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 About this title 
 
    Rebel 2 is an action-adventure story with a Cyberpunk theme, following in the footsteps of the previous title. It contains: 
 
    ●  Light LitRPG Elements 
 
    ●  Futuristic, cyberpunk-inspired fantasy settings 
 
    ●  Intense fantasy action and violence 
 
    ●  Mature language 
 
    ●  Romance and harem elements with female characters 
 
    ●  Explicit sexual scenes and language 
 
    It’s highly-recommended you’ve read the previous title, as this is a continuation of Max’s story. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Rebel 2 
 
    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. 
 
    But rising above the chaos was Max Shaw. Armed with his ACE (Accelerated Cellular Extender), he fought for his survival in the War Zone and came out on top. Now he enjoys the peace after his victory in the company of his friends… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    Looming clouds and the threat of rain weren’t enough to darken the city below. Streetlights illuminated the paths for the speeder cabs to roll through on the broken pavement. Those walking the sidewalks kept their heads down to avoid attention from the unsavory citizens. Flickering neon blue and orange signs on the nearby shops enticed potential customers to come in and spend their credits on extra supplies and frivolous gadgets. Whether it was construction or another crime scene, police caution tape blocked areas too far to be reached by the lights of the city. 
 
    Underneath the bridge overpass, separated from the sounds of the speeders and the merchants peddling their wares, a lone man hunched over on all fours. The lone streetlight hanging above him illuminated the spatter of blood on the pavement. He coughed in an attempt to catch his breath, smearing the once white pavement in crimson. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    The condescending tone of the feminine voice above him belonged to a woman who was smaller than him. But he was no less intimidated by her stature. He stayed leaning on the ground, palms pressed to the pavement in some attempt to steady himself. 
 
    “I asked you a question.” 
 
    A nightmare. A bad dream. Hell itself. He was stuck and he couldn’t escape. 
 
    Somewhere between sniveling, crying and coughing caught in his throat, making it hard for him to respond. A swift blow to his midsection cleared his throat for him. His wail echoed into the sky but too distant from the rest of the city for anybody else to hear. He rolled onto his back in pain, whimpering in agony. 
 
    “Don’t make me ask you again—” 
 
    “I don’t know! I don’t know! I swear!” He looked up pleadingly at his captors. 
 
    The platinum-blond woman gave him a cold stare, her arms crossed. The lone light above cast shadows on her face, highlighting the anger in her furrowed brow. 
 
    “Are you lying to me? Because I don’t like it when people lie to me.” She spoke through gritted teeth as if doing her best to hold back. Considering how much pain he was in, the man knew she was capable of so much more. 
 
    “I told you…” he gasped. “I don’t have it.” 
 
    “Then where is it—” 
 
    “Junkies. They took it.” 
 
    “You mean to tell me a loot junkie took it from you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t just one. It was a whole group of them. You know how they are. They overwhelmed me. I couldn’t fight ‘em off. Please—” 
 
    “Pick him up.” 
 
    The man was so focused on the woman he begged for mercy from, he didn’t want to acknowledge the man standing next to her. 
 
    Against his wishes, the disheveled man was forced back to his feet by the woman’s companion. It wasn’t hard to tell what the man was capable of. More than twice the size of the woman next to him, the hulking man cracked his knuckles as he looked down at the victim bleeding from his nose. 
 
    The blond took a step back and looked the struggling man up and down. “A bunch of junkies took you for everything you’re worth? I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “You have to believe me! It’s the truth—” 
 
    She reached forward and pulled the sleeve of his leather jacket up. “And what do you call this?” She eyed the marks along his arm. Puncture wounds along his wrist and forearm were clear against his dirty skin. “Still fresh. You’ve been using.” 
 
    “I haven’t…” He looked down at the ground, sniveling as he shook his head. 
 
    The blond sighed a deep breath and shook her head. “You know how this works. We get our credits or we get our loot back. Which one is it, Sam?” 
 
    The disheveled man hesitated. Everybody standing beneath the underpass already knew what his answer would be but everybody still waited patiently. 
 
    “I don’t have it… I don’t have any of it… If you just gimme some time—” 
 
    Another hard punch to his gut interrupted him. He collapsed back down to the ground in a heap, sniveling through the blood continuing to leak from his face. 
 
    The blond eyed her companion and gave him a nod. “Don’t kill him.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t give him this kinda chance,” the big man responded. 
 
    She looked down at the man hunched over on the ground. Clothes dirty. Hair disheveled. Blood dripping from the cuts and bruises on his face. Despite the sight, the blond managed to work a smirk onto her black lips. 
 
    “You heard him,” she said. “He won’t need much time. Will you, Sam?” She crouched down onto the pavement and put her hands on his chin, forcing her to look up at him. “Don’t let anybody ever tell you the GODs don’t have any compassion.” 
 
    The blond stood up straight and gave her companion a nod before turning around to walk away. 
 
    “Wait… Please… I’ll do it…” The man’s pleas fell on deaf ears as he was again forced back up to his feet only to take a punch across the jaw. Over and over, the pain from the knuckles driving through his chin reverberated through his head until he was shut off completely. 
 
    The sickening thud of bone being slammed against flesh would have weakened even the strongest men. But the woman listened with her eyes closed as if she were listening to her favorite song on the radio. 
 
    The big man dropped his hapless victim on the ground in a pile of unconscious flesh then turned around to join the blond. 
 
    “Did you do as I asked?” she said. 
 
    “He’s still breathing,” the enforcer responded. “What now?” 
 
    The blond had her hands behind her back while she contemplated her next decision. “Leave him. He’ll wake up and stumble his way to the infirmary. I trust he’ll remember enough to know his responsibilities.” 
 
    “You sure about this? The guy’s just another junkie. I don’t think he’s gonna keep up his end of the bargain. Nobody’d miss him if I took him out now.” 
 
    She slowly turned and looked up at the man next to her. “I meant what I said. The GODs run Santa Fe. And the GODs are capable of compassion. We kill every loot junkie on the streets, we’ll have no one left to worship us. Sometimes… All you need to do is let them know who’s in charge.” 
 
    She took a moment to admire her companion’s handiwork. The broken man on the ground lay motionless except for his faint breaths. Blood trickled from his nose, mouth and the cut above his eye. The sight of it would have made anyone else sick to their stomach but for her, it was a reason to smile. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. “We have business to take care of.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “…If you’re not wearing your sunscreen, make sure you stay in the shade. The warm front will move through New Austin over the next few weeks. Barring an unlikely change in the forecast, the skies will be clear. City officials warn about overcrowding on the coasts though that shouldn’t stop you from heading out there and enjoying the salty air…” 
 
    Max sat at the counter in his kitchen, his fork poking at the scrambled eggs before him. “Consistency isn’t bad… Not burned… Not undercooked. Let’s see how they taste.” Max wouldn’t have examined his breakfast so closely if not for the person watching him. He scooped a bite of the eggs into his mouth. As soon as it hit his tongue, his eyes narrowed in satisfaction. “Mmm… That’s good.” 
 
    The woman in front of him turned her head and watched as Max took another bite for himself. 
 
    “You don’t have to spare my feelings,” she said. “Your honesty would help me calibrate whether or not the eggs are optimal.” 
 
    Max chuckled to himself. “If you were anybody else, I’d think you’re crazy. But they’re good, Zigzag. I can’t imagine anybody cooking eggs better than this. They taste just like they always do. I guess that’s not really a surprise, when you’ve got the technical prowess to do it.” 
 
    “I have shut off my internal processes and timers that allow me to cook breakfast with such precision. I have studied professional chefs and cooks who rely more on simply knowing their dish is prepared properly.” 
 
    “I get it. It doesn’t take that much precision to make scrambled eggs but you got everything right. Seasoning. Texture. Perfect temperature, too. Doesn’t get better.” He gave her a wink and poked another forkful into his mouth. 
 
    The android gave him a polite smile then turned around back to tend to the stove top. 
 
    Despite what she was, it was difficult to tell she was artificial at first glance. Her movements. Her physical appearance. Even the sound of her voice was no different from a regular woman’s. Max had only been around her for a few weeks but he considered her a human only shortly after meeting her. 
 
    “I assume Proxy will be joining us for breakfast,” she said. 
 
    “You assume correctly. She woke up a little late though. And she seems to be taking longer in the shower than she usually does.” 
 
    “That is not surprising.” 
 
    “It’s not?” Max raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “Why’s that?” 
 
    Zigzag turned around. “Last night, when I was in my resting function, I couldn’t help but overhear you. More specifically, it was Proxy who was making a lot of noise.” 
 
    Max chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah… She was loud. It’s a good thing I don’t have any neighbors because I’m pretty sure they’d hear her through the walls.” 
 
    “I’m curious, Max. Proxy’s vocal indications of pleasure… Is that your preference during a romantic engagement?” 
 
    Zigzag said it with such a straight face, Max had to remind himself she was an android. “Well…” Max poked his fork at his eggs. “How do I put it? I wouldn’t say it’s something I prefer but it’s not anything I’m opposed to. Whatever comes natural.” 
 
    “I see… I’m curious if it would be more stimulating if I were to perform in such a way—” 
 
    “Don’t. It has to be natural. Like your cooking.” 
 
    “Hmm… I suppose you’re correct.” Zigzag bowed her head politely then turned around. 
 
    It would have been easy for Max to take advantage of someone like Zigzag. The android was easy on his eyes, the side of her head shaved to accentuate the feminine features of her face. Spending so much time around her only made both of them more comfortable. But the circumstances for being in the company of one another was more about a friendly camaraderie than anything else. 
 
    Max took a sip of black coffee and turned toward the display on his wall but his attention was taken by the blond walking up to him. In nothing but a towel around her waist, Proxy took a seat at the counter next to Max and put her chin in her palm. A tinge of water covered her skin like she hadn’t dried off completely, her wet hair cascading down her back and over her bare chest. 
 
    “Good morning.” Max bit his tongue and took a sip of coffee to hide his smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she sighed. 
 
    Zigzag turned around and placed a plate in front of the blond. “Good morning, Proxy,” she said as she piled on a scoop of eggs. “I’ve prepared scrambled eggs for you this morning. I’ve also made you a supplement of cured pork meats and bread.” 
 
    “Sausage and toast. You’re the best, Zigzag.” Proxy hungrily chewed on her food. The way she scooped her breakfast into her mouth made Max wonder how her petite frame always had all room for it. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked as he looked at her in amusement. 
 
    Proxy washed down her bite with a gulp of synthetic juice and sighed. “Better. Not great but better.” 
 
    “Zigzag and I were just talking about you. She was wondering why you were so loud.” 
 
    “I’m always loud.” 
 
    “You were louder than usual,” Zigzag said. “Your decibel levels nearly doubled the measurements of your previous encounters.” 
 
    Proxy stopped eating, her eyes narrowed at the android. “Are you always listening in?” 
 
    “I’m not listening in. As I explained to Max, it is simply something I overhear. If you like, during your next engagement, I can turn off my audio receptors—” 
 
    “No, no, no. I don’t care about you listening in. You can even join in if you want. I might get even louder.” 
 
    Despite the apparent frustration in Proxy’s eyes, Max still looked at her in amusement as he sipped on his coffee. 
 
    Max and Zigzag looked at the blond curiously. Proxy sighed as she took another bite of her breakfast. “I’m just a little frustrated, that’s all. There’s nothing better to clear your head than having someone fuck your brains out, okay?” 
 
    “I understand,” Zigzag said. “Often times, sex and the resulting climax are used as a form of stress relief.” 
 
    “I’m glad you value our friendship so much.” Max chuckled again. 
 
    “You know I don’t mean it like that,” Proxy said. “It’s just… I’m operating for five different Contenders now and not one of them knows what they’re doing.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what an Operator is for?” 
 
    Proxy gave him a sideways glare. “I can tell a Contender how much HP and energy he has. I can tell ‘em if his abilities will be effective or not. I can even give ‘em some advice on what his opponent’s tendencies might be. I can see the whole arena and gauge distances properly. But it takes more than having the numbers to win a battle. It takes something else you can’t train or teach. It’s just something you have.” 
 
    “Instinct,” Zigzag said suddenly, getting both of their attention. “Instinct is the difference between success and failure.” 
 
    “Yeah… That’s it.” Proxy turned to Max. “You had instinct. It was obvious right from the start. I knew I saw something in you when I first laid eyes on you.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes and sighed. “You were never much of a romantic, Proxy. Don’t start now.” 
 
    “I’m not being romantic. It’s the truth. You were the best. Everybody else knows it, too. Sometimes when I’m in the lounge, I can hear some of the Contenders talking. They all wonder where the Rebel went…” Proxy blinked her eyes, giving him a puppy-dog stare Max had seen too many times. “Maybe if you come back—” 
 
    “Proxy, we’ve been over this.” 
 
    “Just one match! Mess around. Have fun. Nothing serious on the line.” 
 
    “What’s the point of that?” 
 
    “I just need to know what it’s like to operate for someone who knows what they’re doing with an ACE.” 
 
    Max leaned back in his seat. He took a sip of his coffee. Even though he didn’t say a single word, it was enough of an answer for Proxy. The blond took another forkful of eggs into her mouth while Zigzag refilled her plate. 
 
    “What are you even doing?” Proxy said with her mouth full. “I mean, you’ve got enough credits to live comfortably. You’ve got this nice place all to yourself. You should at least be relaxing instead of working.” 
 
    Max looked around his new dwelling and sighed in contentment. He had a couple of extra bedrooms for his friends to spend time in and his furnishings were new. But there was nothing remarkable about it. To him, it was a quiet space where he could just relax. 
 
    “I work at the electronics shop because I’m good at it,” he said. “And I don’t go to Cosmic to battle because there’s no need for me to.” 
 
    “You’ve got talent, Max. I think it’s a waste not to use it.” 
 
    “I’m retired, Proxy. The sooner you learn to accept it, the happier you’ll be.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” The blond watched her android counterpart load all of the pots and utensils into the AutoWasher. “How about you, Zigzag? How are things going?” 
 
    “I am enjoying myself,” the android replied. “Domestic duties are foreign to me, though there is little work with the frugal lifestyle Max lives. I have decided to pursue furthering my knowledge in the arts. Painting and music courses will help me understand what it’s like to be an ordinary citizen in New Austin. Spending time with Max also affords me the opportunity to strengthen our relationship.” 
 
    “Don’t think about dragging her into the War Zone either,” Max said. “If there’s anybody who needs a break from fighting, it’s her.” 
 
    “You know… They ask for the android as much as the Rebel,” Proxy said. “Say, Zigzag… You ever have a desire to hear the adulation of an arena cheering for you like they did the last time you were there?” 
 
    Zigzag stared blankly at the blond. “No.” 
 
    “Ha!” Max burst into laughter, nearly spitting out a mouthful of coffee. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Proxy sighed. “Maybe you two have found your calling elsewhere. But I’m an Operator, so I’m gonna operate. One of these days both of you will get the itch. I’ll be waiting right here for you.” 
 
    “And we’ll be right here, too.” 
 
    “Considering how crappy my Contenders are, I’ll probably be here a lot more often. I wonder how Hudson is doing… I haven’t seen him around the club lately.” 
 
    “He went to Santa Fe. Said he had something to take care of.” 
 
    “Serious?” 
 
    “He didn’t say. It’s been a few days though, so I’m kinda curious.” 
 
    “Hudson isn’t the type to just disappear days at a time. Especially to another city. Maybe you should give him—” 
 
    Max’s AllDevice began to ring and vibrate on the kitchen counter next to his plate. 
 
    “Speak of the devil…” He put the small rectangular device up to his ear. “Hudson.” 
 
    “Max… Are you free to talk?” 
 
    Max already thought it was an odd question but Hudson’s shaky tone made him more curious. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Max asked. 
 
    “It’s… Shit, man. I hate asking you.” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to worry about asking me anything.” 
 
    “I… I’m having some trouble. You think you can help me out?” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “Meet me in Santa Fe. And bring your ACE with you.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow. “Hudson, what the hell is going on—” 
 
    “I promise I’ll explain everything when you get here. Can you just do this for me? Please?” 
 
    Max heard a sense of desperation in his friend’s voice. It was clear something was wrong but he didn’t question it. 
 
    “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Max lowered his AllDevice down on the counter. 
 
    Proxy noisily chewed on her breakfast as she stared at him. “You’ve got a look in your eyes. Is Hudson all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Said he might be in trouble. Wants me to meet him in Santa Fe.” 
 
    “If he’s in trouble, we should be there to assist him,” Zigzag said. 
 
    “I think my Contenders can do fine without me,” Proxy said. 
 
    Max thought about it for a second even though his mind was already made up. “All right… We’re headed for Santa Fe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The piece of metal around Max’s arm was light enough not to wear on him. Even though it wasn’t activated, the silicone prongs digging into his skin were enough of a reminder of what it was capable of. 
 
    He ignored his ACE and the abilities it gave him, his attention focused on the view outside of the speeder cab. 
 
    The rest of his group remained silent until the scenery began to change. Decrepit, broken-down buildings. Merchants along the streets tending to their stands as they supplemented food and other cheap electronics. Thugs lurking in the darkness of the alleys. The neon from the advertising was so bright Max could see it even with his eyes closed. It was a poor neighborhood but being around poverty was something Max was used to. 
 
    “You all right?” Proxy asked. “You’ve been quiet this whole time. I’m guessing this is pretty serious if Hudson told you to bring your ACE with you.” 
 
    “Hudson wouldn’t make me use this thing against my will. Judging from the looks of these punks outside, I figure it’s a precautionary measure.” 
 
    “Just remember not to use that thing whenever you want. You’ve still got some powerful abilities on it. The rules are different in other cities. I don’t know how it works in Santa Fe. They might confiscate it just for even having it equipped.” 
 
    Max rolled the sleeve of his leather coat down to make sure there was no sign of the device. “Something tells me the police here don’t care too much about what happens on the streets.” 
 
    It was an hour before the speeder cab arrived at its destination. Max stepped out and looked up at the flickering neon sign. 
 
    “Hudson sure picked a hell of a place to ask you for a drink,” Proxy said. 
 
    The bar wasn’t out of the ordinary. A few punks loitered just outside. Sleeveless leather jackets and spiked collars. Greasy hair, long and slicked back. Colorful tattoos along their arms and trailing all the way to their necks. Max knew just a glance was enough to start trouble with the guys. 
 
    He stepped inside the bar and the scene wasn’t any more inviting. Thick clouds of white smoke billowed into the air from old-fashioned cigars. Combined with the stench of old wood furniture and spilled liquor, the pungent aroma was enough for a blind man to know where he was. 
 
    The place was full enough there was more than one conversation to overhear though everybody kept to themselves. Music from a digital jukebox provided some ambiance to the mellow scene. It was still the middle of the day but some already looked like they’d been drinking for hours. 
 
    The dim-lighting was just enough for Max to examine his surroundings. He overlooked the tattooed punks and gangsters eyeballing him. It was hard not to get some attention with women like Proxy and Zigzag following behind him. Everybody minded their business long enough for Max to find Hudson sitting in the corner of the bar. 
 
    The older man hunched over in his seat with his head down. The ballcap put a shadow over his face. His jacket was disheveled along with the rest of his clothes. His beard was growing long enough to need a trim. If Max didn’t know how well off he was, he would have thought the man was living on the streets. 
 
    The group took a seat at the booth and the man raised his head up. He wiped some of the dirt from his cheeks, revealing the tan skin underneath. There was a smile on his face but not big enough to completely reveal his chipped teeth. 
 
    He twirled an empty glass between his fingertips and sighed. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, Hudson,” Max said. “I’ve got free time.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I mean. Asking you to come all the way out here to Santa Fe… I wouldn’t have called if there was someone else I could turn to. I didn’t think you’d bring Zigzag and Proxy along.” 
 
    “Anything to not have to deal with the Contenders I’m operating for,” Proxy sighed. 
 
    Hudson gave the blond a smirk before shifting his gaze back to his empty glass. 
 
    “You know Zigzag has no obligations to anybody,” Max said. “What’s up, Hudson?” 
 
    Hudson looked around like he was making sure nobody was listening then turned back to the three sitting across from him. 
 
    “After you won the War Gamez, I figured I’d take some time to myself,” Hudson said. “I guess I just got tired of hanging around New Austin. Felt like I was stuck there. Remembered an old buddy of mine back in the service was living out here. Sammy… Last time I talked to him, things weren’t great but they weren’t that bad either. Looked him up and found him in the hospital.” 
 
    The disappointment in Hudson’s eyes was obvious. Max was already taking him seriously but now he was even more focused. 
 
    “He’ll be all right, right?” Max asked. 
 
    “He barely made it to a hospital. He’s recovering. But they beat him pretty bad. It’ll take longer than usual to get back to full-strength even with a regenerator. They don’t care too much about a man like Sammy. Not in a city like this.” 
 
    Max only had more questions but stayed silent, letting Hudson gather himself before he continued. 
 
    “Sammy and I were in the same unit. It was hell. You know that better than anybody. When we came back, it was hard adjusting to being a civilian. Sammy took it harder than most. Started using.” 
 
    “Loot’s always an easy way out,” Max said. 
 
    “And once you get on it, it’s hard to stop. Sammy doesn’t exactly have the creds to flush it out of his system.” 
 
    “Sorry, Hudson… You’ve got more credits than I do—” 
 
    “I can handle it. That’s not what this is about though.” Hudson again shifted his eyes around the bar. He leaned forward across the table and looked Max right in the eye. 
 
    “It’s not about getting Sammy off the loot,” Hudson said. “Someone beat him within an inch of his life. It was the kind of beating not even a junkie deserves.” 
 
    “Santa Fe has high levels of crime and poverty,” Zigzag said. “There is little doubt your friend’s attack has something to do with loot.” 
 
    “That’s what I already figured. Started looking into seeing who did it but Sammy’s not in the position to talk right now.” 
 
    “How about a location?” Max said. “I don’t know what they say about Santa Fe but there had to have been cameras.” 
 
    Hudson shook his head. “Whoever did this to Sammy knew exactly where to take him. I checked with the police and there’s no recordings of any assaults that fit Sammy’s description. But this is all connected to the loot. We follow the loot, we find whoever’s responsible for what happened.” 
 
    Proxy straightened up and let out an anxious sigh. “I don’t know about this. Isn’t this something the cops should be dealing with? We’re not crime fighters or vigilantes.” 
 
    “I already figured that. But Santa Fe isn’t like New Austin. The cops around here are just putting up a front. Pushers got enough money to quiet law enforcement. It’s hard to tell the difference between the good guys and the bad guys around here.” 
 
    Hudson leaned back in his seat and looked out toward the bar. “I get why you don’t wanna do this. This is my business. I won’t ask any of you to get involved. If you wanna head back to New Austin, I’ll buy you some dinner and a speeder ride. No hard feelings.” 
 
    Max, Proxy and Zigzag looked at one another. Despite Hudson’s serious tone, it wasn’t enough to make any of them move from their seats. 
 
    “Let’s get this done,” Proxy said. 
 
    “I’m certain with our assistance this matter can be settled quickly,” Zigzag said. 
 
    “You heard ‘em,” Max said. 
 
    Hudson smirked. “All right then… I did a little research. Santa Fe ain’t my town but from what I gathered, most of the loot circulating around here is being moved by a group called the Disciples.” 
 
    “The Disciples… Zigzag, do you have any information on them in your files?” Max asked. 
 
    “I have no knowledge of any affiliation pertaining to the Disciples,” the android responded. “I will have to search the Santa Fe database.” 
 
    “What else do you got, Hudson?” 
 
    “That’s it. I don’t know who they are exactly. I don’t know how many of them there are. But I know they’re around here. We follow the trail of loot and we eventually find who the hell did this to Sammy.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hold on a second.” Proxy put her hands up. “Are we just gonna start asking around for some gang, trying to get their attention in the hopes one of ‘em will admit to beating up your friend?” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    The table fell silent. Proxy leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms. Max chuckled softly at her obvious frustration and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’re all in this together. We keep a low-profile and our ears open. I look around and I can see half the people in this bar are whales who’ve got something to do with loot. If the Disciples are responsible for moving all of the weight, we’ll find ‘em.” 
 
    “There’s a place a couple blocks from here,” Hudson said. “Bar called Downpour. I overheard some guys talking about some loot they scored over there. I say we go over there and see if we can find a score ourselves.” 
 
    “Downpour…” Max thought about it for a moment then nodded in agreement. 
 
    The group stepped back out onto the streets. It was still the middle of the day but gathering clouds made the view gloomier than when Max first arrived. 
 
    Max looked around and noticed just how decrepit the buildings were. It looked like the place had been hit by a bomb with how much everything was crumbling. Only the light from the flickering neon signs was enough to stop the place from looking completely dead. 
 
    “You know, I never thought I would see a place as bad as Kings Row but here we are,” Proxy said. 
 
    The thugs Max saw when they first arrived eyeballed him. He gave them a glance before turning his attention down the street. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get to Downpour.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The merchants and punks were all the same, eyeballing Max to see what they could get out of him and the people he was with. He quickly got used to the poverty-stricken streets. After living for so many years in a place like Kings Row, watching his back wasn’t anything new to him. 
 
    The electric red sign of Downpour was broken, with the last two letters flickering on and off. A couple of tattooed thugs leaned up against the wall with their arms crossed but didn’t pay any more attention to Max than everybody else he’d seen in Santa Fe. 
 
    “An Operator, an agent, an android and a man armed with an ACE walk into a bar… Sounds like a bad joke.” Max ran his hand over his forearm to make sure his ACE was still in place. “We don’t wanna draw too much attention to ourselves. Proxy, Zigzag. You two walk around. Don’t ask any questions. See if you can overhear anything. Guys in here should be gentlemanly enough not to give you a hard time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Proxy replied. “But we’ll lay low. See if we can hear anything about loot or the Disciples. How about you?” 
 
    “Hudson and I will see if we can get a lead. We play it up a little bit, we might actually look like we’re into loot.” 
 
    Hudson gave him a smirk. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    Max nodded in response then stepped inside. As soon as he did, he was greeted with a waft of old-fashioned tobacco smoke. Combined with the brownish tint of the lights, the scene inside Downpour was already uninviting. Max quickly adjusted and got a good look around. 
 
    More tattooed punks with nothing better to do were scattered around in different groups. The intricate ink on their arms, necks and faces indicated some type of affiliation. They enjoyed their liquor between puffs of their tobacco, ready to snap on anybody who was looking at them the wrong way. 
 
    “Nice group of people.” 
 
    The bar itself wasn’t anything glamorous. A mish-mash of plastic and metal furnishings were scattered around for everybody to lounge upon. Judging from the overpowering stench of alcohol, Max didn’t have to think twice about why Downpour had drawn a crowd like this in the middle of the day. 
 
    He gave a quick glance to Zigzag and Proxy and they started nonchalantly walking through the crowd. Max made his way to the bar with Hudson beside him. 
 
    “Nice group of people.” Max kept his voice as low as possible. “Where do we start?” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough abuse back in New Austin. Guys and girls like these don’t just get tattoos to show off how cool they are. Perfect way to hide loot box tracks.” 
 
    “People are using here. I can see it on some of their eyes. Don’t think strong-arming a junkie into telling us where he got his shit is gonna help us though.” 
 
    “I’ll follow your lead, Max. I figure any punk in here is as good as the next in getting to the drugs.” 
 
    “Right… Just gotta figure out who’s willing to play along…” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes and scanned the bar. There was no shortage of people to talk to. But everywhere he looked, the groups consisted of at least six or seven people. 
 
    “A dealer wouldn’t be hanging around with a big group… Someone who’s not drawing any attention to himself…” 
 
    Max got used to the stink of liquor and smoke. His eyes squinted, he spotted a man sitting in the corner of the bar. He could barely make him out in the shadows but from what Max could tell, he was alone except for a couple of guys standing guard. 
 
    Max leaned up against the bar, his eyes still locked on the stranger. “In the corner. Two enforcers watching over him.” 
 
    “I see him…” 
 
    “Doesn’t have any tattoos, so you know he’s not using. Wearing shades indoors to keep a low profile. Bodyguards instead of a gang. I bet the guy’s a pusher.” 
 
    “Damn observant of you.” 
 
    “When you were on the battlefield, you had to be. Spot a man on the other side a split-second too late and it was your head. That’s the man we’re looking for.” 
 
    “It’s your call, Max.” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath through his nostrils and moved forward. Not that he cared about getting into trouble but if this man didn’t give him the information he needed, he’d lose all of his leads in the entire bar. 
 
    Max kept his composure as he walked up to the booth in the corner. As soon as he came within a meter of it, the two bodyguards moved in front of him. Shaved heads. Intense looks in their eyes. Buttons on their black suits about to pop because their jackets were two sizes too small. They were the kind of muscle a man hired when someone needed to feel secure. 
 
    They both looked Max in the eye, their brows furrowed on the verge of anger. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I’m looking for something,” Max said. 
 
    “Bar’s on the other side.” 
 
    “Not looking for a drink. Not looking for vapor. I need a different kinda high.” Max shifted his eyes toward the man sitting in the booth who was distracted by his AllDevice. “You think you can help me out?” 
 
    “Piss off—” 
 
    “I’ve got credits.” Max held up his AllDevice and showed off the balance. A six-figure number was enough for them not to push Max aside. 
 
    “Wait right here.” One guard said through gritted teeth. He turned around and leaned down next to the table, whispering into the man’s ear. The man sitting down slowly raised his head up and lowered his shades just enough for Max to see his eyes. 
 
    “Slick hair. Goatee. Shades. Cheap suit. If this guy’s not a dealer…” 
 
    Max bit his tongue as he waited for the man to respond. He got up from his seat, flanked by his two guards as he looked up at Max. 
 
    “How can I help you, gentlemen?” the man said calmly. 
 
    “My friend and I are new in town,” Max said. “Don’t have the same plugs we used to back in our old town.” 
 
    “And where is your old town?” 
 
    “New Austin.” 
 
    “That’s not too far from here.” 
 
    “More reason it’s worth it to come here.” 
 
    The man straightened his jacket. Max knew the guy was looking him over from behind his glasses but Max had no reason to back down, even with a couple of bodyguards ready to pounce. 
 
    “This way.” The man turned around and motioned with his hand as he headed toward the back of the bar. 
 
    Max and Hudson looked at each other before following him. The man’s guards moved right behind them to make sure they didn’t try anything. 
 
    They walked through Downpour and out the back entrance into an alley. The smell of liquor and smoke was replaced by the dumpsters and who knew what else was out there. The traffic in the streets was off to the distance on one side with a dead end on the other. 
 
    Max got a better look at the man with the shades. He puffed his chest out to make himself look bigger but it didn’t help much. Max suddenly had trouble figuring out if the guy actually was a dealer or just dressed like an asshole. 
 
    He put his hands behind his back and looked down his nose at Max. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “Nothing fancy,” Max said. “Common. Whatever loot you got.” 
 
    “I was informed you had enough money to buy something above common.” 
 
    “I still don’t know who you are. My friend and I look what you have, maybe we’ll get something premium.” 
 
    “Right… You need a box?” 
 
    “We’ve got our own back at our place.” 
 
    “Of course…” The man in shades shifted his eyes toward Hudson. “Your friend here doesn’t talk much.” 
 
    “He’s just anxious. Long ride from New Austin. Can’t blame him.” 
 
    Hudson stayed in his position, his eyes shifted toward the ground while the man in shades walked over to give him a closer look. Max stood his ground and waited patiently for the inspection to end. 
 
    The man sighed and took a step back. “I can give you some uncommon loot. Should last you a few days. Ten-thousand creds.” 
 
    “Ten-thousand?” Max said. “Didn’t think the prices would be so high here in Santa Fe for some green.” 
 
    “What you’re paying for is security. Your money works its way up the ladder so you have the peace of mind to use without fear of a raid busting down your door and taking you in.” 
 
    Max hesitated for a moment then nodded. “All right. Ten-thousand.” Max reached into his leather jacket to pull his AllDevice back out but the dealer in front of him interrupted. 
 
    “Wait a second,” the man said. “I’ve changed my mind. Twenty-thousand.” 
 
    “What?” Max exclaimed. “You’re just gonna double the price like that?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “Because… only a man who hasn’t gotten his fix would be willing to pay it. My product, my prices. Otherwise, take a hike.” 
 
    The man in shades raised his eyebrows, holding his hands out as he waited for a response. 
 
    “He’s a dealer,” Max thought to himself. “Gotta get the info from him now…” 
 
    He turned his head just enough to see the guards standing close behind him. His eyes shifted to Hudson. A long stare was enough to tell each man what the other was thinking. 
 
    “Well,” the dealer said. “What’s it gonna be—” 
 
    Before he could finish, Max spun around and hammered the guard in the nose with a fist. He stumbled back and a quick uppercut underneath his chin sent him reeling. 
 
    Hudson joined in and caught the other guard off-balance. A hard punch across his jaw dazed him enough for Max to move to him and finish the job with a violent cross against his cheek. 
 
    “Shit!” the dealer muttered as he looked at his two unconscious guards. He panicked and stumbled as he turned around to run. 
 
    “I got him,” Max said. He rushed forward and caught up to the dealer without much trouble. His hand gripped his collar and pulled him back, slamming him onto the pavement. 
 
    The dealer’s groans echoed through the alley, his shades falling off his face. Max knelt down next to him. 
 
    “Where do you get your supply?” Max said. 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    Max cracked him in the face and snapped his shades in two. “Wrong answer.” He grabbed the dealer by the collar and pulled him closer. “Where do you get your loot? Where are the Disciples?” 
 
    The man coughed and shook his head but remained silent. 
 
    “It’s the Disciples, isn’t it?” Max said. “Just tell me where to find ‘em and I won’t blow your fucking head off.” 
 
    “Blow my head off with what?” The dealer said with a smirk. 
 
    Max rolled his sleeve up and activated his ACE. The weapon glowed blue as its display powered up. The heat warmed against his skin and a slight adrenaline pulsed through his veins. Max held the man’s collar tight in his grip, the compartments on his ACE pointed underneath the dealer’s chin. 
 
    The dealer’s eyes filled with panic as he shook his head. “I don’t work with the Disciples.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I swear! I get my own shit.” 
 
    “Where are the Disciples?” 
 
    “They run the Cobalt District. West.” 
 
    Max looked up at Hudson. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Cobalt District’s biggest part of Santa Fe. It’d make sense if the Disciples are running it. I think he’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “I hope he is. For his sake.” Max turned back to the dealer, holding his collar still firm in his grip. He looked him right in the eye as he spoke through gritted teeth. “If you’re lying to me, I’ll be back. And I won’t hold back with this thing.” 
 
    Max slid his arm over his ACE and turned it off. A hard punch across the dealer’s temple knocked him out. 
 
    Max got back up to his feet and dusted his hands off. He took a deep breath and calmed himself after the adrenaline spike from turning his ACE on. 
 
    “You all right?” Hudson asked. “I know it’s been a while since you’ve used that thing.” 
 
    “I’m fine… What do you know about the Cobalt District?” 
 
    “Not much. But if the Disciples are working that territory, it’ll be a long time to search it.” 
 
    “If the Disciples have the foothold in this town you say they do, they shouldn’t be hard to find. Come on. Let’s get Zigzag and Proxy. We know where we’re headed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Max didn’t waste any time taking a speeder to the Cobalt district. It wasn’t long before the Santa Fe scenery had changed. 
 
    The decrepit buildings were replaced with more modern skyscrapers that towered over the city. Even during the day, neon billboards and glowing blue lights illuminated the clouds to make it seem like it was the middle of night. The lights reflecting off the polished steel of the buildings made the place look nicer than some of the fancier places back in New Austin. 
 
    The streets were littered with just as extravagant vehicles. Luxury sedans hid important citizens behind tinted windows. Automatic sports roadsters sped along the streets while the police did nothing to stop them. 
 
    The people walking along the sidewalks went about their business without a care in the world. The suits the men and women wore made everybody look like a professional. Judging from the buildings around him, Max figured they were just as important as they appeared. 
 
    It was such a stark contrast from the part of Santa Fe he’d just left, he wondered if he was still in the same city. 
 
    Max quickly found himself in a more dimly-lit setting. The pulse of neon pink and purple lights made it difficult to see everything clearly, though the shapes and figures of the people weren’t hard to decipher. 
 
    “…Santa Fe PD has discovered four bodies in an abandoned building early this morning. The building, located in the 1200 block of the Ink District, was last used an apartment complex more than ten years ago. Police officials have not determined the cause of the grisly scene and investigations are still ongoing…” 
 
    The news report went in one ear and out the other, drowned out by the music and conversation all around. But the sounds were only a modest distraction compared to everything, with Max’s attention more focused on the people moving around him. 
 
    “Now I see why you decided to send Zigzag and Proxy on their way,” Max said. 
 
    “The Cobalt District is big,” Hudson replied. “I figure we’d be better off splitting up. You know those girls know how to handle themselves. Got ‘em a nice suite when they’re done searching. Fanciest place I could find. You know I’m good for the cred.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about them at the moment.” 
 
    Max eyed his friend, watching Hudson down a shot of whiskey. 
 
    “This isn’t about trying to find the Disciples.” Max leaned up against the bar. “This is about trying to get your mind off things.” 
 
    “Sometimes all a man needs is a drink and a view of a nice pair of tits.” 
 
    Hudson ordered himself another drink and eyed the woman twirling around the pole on stage. In nothing but a white bra and a barely-there pair of panties, she pranced around to the delight of several businessmen watching her with lustful gazes and fistfuls of paper credits. 
 
    The Neon Claws strip club was alive and well. Women in heels and revealing lingerie walked around in an attempt to catch wandering eyes. The soft pulse of the lights cast shadows on their physiques that were too tempting for some of the men to resist, sneaking away to the back of the club for some private time without much effort. 
 
    Max was numb to the music, the lights and the women as he watched his friend help himself to another drink. 
 
    “It’s the afternoon,” Max said. “We’re in a strip club. And you’re drinking like you’re trying to forget.” 
 
    “Don’t make me stop.” 
 
    “I won’t make you stop. Just letting you know I’m here for you…” 
 
    Hudson stared at his full glass of whiskey. His eyes were lost in whatever it was he was thinking. Max remained silent and ignored all of the distractions around him. 
 
    “Sammy was always the wild one,” Hudson said. “Back when it was lights out, he’d always be up. I remember one time we went sneaking out really late and left base. I was so excited. Figured he had some girls waiting for us. Or maybe some booze. Hell, I would’ve been happy with a good meal. Supplementers out there are shit for some reason.” 
 
    “I know how that is,” Max said with a laugh. 
 
    “It wasn’t any of that though. The bastard just wanted to go to the lake. Stripped down to his bare ass and hopped into the freezing cold. Thought it was a joke but you should’ve seen the smile on his face. Just bobbing up and down in the water… Nothing but silence and the moon to keep him company. Convinced me to jump in, too.” 
 
    “Why would he do something like that?” 
 
    “Said he just wanted some freedom. Let the cold water wash everything away… We were all stuck out there. Fighting a pointless war. Not knowing if we’d live to see another day. I guess when he made it back, he couldn’t help himself. Tried to find some more of that freedom he was looking for with drugs.” 
 
    “You’ll never find freedom with loot. You mess around with it long enough, all you do is get addicted.” 
 
    Hudson slowly shifted his eyes toward Max. “Sammy’s a good guy. He made some mistakes but getting beat so bad he’s gotta recover even after being regenerated… He didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    Max put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We’ll find out who did this to him. We’ll pay ‘em back.” 
 
    Hudson smirked and turned back to his whiskey. “If there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that I should never doubt you. But we just got here. The Disciples ain’t going anywhere. I say we take this time to relax. Talk to a lady if you want. It’s on me.” 
 
    Max eyed some of the women around the club. There was no shortage of dancers willing to spend some private time with him. But the disappointment in Hudson’s eyes was enough to make him keep focus. 
 
    “I punched out that dealer back at Downpour,” Max said. “If the Disciples have any kinda clout in the Cobalt District, there’s no reason we can’t get the information we’re looking for here.” 
 
    Max patted Hudson on the back and walked around. All of the women eyeballed him, mischievous smirks on their lips and seductive stares making him think twice. Dozens of women made their presence known though Max wasn’t so eager to grab one at random. 
 
    “I wonder…” 
 
    The festivities inside the club were in full swing. The electronic music was loud and sultry. The alcohol flowed. The men showered the stage with paper credits like it was the end of the world while the dancing women joyfully bathed in it all. 
 
    Max kept shifting his head around, searching for a woman who had what he was looking for. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    He suddenly bumped into a small frame and stopped in his tracks. He looked down at the woman standing in front of him. 
 
    A pair of black panties to go along with her black stockings and heels accentuated her pale skin. Her arms crossed underneath her breasts, already highlighted by the bra cupping her curves perfectly. 
 
    But it was the curious look in her eyes that got Max’s attention. An eyebrow raised and her lips twisted in confusion, the wavy-haired brunette stared at Max in a way he wasn’t sure if she was happy or upset. 
 
    “You lost?” she asked, her voice softer than he was expecting. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. The pink and purple lights cast shadows on her face, enough for him to see she wasn’t wearing much makeup. She couldn’t have been more than a few years younger than he was, he thought. 
 
    “I’m where I wanna be,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure? You look like you don’t know where you’re going. You ever been in a strip joint before?” 
 
    “I’m… new in town. Not lost. Just finding my way around.” 
 
    “Maybe you need someone to help you find your way around.” She gave him a wink. The mischievous grin on her lips grew to the point Max had to laugh. 
 
    “I’m not good company,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    He looked over to the side of the spacious club and saw an empty sofa. “Fine.” He walked over to the sofa and leaned back against it. The woman took a seat next to him, crossing her legs and putting her arms back to give Max a good view. 
 
    “Brina,” she said. 
 
    “Max.” 
 
    “Max… What’s that short for? Maximus?” 
 
    “It’s short for Max. What’s Brina short for? Sabrina?” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise and she smirked. “Smart guy. Long leather coat. Unkempt facial hair. Blue jeans. I bet you dress like that because you don’t wanna draw any attention to yourself.” 
 
    “I dress like this because it’s comfortable.” 
 
    “Good. Because you’re already drawing attention to yourself regardless.” 
 
    Max chuckled at her bluntness. The way the light shined in her eyes made it hard to tell what color they were but he kept staring anyway. 
 
    “Listen,” she said. “I’m not too good at the small talk thing, so I’ll give it to you straight. You gimme some creds and we can go to the back and have a good time.” 
 
    “Just how good a time are we talking?” 
 
    “That depends… How many creds we talking?” 
 
    He looked over her body then shifted his eyes back up to the seductive look on her face. 
 
    “See anything you like?” She raised her eyebrows and puckered her pink lips at him. 
 
    “Maybe. I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “We’re all looking for someone around here. That’s what this place is for.” 
 
    “Not like that…” 
 
    “Hmm… You’re not one of those weirdos, are you? There’s only one thing you’ll find in a place like Neon Claws.” 
 
    “I’m looking for Disciples.” 
 
    As soon as Max said it, her demeanor changed. Her eyes narrowed and her jaw clenched. 
 
    “You think I’m gonna give you information like that?” she said. “I figured you were undercover—” 
 
    “I’m not a cop.” 
 
    “I see. Trying to score some loot, huh?” 
 
    “I’m not a junkie either.” 
 
    “Then why else would you ask a question like that?” 
 
    “Because one of my friends was hurt. And I think the Disciples are responsible for it.” 
 
    The brunette straightened up in her seat. She stared blankly at the stage across from her where a woman was enjoying the adulation of a small crowd of businessmen. 
 
    “You really expect me to believe that?” she said. 
 
    “Believe what you want. But I know the Disciples have a presence here. If you can give me anything, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    She slowly turned back toward him. “A thousand creds. Upfront.” 
 
    Max pulled his AllDevice out of his jacket and held it up. Brina did the same and approved the transfer of the credits. 
 
    “Head to Barb Wire,” she said. “It’s a club a few blocks from here. Speeder shouldn’t have trouble finding it. Head there at night if you wanna get Disciple attention.” 
 
    “Barb Wire. Got it.” 
 
    She looked him up and down then sighed softly. “I’d ask if you wanted to spend some time together but I actually believe your story.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s the truth.” 
 
    “If it’s the truth, here’s some free advice.” She leaned forward and looked him right in the eye. “Don’t mess with the Disciples. Your friend isn’t the first person to be hurt by them. They won’t be the last.” She got up from her seat. “Something tells me you won’t take my advice though.” 
 
    “Thanks… Sabrina.” 
 
    She gave him a half-hearted smile before turning around and walking away. Max stared at the shape of her backside for a moment before heading back over to Hudson. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
    Hudson twirled his empty glass around in his hands. “A little drunk. A little better.” 
 
    “Stop drinking. We’re heading out later tonight.” 
 
    Hudson raised an eyebrow. “You got a lead?” 
 
    Max didn’t have much but it was enough to make him smile. “I got a lead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “I will rip off your fucking head and kick it to fuckin’ Mars!” 
 
    Proxy crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at the argument going on just a few meters away from her. “Lovely crowd we’ve got here. We must be in the right spot.” 
 
    Max gave her a smirk. “Must be.” 
 
    Max managed to drag Hudson back to his hotel suite deep in the heart of the Cobalt District. Max contemplated his next move while Hudson recovered from an afternoon of drinking. By the time night came, the four stepped back onto the streets and headed toward the destination Sabrina pointed Max to. 
 
    They quickly found themselves inside the confines of another local bar. The alcohol. The smoke. Even the noisy chatter from the angry patrons wasn’t anything new to Max. But the bar was a lot more spacious than the last few holes he’d found himself in. 
 
    While tables and chairs were scattered along the walls, at the center of the bar was an empty space dug about ten meters into the floor. A few spotlights shined down upon it, illuminating it in the darkness of Barb Wire. The space was square and about half the size of a football pitch. There was nothing but concrete pavement underneath it. Surrounding the space was metal fencing with barbed wire upon it. 
 
    And at the moment, two men were screaming at one another as they pointed their ACEs forward. Spectators lined the space from all sides and looked down upon the carnage. 
 
    “That’s a makeshift arena if I’ve ever seen one,” Proxy said. “You sure the Disciples are here?” 
 
    “It’d make sense,” Max replied. “Where there are ACE battles going on, there’s creds. And where there’s creds, you know somebody is spending it on loot. Look at the men down there in the cage. Look at the people around here. Somebody has to know something.” 
 
    “All right.” Proxy leaned against the railing looking down on the battlefield. “Somebody here can lead us to the Disciples. How are you gonna figure out who that somebody is?” 
 
    Max watched the two men going at it. A sudden blast from one of the men’s ACEs fired a hail of steel projectiles that shredded his opponent’s clothes and the skin underneath it. The blood spilled from his wounds as he collapsed to the ground. 
 
    “And this battle is over!” 
 
    The announcement over the speakers brought cheers throughout the bar. The victorious man raised his arms in the air and bathed in the adulation of cheers while those who bet against him booed in disapproval. 
 
    “It’s not pretty,” Hudson said. “Arena’s not as fancy as the War Zone in Cosmic. But I’m not one to talk. A battle’s a battle.” 
 
    “And that’s how we’re gonna do it,” Max said. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Get Disciple attention. If they’ve got any kinda clout in Santa Fe, one of them has to be watching. I go down there and win a battle, I get credits. Pushers always wanna deal with a man who’s got creds.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” Proxy asked. “You were pretty adamant about retiring.” 
 
    Max turned to Hudson and gave him a reassuring nod as he answered Proxy’s question. “Whatever it takes to get to the Disciples.” 
 
    “I will assist you,” Zigzag said. 
 
    “No. Guys here aren’t professionals. Just a bunch of street fighters scrapping for loose creds. Keep your sword tucked.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you don’t need an Operator either,” Proxy said. “We’ll be watching from the sidelines… Maybe I should put a few creds on you…” 
 
    Max and Hudson made their way through the rowdy bar. They descended a set of stairs and onto an open floor. The seats and chairs were occupied by a few men and women looking to get a better seat of the action. Others were waiting for a chance to step inside the cage. 
 
    Max didn’t have to look for very long to know what he was up against. 
 
    “What do you think?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “T-shirt and jeans. No armor. No fancy equipment. No Operators. Reminds me of the first battle you put me in.” 
 
    Hudson put a hand on Max’s shoulder and shook him. “Just like old times.” 
 
    They shared a laugh as a man with a digital tablet walked up to them. The man wore a cheap blue and yellow plaid suit. His greasy hair was so shiny Max wasn’t sure if it was real or not. The man gave Max a look up and down. 
 
    “Haven’t seen you around here,” the man said. “You looking for a fight?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Max said. 
 
    “What are you battling with?” 
 
    Max rolled up his sleeve and showed the ACE attached to his left forearm. The man nodded in approval. 
 
    “All right. Lemme explain the rules to you. You don’t pick your opponent. Leaving the cage is an automatic forfeit. Anything goes. Don’t worry about letting loose because the barrier protects your attacks from spilling out into the crowd. Keep fighting until one man’s HP drops to zero. My name’s Barry. You got any questions, you come to me. Got it?” 
 
    Max shrugged. “Got it.” 
 
    “All right. You’re going up against Spike next. Strap on a harness. Shit goes south, regenerator is right there.” Barry pointed at the set of glass tanks on the other side of the room then moved back toward the entrance of the cage. 
 
    Max and Hudson walked over to examine the regenerators, one of them occupied by the man who just fell in battle. 
 
    “Seems sturdy enough,” Hudson said. “Barb Wire might not be very pretty but they know how to run a fight.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Don’t plan on using this regenerator tonight.” 
 
    “How’s your ACE looking?” 
 
    Max looked down at the rusty piece of steel attached to his arm. He activated it and the prongs dug into his skin. The warmth from the silicone tips spread from his arm and through the rest of his body. 
 
    “It’s been a while…” 
 
    Max sighed as he got used to the adrenaline that came with activating his ACE. He looked down to double-check his abilities. 
 
