light 
 
      
 
    Fiery Arrow III 
 
    Long-range piercing explosive energy arrow. Causes burning damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
      
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
    High Jump II 
 
    Increase jumping height and distance by 50% 
 
      
 
    Speed Boost III 
 
    Movement speed is increased by 75% 
 
      
 
    “Landslide is big. He’s fast. Zigzag is fast enough to get around. I need to be able to do the same if I’m gonna stay clear of him and whatever TNT’s got in store for me.” 
 
    Max glanced over his ACE then set his arm down. He ran his hands along his silver steel armor, the best he could afford with the allowance Tomlinson provided him. His eyes closed, he breathed softly to steady his heart. Outside in the arena, the crowd was growing restless. Their cheers were loud enough to be heard even from inside the locker room. 
 
    “You got enough to win?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “I can’t imagine Landslide and TNT hitting much harder than last time, even with a million credits to upgrade.” 
 
    “What about the game plan?” 
 
    “They won. I figure they’ll do the same thing to try and win.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” 
 
    Max could hear the concern in Hudson’s voice. In all the time he’d known Hudson, it was the first time Max actually thought Hudson was worried. 
 
    Max slowly opened his eyes to see Hudson staring back at him. 
 
    “If the plan changes, then Zigzag and I will adapt.” He walked forward and put a hand on Hudson’s shoulder. “I’ll win. You have to trust me.” 
 
    The half-hearted smiled appearing on Hudson’s lips was enough for Max to know he’d gotten through. “In all my years watching fights in the War Zone, I’ve never met a Contender like you. Not sweating. Not anxious. Treating the biggest battle of your life like it’s just another day.” 
 
    “I won’t pretend like tonight isn’t special. But I’m not nervous. I’m excited. I win this battle, it’s over. I’m putting an end to this for good.” 
 
    “Just do me a favor when you’re out there.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Hudson’s throat shifted with a hard swallow. “Just… Just know that I’m on your side. I’m always with you, Max.” 
 
    Max squeezed his hand around Hudson’s shoulder. “I know.” He turned around toward Zigzag. 
 
    The android stood next to the curtain, staring blankly into space. Max walked right up next to her. “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
    “I am ready to execute our strategy.” 
 
    “Hey, Zigzag.” The android slowly turned toward him. “Let’s go kick some ass.” 
 
    The soft lips of the android curled into a subtle smile. Max did the same and pushed his way through the curtain. 
 
    The familiar pathway to the arena glowed with buzzing neon blue lights. The darkness led toward the steel grid he’d been all too accustomed to at this point. 
 
    The cheers of the crowd grew louder, vibrating the ground beneath him. Just as he stepped out into the War Zone, an eruption exploded from the audience. It was joined by the blaring of heavy metal music blasting from the speakers. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    The thrashing guitars and banging drums already caught him off guard but white pyrotechnics firing from the ceiling were even more deafening. They rained down upon him in a shower of stars. 
 
    “Introducing Zigzag and the Rebel… Maximilian!” 
 
    Max slowly walked forward into the arena as the heavy metal continued to play. He looked up toward Proxy in the Operator’s box. 
 
    “You know anything about this?” 
 
    She swiped through the digital display on her tablet and shrugged from several meters above. “Don’t worry. Celine gave me a good deal. I figured I’d make your last entrance into the War Zone a little special.” 
 
    “As long as they were your credits…” 
 
    “Have a little fun, Max. When this battle is over, you’re gonna be a millionaire.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you a bigger cut.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” She gave him a wink and turned her attention back to her tablet. 
 
    “And introducing his opponent… the undisputed Champions of the War Zone… Landslide and T-N-T!” The announcer’s voice echoed through the arena as their rock anthem replaced Max’s. 
 
    The duo appeared on the other side of the arena looking as confident as ever, red and white fireworks exploding all around them. Their blue diamond armor was polished to a shine. TNT’s smile was just as gleaming, though still as maniacal as Max remembered. 
 
    “Nice and easy. No problem.” Max took another deep breath to calm himself. He grabbed his ACE to make sure it was activated, the rusted steel warming comfortably against his skin. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! It’s the rematch you’ve all been waiting for! Let the battle… begin!” 
 
    The crowd roared with more thunderous applause as bass began to pulse softly through the speakers. The walls and columns in the arena began to shift. The steel grid floor disappeared and was replaced by dirt. The steel columns changed into hard stone. More columns appeared along the sides of the arena. The ceiling grew brighter until the lights turned into something mimicking the sun. 
 
    Despite all of the changes, the crowd was visible. Above them, the brokers sat in their private suites. Max spotted Wallace sitting in his familiar spot behind a pane of glass. Simone stood by his side. Even from so many meters away high above him, Max could still see the satisfied look on their faces. 
 
    “The War Zone,” Max said. “This looks like…” 
 
    “The Colosseum,” Proxy said. “Gladiators fought in a place just like this in ancient times. Back when the world wasn’t burning to the ground. The perfect spot for a battle.” 
 
    “I know of the ancient battles here,” Zigzag said. “Many fought bravely and died for the enjoyment of the crowds. It is considered an honorable achievement, even if one were to perish.” 
 
    “I’m not perishing tonight.” Max adjusted the ACE on his arm and examined his abilities one last time. “The game plan doesn’t change. Let’s go, Zigzag!” 
 
    He ran forward with the android right behind him. The walls of the arena rose and droids appeared to stop them. Flying drones and heavy artillery droids immediately began charging their weapons. In the distance, Landslide lumbered forward with TNT riding on his shoulders. 
 
    “They are of little consequence,” Zigzag said. “A minor nuisance.” 
 
    “Cut them down,” Max said. “I have to save as much energy as I can.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    Zigzag pulled her hilt from the compartment on her leg. The blade extended, pulsing with the pink energy running along the lines of her sleek armor. Her pupils turned white and the same energy burned in her sockets like fire. 
 
    The android sped forward, her feet skipping along the dirt of the Colosseum faster than any human’s could move. Her katana sliced through the droids so quickly they were split in half several seconds after she’d already cut them. Heavy artillery droids didn’t have a chance to load their cannons, their weapons reduced to junk by the android continuing to slice through them. 
 
    Max ran after her through the droids as fast as he could, his Speed Boost proving to be useful immediately. He stayed calm and dodged all of their attacks by ducking behind the columns. 
 
    “Let’s get this started!” TNT’s shrill voice was unmistakable. 
 
    TNT lowered his goggles and a pair of energy explosives was tossed into the air. Max looked up and had just enough time to run away before they destroyed the column he was hiding behind. 
 
    He didn’t have a chance to find more cover as Landslide was already on him. The big man charged forward and swung with a massive lariat that Max just managed to duck under. Max quickly rose up and landed a Mammoth Blast right on Landslide’s arm, shattering some of the blue steel covering him. 
 
    “Seven-percent damage,” Proxy said. “Not bad. You can do more if you hit him in a more vital area but take what you can get.” 
 