      
 
    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: Medium 
 
      
 
    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% 
 
      
 
    Hudson looked over his shoulder and examined them. “You won the biggest battle in War Zone history with those things. Something tells me you won’t have much trouble with Spike.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. Keep an eye out. If the Disciples are pushing loot, they’ve got credits. Next best investment after drugs is betting on fights. Anybody who’s got a close interest in what’s going on is who we’re looking for.” 
 
    “I’ll let Proxy and Zigzag know…” 
 
    “Max!” Barry motioned for him. “You’re up!” 
 
    Hudson put both hands on Max’s shoulders. “Go kick some ass.” 
 
    “It’s all in the wrist.” Max winked then walked over near the entrance of the cage. 
 
    “Where’s your harness?” Barry said to him. 
 
    “Don’t need it.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa! I don’t know where the fuck you think you are, but this is a professional joint. I’m not about to let you risk yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll take the risk.” 
 
    “It’s not just the risk. You still need a BioHarness to put your HP up on display. People don’t like it when they don’t know what the score is.” 
 
    “Fine.” Max took off his coat and placed the BioHarness over his shirt. The metal locked onto his chest and formed an ‘X’ over his front and back. At the center of it, there was a faint blue light to indicate it was active. “How’s that?” 
 
    “That’s how we do it in Barb Wire. Now go put on a show.” 
 
    Max put his coat back on then stepped inside the caged arena. The bright spotlights shining above were blinding enough to make it hard to see the drunken crowd hooting and hollering. Not that it mattered to him, as his attention was focused on his opponent standing on the other side of the arena. 
 
    The man was shirtless except for his BioHarness. He crossed his arms and puffed his chest out in an attempt to make him look more intimidating. But outside of a few skull tattoos on one arm and a shaved head, the man didn’t look any more intimidating than every other punk in the bar. 
 
    “Get close… Mammoth Blast until he’s done…” 
 
    Max closed his eyes and spoke his gameplan in his thoughts as the voice made an announcement to the bar. 
 
    “Listen up! Our next battle scheduled for tonight, we’ve got the newcomer, Max!” 
 
    “Mammoth Blast until he’s done… Mammoth Blast until he’s done…” 
 
    “And his opponent, Barb Wire’s own… Spike!” 
 
    Max ignored the cheers from the audience as he steadied himself. The heat from the ACE made the adrenaline surge through him. His weapon powered-up, Max knew he had everything he needed to win. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Max opened his eyes wide to see his opponent directing a volley at him, rolling out of the way just in time to avoid the burst of energy projectiles. 
 
    “Let’s see how you deal with this.” Max calmly raised his arm up and launched a Fiery Arrow at his opponent. To Max’s surprise, Spike put up a barrier to block it. 
 
    Max took a quick glance at his stats. Two green bars with a red bar underneath it told him everything he needed to know. 
 
      
 
    HP: 100% 
 
    Energy: 87% 
 
      
 
    Opponent’s HP: 100% 
 
      
 
    “Not bad… Let’s see what else you got.” 
 
    Max rushed forward and rolled out of the way of another volley. He kept moving as fast as he could, closing the distance until he was right on top of Spike. Just as Spike raised his ACE up, Max interrupted him with a hard right hook to his jaw. 
 
    The crowd yelled as the man fell onto his back. 
 
    “Mammoth Blast until he’s done…” 
 
    Max only thought about it for a split-second before he followed through with it. The burst from the Mammoth Blast caught Spike right in the chest, breaking his bones and making him scream in pain. 
 
    Max watched the red bar on his ACE drain. 
 
      
 
    Opponent’s HP: 6% 
 
      
 
    He stepped back and watched the last few percentage points disappear. 
 
    “Your winner… Max!” 
 
    As the audience hollered in a combination of excited cheers and frustrated boos, ushers moved into the arena to rush Spike into a regenerator. Max sighed and shut his ACE off as he stepped out of the cage. 
 
    “Not bad,” Barry greeted him. “You look like you know how to use that thing.” 
 
    “I’ve got some experience,” Max said. 
 
    A sudden loud clapping made Max turn his head. He turned to see a woman slapping her hands together. 
 
    She didn’t look like most of the other women in the bar. Short platinum blond hair. Piercings along her ears. A sleeveless leather jacket displayed the colorful ink digging into the skin on her thin arms. A pair of jean shorts and black high boots completed the ensemble. 
 
    Despite her small stature, she carried herself like she was twice as tall. 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “Well done,” the blond said, her blue eyes locked on Max. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen someone fight at Barb Wire who actually knows what they’re doing.” 
 
    “I try,” Max said. 
 
    She gave him a half-smirk as she looked him up and down. Her black lipstick was a stark contrast to her fair skin. “Someone like you shouldn’t be fighting in a place like this.” 
 
    “I fight wherever the creds are.” 
 
    “That’s the right way to do it. You wanna make some real creds, you head on over to Reincarnation.” 
 
    “Reincarnation? That sounds serious.” 
 
    “It’s serious, all right. Professionals. But you fight like you fought just now, you’ll make the creds you’re looking for.” 
 
    “I’m only interested in making enough creds to score some loot.” Max kept a straight face, staring a hole through the blond. 
 
    She stood her ground, her eyes slightly narrowed as she looked back at him. “You can get anything you want if you have enough creds. If you’re serious about this, you’ll head to Reincarnation. Tell ‘em Venom sent you… Max.” 
 
    She winked then turned around to walk away. Max watched her ascend up the stairs before Hudson walked up to him. 
 
    “You see that?” Max said. 
 
    “I saw it all right,” Hudson said. “I did like you said. She was eyeballing you the whole time. What’d she say?” 
 
    “Sounds like an Agent. Maybe a broker. Looking for someone to fight in a bigger arena. Called Reincarnation.” 
 
    “Downpour. Barb Wire. Reincarnation. Feel like we’re on a damn goose chase trying to track down these assholes.” 
 
    “You said the Cobalt District was big… But I think we found what we’re looking for. Follow the trail of credits and you’ll find the loot.” 
 
    Hudson shrugged then nodded. “We keep going, somebody’s gotta know something.” 
 
    “No point in rushing into this though. We play it slow. Don’t draw any attention to ourselves. The Disciples will show up sooner or later.” 
 
    “If that’s the way you wanna do it. Come on. The ladies are waiting for us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Interesting.” Zigzag held the glass of clear liquor up before swallowing it down. Proxy and Hudson watched with curious eyes, waiting for any sort of reaction from her. The android smacked her lips after setting the glass back down. 
 
    “What do you think?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “There is no difference. The pungent aroma of the alcohol is off-putting. My receptors are overwhelmed by its acidity. I’m aware of the addictive nature of alcohol. As I’ve experienced the previous times, I find no purpose to indulge in something that has been linked to addiction.” 
 
    “You don’t have to get addicted to get a little tipsy.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t be affected by inebriation. But… I will drink with you to strengthen our camaraderie.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit. At least you’re drinking.” Hudson shot a glance at Max and smirked. 
 
    Max leaned forward in his seat, his chin in his palm while he enjoyed the scene of the bar all around him. “Drink up while you can,” Max said. “No point in being so focused. But remember we’re here on business.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” Proxy said. “None of us have. We’ll get this thing settled with the Disciples. They can’t hide forever.” 
 
    “It’ll help to blend in with everybody else,” Hudson said. “We make it obvious who we’re looking for and they might try to start something when we’re not expecting.” 
 
    “New town. New bar. And Max just got his first win since forever. I say that’s reason enough to drink.” 
 
    Max laughed at the blond’s enthusiasm as she toasted with the other two at the table. “I’ll get you guys another round.” Max got up from his seat and made his way through the bar. 
 
    The festivities in Barb Wire hadn’t let up one bit. The alcohol continued to flow. The conversations became more aggressive, though everything was settled in the caged arena sunken into the center of the spacious club. The sound of abilities going off and subsequent cheers drowned out the bass pumping through the speakers. 
 
    Max kept a low profile when he got to the bar. His head down, he looked around for anybody who might give him more information on the Disciples. 
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
    A bell went off when he heard a voice behind him. He turned around to see a familiar-looking brunette standing there with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Sabrina,” he said. 
 
    “You remembered. I’m flattered.” 
 
    Max glanced down at her outfit. A short-sleeve t-shirt. A tight pair of blue jeans that looked like they were painted onto her legs. A pair of black leather boots. Her hair was tied into a ponytail. She appeared to be wearing less makeup than before, her lips a more natural pink. 
 
    “What?” she said. “You think I dress like that when I’m out and about?” 
 
    “Anything’s possible.” 
 
    “It’s warm in Santa Fe but it’s not that warm.” She took the spot at the bar next to him. “Saw your battle. Made pretty quick work of Spike.” 
 
    “I’ve got some experience.” 
 
    “Experience with an ACE is one thing. Battles with Spike usually end a lot more violently than that. You know what you’re doing in there.” 
 
    “And apparently this isn’t the first time you’ve ever watched a battle.” 
 
    Max gave her a narrowed stare. She looked back up at him. Despite how intense she was, she couldn’t fight a smirk from coming to her lips. 
 
    “I made some decent creds from betting on you,” she said. “Bettors are always leery about putting something on the new guy.” 
 
    “First you take my creds at the strip joint. Now you’re making creds off me here. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to set me up. Maybe you’re working with the Disciples and wanna get me killed.” 
 
    “Hey! I’m not working with those assholes. I wouldn’t even think twice about it.” 
 
    Sabrina raised her voice, no longer smiling like she just was. Her sudden change in demeanor only made Max more curious. When she realized what she did, she sighed softly and leaned back against the bar with her arms crossed. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what to make of you,” she said. “When I first talked to you, I thought you were a really incompetent detective or someone from a rival gang.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now…” She looked Max up and down and shrugged. “I just have a strange feeling about you… Like I said, I think you might be telling the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose it’ll make a difference if I tell you that it really is the truth.” 
 
    “Weirdos don’t usually go to strip joints looking for information. There are better places to get the details you’re looking for. You definitely look like you’re from out of town though. And you wouldn’t be the first person the Disciples ever fucked with.” 
 
    “Then you know more about them.” 
 
    “I know as much as everybody else.” 
 
    “Which is?” Max raised his eyebrows at her. She responded by turning toward the bar and eyeballing one of the robot bartenders. 
 
    Max raised his AllDevice up and scanned it over the tablet. Sabrina followed up as she punched in her drink order. 
 
    “The Disciples are responsible for most of the loot circulating Santa Fe,” she said. “They’ve got a stranglehold right here in the Cobalt District. It’s the richest part of the city, so that’s where all the creds are made.” 
 
    “Then they should be easy to find.” 
 
    “The Disciples aren’t a small group. You go into a back alley pretending you’re looking for loot, all you’ll do is draw the attention of the higher-ups.” 
 
    “What about the cops?” 
 
    “Ha!” she scoffed. Sabrina kept giggling to herself as she took a sip from her drink. “The only difference between the cops and the Disciples is the pigs aren’t on the streets selling the product themselves. The Disciples are running a bigger loot business than anybody else in town, legitimate or not. There are enough crooked cops around here, there’s no reason for them to get involved.” 
 
    “Disciples are pushing loot. Cops get paid to stay out of the way.” 
 
    Max looked down at the ground and shook his head. Sabrina only confirmed what he’d already thought. Finding whoever was responsible for what happened to Sammy was something he’d have to do on his own. 
 
    “You want my advice?” Sabrina said. “Find a speeder and get out of here. Santa Fe’s not the place you wanna be.” 
 
    “You live here. How do you do it?” 
 
    Sabrina took another sip from her drink and looked out into the crowd. “I’m just like everybody else. We’re all stuck here because we’re not important enough to make it to Mars. But in Santa Fe, everybody’s forsaken.” 
 
    She gulped the rest of her drink and dropped the glass on the counter. “Thanks for the drink.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it…” Sabrina started to walk away when he called out to her. “Hey, Sabrina.” 
 
    She turned around and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m heading over to Reincarnation tomorrow night. Got an invitation to battle. You wanna make some real creds, you can bet on me there.” 
 
    Sabrina stared blankly at him, her lips twisted like she was trying to fight off a smile. She didn’t say anything, just nodding before turning back and going on her way. 
 
    Max ordered another round of drinks then headed back to the table where everybody else was waiting. 
 
    “Look who it is!” Hudson said. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “He was talking to someone,” Proxy said. “Don’t think I didn’t see that brunette.” 
 
    “That brunette was giving me some of the information I was looking for,” Max said. “It’s just like we already figured. The Disciples are the ones pushing weight here in the Cobalt District. If what happened to Sammy is loot-related, chances are it was the Disciples.” 
 
    “All right. We find the Disciples. We smash ‘em up and teach ‘em a lesson. And that’ll be that.” 
 
    “It’s a little more complicated than that. The Disciples have numbers. It probably didn’t take more than a few people to take out Sammy. It might be impossible to single ‘em all out.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’ll just have to do just that.” Hudson smirked then nonchalantly took a sip of his beer. 
 
    “It’ll be tricky to do it out in the open,” Max said. “Santa Fe PD is on their payroll, too. It’s not just the Disciples we’re dealing with here. We play this wrong, we’ll end up behind bars ourselves.” 
 
    “Police officials are taking bribes,” Zigzag said. “A regrettable but believable situation.” 
 
    “There’s gotta be a way around it,” Proxy said. “Just because these punks have the cops working for ‘em doesn’t mean we can’t give ‘em justice.” 
 
    The table fell silent as everybody considered what to do. Barb Wire was noisy all around Max, making it harder for him to think. 
 
    He glanced at the arena off to the side, the battle going on out of view below. But the drunken spectators watching were cheering and shouting like the action was intense. 
 
    “We take this one step at a time,” he said. “I’ll head to Reincarnation. I’ll find out what’s going on over there. If I can win there, I’ll get more attention from the right people. That’ll lead me right to the loot.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen someone as good in a battle as you,” Hudson said. “If that’s the way we’re gonna do this, the Disciples don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Continuing combat does not seem to be the most obvious avenue but it appears the only one available,” Zigzag added. 
 
    “Do what you gotta do, Max,” Proxy said. “We’re all with you.” 
 
    Max looked down at his left arm. Even though his ACE was covered by the sleeve of his jacket, the weight of the metal was still pressing into his skin to let him know it was there. 
 
    It was only his first day in Santa Fe. He didn’t have all the information he was looking for. Everybody at the table had his back though he could still sense some doubt from them. But nothing would stop him from moving forward. He was ready for whatever was waiting for him at Reincarnation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Later the next day, Max and Hudson took a speeder back into the Cobalt District. The city didn’t look much different during the day, the skyscrapers tall enough to block out the sun if it tried to peek through the gathering clouds. 
 
    Max kept his head down and ignored all of the sights of the new town he was in until Hudson put a hand on his arm. 
 
    “We’re here,” Hudson said. 
 
    Max gave him a nod and stepped out of the cab. He turned his neck up toward the white marble building in front of him and the bright red neon lights immediately grabbed his attention. It wasn’t as large as the other buildings in the vicinity, just a few stories tall. But lights lining the roof and windows would have made it stick out even if the rest of the city was pitch black. 
 
    Near the entrance, Romanesque statues five meters tall surrounded a fountain brightened by even more red lights. Next to them were security guards dressed in black suits draped over their hulking frames. Shades covered the eyes closely watching over the line waiting to get in. 
 
    Max looked up at the sign above the statues. Giant neon white lights were twisted into shape, spelling it for everybody to read. 
 
    “Reincarnation…” 
 
    Max and Hudson moved into line and whispered to one another. 
 
    “Looks like regular folks here,” Hudson said. “I wonder how much money is moving around inside.” 
 
    “It’s still the middle of the day. If there’s already a line this early, the place probably gets packed later.” 
 
    “There’s gotta be loot in there…” 
 
    They waited patiently until finally being allowed to step within the luxurious club. As soon as he got inside, Max was greeted with even more intricately carved white marble statues. The soft glow of blue neon lights highlighted the tiles, creating a path toward a larger barroom. 
 
    Electronic synths and bass thumped softly in the air as a crowd moved to the music on the dance floor. On the other side, robot bartenders made drinks for all of the patrons looking to place an order on the tablet. All around the room, men and women lounged on white leather sofas and relaxed without a care in the world. 
 
    “Nice change of pace from the Ink District,” Hudson said. “Everybody’s in a good mood.” 
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable now. These people might be dressed to impress but I’m guessing they’ve all got something to hide.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly blending in here…” 
 
    Max and Hudson looked at each other’s outfits. Despite how many credits he had, Hudson hadn’t changed much from when Max first saw him. His facial hair was groomed a little better. His shirt and jeans didn’t have as many wrinkles. But he didn’t spend any more on his outfit, the cheap ballcap as glaring as ever. 
 
    Max was in no position to judge him, laughing at how out of place they were among the better-dressed patrons. 
 
    “C’mon,” Max said. “We didn’t come here to dance and make friends.” 
 
    Max made his way through the barroom and down a long hallway illuminated only by lights on the floor. A few more steps and the black walls began to shake all around him. In the distance, he could hear something loud like thunder but couldn’t quite place it. The end of the hall slowly came into view and the noise became more obvious. 
 
    He stepped out with Hudson onto a plateau where dozens were gathered. An arena with hundreds of filled seats surrounded a pit below them. 
 
    Max walked forward to the steel railing and looked down into the pit. “Looks just like the War Zone…” 
 
    The steel grid below was twice the size of the battleground in Barb Wire. Glowing red lights ran along the tiles on the ground and across the walls. 
 
    “Nothing you can’t handle,” Hudson said. “It’s a different color but everything else is the same.” 
 
    “Not entirely. Look.” Max pointed at one of the steel columns in the middle of the battlefield where two combatants were going at it. A turret with two cannons on top of it fired while they tried to engage with one another. 
 
    “It looks like there’s more than one,” Hudson said. “But they’re not active.” 
 
    “I’m guessing things work a little differently around here.” 
 
    “Ah! There he is!” 
 
    Max turned around to see a familiar-looking woman walk up to him. Her platinum-blond hair shined even underneath the dim lights of the arena. She was dressed in the same shirt and short blue jeans from the night before, though it was the look in her eyes Max remembered more than anything else. 
 
    “This is who I was talking about, Slug,” she said to the man next to her. 
 
    Max eyed the big man up and down. Tan skin. Shaved head. Tattoos on his face. Nothing about his outfit stood out except for the ACE strapped near his wrist, which he made more apparent by crossing his massive arms. He was tall enough to look Max right in the eye. 
 
    Max ignored the big man and turned to her. “Venom. And your friend…” 
 
    “This is my associate Slug. Don’t try to let him intimidate you. He only hurts people who are disrespectful.” She glanced at Hudson, who was staring at her with the same quiet intensity as Max. “You’ve brought a friend with you.” 
 
    “This is Hudson. He’s my Agent.” 
 
    “An Agent? Then you are a professional.” 
 
    “Not a professional. Just need a man by my side to make sure I get the creds I’m due.” 
 
    “Confidence. I like that. If you’re as good as you think you are, you’ll get all the creds you deserve and more.” 
 
    “Creds. Loot. I want it all.” 
 
    The blond narrowed her eyes. “You seem to have a curious interest in loot.” 
 
    “I fight. I win. What better way to celebrate?” 
 
    “Indeed. But you haven’t won yet. Come with me. I’ll show you how things work. Don’t worry. Slug will keep your friend here company.” 
 
    Max gave Hudson a nod before walking along the side railing with Venom. Everybody’s attention was on the fight down below, yelling and screaming at every move the combatants made. Max followed the blond down a set of stairs until they were close enough to the arena he could see the turrets up close. 
 
    “What are those?” He pointed at one of the columns. 
 
    “Towers,” she said. “Every tower lets out a concentrated blast. No matter what kind of armor you’re wearing. No matter what kind of abilities you use. Towers do a minimum of ten-percent to your hit points. It always hurts.” 
 
    “How do they decide what to fire at?” 
 
    “It depends on who activates it first. You can gain control by taking it. Sounds simple but try doing that when someone is pointing an ACE at you.” 
 
    “There’s more than one tower.” 
 
    “The bigger the stakes, the more towers are active. Some people say it’s cheating to use the towers to your advantage. There are battles where a combatant hadn’t landed a single ability but still won. I say it makes things a little more interesting. What do you think, Max?” 
 
    Max kept his eyes locked on the battle below. He watched closely as the two fighters moved around one another, fighting off their lack of energy and stamina as well as one another. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Blasts from the towers are just another rule. The better fighter always wins.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true professional.” 
 
    Max watched one of the opponents take a concussive blast right to his chest and fall onto his back. He looked up at the digital display hanging from the ceiling and saw his hit points slowly draining away. 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute!” 
 
    He looked around to see the crowd all chanting the same thing then turned back to the fight. The victor stood over his downed opponent and aimed his ACE right at his face. A violent blast splattered his head in every direction to the delight of the crowd. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Max said. “The guy’s hit points were already gone.” 
 
    The scoreboard turned black with red letters flashing upon it. 
 
    EXECUTION! 
 
    “Fighters get a credit bonus for executing an opponent with a little style.” 
 
    Max watched attendants rush in to gather the remains of the loser. “I wouldn’t call blowing a helpless man’s head off ‘style’…” 
 
    “If you’re gonna fight in here, it’s just something you’re gonna have to get used to. I don’t know where you came from but here in the Vicious Sanctum, the credits go to the one who’s willing to earn ‘em. Mercy won’t get you anywhere.” 
 
    The red lights illuminating the steel grid below were dimmed as the next battle was prepared for the hundreds gathered. 
 
    “What do you think?” Venom crossed her arms. “You having second thoughts?” 
 
    “The only thing I’m having second thoughts about is making sure I get the credits.” 
 
    “The towers might not be what you’re used to. Same for the Executions. But look around.” She pointed at the booths above her. Glass walls separated the wealthier observers from the more common people. “There’s a broker in every booth. They’re all looking to make some cred. You fight. You win. There’ll be so much action on you, you’ll have enough to line your pockets and have you drowning in all the loot you want.” 
 
    Venom narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “What is she up to?” 
 
    He decided against calling her out on it, instead biting his tongue as he looked back down onto the steel grid. 
 
    “How soon can you get me a fight?” he asked. 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    “I got an Operator. And a partner, too.” 
 
    “You came to Santa Fe prepared, huh? And you say you’re not a professional… There’s an Operator booth for you. No partner fights yet. People will wanna see how you do on your own before you get any real action. The Vicious Sanctum and Reincarnation are run by brokers, battle officials and a board of owners. If there’s no creds to be made, there’s no fight to be made.” 
 
    “You seem to have an in with someone if you can get me a fight.” He raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    She gave him a smirk and held an index finger up. “All you need to know is I can get you a fight. I won’t sponsor you. Not yet. Right now, I just want a sure thing.” 
 
    Max crossed his arms and stared right at her, his eyes unblinking. “If you want a sure thing, don’t bet against me.” He clenched his jaw and didn’t move to make sure he got his point across. 
 
    Venom kept the grin on her lips as she slowly started to nod. “I knew you were different. Come back tonight ready to strap in and put on a show.” 
 
    Max headed back to Hudson. The big man Venom called Slug kept a close eye on both of them as they left the arena and headed into the main barroom. Max looked back to make sure they weren’t being watched before saying anything. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Hudson asked. 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath before he said anything. “The towers are something new. Fighters get an execution bonus for finishing a downed opponent. But outside of the lights and the name, it’s not anything I can’t handle.” 
 
    “What about the Disciples? Did you ask about them?” 
 
    “After what happened with Black, I don’t think it’s a good idea to trust someone like Venom so quick. She claims to have ties to a broker but wouldn’t say anything else.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “There are broker booths all over the arena. There’s money moving around. Somebody here can lead us to the Disciples. I win enough, I can ask about loot without making it look suspicious.” 
 
    Max could see the reservation in his friend’s eyes. But he knew he didn’t have to convince Hudson to keep going. Not with everything already on the line. 
 
    “The ACE was just for your protection,” Hudson said. “Never planned to force you to come out of retirement.” 
 
    “We get this matter settled quick, it should be a short comeback. And it starts tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight, huh?” Hudson took a step back and looked him up and down. “You still got your battle armor? I’ve got some creds you can use…” 
 
    “Let’s see what else I can find to suit up in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    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: Medium 
 
      
 
    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% 
 
      
 
    Max read the digital display on the metal device wrapped around his left forearm. The small room he sat in was quiet. The low hum of the regenerator next to him was joined only by the soft breathing of the man leaning against the wall. 
 
    Hudson crossed his arms as he looked around. “Same set up as the War Zone. More than enough for you to get prepped in. How you feeling?” 
 
    Max powered on his ACE. The warmth of the silicone digging into his skin spread from his arm and surged through the rest of his body. “No feeling like an ACE… I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You could’ve bought some better armor.” 
 
    “What? This?” Max ran his fingers along the rusty steel covering him. “It’s pretty flimsy but should be able to take a few shots. Not that I plan on getting hit at all…” 
 
    “Just remember. It doesn’t matter if you win or lose out here. Keep fighting and make a name for yourself. Pretty soon you’ll be just another Contender in the Vicious Sanctum. Then we can start asking around for the Disciples. The creds don’t matter.” 
 
    The room shook as the noise came from within the arena. Max popped up to his feet and put his leather coat over his flimsy metal armor. 
 
    “I’ll be with Zigzag in the stands. Plenty of empty seats.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter as long as the important people are watching.” 
 
    Hudson put a hand on Max’s shoulder. “Get it done.” 
 
    Max gave him a nod then looked up at the sign hanging above the entrance. 
 
    THE VICIOUS SANCTUM LIES AHEAD 
 
    Max walked out of the room and into a narrow corridor. The black pathway was illuminated only by the faint glow of red neon lights on the floor. The lines led toward the steel grid. As soon as he stepped out into the arena, Max saw the pulse of the red lights surround him in every direction. He ignored the half-filled arena, most of the audience too busy enjoying their drinks to pay too much attention to him. Above them, broker boxes housed those wealthy enough to afford the luxury seats. 
 
    Scattered around the 100-yard battlefield, towers stood ominously with two cannons pointed at the ground. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like they’re active… You with me, Proxy?” He adjusted his earpiece then turned around to look above. 
 
    Proxy stood on a small balcony, swiping a tablet she observed through a pair of digital goggles. “Loud and clear.” 
 
    “Anything I should know?” 
 
    “I watched a couple of battles before. Only one tower is gonna be up for grabs.” 
 
    “Up for grabs?” 
 
    “There’s a control panel on it. I don’t know how it’s activated exactly. Couldn’t get a closer look. But once you get near it, you should be able to figure it out.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then it’ll fire on your opponent when they’re in proximity. Or if your opponent gets control of it—” 
 
    “It’ll fire on me. Don’t matter. I’ll beat this guy by myself.” 
 
    “That’s the idea, Max. Hit points are full. Energy is steady. You won the War Gamez with those abilities. I don’t see why you can’t win tonight.” 
 
    “Winning is one thing. I’m not in the mood for too much excitement.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to the Vicious Sanctum!” The voice thundered over the speakers. “Tonight, we have a special introductory battle. Please join me in welcoming the man making his debut here at Club Reincarnation… Give it up for Max!” 
 
    Max’s introduction was met with a smattering of applause. 
 
    “What happened to Maximilian?” Proxy said with a laugh. 
 
    “I’m not Maximilian. I’m just a guy trying to make some creds… Nothing special.” 
 
    “And introducing his opponent. Let’s have a warm welcome for TJ Melee!” 
 
    Maximilian looked across the red steel grid at his opponent. A long-haired man in blue and red battle armor raised his hands as a spotlight focused on him. Outside of the ACE strapped to his arm, there wasn’t much remarkable about him, Max thought. 
 
    “Standard issue ACE,” Proxy said. “Might be loaded though. We’ll see what kind of abilities he has when you get into it.” 
 
    “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “Do what you always do, Max. Close the distance or play it from afar. Just remember to watch that tower.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on my numbers.” 
 
    “You know I always do.” 
 
    “Let the battle begin!” As soon as the voice spoke, the red lights of the arena flickered brighter. Electronic strings and bass were pumped in through the speakers, thumping loud enough it shook the steel beneath Max’s feet. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Max raced forward with his adrenaline surging through his veins. He raised his ACE up and shot a Fiery Arrow at TJ but it was avoided with a sudden dash to the side. 
 
    “Movement,” Proxy said. “That’s one ability. Energy is down to 87-percent.” 
 
    TJ kept dashing, moving so fast he was already right next to one of the towers at the side of the arena. 
 
    “Not so fast.” Max aimed another Fiery Arrow, crashing it into the tower and forcing his opponent to roll out of the way. TJ gritted his teeth in frustration and fired a hail of projectiles. Max immediately put his ACE up and activated an Energy Shield around him to absorb everything. 
 
    “That’s 15-percent,” Proxy said. “Try not to use it too often.” 
 
    “Just need to get in position.” 
 
    Max faked firing another arrow. TJ bought the fake, rolling out of the way when there was nothing to dodge. Max used the short opportunity to boost himself forward until he stood a meter in front of his opponent. 
 
    A Mammoth Blast from his ACE caught TJ in the chest and sent him rolling back along the grid. 
 
    “Big hit!” Proxy said. “Keep it up!” 
 
    Max moved forward to finish off his opponent. But just when Max was on top of him, TJ activated a burst of energy that sent Max flying several meters back. 
 
    Max landed on the steel with a thud. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “Ten-percent to your hit points. You still with me, Max?” 
 
    “Fine… Just got the wind knocked out of me…” He rolled over and pushed himself back up to his feet just in time to see TJ again trying to activate the tower. 
 
    Max sent another Fiery Arrow in his direction. TJ ducked out of the way but quickly went back to activating the tower. 
 
    “Control of the tower is at 75-percent,” Proxy said. 
 
    The urgency in her voice was enough for Max to run forward even harder. He used his passive abilities to move as fast as he could until he was right behind TJ. His ACE up, Max fired a Mammoth Blast and caught TJ in the back. The concussive blow cracked the blue and red armor and sent TJ reeling forward onto his stomach. 
 
    “You can finish him,” Proxy said. “He’s below 50-percent.” 
 
    “I can do that. But I need to figure out how to work this thing…” 
 
    While TJ struggled to recover, Max pressed his hands over the control panel. 
 
    “Let’s see…” He examined the two meters on the digital blue display. One of them was nearly full while the other was empty. “I think this is how you do it.” He put his hand down on the touchpad beneath the display and watched as the empty meter began to fill green. 
 
    “Keep an eye on my friend here,” Max said. 
 
    He kept his eyes locked on the digital meter and watched it reach 50-percent. 
 
    “He’s getting up, Max.” 
 
    “Almost there…” 
 
    “Max…” 
 
    Max could barely see TJ beginning to stir from the corner of his eye. 
 
    The meter moved to 70-percent. 
 
    “Almost…” 
 
    “Max…” 
 
    TJ pushed himself back up to his feet and shook himself out of the daze he was in. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    Max turned around at the last moment, ducking to avoid the projectiles from the compartment of TJ’s ACE, then quickly raised up to respond with a Fiery Arrow. The arrow caught TJ in the arm, forcing him to lower his weapon and grimace in pain. 
 
    “Got it.” Max pressed his hand on the touchpad and watched the meter fill up completely. 
 
    TJ looked up as the turret activated and pointed right at him. “Shit—” He could barely finish muttering as an energy blast caught him right in the chest and sent him reeling. 
 
    “He’s down to 20-percent,” Proxy said. “He’s out of the proximity of the tower though.” 
 
    “I can take it from here.” Max ran forward as TJ got back up to his feet. 
 
    The man in the blue and red armor swung violently. Max avoided the punch and responded with his own, catching TJ in the jaw. Another hard punch from his opponent was met with another counter underneath his chin. Two punches and TJ was already bleeding from the mouth. His knees wobbled as he tried to stay standing. 
 
    TJ lazily raised his ACE up but Max knocked it down then caught him in the chest with a Mammoth Blast. The massive blow sent TJ stumbling until he fell onto his stomach. Max moved closer to him, looking down at his fallen opponent on the steel grid. 
 
    “He’s at 5-percent,” Proxy said. “You got this.” 
 
    “I think I do…” 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute! Execute!” 
 
    The sudden interruption from the crowd made Max turn his head up. Even though most of the seats were empty, those in the stands all chanted in unison as they pumped their fists. 
 
    “His hit points are dropping,” Proxy said. “He won’t recover from his internal ruptures. There’s no reason to finish him off.” 
 
    Max looked down at TJ. He was barely conscious, blood trickling out of both sides of his mouth and his eyes flickering. 
 
    “If I don’t finish him off, people will think something is wrong,” Max said. 
 
    “It’s your call. Do what you need to do. But I know that isn’t who you are.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    Max raised his ACE up and immediately had second thoughts. It wouldn’t have been the first time he blew away his opponent. This time was different, he thought. 
 
    “He’s just an opponent. That’s it…” 
 
    Max gritted his teeth and lowered his arm down. The rest of TJ’s hit points ticked away and the red lights in the arena dimmed. 
 
    “The battle is over!” 
 
    The announcement over the speakers was met with a chorus of boos. Max put his hands on his hips and stepped back to allow the attendants to usher TJ’s lifeless body out of the arena. 
 
    “Nice job, Max.” 
 
    “Thanks…” 
 
    Max looked up at the broker’s boxes then noticed a familiar face looking down on him. Even though she was several stories higher, the intense look on Venom’s face was clear. Max stared back at her. 
 
    “You all right?” Proxy’s voice made Max look away. 
 
    “I’m fine. Don’t have a scratch on me.” 
 
    “You haven’t lost a step.” 
 
    “This was just my first match in the Vicious Sanctum. I’m pretty sure Venom gave me an easier opponent on purpose.” 
 
    “No reason you can’t celebrate. C’mon. I’m sure Hudson and Zigzag are eager to celebrate.” 
 
    Max looked up at Venom. She remained standing in the broker’s box, her stare as emotionless as it had been this entire time. 
 
    “Whatever…” 
 
    He stopped thinking about her and turned around to leave the arena. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “There are three towers on the battlefield. A one-on-one battle with only one tower activated is a negligible difference. But all three towers could prove to be the deciding variables on a battle’s outcome.” 
 
    Max listened to Zigzag’s explanation and nodded in agreement. “I won’t argue with that. I should be able to get used to it.” 
 
    “Won a battle and you’re already talking about the next one,” Proxy said. “I don’t even know why you retired in the first place.” 
 
    Max gave her a wink and leaned back in his seat. 
 
    While he enjoyed some a simple glass of water, the others helped to themselves to their own drinks. Off to the side of the lounge, they were able to enjoy their privacy while the other patrons relaxed in the ambiance of Club Reincarnation. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want a drink?” Proxy said to Max. “This is the synthetic stuff. Won’t get you as drunk. Won’t leave you with a nasty hangover.” 
 
    “Just because I won doesn’t mean I need to celebrate. We’ve still got our work cut out for us.” 
 
    “We’re not exactly any closer to finding out who the hell these Disciples are. They might not even exist.” 
 
    “I have downloaded the Santa Fe police files into my database,” Zigzag said. “There is record of a group called the Disciples in the area and there are individuals with records linked to past criminal activity.” 
 
    “Any chance you see any of them around here?” Max asked. 
 
    “Those mentioned have already been apprehended. There are no more outstanding warrants.” 
 
    “Figures,” Max sighed as he looked around the bar. “We’ve only been in Santa Fe for a few days but we’re making progress. I figure if I keep winning, eventually I’ll be able to see who’s pushing the loot around here…” 
 
    He noticed Hudson had been quiet this entire time. Hudson kept his head down, his eyes focused on his half-empty glass of liquor. 
 
    “You all right?” Max asked. 
 
    “Just finished a call from the hospital. Sammy’s still under. His condition’s stable but they’re not sure if he’ll ever get full brain activity back. Whoever beat him knew what they were doing. It’s like they didn’t want him to die just so he could suffer.” 
 
    “If the Disciples are pushing weight around here, I’d believe they were capable of something like that. We’ll get ‘em, Hudson. We just gotta be patient and wait until we’ve got enough attention.” 
 
    “Speaking of attention,” Proxy said. 
 
    Max turned his head to see Venom walking toward their table. The stern look on her face was enough for him to know something was wrong. He jumped up to his feet and stood in her path to stop her from getting any closer to the table. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You didn’t execute him. I thought you said you were trying to make credits.” 
 
    Venom furrowed her brow, an angry stare locked on Max. He turned away from her while he searched for the right answer. 
 
    “It’s not something I’m used to,” he said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Max looked at the table where his friends were then took a few steps away from them to make sure they couldn’t hear. 
 
    “The Sanctum’s the only place I heard where someone gets a bonus for finishing an already beaten opponent.” 
 
    “That’s what the people want. I don’t see what’s so hard killing someone when they’re already gonna die. It’s not permanent. With the harness, they’ll be regenerated.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I know what it’s like to die. I know what it’s like floating in that tub of goo. It’s not a feeling I’d put on anybody when I don’t have to.” 
 
    “You’d rather let someone suffer than put ‘em out of their misery? Even with creds on the line?” Venom crossed her arms. The frustration in her eyes hadn’t gone away though it wasn’t enough to make Max change his mind. 
 
    “I came here to win and make some creds. I do things differently. If I’m not allowed in the Sanctum because of that, fine. But you and I both know I’m good enough to fight here. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    He clenched his jaw as he looked down at her. 
 
    The small blond woman rolled her eyes and sighed before looking Max up and down. But to Max’s surprise, the anger and frustration he saw suddenly disappeared. She gave him a smirk despite her apparent reluctance. 
 
    “You’re different,” she said. “Strange but effective. Confident. It’d be stupid to stop backing a fighter when he’s winning.” 
 
    “That’s all I’m here for.” 
 
    “Yes. To make creds and get yourself some loot… Though I find it curious. You don’t have the usual build of a junkie.” 
 
    “Who said I planned on just using it?” 
 
    Venom raised her eyebrows. “A fighter and a pusher. You’re full of surprises, Max. You came to the wrong place.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “The loot territory in the Cobalt District has already been divided. There’s no place for more, even a single man. It doesn’t matter how good you are with your ACE.” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    Max wondered if he should keep pushing. If the Disciples had the presence everybody else claimed they did, he knew Venom would know it just as much as anybody. But bringing it up would only make her more suspicious to his true intentions. 
 
    “Look,” she said. “I don’t give a shit what you do with your creds. But if you wanna make it in the Sanctum, you’re gonna have to give the people what they want.” 
 
    “You say the people wanna see an Execution. Fine. Let ‘em try and execute me. Put whoever you want in front of me and I’ll rip through ‘em.” 
 
    “There’s a thin line between confidence and overconfidence.” 
 
    “And I know where it is.” 
 
    The blond raised an eyebrow in curiosity. Her eyes shifted toward the table where the rest of the group was sitting. 
 
    “The woman with the shaved head,” she said. “She’s an android.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “Her pupils are synthetic. They’ve gotten everything right except the eyes… Is she the partner you mentioned before?” 
 
    “That’s right. You think I’m good on the battlefield, put her in the Sanctum with me and you’ll see how much damage we can do.” 
 
    “All right. We’ll see if you can run the Gauntlet. Multiple opponents. You two last and maybe we can set you up with a main event fight.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how many people you put in front of us. Zigzag and I will cut through ‘em all.” 
 
    Venom took a step back and sighed a deep breath through her nose. Despite her small stature, she still stuck her nose up with an undeniable arrogance. She gave Max another look then nodded. 
 
    “Two nights,” she said. “I’ll have your opponents ready for you by then. And if you’re really as good as you say you are, then I might even consider backing you as a broker. Tell your android friend to prepare.” She pulled a small credit chip from her pocket and slammed it into his palm. “A thousand creds. Don’t spend it all in one place.” 
 
    Venom spun on her heel and marched away until she disappeared into the crowd. Max stared down at the small metallic card in his palm then took a seat back at his table. 
 
    “She didn’t sound too happy,” Proxy said. 
 
    “I get the feeling Venom’s not the type to be cheerful even when she’s in a good mood.” 
 
    “I guess when you’ve got a name like Venom, you’d have a bit of an attitude…” 
 
    “What’d she say?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “She wasn’t too happy about me not going for the Execution bonus. Said people in the Sanctum have expectations. She can’t kick me out though. Not as long as I keep winning. I do that, I’ll get full backing from her as a sponsor…” 
 
    “I don’t see how this helps us get any closer to the Disciples,” Proxy said. 
 
    “I let her know I wanted to get some loot to push.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Hudson and Proxy both gave him a confused look. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” she said. 
 
    “We can’t really trust this woman,” Hudson added. “Letting her know you’re trying to get at the loot will only make her suspicious as to why we’re here.” 
 
    “She thinks I’m fighting to make creds. Moving loot means more creds. Whether it’s the Disciples or someone else, this is the only way we’re gonna get any closer. Think about it. The cops in this town have been bought out. There are enough brokers in here some of their creds have to be dirty. We’re not cops. We’re not detectives. The only way we’re gonna be able to investigate what happened to Sammy is by figuring out for ourselves where the money comes from. Short of punching out every loot pusher in every back alley in the Cobalt District, this is the best way of getting information without drawing any suspicion.” 
 
    Max looked around the table and waited for their approval. Despite their apparent reluctance, Hudson and Proxy both nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Your reasoning is sound,” Zigzag said. “What is your next objective?” 
 
    “Our next objective isn’t for two nights,” Max said. “You and I are stepping into the Sanctum together. Venom says she’s setting up a gauntlet against multiple opponents. If I do that, she says she might have something for me.” 
 
    Max leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms, enjoying the same ambiance as the other club patrons. The rest of the table turned their attention back to their drinks. Even though they were all in agreement, there were still enough questions to have all of them doubtful as to whether or not they were actually on the right path. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “You wanna head to the back with me and have some fun? We’ve got some virtual stimulators that amplify things just right.” 
 
    The blond batted her eyelashes at Max, a not-so-subtle pixie smirk coming across her lips. Max couldn’t help a smile though he still shook his head at her. 
 
    “Not tonight,” he said. 
 
    The seductive look in her eyes went away as she shrugged. Max took a second to watch her walk away in her red lingerie before turning his attention to his friend. 
 
    “You should go back there,” Hudson said. “Have a good time. A little fun will clear your head before you head into this next battle.” 
 
    “My head’s clear enough. I figure you need it more than I do.” 
 
    “I’m comfortable where I’m at right now. The view’s nice enough.” 
 
    “No kidding.” Max chuckled and took a look around the club. 
 
    The two found themselves back in Neon Claws the night after Max’s initial victory in the Vicious Sanctum. The club wasn’t much different from how max remembered it. Businessmen with more credits than they knew what to do with lavished all of the scantily-clad women vying for their attention. There was no shortage of eye candy though the duo sitting at the bar distracted themselves with more important matters. 
 
    “Thanks for coming out with me,” Hudson said. “How are they doing?” 
 
    “With the credits you lent ‘em, I’m sure Zigzag and Proxy are enjoying the sights and sounds of Santa Fe. Even with the Disciples running things behind the scenes, it’s all pleasant on the surface.” 
 
    “They ready for tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Zigzag is always battle ready. She’s been in combat training ever since they made her. Proxy’s got the hang of the arena. Towers change things a little but I trust her. Don’t know anything about our opponents until we get back out there… How’s Sammy doing?” 
 
    The blank look on Hudson’s face was the only answer Max needed. A deep sigh and a shake of his head added more confirmation. 
 
    “We’re getting closer,” Max said. “Even if the Disciples don’t have ties to anybody at Reincarnation, it won’t be hard to find another loot pusher and get some answers. It’ll be easier with the police looking the other way.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just… thinking about what they did to my friend… I’m gonna make ‘em pay, Max.” 
 
    Some frustration washed over Max as he struggled to find a way to console Hudson. Hudson swiped along the digital tablet resting on the counter and ordered another drink. 
 
    “Have a drink and loosen up,” Max said. “Get your mind off everything going on. Have some fun.” 
 
    “And here I thought I was the irresponsible one.” Hudson gave him a smirk to let him know he wasn’t completely lost in his sorrows. 
 
    Max patted him on the shoulder then got up from his seat. He took a look around the bar then began walking around in no particular direction. 
 
    “I wonder if anybody here’s got any ties to the Disciples…” 
 
    Everywhere he looked, there were groups of businessmen gathered around the different stages. The lone men who wandered in by themselves were accompanied by seductive vixens trying to take them for every last credit they had. The way the dancers pouted their lips and narrowed their eyes was more than enough to make a weaker man give in to his desires. 
 
    Soft electronic music played in the background. The faint aroma of perfume filled the air. Dim pink lights created a more comfortable and inviting atmosphere. 
 
    The ambiance had Max distracted enough, he bumped into a woman without realizing it. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He took a step back then looked down at the petite brunette in a set of black underwear. Max chuckled when he realized it was Sabrina. 
 
    “Look who it is,” she said. “Back in Neon Claws. Thinking about becoming a regular?” 
 
    “I’ve got creds but I don’t think I could be a regular in a place like this.” 
 
    “You don’t have to spend everything you got. Just enough to keep yourself happy.” 
 
    She trailed her hand along the inside of his jeans. Despite how soft her touch was, Sabrina’s attempt at seduction wasn’t enough to distract Max from why he was here. When she realized she wasn’t getting through, Sabrina pulled her hand away and turned off her charms. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “My friend needed a place to get away and get his mind off things.” 
 
    “I get that. Santa Fe can be a shitty place. Sometimes you just need to get your mind off everything.” 
 
    Max walked over to a nearby couch with Sabrina taking a seat next to him. He didn’t completely trust her yet though he saw no reason to push her away. 
 
    “How’s your little search going?” she asked. “Find who you’re looking for?” 
 
    “For a group of guys who are apparently running things, the Disciples do a good job of keeping a low profile.” 
 
    “Just because it’s not a secret doesn’t mean they do their business out in the open. All it takes is one mistake for their whole operation to get turned on its head.” 
 
    “Cops don’t seem like they give too much of a shit about anything here.” 
 
    “Cops are the least of their worries. There are other gangs, too. Drug pushers from the other districts wouldn’t mind getting control of the loot game around here.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that. Maybe I should’ve just gone with my instinct and went through every alley to find every man trying to sell his junk.” 
 
    Sabrina giggled softly. “I’m sure you’d find who were looking for if you did that. You look like you can handle yourself, too. But you’d get tired eventually. You’re not a superhero.” 
 
    Max leaned back in his seat and looked to the other side of the club. The relaxing ambiance wasn’t enough to take away his focus. 
 
    He was examining the men enjoying themselves when one of them caught his eye. 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    He squinted to get a better look at him through the dim lighting. 
 
    “Not a businessman. Homeless, maybe… Nah… Too clean for that.” 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Sabrina said. 
 
    “You see that man over there straight ahead? By himself. Brown raincoat. Bald head. Tattoos on his neck.” 
 
    “Oh, him,” Sabrina spoke his name like she loathed saying it. “That’s Pablo.” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “He’s got a reputation around here. He’s a real creep. Tries to take advantage of the girls. Wants ‘em to do more than what we’re paid to do, if you get what I mean.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t management kick him out?” 
 
    “Because he’s got creds. As long as he’s not hurting anybody, he’s got all the reason to stay. Money is more important than anything else.” 
 
    Max softly shook his head, his eyes still locked on the man in the raincoat. “I figure a guy like that doesn’t make his money legitimately. He’s gotta be a pusher.” 
 
    “So what if he is? You gonna beat him up?” 
 
    Max slowly turned toward Sabrina and raised an eyebrow at her. She stared back at him and giggled again. 
 
    “Wait… You’re seriously gonna beat him up—” 
 
    “If he’s moving weight, he can lead me to the Disciples.” 
 
    “You can’t just walk up to him and punch his lights out.” 
 
    “You’re right…” It only took a second for Max to come up with an idea. “I just need to get him alone. What do you think, Sabrina?” 
 
    “What do I think? I don’t know what to think. I only hope you’re joking—wait a second… You want me to…” 
 
    “I just need him alone for a few minutes. Once I get my answers from him, that’ll be that.” 
 
    “Ungh… Just the thought of spending time with that creep isn’t worth whatever credits he’s gonna pay me.” 
 
    “I’ll pay you. Whatever you think it’s worth.” 
 
    Sabrina clenched her jaw as she stared at the man sitting by himself. “A thousand credits.” 
 
    Max chuckled at how simple it was to convince her. He reached into his jacket and pulled out the credit chip Venom had given him. “A thousand credits.” 
 
    Sabrina swiped it from his hand and stuffed it into her purse. “I’ll get him alone. But if he gets anywhere near me before you start questioning him, you’re gonna owe me a lot more than a thousand.” 
 
    “He won’t put a finger on you.” 
 
    She stared at Pablo before reluctantly getting up to her feet. Max watched from a distance as she bent over to get his attention. The bald thug immediately shifted his eyes toward her. Even with how dark it was, it wasn’t hard for Max to tell Sabrina was doing her job. 
 
    “Almost there… C’mon…” 
 
    Sabrina and Pablo exchanged a few words before he got up from his seat. She put her arm around his and escorted him to the back of the club, making sure to eyeball Max while she did. 
 
    Max looked around to make sure nobody was watching him. Nearly a minute had gone by before he stood up and headed to the back. 
 
    The back of Neon Claws was even darker than the main room. Max shook his head at the doorways leading to different rooms. 
 
    “Shit… Which room is she in?” 
 
    There were more than a dozen rooms. Red and green lights indicated whether or not they were available. He walked up next to one of the thin metal doors and put his ear up to it. 
 
    He pushed it open to find a dancer sitting on a businessman’s lap, grinding her hips against him. The two of them were too distracted to notice Max before he closed it. 
 
    He moved to the next red door and opened it just a crack. 
 
    “Hold on…” Sabrina’s voice came from inside. “I’m a little shy.” 
 
    “No need to be shy,” the man’s voice responded. “We’re just trying to have some fun. I promise I’ll make it worth your while.” 
 
    “Okay. I just… I need a second…” 
 
    Max pushed the door open and stepped into the small booth. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Pablo immediately became furious and pulled a switchblade from his pocket. 
 
    Sabrina yelped softly as she leaned against the wall. 
 
    Max moved forward and caught Pablo’s wrist just as he thrust with it. A quick turn in the wrong direction twisted Pablo’s tendons and made him yelp in pain. 
 
    “It’s all right.” Max swiped the knife away with his other hand. 
 
    Sabrina closed the door, pressing herself against the wall to make sure she was out of the way. 
 
    “I just wanna ask you a few questions,” Max said. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Pablo tried to swing with his other arm but Max moved out of the way and countered with a punch of his own. The blow caught Pablo in the mouth and kept him in his seat. 
 
    “Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” Max sighed, twisting Pablo’s arm to emphasize his point. 
 
    “…All right,” Pablo grunted in frustration. “I’ll answer your fucking questions. Just lemme go.” 
 
    “Don’t try anything.” Max gave Pablo his arm back and looked down at him. “Where are you getting your supply?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your loot. Who’s giving it to you?” 
 
    Pablo furrowed his brow as he wiped the blood from his lip with the back of his mouth. “You a fuckin’ pig?” 
 
    “If I was a pig, I wouldn’t give a shit what you’re doing. Answer the question.” 
 
    Pablo shook his head. “Everybody in Cobalt gets their shit from the Disciples. They’re running everything here.” 
 
    “Where do you get it?” 
 
    “It’s shipped to me. In a package. Speeder comes by my place and tosses it at my doorstep. Don’t know who. Just get a message on my phone telling me what time it’s coming. I move it, I get paid.” 
 
    “How do I get in on this?” 
 
    “You don’t. The Disciples came to me when I was selling in the Ink District.” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “It wasn’t anybody. Just got a message on my AD asking me if I wanted to make some creds. Next thing I know, I’ve got loot packages on my doorstep. That’s how it works with everybody.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    Judging from the fear in Pablo’s eyes, Max figured he was telling the truth. He looked at Sabrina and saw how worried she was getting. 
 
    “We done here?” Pablo said. “Because I’m trying to have some fun with this bitch here—” 
 
    He suddenly jumped up from his seat and tackled Max, catching him by surprise. The two stumbled through the door and landed in the hallway, the blade falling from Max’s hand. 
 
    “Max!” Sabrina yelled helplessly as the two struggled on the floor. 
 
    “Son of a bitch! I’ll kill you!” 
 
    Max ignored Pablo’s shouts of desperation and managed to roll him onto his back. But he only landed one hard punch to his jaw before multiple sets of arms picked him up from the ground. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” 
 
    Max looked around and saw six security guards grabbing onto him. He sighed in frustration as he was walked out of the backroom and into the club. 
 
    “Just lemme tell my friend I’m stepping out,” Max said. 
 
    “We’ll let ‘em know,” one of the guards said. “We don’t need people like you around here.” 
 
    The last thing Max saw before being forced out the front entrance was Sabrina standing there. Despite the concern in her eyes, there was a slight smirk on her lips. It was enough for Max to know it wasn’t a complete mistake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Hudson informed me of the situation from last night. I’m sorry your evening was spoiled.” 
 
    Max chuckled at Zigzag’s apparent disappointment. “Don’t worry about it. Just got a little overzealous. Figured I could squeeze some information from a seller I found.” 
 
    “Were you able to acquire any useful data?” 
 
    “Apparently, the Disciples like to keep a low profile. Even the dealers on the corners and in the alleys don’t know who they are personally. If we’re gonna find out who these assholes really are, we’re gonna have to knock on everyone’s door or make enough noise they come looking for us.” 
 
    “There are hundreds in the Vicious Sanctum watching. If you intend to continue fighting, we will eventually draw the eyes of those with significant credits.” 
 
    Max sat inside the small room before the entrance to the Vicious Sanctum. It was sparse outside of a few lockers and a lone regenerator. 
 
    Zigzag stood rigidly near the hallway leading onto the battlefield. No expression on her face, it was easy to tell she was focused. 
 
    “How’s your new armor?” he asked. 
 
    The sleek metal frame she used to wear was replaced with a smaller white counterpart. Her legs and midriff exposed, Max thought she was beginning to appear more human every day. 
 
    “You do not have to worry about the change in material,” she said. “My structural frame will not be compromised due to the lack of an exoskeleton suit. I can sustain the same amount of trauma I would otherwise. Removing the redundant armor pieces will increase my speed by a considerable percentage yet to be determined.” 
 
    Max gave her a nod of approval. “Speed. That’ll be important with the towers in play. You ready to kick some ass?” 
 
    Her pink lips twitched into a subtle smile. “I am ready to kick some ass.” 
 
    Max forgot about his troubles from the other night and even the danger of stepping into the battlefield against an unknown number of opponents. 
 
    “Let’s go.” He patted the android on the arm and made his way into the Vicious Sanctum. The soft pulse of the neon red lights was already familiar to him. The dark hallway brightened from the light at the end of the tunnel. The sound of the audience chatting among themselves grew louder until they were fully in view. 
 
    He stepped onto the red grid with Zigzag just behind him as a voice came into his ear. 
 
    “Looks like some people came out to see you.” Proxy stood several meters up on the Operator’s balcony above the arena, sorting through her digital display like she always was. 
 
    “Still not filled to capacity,” Max said as he examined the audience scattered around. “All we need is one Disciple to be watching. Hell, I might even get Venom to introduce me to one of ‘em if she’s impressed.” 
 
    “No matter how you win this, she’ll be impressed. Going through multiple opponents will let everybody know you’re not the man to mess with.” 
 
    Max powered up his ACE and the rush of adrenaline surged through his veins. “Let’s get this going.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! Club Reincarnation proudly presents to you this special exhibition gauntlet battle! Tonight… Making his second appearance in the Vicious Sanctum, it’s Max!” 
 
    The same smattering of cheers from the time he made his debut greeted him. 
 
    “Tonight, Max will be attempting to defeat multiple opponents, one after the other. Introducing his first two challengers, stepping into the arena once again. You know ‘em! You love ‘em! Give it up for everybody’s favorite twins, Snow and Inferno!” 
 
    A guitar riff screeched from the arena speakers and echoed through the steel grid. Red and blue spotlights aimed toward one end of the battlefield. There Max saw two men stepping out. One of them was dressed in a light blue battle armor thick enough to stop the heaviest blows. The other wore a similar set of armor, though it was a darker shade of orange and red. 
 
    They held their arms up and waved to the crowd as they were showered in cheers. 
 
    “Maybe you should think about getting a paint job for your armor,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Armor functions the same no matter what color it is,” Max replied. “Spending creds on cosmetics is a waste.” 
 
    “I don’t know… There’s something appealing about having your own customized armor.” 
 
    “Save the fashion tips for another time.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to the Vicious Sanctum! Let the gauntlet… begin!” 
 
    Max began running forward with Zigzag right behind him. On the other end, Inferno and Snow raced to meet them. 
 
    “Zigzag, activate the tower on the eastern side,” he said. “I’m heading west. Proxy, what can you tell me?” 
 
    “I’m guessing these guys live up to their namesake. I’ll have an analysis when they use their abilities.” 
 
    Max moved to the western side of the arena where Snow had the same idea. Max aimed a Fiery Arrow at him. Snow threw up a block of ice but the arrow melted right through, forcing him to roll out of the way. 
 
    “Not fair,” Snow muttered. He stopped in his tracks and straightened his helmet out. He pointed his ACE into the air and shot a blast of energy. 
 
    “Ice Hail! Watch out, Max!” 
 
    Proxy’s warning came just in time as he was barely able to rush forward and avoid the bricks of ice showering down onto the grid. They shattered against the steel floor and made the ground slick. 
 
    “Bastard’s making it hard for me to walk…” Max leaped into the air to avoid stumbling on the wet ground. He responded with a Fiery Arrow, forcing the man in blue to jump out of the way. 
 
    “Ice Hail,” Proxy said. “He’s got an Ice Arrow, too, I’m guessing.” 
 
    Just as she said it, Snow shot an arrow right at Max. Too slow to move out of the way, Max shot an arrow right back. The clash of fire and ice created an explosion bright enough to make Max turn his head. 
 
    “Shit…” He gritted his teeth and raced toward the tower on the other side of the arena. He managed to get to it just as Snow showed up next to him. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” Max yelled. 
 
    Max aimed a Mammoth Blast but Snow responded by creating a barrier of ice around him. The energy reverberated against the ice and took off chunks from it but the blast wasn’t able to get through. 
 
    “Your energy is at 67-percent,” she said. “Either use your arrows or get close because that blast isn’t gonna get through.” 
 
    “Abilities?” 
 
    “Ice Hail. Ice Arrow. Ice Barrier. Ice, ice, ice…” 
 
    The Ice Barrier melted around Snow before he kept moving forward. 
 
    Max looked at the tower panel just a few meters away and ran toward it. “Ice Barrier’s not strong enough to take a tower blast.” He quickly got to the panel and placed his hand on it. He watched the meter slowly fill up a quarter of the way. 
 
    “He’s ten-meters away,” Proxy said. “All of his abilities are in range.” 
 
    Max rolled out of the way just as Snow fired an Ice Arrow at him. Max shot another Fiery Arrow that Snow ducked out of the way from. But it was just enough time for Max to rush up and get close. He caught Snow in the jaw with a right fist, knocking his helmet crooked on his head. Another punch to his nose sent him stumbling back. Max quickly followed up with his ACE, sending a Mammoth Blast that caught Snow right in the chest and on his back. 
 
    “Bullseye!” Proxy said. “He’s down to 40-percent.” 
 
    While Snow struggled to get back up to his feet, Max rushed back over to the tower panel and filled the meter for control of it. 
 
    “How’s Zigzag doing?” he asked. 
 
    “She seems to be holding steady. Inferno’s hit points are down to half.” 
 
    “She knows what she’s doing…” Max watched the meter fill up near 60-percent. Every second that went by, another few percentage points went up. 
 
    Snow slowly began to stir. 
 
    “Watch your back, Max.” 
 
    “Almost there… Almost there…” Max did his best to ignore Proxy’s warning, his hand pressed on the panel as it filled up. 
 
    “Bastard.” Snow spit blood from his mouth and raised his ACE up. “Let’s see how you handle this!” He fired three blasts into the air. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    “Got it!” Max filled the meter up completely to gain control of the tower then activated his Energy Barrier to block the hail of ice bricks raining down on him. The ice sparked and chipped the barrier but Max held his ground as it continued to rain down on him. 
 
    “You can’t hide forever!” Snow marched forward with his ACE up. 
 
    Max held on for as long as he could before rolling toward Snow and avoiding the Ice Arrow aimed at him. The tower activated, a blast of energy fired from the turret and caught Snow square in the chest. It sent him flying backward but Max didn’t let up, quickly rushing forward and blasting him in the chest to drain the last of his hit points. 
 
    “You took some chips from that Ice Hail,” Proxy said. “But hit points are still at 95-percent. Energy is down to 50-percent. You might not have enough to deal with the next opponents…” 
 
    “I don’t need all my energy if I’ve got control of the towers.” Max raced to the other side of the arena. There he saw Zigzag racing up the steel columns to avoid Inferno’s Fiery Arrows. 
 
    “Stand still, dammit!” The man in red armor muttered in frustration, unable to land on the agile android. 
 
    “I got you, Zigzag!” Max ran forward until he was right behind Inferno but his Mammoth Blast was rolled away from. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that to hit me!” Inferno said. 
 
    “You’re right. Good thing she’s got better aim.” 
 
    As soon as he said it, Zigzag came crashing down from the sky. She sank her blade into Inferno’s chest and out of the front of his armor. He grimaced in pain as the blood leaked from his wound. The android removed her blade and Inferno collapsed like his batteries had run out. 
 
    “His hit points are down to 20-percent and dropping fast,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Take the tower.” 
 
    Zigzag nodded and followed Max’s instructions as she placed her palm on the display. 
 
    Max focused on the other end of the arena as heavy metal thundered through the speakers above. 
 
    “That’s two!” The announcer’s voice drew cheers from the audience. “But can our combatants deal with the onslaught from their next two opponents, Jin and Jones!” 
 
    Two men in imposing suits of gray steel armor appeared like medieval knights. 
 
    “Shit,” Proxy muttered. “I think you’ll have a tough time getting through their armor.” 
 
    “The armor doesn’t matter. Just gotta get ‘em in range of the towers. Zigzag. Play defense. Let the turret do the work for you.” 
 
    “Understood.” Zigzag nodded and raced up the side of the tower just as Jones began rushing toward her. 
 
    Max ran to the western end of the arena where the armored Jin was running toward. Jin raised his ACE up and fired a missile aimed right at Max. Max ran to the side to avoid it but it still chased after him. 
 
    “Heat-seeking!” Proxy yelled. “Barrier!” 
 
    Max activated his Energy Barrier just in time to take the brunt of the explosion. He waited for the smoke to clear then saw Jin aiming his ACE at him. 
 
    “Let’s see if you can handle another one!” Jin shot another missile and again Max was forced to activate his barrier. 
 
    “Energy is down to 33-percent,” Proxy said. “You gotta get close.” 
 
    “Get close,” Max said. “I think you’ve got the right idea.” 
 
    Jin readied his ACE for another missile. The compartments opened up but Max ran as hard as he could, wrapping his arms around the big man and tackling him to the ground. 
 
    The audience gasped at the sight of them struggling with one another. Fists flew as the electronic bass continued thumping through the speakers. They traded punches as they rolled around, neither man able to gain advantage of the other. 
 
    Suddenly, Jin wrapped his massive armored gloves around Max’s collar and slammed him onto his back. 
 
    “You think I’m gonna lose to a scrawny runt like you?” He gritted his teeth, his eyes hidden behind the visor of his steel mask. Max took the brunt of a fist right to his jaw. 
 
    “Blast to get out!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    “No,” Max grunted. “Gotta… get in position.” 
 
    He moved out of the way of another punch then rolled Jin onto his back. With all of his strength, he dragged Jin forward and hammered him with a right jab. 
 
    “Now I gotcha.” Max rolled out of the way just as the tower fired. Jin was unable to avoid the blast that caught him right in his chestplate, searing the metal off of his skin. Another blast to his legs split his armor and severed his legs in a violent display. Jin fell to the floor, crawling forward as attendants ran in to take him to a regenerator.” 
 
    “Shit…” Max muttered as he ran toward the eastern end of the arena. “Where am I at?” 
 
    “Hit points are 72-percent,” Proxy said. “Only enough energy for a few more abilities. Not bad, all things considered.” 
 
    Zigzag was busy running up the steel columns to avoid the volley of energy Jones kept firing. Max paused for a moment as he looked up at the activated tower. 
 
    “Proxy, what’s the range and how far is he from it?” Max asked. 
 
    “Range is twenty-meters. I’d say he’s only about a few feet away from it.” 
 
    “I guess we’re about to find out, aren’t we?” Max didn’t hesitate, charging forward and wrapping his arms around the unsuspecting Jones. He dragged him toward the steel tower until the turrets rose up to fire. 
 
    “Shit!” Jones muttered as the unavoidable blast caught him in the legs. Another blast from the turret to his side and he was on his back. His hit points dropping, Jones laid helplessly as attendants rushed in to usher him out. 
 
    “That’s four!” The announcements with a few louder cheers from the audience. 
 
    Max put his hands on his hips to catch his breath while Zigzag stood calmly by his side. “Easy enough,” he sighed. 
 
    “But can our competitors defeat their greatest challenge yet? There’s only one way to win the gauntlet tonight and it goes through Spider!” 
 
    Max scrunched his face in confusion as the music being piped in through the speakers. “Is that… opera?” 
 
    “Carmen,” Zigzag said. “Overture. A French composition composed in the late nineteenth century.” 
 
    Zigzag’s information was the least of Max’s concerns at the moment, his attention focused on the man slowly walking into the arena. But he didn’t walk as much as he floated in. Four pairs of black steel limbs dug into the ground. They were connected to a metal apparatus around the man’s waist, suspending him in the air as he pointed his ACE to the sky. His face hidden behind a black mask, it was hard to tell if Spider could even see straight. 
 
    “Spider,” Max said. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Don’t take him lightly just because you’ve got him outnumbered,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Suggestions?” 
 
    “Zigzag’s got the speed. You’ve got the power. It’s been working so far.” 
 
    “We’ve got two towers activated, too…” 
 
    Spider stomped forward on his eight legs with his ACE pointed at Max. “An admirable performance,” he said. “But it’s time to enter the spider’s web!” 
 
    The compartments of his weapon opened and a blast of gray fluid fired out. Max rolled out of the way but some of it caught him on the ankles. The sticky fluid locked him to the steel grid unable to move. Zigzag quickly rushed up and sliced him free. 
 
    “Webbing,” Max said. “Dangerous. Same gameplan, Zigzag. Look for an opening.” 
 
    “Understood.” Zigzag nodded then raced forward to engage Spider. She twirled and dashed around the arena, avoiding more blasts of the sticky webbing. 
 
    “Enough of this!” Spider aimed his ACE to the sky and fired. Black projectiles filled the air then landed on the steel grid. 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes to get a closer look at them. “What are those?” 
 
    He got his answer when the black balls unfurled. Dozens of mechanical spiders began crawling in his direction. 
 
    “Shit.” Max raised his ACE up. A Mammoth Blast swept away a swarm of spiders trying to converge around him. 
 
    Zigzag continued dancing through the bugs as she moved closer to the man trying to nail her to the floor with his webbing. 
 
    “Gotta get him in range…” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like he’s getting anywhere near the towers,” Proxy said. “I don’t know if you two have the strength to drag him over. He wants a straight fight between the two of you.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll give him.” 
 
    Max ran forward and stomped on all of the mechanical spiders trying to crawl on top of him. He and Zigzag got close enough to strike. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Zigzag raised her blade up and swiped but Spider ascended into the air and avoided her swing. He quickly fell back down on the ground and pounced on top of Zigzag. 
 
    “Shit!” Max rushed forward but two steel limbs slammed him in the chest and sent him reeling back. 
 
    Two limbs pinning Zigzag’s arms down, the others rose up with pointed blades on their tips. 
 
    “You’re fast, android,” Spider said. “But you’re not fast enough for this.” 
 
    Max got up to his knees and shot a Fiery Arrow at Spider just before he could bring his limbs down. The arrow ripped through two of the legs, severing them completely. 
 
    “No!” Spider shouted. 
 
    The distraction was enough for Zigzag to pull her arms free and hop back up to her feet. A quick slice and two more of the limbs were severed. 
 
    “Energy is down!” Proxy said. “You’ve only got enough for one more blast.” 
 
    “That’s all I need.” Max used the last of his energy to blow away a group of spiders blocking his path to Spider. 
 
    Spider fired his webbing at Zigzag but the android dodged out of the way and severed another one of his limbs. Max raced up right next to him and grabbed the steel, twisting it between his hands until it snapped in the wrong direction. 
 
    “No! What are you doing?” Spider helplessly watched as the android cut the remainder of his legs. He was forced to fall back onto his own two feet. Max could see the defeat in his eyes even through his mask. 
 
    Spider raised his ACE up to fire but the android raised her blade up to his neck. 
 
    “It’s over,” Max said. “You’ve got no limbs. Zigzag can kill you with the flick of her wrist.” 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute!” 
 
    The audience chanted over the music pumping through the speakers. Spider sighed and lowered his arms in defeat. Zigzag kept the edge of her blade pressed against the skin of his neck. 
 
    “Your orders?” she asked Max. 
 
    “What do you say, Spider?” Max asked. 
 
    “You’ve destroyed my limbs… I concede,” Spider said. “You win.” 
 
    The lights in the arena flashed after Spider’s announcement. Zigzag lowered her blade as attendants moved in to help the defeated Spider off the battlefield. 
 
    “Nice job,” Proxy said. “You did it without any energy to spare.” 
 
    Despite the boos from the crowd, Max and Zigzag still managed to smile at one another. 
 
    “Let’s hope those assholes are watching,” Max said. “They can’t hide forever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Max stepped into the hallway leading back into Club Reincarnation. His hand around the back of his neck, he let out a soft sigh of relief. 
 
    “Are you injured?” Zigzag asked. 
 
    “Not injured. Just a little tired. This thing is draining.” He slapped the ACE on his left forearm. “I guess that’s why the damn thing is so effective.” 
 
    “You have proven your capabilities without fail. Though I would recommend letting some time pass before engaging in the next battle.” 
 
    “That’s not bad advice… I’m sure Proxy and Hudson will have a good way of figuring out how to celebrate our latest victory.” 
 
    “A celebration would seem appropriate. This is the first time we’ve defeated five opponents in a single contest.” 
 
    Max looked down the hall and saw several suits walking toward him. The men were stiff in the way they marched, their eyes locked on Max and Zigzag. 
 
    “Looks like we might have to deal with a few more opponents…” 
 
    The lead guard stared right at Max, a stoic look on his face. “Max,” he said. “I represent the interests of Kason Irving. My boss would like to speak to you.” 
 
    “Your boss, huh? What’s this all about now?” 
 
    “He will inform you himself when you are in his presence.” 
 
    Max looked over his shoulder. Four more guards stood just as serious, waiting for his response. 
 
    “Tell your boss I just got out of a long battle and I’m not in the mood for conversation. Some other time…” He tried to walk forward but the guard blocked his path. 
 
    “Mr. Irving insists he speaks with you immediately. He assures you he has no hostility toward you.” 
 
    “Insisting on speaking with me but not hostile. The irony.” He looked to Zigzag. “Let ‘em know I’ll be a little late for the celebration tonight.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” she said. “I can accompany you if you are wary this man’s intentions.” 
 
    “All the more reason not to put you in harm’s way. Don’t worry. I can handle it.” He turned back toward the guard and held his hands out. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The peaceful ambiance of the suite Max sat in was everything he could ask for at the moment. The soft blue light from the neon around him accompanied the classical music wafting through the air. The faint scent of flowers filled his nostrils. It was joined by a plate of fresh fruit sitting on a table not too far from him. 
 
    Max would have gotten up from his seat to pick at the fruit if the silk underneath his backside wasn’t so comfortable. And from what he saw, he was the only comfortable man in the entire room. 
 
    The guards stood rigidly near the entrance, their hands on their wrists and ready to draw a weapon at a moment’s notice. But the armed guards were the least of Max’s worries at the moment. His attention was instead focused on the man sitting at the desk in front of him. 
 
    A thin man in a perfectly-tailored white suit sat up in his chair. His hair was gray and slicked back over his head. His skin was tan and wrinkled, either from spending too much time underneath the sun or because he was simply old. Despite how frail he might have seemed, his posture belied a man with seemingly more energy. 
 
    The man locked a pair of beady eyes on Max. He leaned forward on his desk then picked at the green grapes sitting in a bowl next to him. 
 
    “Would you like some?” he asked. 
 
    Max shook his head. 
 
    “These aren’t synthetic. These are real grapes. Grown straight from the ground from seeds.” He rolled one of the grapes between his fingertips. “These days, grapes like this are made from the same genetic code as the real thing. Take some cells and stick it in a Petri dish. A little processing and with some science and magic, you have some grapes. You can’t tell the difference from the real thing because they’re made from the exact same material.” He slid the grape between his thin lips and chewed on it, his eyes locked on Max the entire time. “But I can tell. There’s just… something. A certain je ne sais quoi, if you will.” 
 
    Max sat patiently in his seat while he watched the man in front of him pick at another grape. “I’m guessing you didn’t invite me to your suite to pontificate on where we get fruit these days.” 
 
    “But I did. I think you deserve my hospitality. I watched your battle in the Sanctum tonight. Most impressive.” 
 
    “I figure a lot of people have done what I did tonight.” 
 
    The older man smirked. “Modest, too. But you’d be correct. You and the android are not the first to succeed in a gauntlet. The ones put into gauntlets are always the most capable. What’s interesting to me is how effective you were. Most victors stumble out of the arena and are forced to spend time in a regenerator despite their triumph. Yet you appear to be ready to take on another challenger.” 
 
    “This guy is up to something…” Max thought. He chuckled to himself despite an uncertain threat he sensed. “Activating an ACE is draining enough. I’m not in the mood to step back into the Sanctum anytime soon.” 
 
    “But the time for you step back into it will be sooner than later.” He picked up another grape and tossed it into his mouth as he leaned back in his seat. “Where are my manners? My name is Kason Irving. I’m a broker here at Club Reincarnation. I’m sure you’re quite familiar with what I’m capable of.” 
 
    “I’ve had a few experiences with a broker or two.” Max looked out the window at the view of the city. The thoughts of his time in the War Zone came back to him. “If you’re a broker, I’ll tell you right now I’m not interested in dealing with you. Doesn’t matter how many credits you’re offering me.” 
 
    “I’m aware. In the last battle you fought back in New Austin, how many credits was the prize? Three million?” 
 
    Max slowly turned back toward him. Irving kept a straight face, his eyes unblinking as he waited for Max’s response. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    The thoughts raced in Max’s head. Give up his identity or play dumb. He considered the look in Irving’s eyes and realized he didn’t have much of a choice. 
 
    “I’ll have to admit,” Irving said. “I don’t pay much attention to the battles that take place in other arenas. Most people competing are just trying to make a living. But when I saw you the first night you competed against TJ Melee, I knew there was something different about you.” He nonchalantly chewed on another grape and sighed through his nose. “It wasn’t difficult to find footage of the Rebel competing in the War Zone. Did you really think you could come to Santa Fe without anybody realizing who you are?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it…” Max laughed to himself. “I guess it’s pretty impressive I’ve gone this long without anybody recognizing me.” 
 
    “That you know of…” Irving leaned back in his seat, his fingertips pressed together. “What are you doing in Santa Fe?” 
 
    “I’m… just looking for some new competition—” 
 
    “Doubtful. The reason the Rebel gained such a following was because he wasn’t like any of the other Contenders. He fought like he was battling for more than just credits. Now you have enough credits to live comfortably on and you’re telling me you’re looking for a new challenge?” 
 
    Max looked back out the window and shook his head. “Why I’m fighting is my own business. It’s not anything you need to worry about. And if you’re interested in sponsoring me, save your breath. All you brokers are in it for the creds. Don’t pretend like I have something to gain by aligning with you.” 
 
    “Hmm… A little cynicism goes a long way in a world like this. I can’t say I blame you. I won’t attempt to back you. I won’t attempt to influence you either. I’m one of the few people in Santa Fe who knows who you are. I’ll make a lot of credits betting on you while you’re still the underdog.” 
 
    “As long as I’m fighting here, I intend on winning. But not because of you.” He got up from his seat. “If you’ve got nothing else to say… We done here?” 
 
    Irving tilted his head slightly as he pondered for a moment. “I suppose we are… There is just one thing I’d like to ask of you. If you’ll indulge me.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “People have been observing you since you arrived. You keep curious company.” 
 
    “They’re my friends.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the companions you brought along with you from New Austin. I’m speaking about the alleged broker you claim you have nothing to do with.” 
 
    “Venom… I don’t know anybody here. She’s just booking my fights. That’s it.” 
 
    “Is that so? And where did you meet her?” 
 
    Max shook his head in frustration. “If you’re telling me not to trust her, I’m way ahead of you.” 
 
    “Of course. Of all the people in the world, the one you need to watch out for is one of the leaders of the Disciples.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Max blinked, his eyes narrowed as he tried to hide his disbelief. But even a second of hesitation was enough for Irving to know he gave him some new information. 
 
    “The Disciples,” Irving said. “You don’t need to have been in Santa Fe for very long to know who they are.” 
 
    “Are you telling me Venom is running the Disciples?” 
 
    “Not alone. The big man she keeps by her side is another. Slug. A fitting name for a lug. There’s one more. A man named Lotto. Have you met him, too?” 
 
    Max shook his head. 
 
    “Well, I haven’t met him personally,” Irving said. “But I have seen him compete in the Sanctum. He’s a dangerous fighter. I’d be just as wary of him as the others.” 
 
    Max considered everything he just heard. 
 
    “Could be lying to me. But he doesn’t know I’m gunning for the Disciples. This could be a coincidence…” 
 
    “Are you all right, Mr. Maximilian?” 
 
    “I’m fine… I just gotta ask you… Why are you telling me this? Don’t pretend like you’re watching my back or you care about me.” 
 
    “The truth?” Irving chewed on a grape and shrugged. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Just assume I can make a lot of credits betting on you and leave it at that.” 
 
    Max stayed silent as he stared at the empty bowl of grapes on Irving’s desk. 
 
    “Feel free to help yourself to some fruit on the way out. You won’t find it anywhere else in Santa Fe.” 
 
    Max spun around on his heel, marching out of Irving’s suite to get back to his friends as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max walked through the main barroom of Reincarnation and searched the crowd. He eventually spotted Proxy, Hudson and Zigzag sitting at a table off to the side. 
 
    Max headed right toward it but was interrupted when someone stepped into his path. 
 
    “Hey.” Venom blocked his way, her arms crossed with a familiar sneer on her face. “Where the hell have you been?” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “I just won a long battle,” Max said. “I needed to step outside and get some fresh air.” He looked at the big man next to her. Slug was quiet and emotionless like he always was, his tattoos and muscles doing more than enough talking. 
 
    “Here.” Venom held a credit chip out to him. “That’s three grand. Impressive performance out there. Could’ve been more if you had the balls to execute Spider. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody take him out like that before.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without Zigzag.” 
 
    “You and that android are pretty formidable. I’ll have another battle set up for you in a few days…” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes at her. Everything Irving told him was still running around in his head. The thought of confronting her crossed his mind. But the chance of blowing his cover could ruin everything. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” The blond raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Maybe there’s a way…” Max held back a smirk. “Time to play my hand…” 
 
    “You know why I’m here,” he said. “The real credits aren’t fighting in the arena.” 
 
    “Oh… That… You’re still on about trying to push loot—” 
 
    “I know who you are. Both of you.” He shot a look at Slug. For the first time, Max saw the big man holding back like he wanted to say something. 
 
    Venom and Slug looked at one another before turning back to Max. 
 
    “Keep pushing…” 
 
    “Disciples,” Max said. “I want in.” 
 
    “Ha!” Venom scoffed. “You can’t just say you want in and get in. We’ve got the lion’s share of territory in Santa Fe. I’m not gonna just hand it over to you.” 
 
    ‘Then I’ll earn it. Another fighter means people are less likely to fuck with you. I know there are other gangs.” 
 
    “You’ll have to do more than win a gauntlet—” 
 
    “I’ll fight you. I’ll fight Slug. Or how about Lotto?” 
 
    Venom narrowed her eyes, biting her tongue to hold back her surprise. 
 
    “I know he’s a fighter here,” Max said. “I beat Lotto, I get a spot with the Disciples. What have you got to lose? If I’m on-board, we’ll all be making more creds.” 
 
    “No,” Slug said, his voice loud and clear. “We’re not gonna just hand a spot over to a guy who just showed up.” 
 
    “No, we’re not.” A devious smirk came across Venom’s lips as she eyed Max. She looked him up and down. “He’s gonna have to earn it… All right, Max. You got Lotto. One-on-one. You beat him, I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Max nodded in approval, doing his best to hold back his excitement. “Okay.” 
 
    “Two nights. Lotto’s a big fight. Do whatever you need to do to get ready.” 
 
    Venom snapped her fingers and walked away. Slug gave Max an eyeful before eventually joining her. 
 
    Max sighed through his nose before heading to the table. 
 
    “Hey!” Proxy said. “We missed you. Zigzag told us some broker wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    Max looked around the table. Proxy and Hudson had their eyes wide in curiosity. Even Zigzag seemed anxious about his response. 
 
    “Nah… Can’t risk ‘em…” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said. “Guy named Irving said he was impressed and wanted to sponsor me. You know I’m never dealing with a broker again.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell us twice,” Hudson said. “We’re only here for one reason. We get a hold of these assholes and make ‘em pay for what they did.” 
 
    Max put a hand on Hudson’s shoulder and smiled. “Damn right.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “…Santa Fe officials have announced the opening of registrations for the Mars transports. This weekend, Santa Fe citizens will have the opportunity to sign-up for a chance to be on-board the next set of transports scheduled for later this year. Despite increased federal funding, space is limited. Officials estimate less than five-percent of those who register will actually be given the opportunity to make the journey…” 
 
    Proxy watched with her eyes wide as Zigzag examined her half-empty glass. Max smiled at how the android always inspected her drink before swallowing it down with little effort. 
 
    “What do you think?” Proxy asked. 
 
    “There is little difference,” Zigzag said. “I have yet to find an alcohol that wasn’t so bitter. Perhaps it is a human experience I will never fully appreciate.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s for the best. Addiction is never a good thing.” 
 
    “Speaking of addiction…” Max eyed Proxy as she gulped down her shot of scotch. 
 
    “It’s synthetic,” Proxy responded with a playful sneer. “Don’t worry. I’ll be ready for the battle tomorrow night. Might as well take the opportunity to relax. It’s not like there’s anything else to do around this place…” 
 
    “We’ll be back in New Austin as soon as we get this sorted out.” 
 
    “I remember why I came with you on this vacation in the first place. I’m not in any hurry to get back. It just seems like we haven’t made much progress. Hudson’s friend isn’t getting any better. And it’s starting to mess with Hudson, too.” 
 
    “Hudson’s fine. Can’t go out for a drink every night. We all need a chance to just lie down. Considering how nice his suite is, I’m sure he’s not completely miserable.” 
 
    “Well, I’m guessing this guy you’re dealing with tomorrow night is pretty dangerous. I’ve got your back, Max.” 
 
    “Even though I will not be on the battlefield with you, you have my support,” Zigzag added. 
 
    “Thanks.” Max got up from his seat. “I’ll get you ladies another round. See if we can stop thinking about all the shit we gotta do and try to relax.” 
 
    It was a night like all the others in Barb Wire. The rowdy conversation. The aroma of synthetic liquor, tobacco vapor and cheap perfume filled the air. Even the abundance of testosterone and pheromones was thick enough for Max to notice. 
 
    He kept his head down as he made his way to the robot bartender. He scanned through the list of available drinks on the tablet. 
 
    “You don’t look like a man who orders something fancy.” 
 
    Max turned and saw Sabrina walking toward him. Dressed in a plain t-shirt and blue jeans, the brunette looked completely different when she had her clothes on. 
 
    “Sometimes we all want something a little different,” he said as he scrolled through the tablet. 
 
    “Life sucks when it’s the same thing over and over. Sometimes you don’t have a choice though.” 
 
    “…If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were following me.” 
 
    “Maybe I am. Then again, I work at Neon Claws, so you could’ve avoided me if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Considering they banned me and my friend, I don’t think I’ll be stopping by again.” 
 
    “Can’t blame ‘em. Pablo’s one of the big spenders and you punched him out. I’ll miss seeing you around. But knowing I won’t get any trouble from him makes it worth it… almost.” 
 
    They smirked at one another. 
 
    “So…” he said. “What brings you to Barb Wire? Are you following me or is this just the happening place to be?” 
 
    Her smile had left her face. She looked around as if making sure nobody else was listening. Then she leaned in close, whispering barely loud enough for it to be heard over the rest of the bar. 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” she said. 
 
    Max had some clever retort on the tip of his tongue but the seriousness in her eyes made him hesitate. It was almost as if she was worried, he thought. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Not here. I… I need to talk to you alone. Somewhere private. I… I have to show you something.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking,” she said. 
 
    “You’re breaking my heart.” A sarcastic sigh was followed by a roll of his eyes. “What do you have to show me that you can’t show me here?” 
 
    “I…” She looked around again. 
 
    “What is it? Someone following you?” 
 
    “No. I’m just trying to be careful.” 
 
    “Why do you need to be careful? If something is up, Sabrina… You can tell me.” 
 
    She looked up at him. Her throat bobbed up and down as she hesitated again. “I know you’re battling Lotto at the Sanctum.” 
 
    Max held back his surprise. 
 
    “It’s not the biggest secret in the world,” she continued. “The battles are posted. Especially the big ones. It’s getting a lot of action at Reincarnation. Sharks are taking a lot of money on it.” 
 
    “As expected…” 
 
    “You’re a dog on the betting lines. Lotto is dangerous. He doesn’t fight very often and when he does, he always wins.” 
 
    “I never take a battle lightly. Just because I’m wearing a BioHarness doesn’t mean I’m careless.” 
 
    “I get that. But Lotto is different. He’s… He’s a Disciple.” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes at her. “You know he’s a Disciple? All of them keep a low profile. How do you—” 
 
    “Listen, Max. I have to show you something. Please. You have to come with me.” 
 
    If he were anybody else, Max wouldn’t have had any reservations about going with her. 
 
    “Shit…” he chuckled to himself. “I’m in a new town. I don’t know anybody. Some brunette with somber gray eyes and a nice body wants to show me something in private. But you’ve gotta give me a better reason than that, Sabrina.” 
 
    “I wanna help you win. To beat Lotto, you need every advantage you can get. I can give you an advantage.” 
 
    The look in Sabrina’s eyes was desperate. But despite her apparent desperation, Max remained skeptical. He looked over at his friends sitting at the table and sighed through his nose. 
 
    “Zigzag. Proxy. They’re coming with me.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Sabrina said. “I promise you. This is all about beating Lotto.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “This girl is a stripper, huh?” Proxy said. “They’re all about the creds. You sure this is such a good idea?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Max said. “But we’re gonna have to trust someone in this town if we’re gonna figure this thing out.” 
 
    Max walked down the streets of the Cobalt District with Zigzag and Proxy in tow. The area wasn’t as poverty-stricken as he was used to but he wasn’t any less wary about the people walking the streets. There wasn’t much of a police presence. There were still dark alleys between the polished steel buildings where the neon lights couldn’t reach. Despite the unseen threats around him, Max kept his focus on the brunette leading the way. 
 
    “Over here.” Sabrina stepped into one of the dark alleys then next to a garage. She pressed her thumb against the lock on the door next to it and pushed the door open. 
 
    “You live here?” Max asked. 
 
    “It’s not fancy but it’s comfortable. Wait here a second.” 
 
    Sabrina disappeared inside while Max stood in the empty backlot. 
 
    “I guess this isn’t so bad,” Proxy said. “It’s away from the main street. A nice little corner nobody can find. The perfect place to get jumped…” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow at her. Before she could say anything more, the garage slowly opened up. Max peered inside after a light switched on. There he saw a couple of workbenches with electronic components strewn across it where Sabrina stood. A set of mechanical tools were scattered just the same. But what drew his attention more than anything else was the device resting on the corner of one of the tables. 
 
    “Is that…” he narrowed his eyes as he took a step closer to it. A set of three tubes sat on a steel holder like a chemistry experiment. One red. One blue. One green. The liquids inside bubbled like a thick slime. Resting next to the device was a set of polished syringes. 
 
    “Stimulants.” Max turned toward Sabrina. “This is what you wanted to show me?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “Boosters can give you the edge you need in a battle.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Proxy said. “Max, you don’t need boosters to beat Lotto or anybody else. I’ve seen you on the battlefield. I’ve seen how good you are—” 
 
    “You don’t understand. Lotto isn’t just some guy with an ACE. Lotto has a lot of credits riding on him. He’ll do whatever it takes to win. If you wanna be the only person in the Sanctum not boosting, you’re at a disadvantage. Everybody is using.” 
 
    “It’s too much of a risk,” Max said. 
 
    “That is correct,” Zigzag said. “In New Austin, stimulant abuse is nearly as rampant as loot abuse. Excessive use can lead to irreversible organ failure. If you intend on using a stimulant for a boost, you will be spending more time in a regenerator after as a result, regardless of whether or not you are victorious. The cost of flushing your system would be significant.” 
 
    “Not with this.” Sabrina picked up one of the electronic components on the desk. A small circular piece of steel with four metal prongs stuck out of it. At the center of it, was a barely visible hole. “It’s a Regulator. If you take a stimulant through this, the Regulator reads your body’s limits and prevents the syringe from injecting more. You only take as much as you’re capable of handling. Your body absorbs the stimulant and when you’re ready for another boost, you can take another one. Not only that, when you use a Regulator, the boosts are permanent.” 
 
    “Permanent?” Max raised his eyebrows in surprise. He looked at Proxy and Zigzag for their opinions. 
 
    Proxy crossed her arms and sighed. “I’ve heard of those,” she said. “They’re not common. I guess when you hear about stimulants, most people aren’t exactly taking them in moderation.” 
 
    “Regulator technology is not patented,” Zigzag said. “Though I suspect the boost from a regulated stimulant will be minor as a result.” 
 
    “It’s minor from one boost,” Sabrina said. “But over time, it adds up. Listen, Max… I’ve been studying this for a long time. I… I know how it works. I’m not putting you at risk. I promise you. If this gives you the edge in beating Lotto, wouldn’t you take it?” 
 
    Max stared hard at Sabrina. But it wasn’t the desperation in her eyes that made him consider what she was offering. 
 
    “Shit…” He put his hands on his hips and looked at the ground for a moment to collect his thoughts. “This isn’t about me. I’m doing this for Hudson.” 
 
    “I want justice for what happened to his friend, too,” Proxy said. “If you think this is the right decision, I’m with you.” 
 
    “Zigzag?” 
 
    “If the Regulator performs its functions, the risk will be negligible and you will only benefit from it,” the android said. 
 
    “All right.” Max made his decision quickly. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Sabrina sighed a deep breath of relief and moved next to him with the Regulator. “I’m gonna put this on your neck near your artery where it’s most potent. It might sting a little bit.” 
 
    She placed the device on him and the prongs sank into his skin. He clenched his jaw and grimaced from the sharp sting. “Shit… It’s like a fucking spider biting the shit out of me…” 
 
    “The Regulator is setting its place. Now… you won’t get a big boost but you can choose what you want. Speed. Strength. Stamina. It’s up to you.” 
 
    Max looked at the three tubes. “I guess that’s what those fluids are for…” Max moved closer to the tubes and inspected them. “I don’t know what to expect with Lotto. It might be a long fight. Stamina.” 
 
    Sabrina nodded then picked up one of the syringes. Everybody watched as she drew some of the blue liquid. The ooze glowed like neon lights as she held it up. 
 
    “This might sting a bit…” She pushed the needle into the Regulator and through his skin. 
 
    Proxy watched with one eye open as Sabrina pressed the plunger down. The brunette kept pushing until the syringe stopped. “Regulator’s working… How do you feel?” 
 
    Max sighed as he ran his hand over his neck. “No change.” 
 
    “The effect should kick in before your battle tomorrow. And it should stay there once your body’s metabolism adjusts to it.” 
 
    The sudden smile on Sabrina’s face was enough for Max to know he’d made the right choice. 
 
    He looked to Proxy and Zigzag. “I guess I’ve got no excuses to lose now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    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: Medium 
 
      
 
    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% 
 
      
 
    Max’s abilities hadn’t changed but he double-checked to make sure he read the rest of his stats correctly. 
 
      
 
    HP: 100% 
 
    Energy: 115% 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Looks like the stimulant made a difference. It almost feels like cheating…” 
 
    “There are few rules when it comes to competing in the Vicious Sanctum,” Zigzag said. “I would recommend you have no reservations about the stimulant you acquired from Sabrina.” 
 
    “I got no regrets. I just feel bad for Lotto.” 
 
    Zigzag smiled at Max’s outward confidence. 
 
    Hudson, however, wasn’t as amused. He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed. “Proxy told me about the Regulator. You know you don’t have to take any risks like that.” 
 
    “The Regulator reduces the risk,” Max said. “Zigzag said there isn’t much of a chance I’ll suffer any ill effects.” 
 
    “You trust Sabrina? She was just a stripper you met at the club and now she’s sticking needles in you.” 
 
    “Last I remember, it was your idea to go to Neon Claws.” 
 
    Hudson managed to give a half-hearted smile at the comment. “…It looks like Sammy’s gonna be all right. It might be a few days to get back to where he was but he should make a full recovery.” 
 
    “That’s great news.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean the Disciples are off the hook.” Hudson raised an index finger up. “We find these assholes. We make ‘em pay.” 
 
    Max wanted to tell him what was at stake in tonight’s match. He wanted to let him know he was right where he wanted to be. But he knew he couldn’t let the stress of it weigh on his friend. 
 
    “This is just another battle…” 
 
    Max put a hand on Hudson’s shoulder. “You’ve seen me fight. I’ll beat this guy tonight and then after, we’ll celebrate Sammy making a recovery.” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting for you outside. Let’s go, Zigzag.” 
 
    “Your victory is inevitable.” The android bowed her head before leaving with Hudson. 
 
    Max stared at the entrance leading into the Vicious Sanctum. He took one last deep breath before stepping into the dark hallway. The glow of the neon red lights lit a path toward the steel grid in front of him. 
 
    He stepped out on the battlefield and the lights flickered all around him with spotlights shining down from the ceiling. He ignored the chatter from the hundreds who’d gathered and pushed his earpiece in. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Proxy asked. 
 
    He looked up at the Operator in the booth above him and nodded. “You getting the same reading?” 
 
    “I think so. Says your energy is operating above your body’s standard capacity. The extra stamina from the stimulator means your ACE will have a little more to draw on. Doesn’t mean you can go crazy with your abilities though.” 
 
    “It’s not just my abilities. Towers?” 
 
    “There’ll be two active tonight. West and east like last time.” 
 
    “Recommendations?” 
 
    “I say prioritize a tower. It shortens the battlefield when there’s a spot he can’t step in.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” The announcer interrupted their conversation. “Tonight’s main event is a one-on-one battle between two outstanding contenders. Introducing first, standing in the southern end of the arena… The rookie taking the Vicious Sanctum by storm. It’s… Max!” 
 
    Hundreds had gathered though only half of them were cheering. 
 
    “You know, I think Maximilian had a better ring to it,” Proxy said. “I think you’d get more cheers if you went with that. Of course, Rebel was always your best name.” 
 
    “Didn’t come here for the cheers.” 
 
    “And introducing his opponent… Put your hands together for the one… the only… Mr. Unpredictable… It’s… Lotto!” 
 
    Horns trumpeted through the arena speakers, loud enough to vibrate the walls of the steel grid. Max looked at the steel columns spread throughout the battlefield and saw them shaking just the same. The audience stood on their feet as the trumpets continued to blare. 
 
    “Sounds like royalty is on its way out,” Proxy said. 
 
    Max watched as a red carpet was rolled out from the pathway on the other side of the arena. “Good call.” 
 
    The figure slowly emerged in the distance. A man in golden battle armor stepped out and waved to the audience. His helmet. His boots. Even his ACE looked like they had been dipped in gold. The jagged edges on his shoulders, knees and elbows only made his outfit look even more dangerous. 
 
    “Looks like Lotto went all out on outfitting himself,” Proxy said. “I’ve got a feeling it won’t be just his ACE you’ve gotta worry about.” 
 
    “My abilities are near max level. If I get close, I can get through. Worse case, I use the turrets.” 
 
    “You’re right at home in the Sanctum.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on staying here any longer than I have to.” 
 
    Max rolled his sleeve up to make sure his ACE was ready. He stood his ground and stared at the golden man on the other side. He couldn’t see Lotto’s face because of his helmet, but Max knew there was a pair of eyes staring right at him. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen… Let the battle… begin!” 
 
    The trumpets ended and electronic synths replaced them. The audience erupted with cheers. Max rushed forward at the same speed as Lotto. 
 
    “Heading for the eastern tower,” Max said. 
 
    “Looks like Lotto’s heading west… You can secure your tower or stop him.” 
 
    “Securing mine.” 
 
    Max got to the tower as quickly as he could and placed his hand down on the tablet. The green meter began to fill up, showing him his control of it. 
 
    “Uh-oh…” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘uh-oh’?” Max raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m getting different readings from Lotto. HP is at 130%. Energy is at 150%. Looks like you’re not the only one who’s using a stimulant.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I’ll chop him down like the rest.” 
 
    Max checked his ACE to confirm the numbers Proxy gave him as he finished taking control of the tower. The turret rose, ready to fire on anything that moved into its radius. 
 
    “He’s got the other tower,” Proxy said. “Stay away from the western end.” 
 
    Max turned around and moved to the center of the arena where Lotto was moving to engage him. They met at the middle, stopping ten meters away from each other. 
 
    Lotto held his hands out, his head tilted to the side. “So… You’re the one Venom has been talking about. I have to say… Black leather jacket… Cheap armor… I’m disappointed.” 
 
    “You’re about to be a lot more disappointed when I’m through with you.” 
 
    Max raised his ACE up and shot a Fiery Arrow to stop Lotto from retorting. The man in the golden battle armor put his ACE up and blocked it, green energy surrounding him completely. 
 
    “Energy Barrier,” Proxy said. “Good way to get him to use his energy but it’ll drain you faster.” 
 
    “I’ve got a little energy to spare.” Max shot another arrow and again Lotto nonchalantly blocked it again. 
 
    “Strange,” Lotto said. “To succeed with an ability so easily countered. Why don’t I show you what it really takes to win in the Sanctum?” 
 
    Lotto held his ACE up. Max watched as the compartments on the steel device opened up. A wave of sound barely visible vibrated through the air, forcing Max to roll out of the way. But even though he managed to avoid it, the energy hit him on the back and knocked him onto his stomach. 
 
    “Shit… Proxy?” 
 
    “Must be a Sound Blast of some kind. Ducking behind a wall or tower should stop it.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Lotto raised his ACE up to fire again but this time, a missile shot out of it. Max tried to counter but the speed of the missile forced him to slide behind a steel column and narrowly avoid getting caught in the explosion. 
 
    “It’s not a homing missile,” Proxy said. “No tracking but it does a lot more damage.” 
 
    “Sound Blasts. Missiles. He can shoot whatever he wants at me. He’s not gonna land.” 
 
    Max spun away from the column and shot another arrow. Lotto raised his ACE up but instead of blocking it with another barrier, a burst of white energy came out and swallowed the arrow whole. 
 
    “You wanna use the same ability over and over?” Lotto said. “Two can play that game.” The man in gold slung his arm forward and shot the same arrow right back at Max. Again Max was forced to spin out of the way and hide behind a column. The arrow ricocheted off the wall and burned a hole through the steel ground. 
 