    “Got it.” Max leaped into the air as another volley of explosives landed next to him. 
 
    “Don’t think it’ll be that easy!” TNT aimed his ACE and fired energy bullets right at Max, clipping his armor and ripping through his jacket. 
 
    “Shit!” Max gritted his teeth and raised his arm up to block the incoming projectiles. When he landed back on the ground, he ducked behind a column. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Automatic energy bullets,” Proxy said. “Looks like TNT’s not trying to just blow you up this time.” 
 
    “What a bastard…” Max activated Recovery to heal the cuts and scrapes along his face. 
 
    “HP’s back to full. You’re at 84-percent energy. Still looking good, Max.” 
 
    “Thanks—” 
 
    Landslide roared as he leveled the column Max was hiding behind with a swing. Max rolled out of the way and fired another Mammoth Blast to blow away another chunk of the big man’s armor. Landslide ignored the damage and slammed his fists into the dirt. Two craters appeared with cracks running along the ground. 
 
    “Don’t get stunned!” 
 
    Max heeded Proxy’s warning and leaped into the air to avoid getting caught in the tremor. Just as he did, more energy bullets were fired from TNT’s ACE. Max raised his ACE up and activated his Energy Shield to block all of the bullets. 
 
    “Looks like these guys have some real synergy,” Max muttered. 
 
    “You’re doing work on the big guy,” Proxy said. “Maybe you should switch focus.” 
 
    “Worth a shot.” 
 
    Max landed back on the ground and spotted TNT several meters away from him. Max quickly dashed forward, ignoring Landslide and all of the droids drying to take him down. 
 
    “Try this on for size!” TNT raised his ACE up and fired a volley of explosives. 
 
    Max gritted his teeth and leaped back into the air to avoid them. As he twirled through the sky, he held his arm out and fired a Fiery Arrow. Landslide dashed in front of his partner and turned his back, taking the brunt of the explosion on his armor. 
 
    “Hmm… Maybe…” Max landed on the ground and shot another Fiery Arrow. Then another. Then another. Landslide was forced to defend all of them, shielding TNT from the explosive projectiles. 
 
    “You’re spending a lot of energy, Max. You’re already down to 59-percent.” 
 
    “TNT could block them by himself but Landslide is protecting him. He’s saving his energy for something.” 
 
    “It’s the big attack he used last time.” 
 
    “Last time TNT took out Zigzag by himself. I can’t let him get it off.” 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    Max charged forward at the both of them with his weapon raised. TNT and Landslide were ready for him. 
 
    “You idiot!” TNT shouted. “You can’t take us both down! Landslide, make him pay!” 
 
    Landslide roared as Max neared him. The big man raised his armored fists into the air, ready to slam them into the dirt again. 
 
    “Now!” Max dashed toward him and slid. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    Just as Max was about to be hammered, he activated his Energy Shield. Landslide’s fists collided with it and he reeled back from the force. 
 
    The crowd gasped as the big man stumbled back from how much energy he’d generated. TNT was just as surprised as them, staring at his partner. It was enough of a distraction for Max to move closer and landed a point blank Mammoth Blast right at TNT’s chest. 
 
    “You got him!” Proxy said. “That’s 33-percent. Big damage.” 
 
    TNT grimaced and clutched his chest. The blue steel had crumbled where Max had landed. 
 
    “No matter,” TNT began programming his ACE. “Landslide will win this fight by himself. All I have to do is take one of you out.” 
 
    “Max!” Proxy said. “He’s gonna self-destruct!” 
 
    “Zigzag!” Max yelled. “Now!” 
 
    He looked around and spotted the android dancing through a field of droids. She suddenly began running through them faster than she’d ever moved before. 
 
    “How far is she?” Max said. 
 
    “Fifty meters and closing.” 
 
    “Will she be able to close the distance before TNT self-destructs?” 
 
    Proxy responded with an uncertain murmur. 
 
    “Shit,” Max muttered. He raised his ACE up and shot a Fiery Arrow. TNT blocked it with a barrier, his attention still focused on programming his ACE. 
 
    Landslide began to stir from the daze he put himself in. Max watched as Zigzag continued racing forward. 
 
    “It’s over!” TNT said. “You can’t block this attack! Landslide! Take cover!” 
 
    The big man curled up into a ball like a snail hiding behind a massive blue shell. 
 
    Max looked around for somewhere to take cover but there was nothing. TNT’s fingers continued to work furiously on his ACE. 
 
    “Zigzag! There’s no more time!” 
 
    “I am executing your orders.” Zigzag leaped into the air then charged forward with her katana raised. 
 
    TNT’s face grew more and more maniacal. “It’s time for some fireworks—Ahh!” 
 
    He howled in pain as Zigzag came crashing down. The android’s katana sliced through the upper part of his left bicep, severing it completely off of him. His arm fell to the ground with the ACE still attached to it. He grabbed his limb as the blood trickled through his fingers and into a small pool around him. 
 
    “No!” His pleas for help were interrupted by Zigzag’s blade. The android sank her katana into his chest. The vibrations from the steel made it easier for her to move it up and separate the rest of his arm from his shoulder. 
 
    “His ACE!” Proxy said. “Keep him away!” 
 
    Max moved forward and fired a Mammoth Blast that sent TNT flying away from his weapon. His HP drained as he continued to lose more blood until he passed out on the dirt. Attendants rushed into the arena to take him and his BioHarness away. 
 
    “All right,” Max sighed. “TNT’s down. Now we just…” 
 
    Landslide slowly began to uncurl from the ball he was in. The big man watched the attendants disappear with what remained of TNT. 
 
    “You,” Landslide grumbled, his stare focused on Max. “I’ll make you pay for that!” 
 
    “Let’s see what you got,” Max replied. 
 
    Landslide pounded his fists together. The steel clapping echoed through the arena. The crowd cheered louder than they ever had. 
 
    “Get through the shell,” Max said to Zigzag. “We get through it, he’s just as soft as anybody else.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” Zigzag leaped into the air. 
 
    But Landslide suddenly jumped up to meet her. He moved so fast, she wasn’t ready for the fist he hammered into her sternum. 
 
    “Zigzag!” Proxy shouted. 
 
    The crowd gasped in surprise as the android was sent flying across the arena. Zigzag slammed into a stone column and fell lifeless on the dirt. 
 
    “Proxy? What the hell was that?” Max stared in disbelief. 
 
    “That wasn’t just a regular punch… That looked like his ACE propelled him into the sky… He must’ve upgraded his Seismic Clothesline to Rocket Lariat.” 
 
    “Zigzag?” 
 
    “I’m not getting any readings from her. I think the blow jumbled her processors.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” 
 
    “I’ll do what I should’ve done the first time.” 
 
    Landslide landed came crashing back to the ground. His heels pounded in the dirt and sent it flying in every direction. He put his hands on his fists and puffed his chest out, his brow furrowed with anger. 
 
    “I beat you before, little man. I’ll beat you again!” 
 
    “The last time you beat me, you had help. Not tonight.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    Landslide reached down and dug his fingers into the dirt. He gritted his teeth as he picked up a whole section of the arena floor. Raising it high above his head, he threw a chunk of dirt the size of a transport truck right at Max. 
 
    Max dived out of the way and rolled behind a column. In the distance, he could see artillery droids and flying drones headed in his direction. 
 
    “Proxy. Status report.” 
 
    “You’re at 87-percent. Energy is 48-percent. You’re in good shape. Landslide’s at 77-percent. No reading on his energy.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Any suggestions?” 
 
    “You saw what he did to Zigzag, so stay out of the air. You’re gonna have to beat him on the ground.” 
 
    “If he leaves any of it for me to walk on—” 
 
    The column Max hid behind suddenly crumbled as Landslide rushed forward with a massive lariat. Max covered his head from the rubble then rolled out of the way from another fist. 
 
    The artillery droids closed in on him. Their palms raised, they fired their blasts. Again Max was forced to dodge them. Drones dived down toward him and he fired a Mammoth Blast that took down a swarm. 
 
    “Max… Landslide took 3-percent damage from the droid fire. Maybe you can…” 
 
    “Bait him into getting hit by them. Got it.” 
 
    Max got back up to his feet. He didn’t have to search far to find Landslide lumbering toward him. 
 
    “This is gonna hurt.” Landslide kept moving forward. 
 
    Max stood his ground, watching as heavy artillery droids charged their cannons behind him. 
 
    “It’s a quick blast, Max. You’ll only have a small window to dodge.” 
 
    “If there’s a window, I’ll get through it.” 
 
    “Ten seconds until the heavy cannons fire…” 
 
    “I’m gonna kill you!” Landslide pushed his fists into the ground like a bull. He charged forward, every massive step kicking chunks of dirt up into the air. 
 
    “Five seconds,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Stay calm. Hold your ground. Not a second early.” Max gritted his teeth and breathed hard through his nose as Landslide got closer to him. 
 
    Just as the big man got near, Landslide raised his fists up to swing. The heavy artillery droids charged up, blue and white energy gathering around their cannons. 
 
    “Now, Max!” 
 
    Max ran to the side as fast as he could and activated his Energy Shield. More than ten artillery droids fired their heavy cannons forward. His barrier took the brunt of their attack but some of it got through. He gritted his teeth through the pain and stood his ground. 
 
    Landslide bellowed as he swung through the bursts of energy. But even he couldn’t take the blast of so many of them. His armor began to crack. It splintered off of his body in pieces. 
 
    The crowd was at a fever pitch watching Landslide trying to fight the cannons off. 
 
    Max kept his head down until the cannons had finished firing. He gasped a deep breath to recover, the pain searing his body. 
 
    “Proxy?” 
 
    “Landslide is down to 32-percent. It worked! You’re down to 37-percent yourself though…” 
 
    Max raised his head up and saw Landslide on his hands and knees. He was a lot smaller without his armor but even though he looked defeated, he was still conscious. 
 
    Landslide raised his hand up and swung with a backfist that knocked out a row of the droids. The bots crashed into each other as they skidded across the dirt. 
 
    “All right,” Max said. “All I have to do is finish him off.” 
 
    Max got up on unsteady feet. He stumbled forward, just barely able to move close to Landslide. 
 
    “Come on…” He had to use all of his strength just to lift his ACE up. 
 
    Landslide slowly turned to look at Max. His face bloodied and bruised with half of his helmet torn apart, he chuckled at Max. Blood trickled down his teeth and his brow furrowed. 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath to collect himself as his ACE charged. “It’s over, Landslide.” 
 
    “Not… yet!” 
 
    With lightning speed, Landslide raised his arm up and grabbed Max by the throat. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    The crowd fell silent as Landslide hammered him on the nose with his massive fist. Max flailed his ACE up and caught Landslide with a Mammoth Blast in the chest. But it wasn’t enough to stop the giant punch from sending Max reeling back. He slammed into a column and fell onto his hands and knees in a heap. Landslide collapsed back to the ground. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy pleaded with him. “Max, are you still there?” 
 
    “Shit…” Max was in so much of a daze he could barely even think straight. He blinked his eyes and watched the blood trickling on the ground beneath him. 
 
    On the other side of the arena, Landslide tried recovering from the Mammoth Blast. He stayed on his knees, crawling forward but unable to push himself up. 
 
    “Fuck…” Max groaned. He coughed and another spatter of blood painted the dirt. 
 
    “You’re at 17-percent… And dropping… Max…” 
 
    “It’s okay… I…” Max got up to his feet and immediately stumbled back onto the ground. He activated Recovery but it did little to subdue the pain pulsing through his bones. “What’s my energy at?” 
 
    “Down to 36-percent.” 
 
    “That’s all I need.” 
 
    Again Max tried to push himself up to his feet but again he collapsed like his legs were no longer working. He activated Recovery again in frustration but the ability wasn’t strong enough to stop the blood from streaming down his face. 
 
    “Max! Max!” 
 
    Max blinked his eyes, unsure he was hearing things correctly. He turned his head up and saw Hudson rushing up to him. 
 
    “Hudson… What the hell are you doing here—” 
 
    “It’s okay. Just stay down.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Black offered me a deal. If you lose, I get five million credits.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Hudson didn’t respond. He just stared at Max as he put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “No…” Max closed his eyes, unsure he’d heard it right. But when he looked back at Hudson’s pleading face, the truth was clear. “Why would I…” 
 
    “Stay down. You don’t have to win. We’ll split it down the middle. Just like we always did. We’re partners in this, remember? You’re set. Your neighbor will get his cure.” 
 
    “My neighbor… Toby…” 
 
    Max groaned as Toby came to his thoughts. He closed his eyes and could still picture his face. 
 
    “Your HP is still dropping, Max… 13-percent…” 
 
    He ignored Proxy’s warning. 
 
    “Stay down, Max!” Hudson yelled. “What does it matter if you win or lose as long as you get the credits? You can leave New Austin! Tomlinson won’t touch you!” 
 
    Max looked around and saw Zigzag unconscious on the column next to him. 
 
    “It’s not over…” Max crawled over to the android and opened the compartment on her stomach. 
 
    “Max, what are you doing?” Hudson said. 
 
    Max fiddled with her components. “Just what I figured. They’ve got a backup generator for their processors. In case you’re in a pinch. All you gotta do is hold this button down for a few seconds to reset ‘em… That should do it…” He watched the components light up then closed the compartment. A few moments later, Zigzag’s eyes slowly blinked open. 
 
    “How are you doing, Zigzag?” Max asked. 
 
    The android slowly got back up on unsteady feet. “My motor functions have been compromised. I will need to run a diagnostic to recalibrate.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that. We have to finish this now.” 
 