    “Stop hiding from me!” Lotto shot from his ACE again. Max listened to blue energy crackling through the sky. It crashed against the steel floor and made a trail around the tower, leading right up to Max. It caught him on his foot and sent a jolt through his body. 
 
    “Shit…” Max muttered to himself. 
 
    “That was 10-percent,” Proxy said. “You’re still in good shape.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself. I can’t keep this fight at a distance. I’m outgunned. Gotta get close. Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s fifteen meters north from your position and he’s walking toward you. You got a plan?” 
 
    “I always do. Let me know how close he is.” 
 
    The audience cheered to drown out the louder music. Max stayed behind the tower and listened for any sign of Lotto. 
 
    “My ACE is better than yours,” Lotto said. “My armor is better. I’ve got more skills. Why don’t you just come out so we can end this quick?” 
 
    “Ten meters,” Proxy said. “Closing in.” 
 
    Max closed his eyes and took a deep breath to compose himself. 
 
    “Five meters.” 
 
    “It’s time for this to end, Max.” 
 
    Max opened his eyes and nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “Time’s up.” 
 
    Max listened to the sound of Lotto’s footsteps and moved away from the column. Lotto raised up to fire but Max was already there, wrapping his arms around him and tackling him to the ground. 
 
    Max quickly raised his ACE up and fired a Mammoth Blast right at Lotto’s face. The energy from the blow shattered Lotto’s golden helmet, twisting the metal and breaking chunks off of it. 
 
    “How do you like that?” Max smiled as he was now able to see Lotto’s eyes and the frustration in them. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that!” 
 
    A sudden burst of energy sent Max flying back. He flew through the sky before landing on the steel grid with a thud. 
 
    “Oh… Fuck…” Max groaned as the wind was knocked out of him. 
 
    “Max! Watch out!” 
 
    Max looked up and saw he’d been knocked underneath Lotto’s turret. Max quickly rolled out of the way but the blast caught him in the back. The energy burned through his jacket and sent him tumbling forward. 
 
    Another groan was followed by undeniable soreness running through his body. 
 
    “You’re at 57-percent,” Proxy said. “Energy is still high.” 
 
    Max rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself back up to his feet as he heard footsteps approaching him. He looked up to see Lotto slowly walking toward him. 
 
    “You can’t expect to beat me with just—” 
 
    Max roared as he jumped to his feet, spearing Lotto in the chest and taking him back down to the ground. His ACE near Lotto’s stomach, he fired another point-blank Mammoth Blast and crumpled his golden chestplate. 
 
    Before Lotto could rise up to fire again, Max blasted his arm away then ripped off what remained of his helmet with his hand. A hard right fist across his cheek drew blood from his nose. 
 
    “I can beat you with just… my… fists…” Max hammered Lotto in the face. 
 
    Despite the punishment he took, Lotto still managed to smile through it all. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Lotto raised his ACE up and fired a missile into the air. It flew up into the sky, high above the arena. The crowd gasped in amazement as it reached its peak before slowly descending. 
 
    Max ignored the missile, again hammering Lotto in the face with another right hand. 
 
    “His HP’s dropping,” Proxy said. “But I don’t think you’ll knock him out before that missile comes back down.” 
 
    “I’m almost there,” Max said. 
 
    “Max…” 
 
    “Almost…” 
 
    Max kept punching Lotto until his face was covered in a mask of blood. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
     Max rolled out of the way at the last moment. Lotto managed to do the same as the missile came crashing down onto the steel grid. The explosion knocked them back even farther. 
 
    The audience gasped then fell silent, staring in awe at the smoke consuming the arena. But when the dust settled and the two combatants stirred, cheers erupted. 
 
    Max struggled to get back to his feet but a sudden concussive blast in his side sent him reeling forward, back into the zone near Lotto’s turret. Again he was too slow to move out of the way from the shots from the tower. 
 
    “Max… You’re down to 27-percent… I don’t think you can take another tower blast.” 
 
    “What’s he at?” Max groaned. 
 
    “He’s down to 47-percent. You’re gonna have to use more than your fists. His armor is compromised. I think an arrow should do it. Or even a blast from your turret.” 
 
    Max looked at his tower on the other end of the arena and sighed. “How about both?” 
 
    The smoke cleared the battlefield. Despite the dents in his armor and his bloodied face, Lotto remained standing. 
 
    “Is that the best you got?” Lotto said as he whipped his dark hair back over his head. “Venom was wrong. She said you’d give me a challenge.” 
 
    “Battle’s not over.” 
 
    Max immediately dug his heels into the grid and ran toward him. Lotto raised his ACE up to fire but Max rolled forward to avoid the Sound Blast and keep his momentum. He moved right next to Lotto and grabbed him by the collar. 
 
    Lotto struggled to break free but a sudden Fiery Arrow shot from Max’s ACE was too close to avoid. The arrow sparked against his golden armor and burned through it. Lotto grunted in pain and stumbled back but Max kept his grip on him. 
 
    He moved both of his hands around Lotto’s collar and dragged him to the other end of the arena. 
 
    “Max, what are you doing?” Proxy said. 
 
    “Making sure he can’t counter this.” Max rushed him all the way to the eastern side of the Sanctum then with all of his strength, tossed Lotto into his tower’s proximity. The turrets rose up and fired. 
 
    “No!” Lotto shouted out, reaching out to try and escape the blast but another Fiery Arrow into his leg made him stumble. The turret slammed into his back and knocked him onto his stomach. Too helpless to move, another turret blast hit him again on his side. 
 
    Max watched as Lotto helplessly tried to crawl away from the turrets before his hit points were drained completely. 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute!” 
 
    “He’s done, Max. They’re gonna have to take his harness and regenerate him.” 
 
    Max looked down at his defeated opponent and sighed. Attendants arrived to take Lotto away. A familiar chorus of boos filled the arena as Max’s victory was announced. 
 
    “I think they’d cheer for you if you had golden armor,” Proxy said. 
 
    “I got enough cheers back in the War Zone. The win is all that matters.” 
 
    He looked up at the broker’s boxes but saw no sign of Venom or Slug. 
 
    Max smiled knowing what the victory against Lotto meant. Now it was a matter of figuring out if Venom would keep her word. He intended on finding out as soon as he could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Max looked around the small room. There was no fancy art. There were no overpriced furnishings. There wasn’t even a pleasant aroma in the air he expected. The only remarkable thing about it was the view. 
 
    Just outside of the window, the rest of the Cobalt District was on display. Neon billboards flashed with advertisements of the latest gadgets for citizens to waste their credits on. News reports on the displays told the latest on colony transports and peaceful international relations. Down below, people made their way along the streets underneath the glow of the neon lights and the moon just barely peeking out from behind the clouds. 
 
    Max didn’t care too much about his surroundings. His ACE had drained most of his stamina and he wasn’t in the mood to spend much of his energy. The big man standing across from him made sure he thought twice about trying anything. 
 
    But Max was fully intent on listening to the woman sitting on the other side of the desk before him. 
 
    “You had another chance.” Venom arched an eyebrow at him, not bothering to hide her disdain. “Lotto is undefeated and you beat him with brute force. Executing him would have been unprecedented.”’ 
 
    “I couldn’t care less about the Execution bonus,” Max sighed. 
 
    “A man who claims he wants credits but doesn’t care about a bonus… You’re the only man to refuse to execute. You heard the crowd boo.” 
 
    “What does matter if they cheer or boo? I won, didn’t I?” 
 
    He didn’t let the blond try to intimidate him. Even with her enforcer by her side and the obvious resentment she had, Venom wasn’t in the position to say anything. Max knew that more than anything else. 
 
    She reached into her leather jacket then slid a card across the table. “That’s 5,000 credits.” 
 
    Max stared at the metal card and shook his head. “You know what I want—” 
 
    “I remember what we discussed.” Venom got up from her seat. She moved over to the window, her hands behind her back. “Lotto is in a regenerator right now. I imagine he’s gonna be in a foul mood when he wakes up and realizes he lost. But having someone like you on our side should appease him. The Disciples need more strength and you’ve proven yourself worthy. There’s just one thing that bothers me. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    Max stayed silent, unable to tell what she was thinking from the tone of her voice. She turned back around and looked down her nose at him. 
 
    “You refused to execute him and every other combatant you fought,” she said. “I wonder if it’s such a good idea to trust working with a man who’s not willing to get his hands dirty. For a man who says he’s trying to make credits, you seem reluctant to do so.” 
 
    “I’ll get my hands dirty when I have to. The real creds come from moving the loot, not beating people up.” 
 
    Venom sighed a deep breath through her nose and nodded. “…I suppose you have a point.” She took a seat back at her small desk. “The Disciples own every piece of drug territory in the Cobalt District. There’s not a corner or alley where our loot isn’t being moved. But we’ve been in control long enough. With you on-board, perhaps it’s time to expand to the Sharp District.” 
 
    “I don’t know how it works. I just want a cut of what you and the other Disciples are making.” 
 
    “You proved yourself worthy. You’ll get three-percent.” 
 
    “Three?” Max chuckled and shook his head. “I just beat one of your strongest men and that’s all you’re giving me?” 
 
    “Lotto is loyal. I trust him. You can fight but that’s all you’ve proven. Pledge your allegiance to the Disciples and as time goes on, we’ll talk about a raise.” 
 
    “Hmm… If I’m getting three-percent, I wonder what the poor saps under me are getting…” 
 
    “They’re lucky they’re getting anything at all. Without our product, there would be nothing.” 
 
    Max had to do his best to keep his composure. He was sitting right in front of the Disciples. The people who knew what happened to Sammy. But he couldn’t act yet. Not without having all of the information. 
 
    “You. Slug. Lotto. Is there anyone else I should I know about in the Disciples?” 
 
    “The Disciples are hundreds strong in the Cobalt District and we’re spreading through Santa Fe,” she said. 
 
    “It’d help if I knew who they were.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “You know enough.” 
 
    “You don’t think I can handle the responsibility?” 
 
    “There’s that… And I simply don’t trust you… yet.” She leaned back in her seat. “So… Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Max looked up at Slug, who’d been quiet this entire time. “Three-percent… I want more.” 
 
    “Prove your loyalty to the Disciples. By the time we’re finished, you’ll have more credits than you’ll know what to do with.” 
 
    “What about the Sanctum?” 
 
    Venom shrugged. “The audience doesn’t like you because you refuse to give them the blood they crave. But they can’t argue if you keep winning. Betting on you is a sure thing. Every win you stack up earns more money for the Disciples. Come to me if you’re interested in lining up another fight.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat and turned around. As he was about to leave Venom’s suite, she called out to him. 
 
    “You planning on celebrating tonight?” she asked. 
 
    Max stopped in his tracks. “It crossed my mind.” 
 
    “You forgot something.” 
 
    He turned back around and saw Slug standing there with the credit chip in his hand. Max smirked as he swiped it from him. “Thanks. Wouldn’t have been much of a celebration without the creds.” 
 
    Slug gave him a blank stare. Max looked right back at him as if waiting for him to do something but the big man just stood there. 
 
    “Maybe later…” 
 
    Max turned around to leave without giving the two a second thought. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “You should really look into getting some new abilities,” Proxy said. “A little more diversity means you’ll have other ways to attack beyond punching people out.” 
 
    “You can’t argue with what’s effective,” Max said. “Lotto never saw it coming. Back when I was in basic training, the first thing we learned was hand-to-hand combat. But… I guess you have a point. I’ll try to find an ability dealer and change my loadout. I’ve got the creds for it.” 
 
    “I have little doubt you’ll succeed regardless of your abilities,” Zigzag said. “In most cases, strategy and quick thinking supersede the abilities provided to you by an ACE.” 
 
    “That’s right. You’ve gotta think on your feet.” The group shared a laugh at their table in the corner of the bar. 
 
    The festivities in Barb Wire were as wild as the previous nights. The group made the decision to leave Reincarnation in order to draw less attention. 
 
    While Proxy searched her AllDevice for another alcoholic beverage Zigzag would find pleasing, Hudson chugged on a mug of amber beer. 
 
    “You all right?” Max asked him. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just getting anxious. The longer we stick around here, the deeper we’re getting into it. I’m starting to think this whole idea is crazy. Sammy’s all right. Maybe it’s for the best we just walk away.” 
 
    “We can’t walk away now.” 
 
    “Why not? I was…” Hudson shook his head and chuckled. “I was so pissed when I saw what they did to him. But the Disciples are in control. That’s just the way it is. That’s how the whole world is. Anybody with any sense is trying to scoop up the first ticket to Mars.” 
 
    “Getting to Mars is a dream for folks like you and me. But just because we’re here doesn’t mean we’ve gotta put up with everything.” 
 
    “I just don’t see how you fighting in the Sanctum is getting us any closer. A broker with a connection should’ve approached you by now.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Max looked at Proxy and Zigzag and saw how deep they were into their conversation. He leaned toward Hudson to make sure they didn’t hear. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Hudson’s face wrinkled with confusion. Max gave him a nod to make sure he understood how important it was. 
 
    They got up from their seats and headed to the side of the bar. Any chance of someone listening in on their conversation was drowned out by the rowdiness around them. 
 
    Hudson crossed his arms and shrugged. “What’s up?” 
 
    “You trust me, don’t you?” 
 
    “What? Of course.” 
 
    “What I’m gonna tell you… You can’t do anything. You just gotta listen to me, all right?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    Max hesitated for a moment before saying it. “Venom and Slug are running the Disciples.” 
 
    Hudson didn’t say anything. But from the way he wasn’t blinking, Max knew he’d heard him correctly. 
 
    “How do you know this?” he asked. 
 
    “After the gauntlet, I talked to a broker. Kason Irving. He told me who they are.” 
 
    “Wait a second… I remember that conversation. You didn’t mention that before.” 
 
    “Because I knew how you’d react. If I told you Venom and Slug were Disciples, what would you do?” 
 
    “I’d grabbed ‘em by their fuckin’ throats and beat answers out of them.” 
 
    “We can’t rush into this. If we really wanna find out what happened to Sammy, we’ve gotta be patient.” 
 
    Hudson sighed and looked away. “What does this have to do with you battling in the Sanctum?” 
 
    “Lotto is a Disciple, too.” 
 
    “Shit… They’ve got their fuckin’ hands on everybody.” 
 
    “From what I can tell, they’re the three in charge of everything. Beating Lotto means I’m strong enough to stand with ‘em. I’m in good with Venom. I keep this up, I’ll get more answers on how they do things.” 
 
    “You can just fucking cave their faces in next time you see ‘em and that’ll be that.” 
 
    “The Disciples are hundreds strong. Maybe more. We beat them up, there are still more out on the streets. We find out exactly who’s responsible for what happened to Sammy and then we make ‘em pay. The plan doesn’t change.” 
 
    There was a growing frustration in Hudson’s eyes. It was enough to make Max put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down. 
 
    “You trust me, don’t you?” 
 
    Hudson let out a reluctant sigh and forced a smile onto his lips. “I trust you.” 
 
    “The Disciples won’t get away with this. If the cops won’t handle ‘em, we will. I promise.” 
 
    Hudson patted Max’s arm and looked back at their table. “You gonna tell ‘em?” 
 
    “Proxy and Zigzag are willing to help but I don’t wanna get ‘em involved any more than we have to.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “I’m in good with the Disciples. I’ll get close enough to ‘em, they won’t know what hit ‘em. I think that’s a good enough reason to celebrate. C’mon. I’ll get you a drink.” 
 
    Hudson headed back over to the table while Max walked over to the bar. 
 
    Max hadn’t even looked at the order tablet when he saw Sabrina approaching him. The brunette smiled softly, her hands in the back pockets of her jeans as she looked up at him. 
 
    “I saw what happened,” she said. “You beat Lotto.” 
 
    “Were you one of the hundreds of people booing me, too?” 
 
    “I’ll admit… It would’ve been nice to see an Execution but… I’m satisfied.” 
 
    “The stimulant you gave me helped. It’s nice to be a little more liberal with my abilities.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” She moved close to Max. Her chest brushing against his arm, she suddenly leaned forward and whispered into his ear. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Her flowery perfume filled his nostrils. Along with the warmth of her breath against his cheek, it was hard for Max not to notice her sudden change in demeanor. 
 
    “Is this important?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s pretty important. I promise I won’t take long. I’ll have you back here celebrating with your friends in no time.” 
 
    “No reason you can’t celebrate with us.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. Just… c’mon.” 
 
    Max wasn’t sure what to make of what she was getting at but his curiosity got the best of him. He headed out of Barb Wire with the brunette dragging him away by his fingers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Sabrina tugged on him the entire way until they were back in the alley where her garage was. This time, she pushed the door open and led him inside. To his surprise, the place was a lot more spacious than he expected it to be. 
 
    Soft fluorescent lights illuminated a living room with plush leather furnishings. A coffee table rested off to one side with a digital display hanging over it. The walls were polished clean and the carpet was spotless. 
 
    “Hmm… Never figured I’d find a place like this in a back alley…” 
 
    “Just because I live out of the way doesn’t mean I live in poverty,” Sabrina said. “Did you forget what I do for a living?” 
 
    “Poor guys spending all their credits for a little time with you.” 
 
    “Those poor guys are anything but. Nobody in Neon Claws goes there without having a high-paying job in the Cobalt District. You don’t need to worry about me taking advantage of anybody.” 
 
    Max walked up next to the fireplace where there was a digital picture frame. The photos rotated from an old married couple to a younger man who didn’t look much older than Max himself. In one of the photos, Sabrina had her arms around him. 
 
    “My parents.” Sabrina walked up next to him. “The guy is my brother Lex.” 
 
    “Hmm… I can see it.” 
 
    “When Lex and I were out and about, nobody had any trouble figuring out we were related.” 
 
    “I bet… I’m guessing you didn’t bring me to your place to show me a picture frame though.” 
 
    “Actually…” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. The normally forward brunette was suddenly sheepish, her head down like she couldn’t look him in the eye. 
 
    Max thought twice about pushing her, instead waiting patiently for her to say what was on the tip of her tongue. 
 
    “I did want you to see the photos,” she said. 
 
    “I’m guessing there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “There is.” She took a seat at the couch, her hands anxiously twiddling her thumbs together like she didn’t know what to do with them. “When I was growing up, my parents always told me to focus on school. I was like any kid and just wanted to play. Lex was the same way. But our parents always forced us to study. Said we could do whatever we wanted when we were adults. I still remember the time Lex and I snuck out to Barb Wire for the first time. He was seventeen. I was a year younger.” 
 
    “Big risk.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it. When we got back home, my dad was waiting for us. I’ll never forget the look in his eyes. Thought I was gonna die right then and there. But all he did was yell at me. I cried but I got over it quick.” 
 
    Sabrina twisted her lips and laughed softly, her eyes lost in a memory. 
 
    “I’ll never forget when I came home that day. Bunch of cops had the place blocked off with digital tape. I thought it was Lex playing some practical joke. Even when the cops told me my parents were gone, I was laughing because I expected Lex to pop out and tell me it wasn’t real.” 
 
    Sabrina clenched her jaw. Her eyes focused straight ahead, she sighed softly through her nose like she was trying to force the words from her throat. 
 
    “It was real. It took me a long time to accept it but I did eventually.” 
 
    Max shook his head softly. “What happened?” 
 
    “Apparently, my mom and dad were involved in some drug deal. A loot exchange gone wrong. Both of them were gunned down.” 
 
    “Shit, Sabrina… I’m sorry.” He took a seat next to her but she didn’t look at him. “What happened to the people responsible?” 
 
    “Don’t know. That’s what makes me madder than losing them. I know my parents and I know they would never waste their time with loot. Not when they were pushing Lex and I so hard to study. But I know it was the Disciples. They’ve got their hands on everything here. Innocent people are always in the crossfire when they see things they shouldn’t. It’s on the news all the time but the pigs never do anything about it, rotten as they are…” 
 
    Max turned back toward the digital picture frame. “What about Lex?” 
 
    “I kept my head down and studied. That’s what my parents would’ve wanted. But Lex… Lex never recovered. He started using. Started selling. He got so deep in the loot, I didn’t even recognize him the last time I saw him… That was before they took him away.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He told me he got involved with another pusher. Had a big deal going down with a guy named Lotto.” 
 
    “Lotto…” 
 
    “But it was a sting. The one time the cops in this town actually do something and it’s to bust my brother. Of course, Lotto walked away like nothing happened. When you’re a Disciple, you don’t have to worry about suffering the consequences.” 
 
    “That’s why you wanted me to win so bad. Because Lotto set your brother up.” 
 
    Sabrina sighed a deep breath to regain her composure. “There’s no justice in Santa Fe. I accepted that a long time ago. I moved on. I started dancing at Neon Claws. But there was still a part of me that thought maybe Lotto would learn his lesson. That’s why I kept studying. I could never step in the Sanctum myself but I could help someone who did.” 
 
    “So you do know what you’re doing with all those stimulants…” 
 
    “It’s all I do in my free time. I make enough creds to afford tests and experiments.” 
 
    “A stripper using her earnings to fund her nerdy endeavors. Never would’ve imagined.” 
 
    Sabrina smiled softly and put her hand on top of his. “It’s all worth it. Seeing you beat Lotto… It won’t fix anything but it was nice seeing someone like him lose. Just once.” 
 
    “If I’d known what he did, I would’ve executed him.” 
 
    “Executing him wouldn’t be as satisfying. Not when I know he suffered while his life drained away.” She squeezed her hand around his. “Thanks, Max.” 
 
    The sincerity in her eyes was clear even underneath the dim fluorescent lights. He nodded and squeezed her hand back. “No problem.” 
 
    She got up from her seat, her hand still on his. “C’mon. There’s something else I wanna show you.” 
 
    She led him down the halls of her small dwelling and through the doorway at the end. Max stepped inside before her and saw her bedroom. A dresser off to the side, the moonlight shined in from the lone window above it. 
 
    “What’s in here—” 
 
     He turned around and her lips were suddenly on his. He let her lips linger, inhaling her flowery scent. Her soft chest pressed against his through his shirt as she ran her fingers over it. 
 
    “It would’ve been nice if you were still wearing your armor,” she whispered. “It’s kinda… nice.” 
 
    “I only wear my armor when I have to.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s for the best. Easier to strip you down when you’re in this.” 
 
    He put her lips back to hers as she peeled his coat down. She raised his shirt up over his head and began working his belt buckle. She pushed back on the bed and sat on the edge of it, raising himself up enough to let her pull his jeans down. 
 
    Sabrina breathed with a sense of urgency, her hands fumbling with his underwear. She lowered his shorts down enough to free his length. A deep sigh escaped him as he was no longer straining against the fabric. 
 
    He looked down at the brunette as she looked back up at him. Piercing gray eyes were more striking from the moonlight shining in. Her porcelain skin was a stark contrast to her tongue as it extended out and licked the underside of his shaft. 
 
    She lowered her mouth down upon him, closing her eyes as she sealed her lips on him. The gentle sounds of sucking filled the room and bounced off the walls. 
 
    “Sabrina…” 
 
    He sighed her name and she sucked even harder on him in response. His hand reached down and instinctively tangled in her brown locks. His hips bucked on their own, gently matching the rhythm she bobbed her head in. 
 
    He could hear the sounds of her breathing harder through her nose. Wet flesh smacking against her lips amped both of them up until they were working in unison. Max pumped his hips for as long as he could before he was forced to pull her off to avoid losing himself too quickly. 
 
    Sabrina licked the spit dripping from her thin pink lips and looked up at him. Her eyes full of desire. Breaths deep. Jaw lowered. It was obvious what she wanted. 
 
    She moved close to him, giving him a taste of her tongue. 
 
    “The other two,” she sighed into his mouth. “Is one of them your girlfriend?” 
 
    “If any of them are, they both are.” 
 
    Sabrina gently pulled away and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” he asked. 
 
    She smirked and shook her head. “I don’t mind sharing. As long as I get you… right now.” 
 
    No longer hindered, she put her mouth back to his. Max fumbled with her shirt and pulled it up over her head. His hands roamed down to her jeans. With all of his strength, he tugged them down along with her panties until she was able to kick them free. 
 
    Sabrina’s arms wrapped around him, Max crawled back onto the bed. He laid back and watched as she straddled him. Their eyes locked on one another as she unhooked her bra. The last piece of black fabric blocking the view of the rest of her body fell to the floor. 
 
    He reached up and cupped underneath her pale breasts. Her eyelids fluttered as she moved her hips. The warmth from her entrance was joined by the slick fluid rubbing against his rigid length. 
 
    She leaned back forward and pressed her lips to his. “Give it to me,” she whispered between his lips. 
 
    Max flipped her onto her back. His lips on hers, he searched for Sabrina’s entrance with his length in a hurry and plunged himself. His length split open her wetness and made her moan. 
 
    Their lips. Their fingers. Their bodies. They were pressed together as Max began thumping his hips. The loud sound of his hilt slapping against her folds joined the chorus of the mattress squeaking underneath them. 
 
    For a moment, Max forgot about why he was in Santa Fe. He ignored all of the troubles ahead of him. He didn’t think about all of the problems he was trying to fix. There was nothing else except the gorgeous brunette writhing with pleasure beneath him. 
 
    He sat up and took her hips in his hands. He worked himself in and out of her furiously. 
 
    She gripped the sheets to brace from the pleasure. Her breasts heaved in rhythm with his strokes. Her back arched. Her hair splayed in every direction. Her jaw dropped as stuttered moans forced their way out. 
 
    The moonlight highlighted a tinge of sweat on her pale skin, enough to make her shine in the darkness of her bedroom. 
 
    Max strained to keep giving it to her. More than anything, his length was tightening up to the point he could no longer hold back. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and ramped up even harder. Piston-like strokes pounded her until she suddenly convulsed in his grip. The brunette’s warmth tightening around his shaft pushed him over the edge. 
 
    He grunted as a thick spurt of his seed spilled into her. Involuntary spasms made his whole body seize. His length pulsed with hard throbs as he emptied everything he could into her. 
 
    Max gave her everything he had before collapsing on top of her. Their sweaty bodies trembled against one another as they caught their breath. 
 
    Sabrina leaned her face forward just enough to kiss him on the cheek, her soft lips a pleasant end to their moment together. 
 
    “Thank you.” Her whispered words gave him enough strength to sit up straight. He looked into her eyes and saw she meant it. 
 
    “My friends are probably wondering where I ran off to.” 
 
    “The night’s not over.” 
 
    The mischievous glint in her eyes was enough to make Max smile. 
 
    “No,” he said. “It’s certainly not.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The automatic shutters of Max’s suite slowly rotated to let some of the early afternoon light in. As the room came into view, the crystal display on the wall turned on in the middle of a news broadcast. 
 
    “…Carn’s Bakery is inviting all to come and taste a new sampling of their offerings. For a limited time only, Santa Fe residents will be eligible for one pastry from their new supplementer created to satisfy those craving a sweet treat while fulfilling the federal guidelines for proper food nutrients. Samples will be distributed on a first come, first serve basis…” 
 
    Max blinked his eyes open and sighed at the slight throb in his temples before being able to shake away the cobwebs gathered from the night before. 
 
    His comfortable suite in the heart of the Cobalt District had all of the amenities he needed. He only had a moment to sit up on his bed when there was already a knock at the door. 
 
    “Just a second…” 
 
    In nothing but his jeans from the night before, he made the walk through the main living space to find Hudson standing outside the doorway. 
 
    Hudson’s familiar chip-toothed smile was on display though Max wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “How you feeling?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “Fine. Why wouldn’t I be? It’s not like I drank.” 
 
    “Just because you didn’t have any synthetic doesn’t mean you can’t be feeling a little groggy. We were all up pretty late last night.” 
 
    His grin grew even wider to the point it began to annoy Max. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just don’t think it’s a coincidence you invited that girl from Neon Claws to hang out with us and now you’re waking up in the afternoon.” 
 
    “We were all celebrating, Hudson. We were all up late. I bet Proxy’s out right now, too. Hell, I think Zigzag needs to recover.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. And you know I’m not gonna try to pry in your business. You don’t have to kiss and tell with me.” 
 
    Hudson gave Max the kind of chuckle someone gave when they were trying to tease someone. But all Max did was roll his eyes, crossing his arms as he waited for his friend to have his fun. 
 
    “I’m not a teenager,” Max said. “If you came here to try and embarrass me about what you think I did last night…” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s kinda late though. Figured we’d hook up for a late breakfast and plan our next move.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Where we headed?” 
 
    “Stay right there. Take a shower. Relax a little bit. You deserve a break. I’ll be right back with something.” 
 
    After Hudson left, Max ran his hand through his hair and sighed. The suite was comfortable but there was nothing more to do in it than lay back and watch the digital display. A soft growl in his stomach reminded him of just how hungry he was. 
 
    He sniffed into the air and the flowery scent reminded him of Sabrina. A smirk came to his face before he began heading to the showers. 
 
    Another knock at the door interrupted him. 
 
    “Hudson…” He raised an eyebrow as he answered it. “Did you forget something—” 
 
    He cut himself off as soon as he saw the man standing in Hudson’s place. 
 
    A long-sleeve white t-shirt with a red tie so straight it looked like it was made of plastic. A pair of gray slacks had perfect seams leading down to a pair of polished loafers. Max wouldn’t have had to look at the man’s face to know it wasn’t Hudson. 
 
    “I think you’ve got the wrong suite,” Max said. 
 
    The older man gave Max a blank stare. Empty brown eyes. Cheeks wrinkled. His bald head was covered in liver spots. Despite his age, he stood rigidly enough to let Max know he wasn’t about to fall over. A small manila folder was tucked underneath one of his arms. 
 
    Max was already curious as to who the man was but his reticence only made the whole situation stranger. 
 
    “Can I help you—” 
 
    “I need to speak to you,” the man said, his voice blunt. 
 
    “What’s this all about now?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what it’s about after you invite me into your suite. What I say to you has to stay between you and me.” 
 
    Max scoffed. “You think I’m just gonna let a stranger into my suite?” 
 
    The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a digital card. Max examined it to see the man’s face along with a list of data right next to it. 
 
    “My name is Shannon Pitt. I’m a detective with the Santa Fe Police Department.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    Max considered for a moment the possibility the man was joking. Even with the seriousness on his face, the old man could have been playing a part. 
 
    “You’re Max Shaw.” 
 
    Max held back his surprise and kept staring blankly into the older man’s eyes. 
 
    “Now we’re not strangers.” 
 
    “What am I doing?” 
 
    Despite knowing better, Max took a step back and let the man walk into his suite. The older man looked around with his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Detective Pitt, was it? You want a cup of coffee—” 
 
    “Sure. Extra sugar.” 
 
    Max chuckled softly, not expecting him to accept his offer. While Max prepared a cup of coffee from the brewer, he watched the older man as he walked around the suite. 
 
    “This is a nice place you got here,” Pitt said. “Better than most. How much did it cost?” 
 
    “It’s not something I’ll be able to afford for a long time but I don’t plan on living here. I’m from out of town so I figured I’d indulge myself for a couple days.” 
 
    Pitt took a seat at the kitchen counter and set the manila folder in front of him. Max stood across from him and placed the coffee down. 
 
    “Extra sugar.” 
 
    Max watched closely as the detective slowly put the ceramic to his lips. A long, slow sip was followed by him sighing in satisfaction. 
 
    “I could’ve done something to that,” Max said. 
 
    “You could have… But you wouldn’t. I know you well enough.” 
 
    Max crossed his arms. “All right. You wanna tell me what the hell this is all about? Because if you plan on arresting me for something, there’s no need to draw it out.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on arresting you, Mr. Shaw. Quite the opposite. I just wanna ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “I’ve got no reason to answer your questions. I could’ve made you call your superiors to bust my suite down. I know the law. Even in a place like Santa Fe, you’d need probable cause.” 
 
    “Smart man.” Pitt slowly took another sip of his coffee. “But again, you’re not the type of man to do that sorta thing.” 
 
    “And what kinda man am I?” 
 
    “You’ve got a service record. You’re a survivor. Rio de Janeiro…” 
 
    The detective remained as calm as he’d been this entire time with the same blank stare. Max narrowed his eyes, holding back all of the questions he had swirling around in his head. 
 
    “I suppose I shouldn’t waste your time any longer,” Pitt said. 
 
    “It’s a little too late for that…” 
 
    “What are you doing in Santa Fe?” 
 
    “I’m on vacation.” 
 
    “Vacation, huh? There are a lot of nicer places to visit besides Santa Fe.” 
 
    “Transports to Mars are hard to come by.” 
 
    “That’s one option. There are thousands of others. But I think you came to Santa Fe for a reason.” 
 
    Max decided to play along with the detective’s game, chuckling at the line of questioning. “I’ve never been here before. Figured it’d be a nice chance to relax.” 
 
    “And does relaxing involved associating with known criminals?” 
 
    Max didn’t budge, calmly watching as Pitt placed the manila folder down on the counter. The detective pulled out three sheets of paper then pushed them in front of Max. It only took a second for Max to recognize them. 
 
    “I’m sure you know who they are,” Pitt said. 
 
    Max sighed softly through his nose but didn’t respond. 
 
    Pitt reached out his index finger and pointed at the first photo with the information right next to it. “This right here is Jackson Banks. Former pro fighter and martial artist before it was outlawed. And part of the reason fighting was outlawed was because of guys like him. He was ruthless. Violent. He killed two men before the referees had a chance to stop it. Did it with his bare fists. It’s fitting he found his place spending time in the Sanctum.” 
 
    “I guess that’s why they call him Slug.” Max picked up the photo of Venom’s personal bodyguard. 
 
    “Harvey Cole, aka Lotto, doesn’t have the physical prowess of his friend here but he’s just as violent. Loot abuser. Violent offender. In and out of prison. He likes to live out his fantasies battling with his ACE. To him, it’s not just a battle. To him, it’s a matter of trying to exert his will.” 
 
    Max set the photo of Slug down and looked at the last one. He read the name next to it softly to himself. “Myra Vick…” 
 
    “Myra’s smart. A brilliant scientist. But unfortunately, she decided to use her knowledge to develop designer loot instead of advancing society. She’s not Myra anymore though. Now she’s so deep into it, she’s just Venom. Understandable. She’s got more to gain from pushing loot than anything else.” 
 
    Max looked at Pitt in disgust. “Didn’t you say you work for Santa Fe PD? Isn’t it your responsibility to make sure people like her don’t take advantage of everybody else?” 
 
    “That’s right. And that’s why I’m here.” Pitt took another sip of his coffee. “A few days ago, we got a complaint in the Ink District. Someone got assaulted in a back alley. Some loot pusher. Said he was being questioned about the Disciples. Nobody really cared to look into it, so I did. Found some surveillance footage of some guy in a black coat. Mid-twenties. Medium build.” 
 
    “If you’re gonna arrest me for beating up a pusher, then arrest me. I won’t hide from it.” 
 
    “Santa Fe PD has better things to do than try to police random street fights.” 
 
    “From what I hear, you’re not doing much policing at all.” 
 
    Max’s comment was enough to get a reaction from Pitt. A slight twitch in the older man’s eye. It was subtle but it was there. And it was enough to make Max smirk. 
 
    “Then we got another report,” Pitt said. “Another pusher said he was trying to have some fun at a place called Neon Claws.” 
 
    “It’s a lot of fun. You should check it out.” 
 
    “Said some guy lumped him up in a private room and asked him about the Disciples.” 
 
    “Lemme guess. You reviewed the surveillance footage and saw me.” 
 
    “I’m the only one who saw it. It’s curious… I figured you were just a guy from out of town who got into a couple of scraps. Then I find out there’s some guy who fits your description making a name for himself at the Vicious Sanctum. And now he’s associating with these three people right here.” 
 
    The detective got up from his seat. His hands behind his back, he began slowly pacing back and forth. 
 
    “I got to thinking. There’s only one of two possibilities. Either this man is trying to get in good with the Disciples. And there’s a good possibility of that. A capable battler investing his winnings in loot could make some serious credits.” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or he, for some reason, is trying to get close to the Disciples because he doesn’t like them.” 
 
    “And why do you figure that, Detective Pitt?” 
 
    The detective stopped. His eyes focused on the floor, he contemplated his thoughts for a second before looking back up. “A man like you who survived Rio… I don’t think you’re foolish enough to throw away your life by getting involved with the Disciples. I believe you have good reason for doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    “All right then. Now you have to tell me what you’re doing here.” 
 
    The older man took a seat back at the counter and leaned forward. “I don’t think you realize just how serious your situation is.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “The Disciples are just cronies. Foot soldiers at the bottom of a hierarchy spread across the Cobalt District. The people at the top. These people…” He tapped the photos. “These people are the GODs.” 
 
    “GODs?” 
 
    “They call themselves the Gears of Destruction. The most important cogs in a machine running the biggest loot grind in all of Santa Fe.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been running a small investigation for the Santa Fe PD.” 
 
    “Last I was told, Santa Fe PD aren’t exactly the ones to trust.” 
 
    “Which is why it’s a small investigation.” Pitt sighed a deep breath, seemingly more relaxed than he’d been this entire time. “The District Attorney is building a case against the GODs. They want a mountain of evidence. Assault and battery. Thievery. Loot distribution. Extortion and coercion. The works. They get enough charges, there’s no way they’ll be able to walk.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be that hard. You know who they are. Just keep tabs on them and eventually you’ll have the evidence you’re looking for.” 
 
    “We don’t know who they are.” 
 
    Max shook his head in confusion and pointed at the photos. “They’re right here. You know that better than I do.” 
 
    “Vick, Cole and Banks. That’s three of the GODs. There’s one missing.” 
 
    Max put his hands up. “Wait a second. There’s four of them running the Disciples? How do you know that?” 
 
    “This investigation has gone on a long time. Sometimes the Disciples slip. And when they slip, they’ll do anything to get free. All evidence suggests there’s one more person. That’s where you come in.” 
 
    Max leaned against the counter and stared at the three photos while Pitt continued. 
 
    “You have to get closer. You have to find out who the fourth GOD is.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “Then we’ll be able to track them down. We can get them under surveillance. Once we have enough evidence, we can press charges.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just bring in the three you already have?” 
 
    “Because as long as one of them is still out there, what’s happening in this city won’t stop. I figure the one who’s keeping their identity such a big secret is the one running things.” 
 
    Max considered everything he was told. There was so much information to process and he wasn’t completely sure it was the truth. 
 
    “Why should I trust you?” Max asked. 
 
    “You’ve got good reason not to. And if you don’t, I can’t say I blame you. Santa Fe’s got a hell of a reputation. But we’re not all bad. This whole world might be going to shit but if we want to save it, we have to start with our own neighborhoods.” 
 
    Pitt took the photos and stuffed them back into his folder. He placed a small card down on the counter before leaving without another word. 
 
    Max stared at the card and saw Detective Pitt’s information scribbled upon it. He thought about it for a moment before grabbing his AllDevice and making a call. 
 
    “Hudson… We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Hudson leaned back on the sofa, his belly full as he smacked his lips. The aroma of fruits and supplemented meats filled the suite. Despite how much he’d eaten, his satisfaction wasn’t enough to take his mind off everything he just heard. 
 
    “Shit… You believe him?” 
 
    Max sat across from him, staring out the window. The view of the Cobalt District didn’t look much different from night, as clouds had already gathered to hide the sun’s brief appearance. 
 
    “He knew my name. He knew my background. All of the information on the Disciples was verified.” 
 
    “Could be faking it. Maybe he’s working for the Disciples. Trying to test you out and see if you’d rat ‘em out.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility. We have to leave everything on the table.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    Max turned back to him. “Plan doesn’t change. We came back here because of what happened to Sammy. We find exactly who’s responsible for it.” 
 
    “Hundreds of Disciples all over the city.” 
 
    “We start at the top and work our way down. All I gotta do is get Venom to trust me.” 
 
    “You said there was someone else. Another GOD. You got any idea who it is?” 
 
    “Could be anybody.” 
 
    “Wait a second… Didn’t you say you talked to a broker before? A broker who warned you about the Disciples?” 
 
    “Irving… He could be in on it. Anything’s possible. I gotta get the last person out in the open. Gotta get enough of Venom’s trust for her to tell me the truth…” 
 
    The two contemplated their next move. Max tried his best to ignore the frustration bubbling inside of him. 
 
    “You’ve got an ACE,” Hudson said. “Too bad you can’t use that to figure out who we’re dealing with…” 
 
    Max looked at the metal device resting on the coffee table. He kept staring at it when an idea suddenly popped into his head. 
 
    “Maybe there is a way,” Max said. “We’re going about this the wrong way.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “We’re looking for someone. No… We’ve gotta make them look for us.” 
 
    Max smirked as he played the idea in his head. It wasn’t enough to make Hudson smile but he still nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It’s your call, Max. You do what you gotta do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Max stared at the platinum-blond sitting across from him. He only just noticed the tattoos lining the insides of her fingers as she tapped them together. She looked little different from the other times he’d seen her, her clothes revealing just enough of her pale skin though Slug was prepared to handle anybody who stared for too long. Her eyes locked on Max, Venom had her usual look of disdain but he was used to it at this point. 
 
    Venom’s suite wasn’t any more inviting. The lights were dim. The furnishings were sparse despite the space. Even the smell was something comparable to what Max experienced at Barb Wire. 
 
    He didn’t mind any of it. Not even Slug trying to stare a hole through him was enough to make him shift in his seat. 
 
    “I’ve been contemplating your next battle,” Venom said. “The brokers are intrigued by you. An outsider who’s proving himself capable.” 
 
    “It’d help if you gave me better competition,” Max said. 
 
    “They agree. You were an unknown. An underdog who people weren’t interested in betting on. The lines are still in your favor but we could just as easily move them back with the right challenge. Tell me, Max. How much of a challenge are you up to?” 
 
    Max didn’t hesitate. “I’ll fight anybody.” 
 
    A smirk came across her lips. The undoubted deviousness she was up to was enough to make Max hold back a laugh. 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way.” Venom got up from her seat and moved over to the window. “We have interest in expanding our operation to the Sharp District.” 
 
    “What about the Ink District?” 
 
    “We’re trying to move all over Santa Fe.” 
 
    “Trying?” 
 
    “The Sharp District is a more delicate situation. Santa Fe PD is sitting on its hands like it always does. The right pockets are stuffed to make sure they stay quiet. That means the dealers in the Sharp District are free to do whatever they want. They’re reaping the benefits from the hard work we put into it. We’re going to make them pay.” 
 
    Venom stayed grinning as she looked out the window toward the cloudy sky. 
 
    “I suppose I have something to do with this,” Max said. 
 
    “Indeed. But it won’t be a simple matter of going to the Sharp District and beating up the dealers you come across. The pushers there are so scattered, it’s too much of a job for one person to handle. No, I have a more important task for you.” She turned back around and leaned forward across her desk. “You’re gonna intimidate all of them in your next fight.” 
 
    “I’m listening…” 
 
    “There are battles in the Sharp District. They’re not as refined, shall we say, as the battles in the Sanctum. These people fight in the streets. Not all of them uses ACEs. The only thing that stops them from being complete barbarism are the harnesses so no deaths are permanent. And even then, it’s a race to get the losers to a regenerator.” 
 
    “Street fighters don’t know what they’re doing. They’re reckless. Sloppy.” 
 
    “All the more reason I have so much confidence in you. But there’s one group in particular who’s caught the bettor’s eyes. A duo who goes by the name of Nightblade and Emeril.” 
 
    Max scrunched his face in confusion. “That… doesn’t sound very intimidating.” 
 
    “Don’t judge them by their names alone. Nightblade isn’t unlike your android companion. He’s just as capable with a sword. Emeril knows how to use his ACE. They wouldn’t be so highly touted if they didn’t know what they were doing.” 
 
    “Nightblade and Emeril… I’ll beat ‘em.” 
 
    “Good. Because the battle is already scheduled two nights from now. Nightblade and Emeril have a lot of momentum, so the odds are against you. That means a bet on you means some good creds in addition to the win bonus from Reincarnation sanctioning the bout.” 
 
    “Now or never…” 
 
    Max looked Venom in the eye, biting his tongue as he waited for just the right moment. He stared long enough to make her furrow her brow. 
 
    “What?” she said. “What is it?” 
 
    “The credits are fine. But I know the credits from our arrangement are bigger than any win or Execution bonus.” 
 
    Venom moved back into her seat and sighed. “We’ve been over this.” 
 
    “I want more.” 
 
    “You’re fortunate you’re already getting three-percent.” 
 
    “I deserve more.” 
 
    “Deserve?” She arched an eyebrow. Her lips twitched like she was trying to hold back. “What makes you think—” 
 
    “You said it yourself. The Disciples are trying to move into the Sharp District. I beat Nightblade and Emeril, I get a bigger cut. Keep the win bonus. Keep whatever credits you’re betting on me. That’s what I want.” 
 
    Max held his position, his jaw clenched as he stared at her. The blond looked at Slug but the big man didn’t offer anything more than his silence. 
 
    “C’mon…” 
 
    The gears were grinding in her head. That much was clear to Max. And he was determined not to leave until she gave him what he wanted. 
 
    “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were up to something,” she said. “But a bigger cut of the loot is more credits than anything you can win in the arena. All right. I’ll give you a bigger percentage. Five.” 
 
    “Twenty.” 
 
    “Six. And I’ll have Slug put a hole in your chest and give you zero if you say anything more.” 
 
    Max bowed his head in feigned approval. “Six. I’ll take it—” 
 
    “On one condition.” She held her index finger up to emphasize her point. “Prove your loyalty to the Disciples. Show the Sharp District we mean business. I don’t want you to beat Emeril and Nightblade. I want you to execute them.” 
 
    The seriousness in Venom’s eyes was undeniable. Max didn’t move from his spot, his eyes focused on her just the same. 
 
    “If you intend on being by my side, an Execution in the Vicious Sanctum will be the least of your worries. Sometimes, you have to make it crystal clear to people just who they’re dealing with. If it’s not something you can stomach—” 
 
    “I get it.” Max looked away from her. “Everybody in the Sharp District will know not to mess with us.” 
 
    “Good. Now get out of my office before I change my mind.” 
 
    The blond’s flippant command made Max smile. He shot a look at Slug before stepping out of the suite. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “The footage is a little grainy. I guess surveillance in the Sharp District isn’t very good. But I think I’m making everything out correctly. This guy right here in navy blue with the sword…” Proxy pointed at the image of the man running around on the screen. “…He doesn’t seem to have any abilities.” 
 
    “Just like Zigzag.” 
 
    “And just like Zigzag, he’s pretty dangerous. That sword he’s using cuts pretty clean. You should look into an ability that can deal with it. Or at least some better armor. I don’t think anybody will think too much of it if you wear something a little stronger.” 
 
    Max nodded. “What about the other guy?” 
 
    “Let’s see… Emeril, was it?” Proxy examined the footage. “It looks like he’s wearing standard steel armor. Nothing a high-level arrow can’t rip through. Shouldn’t be able to withstand too many blasts either.” 
 
    “The way he fights…” Max watched as the man on the screen rolled out of the way of the projectiles headed toward him. “That’s some of the things we learned in basic. Roll forward to keep your momentum. It’s an offensive and defensive maneuver.” 
 
    “You think he’s a soldier?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me. Everybody fought in the war.” 
 
    “It looks like he’s got a blast move. Can’t tell what level. Sweeping Shot, too. He can fight at all ranges. With the towers, it could be tricky. But you should be able to handle a guy who makes a living fighting in empty warehouses.” 
 
    “That’s how I got my start. No need to disparage the guy.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just confident in you, that’s all.” 
 
    Proxy shut off the tablet and set it down on the table. Max got up from his seat and headed into the nearby kitchen. 
 
    It was a peaceful afternoon in Max’s hotel suite. Despite the gloomy weather outside, he was still able to enjoy the view. 
 
    “You want something from this supplementer?” he asked. “It makes some decent noodles.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Proxy sighed. “Not in the mood for noodles…” 
 
    The slight resentment in her voice made Max raise an eyebrow. He walked back over to her and watched her slump on the couch with her eyes closed. The younger blond looked exhausted. Her hair was splayed in every direction and her top and skirt were more wrinkled than he was used to seeing from her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    She sighed another deep breath through her nose before responding. “I didn’t think it’d ever happen but I kinda miss New Austin…” 
 
    “Right… It’s almost over. Once I get this settled, we’ll be back and you can go right on operating for all those Contenders you hate.” 
 
    Proxy sat up and leaned closer to Max. “Hudson is taking care of Zigzag right now. Heard there’s some bakery giving out free food.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re not with ‘em.” 
 
    “Actually… It’s not just me. It’s you I’m worried about.” 
 
    Max chuckled. “Why are you worried about me?” 
 
    “Why do you think? You’re getting involved with some loot dealers that run the entire city. You and Hudson are keeping me in the dark. I don’t even know what’s happening. I…” She looked away but the disappointment in her eyes was clear. “I’m afraid of what might happen if they find out you’re trying to avenge Hudson’s friend.” 
 
    “Do you think we should leave now?” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I’m saying.” 
 
    “I’m trying to leave you out of this. In case anything happens.” 
 
    “I know. And I appreciate it. But I’m here for you, Max. I’m… more than just your Operator, you know?” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate to lean forward and kiss her. The taste of her lips was familiar but never failed to make him sigh. He pulled her close into his arms and held her petite frame, patting her gently on the back to console her. 
 
    She rested her head in his chest and let out another sigh. 
 
    “We’ll get this done soon,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what. The battle’s not for another few days. We’re in a new city. How about we take the time to forget about all this? Just chill, have a drink and hang out. Maybe I can ask Sabrina to take us somewhere we haven’t been before.” 
 
    Proxy giggled softly. “I am getting little tired of drinking at Barb Wire every night.” She turned her head up for another kiss. “Then maybe afterward, you and I could work through our frustration together like we always do…” 
 
    The pixie grin on her lips made Max laugh. Anything either one of them might have been worrying about had left their thoughts completely. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “We’ll have some fun then after… we’ll have more fun.” 
 