    Max looked up and saw Landslide stumbling to his feet. His armor was all but gone. His body was covered in streaks of blood. But his fists appeared as lethal as ever. 
 
    “Help me up,” Max said to Zigzag. 
 
    Zigzag grabbed him by the arm and pulled him up. 
 
    The crowd was up on their feet, thousands focused on the action in the middle of the arena. Every single person watched with their eyes wide and their throats dry. The low pulse of electronic music continued to fill the background. 
 
    “Max… You’re out of HP… You’re… You’re about to die…” Proxy said. 
 
    “Help me get this off.” Max worked with Zigzag to unstrap the BioHarness from him. 
 
    “Max, what are you doing?” Hudson said. “If you take off the harness, there’s no guarantee we can get you back to a regeneration tank. If you die…” 
 
    Max straightened up as best as he could and dropped his BioHarness to the floor. He turned to Hudson and looked him right in the eye. “I’m not dying tonight.” 
 
    One more Recovery ability provided some minor relief. He gave Hudson a wink but it wasn’t enough to wipe the worry from the older man’s face. 
 
    “Come on, Zigzag,” Max said. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    “I will execute to my optimal capabilities.” 
 
    “Proxy, you still with me.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    “Proxy?” 
 
    “…Energy is steady at 30-percent.” 
 
    Max couldn’t help the smile across his face. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Landslide pounded his fists together as he began to walk forward. “Not bad,” he said. “I admire a man who’s willing to leave it all on the line. I’ll tell them stories about you.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them myself…” Max raised his ACE up. A Fiery Arrow shot forward. Too drained to dodge it, Landslide raised his arm up to block it. He ignored the flames burning over what little armor was still on him, continuing to pound his feet into the dirt. 
 
    “He’s at 28-percent,” Proxy said. “It’s dropping but I don’t think he cares.” 
 
    “Thanks, Proxy,” Max said. “We’ll take it from here… Zigzag!” 
 
    Zigzag charged forward like a dart and leaped into the air. Landslide dug his feet into the dirt and jumped up to meet her. He reared his massive hand back for another Rocket Lariat. 
 
    “I’m still with you, Zigzag.” Max clenched his jaw and used his High Jump to leap into the air. 
 
    All eyes in the arena shifted toward the virtual sky as the remaining competitors headed toward one another. 
 
    Landslide shot his fist forward in a hard swing. Just before it connected, Max raised his ACE up. A Mammoth Blast slammed against the fist, barely enough to knock Landslide’s arm back before it could connect. 
 
    “Now!” Max shouted. 
 
    Zigzag darted in the air so fast she was a blur in the sky. In one motion, she zoomed past Landslide and brought her katana down with a lightning-quick swing on his shoulder. Landslide roared in pain and as she cleaved right through him. His body resisted as much as it could but the steel of her blade along with the energy coursing through it was too much. She separated his massive arm from the rest of him. Armor, bone, flesh and all melted from the heat and sharpness of the cut. 
 
    Hudson watched in disbelief with the rest of the crowd as they all came crashing back down to the arena floor. 
 
    Zigzag landed first and managed to stop Max from falling hard on the dirt. 
 
    Landslide fell on his chest with a thud. A few seconds later, his severed arm landed a few meters away from him. Everybody watched as the big man pushed himself up with the one arm he still had. 
 
    “No way…” Proxy said. “He’s still at 11-percent…” 
 
    “Not for long.” Max ran recklessly toward the big man and raised his ACE up. Landslide reared back with his other arm. Just as he was about to swing, Max put his heels down and stopped in his tracks. He closed one eye to aim and fired an arrow right at the big man. It caught Landslide right between the eyes, stopping him in his tracks and burning a hole where the rest of his face was. The crowd gasped as they watched the big man fall to his knees and onto the ground. 
 
    “Should’ve just submitted,” Max sighed. 
 
    “He’s done!” Proxy yelled. “No HP! You did it!” 
 
    The crowd erupted with cheers. 
 
    “Your winners… Zigzag and the Rebel… Maximilian!” 
 
    Hudson ran up to Max and grabbed him by the shoulders. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about, baby!” 
 
    His face bloodied and his lungs burning, Max barely had enough strength to stand up straight. He looked around and saw everybody on their feet cheering him on. The amount of relief coursing through him was like nothing else. 
 
    His eyes shifted toward the broker boxes above them. There he saw Wallace sitting as stoically as always with Simone by his side. They were the only two people in the entire War Zone not cheering. 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” Max said. “Zigzag. Follow me.” 
 
    “Wait,” Hudson said. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Max began jogging forward with Zigzag right behind him. He kept his eyes locked on Wallace as he neared the end of the arena. At the last moment, he leaped up toward the railing. The crowd gasped in confusion as Max leaped up again, right in front of Wallace’s broker box. 
 
    He raised his ACE up and fired a Mammoth Blast that shattered the pane of glass separating them. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Black muttered. 
 
    Max rushed up to him and grabbed him by the collar. “This is what you get for trying to screw me.” He slammed a fist into the broker’s belly and made him collapse on all fours. 
 
    “Stop this right now!” Simone yelled with a scowl on her face. “If you keep this up—” 
 
    Zigzag move next to Simone, her katana pressed against the redhead’s throat. 
 
    “Thank you, Zigzag.” Max said. 
 
    The android smiled at him before turning her attention back to Simone. 
 
    “I’m not done with you yet.” Max grabbed Wallace by his tie and picked him back up. Another hard punch to the stomach sent him back to the ground. Max followed it up with more punches that bloodied the broker’s face. Through it all, Wallace remained defiant. 
 
    Max left Wallace’s face a mess. Trails of blood leaked from the cuts. Bruises swelled on his cheeks. His mouth hung open as more blood trickled from his lips. 
 
    “You don’t… You don’t realize who you’re messing with…” Wallace coughed a splatter of blood. “You’ll never fight in the War Zone again. You’ll live the rest of your life in misery.” 
 
    “And what will the other brokers think when they find out you junked my ACE? How will they feel when they bet on me knowing they never had a chance to win?” 
 
    Max crouched and looked Wallace right in the eye. 
 
    “You should’ve never bet against me.” 
 
    One last hard punch on the jaw slumped Wallace on the ground. 
 
    Max turned to Zigzag, who still had her katana against Simone’s throat. 
 
    “P-please,” the redhead pleaded with her hands up. “I only did what I was told to.” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath and nodded. “I understand. Zigzag… I won’t tell you what to do. Do what you want.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the android responded. She lowered her katana down and leveled Simone with a punch to the sternum that sent her crashing into the wall. Simone hit the wall so hard it left a dent the size of her in the metal. 
 
    “You hit her pretty hard, Zigzag…” 
 
    “Police protocol prioritizes non-lethal force. I can confirm she will suffer no permanent effects when she regains consciousness.” 
 
    Max chuckled softly. “Come on. Let’s get outta here.” 
 
    They walked back through the front of the shattered window of the broker box and lowered down into the arena crowd. As soon as they were down, they were swarmed by the audience. 
 
    “Whoa!” Max said. 
 
    “Shall I remove them?” Zigzag said. 
 
    “No. It’s okay. They’re just… celebrating.” 
 
    The crowd began to yell and cheer as they continued to surround Max and Zigzag. 
 
    “Re-bel! Re-bel! Re-bel! Re-bel!” 
 
    The chants echoed through the arena. 
 
    “Nice job, Max,” Proxy said through his earpiece. 
 
    “Thanks, Proxy. Couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Remember that when you’re giving me my cut.” 
 
    The chants didn’t stop. Max basked in the glory of his victory, the weight of the world lifting from his shoulders. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    Max let out a soft sigh as he leaned back in his seat. Some brief time in the regenerator healed all of his wounds though some discomfort still lingered. 
 
    “You all right?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “Just a little sore. You can’t have someone like Landslide level you with a punch without feeling it after. Doctors said I’m all right.” 
 
    Hudson and Max turned toward the man in the chair across from them. 
 
    “Physically you seem fine,” Tomlinson said. “However, I have to question whether your mental state hasn’t been affected.” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, I’ve got my head on perfectly.” 
 
    “As far as you can tell.” Tomlinson pressed his fingertips together and blew his gray bangs away from his forehead. He was as rich and pompous as Max expected a broker to be but Tomlinson made no effort to try and be intimidating. “I knew you were going to win. Had I known you were going to pull the little stunt you did after, I would have had second thoughts about supporting you.” 
 
    “It was a spur of the moment thing. I wasn’t planning on it. I saw Black looking down at me and I just… I just felt like punching him in the face. 
 
    “Hmm.” Tomlinson smirked though he kept his composure. “I can’t say I don’t know the feeling. But even a man like Wallace Black is promised a certain degree of safety in the War Zone. Spectators are not to be involved in the arena. Contenders usually conduct themselves in a professional manner.” 
 
    “Usually.” 
 
    “Yes… Then again you are the Rebel.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re giving my man trouble,” Hudson said. “The guy won you and every other broker who isn’t Black billions of creds. It’s like the first match never even happened.” 
 
    “That’s precisely why I’m so willing to stand up for Maximilian here.” Tomlinson lowered his hands and leaned forward. “The brokers and Club Cosmic officials are discussing the repercussions of your actions. They have every right to report you to the authorities. But… I spoke to them. They’re willing to let it slide for a more lenient punishment.” 
 
    Max didn’t care what the punishment was. He sat nonchalantly in his seat and crossed his arms. “As long as they’re not taking my creds…” 
 
    “You’ll keep your credits. But you won’t be able to earn any more. You’re officially suspended indefinitely from competing in the War Zone. It’s a shame, really. The crowd was just beginning to grow so fond of you.” 
 
    Max turned to Hudson and gave him a wry smile. “Yeah… That’s too bad. If that’s the punishment I’ll have to endure then so be it.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing I’d like to discuss with you… Though you’ve been banned from competing in the War Zone, they can’t remove you from Club Cosmic.” 
 
    “I don’t see any reason for me to spend any more time here.” 
 
    “I purchased you a luxury penthouse suite. A chance for you to relax and bask in the glory of your victory. After all of the credits you made for me, I think it’s only fair.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea to be hanging around the same club as Black.” 
 
    “Black has bigger problems to deal with than the man who gave him such a thorough beating. Apparently, it seems he got in over his head and bet credits he doesn’t actually have. He’ll be too busy dealing with the brokers breathing down his neck than to bother with you. I’m sure it pains you to know he’s probably not thinking of you at the moment.” 
 
    “Yes… It pains me but I figure I’ll get over it somehow.” Max couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    The broker got up from his seat and stuck his hand out. “Thank you for everything, Maximilian. I wish you the best of luck wherever your future takes you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tomlinson.” Max shook his hand and turned around to leave the broker’s office suite. Hudson followed just behind him and headed toward the elevator. 
 
    “Wait. Hold on a second.” Hudson put a hand on Max’s shoulder. 
 
    They stood in the hall by themselves. Max raised an eyebrow in curiosity, wondering what could possibly be on Hudson’s mind. 
 
    “What’s going on, Hudson?” 
 
    “I just…” Hudson looked down at the ground. Max had gotten so used to looking at him. His hair unkempt underneath his ball cap. His face dirty no matter how much he washed. His clothes disheveled. But now he looked different. His eyes shifted like he couldn’t look Max in the eye. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Max said. “You can tell me.” 
 
    “I… I wanted to tell you sorry, my man.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Sorry for not telling you I talked to Black. Sorry I didn’t tell you about the offer he made me.” 
 
    “Right…” Max crossed his arms and sighed. It was obvious Hudson took it hard, so Max didn’t treat it lightly. “Lemme ask you something… Did you think I was gonna win?” 
 
    Hudson turned his head up and nodded. “A good Agent always looks out for his Contender. I’d be lying if I told you Black’s offer didn’t cross my mind. I know you didn’t like competing. I didn’t bet against you though. I just did—” 
 
    “You did what an Agent is supposed to do.” Max put a hand on his shoulder. “Ever since the beginning. It was always about the credits.” Max smiled softly. 
 
    Hudson gave him his chipped-tooth grin and nodded. “Maybe it was like that in the beginning. But not now. I don’t care about the credits as much as I care about you. I’m not your Agent, my man… I’m your friend.” 
 
    Max couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’ll always be your friend, Hudson.” 
 
    Hudson leaned forward and squeezed his arms around him. Max chuckled how tight the hug was. He patted Hudson on the back to get him to loosen up. 
 
    “Now…” Max said. “Let’s go have some fun. I’ve got some credits and I think I can afford something nice to eat. It’s on me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll pay for it.” 
 
    “Hey, now! Don’t try to outdo me just because you made some credits.” 
 
    “I made more than you. I put a hefty bet on you, you know. That means I’ve still got more cred.” 
 
    Max shook his and laughed. He took a step back and crossed his arms. “Okay. How about this? We split it. Down the middle like always. We got a deal?” 
 
    “…Deal.” 
 
    They shared another laugh together, their troubles now behind them. Max put an arm around Hudson’s shoulder as they stepped into the elevator. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Max leaned up against the window of his penthouse suite and looked down on the rest of New Austin. Even through the storm clouds and the rain pouring outside, he could see all of the fancy steel buildings of Broadway. In the distance, the neon lights and advertisements of Kings Row were so small but still so familiar. He smiled thinking about when he returned. 
 
    “Everything will be all right…” he whispered to himself. 
 
    “Hey.” Proxy interrupted his moment of solitude. The blond moved right next to him as she enjoyed the view. “Hell of a place.” 
 
    “It’s not bad.” 
 