    She brought her lips back to his, whispering into his mouth as her tongue searched for his. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    As the speeder cab rolled through the streets, Max looked out into the Cobalt District. The glow from the neon illuminated all of the buildings. The people making their way around town all looked like they were headed out to enjoy themselves and get away from their mundane routines. 
 
    He glanced at Proxy, noticing the short skirt and sleeveless white top she wore matched Zigzag’s outfit. 
 
    “Sabrina,” he said to the woman sitting across from him. “You’re really not gonna tell us where we’re headed, huh?” 
 
    The brunette waved her index finger, a coy grin on her twisted lips. “Don’t worry. We’re all heading out to have a good time. It’ll be a nice change of pace from the rowdiness in Barb Wire. Promise.” 
 
    He noticed her outfit was just as provocative, her black skirt and top reminding him of what she looked like when she was working at Neon Claws. 
 
    Max had no reason to complain though he had no idea where they were going. Even Hudson was more enthusiastic than usual. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the speeder pulled up to the curb. Max stepped out and saw the lines of people waiting to get inside. But all of them were trying to get into the surrounding buildings. The one before him seemed less inviting. There were no bright neon lights. There were no holograms to welcome patrons. There were no women dancing to entice potential customers to take a peek inside. 
 
    Max looked up and shook his head. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think this is an ordinary office building…” 
 
    “It was an office building,” Sabrina said. “Before they converted it.” 
 
    “Converted it into what?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” She gave him a wink before skipping forward through the rotating steel doors where a couple of security guards stood. Proxy giggled as she led Zigzag by the hand inside. 
 
    Max put his hands on his hips with Hudson by his side. 
 
    “Whose idea was this?” Hudson said. 
 
    “We’ve all been away from New Austin for longer than we’re used to. All of our focus has been on trying to get back at the Disciples. Give ‘em a chance to get their mind off it.” 
 
    “I won’t argue. Sammy seems to be doing better. It won’t be long until I can have a word with him. That’s enough reason to have a drink.” 
 
    “Still got a battle coming up… Zigzag and Proxy deserve to relax before.” 
 
    Hudson took off his ballcap then slicked his hair back over his head before replacing it. “How do I look?” 
 
    Max chuckled and patted him on the shoulder. “Perfect.” 
 
    They stepped through the rotating steel doors together. Max’s foot hadn’t even hit the floor when he was greeted by an aroma he couldn’t place filling his nostrils. 
 
    “Something sweet… Flowery…” 
 
    The smell alone was enough to distract him but the dim blue lighting made it hard for him to see. He focused his eyes and saw the figures mingling around him. Young men and women dressed in slick leather outfits moved on the dance floor to the rhythm of the electronic drums. Others mingled on the couches and enjoyed casual conversations. Most were gathered at the center of the bar where a set of robot bartenders were busy tending to all of the patrons trying to get their share of synthetic alcohol. 
 
    “Welcome to the Rose Garden.” Sabrina appeared back next to him. 
 
    “The Rose Garden, huh?” Max took in his surroundings. “I guess that explains the smell…” 
 
    “The smell is part of the appeal. It’s a bit of a relaxant. It’s a bit of an aphrodisiac. Everything you need to enjoy the night.” 
 
    “Seems like a happening place… How come nobody is waiting to get in line here?” 
 
    “The Rose Garden is old. I mean, really old. Most people are trying to check out the hip and trendy places. The Rose Garden is a classic. Tried and true but old-fashioned.” 
 
    Max and Hudson followed Sabrina toward a table at the side of the room where Zigzag and Proxy were sitting. Proxy was already sorting through a tablet and trying to craft a concoction to appeal to the android’s sensibilities. 
 
    Hudson got the attention of a waitress, one of the few humans actually working in the place, and ordered himself a glass of whiskey. Max took a seat while Sabrina sat by his side. 
 
    “All right, all right, all right,” Proxy said as she put her hands up. “What are we drinking tonight? A little scotch? A little rum? A little vodka? Maybe all three, huh?” 
 
    “I have no preferences,” Zigzag said. “I’m merely here to increase the camaraderie among our group.” 
 
    “We’re already friends. But having fun with friends is a lot more fun when you’re not drinking alone. I’ll get you something that won’t burn as much. How about you, Sabrina?” 
 
    The brunette laughed softly at Proxy’s enthusiasm. “I’ll trust your judgment.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll have that robot bartender whip us up something nice and sweet.” 
 
    “Speaking of something nice and sweet,” Max said. “I think my Regulator might be ready for another stimulant.” He ran his fingers over the metal on his neck. The prongs had dug into his skin long enough he could no longer feel them. 
 
    Sabrina took a closer look at the device and nodded. “You’re ready for another boost. We’ll head back to my garage when we’re done here.” 
 
    Proxy put her hands up. “I know it’s important, guys. But can we just forget about the Vicious Sanctum for now? Didn’t we come out here so we can enjoy what Santa Fe has to offer?” 
 
    Max sighed and nodded. “You’re right. I won’t talk about the battle for the rest of the night. How about we just have a good time?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about. Now… Where are our drinks?” Proxy rubbed her hands together in anxious anticipation. Zigzag eyed her curiously, an eyebrow raised. Sabrina smiled softly in amusement. 
 
    Max and Hudson looked at one another. 
 
    “Your idea, huh?” Hudson said. “You’re taking care of her if she drinks too much.” 
 
    “Aren’t you my agent?” 
 
    “What’s that got to do with anything?” 
 
    “It means we’re a team. We split everything down the middle. Fifty-fifty. That includes taking care of my Operator when she drinks more than she should.” 
 
    Hudson looked back at the blond and sighed. “Fifty-fifty…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max leaned back in his seat and shifted his eyes around the club. The crowd hadn’t grown like he expected it to, with more than enough space for him to walk around if he needed to. The electronic music. The scent of flowers and whiskey in the air. The provocative outfits of every woman dancing and mingling together. He’d grown numb to all of it. 
 
    Zigzag, Sabrina and Proxy sat on a couch a few meters away. Some men approached them but they were quickly shooed away to avoid butting into their conversation. 
 
    Max glanced at Hudson, noticing a bit of looseness on his face after a few shots of whiskey. 
 
    “This was a good idea,” Hudson said. “The five of us. Relaxing without having to worry about anything. Just doing… nothing.” 
 
    “When this is all over, we can do this for a lot longer than one night.” 
 
    “When this is all over… You really think we’re gonna nail the Disciples, huh?” 
 
    “If Detective Pitt is telling the truth, I’m closer to the GODs than anybody realizes. I get to the top and I find out exactly who messed with Sammy. We serve ‘em justice and that’ll be that.” 
 
    “You really think Pitt will take ‘em down?” 
 
    “That’s not our business. All we’re trying to do is get revenge for Sammy. This isn’t our town. We set Pitt up and he’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it makes it seem a little more possible. Then again, I believe you can do anything, my man. I’ve seen it with my own two eyes…” 
 
    “I got a feeling we’ll be close after this next battle. I’ll be in good with Venom. She’ll have no choice but to tell me how everything works.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so…” 
 
    “Hey!” Proxy shouted from her seat and interrupted the quiet conversation. “What the hell are you two talking about? Lemme guess. You’re still focused on this battle you’ve got coming up. What happened to relaxing and having a good time?” 
 
    Max sank deeper into his white leather seat. “I’m relaxed and having a good time.” 
 
    “You know… We’re not having that good of a time. We should dance. What do you say, Maxy?” 
 
    “First of all, I told you a long time ago not to call me that. Second of all, I’m not much of a dancer.” 
 
    “Ungh…” Proxy rolled her eyes. “That’s what every guy says. Why does every man have to pretend to be so macho and claim they don’t dance? Fine. I’ll have fun my own way. C’mon, Zigzag.” 
 
    The Operator popped up to her feet and took Zigzag by the hand. She led the android on the dance floor and put her arms around her hips. Zigzag returned the favor and held her close. 
 
    Max watched as Proxy moved her body close to Zigzag’s. They moved to each other’s rhythm, their eyes focused on one another. 
 
    “Not bad,” Hudson said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Max sighed. He watched the two of them move closer, pressing their lips together. Underneath the glow of the dim blue lights, Proxy and Zigzag were enough to gather the attention of others standing by. 
 
    Sabrina took a seat next to Max and watched along with everybody else. “Do they usually do that?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Not usually,” Max replied. “They like to have their fun.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll join in some time.” She arched an eyebrow at him, a devilish smirk on her lips. 
 
    Max chuckled at her obvious intentions. “Maybe some time should be some time soon…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Sabrina leaned in closer to him, her nose touching his. 
 
    “Ahem.” Hudson cleared his throat just as Max felt his breath on her lips. “I think I’m gonna get another drink and some fresh air. You want anything?” 
 
    “I think I’m fine for now,” Max said. 
 
    Hudson gave him a wink then got up from his seat. 
 
    “He’s a good friend,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “I don’t think I’d be where I am now without him. I guess that’s why I was willing to come here to help him out.” 
 
    “You’re a good friend, too. Santa Fe needs more people like you around here…” 
 
    “Maybe I should stick around…” 
 
    Max leaned in to finish what he started when he noticed some figures coming into view. He turned his head up and saw four men standing right next to him. He didn’t recognize any of them but judging from their ripped jeans and shirts along with the black ink covering their arms, he had an idea. 
 
    “Well, well, well. Look who it is.” The lead man crossed his arms and looked down at Max with a sneer. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Max said. 
 
    “You don’t know who I am? Spending all that time around the GODs and you’re still clueless.” 
 
    “The GODs…” Max narrowed his eyes at the bald punk. He got up from his seat to get a better look at him. 
 
    “No, I didn’t think you’d know,” the thug said. “The Disciples serve the GODs. The true GODs. Not some punk trying to shoo-in on their territory and take advantage of Venom.” 
 
    Max nodded in understanding. “Ah… I see… A Disciple… You work for Venom. And now you’re mad I’m taking my deserving cut.” 
 
    “Just because you beat Lotto doesn’t mean you deserve your spot. My boys and I have been serving Venom for seven long years. That’s our cut.” 
 
    Zigzag and Proxy had stopped dancing when they saw what was happening. Sabrina got up from her seat and moved over behind Hudson as the tension grew. 
 
    Max crossed his arms. “Venom’s giving me my cut because I earned it. You want it, how about you prove it?” 
 
    “Prove it…” The punk looked at the three men behind him, a grin growing on all of their faces. “That sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you in the Sanctum anytime you want.” 
 
    “Why wait for the Sanctum when we can handle our business right here?” 
 
    The man suddenly pulled a switchblade and thrust it. Max quickly parried it, hammering his forearm and knocking the knife away. He followed up with an uppercut, cracking the thug on the jaw and sending him reeling back. 
 
    “Max!” Proxy yelled out as the other three thugs converged. 
 
    Hudson rushed forward to fight one of them off while the other two collapsed on top of Max. The crowd in the bar gasped at the sudden brawl breaking out. 
 
    “I will assist you—” 
 
    “No!” Max shouted to Zigzag, stopping the android in her tracks. “Stay back.” 
 
    Max struggled underneath the two men as they got on top of him. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    He quickly turned his ACE on. The heat from the silicone prongs digging into his skin warmed up. The two thugs reared back with their knives but just before they could stab, a Mammoth Blast knocked them back. 
 
    Max got up to his feet and rushed over to help Hudson but something like a tidal wave knocked him over completely. 
 
    “Stay down! Don’t move!” 
 
    He struggled for only a second before realizing just how much of the Rose Garden’s security was on top of him. They locked his hands behind his arms then picked him back up to his feet. A dozen guards had him surrounded, one of them reaching down to deactivate the ACE on Max’s wrist. 
 
    “Don’t try anything,” the guard said. 
 
    Max watched as more guards cuffed Hudson and the Disciples who’d attacked him. The crowd watched as Max was escorted out. Proxy, Zigzag and Sabrina stood among them, undeniable concern on all of their faces. 
 
    “So much for a quiet night out,” Max sighed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Max pressed his forehead against the carbon steel bar, his eyes closed as he listened to the hum of the blue lights above him. Behind him, Hudson sprawled out on his seat and stared blankly at the ceiling. 
 
    The two had been silent ever since they were taken into their cell. With no chance of breaking out, there were no guards to keep a watch on them. 
 
    But it was only a short while before Max heard footsteps approaching. A few swipes on the digital pad and the bars clicked open. Max raised his head up to see Detective Pitt standing there with his hands in the pockets of his coat. 
 
    “You’re free to go,” the older man said. 
 
    “Thanks.” Max turned around. “Let’s go, Hudson.” 
 
    Hudson crawled up from his seat and Max followed after him. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Pitt said. “I need to talk to you first.” 
 
    Max and Hudson turned to one another. They both knew getting out of their cell wouldn’t be so simple but they also knew there was no choice. 
 
    “Wait for me outside,” Max said. 
 
    Hudson gave him a nod before exiting down the hall. Pitt led Max down the other way into a smaller room. There wasn’t much inside of it outside of a wooden table and a few chairs on each side. Even the walls were barren, with only a few blue lights hanging from the ceiling to make sure they weren’t in complete darkness. 
 
    “Take a seat,” Pitt said. 
 
    Max followed his instructions, leaning back in his chair while he watched the detective pace back and forth in front of him. He took off his suit jacket then set it down on the chair. 
 
    “I looked up your file,” Pitt said. “Apparently, this isn’t the first time you’ve been arrested for inciting a brawl. You were apprehended after discharging your ACE in a club back in New Austin.” 
 
    “I only discharged my ACE because I was provoked. Same with tonight. It’s not against the law to defend myself.” 
 
    “That’s right. Discharging your ACE outside of a battle is a first-level felony in Santa Fe… unless you’re defending yourself.” 
 
    Max shrugged. “Then what’s the problem? Those guys started it with me. I had to protect myself.” 
 
    Pitt took a seat. The detective’s blank stare was the same he gave Max back in his hotel suite. 
 
    “You’re drawing too much attention to yourself,” Pitt said. “There are hundreds of Disciples all over the Cobalt District. And considering you’re spending time around the GODs, they’re beginning to realize you’re digging into their cut.” 
 
    “That’s what that punk said to me. He was mad about me getting in good with Venom. Said I didn’t deserve to make as many creds as I’m about to.” 
 
    “How close are you?” 
 
    “Close. I win this next battle, I’ll have Venom’s trust for sure.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? Because if you’re not, tonight’s incident at the Rose Garden won’t be the last. Vick has no problem with a foot soldier taking you out. It means you’re not strong enough.” 
 
    Max leaned forward across the table. “I’m not gonna let some random Disciple take me down. Not when I’m this close. I win this next battle, Venom will know where my allegiance lies.” 
 
    Pitt sat up straight. The blank stare in his eyes would’ve made most men uncomfortable. 
 
    “When I told my superiors you were a part of the investigation to take down the Gears, they allowed me to release you,” he said. “But Vick paid the right people to make sure you got out, too. If certain people ask you why you weren’t detained for longer, it’s because Vick got you out. Understood?” 
 
    “Can’t make it look like I got a detective on my side… Got it.” Max held his hands out. “Am I free to go?” 
 
    Pitt gave him a nod and Max popped up from his seat. Pitt reached into his coat and pulled out the ACE they’d stripped from Max. 
 
    “You’re gonna need this.” 
 
    Max clipped the ACE back onto his left forearm and sighed. “Didn’t think I’d ever miss this feeling…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “This might sting a little bit…” Sabrina pressed the plunger and emptied the syringe of the red fluid. 
 
    Max kept one eye open, a slight grimace of pain on his face before the burn subsided. The warmth of the fluid ran through his veins as Sabrina pulled the needle out. 
 
    “Should kick in before the battle tomorrow.” Sabrina tucked her needles away while Max ran his fingers over the Regulator. 
 
    Proxy and Zigzag stood calmly off to the side of the garage. Max was somewhat relieved to see his Operator was no longer as worried as she appeared the last time he saw her. 
 
    After spending a late night in jail, Max woke later in the morning to begin preparations for the coming battle. 
 
    Proxy had a digital tablet in her hands, holding it up to Max. 
 
    “I did some research,” she said. “It’s an online marketplace. You can get abilities from anywhere in the vicinity without actually having to go there.” 
 
    “How does it work?” 
 
    “It’s simple. You just link your ACE to my tablet. The marketplace reads the information to make sure it’s registered properly. You sort through the list of abilities. Pick one you want and the credits are transferred.” 
 
    “Sounds simple enough.” 
 
    “Transferring everything is simple. Picking the right abilities is the tricky part.” 
 
    “Let’s see what I’m working with here…” 
 
      
 
    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: Medium 
 
      
 
    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% 
 
      
 
    Max sorted through the list of abilities he’d grown accustomed to. Considering they’d all served him well so far, there wasn’t much reason to change. He looked down at his balance and saw there was more than enough to make considerable upgrades. 
 
      
 
    Credits: 215,548 
 
      
 
    “Now all I’ve gotta do is figure out what I need…” 
 
    “The barrier seems to be working well for you,” Proxy said. “Recovery seems kind of redundant since you already have damage mitigation. Expanding beyond Fiery Arrow and Mammoth Blast will give you a better offensive arsenal. You won’t have to rely on your hands as much.” 
 
    “My hands are always reliable… Recommendations?” 
 
    “Your blast is intended for close range. Breaks armor. Gets you out of sticky situations.” 
 
    “You have no idea…” Thoughts of the Rose Garden made him chuckle. 
 
    “Fiery Arrow is an all-or-nothing move. It’s long-range but all of your opponents see it coming. Mid-range, you need to be accurate. You’ve done that so far but maybe another burst ability would work well with it.” 
 
    “I’m so used to it, I can’t imagine what it’s like using anything else…” 
 
    “If I can make a suggestion,” Zigzag said. “Consider your next opposition. If you only use these abilities for one battle, it will be worth it if you are victorious.” 
 
    Max nodded in agreement as he scanned through the list on Proxy’s tablet. “I’ve got the credits to spare. Nightblade looks fast. Focuses on melee combat with that sword of his. Need something to combat it if I have to… And I think I just found it…” 
 
      
 
    Plasma Edge III 
 
    A one-meter long energy blade. Causes poison damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
    Credits: 30,000 
 
      
 
    “Pricey… But I think I can get by with it for a few battles if I have to…” 
 
    Max selected the new ability and dropped Recovery from his list. 
 
    “How about Emeril?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Emeril is a street fighter. From what I can tell, he plays it straight. Nothing fancy. No gimmicks. He’ll bring an honest fight.” 
 
    “You have two abilities for up close,” Proxy said. “Mammoth Blast might be something you can use at medium range in a pinch.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be able to land an arrow on him though. Maybe something more explosive…” Max scanned through the abilities before narrowing it down to three. 
 
      
 
    Laser Boomerang III 
 
    Three energy discs that fire forward and return. Explosion damage on impact. 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
    Credits: 20,000 
 
      
 
    Power Sparks III 
 
    A steady stream of electrical energy. Causes electric damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: Low 
 
    Credits: 17,000 
 
      
 
    Inferno Grenade IV 
 
    Arcing explosives with a massive explosion radius. Causes fire damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: High 
 
    Credits: 25,000 
 
      
 
    Max had a choice between abilities with enough variation to make him stop and consider. 
 
    “I’ve got enough credits for all of these. Shame I don’t have room for all of ‘em…” 
 
    “Just go with your gut,” Proxy said. “I’m sure you can make anything work.” 
 
    “Plasma Edge… Mammoth Blast… I might as well go for it…” Max selected Inferno Grenade and watched the credits drain from his balance. “I can upgrade my passives, too.” 
 
    He began scrolling through the list of abilities before taking another look at his credits. “On second thought… I shouldn’t be spending everything I’ve got on this damn thing…” 
 
    “I think you’re overdoing it,” Proxy said. “But overdoing it is better than being underprepared.” 
 
    Max lowered his ACE down. The next battle loomed but there was no tension twisting his stomach or weight on his shoulders. He was ready to step back into the Sanctum and settle his business. 
 
    “We’ve still got the rest of the day,” Proxy said. “Where’s Hudson at?” 
 
    “He decided to pay a visit to Sammy and see how he’s progressing,” Max said. 
 
    “It’s a shame we didn’t get to finish our celebration last night.” 
 
    “We’ll have another chance to celebrate after tonight.” 
 
    “If I might make another suggestion,” Zigzag chimed in. “I have confidence in your ability to secure victory but it would be wise to maintain your focus.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Sabrina said. “You can’t let up now. Word on the street is people are coming from the Sharp District to check this thing out. You’re starting to make a name for yourself.” 
 
    Max secured his ACE around his arm then rolled his sleeve down. “Don’t care about making a name for myself. But if it’ll help, I say you bet every credit you got on Zigzag and me.” 
 
    He gave Sabrina a wink. The brunette smiled with all of the confidence in the world. 
 
    There was nothing more Max could do to prepare. Emeril and Nightblade were waiting in the Vicious Sanctum. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Plasma Edge III 
 
    A one-meter long energy blade. Causes poison damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
      
 
    Inferno Grenade IV 
 
    Arcing explosives with a massive explosion radius. Causes fire 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% 
 
      
 
    “New abilities,” Hudson said. “There’s something oddly satisfying about seeing them change.” 
 
    “That’s how ACEs were designed,” Max said. “A little more power and you feel an adrenaline boost. You keep going and suddenly you can’t separate yourself from the machine.” 
 
    The two sat inside of the locker room leading into the sanctum. The walls vibrated with noise from the crowd deep inside the arena. 
 
    Max steadied his breathing, staying as calm as he could to avoid letting his adrenaline get the best of him. 
 
    “Sammy’s doing better,” Hudson said. “Can’t talk but his eyes are open.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear…” 
 
    Hudson got up from his seat. He put a hand on Max’s shoulder. The rim of Hudson’s ballcap over his eyes wasn’t enough to mask how glazed over they were getting. 
 
    “I know how much you’re pushing yourself,” Hudson said. “Messing around with the Disciples. I—” 
 
    “Hey.” Max popped up from his seat and smiled. “You don’t have to say thanks. You don’t have to say sorry. I win this battle, I’m in good with Venom and I find out who’s responsible for all of this. We’re all good.” 
 
    Hudson swallowed to clear his throat. A smile replaced the solemn look in his eyes and the growing anxiety in the room was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you.” Hudson gave Max one last nod before leaving. 
 
    Max walked over to Zigzag. The android stood calmly, her brown eyes staring at the entrance into the Sanctum. She held her vibrating blade by her side. The glistening steel was sharp enough to cut through the thickest metals with a single slice. The pink aura glowing around it only made it more formidable. The same pink energy pulsed along her armor and in her eye sockets. 
 
    “Nightblade doesn’t use an ACE,” Max said. “He’s got a blade just like you. Might not be able to sneak up behind him.” 
 
    “I have been trained in all forms of melee combat,” Zigzag said. “Every sword style on record has been loaded into my memory drive. If he wishes to engage me with his sword, it will certainly end poorly for him.” 
 
    Max already had all the confidence in the world in her but the smile she had only added to it. 
 
    “When you talk like that, I’m actually excited about stepping into the Sanctum.” 
 
    “Excitement. I envy the anticipation of victory.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” He patted her on the arm and stepped through the entrance leading into the arena. 
 
    The glowing red neon lights lit a path toward the steel grid. The noise from the audience began to grow louder. The floors and walls began to shake. 
 
    Electronic synths softly played in the background. Max examined the steel columns and walls spread through the arena. Two of the towers were activated, the mechanical turrets aimed ominously at the ground. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Proxy’s voice came over Max’s earpiece. 
 
    He looked up at the Operator in the booth above him then glanced down at his stats on his ACE. 
 
      
 
    HP: 115% 
 
    Energy: 115% 
 
      
 
    “Reading a 15-percent HP boost,” he said. “Don’t feel any worse off.” 
 
    “Looks like Sabrina’s Regulator is doing its job. Remember, Max. Just because you can take a few more hits doesn’t mean you should be looking for ‘em.” 
 
    “You know I don’t get hit without hitting ‘em back.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” The announcer’s voice was met with cheers. 
 
    The shining lights above were too bright to look straight up at but Max could make out the hundreds gathered, filling the Vicious Sanctum to near-capacity. 
 
    “Tonight, the Vicious Sanctum presents a special two-on-two battle! Our first competitors… They’ve been making a name for themselves and now they’re looking to cause more havoc… Give it up for Max and the android… Zigzag!” 
 
    The crowd clapped in appreciation though Max was more curious as to the announcement. 
 
    “They gave Zigzag top billing,” Max said. “That’s never happened before.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Proxy said. “Jealous?” 
 
    He looked at the android and saw her coy smile. “You are attempting to keep a low profile,” Zigzag said. “Perhaps it is for the best.” 
 
    Max’s laugh was drowned out by the thundering drums pounding through the speakers. 
 
    “And their opponents… Making their Vicious Sanctum debut… It’s Emeril and Nightblade!” 
 
    Metal guitar riffs squealed into the air as the spotlight shined on the other end of the arena. Max watched the two men he’d only seen in grainy footage appear. 
 
    Nightblade held the steel with both hands, marching forward rigidly in his dark blue battle armor. Emeril walked by his side. The man wore a coat over his steel armor, a pair of red goggles covering his eyes. 
 
    “Two towers,” Proxy said. “One on the eastern end. One on the west. I did the math and they’re thirty meters apart but they’ve got a twenty-meter radius. Not much room for error when you’re in the middle of the arena.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’d better take control of both of ‘em,” Max said. “On my mark, Zigzag.” 
 
    The android nodded. The pink energy burned in her eye sockets like smoke. She wielded her blade near the side of her head as she looked forward. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen… Let the battle in the Vicious Sanctum… Begin!” 
 
    Max ran forward as the electronic bass thumped through the speakers. 
 
    “East,” he said to Zigzag. “I’m heading west.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    The two ran forward in opposite directions, racing toward the towers as fast as they could. 
 
    “Watch out, Max,” Proxy said. “Looks like they’re both heading for you.” 
 
    He looked up to see both Nightblade and Emeril running forward. 
 
    “Time to test this out…” Max raised his ACE up and activated Inferno Grenade. A volley of fiery red explosives shot from the compartments of his device and arced through the air. They crashed into the ground in an explosion of smoke and flames. Nightblade managed to roll out of the way but the explosion was big enough to knock Emeril onto his back. 
 
    “Not bad.” Satisfied with the results, Max rushed up to the tower and began activating the control panel. His hand on the touchscreen, the meter only filled up a few percentage points before Nightblade was suddenly behind him. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    Proxy’s warning made Max duck and roll back. He immediately activated Plasma Edge and a pulsing purple blade extended from his ACE. He raised his energy sword up just in time to block Nightblade’s silver blade. Their weapons clashed in a spark of purple energy that made the audience gasped. 
 
    “Stand back,” Nightblade said through gritted teeth from behind his mask. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.” 
 
    “I know exactly what I’m doing.” Max pulled his blade back and swung. Nightblade ducked out of the way and slashed only for it again to come together in a clash. 
 
    They pressed their weapons against each other as they tried to force their will on the other. Max stared at his opponent’s mask, only able to see his teeth. 
 
    “The Disciples can’t get control of the Sharp District,” Nightblade said. 
 
    “That’s not your decision to make.” 
 
    Max retracted his blade and activated Mammoth Blast, catching Nightblade in the chest and sending him flying back. The center of his chestplate crumpled from the blow as he struggled to breathe. 
 
    Max had little time to be satisfied with his work as Emeril came rushing at him. The man in red goggles raised his ACE up and fired a blast Max was able to get out of the way from. 
 
    “Mammoth Blast,” Proxy said. “Stay out of range.” 
 
    “Easier said than done.” Max raised his weapon up and shot a blast of his own. Emeril activated an Energy Barrier to take the brunt of it then responded with a barrage of bright energy projectiles. 
 
    “Shit…” Max stumbled to get out of the way, taking some of the projectiles against his leg. “I’m fine.” He cut off Proxy before she could be worried about him. 
 
    Emeril helped Nightblade back up to his feet while Max moved behind a column to regain his composure. 
 
    “They’re activating the turret together,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Can’t let ‘em do that now…” Max quickly spun away from the column and fired another volley of grenades. Nightblade calmly kept his hand on the digital panel to keep the meter filling while Emeril activated his Energy Barrier again. The explosion from Max’s grenades crashing into it was enough to make both of them stumble but Nightblade kept his hand on the panel. 
 
    “Zigzag!” Max shouted out. “Let’s go!” 
 
    Just as he said it, the android came racing forward with her blade up. He moved forward and zoomed toward the tower with her. 
 
    “Watch out!” Emeril shouted. 
 
    Nightblade pulled his hand away and swung his blade just before Zigzag was able to take his head off. The pink energy sparked off of Zigzag’s sword as she swiped and stabbed with it. Nightblade held his own, parrying the android’s attack and responding. 
 
    Nightblade attempted to use his growing fervor and brute force to take her down. But Zigzag flipped to avoid low swipes and ducked underneath slashes at her head. 
 
    The audience cheered while the two dueled to a stalemate. 
 
    “Enough of this.” Max fired another Inferno Grenade to stop Nightblade’s relentless attack but Emeril rushed forward to block it. His Energy Barrier activated but not enough to take the full brunt of the explosion. 
 
    Max rushed forward and ignited his Plasma Edge. But Emeril proved deft enough to avoid Max’s swipes. Emeril’s attempts at firing his own Mammoth Blasts were met with Max avoiding them. 
 
    “He’s tough to hit,” Proxy said. “You keep this up, you’ll run out of energy and have to use your fists.” 
 
    “My fists,” Max said. “The old reliable.” 
 
    Max ran forward and tackled Emeril before he was able to fire. The two landed on the ground with a hard thud. Max cracked him in the jaw but the hard blow wasn’t enough to stop Emeril from firing a point-blank shot right into Max’s chest. 
 
    “Max!” 
 
    Proxy shouted out just as Max went stumbling back. His steel battle armor shattered on his chest with only his BioHarness remaining. 
 
    “Shit…” Max struggled to get up to his feet, watching as Emeril rushed to activate the turret. “Zigzag!” 
 
    The android disengaged from her duel with Nightblade and rushed forward to stop Emeril from taking control of the tower. Nightblade chased after her but wasn’t fast enough to stop her from digging her blade into Emeril’s side. 
 
    “That’s it!” Max got up to his feet and fired another Inferno Grenade into the air. 
 
    Nightblade and Zigzag quickly moved out of the way to avoid it but Emeril, still injured from the blade in his side, took the full brunt of it in the center of the explosion. 
 
    The audience gasped as the flames consumed him completely. When the dust settled, Emeril laid on the ground in a heap of smoke. 
 
    “His HP’s down to 11-percent and dropping,” Proxy said. “I don’t think you have much to worry about from him.” 
 
    Max looked around the steel grid and saw Nightblade was nowhere to be found. Zigzag ran up next to him and the two began searching the arena together. 
 
    “Proxy,” he said. “Where is he? He didn’t just disappear.” 
 
    “I’m still getting a reading on his HP,” she said. “He’s at 88-percent. He’s gotta be there somewhere—” 
 
    “Look out!” Zigzag shoved Max out of the way as Nightblade quickly descended from the ceiling. He plunged his sword into Zigzag’s midsection and out through her back. 
 
    “No!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    The android short-circuited, the pink energy in her eyes flickering. 
 
    “Shit!” Max ran up and tackled Nightblade, pulling him away from her. He quickly raised his ACE up and fired a point-blank Mammoth Blast to shatter his opponent’s armor. Nightblade grunted in pain as another blast knocked his helmet off. 
 
    Max clenched his jaw as he held his ACE up to the man’s face. One of his eyes was swollen shut. Blood leaked down the cut on his cheek and from his nose. 
 
    “He’s under 23-percent and dropping,” Proxy said. “Nobody can take two blasts like that so close…” 
 
    Nightblade looked up, his eyes narrowed. “Go ahead. What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    Max leaned over his helpless opponent. All he had to do was activate one more ability and that would be the end of it. 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute!” 
 
    The crowd chanted in anticipation, sensing the end was near. 
 
    Max looked up toward the broker’s boxes. He looked through lights and found Venom sitting in her booth with Slug by her side. Even from so many meters away, the look on their faces was clear. 
 
    “Nah.” Max shook his head. “You already lost—” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Nightblade said. “You’re gonna ruin everything.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Max blinked, not sure he’d heard him correctly. He narrowed his eyes at the man underneath him. 
 
    “Do it. Squeeze the trigger or you won’t get her trust.” 
 
    “Max?” Proxy said. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    He looked into Nightblade’s eyes and gritted his teeth. “No… I won’t send someone to the regenerator when I don’t have to.” 
 
    Max pushed himself back up to his feet as the last of Nightblade’s hit points drained from him. He walked over to Zigzag and pulled the sword from her midsection. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    Zigzag looked down to examine her injury. “The blade did not strike any vital hardware. My bio components will be able to heal fully.” 
 
    He helped her stand up straight and the two of them looked up at the audience. 
 
    “Strange… They are not displeased with your unwillingness to execute,” Zigzag said. 
 
    He looked up to the broker’s box where Venom was but saw she and Slug were gone. “I know at least one person who is,” he said. “C’mon. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Max hadn’t even stepped out of the locker room for a second when Slug was already waiting for him. He didn’t protest as the big man escorted him through the halls of Club Reincarnation and to the suite he’d been to once before. The clever quips on the tip of Max’s tongue stayed where they were, as he was too tired to test the enforcer’s patience. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Max found himself back in Venom’s suite. The blond stood next to the window with her arms behind her back as she looked out toward the night. 
 
    “The Sharp District was at our fingertips,” she said. “All of the gangs were willing to bow down to the strength of the Disciples. We could have pushed our product there without hesitation… Now that’s all out the window.” 
 
    She slowly turned back around. The sneer on her face had never been so cold. 
 
    Max stood his ground, patiently waiting for her to let out all of her obvious frustrations. 
 
    “I gave you the fight because I thought I could trust you,” she said. “You were supposed to prove your allegiance to me. Now I see I should have made Lotto and Slug teach those two a lesson…” She took a step forward, shaking her head in disgust. “Why did you refuse to follow my orders?” 
 
    Max locked his eyes on her to make sure to get his message across. “I didn’t think it was necessary.” 
 
    “You had them beaten down. They’ll be forced to recover anyway. There is no morality in the Vicious Sanctum.” 
 
    “I won’t send someone to a regenerator when I don’t need to. I know what it’s like. I know the pain you feel. I know the trauma you go through. I know the thoughts running through your head. You recover but the feeling of floating in the tank is still there.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why you should have done it.” Venom scoffed, turning her head away in disgust. “Executing Emeril and Nightblade would have sent a clear message to the Sharp District. The gangs would know better than to mess with us when we move our product into that territory.” 
 
    “Sparing them sends a better message.” 
 
    Venom raised an eyebrow though the frustration in her eyes remained. “And what message is that? That we’re not willing to hurt them? The only thing they understand is fear. And the GODs must instill that within them. Your continued mercy is a sign of weakness.” 
 
    “Emeril was beaten. Nightblade was beaten. My mercy was the message you were trying to send. I didn’t kill them but I could have. It’s a warning to all those who’d try to mess with us. Now they’re willing to step aside and let us do what we want. If they cross the line, they know what’s waiting for them on the other side.” 
 
    Venom crossed her arms as she leaned against the edge of her desk. The disdain was tattooed on her face at this point. She clenched her jaw, maintaining her composure as if she was about to explode. 
 
    Max stayed as relaxed as possible while knowing the blond was capable of anything. 
 
    She sighed a deep breath through her nose and some of the tension in the room disappeared. “Slug… Leave.” 
 
    “What?” The big man widened his eyes. 
 
    “I said leave. I have something to say to this man.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “It’s all right. This man might not follow orders but he’s not foolish enough to try anything.” 
 
    Venom’s enforcer shot Max a look before stepping out of the suite. Max stood patiently while he watched the blond pace back and forth in front of him. 
 
    “I had a feeling you were different,” she said. “When I first saw you at Barb Wire, I thought I could make some credits betting on you and then maybe have you work as protection just like Slug. But you’re more different than I thought you’d be. You’re brash. You’re stubborn. You refuse to follow orders and you make demands you have no business making.” 
 
    She moved closer to him, enough to put her cheek next to his. Max didn’t budge as she rang her long fingernails along his chin. 
 
    “I admire that.” She leaned forward to kiss him but he quickly turned his head away. 
 
    “I’m here to make creds,” he said. “All I want is my share of the loot trade the Disciples have control of.” 
 
    Venom was slightly taken aback by his rejection. But a second was all she needed to regain her composure. 
 
    She moved back to her desk and leaned against it. “Perhaps you’re right. The dealers and gangs in the Sharp District will look upon your act of compassion and be more willing to accept the inevitable arrival of our product in their territory. But I’m warning you, Max. If someone crosses us, I don’t expect you to show mercy again.” 
 
    “Just like you didn’t show mercy with me. Disciples attacked me when I was just trying to enjoy my night out.” 
 
    She scoffed. “There are hundreds of men across the Cobalt District representing our interests. A few rogues will get out of line from time to time. If you can’t handle it, you’re not fit to work with me. It’s not as if you had to spend any time in confinement. I made sure of that.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. But maybe it wouldn’t happen if the one in charge had better control of things.” 
 
    Max pushed his luck. The last GOD was still hiding behind a veil. Now it was just a matter of Venom pulling it aside for Max to see. 
 
    But the way she looked at him was enough for him to know she had no intention of saying anything. 
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight,” she said. “The GODs have worked years building what we have in Santa Fe. An outsider won’t come in and make demands, no matter how capable he appears to be.” 
 
    “Fine. I still want my cut.” 
 
    “You’ll get the percentage I promised you. Just remember who’s in charge.” 
 
    The two stood in the silence of the suite. Max ignored the tension beginning to build. But as the seconds ticked by, he knew she wasn’t willing to act on whatever she might have been thinking. He gave her one last look as he backed away before turning around to leave. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Obscure country jazz played in the background, accompanied by the conversation of all the patrons. Smoke wafted through the air like thick rainclouds. The stench of synthetic whiskey filled Max’s nostrils. None of it was enough to distract him from his thoughts. Not even the brunette sitting close by his side, rubbing her palm on his shoulder. 
 
    “Where are your friends?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Zigzag is recovering from the battle. Proxy’s keeping an eye on her. Hudson’s at the hospital to check on his friend. Don’t worry. They’re all taken care of. We won.” 
 
    “You won, huh? You don’t seem like you’re in a winning kinda mood.” 
 
    “Just got a lot of shit on my mind.” 
 
    “I might be able to help you get your mind off of it.” Sabrina trailed her hand up the side of his head and not-so-subtly rubbed his earlobe. 
 
    Max smirked. “Not tonight. The booster you gave me is more than enough.” 
 
    “If you say so. I do have fun when I spend time with you. Men at the club don’t know how to handle me.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to take you away from work tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Time away from work doesn’t exactly make me miserable. I can afford some time off.” 
 
    Sabrina moved away from him and enjoyed the ambiance of Barb Wire. Her eyes shifted toward the glass of whiskey Max twiddled his fingers around. 
 
    “Ever since I met you, I haven’t seen you drink before.” 
 
    “I used to drink a lot. Anything to clear my head. That was before I got everything figured out.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Everything’s cloudy again.” Max shook his head. “I’m close. I’m right on the doorstep. I’ve got as much power in the Disciples as nearly everybody.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The problem is I’m still not any closer to figuring out what happened to Hudson’s friend. That’s the reason I’m here. I can’t lose sight of that.” 
 
    Sabrina rubbed her hand on his shoulder again. “You’re a good person, Max. Don’t let the Sanctum or anybody else around it try to change you.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m gonna go get something to drink. Maybe a snack or two.” 
 
    “A snack?” 
 
    “This isn’t just a bar to get drunk and watch people beat each other up.” She gave him a wink then got up from her seat. He watched her walk away in the tight pair of jeans but even the sight of her curves wasn’t enough to distract him. 
 
    “In too deep… Gotta get the hell out of here…” 
 
    Max twirled his glass around in his fingers, watching the liquor swirl around in small waves. From the corner of his eye, he saw someone take a seat at the table in front of him. Just a glance was enough to know it wasn’t Sabrina. 
 
    He looked up and saw a man in an ordinary t-shirt and a pair of ripped blue jeans. His dark hair was long and messy. He needed a shave and a wash. 
 
    Max squinted as a half-smirk formed on the man’s lips. 
 
    “…Nightblade. You look different.” 
 
    “Everybody looks a little different when they’re not in their armor,” he said. “But I’m just Danny now.” 
 
    “Danny… What are you doing here? Come to settle business down in the caged arena there?” 
 
    “I’m here to settle business. But not in the way you’re thinking.” Danny leaned forward, his elbows propped up on the table. “I’d be sitting in a regenerator right now if you did what you were supposed to do. Managed to recover manually.” 
 
    “I already did what I was supposed to do.” 
 
    “You sure about that? It’s no secret what Venom was trying to get you to do. Execute the two men who nobody in the Sharp District fucks with and nobody else will fuck with you.” 
 
    “I don’t think anybody in the Sharp District will give us any problems.” 
 
    “It’s not anybody in the Sharp District who’ll give you any problems.” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes, trying to get a read on the man in front of him. The more he stared, the more Max could see he was hiding something. 
 
    “What are you getting at?” Max said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “A man doesn’t just show up in town and get in good with the Disciples for no reason. You’re not who you claim to be.” 
 
    “And you aren’t either.” 
 
    Danny clicked his tongue and pointed an index finger at Max. 
 
    “Who are you?” Max said. 
 
    “I’m just a man with the same interests as you.” He leaned forward even closer and whispered to make sure nobody could hear. “You watch your back now, Max. You can’t trust anybody in Santa Fe.” 
 
    Nightblade’s cryptic remarks only left Max more confused. He was confused enough that he didn’t say anything as he watched the man get up from his seat and walk away. 
 
    Sabrina came back and took a seat, a drink in her hand. “Who was that?” 
 
    “No idea… Doesn’t matter though.” Max shook the thoughts from his head and looked at her drink. “I thought you said you were getting a snack.” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything interesting. I was thinking maybe we could head out. Since you’re not up to anything, we can get something else. Maybe a real meal to refuel. Battling in the Sanctum is pretty draining, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea—” 
 
    Max’s AllDevice suddenly vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to see Hudson calling then held it to his ear. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’m talking to Sammy.” 
 
    “That’s good news. He say anything interesting?” 
 
    Hudson didn’t respond immediately. 
 
    “Hello? You still there, Hudson?” 
 
    “…I think you need to come down here and listen to this. I’ll explain everything when you get here.” 
 
    Max lowered his AllDevice slowly then looked at Sabrina. 
 
    “You okay?” she said. 
 
    “I’m gonna hold off on that meal. Something just came up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Even late at night, the Cobalt District was bright enough for those looking for something to do. Clouds billowed together to block the full moon. Not that anybody noticed with how bright all of the buildings were. The neon lights flashed to entice potential customers to stop and spend some of their hard-earned credits. The advertising billboards played on an endless loop though most citizens had grown numb to them. 
 
    Max kept his hands in his coat pockets and stared out the window of the small hospital room. Machines beeped and hummed at a steady rhythm to indicate the vital signs they monitored. 
 
    Hudson sat at the patient’s bedside. “How are you doing, Sammy?” 
 
    Sammy blinked his eyes and forced a smile onto his lips. “I’m a little tired. Hungry. I could go for a nice roast beef sandwich right now.” 
 
    “I could get something supplemented for you.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the supplements. I just need something to fill my stomach. Nutrition can wait for another time.” 
 
    Max stayed quiet while he listened to the conversation between the two old friends. Even without looking at them, the tone in their voices was enough to indicate how close they were. 
 
    “How long has it been?” Sammy asked. 
 
    “More than a week.” 
 
    “A week… Regenerators aren’t usually that slow. Not even in Santa Fe.” 
 
    “You took a pretty bad beating and you barely made it. Doctors had to resequence more than usual.” 
 
    “But I came back. I always come back. We’re fighters, Hudson.” 
 
    It was so quiet in the room Max could hear Hudson’s hard swallow. 
 
    “What happened?” Hudson asked. 
 
    There was a sigh and a moment of hesitation. Max stayed staring at the window, patiently waiting for Sammy to collect himself. 
 
    “Santa Fe’s the wrong place for an ex-soldier. Especially one with no skills like me. Sometimes the only escape is the loot. You get hooked and the next thing you know, it’s all that matters. You grind for it. You keep chasing it. Just for that hit. Then as soon as it’s over, you’re back on the grind.” 
 
    “Sammy…” 
 
    “I know, I know. Stupid. Never had much sense. But the stupidest thing I ever did was get involved with the Disciples. They’re pushing product all over the Cobalt District. You can’t walk down the street without running into a dealer who’s moving their drugs. I figured I enjoyed the loot so much I started doing it myself. Make some creds. Maybe partake myself.” 
 
    “Didn’t work out.” 
 
    “…No. No, it didn’t. Couldn’t help myself. Being around all that loot… Broke the rules and got high off my own supply, like they always say. Next thing I know, I got a bag over my head and I’m in some underpass I’ve never been before. Pleaded. Begged. I guess I’m still alive, so they showed me some mercy…” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “It was the two people who handle most of the business for the Gears of Destruction. A big thug who calls himself Slug and a blond who goes by Venom.” 
 
    The names were enough to make Max turn around. He and Hudson looked at one another, already knowing what the other one was thinking. 
 
    “Are you sure it was Slug and Venom?” Hudson asked. 
 
    “You don’t forget two people like them. Like I said, they handle most business for the man.” 
 
    “The man?” Max raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s a woman. Everybody knows the Disciples are run by the Gears of Destruction, or GODs, as they like to call themselves. There’s four of ‘em. Venom, Slug, Lotto and someone else. Nobody’s ever seen the fourth one though. Could be someone they made up to try and scare everybody else. Wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    Max slowly walked to Sammy’s bedside. “You’re sure it was Venom and Slug?” 
 
    Sammy labored a smile onto his lips. “They beat me pretty bad but the regenerator restored all of my memories. It was them. I’m sure of it. Not that it matters. They’ll be coming to collect their creds and I don’t got ‘em.” 
 
    “I got creds, Sammy,” Hudson said. “I can take care of it.” 
 
    Sammy reached up and put his hand on top of his friend’s. “You were always looking out for me. Even when we were on the battlefield. Maybe it’s best that you just let me go—” 
 
    “Bullshit. You won’t have to worry about the product you took from them. We’ll get your system flushed so you won’t have to worry about the addiction. We’ll go to New Austin. Leave this shithole behind. You just… You let me handle it.” 
 
    Hudson got worked up enough he began to tremble. Max walked over to him and put a hand on his shoulder to calm him down. The growing tension in the room was thick enough for Max to feel but he did his best to calm the anxiety shaking through his friend. 
 
    “You just relax,” Hudson said. “You stay here and do what the doctors tell you to do. My friend Max and I will settle this for you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you doing anything crazy now,” Sammy said. “The GODs… They run this Santa Fe. Everybody knows that.” 
 
    “Max and I aren’t from Santa Fe. We don’t know any better.” Hudson squeezed his hand around Sammy’s before getting up from his seat. “I’ll see what I can do about that roast beef sandwich.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear.” 
 
    Hudson smiled to hold back his emotions then stepped out of the hospital room. Max followed after him and they stood in the bright hallway where the nurses and doctors made their way. 
 
    Hudson put his hands on his hips and sighed a deep breath to collect himself. 
 
    “You trust him?” Max crossed his arms. 
 
    “Sammy and I served together a long time ago. I don’t see why he would lie to me. It’s not like he knows how deep we’ve gotten with the Disciples.” 
 
    “Right… We can do this just like you said. We pay off the debt he owes, take him back to New Austin and flush his system clean to break his addiction.” 
 
    “I’ve got the creds for it…” 
 
    “He’s your friend. It’s your call. You know I’m with you.” 
 
    Hudson stared at the floor, shaking his head softly. “You should’ve seen how bad it was. He was unrecognizable. Barely managed to crawl and get some help. He says they showed him mercy but they wouldn’t have cared if he died.” 
 
    He raised his head up. “We came here for justice, Max. I… I can’t ask you to kill ‘em.” 
 
    “I know you wouldn’t ask me to do that. But there’s a way. We can make ‘em suffer. Make ‘em pay for what they did and get away with it.” 
 
    Hudson smirked despite the emotions he was still trying to hold down. 
 
    “I’ll get ‘em in the Sanctum,” Max said. “We’ll give ‘em the justice they deserve. Teach ‘em a lesson for what they did to Sammy.” 
 
    “But how are you gonna bait Venom and Slug into a battle? They find out this is just for revenge, they won’t bite.” 
 
    “I’ll just have to think of another way to convince ‘em.” 
 
    Max looked down the hall and saw an older man in a suit walking toward them. 
 
    “What the hell?” He narrowed his eyes to make sure he was seeing it right but there was no denying it was him. 
 
    Detective Pitt walked right up with his hands in the pockets of his coat. His cold, emotionless stare locked on Max. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Max said. 
 
    “I came here to talk to you.” 
 
    “You following me around?” 
 
    “You’re a person of interest, Mr. Shaw. You don’t realize how deep this investigation into the GODs and the Disciples goes.” 
 
    “Well, what do you want?” 
 
    Pitt shot a look at Hudson. Just his stare was enough to get his point across. 
 
    “I’m gonna go get that sandwich,” Hudson said. “You want anything?” 
 
    Max shook his head and watched as Hudson slowly made his way down the hall. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Max said. 
 
    “The district attorney has approved all of the evidence we have stacked against Vick and the other Gears. They’re ready to press charges.” 
 
    “Will the charges stick?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be willing to go through with it if they couldn’t get a conviction.” 
 
    “Fine. You do what you gotta do. But I’m getting to her first. What does this have to do with me?” 
 
    “The DA isn’t gonna press charges until they get the fourth person.” 
 
    “Of course,” Max sighed. “This fourth person who might not even exist.” 
 