    “You should think about taking permanent residence in a place like this if Tomlinson is offering.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can ever adjust to place like this.” He turned around to observe his suite. “Look at it. The art on the walls. The lights are dim but still allow me to see everything. The polar bear skin rug is synthetic but damn if it doesn’t feel real. And the liquor cabinet over there is too tempting. I could never live in a place like this for too long.” 
 
    “Well, you might as well enjoy it while you’re here.” She leaned close to him, brushing her arm against his as she kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Just wanted to let you know I’m proud of you. You did… You did something amazing out there.” 
 
    Max searched for something clever to say but thought against it. “Thanks.” Proxy smiled softly at him, batting her eyelashes to highlight how striking her blue eyes were. He’d be lying to himself if he didn’t think she was attractive. With her jacket off, he could see just how toned her fair-skinned arms were. 
 
    She leaned close to him and rested her head against his arm. “Have you thought about what you’re gonna do now?” 
 
    “It hasn’t been that long. I don’t wanna think.” 
 
    “Well… I am your Operator, so I’ll do the thinking for you.” 
 
    “And what were you thinking?” 
 
    “I was thinking maybe…” She took a step back from him, biting the corner of her bottom lip to hide her grin. Max grew more curious from the way she looked at him. 
 
    “If this is your attempt at getting more creds from me, I’m not changing the deal.” 
 
    “Oh? What if I did something more for you?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like, oh, I don’t know…” She leaned close and whispered into his ear, her breath warm against his cheek. “…What if I put my mouth on you and sucked your—” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    They both turned around to find Zigzag standing there. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to intrude on your conversation. Hudson wanted me to inform you he’s down in the club. He is indulging himself in the casino.” 
 
    “Hudson,” Max sighed. “Make a fortune and now he’s gonna throw it all away… Don’t worry, Zigzag. You weren’t interrupting anything.” He turned to Proxy. “You’re an Operator, not a whore.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at him. “I’m only a whore if you pay me to do it.” 
 
    Max chuckled as he moved over to the couch. He sank into his seat, his eyes closed from the brief celebration of dinner he had with the rest of them earlier. But when he closed his eyes, he immediately realized how curiously quiet it had become. 
 
    He peeked his eyes back open to find Proxy and Zigzag standing next to one another. Proxy had the same pixie grin she was trying to fight off. Even Zigzag looked uncharacteristically secretive. 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes at them. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I was talking with Zigzag.” Proxy took a step forward. “We discussed what she was gonna do to learn more about what it’s like to have a normal life here in New Austin. She wants new experiences and we were thinking about something.” 
 
    “And what were you thinking about exactly?” 
 
    Proxy took a seat next to Max while Zigzag moved to his other side. 
 
    “I have learned what it means to fight for a purpose,” the android said. “Proxy suggests I learn what it means to be with someone.” 
 
    “Be with someone?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Max!” Proxy slapped him against the chest. “You know exactly what she’s getting at.” 
 
    Max burst into laughter and shook his head. “I still don’t know what…” 
 
    Zigzag got up from her seat and reached behind her back. She zipped her sleek black armor down then slowly lowered it. She pulled her arms from the sleeves then tugged the fabric down to her waist. 
 
    Max and Proxy stared at her as she continued to push her armor down until she was able to step out of it. 
 
    “Look at that,” Proxy sighed. “They make ‘em perfect, don’t they?” 
 
    Max didn’t say anything. The curves of her breasts. Her slim, hourglass waist. Her thin but toned legs and the center it hid between them. Everything about Zigzag’s body had him speechless. 
 
    Zigzag sat back down next to Max and moved her face to his. “I wish to know what it is like to indulge in true human desire.” She pressed her lips to Max’s. Max stuck his tongue out, sucking on the taste of her wet tongue. She was just as real as any woman he’d been with, stirring the desire within him he wasn’t thinking about until now. 
 
    “Lemme try,” Proxy moved her face forward and took Max’s place. Max leaned back to enjoy the view of Proxy and Zigzag tangling their tongues with one another. 
 
    The blond pulled away with a giggle. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Interesting,” Zigzag said. “Max is rough. Strong. I can feel his beard against my skin. You are softer. Delicate. But you are both pleasant.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” Max said. “Having been with both of you, I’d say you’re both pleasant, too.” 
 
    “Oh, I just love your modesty.” Proxy rolled her eyes as she pulled her shirt up over her head. She undid her bra and revealed her breasts the same as Zigzag. She didn’t have the same size as her raven-haired counterpart but her curves were just as appetizing to Max. 
 
    Proxy didn’t stop until she was just as naked as the woman across from her. 
 
    “Now…” Proxy trailed her hands along Max’s waistband. “I say we celebrate like we just won the biggest battle in War Zone history.” 
 
    “That would seem appropriate,” Zigzag said. 
 
    Max exhaled a deep breath through his nose. He didn’t need to say anything. Just a subtle smirk was enough to get his point across. 
 
    He raised himself up from his seat just enough to let Proxy and Zigzag work together to tug his pants down. He breathed another sigh of relief as they freed his straining length. 
 
    “Lemme get him warmed up.” Proxy lowered her mouth down and wrapped her lips around him. A shudder shot through Max’s spine. 
 
    He would’ve enjoyed the view of his Operator bobbing her head up and down upon him but the taste of Zigzag’s mouth was too appealing. The sloppy sound of his tongue dancing with hers joined the chorus of Proxy swallowing him whole. 
 
    The two women switched places. While Proxy was delicate with her performance, Zigzag worked with a precision that had Max trembling in his seat. 
 
    Proxy leaned in closer to him, kissing him on the cheek and licking his ear. “I want you… I want you inside of me… Champion…” 
 
    She ran a hand up the side of Zigzag’s shaved head and gently pulled her off. 
 
    Max’s length glistened from the dim lights in the suite, swollen and pointing up as proud as ever. Zigzag held it as Proxy straddled him, positioning her entrance at his tip. She bit her bottom lip as she locked her eyes on him. 
 
    Max shifted his hips and plunged into her without warning. Her mouth dropped, her gasp caught in her throat. When she finally got it out, she cried out again. “Asshole…” 
 
    “You like it.” Max gripped her waist and began moving in and out of her. Her body was small enough he didn’t have trouble bouncing her up and down on him. Her breasts heaved on her chest as she leaned back, forced to move to the rhythm Max made. 
 
    Zigzag brought her face back to his. Messy kisses again filled the suite, joining the sound of Proxy’s body slapping against his. 
 
    “Max…” Proxy cried out. She became more breathless. Suddenly, she squeezed her legs around him. Her body seized up and she trembled. Max held onto her while the spasms shot through her.  
 
    She quaked for several seconds before settling back down onto him. It took her a moment to recover before she was able to get off of him. 
 
    “Now…” she gasped. “Zigzag…” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to this experience.” Zigzag gave Max a deep kiss as she straddled him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and brought him close. 
 
    Max’s hands instinctively moved toward her ass. The tender skin of her body in his grip had his full attention. He dug himself into her. Her wet warmth was just as satisfying as her blond counterpart. 
 
    “Just like I did,” Proxy guided her. “It’s not hard.” 
 
    “Yes… I think I’m getting the hang of it…” Zigzag leaned in closer, pressing her body against Max’s. 
 
    He sat up just enough to pull his shirt up over his head. He wanted to push his sweaty body against her breasts and slim waist. He cradled her in his arms and began to instinctively drive himself into her as deep as he could. 
 
    “I can handle more,” Zigzag said, her voice not breaking in the slightest. “I want to experience all of you, Max.” 
 
    “Give it to her, Max. She can take it.” 
 
    He was no longer thinking straight. He stood up from the couch and in a fit of passion, flipped her onto her back. He stayed standing up and pinned her down, driving into her with hard, forceful thrusts. His hands wrapped around her wrists to make sure she couldn’t escape. 
 
    Zigzag’s body shifted on the couch with every stroke. Proxy watched with growing desire in her eyes. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t fight the grin as she watched Max take the dark-haired woman. 
 
    “I am sensing something,” Zigzag said. “I feel energy building inside of me.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Proxy said. 
 
    “My hardware is capable of the full range of human feelings. Even desire.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Proxy reached down and ran her fingers between Zigzag’s legs. As soon as she did, the android tightened up suddenly. Zigzag’s eyes flickered open and closed. Her body began to shake. 
 
    Seeing her body tremble from her orgasm pushed Max over the edge. He gritted his teeth as he lost himself. His length throbbed inside of Zigzag, releasing every drop of the seed he’d been holding back. 
 
    He grunted until everything left him. Then he used his last ounce of strength to collapse back on the couch. His face pointed at the ceiling, he opened his mouth to fill his lungs back up with the air he was desperate for. 
 
    Proxy and Zigzag moved into one another’s arms and kissed each other softly. 
 
    “How was it?” Proxy asked. 
 
    “It was… an intense experience. Certainly pleasant. Is it always like that?” 
 
    Max peeked an eye open and stared at Proxy. She stuck her tongue out at him before turning back to Zigzag. 
 
    “Only when you’re with the right person,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Then it’s fortunate we have Max to spend time with.” 
 
    “Yeah… Yeah, it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    TWO WEEKS LATER… 
 
    “…And in today’s weather, I’m happy to announce the end of the predicted showers. In a strange turn of events, the storm front shifted away from the coast and back into the Pacific. Flash flood warnings are no longer in effect. City officials have sent crews to clean up the debris gathered during the storms. Another cold front is on the horizon but for now, you can take the opportunity to put away your raincoat and appreciate some of the New Austin sunshine…” 
 
    It was the middle of the day with the sun peeking through the clouds. Cooks and chefs stood at their kiosks to provide street-food for all the passersby, sweet and savory aromas filling the air. Merchants swept away the remnants of the rainwater to make their stands as fresh as they could. The police cruisers rolled through the streets to make sure the punks and thugs in the alleys didn’t act on their bad intentions. 
 
    Max walked along the sidewalk with a bowl in his hand. His chopsticks picked at the noodles before lowering them down into his mouth. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re still eating that.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because I know you have enough credits to afford something better.” 
 
    “Better is subjective.” Max helped himself to another bite. “Better ingredients. Better preparation. Better taste. What it really comes down to is what you want and I want this.” 
 
    “I think you’ve just been eating it for so long you’re used to it.” 
 
    “Maybe that is the reason. But it’s still good.” Max gave Denise a wink. She giggled and shook her head. Her smile had never been so warm. 
 
    The two old neighbors walked down the busy streets of Kings Row. While Max continued to indulge in his noodles, Denise focused on the little boy scrambling around in front of them. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want something to eat?” Max asked. 
 
    “We just ate a few hours ago.” 
 
    “What about Toby?” 
 
    “Toby’s fine. Really, Max. You don’t have to worry about us.” 
 
    The little brown-haired boy spun around and rushed up to them. The red marks on his face and the rest of his body were fainter than they’d ever been. Not that Max would’ve noticed with how big his smile was. 
 
    “Come on! We’re gonna be late for the show!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetie!” Denise said. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Grrr… Okay.” Toby grumbled and ran back in front to lead the way. 
 
    Max and Denise shared another laugh at the young boy’s frustration. 
 
    “How is he?” Max asked. 
 
    “He’s… never been better. The doctors say you’re not supposed to improve as fast as he has in just a couple of weeks. They say it’ll only be a few more weeks before the blemishes disappear completely. And after a few more months, the virus will be gone from his system, too.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    “The doctors did say there might be some light scarring but most of his skin will clear.” 
 
    “I could get a dermatologist to do some laser work to remove the scars.” 
 
    “Max.” She put a hand on his arm. “A few scars nobody will be able to see won’t hurt. The important thing is he won’t need medication. He’s healthy. There’s no need to spend any more credits on him than you already have.” 
 
    “I gotta be honest with you, Denise. I don’t know what else to be spending my credits on. I’ve got a nice place for myself. I got you and Toby a place. Not having to pay rent to Reynolds anymore means all of my credits from Tom’s just sit around.” 
 
    “Maybe you can spend it on your friends.” 
 
    “My friends?” 
 
    “The spunky blond one and the one with the shaved head.” 
 
    “Oh… Them…” 
 
    “There’s no need to be shy, Max. I know they’re special to you.” 
 
    Max laughed with a mouthful of ramen. “You make it sound like I’m completely smitten.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’ll be the day.” 
 
    “Boys will be boys,” she sighed. “I suppose that’s the world we live in today.” 
 
    They continued walking down the street, ignoring the merchants and vendors as they tried to peddle their wares. Max focused on emptying his bowl of noodles. 
 
    He was in a good mood the more his belly filled. But he noticed his old neighbor was staring down at the ground like something was bothering her. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” he asked. 
 
    “I was just thinking… When you were there… Fighting in the arena… I know it was hard. But… How did you do it?” 
 
    Max gave her the details of the War Zone. The only other reasonable explanation for coming up with a million credits would be through selling loot and he wanted to let her know the credits were legitimate. 
 
    But thinking about why he went through it all, he hesitated telling her. Not because he was afraid of what she’d say but because he wasn’t sure she’d believe him. 
 
    “When I was out there on the frontlines, I was afraid. All around me was nothing but death and destruction. I fought and fought until I lost my will seeing so much chaos… So I ran. I was a coward. I convinced myself I didn’t deserve anything more than the life I was living. 
 
    “But the more I look at Toby, the more I see a reason… A reason for me to do something more. Maybe I am a coward. Maybe I shouldn’t have run away while everybody else was sacrificing their lives. But I’m here. And I wanna think that maybe I made it so I could help someone like Toby. I don’t know if helping you will ever make up for what I did. But I’m trying, Denise.” 
 
    She stopped in her tracks. Max stared at her and saw the emotion building in her eyes. She closed her eyes and a tear leaked from the corner. 
 