    “You have to get in deeper with Vick. You have to gain her trust. You have to find out who she’s working with.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Max looked at the door leading back into Sammy’s room. “Because my business is with Vick and Banks. And right now I’m in the position to settle it with them.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “What I’m saying is I’m gonna teach ‘em a lesson my own way and then be on my way.” 
 
    Pitt narrowed his eyes. It was the first time Max had ever seen him show any kind of emotion, so he knew he was serious. 
 
    “You’re close,” Pitt said. “Closer than anybody has ever gotten to finding out who all the GODs are. If you get there, we can lock away all of them for good and take out all the Disciples in the process.” 
 
    “You do what you have to do. And I’m gonna do what I have to do.” 
 
    “We can’t do this without each other.” 
 
    “It’s not my business to do your job for you, Pitt. How many times do I have to tell you? I came here to settle things with Venom and Slug. Santa Fe’s loot problem isn’t my problem.” 
 
    Pitt took a step back. “…You’re gonna blow your cover. You’re gonna tell ‘em what you’re doing here just to get back at them for beating up a junkie.” 
 
    Max held back his surprise despite the frustration building in his stomach. “…You knew. You’ve been following me this entire time and found out I was trying to figure out what happened to Sammy.” 
 
    “I’m trying to make sure something like that never happens to anybody again.” 
 
    “I’ve got no reason to believe you’ll follow through on that.” Max started to walk away but Pitt grabbed his arm. The two glared at one another as Pitt squeezed his grip around him. 
 
    “Don’t mess this up,” Pitt said. “You blow your cover, we’ll never get Vick or anybody else to talk about how they’re working for.” 
 
    “I’m going after Venom and Slug. You can have whatever’s left of them.” Max tugged his arm free and walked down the hall. 
 
    He kept his head down, listening to the squeak of his sneakers against the tiles. His thoughts raced with all of the options in his head. But he didn’t have to think about it for very long. He knew what he had to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Max stepped into Club Reincarnation, brushing by all of the patrons in the midst of their celebration for the night. He headed to the back of the building and took the elevator to the floor where all of the broker’s suites were located. As soon as he got off, he was greeted by the appearance of several men standing along the hall. Just the way they were dressed in their ragged jeans and ripped t-shirts was enough to show their allegiance. But even a dozen Disciples weren’t enough to stop him from pushing his way through. 
 
    He marched up to Venom’s office and forced the door open. 
 
    “Hey! What are you doing?” 
 
    A couple of Disciples rushed up and grabbed him by the arm. Max responded with a couple of right hands, catching each Disciple in the chin and knocking them to the floor. More guards rushed up behind Max as he forced his way into the suite. 
 
    Inside, Slug and Venom were looking on their desk when Max walked up to them. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Venom furrowed her brow in anger as he got next to them. 
 
    Slug moved in front of her as more of the guards struggled to pull Max back. 
 
    “Call ‘em off,” Max said. “Call ‘em off or they’ll regret it.” 
 
    Venom slowly raised her hand up. “Get out. All of you.” 
 
    The Disciples looked at one another before reluctantly leaving the suite and closing the door behind them. 
 
    “You better have a good reason for coming into my suite and—” 
 
    “It’s over, Venom.” Max cut her off. He clenched his jaw, trying to hold everything back. 
 
    Slug stood ready, waiting for Max to make a move. But Venom kept her hand up to keep her enforcer on a leash. 
 
    “I know it was you.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be more specific,” the blond said. 
 
    “Sammy. You and Slug nearly beat him to death.” 
 
    “Sammy…” Venom tapped the side of her chin, her eyes aimed at the ceiling as she thought about it. “Sammy… Oh, yes. Sam.” 
 
    “You beat him so bad even the regenerator had trouble putting him back together.” 
 
    “Ah, well… Santa Fe hospitals aren’t much to brag about. Unfortunately, city council doesn’t care about proper funding.” Venom shrugged. “I don’t see what this has to do with you… Unless…” 
 
    A shrew grin crossed her lips. She took a step forward, her eyes squinted as she stared right at him. “That’s what this is all about. You came all the way to Santa Fe… for him.” 
 
    “That’s right. And you’re gonna pay for what you did.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth.” Slug moved closer and stood face-to-face with Max. 
 
    Max looked him right in the eye, ignoring the big man trying to intimidate him. “The only reason I haven’t put a hole in your fucking chest is because Sammy is still breathing. Consider it a courtesy.” 
 
    “My, my, my!” Venom giggled softly and put a hand on Slug’s shoulder to gently pull him away. “There he is. The man we’ve all been waiting for. That’s the Rebel I was looking for.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Max held back his surprise as he slowly turned toward her. But his silence told her enough. 
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t figure out who you are?” she said. “The GODs run Santa Fe. I had you pegged for a professional ever since I saw you in Barb Wire. I just didn’t expect the Champion of the War Gamez to come right up to my doorstep.” 
 
    “I’m on your doorstep. And I’m about to kick your fucking door down.” 
 
    Venom scoffed. “You were right, Slug. I thought the Rebel came to Santa Fe because he might actually help us. Turns out it was all just to get back at some junkie he doesn’t even know.” 
 
    “If you know who I am, you know exactly what I’m capable of. But you know I’m merciful. That’s why I’m gonna give you a deal.” 
 
    “Ha!” Venom rolled her eyes. Even Slug managed to chuckle. “This should be interesting. All right. What is your deal?” 
 
    “Both of you. In the Sanctum.” 
 
    “That’s it?” The blond twisted her lips in disappointment. “Why would I do something like that?” 
 
    “Mercy. You can either wake up in a regenerator or you can not wake up at all. Your choice.” 
 
    Venom narrowed her eyes. The disdain had never been so intense. 
 
    Max’s adrenaline was pumping through him so hard, he was ready for anything. Nothing Venom or Slug could do would get him to move from his spot. 
 
    The suite fell silent except for Max’s breathing. 
 
    Venom raised her chin up and looked down her nose at him. “It’s a shame. You would have made so many credits working for us. We could have expanded our grip on this city to every district. You had the opportunity of a lifetime. Now the Rebel is choosing to tarnish his legacy in the Vicious Sanctum…” She moved close enough to Max he could smell the scent of her perfume. “…Be careful what you wish for. Slug here will pound you into dust and I’ll sweep up the remains.” 
 
    “If you know I’m the Rebel, you know I’m not one to be intimidated.” 
 
    “I suppose not. That’s fine. The line will move in your favor. Placing a bet on Slug and me will be the biggest bounty of credits you’ve ever made for us. I can’t be upset with that… Bring the android with you. Maybe then you’ll actually have a chance.” 
 
    Slug slammed his fist in his palm and cracked his knuckles. Max looked him up and down and shook his head. “There’s nothing you can do,” Max said. “You already sealed your fate when you put your hands on Sammy.” 
 
    Max slowly backed away. He kept his eyes on both of them before he was far enough he didn’t have to worry about them trying anything. 
 
    He turned around and left the suite, his stare enough to deter the Disciple guards from trying to detain him. Max stepped back into the elevator and put his AllDevice to his ear. 
 
    “Hudson.” 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “I got Venom and Slug in the Sanctum. Everything’s set.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    It was only a few hours after the battle in the Vicious Sanctum was scheduled when Max found himself back at Club Reincarnation early in the morning. 
 
    He sat inside of the lavish suite, the aroma of fresh fruits and flowery fragrances filling his nostrils. But not even the smells of luxury or the scenic view or the comfort of the plush leather chair were enough to distract him from the older man sitting across from him. 
 
    The thin man in his expensive suit cut at a kiwi with a small paring knife, making slices thin enough he could eat them without having to chew. 
 
    “Fresh fruit,” the man said. “Genetic engineering has advanced so much they can be grown without the skin and prepared in bite-size form. I also have enough credits to pay someone to do this for me. But I prefer getting my hands a little dirty. Part of eating a kiwi is the satisfaction of working to get at its center.” 
 
    He held up a slice of the kiwi and stuffed it between his lips. His face puckered slightly, accentuating the wrinkles on his tan skin. 
 
    “Would you like a piece?” 
 
    Max shook his head. “You don’t have to extend your hospitality to me, Irving. I know you want something from me.” 
 
    “Hmm… Straight to the point. I can respect that. I do business with a lot of people and there’s nothing more annoying than one who dawdles.” He chopped away another slice of kiwi. “The promotion for your next bout has begun. The Rebel and the android versus Venom and Slug. Some people are surprised after you’ve been witnessed in Reincarnation spending time around them. But I’m not. A relationship with the Disciples is always volatile at best.” 
 
    “It’s about to get even more volatile when they step into the Sanctum with me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt that. Maximilian. The Champion of the War Gamez in New Austin and his android companion. You two are a formidable duo. A lot of credits will be placed on you in the coming days.” 
 
    “If you’re smart, you’ll put everything you’ve got on me.” 
 
    “I plan on it. Club Reincarnation officials are doing everything they can to make sure this battle goes off without a hitch. Entry fees will have to be paid to watch it live. Judges will be standing by to officially sanction it. It will be as legitimate as a match in the Sanctum can get. Though, a couple of questions remain…” 
 
    Irving sliced a piece of kiwi then held it on the end of his knife. He examined it closely for a moment before chewing on it. 
 
    “Back in New Austin, there were rumors of collusion in the War Zone. Contenders were paid an undisclosed amount of credits to lose on purpose. It didn’t happen very often, as the repercussions weren’t worth the risk, but there was always the possibility. I can assure you the repercussions in the Vicious Sanctum will be a lot more difficult to avoid if that were to occur in your upcoming bout.” 
 
    Max shook his head softly. “I’ve got no intention of lying down. Venom and Slug are ruthless. They’ll suffer the same way they’ve made others suffer.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Irving chewed on his fruit, smacking his lips with satisfaction. “That just leaves one more question to be asked.” He put his knife down and leaned forward slightly. “Are you prepared for the consequences of the victory you’re so confident you’ll achieve?” 
 
    The look in Irving’s eyes told Max it wasn’t such a simple question. He held back his response and watched as the older man got up from his seat. 
 
    “Venom and Slug don’t compete in the Sanctum any longer,” he said as he paced back and forth. “The Disciples make a living pushing their loot. It supplements the bets they place. Their attempts at brokering in the Sanctum are for amusement. But this bout… There’s a different air to it.” 
 
    “I thought you said you don’t like it when people dawdle. So why are you doing it?” 
 
    Irving stopped in his tracks and grinned. “Straight to the point.” He put his hands behind his back. “It’s no secret there are four people leading the Disciples. The Gears of Destruction, as they’re so commonly referred to. Slug. Lotto. The feisty woman. And a fourth person who’s done an excellent job of keeping their identity a secret. 
 
    “Mr. Shaw, if you intend on following through with your convictions, I worry you may draw out this fourth person. Are you prepared to do so?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Max looked into Irving’s eyes as if he could see what he was up to. But the man stood rigid as he always was, patiently waiting for a response. 
 
    “You say that like it’s already a fact,” Max said. “Is there something you’re trying to tell me?” 
 
    “If you’re implying I’m in league with the Disciples, I regret to inform you I’m not. I’m merely an innocent broker with an added interest.” 
 
    “If you’re innocent, you’ve got nothing to worry about. I’ll stomp through Venom and Slug and be on my way. This fourth person I keep hearing about… Maybe they’re real… Maybe they’re a myth. It doesn’t matter to me. My business in Santa Fe will be done after I give them the justice they deserve.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat. Despite the tension in the room, he was able to keep his composure. Irving was as non-threatening as could be and became more so when he grinned. 
 
    “The rumors are true,” Irving said. “The Rebel is here just to settle some personal business. I wish you luck in your bout.” He took a seat back at his desk and went back to slicing his kiwi. 
 
    Max watched him for a moment. “Did you really just bring me in here to warn me about the GODs?” 
 
    Irving picked up a piece of kiwi and sighed. “When you’ve heard the things I have, I think it’s only fair you be warned.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m a citizen of Santa Fe. And though I make a fine living for myself, my compassion is not lost on the city and the Cobalt District. All the credits in the world aren’t enough to get rid of the Disciples’ influence. I thought maybe you would be the one to change that. But you’re not from here. That’s not your responsibility, as you say.” 
 
    Irving ate his fruit as if Max was no longer there. 
 
    Max ignored the uncertainty in his thoughts and left the suite. All of the doubts and questions he had would have to wait for another time. The battle with Venom and Slug was looming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    HP: 115% 
 
    Energy: 130% 
 
      
 
    Max glanced down at the boost his stimulant had given him and nodded to Hudson. “Never better. Sabrina gave me a little more energy to use all of these new abilities I got.” 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Plasma Cutter IV 
 
    A one-meter long energy blade. Causes greater poison damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
      
 
    Inferno Grenade IV 
 
    Arcing explosives with a massive explosion radius. Causes fire 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% 
 
      
 
    “Spent a lot of creds putting all this together.” 
 
    “We’ve already come this far,” Hudson said. “A few more credits are a small price to pay. Besides. I put everything on you. Officials are hanging around to make sure this thing is legitimate. You’ll get paid your winnings plus half of what I bet on you. Fifty-fifty. Like always.” 
 
    “Fifty-fifty. But I’ll handle this myself. Venom and Slug will get what’s coming to them.” 
 
    In the small locker room leading into the Vicious Sanctum, Max gathered with Hudson and Zigzag in preparation for his biggest battle since arriving in Santa Fe. The android was as calm as she always was, waiting for Max’s signal to move forward. 
 
    Hudson was the opposite, staring at the ground with an undeniable nervous anxiety that made him shake. 
 
    “Shit…” Hudson chuckled softly. “I thought after the War Gamez, we’d be done with all these high-stakes battles. I never meant to make you strap your ACE on again, my man.” 
 
    Max stared at the neon blue display on his left forearm and smirked. “I don’t like the feeling. Not because I can’t handle it. Nah… You wear this too long, you start to get used to it. All this power… I can take on the world with it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to take on the world. Just two assholes who deserve what’s coming to them.” 
 
    Max reached up and put a hand on Hudson’s shoulder. “We came to Santa Fe to bring a little justice. This is payback.” 
 
    Hudson swallowed, his jaw clenched as he stared hard at Max. “Make ‘em bleed. For Sammy.” 
 
    Max gave him a confident nod and squeezed his shoulder. “For Sammy.” 
 
    “Sabrina and I will be watching along with everybody else. Celebration’s on me.” 
 
    Hudson worked a smile onto his face before stepping out of the locker room. Max took a moment to gather himself before standing by Zigzag’s side. 
 
    The two stared forward toward the dark entrance leading into the arena. The walls were already vibrating from the crowd anticipating their entrance. 
 
    “The circumstances of this battle are different,” Zigzag said. “Elevated heartrate. Dilated pupils. Increased perspiration. You exhibit all the signs of increased adrenaline.” 
 
    “That obvious, huh? I’m not nervous.” 
 
    “This battle means a lot to you and Hudson. It is our purpose for coming to Santa Fe. But the combat itself does not change. My motor functions and central processes are operating at maximum capacity. As long as we fight to our full capabilities, we will be victorious. ” 
 
    The android gave him a smile to further reassure him. Max chuckled and patted her on the back. 
 
    “When this is all over, you can tuck your sword away and we’ll celebrate.” 
 
    “You are my friend, Max. It is an honor to fight by your side.” 
 
    He gave her one last nod before stepping forward. 
 
    The neon red lights glowed. The steel grid in front of him began to shake from the noise of the crowd. When he stepped out underneath the bright lights of the Vicious Sanctum, the audience erupted with noise as loud as thunder. 
 
    “Full house,” Proxy said in his earpiece. “Not an empty seat in the arena.” 
 
    Max looked at the hundreds gathered then up at the Operator in her booth. 
 
    “One more battle, Proxy. Let’s get to it.” 
 
    “Two towers are active. Couldn’t find any info on your opponents.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” Max straightened out his jacket and dug his feet into the grid as he stared forward at the other side of the arena. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! It is with a great privilege Club Reincarnation brings to you this special main event! Introducing our first competitors at the southern end. Champions of the War Gamez in New Austin, they are the team of Zigzag and Maximilian, the Rebel!” 
 
    Max ignored the roar of the crowd, his eyes focused on the figures appearing in the pathway across from him. A spotlight shined on them as they came into view. A booming guitar riff squealed through the speakers and electronic drums followed. 
 
    “And their opponents… Making their return to the Vicious Sanctum. The unstoppable and dangerous duo of Slug and Venom!” 
 
    Slug looked different than he usually did. Black battle armor covered him from head to toe, the only visible part of his body his gritted teeth. He pounded his gloved fists together and the metal sparked. 
 
    “Looks like black steel armor,” Proxy said. “Fists look reinforced, too. He could try to punch you or tackle you. His ACE is like an afterthought.” 
 
    Venom’s armor wasn’t as bulky. Green sheets of metal had been forged together to give her full coverage except for her head. Her short platinum-blond hair cascaded down the sides of her face as she programmed her ACE. Even from a distance, Max could see the devious grin on her lips. 
 
    “She’s small,” Proxy said. “But don’t take her lightly.” 
 
    “I don’t intend on taking it lightly on her at all. They’re both responsible for what happened to Sammy.” 
 
    “You’ll get your payback. You just gotta stay focused.” 
 
    Zigzag pulled her hilt from the compartment on her leg. The magnetic blade extended from it and a pink aura glowed around it. The same energy pulsed through the lines in her armor and her eye sockets glowed. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! It’s Zigzag and the Rebel versus Venom and Slug! Let the battle in the Vicious Sanctum… begin!” 
 
    Max immediately began running forward to the western end. “We’re both going west,” he said. “Ignore the other turret.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    Zigzag sped behind him but her increased speed allowed her to overtake him quickly. The android’s legs pumped like a blur and she reached the tower before anybody else was within thirty meters. 
 
    “Not so fast!” 
 
    Slug roared as he suddenly charged forward. A fiery red aura surrounded him as he moved like a meteor in Zigzag’s direction. 
 
    “Look out!” Max called out just in time. 
 
    Zigzag tumbled out of the way and Slug crashed into the tower in a fiery explosion. Max let off a flurry of Inferno Grenades. Slug immediately raised his arm up, bracing himself as the volley exploded on and around him. 
 
    “He’s taking it all,” Proxy said. “He’s still at 126-percent though. The guy’s built like a tank.” 
 
    “I can take down a tank.” Max rushed forward to engage while Zigzag climbed the wall to strike down. He ignored Venom activating the tower on the eastern end and drew his Plasma Cutter. “Let’s go!” 
 
    Max and Zigzag joined in unison as they descended on Slug. They both slashed with their blades, slicing to try and take down the man in the black armor. But Slug ducked out of the way of Zigzag’s swings with surprising deftness while he blocked Max’s swings with his arms. 
 
    “Is that the best you got?” 
 
    Slug roared as he activated his ACE. His fists turned red like molten steel. A sudden hard swing caught Zigzag in the midsection and sent her flying across the steel grid into the wall. 
 
    “Flame Fists,” Proxy said. “Watch out!” 
 
    Slug turned and aimed another Flame Fist at Max. Max was just able to get out of the way, rolling forward at the last moment. He fired a Colossal Blast, forcing Slug to block it with both arms. The full brunt of the blow made him slide back and dig his heels into the ground to stop from falling over. 
 
    “You should’ve stayed in New Austin.” 
 
    Max turned around to see Venom pointing her ACE at him. She fired a green mist into the air. Only a whiff of it was enough to immediately make Max feel nauseous. 
 
    “Poison Cloud,” Proxy said. “If you’re anywhere near it, it’ll drain your HP.” 
 
    “Shit…” Max moved away and ran over to check on Zigzag. Neither Venom or Slug pursued, instead taking control of the second tower. 
 
    Max knelt down next to Zigzag and helped her up to her feet. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “My motor functions have not been compromised,” the android said. “I am ready to continue.” 
 
    Max looked up and saw his opponents waiting next to the tower. 
 
    “They’re trying to draw us in proximity,” he said. “I can’t get close while Venom has her poison up… But… Proxy, the poison shouldn’t affect Zigzag, right?” 
 
    “It only affects organic tissue,” she said. “She should be fine.” 
 
    He looked at Zigzag and nodded. “Make sure you save some for me.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” The android smiled then raced forward. 
 
    Slug slammed his fists together and the fiery aura surrounded his entire body. He lowered his shoulder and charged in Zigzag’s direction. The android jumped to easily avoid him then landed down in front of Venom. She was about to raise her sword up to attack but a blast from the turret forced her to back away. 
 
    Max had no way to help her, distracted by the big man who’d turned his attention to him. Max and Slug circled one another. Slug cracked his knuckles while Max readied his Plasma Cutter. 
 
    “I told Venom not to trust you,” Slug said. “But I guess it doesn’t matter. It all ends with you getting your face smashed.” 
 
    “Venom doesn’t seem strong enough to hurt Sammy the way he was beaten. I’m guessing you did all of the grunt work.” 
 
    “That’s right. Since you care about that junkie so much, I’ll give you a hospital bed right next to him.” 
 
    “Not tonight.” 
 
    Max raised his blade up and yelled as he charged. Slug moved to meet him. They swung at the same time, Max’s energy blade crashing into Slug’s fist. Their weapons sparked purple and red in a bright clash of energy. 
 
    Despite the weight of Slug’s Flame Fists, Max managed to hold his own and avoid getting hit. He ducked underneath a right hook and thrust forward with a stab that Slug parried. Slug sent an uppercut his way but Max quickly backflipped out of the way and continued his attack. Neither man was able to land cleanly but just a glancing blow was enough for Max to feel. 
 
    “Stop dancing around and fight me!” Slug yelled. 
 
    Slug reared back and threw his fist forward like a giant piston. Max slid out of the way and stabbed his blade into his arm. The big man howled in pain as the energy seared through his armor and flesh all the same. 
 
    “You got him!” Proxy yelled. 
 
    But the Operator’s celebration was short-lived, as Slug rose up with a backfist that caught Max in the side of the head and sent him stumbling onto his back. 
 
    “Ungh… Shit…” 
 
    Max’s brain rattled in his head. His vision blurred as he tried to get his senses together. 
 
    “Max, he’s coming for you. You gotta get up.” 
 
    Proxy’s voice was distant. He looked up at Slug and could barely make him out marching toward him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Slug said. “You’ll be in the hospital real soon.” 
 
    He grabbed Max by the collar and dragged him across the steel grid. Max watched the red proximity of the tower slowly coming into view. 
 
    “Max… Max, he’s gonna let the turret take you out.” 
 
    Max blinked his eyes to clear the cobwebs and saw Zigzag still trying to cut through clouds of poison Venom was putting up. 
 
    “Zigzag!” Max shouted. 
 
    The android turned and immediately raced forward. Her legs moved like a blur, quickly closing the distance. 
 
    “It’s too late.” Slug put both hands on Max and tossed him into the proximity of the tower just as Zigzag thrust her sword into the big man’s chest. The android gritted her teeth and struggled as she dug her blade into the black armor. 
 
    Max looked up at the turret pointing at him and watched the blast fire. He turned his back but there was no way of bracing from the impact. The explosion sent him flying forward, searing his jacket and burning through the back of his armor. 
 
    “Shit…” Max muttered as he got back up to his feet. Despite the pain surging through his body, he steadied himself. 
 
    Slug struggled to push out the sword Zigzag was trying to stick through him. His hands around the blade, he pushed back against the android. 
 
    “Keep going!” Max activated his Plasma Cutter and rushed forward. But he’d only taken a few steps when Venom appeared. She raised her ACE up and more of the green mist appeared from the compartments. 
 
    “Don’t even try it!” Venom yelled. 
 
    “I can’t… Gotta do this…” 
 
    Max shut his eyes. His jaw clenched, he held his breath for as long as he could as he moved forward into the mist. But the green smoke against his face was enough to make him noxious. 
 
    “Max! You can’t stay in the cloud!” 
 
    He ignored Proxy’s warning, moving closer to Slug until he was right behind him. 
 
    “I only need a few seconds…” Max raised his blade up. Slug turned around and yelled right as Max shoved the energy sword up to his face, piercing the enforcer’s open mouth. Max felt some resistance but shoved with all of his strength, pushing the sword through until it extended out the other side of Slug’s head. The energy sword split Slug’s head on both sides, leaking blood in every direction. 
 
    The crowd gasped as it sliced through Slug’s helmet entirely. 
 
    Slug’s hands fell to his sides, his eyes wide as he choked on Max’s blade. Zigzag finished pushing her blade into the center of his chest to drain the last of life from him. 
 
    “You got him!” Proxy said. “No way he can recover from that.” 
 
    “Zigzag…” Max barely got the words out, choking on the poison. Zigzag withdrew her weapon and quickly put her arms around him to move him away from the green mist. 
 
    As soon as he was clear from it, Max collapsed on the ground and gasped a deep breath. 
 
    “Proxy… Where am I at?” 
 
    “Energy’s holding steady at 76-percent. HP is at 46-percent. It’s dropping every few seconds though. The poison is still in your bloodstream. The only way to get rid of the effects for sure is to stay out of the poison completely.” 
 
    Max looked up and saw Venom continuously spraying the noxious gas, filling the arena. 
 
    “You’ve got nowhere to hide!” Venom said. “I’ve got both towers! The poison will get you eventually! Just give up now!” 
 
    “Stay back,” Zigzag said. “I can defeat her alone. I will extract from her the revenge you seek—” 
 
    “No.” Max put his hand up and stopped her from moving forward. “That’s what she wants. The poison means she’ll fight us one-on-one. But she can’t beat us together, even with the gas. Proxy, how long can I stand in the poison before it drops my HP to zero?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure. Maybe a minute. Any more than that and I wouldn’t wanna take the chance.” 
 
    “A minute… What’s her HP at?” 
 
    “HP is at 89-percent. Energy is at 112-percent. She’s got all of her resources.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I was not able to do much damage,” Zigzag said. “Avoiding the turret fire proved troublesome.” 
 
    “That’s all right.” Max straightened up and watched as Venom continued to flood the arena with her poison. “One minute to bring her down to zero. That’s all we need. Let’s go.” 
 
    Zigzag nodded and rushed forward with her sword raised. 
 
    Max raised his ACE up and launched a volley of Inferno Grenades. Venom rolled away from the explosion but she quickly had to recover to block a quick slice from Zigzag. 
 
    Max continued moving forward and another volley distracted Venom long enough to lower her ACE. The fumes from the poison immediately flooded his nostrils and made him gag so bad he wanted to puke. 
 
    “Come on… Ignore it…” 
 
    He clenched his jaw to stop himself from keeling over and moved through the cloud until he was right next to Venom. He activated his Plasma Cutter then worked in unison with Zigzag to try and cut the blond down. 
 
    “HP’s dropping,” Proxy said. “Under 40-percent.” 
 
    Venom tumbled and backflipped away from the swipes, giggling as she sprayed more of her fumes into the air. 
 
    “It’s over, Rebel. You’re out of time.” 
 
    “Not yet. Zigzag!” 
 
    The android nodded and jumped into the air. Venom turned her head up, giving Max the opportunity to fire a Colossal Blast. She took the full brunt of it to her chest, knocking her back into one of the towers and putting her in a daze. 
 
    Zigzag quickly followed up and sliced her in the midsection before a turret blast sent the android stumbling back. Zigzag quickly got up and moved forward to follow up but Max grabbed her by the shoulder to hold her back. 
 
    “That’s all right,” he coughed. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “I can withstand another blast from the turret,” Zigzag said. “You should move out of the poison.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Proxy said. “Venom’s already bleeding out. Just stay out of the cloud and you win.” 
 
    “No…” Max said. “Can’t just win… Get her away from the tower, Zigzag.” 
 
    Zigzag didn’t hesitate. She ran into the turret’s proximity to grab Venom. Another blast caught Zigzag in the back but the android managed to remain standing long enough to drag Venom to Max. 
 
    Venom fell to the ground, blood leaking from the wound in her stomach as she crawled forward. Max struggled to stand up straight but dug his heels into the grid to push himself up. 
 
    “Looks like you got me,” Venom said. “But at least I took you down with me.” 
 
    Max coughed as the poison continued to fill his lungs. “I might go down. But you’re the one getting what they deserve.” 
 
    “You’re under 20-percent, Max,” Proxy said. “If you don’t get out of the poison now…” 
 
    He ignored her, instead listening to the chants of the crowd. 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute!” 
 
    He flipped Venom over with his foot and looked down on her. Blood leaked from her stomach and poured from her mouth. Her HP slowly draining, she still furrowed her brow at Max in defiance. 
 
    “All this because of a junkie,” Venom muttered. 
 
    Max pointed his ACE down at her. “Because of a junkie.” 
 
    The impact of the Colossal Blast against her face was enough to send him and Zigzag flying back. He tumbled against the steel grid and barely had the sense to crawl out of the mist of poison. But even though he’d escaped the toxic cloud, it still burned within his lungs. 
 
    As the last of his HP drained from him, Max looked up at Zigzag standing above him. They smiled at one another as he drifted off to the chants of the crowd. 
 
    “Rebel! Rebel! Rebel!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Max heard the glass pounding in his head. It got loud enough for him to realize he wasn’t dreaming it. He blinked his eyes open and looked through the fluid surrounding him. 
 
    On the other side of the glass tube he floated in, Proxy continued tapping upon it. The grin on her face brought back memories of what happened shortly before his HP had drained completely. 
 
    Zigzag stood behind her. A demure smile on her face, Zigzag held her head up proudly. 
 
    Sabrina was also there, smiling just the same. 
 
    Hudson stood with his hands in his pockets. He didn’t appear in as good of a mood as the others but Max knew he was satisfied. 
 
    “We’re heading to the hospital to tell Sammy the good news!” Proxy said. “After that, we’re gonna go celebrate.” 
 
    Max chuckled softly through the mask over his face and closed his eyes. His objective in Santa Fe accomplished, he closed his eyes and drifted back to the peace his exhausted body forced him to. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “…The Rose Garden nightclub has announced an upcoming remodeling. In efforts to compete with the surrounding hot spots, the owners of one of the oldest clubs in Santa Fe have started renovations to appeal to a younger crowd. New displays, a variety of vapors and liquors and personal robot concierges are just a few of the changes being made. The bar will be closed for construction indefinitely…” 
 
    Max sat quietly and ignored the news report, staring out the window while Hudson explained the full details of the last battle. 
 
    “Stabbed him in the mouth, huh? Sheesh…” Sammy grimaced at Hudson’s explicit descriptions. “I can’t imagine what that feels like. Just thinking about it makes me shudder.” 
 
    “After what they did to you, they deserve it.” Hudson slapped his friend on the arm. “Assholes always get it worse in the end. And it’s not like they’re dead. Bastards are floating in the regenerators right now. Max gave it to ‘em real bad. Taught ‘em a lesson.” 
 
    Sammy munched on his roast beef sandwich and turned to Max, who was sitting quietly at the side of the hospital room. 
 
    “Thanks,” Sammy said. “I never would’ve imagined somebody would go through all of that for me. I guess I owe you one.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “A friend of Hudson’s is a friend of mine. You don’t owe me anything. It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure…” Sammy sighed and put his sandwich down. “I did take their loot. I couldn’t help myself. Just thinking about it right now, I’m getting kinda anxious.” 
 
    “I told you I got it taken care of,” Hudson said. “We’ll give those punks their money for the loot and then we’re even. We’ll get out of this shithole of a city. We’ll get your system flushed out in New Austin. That’s how it should’ve been in the first place.” 
 
    “A whole new start… I won’t know what to do with myself…” 
 
    “You can do anything. There’s nothing stopping you from it.” 
 
    “Right now, all I wanna do is eat this sandwich. Hospital food is never any good. All they give you is something supplemented but there’s no accounting for flavor.” 
 
    “Once you’re out and about, we’ll head out to a real restaurant. After Max’s last win, I’ve got enough credits to eat at the fanciest place in Santa Fe.” 
 
    “Don’t need anything fancy. As long as the beef is real, that’s all I want.” 
 
    “Looks like you ate it pretty fast.” Max got up from his seat. “Why don’t I head out and get you another bite?” 
 
    “That’s all right,” Hudson said. “I can do it—” 
 
    “No.” Max put his hand up. “After everything I just went through, this isn’t much trouble. Figure you two have a lot to catch up on anyway.” 
 
    Hudson patted him on the arm and nodded. 
 
    Max left the hospital room and looked down the hallway. He hadn’t even moved a single step when he saw Detective Pitt approaching. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    Max didn’t bother holding back his surprise as the detective walked right up to him 
 
    “Are you still following me?” Max said. 
 
    “You’re still a person of interest, Shaw. And this is one of the locations you seem to be frequenting quite often.” 
 
    “Well, unless you plan on following me to New Austin, I won’t be frequenting anywhere else in Santa Fe. I’m done.” 
 
    Pitt put his hands behind his back. “You blew your cover. You got closer to the GODs than anybody ever had and you blew it.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “Venom knew who I was all along.” 
 
    “It didn’t matter if she knew who you were. If you kept playing along, she would’ve been willing to let you in. You would’ve gotten everybody’s identity. You could’ve put an end to the Disciples for good.” 
 
    “I’m just one man, Pitt. It’s not my fault everybody in your department has got their hands greased. If the DA wants to take down the GODs and the Disciples, press charges with the evidence you got on the three you’re already monitoring. Maybe one of them will squeal and you can find this ghost you’re chasing.” 
 
    “I don’t need advice from you on how to conduct an investigation.” 
 
    “But apparently you need me to do your work for you.” Max leaned in closer and looked Pitt right in the eye. Without anything else weighing down on his shoulders, Max was free to say whatever he wanted to the detective. 
 
    “I came to Santa Fe to bring some known criminals to justice. Why don’t you do your job and lock ‘em up?” 
 
    Max brushed by him, bumping into his arm as he did. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Max took a few steps when Pitt called out to him. 
 
    “I was at the battle. I saw what you did. Went for the Execution when you didn’t have to.” Pitt slowly walked up to Max. “I know why you did it.” 
 
    “I did it because that’s what I came here to do.” 
 
    “You came here to do what’s right…” Pitt sighed softly through his nose. “It’s only fair I do the same… I’ll give the DA a recommendation to bring Vick, Banks and Cole in. I know enough honest guys in the department who’ll bring in some other Disciples, too. You didn’t intend on it but we’ll finish what you started.” 
 
    Max stared at him for a moment then nodded. He was already free from the weight on his shoulders but seeing the approval in the detective’s eyes gave him a strange sense of accomplishment. 
 
    A vibration in Max’s pocket made him pull out his AllDevice. He held it up to his ear as he headed down the hall. 
 
    “Proxy.” 
 
    “How’s Hudson doing?” 
 
    “Never better. Sammy’s enjoying the good news.” 
 
    “That’s great. I’ve got even better news.” 
 
    “I can’t think of what would be better than that…” 
 
    “It’s our last night in Santa Fe. I was talking with Sabrina and Zigzag. We figured we might as well make it a night to remember.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow. “And how would we do that?” 
 
    “You’ll see tonight.” 
 
    “You called me just to tell me nothing?” 
 
    “It’s more fun when it’s a surprise.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Max sighed as the girl on the other end of the line giggled. Considering his biggest problem now was figuring out what she was up to, all he could do was laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    The sparks showered down from the ceiling in a cascade of lights over the dance floor. Men and women in their slick latex and leather outfits moved to the beat of the bass pumping through the speakers. The glowing red and blue neon lights next to the bar were a giant sign to all the patrons who needed a refill. Robotic arms prepared organic and synthetic alcohol alike, adding to the chaos of the scene. 
 
    Max scrunched his face in confusion, unsure of where to focus his eyes. 
 
    “What do you think?” Proxy shouted into his ear. 
 
    “I don’t know whether to focus on everybody dancing or getting drunk or how loud the music is or how bright the lights are or whatever else I’m missing.” 
 
    “It’s a celebration. Our last night in Santa Fe. Sabrina said we might as well go out with a bang before we head back to New Austin.” 
 
    “We go out with a bang and we might not make it back.” 
 
    “C’mon!” 
 
    Proxy enthusiastically grabbed Max’s hand and led him through the throngs rubbing their bodies together on the dance floor. Hundreds had gathered in the spacious nightclub, so even though Max was dressed in a singed leather jacket, he wasn’t able to stand out. 
 
    Proxy pushed her way through the crowd until they managed to get into the next room. The music from the previous room immediately became distant and the sparkling lights were placed with a dim neon blue. 
 
    Max sighed a soft breath, just now realizing how much the previous scene had made his heart pump. He looked around the lounge and saw everybody relaxing at their tables and booths as they chatted over a drink. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” he said. 
 
    They headed to the corner of the room where Zigzag and Sabrina were already waiting for them. 
 
    “Glad you could make it.” Sabrina got up from her seat and kissed him on the cheek. Her short black skirt left little to the imagination, the pale skin of her legs on display. The matching top wasn’t much different as she readjusted it. 
 
    “I almost didn’t make it,” Max said. “Got swallowed up back there.” 
 
    “It’s always a wild time in Gaia Club,” she said. “But there’s something for everybody here. That’s why the cover is so high.” 
 
    He took a seat next to Zigzag. She crossed her legs and leaned back in her seat, calmly observing the scene around the bar. 
 
    “How about you?” he asked her. “What do you think of this place?” 
 
    “It’s interesting,” she said. “One room there’s a raucous party. And in this room, everybody is just mingling.” 
 
    “Zigzag here already had a few suitors,” Sabrina said. 
 
    “They were merely looking to satisfy their curiosity of being with an android. I am not in the mood to satisfy such curiosity.” 
 
    Max chuckled and relaxed in his seat. The three ladies all sat around the booth, Proxy immediately started scrolling her finger over the digital tablet to order some drinks. Zigzag sat quietly observing Proxy’s potential concoctions while Sabrina sat close to Max. 
 
    “Heading back, huh?” Sabrina asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning. That’s the plan.” 
 
    The dim blue lights of the bar highlighted the disappointment he saw in her gray eyes. She looked away from him, her eyes shifting. 
 
    “You’re gonna miss me,” he said. “I’ll miss you, too.” 
 
    “It’s not just that. It’s… Living in Santa Fe is tough. When you’re around, I forget about how rough this city is. Especially the Cobalt District.” 
 
    “Right… I talked to someone. They said the GODs are being apprehended. They’ve got the DA’s approval to start sweeping up some of the Disciples on the streets.” 
 
    “It’ll take more than a few arrests to put an end to all of the loot they’re pushing.” 
 
    “It’s a start. All it takes is a few honest guys. Everything will be all right.” 
 
    She leaned close to him and kissed him on the cheek. “Where’s your friend at?” 
 
    “Hudson figured he’d spend a little more time with Sammy while he’s getting straightened out. He’s bringing him back to New Austin.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow. “Maybe you should come along, too.” 
 
    “What?” she exclaimed. She moved back, her eyes wide in surprise. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Sabrina shook her head, searching for an answer but nothing immediately came to her. “I’ve lived in Santa Fe for so long…” 
 
    “Weren’t you just complaining about it a few seconds ago?” 
 
    She giggled and slapped him on the arm. “Maybe I’ll think about it. It’s not like I have to decide right now.” 
 
    “And if you do leave, you can always come back.” 
 
    Sabrina looked toward Proxy as Zigzag continued to advise her on what drinks to order. 
 
    “There’s another reason I invited you to Gaia,” she said. “This club in particular has something that other clubs don’t.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    Max was already curious but the devilish grin forming on the brunette’s lips only made him more eager. 
 
    “Come on.” Sabrina popped up from her seat and took his hand. “We’ll be back in a second, ladies.” 
 
    “Take your time. Got a lot of new drinks to try out.” Proxy didn’t bother looking up as she swiped through the drink list. 
 
    Max followed Sabrina through a darkened path out of the room. A dark hallway was barely illuminated by red lights lining the floor. Max looked around the darkness, confusion joining his curiosity. 
 
    “Are you sure this is safe?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s safe. Trust me.” 
 
    Sabrina walked up to one of the walls and pushed it open. 
 
    “Didn’t even realize that was a door…” Max said to himself. 
 
    “After you…” 
 
    Max stepped into a small room lit by a lone red light on the floor. Electronic bass pulsed softly in the background. Sabrina moved in after him and closed the door. She moved toward a digital panel at the side of the room, swiping her fingers over the display. 
 
    “This doesn’t look like a bathroom…” 
 
    “It’s an Instinct Room.” 
 
    “An Instinct Room?” 
 
    “The alcohol. The music. The pheromones. People tend to get a little… instinctive when they’re out there on the dance floor.” 
 
    Sabrina pushed the display and a soft white mist came down from the ceiling. Max looked up and inhaled some of the sweet scent. 
 
    “Smells like candy…” 
 
    “It’s a temporary sterilizer. Cleans the room and makes sure we don’t make any mistakes. Officials are always talking about overpopulation. This fixes that.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Max narrowed his eyes at her. “I don’t see how overpopulation would be an issue at the moment…” 
 
    Sabrina scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Why are you trying to play a game with me? Do I have to spell it out for you?” 
 
    “No… But I want you to do it anyway.” 
 
    The seductive look in her eyes was unmistakable. She locked her stare on him as she trailed fingers along his chest and down to his belt buckle. 
 
    “It’s your last night in Santa Fe. I figured you could use a little going away present.” 
 
    He stared back at her, forced to swallow from the rising tension in his body. He didn’t resist as she undid his belt. His zipper undone, his jeans fell down to the floor in a messy pile. She tugged on his underwear, moving it by his rigid shaft, until it was around his ankles just the same. 
 
    “What have you got planned?” 
 
    Sabrina moved back to the panel and activated another mist. Max looked up and took another deep inhale. A surge of adrenaline rushed through his veins. His muscles tightened. His heart beat harder. Even his length seemed to thicken more than it already was in anticipation of what Sabrina was offering. 
 
    The brunette stood a few feet away from him. Her hands on the hem of her skirt, she lifted it up to reveal nothing underneath except for a slick mound. Somehow, the red light had made it even more appetizing, Max thought. 
 
    She gripped his shaft and giggled as she forced him to take a step forward. 
 
    “Last night in Santa Fe… What are you gonna do, Max—” 
 
    He rushed his face to hers. Her moan interrupted whatever he had no interest in hearing. His length moved between her legs. He searched for the warmth of her entrance then plunged into her. 
 
    She gasped again into his mouth. She wrapped her arms around his neck. Her legs wrapped around him the same, her heels hugging the small of his back. 
 
    Max pushed her up against the wall, pinning her against it with his hard and forceful thrusts. 
 
    Sabrina giggled in ecstasy as she ran a hand through his hair. Her other hand reached for the panel on the side of the room and more mist came from the ceiling. 
 
    The aroma flooded Max’s nostrils and fueled his desire even more. 
 
    “That’s it…” She chewed softly on his ear, whispering into it. “Last night Santa Fe… Let’s make it a night to remember…” 
 
    Max grunted and thrust even harder into her, splitting her entrance as he pressed her into the wall. 
 
    “I’ll definitely remember this…” 
 
    His hilt slammed against her folds in rhythm to the bass from the speakers. The sound of their bodies colliding joined the chorus of moans spilling from her throat as they lost themselves to their ecstasy… 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Gaia Club, huh? I heard that place is pretty fancy. You sure you can afford it.” 
 
    Hudson chuckled at his friend’s uncertainty. “I made a lot of creds from Max’s last fight. Hell, I made a lot of creds off of all of his fights. A night in the most expensive club in Santa Fe won’t set me back. Besides, it’s a celebration. You’re finally out of the hospital.” 
 
    “I don’t think a man with addictions like me should be drinking too much.” 
 
    “Synthetic alcohol isn’t very addictive. Nothing is as bad as loot. Once we get your system flushed back in New Austin, you’ll be free to do whatever you want.” 
 
    “It’ll be strange not chasing loot all the time. My body’s so used to the drugs…” 
 
    “Anything you want, Sammy.” 
 
    Hudson smiled at his friend, who stared quietly through the window of the speeder cab. 
 
    “Say, Hudson. You and Max… You two are friends, right?” 
 
    “After all the shit we been through, couldn’t be closer.” 
 
    “I got the feeling. For him to come all the way to Santa Fe without even knowing who I am and doing all of that… I figure I owe him.” 
 
    “Max isn’t the kinda guy who would do this for a favor. It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “He’s a rare breed. Especially in this shithole of a world…” 
 
    Hudson laughed at his friend’s bluntness. Sammy smiled as he continued to enjoy the sights of the city around him. 
 
    The speeder cab suddenly pulled to a stop. 
 
    “They said Gaia’s crowded around the entrance,” Hudson said. “We’ll get out here and walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    They stepped out of the cab and onto one of the barren streets of the Cobalt District. The lights and music from the clubs were distant. 
 
    Hudson put his hands in his pockets and was about to walk forward when he saw a couple cabs pull up behind the speeder he’d just left. 
 
    “Not ordinary cabs,” Hudson said. “Too sleek and slick to be commercial rides.” 
 
    Hudson watched as four men in suits stepped out of the cab. Stern looks on their faces, they marched forward to Sammy and Hudson without saying a word. 
 
    Hudson put his hands up. “What’s going on here—” 
 
    A sudden punch to the stomach knocked the wind out of him. Hudson keeled over in staggering pain. He barely had a chance to breathe when an uppercut rocked him in the chin, knocking his hat off and sending him to the pavement. 
 
    “Hey!” Sammy tried to move forward but he was restrained by two of the guards holding his arms. He kicked his legs to break free but he didn’t have the strength. 
 
    Sammy watched helplessly as more men in black suits stepped out of the cabs. Five men in total surrounded Hudson and pounded on him with vicious stomps and kicks. 
 
    “Hey!” Sammy shouted. “Help! Somebody help!” His voice echoed through the empty neighborhood but fell upon deaf ears. 
 
    Hudson grunted and groaned from every blow he took until he was no longer moving. The suits straightened their outfits, surrounding Hudson’s still body. 
 
    Sammy looked at all of them then shifted his sights toward the cab where another man stepped out. The man wore a white suit unlike the others. His black hair slicked back on his head, a thick beard covered his cheeks and chin. He stepped forward and Sammy realized just how much bigger and taller he was than the rest. 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” the man in white said, his voice booming. “Just make sure he’ll have some time to think while he’s regenerating.” 
 
    Sammy stopped trying to break free from the men restraining him. All he could do was look up at the man towering over him. With how much Sammy had to turn his neck, the man was at least seven-feet tall. 
 
    He stared back down at Sammy with a pair of beady brown eyes. 
 
    “I got a message for the Rebel,” he said. “You can give it to him, right?” 
 
    Sammy swallowed nervously and nodded. 
 
    “Tell him he has my attention. Tell him…” The man looked down at Hudson’s still body and smirked. “…Osiris is here.” 
 
    The man in the white suit headed back toward his cab and snapped his fingers. All of his guards quickly assembled back into their cabs. 
 
    Sammy fell to his knees as they sped off into the distance then crawled over to Hudson. 
 
    “Hudson? Hudson?” 
 
    He flipped him over and saw how bloody and bruised Hudson’s face was. Sammy frantically searched for Hudson’s AllDevice and scrolled through it, trying to get through. 
 
    “C’mon…” His heart raced as he held it to his ear. 
 
    A few seconds went by until there was an answer. 
 
    “Hudson? Where are you at—” 
 
    “Max. It’s Sammy.” 
 
    “Sammy? Is everything all right?” 
 
    Sammy swallowed as he looked at Hudson, wondering how he could put into words what just happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    The beeps from the machines monitoring Hudson’s vital signs pulsed at a steady rhythm. There was no other sound despite how many people were gathered around him. 
 
    Zigzag stood by Proxy, who was doing her best to hold back the tears leaking down her cheeks. Sammy shook his head, his brow furrowed with a combination of confusion and sorrow. 
 
    “It happened so fast,” Sammy said. “We just stepped out of the speeder and… It’s like they were following us the entire time.” 
 
    Max locked his fingers together, his thumbs rubbing beneath his chin. He locked an unblinking stare on Hudson’s broken face. 
 
    Both eyes swollen. Cuts on his cheeks and forehead. The blood coming from his lips had only just started to dry. 
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    He searched for something to say but there was nothing. Anger. Frustration. Sadness. Confusion. All of his emotions tangled with one another inside his head, creating a mess for him to sort through. All he could do was stare at Hudson’s broken body, a part of him not believing it was real. 
 
    Max ignored the door opening and Sabrina stepping inside. 
 
    “Max… There’s somebody here to see you. Says he’s with Santa Fe PD.” 
 
    Max stared at her then got up from his seat. He left the room and saw Detective Pitt standing there, his hands in the pockets of his coat. 
 
    The two locked their eyes on one another. There were so many questions swirling around in Max’s head, he didn’t know where to begin. He didn’t need to say anything though. 
 
    “How is he?” Pitt asked. 
 
    “Broken ribs. Collapsed lung. Lacerations and contusions. Concussion. Doctors say he’s lucky it’s not worse. Most people wouldn’t survive a beating like that without wearing a BioHarness. But he wasn’t gonna kill him. No… He wanted Hudson to survive.” 
 
    “And who is he exactly?” 
 
    Max bit his tongue. His anger bubbled inside of him to the point he could hear his heart throbbing in his ears. 
 
    “Shaw… We’re on the same page here. You have to tell me what’s going on. Any information you’ve got, you have to give it to me if we’re going to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Max looked away and sighed, knowing he didn’t have a choice. “Sammy said it was a man named Osiris. A big man in a white suit. There were surveillance cameras in the area. Shouldn’t you have footage of what happened already?” 
 
    Pitt nodded. “Osiris… His name is Charles Oliver. We have him in custody.” 
 
    “What?” Max said. “You already know who he is? Why didn’t you just tell me?” 
 
    “I had to make sure you didn’t receive any misinformation.” 
 
    “I need to talk to him—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” 
 
    “What’s there to wait for? He got to Hudson because he was trying to get a message to me. Message received.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple. We didn’t have to review the footage. Oliver turned himself in willingly.” 
 
    Max squinted, unsure he’d heard Pitt correctly. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But he wants to talk to you as much as you want to talk to him.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna talk to him.” 
 