    “It was a pointless war the whole world suffered through. Everybody agrees all we did was lose… After I lost Tobias, I thought about giving up. I named my son after him but sometimes even Toby wasn’t enough to stop me from having those thoughts. I don’t know what I did or how I ended up here. But I know I’m lucky you’re in my life. Thank you, Max. For everything.” 
 
    She put her hand on top of his. Max smiled and wiped the tear away from her cheek. 
 
    “I guess we both finally found the reason we needed to keep going,” he said. 
 
    “…I think we did.” 
 
    “Mom! Max! We’re gonna be late!” 
 
    Toby’s pleas brought a smile back to their faces. 
 
    “Come on,” Denise said. “When we get to the show, I’ll buy you another bowl of noodles since you love them so much.” 
 
    “Then we’d better hurry.” 
 
    Toby continued to skipping through the streets with a bounce in his step while Max and Denise followed close behind him. The neon glow of the street signs was drowned out by the sun beginning to shine brighter through the clouds. Even with the commotion from all of the shops and vendors and the traffic in the streets, Kings Row had never been so peaceful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “…Terraforming efforts on Mars continue at a rapid pace. Earth officials are seeking more labor and capital to house the next wave of colonists. Another wave of Mars transports is set to depart for the red planet in the coming months…” 
 
    Max sat at the bar like he’d done hundreds of times before. The bartender didn’t pay him any attention even though he was bored out of his mind. The other patrons minded their own business, the soft jazz music playing through the background. 
 
    “No matter how many times I’ve been in here, I never get used to it,” Max sighed. “This place always stinks.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta appreciate it. You won’t find a dirtier, dingier, rat-infested hole like Deadwater in any other part of Kings Row.” 
 
    “I’m sure I could find another place that’s as bad as this.” 
 
    “Maybe you could. But it wouldn’t be your place.” 
 
    “I should really think about finding a new place.” 
 
    “Nah. You love it too much, that’s just who you are. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to find you.” 
 
    Logan grabbed the beer in front of him with both hands. He took a big gulp and the foam spilled over his upper lip. Max couldn’t help but chuckle because he knew how bad the beer was at Deadwater. The old man still managed to drink it like it was the best thing in the world. 
 
    “Thanks for the beer,” Logan said. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “Maybe you’d like this…” He reached into the dirty pouch slung over his shoulder and pulled something out. 
 
    “You don’t have to…” Max put his hand up, expecting something broken and useless. But to his surprise, it was the exact opposite. “Where did you get this?” Max took the small metallic object and looked it over in his hand. 
 
    “I do some favors every now and then. Sometimes rich folks are in Kings Row. They throw away things that have still got some use. One man’s trash is another man’s treasure, as they say.” 
 
    Max looked over the AllDevice and shrugged. “I guess I could scrap this thing.” 
 
    “Maybe there are some credits on it.” 
 
    “Just like the ACE you gave me.” 
 
    “Hey… You never know…” Logan gulped down the rest of his beer and got up from his seat. “I’ll see you around, Max.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    The bartender walked up and shrugged. “You gonna order anything else or are you just gonna sit there all day?” 
 
    “I’m just gonna sit here all day.” Max gave the man a smirk but the bartender wasn’t as amused. The man sighed as he sat back in his seat, half-paying attention to the news broadcast. 
 
    Max stayed leaning up against the bar counter. Someone took a seat next to him. He figured it was Logan already looking for another beer but from the corner of his eye, he could already tell it was someone else. The man’s clothes weren’t as disheveled. He didn’t have the same stench of the Kings Row streets like Logan did. And his white hair was noticeably longer. 
 
    The man raised his head up from underneath his hood and smiled. 
 
    “…Vino?” Max scrunched his face in confusion. 
 
    “I said call me Emmett, Maximilian… It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Good to see you, too… What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I think a better question is ‘what are you doing here?’ A retired Contender never made too much to travel. But from what I’m hearing about you… You’ve got enough cred to spend your time in a nicer place than a dump like this.” 
 
    “I’m just used to spending my time here. It’s a hard habit to break.” 
 
    “I know how that is.” 
 
    Vino looked a lot more relaxed than the last time Max saw him. His face was still old and wrinkled but there was no stress in his eyes. The old Contender leaned with his back against the counter as he observed the scene in the bar. 
 
    “I heard about what happened,” Vino said. “Mighty impressive.” 
 
    “It was just a battle. Give a man an ACE and he’s capable of anything.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Men have ACEs all the time but they’ve never done what you did. You made enough noise I heard it all the way in Santa Fe.” 
 
    “Santa Fe? What were you doing there?” 
 
    “Curiosity. You know, they’ve got a War Zone over there. Nothing fancy or official like at Club Cosmic but if you’re looking for a fight, you’ll find one there.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a fight.” Max chuckled at the thought. “So I guess I won’t be heading to Santa Fe.” 
 
    “I heard stories. You were running with an android.” 
 
    “Zigzag. She’s doing well for herself. She hangs around my place but is enjoying the sights and sounds of the city, trying to figure out what it’s like to be a normal person.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as normal in New Austin.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “How about your Operator?” 
 
    “My Operator’s still at the War Zone. She’s good at it. She’s in demand and she makes decent credits. I still see her every day because she’s more my friend than my Operator these days.” 
 
    “And your Agent?” 
 
    “Same with him. There’s always some Contender looking for his big break. He helps ‘em out with that.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    Vino stayed nonchalant in his seat, not looking at Max. But Max only grew more curious as to why Vino was still sitting there. 
 
    “You gonna order a drink?” Max asked. “I can buy a round if you want—” 
 
    “No, thanks. Just heard rumors you were around and thought I’d say hello. I wanted to tell you.” 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    Vino slowly turned toward Max. He looked right into the younger man’s eyes as a grin came across his lips. “I know what you are, Maximilian. You’re a soldier. You might not realize it. You might not accept it. But you were always born to fight.” 
 
    Max almost took offense to it but he knew he had no reason to be threatened by the older man. “Maybe I was. Not anymore though. I’m done fighting.” 
 
    “You’re done fighting in New Austin. You won the War Gamez. You climbed to the top of the mountain. But there are other mountains.” 
 
    “…Like Santa Fe?” 
 
    Vino winked at Max, who burst into a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m done, Emmett. I’m not strapping that ACE on my arm again for any reason.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    Vino got up from his seat and patted Max on the arm. He slowly walked toward the exit but Max called out to him. 
 
    “Hey… Emmett.” The old Contender slowly turned around. “Watch your back out there.” 
 
    “You do the same.” Vino bowed his head then turned around to leave. 
 
    Max sighed after he left and turned back to the broadcast on the television display above him. His thoughts started to drift but a sudden feeling washed over him. He rolled his sleeve up and ran his fingers over his left forearm. Even though it wasn’t there, he swore the heat of the ACE was still on him. 
 
    He thought about it for a moment before chuckling softly to himself. 
 
    “Nah,” he sighed. “I’m retired.” 
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