    “A man like Oliver wouldn’t do something like this if he wasn’t up to something. If you see him, you have to be careful.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of him.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about what he’ll do to you. I’m talking about what you’ll do to him. I know your friend is in their laid up. I know you want to put your hands on this man. But someone like him has a lot of credits. A lot of credits means he has the best attorneys money can buy. He’ll be using any excuse to make himself look like the victim if you put a finger on him.” 
 
    Pitt raised his index finger up, pointing it right at Max’s face. 
 
    “You talk to him. You find what he’s up to. But you don’t touch him. You don’t threaten him. I’ll let you keep your ACE but you keep it deactivated. Got it?” 
 
    Max gritted his teeth in frustration. “Fine. I’m bringing Zigzag with me though. Just in case he tries anything.” 
 
    “Oliver’s in a high-security detention cell. There’s nothing he can do.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max and Zigzag were escorted to the police station by Detective Pitt. It wasn’t long until Max was sitting in a small containment room no bigger than his old apartment bedroom. In front of him was an empty desk with a blue energy barrier a grain of sand wouldn’t be able to squeeze through. The fluorescent lights flickered above, their buzzing the only sound he could hear. 
 
    Zigzag stood calmly at one corner of the room while Max focused his eyes on the doorway just a few meters across from him. 
 
    The door opened up. 
 
    “Let’s see who you are, asshole…” 
 
    Max had to stop himself from fidgeting in anticipation, his jaw clenched as the figure slowly came into view. 
 
    He was just as tall as Sammy mentioned. His arms were swollen and his chest was bulging even underneath his white suit. Broad shoulders stretched the fabric like it was about to tear, though his suit was perfectly laundered all the same. 
 
    The man walked forward, a pair of magnetic cuffs locking his hands behind him. He plopped onto his seat and gave Max an empty stare. 
 
    “This motherfucker…” 
 
    He hadn’t even spoken a word but Max knew it was him. 
 
    “I never thought I would get this opportunity.” The man’s voice was deep and filled with an undeniable confidence. “Here he is. Maximilian. The Rebel. In the flesh. It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “The feeling isn’t mutual, Osiris… I’m not hard to find. You didn’t have to do what you did to get my attention.” 
 
    “I didn’t. But I figured I owed you as much. Lotto… Slug… You blasted Venom’s head clean off. And then when she was resequenced, they put her in cuffs and threw her in a cell.” 
 
    “She got what she deserved for what she did to Sammy.” 
 
    Osiris scoffed. “When I heard the details from Venom and Slug, I thought they were joking. But apparently it’s true. You came all this way simply to avenge the beating of a junkie who stole from me.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “I don’t know how you do things around here, but people like you don’t get away with shit like that. Lotto learned that lesson. So did Slug. So did Venom. You didn’t have to learn that lesson. But now you gave me no choice.” 
 
    Osiris’s devious smirk hid obviously sinister intentions. Max remained steadfast, staring a hole through Osiris despite the confidence on the other side of the energy barrier. 
 
    “When Venom discovered your true identity a long time ago, she gave you the benefit of the doubt. She convinced me to think perhaps you were interested in joining the Gears of Destruction. I thought it was unlikely but there was another part of me. A part of me selfish enough to believe someone capable like you would be willing to join my side. As always, some things are too good to be true. There’s still a chance though.” 
 
    “You can’t talk your way out of this.” 
 
    “Are you sure? The GODs run Santa Fe. We have a stranglehold on the Cobalt District. In time, we’ll have enough Disciples and product to make our presence felt in the other districts. And I’m giving you a chance to be a part of it.” 
 
    The offer was absurd enough to make Max laugh despite how angry he was. “Do you really think I want anything to do with you?” 
 
    “Your only other option is leaving for New Austin with your tail between your legs.” 
 
    “I’ve got one other option. How about—” 
 
    “You activate your ACE and blow a hole through my head just like you did Venom? Or perhaps you’ll make me choke on a blade like Slug? Is that why you brought the android with you?” 
 
    “The thought crossed my mind.” 
 
    Osiris’s smirk hadn’t left him. “You don’t understand just who I am. I beat your friend but I won’t suffer any consequences for it. The department has bigger problems than prosecuting another fight in the streets. Not unless they want to deal with my entire legal team. No… Your only choice is to accept my offer to join me or go back to New Austin. You’ll never get the justice you want.” 
 
    Max jumped up from his seat and immediately felt Zigzag’s hand on his shoulder. He looked back at her and she subtly shook her head. Looking into her brown eyes calmed him down just enough to move back into his seat. 
 
    “You know I’ll never join the Gears of Destruction. I’ll never become a Disciple.” 
 
    “I expected as much… What a shame. Maybe one day our paths will cross again and you might have a chance to use your ACE against me.” 
 
    “…You beat up my friend just to give me an offer you knew I’d refuse.” 
 
    “That’s right. And I’d do it again. What are you going to do about it, Rebel?” 
 
    Max stood back up from his seat and turned on his ACE. He shrugged Zigzag’s hand away from his shoulder and pointed his weapon at the barrier. 
 
    “That’s it,” Osiris said. “Solve your problems the only way you know you can. That’s what I want to see. That’s what they all want to see. Now I can give you my real offer.” 
 
    “Real offer?” Max narrowed his eyes, still seething from the smug satisfaction on Osiris’s lips. 
 
    “I’m aware of your involvement in the investigation into the GODs and their Disciples. It’s no coincidence Lotto, Slug and Venom along with so many of their foot soldiers were apprehended. I’ll give you a chance to use your ACE on me. Beat me up. Blast me away. On one condition.” 
 
    Despite his frustrations, Max knew he had no choice but to listen to his offer. 
 
    “Speak to the detective leading the investigation,” Osiris said. “Release the GODs. Release the Disciples. Release me. If you do that, I’ll meet you in the Vicious Sanctum. You’ll get a chance for the payback you crave so much.” 
 
    “The DA’s got enough evidence to lock you and your gang away for the rest of your lives.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. Even if you’re willing to take the chance of prosecuting me, you and I both know it will never be adequate justice for what happened to your friend.” Osiris turned around and yelled to the doorway. “I’m finished in here. Let’s go!” 
 
    The door opened up and guards shuffled in to usher Osiris out. The man in the white suit gave Max a smug grin before disappearing out of the room. 
 
    Max stayed in his seat, his eyes closed as he tried to maintain his composure. 
 
    “Max—” 
 
    He interrupted Zigzag and popped up to his feet. He immediately stormed out of the police station and back out onto the streets with the android following close behind him. 
 
    “Shit… Motherfucker… I’m gonna fucking kill him.” 
 
    “Max, your emotions are getting the best of you.” 
 
    “You’re damn right they are! You saw what he did to Hudson! He smiled about it because there’s nothing I can do about it. He’s locked up. That means he’s safe.” 
 
    Zigzag took his hand and tugged on him. “I must speak to you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I must speak to you. In private. It is urgent.” 
 
    “Zigzag, what are you talking about?” He gave her a confused look, her demeanor changing so suddenly. 
 
    He reluctantly followed her away from the police station and down the block near an abandoned building. They stumbled into an alleyway, too dark to be lit from the distant streetlights. 
 
    “What’s this about now—” 
 
    Zigzag pressed her hand against his chest, pushing him against the steel wall of the empty building. Her other hand roamed between his legs, searching for his length. 
 
    “Zigzag, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Your emotions are running high. You are not thinking straight.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    She put her lips to his, moving her tongue against his as her hand continued to massage his shaft through the fabric. Max sighed in frustration though his sudden desire made him throb in the android’s palm. 
 
    No longer resisting, Max laid back and let her unbuckle his belt. He looked down and watched as she methodically lowered his jeans and his underwear just a second after. His length popped up full and erect. Her hands moved back upon him. The way her palms twisted around his taut flesh made his knees buckle. 
 
    The raven-haired woman kept her eyes upon his as she guided him through his sudden desires. 
 
    “I want to feel you,” she whispered. “Release your tension. Release your emotions.” 
 
    Max’s body tightened up. Zigzag increased the pace of her strokes. She twisted him rapidly with a delicate grip. 
 
    Max held his hands on her shoulders and braced himself. His knees buckled as he suddenly met his end. A thick throb of his seed spilled from his tip and splashed onto the pavement below. Zigzag continued milking his hard flesh, stroking him through an orgasm that emptied his mind. All he could do was groan from the pleasure of how well she squeezed around his pulsing shaft. 
 
    Max enjoyed it for as long as he could before his feelings subsided. He leaned up against the wall as Zigzag bent down to clean him off. She polished him completely then pulled his underwear and jeans back upon him. 
 
    “Zigzag… What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Humans are known to make rash decisions when their emotions are heightened. Anger. Sadness. Happiness. Thirst. Hunger. Fatigue. Releasing your sexual energy exhausts your body as well as the emotions attempting to take control of you. Now you can think more clearly.” 
 
    Max leaned up against the wall and sighed with his eyes closed. His senses returned to him, he thought about everything that just happened with Osiris and was able to think straight. 
 
    “I guess I did need that. But if I keep thinking about this any longer… Osiris knew exactly what he was doing. He beat up Hudson and he’s getting away with it.” 
 
    “I do not think Detective Pitt will allow Osiris to walk freely, despite the alleged corruption within the police department.” 
 
    “They don’t have enough evidence to nail him like the rest of the GODs. He’ll serve a punishment for what he did to Hudson but nothing will be adequate. I have to do it myself.” 
 
    “Do you believe battling Osiris in the Vicious Sanctum will be a more suitable punishment?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then you must convince Detective Pitt to share your sentiment.” 
 
    Max only had to think about it for a moment. There was only one way to get back at Osiris. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Max spent the rest of the night in his suite, tossing and turning as he tried to get over the decision he’d just made. It was early in the day when he found himself in a speeder cab heading toward Club Reincarnation. 
 
    “Are you certain this is the correct decision?” Zigzag asked. “Detective Pitt gave us specific instructions not to interfere with the investigation pertaining to Osiris and the Disciples.” 
 
    “Pitt wouldn’t have agreed with me if it wasn’t the right choice,” Max sighed. “With Osiris and the others back out on the streets, he’s getting what he wants.” 
 
    “And you are getting what you want. Though I must suggest you reconsider the haste in which you’ve made your decision.” 
 
    “If you’re uncertain, you don’t have to come.” 
 
    “I will stand by your side as I always have, Max. I am merely… curious to your thought process.” 
 
    Max gave her a smirk. “I couldn’t explain it to you. Sometimes humans just get emotional.” 
 
    She smiled softly and nodded. “I understand that all too well now.” 
 
    It was another cloudy day in Santa Fe. The sun barely managed to peek out through billowing gray clouds. The people went about their business as they usually did. The cops roaming the streets in their cruisers remained oblivious to all of the loot pushers and gang members hiding in the shadows between the buildings. 
 
    Max kept his focus as the speeder pulled up to the curb next to Reincarnation. Even in the middle of the day there was a crowd shuffling inside to get a drink and enjoy the preliminary bouts taking place in the Sanctum. 
 
    Max made a beeline through the main barroom and headed toward the elevators at the back of the club. 
 
    As the elevator ascended, Max rolled up his sleeve and activated his ACE. The silicone prongs digging into his skin warmed and a rush of adrenaline pulsed through his bloodstream. He gritted his teeth and sighed through his nose to maintain his composure. 
 
    “No sword,” he said to the android standing calmly behind him. “Nothing lethal. Just watch my back. I’m going for Osiris. As soon as I’m done, we leave.” 
 
    “There is a high probability Detective Pitt will be unhappy with the decision you’re making.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with the consequences after. Don’t try to pull my pants down now. Nothing you can do will change my mind.” 
 
    “At the moment, you are showing few signs of heightened emotions. Your decision is certain.” 
 
    Max watched the display of numbers ding until finally reaching the floor where the suite of the Disciples was. The elevator doors parted and Max immediately saw four Disciples standing guard in the hall. 
 
    He stepped out and they all took note of him. One of them laughed and pointed. “Check this guy out. It’s that asshole from the Sanctum—” 
 
    Max raised his ACE up and fired a Colossal Blast that sent the man flying into two Disciples behind him. 
 
    “What the hell—” 
 
    The last guard standing took the next blast and slammed into the wall. The thunderous explosion was enough to make the door to the suite open up. 
 
    “Reinforcements,” Zigzag said. 
 
    The android rushed forward as four more Disciples rushed out with their ACEs raised. But before they could even aim properly, Zigzag was already right next to them. Her fists moved like lightning as they slammed against their jaws. One Disciple fell. Then another. Then another. Zigzag moved fast before the Disciples could even react. 
 
    Max ran up to the last Disciple trying to guard the entrance to the suite and cracked him hard in the chin. The thud of his knuckles against bone slumped the thug on the ground in a heap. 
 
    “C’mon.” Max motioned for Zigzag to follow as they moved forward into the suite. 
 
    More Disciples were waiting for them. Ten soldiers all with their weapons up. Behind them, Lotto, Slug and Venom stood next to Osiris, who sat at his desk. Each of them stared at Max with a disdain he’d never seen from them. But that wasn’t enough to deter them from what he was about to do. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Venom yelled. “Kick his ass!” 
 
    Ten Disciples all converged on Zigzag and Max at once. All it took was one Colossal Blast to knock half of them into each other. The one who took the full brunt of the attack slammed against the wood wall made a divot the size of his entire body. 
 
    Zigzag kept her fists up, dodging the projectiles and blasts fired in her direction. Not using her sword only made her more efficient. No longer hindered by the weight of the blade, the android flipped and twirled around the small suite. Precise punches from the metal frame beneath her skin proved more devastating than a strike from a normal human. 
 
    “That’s the best you got?” Max punched the last Disciple unconscious and held his hands out. “I’ll go through your entire army if I have to.” 
 
    Slug, Venom and Lotto stood ready in front of the desk where Osiris sat calmly. The man in the white suit eyed Max from only a few meters away. 
 
    “Lotto… Teach him a lesson…” 
 
    Osiris snapped his fingers. Lotto had only taken a step forward when Max fired a blast that knocked him back. Being a GOD made him no less vulnerable to the attack, his lack of armor making him fly back and slam into the wall as the others had. 
 
    “Get up!” Venom rushed over to help Lotto to his feet while Slug moved forward to engage. 
 
    “I don’t need my ACE for this,” Slug said. 
 
    Zigzag blocked his path and the two were suddenly involved in a boxing match in the small suite. 
 
    Slug swung with vicious strikes. Hooks and uppercuts. Roundhouse kicks and jumping knees. Despite how violent his blows were, Zigzag was able to avoid all of them and strike when she found openings. 
 
    “Kick her ass!” Venom shouted. 
 
    Slug took the android’s punches well, showing little signs of wear despite how many he’d taken. 
 
    “Not so tough without your sword.” Slug ran forward and wrapped his arms around her. He squeezed his hands around her throat, lifting her up from the air. 
 
    “Let her go!” Max fired a blast that caught Slug in the chest. The enforcer dropped Zigzag from his grip and stumbled back. 
 
    The latest thunderous blast from Max’s ACE was loud enough to set off an alarm. The horns filled the suite and lights began to flash. 
 
    “Club Reincarnation security has been alerted of our presence,” Zigzag said. “They will arrive shortly.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Max said. “I only need a few more seconds to get what I want.” 
 
    Max clenched his jaw as he stared forward at Osiris. Osiris slicked his hair back over his head then straightened his tie as he stood up from his seat. 
 
    The other GODs moved by his side, their ACEs charged and ready. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Osiris said. “It’s been less than twenty-four hours since I was released and you’ve come to exact vengeance for what I did to your friend. I respect that.” Osiris held his hands up. “That’s why I’m willing to extend my offer to you once again. Join the GODs. Put aside our differences and we’ll rule Santa Fe together.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot if you think I’d accept your offer now,” Max scoffed. 
 
    “No… The only idiot is you if you think you and your android could defeat all of us… Take him out.” 
 
    Lotto, Slug and Venom all raised their ACEs up and fired. Zigzag and Max ducked to opposite sides to avoid the projectiles and blasts headed in their direction. Max rolled back up to his feet and prepared to fire. 
 
    “Freeze! Lower your weapon!” 
 
    Max turned around to see more than ten security guards storming into the suite. They all rushed on top of Max and pinned him to the ground. He didn’t resist as they forced his hands behind his back and cuffed his wrists together. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Max stared hard at Osiris until he was dragged out of the suite and over the pile of unconscious Disciples. He stood in the elevator with Zigzag by his side. Despite everything that just happened, the android appeared as collected as she always was. 
 
    “Thanks, Zigzag.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Max pressed his forehead against the carbon steel bar, the feeling more familiar than he expected it to be. The buzz of the dull lights filled his ears as he leaned forward with his eyes closed. 
 
    A door opened up in the distance and footsteps followed. They grew louder until stopping right in front of Max. 
 
    “Here we go…” 
 
    Max shifted his bleary eyes up to see Detective Pitt staring back at him, his eyes as cold as they always were. Neither man said anything but not out of a lack of words. Max knew the older man was just trying to figure out how to sort his thoughts. 
 
    “I don’t even know what to say,” Pitt said. “Oliver hadn’t been released for a day and you went after him.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on killing him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You gave me your word, Shaw. He was released on the condition you settle your differences in the Sanctum.” 
 
    “Hudson never got that chance. Same with Sammy. Both of them were beaten within an inch of their lives and the man responsible for it is walking around with a suit so pristine you’d think he fell from the fucking clouds.” 
 
    “Oliver will get what’s coming to him—” 
 
    “Is that right? Because you’ve been in Santa Fe a lot longer than I have and you haven’t made shit for progress.” 
 
    Pitt put his hands on his hips and sighed a deep breath in an attempt to maintain his composure. 
 
    “I’m not gonna pretend I know what you’re going through,” Pitt said. “But Santa Fe is my town. I live here. So don’t think for a second I don’t care. I’m trying to do what’s right for the people. My job’s damn hard when the ones who swore to protect and serve are just as corrupt as the criminals I’m trying to catch. But I’m on the right side, Max. You remember that.” 
 
    Max scoffed and walked away from the bars. “You live here. I don’t. You’ve got no excuse not to put Oliver away.” 
 
    “If you’d calm down for a second, I’d tell you exactly what’s going on. You ready to listen?” 
 
    Max didn’t say anything as he took a seat next to Zigzag. 
 
    “Everything that happened finally brought Oliver out of hiding. It’s the first time we have him on record as the fourth member of the Gears of Destruction. He doesn’t trust Venom to run things now, so he’s decided to handle everything himself.” 
 
    “I’m glad all it took was a few people nearly dying for it to happen.” 
 
    “Don’t let what happened to them be in vain. With Osiris out in the open, I can investigate him. The Disciples have their hands in everything. The evidence is piling up. It won’t be long until the DA has enough charges to lock him up.” 
 
    “And just how much longer will that take?” 
 
    “You have to give it time, Max.” 
 
    “Time…” Max got up from his seat and walked back over to Pitt. “While the evidence is mounting, he’s mounting a defense to make sure he gets out of this.” 
 
    “A man like Oliver can’t keep his suit clean forever. But there’s a way for both of us to get what we want.” 
 
    “And how’s that?” 
 
    “Do what you were supposed to do in the first place. Settle your business in the Sanctum. That’s the only way you’ll get your hands on him without ending up back in a cell. I can’t promise you I can get you out if this happens again.” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath through his nose. He stared at the ground, the image of Hudson broken still in his thoughts. He knew what he had to do. 
 
    “Fine,” Max said. “I’ll talk to Osiris. I’ll set the match up—” 
 
    “No, no, no. You think I trust you after the stunt you just pulled? The wheels are already in motion to do this properly.” 
 
    “And what exactly is properly?” 
 
    Pitt punched the digital keypad next to the cell and the bars slowly slid open. He shoved Max’s ACE into his arms and looked him right in the eye. 
 
    “Just do as you’re told.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Proxy eyed the security guards surrounding her. “Twelve… Thirteen… Fourteen… Fifteen. If I didn’t know what you did in here the other day, I’d think having this many guards with us would be a little excessive. You never like to keep things simple, Max.” 
 
    “Things stopped being simple ever since we got here,” Max replied. “Don’t worry. Everything’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I trust you but that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable.” 
 
    Max walked through the inner corridors of Club Reincarnation with Zigzag and Proxy by his side. The group was surrounded by an entourage of guards large enough to draw the attention of all the patrons. The undeniable buzz in the air was palpable. 
 
    Max kept his focus, ignoring the tension attempting to gnaw away at his insides. 
 
    “You should think about getting your coat fixed before the next battle,” Proxy said. “The back is a little burned up.” 
 
    “I don’t mind a bit of singed leather. Gives the coat a little character.” 
 
    “You can ditch the coat altogether… But then you wouldn’t be the Rebel.” 
 
    “The Rebel won’t be around for much longer in the Sanctum. Just one more battle if things go as planned.” 
 
    The group moved to a set of ebony doors at the end of a long hallway where more guards were waiting. The doors were pushed open and Max stepped into the room. 
 
    A few windows let in some of the lights from the neon billboards shining outside. Dim fluorescent bulbs illuminated a long mahogany table. Flanked by club security, Osiris sat rigidly at the center of it. Venom, Slug and Lotto stood a few paces away from him. Each one of them glared at Max as he took a seat in front of Osiris. 
 
    Even with all of the guards and tension growing between the groups, the room was silent enough for Max to hear himself breathing. He locked his eyes on Osiris. 
 
    “The only reason I’m not dropping you where you stand is because we’re surrounded,” Max said. 
 
    Osiris smirked. “I admire your bravado. And to think… All it took was to beat one of your friends into submission.” He put his hand up. “Save whatever angry retort is on the tip of your tongue. We have business to settle. Let’s not waste any time.” 
 
    The man in the white suit slicked his hair back over his head then picked up the digital tablet in front of him. He swiped through it nonchalantly with his finger. 
 
    “The officials running the Vicious Sanctum are in agreement with the shareholders of Club Reincarnation. All of the major brokers have given their approval. An officially sanctioned battle in the Sanctum between you and I has their full support. The only thing that you need to do is present your signature.” 
 
    Osiris dropped the tablet down. 
 
    “But the stakes of our battle aren’t simply a matter of your vengeance and me attempting to quash it. I think we can make it more interesting.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about interesting.” 
 
    “It’s clear you care only about winning. But our battle is about more than credits or even pride. We can agree on that.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “A proposal. To finally settle this matter once and for all. All you have to do is tell me what you want.” 
 
    Max looked around the room. The guards remained silent. The GODs watched him closely. 
 
    “What is he up to?” 
 
    Max didn’t find the answers he was looking for but figured he had no choice but to play along. 
 
    “The stakes,” Osiris said. “Name them.” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath through his nose. “I would have settled for just sending you to a regenerator in the worst way possible. But I can see what kind of harm you and the Gears have caused.” 
 
    “I won’t stop being who I am simply because I lose a battle.” 
 
    “I know. And that’s not my responsibility. I only came to Santa Fe to look out for my friends. That hasn’t changed… I beat you, you leave me and my friends alone. The debt Sammy owes is gone. We go back to New Austin and you don’t even watch us leave.” 
 
    Osiris leaned back in his seat, his fingertips pressed against each other. “Fair terms. I expected as much from a man of your prestige. But if you’re allowed those stakes, we fight on my terms.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you wanna fight for.” 
 
    “You battle all of us. Lotto. Slug. Venom. Me. You can bring the android with you. You versus the GODs.” 
 
    “Max…” Proxy’s voice was soft. 
 
    Max turned around and gave her a nod to reassure her. She swallowed anxiously but didn’t protest. 
 
    “Three towers,” Osiris said. “Drones and attack droids. Let’s give the people a spectacle, shall we?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you put in the Sanctum. I’ll beat you.” 
 
    “Then if you’re so confident, you’ll agree to my stakes.” Osiris’s devious smirk made it obvious he was up to something. Max remained steadfast, staring at the man across from him without blinking. 
 
    “I beat you, Rebel, you work for me. You fight in the Sanctum when I want you to fight. You work personal security for me. You become a Disciple for a minimum of five years.” 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve that opportunity,” Venom remarked. “People work to earn their spots.” 
 
    “Indeed. But he’s already proven he’s a man of his word. The credits we’ll earn from subsequent bouts in the Sanctum will offset any animosity between us, I can assure you.” 
 
    Osiris picked the digital tablet and began scribbling upon it with his index finger. 
 
    “Those are my terms,” he said. “All you need to do is put your thumbprint down to agree to them.” 
 
    He placed the tablet down then pushed it in front of Max. Max glanced at the text explaining the parameters of everything Osiris had just said. 
 
    “Stuck in the Sanctum… Fighting here for the next five years while Osiris makes money off me…” 
 
    “What’s it going to be?” Osiris said. 
 
    Max clenched his jaw and pressed his thumb down on the touchscreen. Osiris grinned in amusement as he took the tablet and placed his own thumbprint on it. 
 
    “The contract is signed. The brokers, owners and officials will review it. The Vicious Sanctum will be prepared for our battle this weekend. I suggest you make final preparations. I can assure you the GODs will be ready for you.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat. “You already signed your contract when you put your hands on Hudson. This just makes sure everybody else will be there to see me fulfill it.” 
 
    Max turned around and walked out of the room with the same escort who brought him in. It wasn’t until he was back out on the streets when the guards finally left him alone. 
 
    “All right,” Proxy said. “It looks like the battle is set. We’ve got a few days until the weekend. I’ll start loading up the files and start reviewing the abilities I saw. I’ll try to see if I can find anything on Osiris.” 
 
    “I recommend the usual protocol prior to going into a significant battle,” Zigzag said. “Upgrade your abilities and perhaps improve your armor. I would also recommend speaking to Sabrina about another stimulant. The boost could be crucial to your victory.” 
 
    “We’ve got some time to prepare,” Max said. “No need to worry. We’ll get everything done.” 
 
    Despite the stakes, Max was able to smile with an enthusiasm he hadn’t felt in a long time. But it wasn’t enough to remove the worry on Proxy’s face he saw back inside of the club. 
 
    “You sure about this?” Proxy said. “You gotta beat all four of them and who knows what else in the Sanctum. You’ll be stuck here for five years if you don’t win…” 
 
    Max put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ve already been in Santa Fe longer than I expected to be. I don’t plan on staying here for much longer. After this weekend, everything will be settled. Now… I say we get prepped. Let’s make sure the GODs won’t know what hit ‘em.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    The view of the gloomy clouds from Max’s hotel suite became more familiar to him than he expected it to be. 
 
    “I appreciate you taking the time to speak to me. You must be making significant preparations considering the magnitude of your upcoming bout in the Sanctum.” 
 
    “I have a lot of things to do,” Max sighed. “But I’ll have enough time for everything. What do you want, Irving?” 
 
    He turned toward the older man standing a few meters away from. Irving straightened his tie and put his hands behind his back. Max wondered why every broker he met always made it a point to try and seem magnanimous but kept it to himself. 
 
    “Promotions for your bout have begun,” he said. “The Rebel and the android versus the Gears of Destruction. With so many combatants on the grid, it will be quite the spectacle.” 
 
    “Nothing will change what I plan on doing. Every single of ‘em played a part in me coming to Santa Fe. I’ll take care of ‘em.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you will.” 
 
    Max looked the broker up and down and shrugged. “I think everything is out in the open now. I doubt you’re up to anything. Or maybe I’m being naive.” 
 
    Irving laughed softly. “I can assure you, I have no ill intentions. Everybody involved with this battle, from the owners to the officials to the brokers, is protecting their investment. You’ll get to the battle safe and sound. Reincarnation security is following every single step you’re making, whether or not you realize it.” 
 
    “That’s Reincarnation security, huh? And I thought it was just the police watching me closely…” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s both…” Irving smirked. “In any case, there’s something I wanted to speak to you about.” 
 
    Max shook his head, his attention taken by the cloudy day outside. “This should be interesting…” 
 
    “I’m well aware you have personal motivations against all of them. It’s not uncommon for people to settle their differences in the Sanctum. It’s something that’s been done in combat since ancient times. However, there was always a prize on the line.” 
 
    “Credits,” Max scoffed. “It’s always about the creds. What is it, Irving? You wanna pay me to take a dive? The last time someone tried that, it ended up messy for ‘em.” 
 
    “I will be placing a bet on you. A broker would be foolish to not take the odds against you. But the credits are simply an added bonus.” 
 
    Irving walked over to the window Max was staring through, the heels of his loafers clicking against the floor. The broker sighed a soft breath through his nose. 
 
    “I’m a millionaire,” he said. “You know you have too many credits when you can spend them on things you don’t need. It’s necessary in a place like this. Corrupt cops. Loot flooding the streets. Santa Fe is crumbling from the inside and nobody can even see it. Some would ask me with all of my credits, why I don’t bother leaving this city entirely. Perhaps buy a ticket to Mars.” 
 
    “That’s good advice.” 
 
    “For others. Not for me. I’ve lived in Santa Fe all my life. I sold supplementers on the street when I was younger just to have somewhere to lay down when the rain came. I struggled until I eventually managed to make enough to gamble at the Sanctum. This city made me. And now it’s becoming undone.” 
 
    Max looked up at Irving and noticed how focused his eyes were. Whatever he was thinking, it had all of Irving’s attention. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” Max asked. 
 
    “Because I want you to realize how much is at stake. It’s no secret the GODs and their Disciples control the Cobalt District. They’re attempting to do the same with the rest of Santa Fe. If you defeat them, perhaps it will inspire others to stand up to them.” 
 
    “If anybody should be standing up to them, maybe the cops should.” 
 
    The corner of Irving’s lips twitched into a smirk. “That’s exactly who I was hoping you would inspire.” 
 
    Max got up from his seat and put a hand on Irving’s shoulder. “I don’t know what difference it’ll make to everybody else. But I plan on beating Osiris in the worst way. That’s the only thing I can guarantee.” 
 
    “You have no idea what exactly that will mean to some watching… Rebel.” 
 
    Irving gave him a nod before turning around and walking toward the exit. The door clicked closed and the hotel suite fell silent once again. 
 
    “Strange…” 
 
    Max thought about it for a moment before picking up his AllDevice and putting it to his ear. 
 
    “Max?” 
 
    “It’s time to get ready. You busy?” 
 
    “You know where to find me.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Proxy is busy scouting my last few battles. She’s sorting through the abilities to see if there’s anything I should be carrying with me. Zigzag is watching over Hudson. He’s recovered but the hospital wants to make sure there aren’t any complications before they release him.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” Sabrina sighed a deep breath and leaned back on her couch. Max sat next to her, staring at the digital frame where photos of Sabrina’s family rotated through. “What took you so long to get here?” 
 
    “I had a visitor. A broker from Reincarnation.” 
 
    “What business does he have with you? Probably had some ulterior motive like all brokers do.” 
 
    The conversation still fresh in his mind, Max thought about it for a moment then shrugged. “If I had to guess, I figure he’s got the same investment as every other broker. But he mentioned something else. Told me how important this battle is. How high the stakes are…” 
 
    Sabrina laughed. “I don’t think you need a reminder of that.” 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    “You didn’t come here to sit around and waste time. Let’s go see how your Regulator’s doing.” 
 
    Max followed Sabrina into her garage. The chemical compounds and electrical components scattered around on the workbench made her garage look more like a scientist’s lab. 
 
    Sabrina grabbed a syringe and measured the beakers where the fluids were waiting. 
 
    “Have you thought about what you want?” 
 
    “Four opponents… I think I’ll need the energy.” 
 
    “Safe bet.” 
 
    Sabrina filled the syringe with the blue liquid and held the needle to his neck. She smiled softly, her eyes locked on his as she dug it into the Regulator. 
 
    Max grimaced slightly from the prick. The sharp pain was replaced by a rush of indescribable energy flowing through his veins. He closed his eyes and sighed a deep breath to relax. 
 
    But it wasn’t the stimulant doing its job that had his mind racing. There was something else weighing down on him and he knew Sabrina wouldn’t be excited to hear it. 
 
    She packed the needle away and fiddled with the control module on the device holding all of the stimulants. “I was messing around with some of the formulas. The effects will kick in a lot faster than usual. Shouldn’t be more than a few minutes now.” 
 
    “That should help.” 
 
    “I don’t see how. The battle isn’t scheduled for a few days anyway. Your body has to metabolize it before you get another boost.” 
 
    “Sabrina…” He slowly opened his eyes. 
 
    “What?” She smiled with a slight confusion. But the longer Max remained silent, the more her smile faded. “Max… Max, what is it?” 
 
    “I need to ask you a favor.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I need more.” 
 
    He said it bluntly enough to get his point across. But Sabrina didn’t respond, staring back at him as if she was struggling to find the words to say. 
 
    The longer the silence between them lasted, the greater the tension grew. 
 
    Sabrina turned her back to him, her head down as she stared at the floor. 
 
    “My parents are gone because of loot. Lex is locked behind bars because he couldn’t fight his addiction. I made it. I don’t know how but I did. I’m surrounded by misery and pain and suffering but somehow I’m still here. I can’t make the same mistakes they did. I can’t forget that.” 
 
    “Sabrina, you’re not forgetting them. If you help me—” 
 
    “By overstimulating you?” She spun back around, her brow furrowed enough to make it clear to Max what she was thinking. “Max… I’m not about to give you more than your body can handle.” 
 
    “What happens if you don’t use a Regulator? What happens if you just inject me with as many boosters as you can?” 
 
    “You’re not seriously asking me that.” 
 
    “Sabrina…” 
 
    Max stared hard at her. He wasn’t leaving without getting an answer. She gritted her teeth in frustration and sighed. 
 
    “Your body was only meant to perform at a certain level. You’re organic tissue, not a robot. If you take more than you can handle, your whole body will overwork. We’re talking complete organ failure while your body tries to flush everything out.” 
 
    “But I’ll still get the boost.” 
 
    Sabrina sighed softly through her nose. “You’ll still get the boost. But it’ll only last as long as your body can handle it. After that, you’ll shut down. You won’t be able to lift a finger.” 
 
    “How long will I have?” 
 
    “Max…” 
 
    “How long?” he repeated. 
 
    “I don’t know. Twenty minutes tops. Without using the Regulator, your body will already be overdosing. Any more after that and I can’t guarantee you’ll get any benefits.” 
 
    “Sabrina… I need to do everything I can to win this battle.” 
 
    “Because if you don’t, you’ll be stuck in Santa Fe for the next five years. And if there’s anybody who knows how shitty this city is…” 
 
    Sabrina moved back to her workbench and picked up a syringe. She twirled it around between her fingers then dropped it back down. 
 
    “This is what I was always good at,” she said. “Just a girl who wanted to be some kinda chemist.” 
 
    “You are a chemist. And I wouldn’t trust anyone more than you.” 
 
    She shook her head softly. “The Disciples have been running things in Santa Fe since before I was even born. I’ve been here more than twenty years and things have only gotten worse. They’re responsible for what happened to my family. 
 
    “I thought I’d be spending the rest of my life at Neon Claws. I thought I’d have to deal with punks like Pablo just to make a living. Chasing a dream I could never get to. But I don’t care about my hopes and dreams. It’s my family I miss most. They were taken away from me. If there was some way I could fix everything, I’d do it…” She picked the syringe back up and eyed some of the blue stimulant still lingering inside. “…I guess this is the closest I’ll ever get to that.” 
 
    She turned to Max. “I’ll administer it closer to the battle. That way it kicks in when you need it. I’ll try to measure it so it doesn’t overload you instantly.” 
 
    He walked up to her and smiled. “Thanks. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “After everything you’ve done, you’ll never be able to let me down. Just go out there and fight like I know you can. Be the man I know you are.” She closed her eyes to hold back the emotions building up inside of her. 
 
    Max put a hand on her shoulder to try and ease some of her tension. “C’mon. We’ve still got more preparing to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Max found himself back in the comforts of his suite. While Zigzag and Sabrina discussed tactics on one side of the room, Proxy sat next to Max and showed him the digital tablet. 
 
    “Give it to me one by one,” he said. 
 
    “All right… Let’s start with Slug.” She brought up the footage of the man in black armor. “It’s not complicated. When his hands turn red-hot like that, he’s activated Flame Fists. He hits harder. He hits faster. It’s not just his punches though. He’s got knees and elbows and kicks.” 
 
    “He’s the fighter Pitt told me he was.” 
 
    “He’s got some sorta charge move, too. Super quick. I say you need at least ten-meters if you’re gonna have any chance of getting out of the way. He can fire a standard blast from his ACE, too. But if he’s gonna take you out, he’s gonna do it up close and personal.” 
 
    “Recommendations?” 
 
    “You can engage from afar. He likes taking the brunt of it with his armor because he’s got high HP. Might be a little trickier with three other people trying to take you out.” 
 
    “I was able to stand toe-to-toe with him with my Plasma Cutter. No sense in changing what works.” 
 
    Proxy swiped through the tablet. The display changed to Venom on the red grid, spraying the green mist into the air. 
 
    “Venom’s got a standard blast, too,” Proxy said. “But she’s gonna use her poison like always. The damage she’ll do is over time. My advice with her is to get close and finish her quickly. She’s not much of a fighter.” 
 
    “Her poison…” Max narrowed his eyes as he watched the replay of the last battle. “…I don’t think the rest of the GODs are immune to it. If I can just avoid the poison clouds, I should be able to get to her and take her out.” 
 
    “That’s two.” 
 
    “If I take Slug and Venom out quick, that makes it an even fight, right?” He raised an eyebrow at Proxy but she wasn’t so quick to agree with it. 
 
    “Well…” She swiped the display on the tablet again and brought up footage of Lotto. “I noticed something when I was reviewing Lotto. He had a barrier. He absorbed one of your arrows. He fired a sound blast. He launched a missile. He had a defensive move. He fired what looked like electricity.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it… He has more than four abilities?” 
 
    “He’s likely using a randomizer. That means he’s versatile. He can fight you from any distance. You changed all that when you put your hands on him and took the ACE out of it.” 
 
    “Sometimes the best solution is always the easiest one.” Max clenched his fist and sarcastically admired his knuckles. 
 
    Proxy giggled then pointed at the tablet display. “I don’t think it’ll be that easy to get your hands on him. Not with the others trying to get at you, too.” 
 
    “What are you saying then?” 
 
    “Maybe Zigzag should go after him while you deal with the others.” 
 
    “Zigzag wasn’t in the last battle… I think she’d do well against him.” 
 
    Proxy swiped through the tablet again. “I went over the rules again. Three will be active. One on the eastern and western sides like always. The last one will be the one right in the center. That’s the important one. It’ll make it a lot harder to get to the northern or southern part of the arena. Whoever’s got control of it will be able to move free.” 
 
    “It was a lot simpler when it was just a straight fight,” Max sighed. 
 
    “There’ll be drones and droids in the arena, too. You shouldn’t have any problem with them, even the ones with heavy artillery, but they might be just the distraction the GODs need to hit you when you’re not looking.” 
 
    “Not worried about that.” 
 
    “Confident like always. That’s what I like about you, Max.” 
 
    “Just my confidence, huh?” 
 
    He widened his eyes at her and she grinned in response. She tapped away on her tablet then gave it another few swipes. 
 
    “It’s nice to see how relaxed you are when you don’t know what you’re getting into.” 
 
    “No reason I shouldn’t be confident. I’ll make it out of this okay. The BioHarness makes sure I’m always around.” 
 
    “Last time I remember, you don’t always keep your harness on…” 
 
    “Special circumstances.” He gave her a wink and she laughed. 
 
    “There’s just one more elephant in the room.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded. “Osiris… You find anything?” 
 
    “Nothing. There’s no record of him. Not in the Vicious Sanctum. Not in any arena on Earth. I know what you’re thinking. Just because there’s no footage of him doesn’t mean he doesn’t know how to fight. He’s got the resources to soup up his ACE. He can afford expensive armor. And with a man controlling the drugs in this town, I wouldn’t doubt he’s got some stimulants, too. I don’t know what he’s got prepared for you. All I can say is be ready.” 
 
    Max nodded and gave her a squeeze on the shoulder to reassure her. She swiped through the tablet and brought up the ability market. 
 
    “You’ve still got some credits,” she said. “I’d recommend some upgrades, even if it’s just to your passives.” 
 
    “Don’t got much left… Make sure you bet everything you have on me.” 
 
    “I’ll put every last cred I got.” 
 
    Max scrolled through the list of abilities. His ACE had already proven powerful enough to deal with his opponents. But he wasn’t content with what he already had. 
 
    He kept swiping through the ability market until something caught his eye. 
 
    “Hmm… Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” 
 
    Proxy searched the list of abilities on the screen. Max didn’t have to point it out for her to see it. She smirked as she read the description. 
 
    “A hundred grand,” she whistled. “That’s expensive.” 
 
    “I think it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    “You won’t have many creds left to upgrade your armor.” 
 
    “Don’t need an upgrade. Just need to make sure it’s tempered.” 
 
    “Max…” Proxy put her head down, staring at the floor. “This battle… You’re really going for it, huh?” 
 
    “You saw me sign the contract.” 
 
    “It’s crazy… You came all this way. I thought you were done after the War Gamez. Now the stakes are even higher. If you lose—” 
 
    “I won’t lose.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. I… I just want you to know I’m with you. Not just because you’re a great fighter.” 
 
    “You just like having me bang the frustrations out of you.” 
 
    She giggled and slapped him on the arm. “I don’t mind that. But that’s not it either. I… I can’t imagine what it would be like not being around you. Whether it’s here or back in New Austin, I’m on your side. No matter what.” 
 
    Seeing Proxy smile wasn’t anything new to Max but there was a look in her eyes this time. A look telling him she was trying to be as sincere as she could be. 
 
    He gave her a nod then looked back at the digital display on the tablet. “A man with an ACE is even better with an Operator…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The halls of the hospital were dimly lit late in the evening. Outside of a couple of nurses making their rounds, it was as quiet as Max had ever seen it. He strolled down the hall until reaching a room near the end. He pushed the door open to find Sammy sitting next to the bed where Hudson was resting. 
 
    “Hey! Max!” Sammy got up, his mouth full after taking another bite of his sandwich. “I was just talking about you.” 
 
    “There are more interesting things to talk about than me,” Max said. 
 
    “I don’t think so. The whole city is buzzing. Seats to the Vicious Sanctum are sold out. Reincarnation is gonna be packed. Everybody’s gonna get to see the Gears of Destruction in action together.” 
 
    “Anybody there to cheer them on is gonna be disappointed.” Max gave Hudson a look. Despite how enthusiastic Sammy was, Hudson was just the opposite. 
 
    “Hey, Sammy,” Hudson said. “Why don’t you head out and get another sandwich for my man here while I have a chat with him? Get something for yourself while you’re at it.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Sammy said. “You know how to spoil a guy. I’ll be right back.” He munched on his sandwich as he left the room. 
 
    Max moved to the side of the bed. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Hudson turned to look out the window and sighed. “Fine. Doctors gave me a clean bill of health. Regenerator did its job.” 
 
    “Sorry I wasn’t around. I’ve been busy with—” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain it. That’s just who you are, Max. Always doing things for somebody when you don’t have to. Taking up responsibilities that aren’t yours.” 
 
    Hudson sighed again softly through his nose, his eyes lost in his thoughts. “I still remember it. Every stomp. Every kick. Every punch. I’ve been to war. I’ve been in ACE battles. Nothing hurt like that though. Not the bruising or the bleeding or the broken bones. It hurt my pride. Just laying there and taking it… and then knowing there was nothing I could do.” 
 
    Hudson swallowed to keep his emotions in check. His eyes glazed over but he closed them to stop anything from leaking out. Max clenched his jaw to stop himself from seething more than he already was. 
 
    “Osiris was right,” Hudson said. “Sammy was just a junkie. We could’ve just stayed in New Austin and let him sleep in the bed he made for himself.” 
 
    “You know we couldn’t sit back and do nothing.” 
 
    “Nah… Nah, we couldn’t. Now I ended up in a bed right next to him. And you’re taking on the entire head of the biggest gang in the city. Sammy told me the stakes. Said if you lose, you’ll be stuck here for the next five years fighting in the Sanctum.” 
 
    Max thought about it and shook his head. “The way I see it, everybody not on a transport to Mars is stuck. Doesn’t matter what part of this planet we’re on. You just gotta make the most of it.” 
 
    “…I figured you’d say something like that. Not that you’ll lose anyway.” Hudson turned to Max and smiled despite the sadness in his eyes. “You do me a favor, Max.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “You don’t do this for me. You don’t do this for Sammy. You don’t do it for Pitt or Santa Fe. Not even Proxy or Zigzag or that cute brunette.” Hudson raised his index finger up. He reached out and dug it into Max’s chest deep enough for him to feel. “You do it for you. Fight for what you want. You hear me, Max?” 
 
    His jaw clenched, Max stared back hard at Hudson. The honesty in his friend’s eyes had never made him more determined. 
 
    “I’m here. It doesn’t matter how I got here. I’m here. Now Osiris can’t escape what’s waiting for him.” 
 
    Hudson steeled his stare as he nodded. “Go kick his ass, Maximilian.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Max closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. 
 
    “Focus…” 
 
    The room was silent except for the noise from the crowd in the distance. 
 
    Zigzag remained still as she always did, her attention locked on the pathway leading into the steel grid. The android’s white battle armor was as pristine as it could be, lines pulsing softly with pink energy. Her blade was ready at her side. 
 
    Sabrina leaned against the wall with her arms crossed. “I did some calculations. You’ll have about twenty minutes before your body starts rejecting the stimulants.” 
 
    “What happens after that?” Max asked. 
 
    “Your body will start to shut down. Your HP will start draining. Once that happens, be ready for anything.” 
 
    Max kept his eyes closed and sighed another deep breath through his nose. “Twenty minutes…” 
 
    “I told the attendants to be ready. Once the battle is over, we’ll flush your system from all the toxins. That means you’ll lose some of the boosts I gave you earlier.” 
 
    “I don’t need any more boosts. This all ends tonight.” 
 
    Max slowly opened his eyes. Sabrina’s brow was furrowed, her lips twisted into a smile. The combination of worry and excitement on her face was enough to make him smile. 
 
    She walked up to him and put a hand to his cheek. “I don’t know how things ended up like this but I’m glad you’re here. I just wanna let you know—” 
 
    “There’s nothing left to say, Sabrina. It’s time to show Santa Fe the GODs are nothing but punks.” 
 
    Her hand dropped away from his face. Though there was still some worry in her eyes, Sabrina’s concern wasn’t enough to deter Max. 
 
    He moved toward the entrance to the Sanctum next to Zigzag. 
 
    “Do androids get nervous?” he asked. 
 
    “There are programs which allow me to do so. Though I decided upon learning through experience. Now would seem an appropriate time to seem nervous… though… I am not.” 
 
    The android gave him a subtle smirk. Max chuckled as he activated his ACE. The digital display glowed a bright neon blue. Most of the information had changed except for a single new ability. 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Plasma Cutter IV 
 
    A one-meter long energy blade. Causes greater poison damage to opponent’s HP. 
 
    Energy drain: Medium 
 
      
 
    Rocket Barrage IV 
 
    Heat-seeking missiles that lock-on up to three targets. Detonates on contact. 
 
    Energy drain: Very High 
 
      
 
      
 
    PASSIVE ABILITIES 
 
    High Jump II 
 
    Increase jumping height and distance by 50% 
 
      
 
    Speed Boost III 
 
    Movement speed is increased by 75% 
 
      
 
    “Santa Fe is waiting for us,” he sighed. “Let’s go finish this.” 
 
    Max stepped into the hallway leading into the Sanctum. The red pulse of the neon lights lining the path grew brighter as he neared the grid. The sound of the audience cheering grew louder until he couldn’t hear anything else. 
 
    He walked into the arena and the loud blare of trumpets filled the speakers. Shortly after, a rock guitar riff ripped through the air followed by golden sparks showering down from the lights above. 
 
    “Proxy…” He turned around and looked up at the blond in the Operator booth. 
 
    “It’s your last battle in Santa Fe,” Proxy said in his earpiece. “Time to go out with a bang.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! It’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for! The main event of the evening right here in the Vicious Sanctum! The battle has finally arrived! Introducing first… stepping onto the southern end of the grid. Undefeated in the Sanctum, we have the dynamic duo of Zigzag and the Rebel!” 
 
    The audience cheered as the heavy metal continued thumping through the speakers. Max ignored the pageantry and looked down at the blue and green bars on his ACE display. 
 
      
 
    HP: 160% 
 
    Energy: 175% 
 
      
 
    “Sabrina told me what you were up to,” Proxy said. “I can’t say I’m a big fan of overstimulating…” 
 
    “I got twenty minutes to take ‘em out. After that, it’s up to Zigzag.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come down to that.” 
 
    “And introducing their opponents! Coming in from the north side of the arena, the most formidable group the Sanctum has ever seen. Slug! Lotto! Venom! Osiris! They are the Gears of Destruction!” 
 
    The audience shouted over the heavy metal blaring through the speakers. Max kept his composure, ignoring the music, cheers and explosions above him. He locked his focus on the three opponents he’d seen before. Slug stood in his black armor, while Lotto wore his golden armor, and Venom wore green. 
 
    Max looked past all of them and narrowed his eyes at the towering figure making his appearance. “Is that… He’s not wearing armor…” 
 
    Osiris stood tall in the white suit Max had always seen him in. 
 
    “Suit could be reinforced with something underneath.” Proxy said. “Be ready for anything.” 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! It’s time for the main event! Let the battle… begin!” 
 
    The crowd erupted as the electronic bass and synths filled the speakers. Max charged forward across the red steel grid with Zigzag right behind him. 
 
    “Take the center tower,” Max said. “That’s where they’re all heading.” 
 
    Just as he said it, Venom and Slug moved forward together to the center while Lotto moved to the western tower. But Osiris remained on the northern end of the battlefield. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Proxy said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Max said. “I got bigger problems to deal with.” 
 
    Max pointed his ACE to the sky and activated his Rocket Barrage. A stream of missiles zoomed from the ACE and spiraled into the air with smoke trailing behind them. 
 
    “No chance!” Slug rushed up in front of Venom and took the brunt of the rockets as they rained down on him. Despite staying on his feet, the explosions were enough to chip away at his armor. 
 
    “He blocked it,” Proxy said. “But he still took 20-percent. Not a bad start.” 
 
    Max charged to the central tower as Venom tried to activate it. Zigzag zoomed up from behind him and leaped into the air. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” Slug jumped up to meet her, his arm reared back. His fist turned red-hot just as he swung at her. The android twirled in the air at the last second and sliced at his wrist, forcing him to fall back to the ground and brace himself. 
 
    Undeterred, Max rushed up to Venom and fired a Colossal Blast. She rolled out of the way as the blast slammed into the tower. 
 
    “You can’t beat all of us!” Venom said. “You won’t even be able to beat me!” 
 
    She raised her arm up and fired a blast of green mist. 
 
    “It’ll take more than that.” Max gritted his teeth and rushed forward into the mist. As soon as it hit his nostrils, the noxious feeling flooded his head. He held his breath and pushed forward until he was right in front of Venom. A hard right hand cracked her in the jaw and sent her tumbling back. He ran out of the green mist to follow up. 
 
    “Max! Look out!” 
 
    Proxy’s warning came at the last moment. Max raised an Energy Barrier and blocked the missile coming from seemingly nowhere. 
 
    “Didn’t anybody ever tell you it’s not polite to hit a lady?” Lotto stepped forward with his ACE held high. 
 
    “I don’t see any around here.” Max fired a Colossal Blast and forced Lotto to roll out of the way. 
 
    “Max! Zigzag could use some help.” 
 
    Max turned and saw Zigzag dancing around the Flame Fists Slug was launching at her. At the same time, Lotto moved to bring Venom back up to her feet. 
 
    The sidewalls of the arena began to rise and mechanical droids stepped forward. The robots had rifles equipped to their hands while the ones with heavier artillery had cannons strapped to their shoulders. Drones ascended into the air, ready to swoop down and attack. 
 
    “Shit…” Max muttered with indecision. 
 
    He activated his Plasma Cutter and ran to help Zigzag. The two quickly engaged with Slug. He raised his Flame Fists and blocked each of their swipes from both sides. The crowd watched in awe as the sparks and energy flew from every clash. 
 
    “Pathetic!” Slug yelled. “Two of you and you can’t even get a hit on me!” 
 
    “We don’t need to get a hit on you,” Max said. “It’s a trick I learned back in the War Zone.” 
 
    “What?” Slug furrowed his brow in anger. 
 
    “Zigzag! Out of the way!” 
 
    The android quickly jumped into the air. Max disengaged and moved off to the side. 
 
    Slug turned around in confusion only to see the heavy artillery droids activating the massive heavy cannons resting on their shoulders. 
 
    “Shit—” Slug took the full brunt of a blast from five separate droids. The beams of white light brightened the entire arena. They ripped through his black armor, splintering it into pieces and tearing up his skin underneath. 
 
    After taking the full brunt of the blast, Slug fell to his knees, his fists in the grid as he struggled to stay up. 
 
    “Wow!” Proxy said. “That did 70-percent. He’s down to 43-percent and dropping.” 
 
    Max was too busy to join Proxy in her enthusiasm, moving around the droids descending upon him. He dodged the blasts from their rifles and cut off their arms to stop them from attacking. 
 
    Zigzag jumped through the sky and sliced at the drones before they could continue their ascent. 
 
    But as the duo dealt with the attacks from all of the droids around them, Venom and Lotto worked together on the central tower. 
 
    “They’ve got the western turret,” Proxy said. “They’re closing in on their second tower.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” Max fired another Rocket Barrage into the air. The missiles zoomed into the sky then locked on Venom and Lotto down below. 
 
    “Get my back!” Venom said as she kept her hand on the control panel. 
 
    Lotto activated his Energy Barrier and took the hail of rockets. But his barrier could only take so much. He gritted his teeth as the explosions pounded his shield and eventually pushed their way through. The explosion was enough to knock both Venom and Lotto away from the control panel. 
 
    “Zigzag!” Max shouted. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The android descended from the sky with her sword pointed down. 
 
    “Not fast enough!” Lotto fired a missile right at her. Zigzag was able to sink her blade into his right arm before the explosion sent her flying back thirty meters. Zigzag tumbled along the steel grid, her blade falling from her hands. 
 
    “Shit…” Lotto whined in pain as he clutched the blood leaking from the split in his armor. 
 
    “I said watch my back!” Venom raised her ACE up and launched another cloud of green mist, forcing Max to back away. 
 
    “How am I looking, Proxy?” Max said. 
 
    “HP is at 150-percent. Energy is at 123. Stimulants are doing their work.” 
 
    “Just what I wanted to hear… These assholes can’t handle it. Might as well hit ‘em again.” 
 
    He fired a Rocket Barrage into the sky. 
 
    “Not this time,” Lotto muttered as he jumped into the air. He activated his ACE and a white barrier absorbed all of the rockets. “See how you like it.” He charged his weapon and fired everything back in Max’s direction. 
 
    “Shit…” Max quickly turned his back and activated his Energy Barrier. The missiles bombarded his shield. He held on for as long as he could before the explosions got through and knocked him onto his stomach. “Oh… Fuck…” 
 
    “You’re still at 112-percent. Energy’s down to 93-percent.” 
 
    “Zigzag…” He looked up at the android slowly beginning to recover. “Go after the eastern tower.” 
 
    “Understood.” Zigzag gathered her sword and quickly cut through all of the droids blocking her path. 
 
    “She’s going after the tower,” Venom said. “Get her!” 
 
    Lotto raced to the east to chase after her. 
 
    Max caught his breath and got back up to his feet. 
 
    “Venom’s got the tower, Max!” 
 
    Venom turned around just as the tower activated, a sinister smirk on her lips. “There’s no escaping this.” 
 
    The turrets rotated and aimed in his direction. Max moved out of the proximity but the blast was too fast to get away from. It caught him right in the chest, sending him tumbling back on the steel grid. 
 
    Venom cackled as she walked forward with her ACE raised. “Two towers. And Lotto is taking the third. There’s no escape from this, Rebel. You should’ve taken Osiris’s offer when you had the chance.” 
 
    She filled the air with her noxious green smoke. Max got to his feet and moved back to avoid getting caught in it. 
 
    He pointed his weapon at her as she continued to move forward. 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” she said. “Even if you take me out, you’ll never win this battle. We control the entire arena.” 
 
    “That’s your mistake, Venom. You’re only looking out for yourself. Sometimes, you have to make a few sacrifices.” 
 
    He fired a Rocket Barrage right at her. Her eyes widened just before the explosion sent her flying back and crashing into the walls of the arena. 
 
    Max ran forward through the green mist she’d made. 
 
    “Max? What are you doing?” Proxy pleaded with him. “She took the whole barrage. She’s already under 20-percent and dropping.” 
 
    “If she’s still got HP, she’s still alive.” 
 
    Max cleared the mist and walked up to Venom as she tried to get back to her feet. He stomped on her ACE then kicked her over onto her back. She grimaced in pain before giggling maniacally. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “You’ll never beat all of us.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I can still make you suffer.” He took a knee down next to her and held his ACE against her stomach. His teeth gritted, he looked her right in the eye. “It seems I didn’t get my point across the first time I blew your head off. One more time… for Sammy.” 
 
    A point-blank Colossal Blast ripped through her armor and made a hole in her torso, blood splattering in every direction. Max stumbled back but stayed on his feet so he could look her in the eye. She glared back at Max before the rest of her HP drained and her eyes fell lifeless. Attendants rushed in to take her BioHarness while the audience cheered. 
 
    “Venom’s down,” Proxy said. “Zigzag’s still busy—” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Max moved through the droids attempting to take him down. He found Zigzag twirling around the combination of Sound Blasts and electrical charges Lotto continuously fired at her. 
 
    “Stop moving!” 
 
    Max ran up with his Plasma Cutter and swung at Lotto, forcing him to back away. “There’s no escape from this,” Max said. “It’s two-on-one.” 
 
    Lotto smirked. “No… It’s not.” 
 
    “Behind you!” Proxy shouted. 
 
    Max and Zigzag turned around to see Slug charging at them. Despite his compromised armor, he moved too fast for either one of them to get out of the way. His shoulder lowered, Slug slammed into them and sent both of them violently tumbling along the ground. 
 
    Max’s eyes rolled in the back of his head as the pain throbbed through the rest of his body. 
 
    “Steady… Steady…” 
 
    He focused on the voice in his head as he tried to get his equilibrium back. 
 
    “Max, he’s activating the last tower.” 
 
    Max looked up to see Zigzag slowly beginning to stir. Lotto was pressing his hand on the control panel while Slug stood guarding him. 
 
    Max fired another Rocket Barrage in their direction. 
 
    “Take care of that!” Lotto said. 
 
    “I don’t have anything left,” Slug muttered. “You better finish this before they get to Osiris.” 
 
    Slug turned his back and stood in front of Lotto as the barrage slammed into him. The explosion tore through the last remnants of Slug’s black armor. 
 
    The crowd gasped in disgust as Slug’s torso was separated from his legs. His arms tried to pointlessly push himself up before he fell lifeless to the ground. Attendants ran into the Sanctum to collect his remains. 
 
    “Zigzag…” Max said. “Last chance to stop him. I can’t…” 
 
    Zigzag got back up to her feet. Her sword on the ground, she pumped her legs as fast as she could to get to Lotto. Just before the meter to control the tower filled, Lotto turned around and caught a left fist right to his jaw. He stumbled back as he fired at Zigzag. But the android effortlessly dodged the Sound Blast and cracked him with another punch across the jaw. Another punch split his lips. Another punch shattered his teeth. 
 
    “Zig-zag! Zig-zag! Zig-zag!” 
 
    Max watched in amusement as Lotto flailed in an attempt to defend himself. 
 
    The android continued pounding Lotto with repeated fists. His face a bloody, unrecognizable mess, Lotto spit up through his broken mouth and put his hands up. 
 
    “Please… Please…” 
 
    Zigzag stood above him, one fist raised and the other around his collar. Max walked up and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “He’s a GOD,” Max said. “But I think he learned his lesson. Asshole can’t fight without his ACE.” 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute!” The deafening chants from the crowd shook the Sanctum. 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath and nodded. “Give ‘em what they want.” 
 
    Zigzag didn’t hesitate and reared back with a lightning-fast punch that whipped the back of his head against his shoulder blades, snapping his neck in two. She dropped his lifeless body to the ground, his eyes still wide and frozen in fear. The crowd cheered at the sight of attendants moving in to usher Lotto’s BioHarness to a regenerator. 
 
    Max walked up to the tower control panel and placed his hand down on it. “Watch my back.” 
 
    “Understood.” Zigzag picked her sword back up and fought off the approaching droids. 
 
    Max watched the meter on the display slowly fill. He shifted his eyes toward the northern end of the arena. 
 
    “Has Osiris been standing there this whole time?” Max asked. 
 
    “Unless he’s a hologram, he hasn’t moved,” Proxy said. 
 
    “Bastard’s up to something…” 
 
    The meter filled completely and the tower fell under Max’s control. He looked at the turrets and watched them blast away all of the approaching droids and drones. 
 
    Zigzag moved back to his side with her sword resting upon her shoulder. “I await your next orders.” 
 
    Max took a deep breath. “Sabrina said I have twenty minutes… How long has it been?” 
 
    “It’s been about nine minutes,” Proxy said. “Just past halfway.” 
 
    “…That’ll have to do.” 
 
    Max ran forward with Zigzag right behind him. They kept moving until Osiris stood twenty meters away from them. 
 
    “Impressive.” Osiris slowly clapped his hands together. “A formidable duo. I’d be more than willing to bring the android into the fold as well. With the two of you, nobody would dare challenge the GODs or our Disciples. Your performance warrants another chance. My offer still stands, Rebel.” 
 
    “If you think I’m gonna join you now after you just let me beat your three cronies, you’re as dumb as you look.” 
 
    “I was never one to get my hands dirty. What’s an operation if you have to do the work yourself? It appears I was mistaken thinking the three of them would be able to defeat you.” 
 
    “It’s over, Osiris. Don’t think you can talk your way out of this.” 
 
    Osiris slicked his hair back over his head and straightened his tie. He took his jacket off then tossed it to the side, revealing the chrome ACE hugging his swollen left forearm. 
 
    “No, the time for talking is done,” Osiris said. “It’s time to show you the true power of a GOD.” 
 
    Max fired a Rocket Barrage at Osiris while Zigzag charged with her sword up. 
 
    Osiris quickly raised his ACE up with surprising speed. A white barrier absorbed the missiles headed right for him. He quickly fired them back and caught Zigzag in a fiery explosion, knocking the android back along the red grid. 
 
    “Zigzag!” Max called out. 
 
    Osiris nonchalantly raised his ACE up and fired a charge of electrical energy. The blue lightning fired from the compartments of his weapon caught Zigzag while she struggled on the ground. Her body twitched then suddenly seized up. 
 
    Max quickly rushed up to her. He held her in his arms and saw the lifelessness in her blank stare. 
 
    “It must’ve been some type of EMP Blast,” Proxy said. “It short-circuited her. Her system has to reboot.” 
 
    “How long is she out?” 
 
    “I don’t know… Five minutes or so?” 
 
    “That’s the problem with androids,” Osiris sighed. “It’s so easy to turn them off.” He slicked his hand back over his head and held his hands out. “Go ahead, Rebel. Say what I already know you’re going to say.” 
 
    Max clenched his jaw as he got back up to his feet. He held up his index finger. “If it was up to me, I’d make you suffer for as long as I could. Then I’d regenerate you and make you suffer again. But I’ll have to settle for the few minutes I’ve got left with you. You better believe they’re gonna be hell for you.” 
 
    Osiris chuckled with a smug grin on his lips. “It’s a shame you’re too blinded by your arrogance to make the right decision.” 
 
    “What am I at, Proxy?” 
 
    “HP’s at 72. Energy’s at 65. He’s still got full HP, a whopping 200-percent. Energy is at 175. Max…” 
 
    “It’s all right. I got him right where I want him.” 
 
    “There’s no advice your Operator can give you,” Osiris interrupted. “This is the fate you chose. Accept it.” 
 
    Max quickly raised his ACE up and fired another Rocket Barrage. He raced forward behind the missiles zooming toward Osiris. 
 
    The man in the white suit quickly raised his ACE up and absorbed the attacks with another white barrier. But before he could fire, Max activated his Plasma Cutter and swung. Max’s attack forced Osiris to back away and activate an Energy Barrier to block the attack. 
 
    Max continued swinging relentlessly. Hard swipes from his blade made Osiris move left and right to avoid getting hit. But Max’s furious assault got through, cutting through Osiris’s right sleeve. 
 
    Osiris stopped and looked down at the streak of blood beginning to stain the fabric of his shirt. 
 
    “You call yourself a GOD,” Max said. “But you bleed like everybody else.” 
 
    Osiris gritted his teeth and furrowed his brow in anger. He charged forward and activated a golden energy blade. Their swords clashed in a dazzling display of purple and gold sparks. 
 
    The crowd moved to the edge of their seats as the sudden duel unfolded before them. Max continued to attack but Osiris parried each blow. Max’s endless assault yielded no damage on his opponent. 
 
    “He’s not attacking, Max. He’s just defending. You have to do something else.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Max faked an attack and Osiris brought his sword up to block it. But instead of following through with his swing, Max lowered his ACE down and fired a Colossal Blast that caught Osiris hard in the chest. 
 
    The crowd gasped in unison at the sight of Osiris stumbling back. Max rushed up to finish him off but a sudden barrage of missiles forced him to raise his Energy Barrier up. Max clenched his jaw and braced himself from the brunt of the attack. He gasped a deep breath and waited until it finished bombarding him. 
 
    “Not bad,” Osiris said. “But you don’t have the energy, the skills or the strength keep up with me.” 
 
    “Shit… I’m running out of time…” 
 
    Max looked around and saw the androids and drones on the other side of the arena. 
 
    “Thinking of using them against me?” Osiris said. “I watched your battle in the War Zone. I won’t fall to the same foolish tricks Slug did.” 
 
    Max continued searching but nothing came to him. 
 
    “He’s countering all my abilities… Don’t have much energy left…” 
 
    “It’s over. There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    Osiris raised his ACE up. 
 
    “Unless…” 
 
    Max quickly began running toward the southern end of the arena, away from Osiris. Osiris fired and Max quickly rolled away to avoid the explosion of missiles. 
 
    “Now this is pathetic,” Osiris said as he slowly walked forward. “Are you really going to run away from me? I suppose expecting you to fight me like a man was too much to ask.” 
 
    Max moved near the eastern tower he had control of. 
 
    “Do you expect me to walk underneath the tower you have control of?” 
 
    “No,” Max said. “That’s why I’m gonna bring you to it.” 
 
    Osiris lowered his ACE as he closed the distance between them. “I might as well have some fun with this.” He continued moving until he was right in front of Max. “All right. We’ll fight like men.” 
 
    He raised his hand up and swung a right hook. Max ducked out of the way and cracked Osiris in the stomach, making him stumble down to a knee. He tried to follow up but Osiris bounced back up to his feet. An uppercut caught Max in the chin and snapped his head back. 
 
    Max took a few steps back but dug his heels into the grid to stay standing. 
 
    “That’s what I like,” Osiris said. “Settle things with our hands like they did a long time ago.” 
 
    Max reared back and swung but Osiris effortlessly caught his fist and responded with a vicious headbutt into Max’s forehead. Max immediately went into a daze and his vision blurred from the force of the blow. 
 
    Osiris slicked his hair back over his head with his hand then straightened up. 
 
    “Three more minutes…” The desperation in Proxy’s voice was growing. 
 
    Max steadied himself and ignored the blood trickling down his cheek. Again he moved forward and swung. But his telegraphed blow was easy for Osiris to step away from and counter with another right hand to the mouth. 
 
    Max fell to his knees. He blinked his eyes to see the warm blood trickling into a small pool on the ground beneath him. 
 
    “It’s remarkable really,” Osiris said. “I beat your friend the same way. You put up a better fight but the result is the same.” 
 
    “Hudson…” 
 
    Max closed his eyes, his breaths deep. But any focus he could try to gather was interrupted by a hard kick to his midsection. He rolled over onto his back. The bright lights shining above the arena were blinding. The electronic synths and audience shouting were deafening. But Max was numb to it all, only focused on the man standing above him. 
 
    “HP’s down to 33-percent… Two minutes left…” 
 
    Osiris reached down and grabbed Max by the collar. He forced him back up to his feet and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “I should thank you,” Osiris said. “Everybody in Santa Fe is watching. Now they’ll all know the true might of the Gears of Destruction. Nobody will ever dare challenge us again.” 
 
    He slammed a fist into Max’s stomach and made him keel over. A hard knee across Max’s cheek sent him back to the ground. 
 
    Max pushed himself up on all fours, crawling forward while blood continued to leak from his face. 
 
    “One minute, Max…” Proxy’s voice was shakier than it had ever been. 
 
    “Some people would say it’s admirable for you to continue to put up a fight. And it’s remarkable in a way, considering you defeated the other three. But I wonder if they’ll remember what you did when the last image they’ll have of you is on your knees, crawling away… just like your friend.” 
 
    He picked Max back up by the collar and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “It’s time to end this, Rebel. Any last words?” 
 
    Max gathered himself the best he could and smiled. “I got a few,” he sighed. 
 
    “Really? This should be interesting…” 
 
    “You could never beat me one-on-one in an ACE battle. And you could never beat me one-on-one in a fist fight either.” 
 
    Osiris raised an eyebrow. “I’m quite sure I just did both.” 
 
    “No…” Max swallowed his blood, his grin growing even wider as he shook his head. “I would never lose to a punk like you. Not unless I let you!” 
 
    He spit his blood in Osiris’s face. Osiris shut his eyes, unable to see the hard right hand cracking him in the jaw. He dropped Max from his grip and opened his eyes just in time to see the left hook that caught him on his cheek. 
 
    “Max! Time’s up!” Proxy yelled in his ear. 
 
    “Zigzag!” Max shouted. 
 
    As soon as he said it, the android came racing from the other side of the arena. Osiris regained his senses and spun around just as the android shoved her blade into his midsection. The cold steel pushed against his vest, slicing through the fabric. Zigzag used all of her strength to move her sword through the reinforcements behind his suit. But when the armor underneath his white shirt gave, his flesh offered no resistance. The messy sound of sharp metal piercing through flesh was like nothing else. 
 
    The crowd gasped at the sight of Zigzag impaling Osiris completely, pushing her blade out through his back. 
 
    “No—” Osiris raised his ACE up but Max quickly activated his Plasma Cutter and separated Osiris’s limb from the rest of his body, ACE and all. 
 
    The blood gushed from his open wound as Max dug his blade into Osiris’s chest right next to Zigzag. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    The two of them worked together, lifting Osiris from the ground and carrying him into the proximity of their tower. They both pulled away just as the turrets locked on and fired. 
 
    Osiris fell to his knees before the explosion sent him tumbling forward. He fell onto his stomach, blood leaking from his wounds as the smoke rose from his singed suit. 
 
    “Max… The stimulants…” 
 
    Just as Proxy said it, Max felt his insides tighten up. He looked down at the display on his ACE and watched both his HP and energy beginning to drain. 
 
    “Zigzag…” 
 
    The android nodded calmly in understanding. 
 
    Max walked over to Osiris and flipped him over. Blood spilled from his chest and his severed arm, staining his once-pristine white outfit. 
 
    Osiris coughed up more of the blood, spattering it across his face. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Osiris said. “So what if the junkie doesn’t have to pay up? Leave, Rebel. Go back to where you came from. The GODs still run Santa Fe. We’ll always run Santa Fe.” 
 
    Max shook his head. “This was never about business. When you put your hands on Hudson and Sammy, you made it personal. You sealed your fate when you did that.” 
 
    Max raised his leg up and stomped on Osiris’s chest. Hard kicks made Osiris whimper in pain as he struggled to crawl away. 
 
    “You’re gonna feel what he felt.” 
 
    Max slammed his boot against Osiris’s jaw, shattering his teeth. 
 
    “Every kick…” 
 
    He stomped his heel down onto his temple and fracturing his skull. 
 
    “Every stomp…” 
 
    “Execute! Execute! Execute!” The crowd cheered as Max used his last bit of strength to soften Osiris up. 
 
    Max kept kicking until Osiris’s face was completely red except for his eyes. 
 
    Teeth shattered. Nose broken. Osiris was still conscious through it all. 
 
    “You’re both losing HP,” Proxy said. “But his is draining faster. As long as you’re the last one standing and Zigzag is still up, you’ll win…” 
 
    Max fell to his knees next to Osiris. Through it all, Osiris managed to smile. 
 
    “You can’t kill a GOD,” Osiris said. 
 
    “Maybe not… But I can make him feel pain.” Max raised his ACE up and pointed it right at Osiris’s face. 
 
    He stared hard into Osiris’s eyes. He held on for as long as he could until he saw it. The confidence that was always there was finally gone, replaced by a fear that made Max smile. 
 
    With his last percentage of energy, Max fired a Colossal Blast that ripped through Osiris’s face and splattered bone and flesh all the same. The blast was too strong for Max to resist as he was sent flying onto his back. 
 
    Zigzag fell to her knees next to him. “It’s over.” She cradled his body in her lap as she caressed his cheek. 
 
    “Re-bel! Re-bel! Re-bel! Re-bel!” 
 
    “You won…” 
 
    Proxy’s soft voice was as clear as anything else in his ear. Max stared up at Zigzag, the bright lights above her beginning to dim. As the crowd’s chant filled his ears, he smiled knowing he did it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    Max lay peacefully in the darkness. His mind was empty. His body had no feeling. 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    There was nothing except for a soft beeping in the distance. The rhythm of the electronic pulses didn’t stop. 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    Slowly, Max realized he wasn’t floating in a pool of darkness or even dreaming. He was alive. The realization made him slowly open his eyes. 
 
    The sterile surroundings of the hospital room were barely visible underneath the low blue lights. The electronic devices monitoring his vital signs glowed softly off to the side. He tilted his head and watched the numbers on the digital display. 
 
    He breathed softly through his nose then closed his eyes in relief. A few seconds later, the door opened up. He turned his head and saw Hudson, Sabrina, Proxy and Zigzag all step into the room. Proxy had some worry in her eyes but she was smiling the same as the others. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” the blond asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Max said. “I’m alive. Usually that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “I made sure they rushed you and your harness back into a regenerator as fast as they could.” 
 
    “That’s what I expected. Doesn’t explain what I’m doing in a hospital though.” 
 
    “The stimulants.” Sabrina walked next to his bedside. “It altered your genetic chemistry. After you were regenerated, they had to flush out the remnants from your system. Most of the boosts you had are gone.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Won’t have much need for them anymore. Unless I didn’t win…” 
 
    “You were victorious,” Zigzag said. “As the only one left standing in the Sanctum, I secured the victory. There is no dispute.” 
 
    “Looks like everything went as planned…” 
 
    “It was close,” Proxy sighed. “It makes me shudder thinking about how things could’ve gone wrong. For a second, I thought Osiris was in control.” 
 
    “Osiris isn’t a fighter. I realized that when he didn’t engage with the others. But I knew I had a better chance if I could get him to take me on one-on-one with just our hands.” Max looked at Hudson. His friend has been silent the entire time but his eyes said more than he ever could. “That’s how business was started,” Max said. “It only makes sense we finished it that way.” 
 
    “It’s over,” Proxy said. “It’s really over. Now all we have to do is celebrate our last night in Santa Fe. For real this time. I made a lotta credits betting on you.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it…” Max kept his eyes on Hudson. Even though he was quiet, it was obvious Hudson had a lot on his mind. “Why don’t you guys gimme a second? I gotta tell Hudson something…” 
 
    “We all made some credits,” Sabrina said. “I say we pick up something to eat. A lot of delicacies in Santa Fe you should try.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” Proxy rubbed her hands together as she left with Sabrina and Zigzag. 
 
    Hudson pulled up a chair and propped himself right next to Max. The hospital room fell silent again, the dim blue lights providing a peaceful ambiance Max could relax to. 
 
    “How’s Sammy?” Max asked. 
 
    Hudson chuckled, his chip-toothed grin on full display. “I put a lot of creds on you. Gave a few to Sammy. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him as happy as he is now. I got his system flushed clean. No more loot addiction. No more dealing with the Disciples. He’s got a clean slate.” 
 
    “He still heading back to New Austin with us?” 
 
    Hudson nodded. “I think it’d be best for him to get away from this place. He’s got some creds but the influence still lingers. Never hurts to be around… friends…” 
 
    Hudson swallowed hard. He clenched his jaw but his eyes glazed over. He looked away in embarrassment though there was nothing he could do to hide it. 
 
    “You did it,” Hudson said. “You… You came to Santa Fe. You paid ‘em back for what they did to Sammy. You paid ‘em back for what they did to me. It’s been like that ever since we met. I fall down and you’re there to pick me up.” 
 
    A tear leaked from the corner of Hudson’s eye and he quickly wiped it away. Max nodded slowly, not saying anything and instead letting his friend get everything off his chest. 
 
    “I know why you did it. Because you’re my friend. That’s all the reason you needed. I wanna let you know, my man… Any time. Any place. I got your back. No matter what.” 
 
    He held his hand out. Max smirked as he reached out and gripped it. 
 
    “That was our deal,” Max said. “Fifty-fifty.” 
 
    Hudson showed off his chipped-tooth grin and squeezed his hand even tighter. “Fifty-fifty…” 
 
    A sudden knock at the door made them both turn their heads. Hudson got up from his seat and wiped his cheek as the door opened up. 
 
    Detective Pitt stepped inside, his suit and coat looking as immaculate as they always did. The bald man put his hands in his pockets as he looked down at Max. 
 
    “Shaw,” he said. “If I could have a word with you… in private.” 
 
    “…I’ll go check on the others to make sure they get you something good to eat,” Hudson said to Max. “Hospital food isn’t any good around here. Maybe a roast beef sandwich. Extra peppers.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Max said with a laugh. 
 
    Hudson and Pitt nodded to one another before Hudson stepped outside. 
 
    The detective looked around the room. Judging from the seriousness on Pitt’s face, Max wasn’t sure if he was in a good mood or not. But nothing he could say would ruin his moment. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Max said. “It’s obvious you’re not here to congratulate me. Battles in the Vicious Sanctum aren’t something you seem interested in.” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of the battles. Even though they’re regulated and nobody actually dies, they’re still brutal and violent. I suppose everybody needs their outlets in a world like this. But that doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. You missed a hell of a battle.” 
 
    “I don’t normally partake but I was there this time. I had a vested interest in this one. Sometimes a man needs to seek justice his own way, for his own personal well-being. But… It was the other man I was more interested.” 
 
    Pitt pulled out his AllDevice and scrolled through it with his index finger. “Charles Oliver AKA Osiris. Member of the Gears of Destruction. Leader of the Disciples. He was never on our radar because he was never in Santa Fe. Everything he did was operated remotely. He used Vick, Banks and Cole as his liaisons in the Cobalt District. It was you who brought him out here.” 
 
    Max shrugged. “You know who he is now. I got my payback but he was right. The Gears are still running things. It’s up to you to make sure the loot stops flowing.” 
 
    “I know. What do you think I’ve been doing ever since Oliver first arrived?” 
 
    A subtle smirk curled onto the corner of the detective’s lips. Max arched an eyebrow, unsure if he wanted to hear what was on Pitt’s mind. “Are you telling me you have something on Osiris?” 
 
    “The situation in the Sharp District is a lot more volatile than you know. Osiris would never let on something like that. Too much pride.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta be full of pride in his position.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly his downfall…” Pitt turned his AllDevice and showed Max the display. “…Attempted murder. Conspiracy to commit murder. Arson. Theft. Burglary. Illegal drug distribution.” 
 
    Max read all of the charges as Pitt listed them off. 
 
    “The DA has enough to lock him and the Gears away for the rest of their lives. They won’t be seeing sunshine for a long time.” 
 
    “He’s got a lot of creds.” 
 
    “He won’t be able to buy his way out of this. Not with internal affairs investigating and Disciples willing to flip on him. He’s done, Max. It’s all thanks to you.” 
 
    “Huh… How ‘bout that?” Max wasn’t sure what to say, staring at the list of charges like they weren’t real. “Thanks for letting me know.” 
 
    “There’s another reason I’m telling you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Do you remember when I told you how much I care about Santa Fe? Oliver and his group did a lot of damage to it. What you did in the Sanctum might have been appropriate payback for what he did to your friend. But a man like him deserves a little more than that.” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes. “Wait… What are you saying? Do you want me to—” 
 
    “No.” Hudson shook his head. “You don’t have to go that far. But you’re the reason we caught Oliver in the first place. I think it’s only fair to ask if you’re interested in paying him back again… to make sure he goes willingly.” 
 
    Max blinked his eyes. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing…” 
 
    “I’m not asking or forcing you to do anything. But it would also be a hell of a deterrent for anybody who might step up and try to take his place.” 
 
    “You know… Osiris was smiling when I beat him… It’d be nice to wipe that smile from his face. It just doesn’t seem right coming from you. You’re a man of the law, Pitt.” 
 
    “I’m a man of the law. And nobody’s above it. Not even a GOD.” 
 
    Max thought about it for a moment, smiling as he saw the detective do the same. 
 
    “All right,” Max sighed. “Time to put an end to the GODs for good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Max calmly walked through the main barroom and headed toward the elevators in the back of Club Reincarnation. Some of the patrons recognized him but most of them were too busy enjoying the start of their evening. Max’s battle having taken place a few days ago, it was a distant memory in most of their minds. 
 
    He stepped into the elevator with Zigzag by his side. 
 
    “This is your most curious decision yet.” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s Pitt’s idea,” he said. “Humans never make rational decisions. If you ever really wanna be human, all you gotta do is throw logic out the window and go with your feelings.” 
 
    “That is certainly irrational…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m not being reckless. This is just… one last goodbye.” 
 
    “Quite irrational.” 
 
    The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. A couple of Disciples lined the halls, eying Max as soon as he stepped out. They showed him the same disdain they always had but all he could do was smile knowing what was coming. 
 
    “I’d recommend you get out of here,” Max said. “That’s the best advice I could give you. Then again, I’d never expect Disciples to take good advice.” 
 
    Max nonchalantly brushed past all of them and toward the suite he’d been into too many times before. He shoved the doors open to find more Disciples standing guard. On the other side of the room, Osiris sat at his desk. His white suit replaced, he looked as magnanimous as ever, flanked by the other Gears of Destruction. 
 
    “The Rebel…” Osiris got up from his seat. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Venom sneered at him. She took a step forward along with Slug and Lotto but Osiris put his hand up to stop them. 
 
    “Now, now… We settled our differences in the Sanctum. There’s no need for any further animosity. I’m sure Max has good reason for disrupting my business… Don’t you, Max?” Osiris smiled but his narrowed eyes belied his true animosity. 
 
    Max bit his tongue. His eyes shifted around the suite. The Disciples. The GODs. All of them were focused on Max, just waiting for him to do something. 
 
    “Are you certain you wish to proceed?” Zigzag asked him. 
 
    Max turned toward her and shrugged. She held back a smile in response. 
 
    “I was doing some thinking,” Max said to Osiris. “About what you said back in the Sanctum. How you mentioned that it didn’t matter if you lost the battle. The Gears of Destruction and their Disciples would continue to run Santa Fe from behind the scenes.” 
 
    “You can beat a GOD. You can hurt them. You can make them bleed. But you can’t kill them.” 
 
    “That seems to be the case. And I would never try to kill you, Osiris. But that doesn’t mean I can’t stand up for what’s right.” Max chuckled when he said it. “Saying it out loud… It seems a little silly when you hear it. I suppose I should just leave Santa Fe and go back to where I came from.” 
 
    “You should.” Slug slammed one of his fists in his palm. “If you knew what was best for you.” 
 
    “Never knew what was best for me… Not until recently.” 
 
    Osiris took a step forward, his hands out. “If you came here to accept my proposal, I’m afraid the offer is off the table. There’s no need for another enforcer. Not even you. Business is as smooth as it has ever been. I suggest you take Slug’s advice.” 
 
    The tension in the room was growing. The eyes locked upon Max would have made him uncomfortable if the circumstances were different. But he continued to try and fight off the grin forcing its way onto his lips. 
 
    “What happened in the Sanctum,” Max said. “That was for Sammy. That was for Hudson. But someone else told me they could use a favor.” 
 
    “And who would that be?” 
 
    “Santa Fe. Every junkie in every alley you took advantage of. Every man or woman you coerced into pushing your loot. Every gangster in the other districts you were trying to take over. Every innocent person who just wanted to survive on this dying planet but instead had their lives ruined by your product. They’re not my responsibility. But damn…” Max shook his head and smirked. “It wouldn’t be right if I left without doing something for them.” 
 
    “I see…” Osiris took a step forward and raised his chin up, looking down his nose at Max. 
 
    “What?” Slug said. “What is this? What’s going on?” 
 
    “You and me, Osiris,” Max said. “No arena. No droids or drones. No towers. No ACEs. Just you… and me.” 
 
    Osiris peeled his suit jacket off then handed it to Venom. He calmly rolled up his sleeves then cracked his knuckles. “When this is over, the people of Santa Fe will know the truth. Everybody will know the Rebel is a man who can compete on the grid… and nowhere else. And they will tremble in fear in the presence of the GODs. As it should be.” 
 
    Max sighed as he put his hands up. “You’re not a GOD. You’re just a bully… I never liked bullies.” 
 
    Osiris calmly stepped forward and the two began circling one another in the center of the small suite. 
 
    “Kick his ass!” Venom yelled. “Beat the shit out of him!” 
 
    Osiris reared back and swung with a left jab. Max quickly dodged out of the way and slammed a violent punch into Osiris’s stomach. There were no reinforcements underneath his suit to soften the blow, making Osiris wheeze as the wind was knocked out of him. 
 
    Max held his hands out. “Is that the best you got—” 
 
    Osiris roared as he spun around with a backfist. Max tilted his head away and only the wind from the swing connected. He raised his hand up again and caught Osiris in his midsection. 
 
    “That’s what I figured,” Max said. “All talk.” 
 
    Osiris threw an uppercut. Max moved to the side and cracked Osiris in the jaw with a left hook that turned his head nearly sideways. The big man stumbled back onto the Disciples standing guard, who caught him to keep him from falling down. 
 
    “A bully who never learned how to fight properly,” Max continued. 
 
    Osiris charged but Max was ready, stuffing him in the face with a fist that shattered his nose. Blood splattered, spilling down Osiris’s mouth and down his suit and tie in red streaks. 
 
    “A bully who intimidated people with numbers…” 
 
    Max easily moved out of the way of Osiris’s flailing arms and caught him the temple, making stumble down to one knee. Max walked up and looked down at the man fuming up at him. 
 
    “You’re nothing without the loot,” Max said. “Just a man in a suit who took advantage of people.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Osiris said, shaking his head as the blood continued to pour from his nose. “I’m still a GOD. I’ll always be a GOD.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers. Slug, Lotto, and Venom all raised their ACEs up. The Disciples drew switchblades, their sharp edges pointed at Max. 
 
    “You don’t have a harness to save you.” Osiris spit out some blood and stained the suite floor. 
 
    “No, I’ve got something a little better than that. If you wanna save yourself, I suggest you tell your friends here to lower their weapons.” 
 
    “And why would I do that?” 
 
    Max looked back toward the entrance. In the distance, he could hear the elevator doors ding. Loud steps moving up the fire escape followed as well. In the blink of an eye, Detective Pitt appeared at the doorway with his armored soldiers. Their guns raised, they outnumbered Osiris and his men more than three-to-one. 
 
    “Freeze!” Pitt barked. “Nobody move!” 
 
    Osiris moved up to his feet, his brow furrowed. “What is this? What’s going on?” 
 
    Pitt slowly walked up to him. “Charles Oliver. You are under arrest for crimes against the citizens of Santa Fe. As are the rest of your people.” 
 
    The officers rushed in and secured everybody in the room. Venom, Slug and Lotto were all forced to put their hands behind their back. Each one of them glared at Max was they were dragged out of the room with the Disciples. 
 
    “Working with the cops,” Osiris sighed as his hands were cuffed. “And to think you wanted to settle things with me like a man.” 
 
    Max smirked at him. “Can’t settle things like a man when you’re dealing with a GOD.” 
 
    Max knew he looked as obnoxious as possible in front of Osiris. And all it did was make Osiris even more furious. 
 
    “Take him away.” Pitt pointed to his officers as Osiris was taken away along with everybody else. 
 
    Max stood with Zigzag and watched as the officers began to search through the room. 
 
    “He won’t be a problem, will he?” Max asked. “Last I checked, beating someone up before you arrest ‘em is considered brutality.” 
 
    “Osiris wouldn’t have gone so willingly,” Pitt said. “Nobody could take him down a peg. Not until you showed up. This was the best option.” 
 
    “Arresting him is one thing. You gonna make sure those charges stick and he stays where he belongs?” 
 
    “You can count on it. I told you I wasn’t the only one working on this case.” 
 
    Max looked at two of the officers as they walked up to him. They removed their helmets. 
 
    “Is that…” 
 
    Max squinted in disbelief as he recognized their faces. “Nightblade? Emeril?” 
 
    The two officers looked at one another and laughed. 
 
    “Not Nightblade,” the man said. “I told you I was just Danny.” 
 
    “You and Emeril…” 
 
    “We were working undercover in the Sharp District. Figured we’d work our way up until we got a battle with the Disciples. Then you came along. Almost blew our cover when we had to fight you.” 
 
    “If I’d known… Sorry—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. Emeril and I have been working the Sharp District. Collecting evidence. With Oliver back in town, it piled up in no time. You don’t have to worry about him any longer.” 
 
    “I told you there were some good, honest men in this town,” Pitt said. 
 
    Emeril and Danny went back to searching the suite. 
 
    “I guess that’s really it then,” Max said. 
 
    “We’ll take it from here.” Pitt held his hand out. 
 
    Max looked down at the detective’s hand. He took a moment before shaking it. 
 
    “Thanks… Rebel.” Pitt gave him a smirk before joining the others. 
 
    Max left the suite and stood in the elevator with Zigzag by his side. 
 
    “I sense your uncertainty concerning what just occurred,” Zigzag said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. Just didn’t expect it.” 
 
    “It’s the most fortuitous outcome one could have hoped for. Sammy and Hudson have been avenged. Osiris and his gang have been apprehended and their influence on the police appears weaker than initially speculated. With that, the loot threat in the Cobalt District will certainly be diminished.” 
 
    “When you put it like that… I guess we’re really done in Santa Fe.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. Proxy professed a keen interest in making sure to celebrate as this is truly our final night in Santa Fe.” 
 
    Max chuckled at the android’s knowing smile. “I suppose I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Sammy tilted the glass up and examined the contents. “I don’t think it’s such a good idea for me to be messing around.” 
 
    “It’s synthetic,” Hudson said. “Less likely to get addicted to it.” 
 
    “There’s always a chance.” 
 
    “It’s our last night in Santa Fe. Consider this an opportunity to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Works for me.” Sammy shrugged as he gulped down the glass of alcohol. His face twitched into a grimace before he grinned. “Not bad.” 
 
    “Cheers.” Hudson held his drink up and toasted with his friend. 
 
    While the two old friends caught up with one another, Max looked around the lounge. The back room of Gaia Club was just as peaceful as he remembered. Patrons relaxed on their comfortable leather seats while they mingled with one another. The soft electronic music wafted through the speakers, creating an ambiance so peaceful Max almost wanted to fall asleep. 
 
    “How about you?” Sammy asked Max. “You not drinking tonight?” 
 
    “I drank enough for a dozen lifetimes back in New Austin,” Max said. “I think I’ve done enough celebrating in Santa Fe.” 
 
    “Santa Fe… After all the shit I went through, I’m gonna miss it a little bit. What’s New Austin like?” 
 
    “New Austin… It’s not much different. Just a place where everybody is trying to get by. Everybody’s here for you though.” 
 
    “Speaking of everybody’s here,” Hudson said. “Where the hell are the ladies at?” 
 
    “Proxy and Sabrina dragged Zigzag out to the main barroom,” Max sighed. “I’m sure they’re getting a lot of attention on the dance floor at the moment.” 
 
    “Might be getting too much attention with the way they were dressed…” 
 
    “Anybody who gives Zigzag the wrong kind of attention is in for a rude awakening.” 
 
    The group shared a laugh as Sammy and Hudson toasted to another drink. While they reminisced about older times, Max got up from his seat and headed over to the bar. He watched the pair of robotic arms sort through the bottles of liquor and prepare drinks for the dozens waiting. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Max turned and saw Sabrina suddenly standing next to him. “Just checking out these arms. It’s an amazing feat of engineering. Fast. Efficient. Can’t ask for anything more.” 
 
    “Only you would spend your time in a nightclub staring at a robot bartender.” 
 
    “I’d do something else if there was something else to do.” 
 
    “I can think of a thing or two.” Sabrina arched an eyebrow at him. A pair of seductive gray eyes shimmered underneath the dim lights of the club. Her pale skin made the crimson on her lips even more striking. 
 
    Her face was already distracting enough but her outfit had the eyes of every man in the room. Her black skirt showed off her legs and her matching top barely did enough to cover her breasts. 
 
    Max wrapped an arm around her, kissing her deep. The taste of the alcohol on her tongue made him chuckle. She pulled away from him, tugging on his lips with hers. 
 
    “Last night in Santa Fe,” she whispered. “What do you say we go out with a bang?” 
 
    “…You have a way with words.” 
 
    He kept his arm around her as he walked out the side of the room. They headed into the dark hallway where the lights did just enough to light the path. The entrances to all of the other Instinct Rooms were clear. 
 
    “This one.” Sabrina took his hand and placed it on the panel next to the entrance. The door slid open. Max moved to step inside but stopped when he saw what was already waiting. 
 
    Zigzag and Proxy sat naked underneath the neon red lights, their arms on each other as their tongues tangled in a messy kiss. 
 
    “I was wondering where you went off to,” Max said as he stepped inside. 
 
    “I couldn’t let Proxy leave Santa Fe without trying it.” Sabrina moved in behind him and sorted through the digital panel on the wall. A faint white mist came from the ceiling and immediately flooded Max’s nostrils. The sight of Proxy and Zigzag already kissing one another was enough to turn him on but the aromatic aphrodisiac running through his bloodstream only made him more anxious. 
 
    “Just relax.” Sabrina placed a hand on his chest. “We’ll take it from here… Rebel.” She kissed him on the cheek, trailing her lips to his ear and nibbling on it. Her hands roamed down to his belt. He leaned back against the wall and let her undo his jeans. His underwear fell to his ankles. Even without his pants on, Max was as comfortable as could be in the warmth of the small room. 
 
    Proxy pulled away from Zigzag and moved up to her feet. The shape of her petite body was something Max had experienced many times before but he had never been so eager than he was now. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Proxy sighed. “My skin is all tingly. You should think about getting one of these rooms installed back at your place.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Max said with a smirk. 
 
    He leaned in and kissed Proxy while Sabrina took off the outfit that was barely covering her. As soon as the brunette was naked, she moved back close and gave Max an opportunity to take turns kissing them. 
 
    “The mists have no aphrodisiac effect upon me,” Zigzag said. “But I am no less curious to satisfy your desires.” 
 
    Max peeked an eye open as he kissed Sabrina, watching the android fall to her knees before him. Zigzag brushed her hair over the side of her head to give Max a better look as she put her mouth upon him. Zigzag’s mouth sealing around his shaft made his knees buckle hard enough for Proxy and Sabrina to have to hold him up. 
 
    “That’s it,” Proxy said. “Let’s see how we can torture him.” 
 
    “Torture?” Max raised an eyebrow. “If this is your form of torture…” 
 
    Zigzag rocked her head back and forth with precision. Her tongue slid on the underside of his length, teasing every inch of his taut flesh to the point he was already throbbing and ready to explode. But just when he thought he might lose himself, Zigzag pulled her mouth away. 
 
    She crawled back onto the seat and presented herself. “I am eager to see how the mists have affected your desires,” Zigzag said. 
 
    Max stepped forward to her. The curves of her body had never looked so appetizing. Her pink slit dripped down the side of her thigh. Max palmed the side of her leg, trailing it up the rest of her body until he was cupping one of her breasts. He moved closer to her and searched for the warmth between her legs with his length. It wasn’t much trouble for him to find her and plunge himself into her completely. 
 
    Zigzag’s jaw dropped as a groan escaped her. “The feeling is… always surprising.” 
 
    Max gripped her waist as he thumped his hilt against her backside. “Always surprising,” he sighed. 
 
    Sabrina tapped the digital panel and more aphrodisiacs sprayed from the ceiling. The brunette moved back to his side while Proxy stood on the other. The two women caressed Max’s arms and chest as he continued to push himself into her. 
 
    “Shit… I can’t hold… It’s too strong…” Max grunted in frustration as he pulled out from Zigzag. 
 
    The android turned around and leaned back in her seat. “You are withholding your climax,” Zigzag said. “What is the purpose if not to reach your end?” 
 
    “Max here wants to have a little more fun,” Proxy said. The blond bit the corner of her bottom lip as she leaned in with another kiss. “What are you gonna do, Max? You wanna give it to me… or Sabrina?” 
 
    Proxy’s pixie smirk was hard to turn down, he thought. But on the other hand, Sabrina’s seductive stare was equally as captivating. 
 
    “I’ve had you before,” Sabrina said. “But I’ve never… tasted you.” 
 
    “How about a toast?” Proxy reached down and gripped Max’s swollen shaft. Her delicate fingers pumped him slowly, kneading his flesh to the point he couldn’t hold on for much longer. 
 
    “A toast.” Sabrina fell to her knees. “I can drink to that.” Proxy guided him into her mouth. Sabrina quickly began sucking upon him, drawing out the seed building up inside of him. 
 
    Max was at their mercy. One of his hands tangled in Proxy’s hair as he kissed her, the other hand tangling in Sabrina’s brown locks as she bobbed back and forth upon him. 
 
    His desire was already pulling everything out of him but Zigzag stood up from her seat to make it even more agonizing for him. She pressed her fit and lean body against him as she kissed his neck. The tender skin of an android was no less enjoyable than the other women in the room. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Proxy whispered into his ear. “Give it to her.” 
 
    Max looked down at Sabrina as she increased her pace. Eyes wide. Hair flailing in rhythm with her head over her face. The shape of her backside visible underneath her. His body tightened up to the point he could no longer hold back. 
 
    He gritted his teeth as a soft grunt escaped him. His knees buckled. His grip tightened on the back of Sabrina’s head as he lost himself. A thick pulse of his seed throbbed onto the brunette’s tongue. His body continued to tremble as he trickled into the warmth of her mouth. 
 
    Sabrina’s gulps were loud enough to hear over the soft electronic music playing from the speakers. She swallowed Max down completely until she’d taken every drop. She lavished her tongue around him before drawing her mouth away. 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath and immediately tried to recover. Zigzag and Proxy guided him to his seat. It was only now he realized just how exhausted he was. Sweat dripped down his forehead and over the rest of his body. His muscles were tense. His lungs burned and his heart pounded in his chest. But more than anything else, he was satisfied. 
 
    “Look at that,” Proxy said. “Already out of energy.” 
 
    “I’m not that tired,” he replied. 
 
    “I’m your Operator. I always know how much energy you have.” 
 
    Proxy took a seat down next to him and rested her head on his shoulder. Zigzag and Sabrina joined him on the other side. Max took a moment to enjoy the serenity of his surroundings but another burst of mist from the air filled his nostrils and flooded his senses. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow as his desires began to stir inside of him once again. 
 
    “Curious.” Zigzag eyed the thickening shaft between his legs. “It appears the aphrodisiacs in this room are quite potent.” 
 
    Max gave a look to Sabrina. She narrowed her eyes, licking some of the remnants of his seed still on her lips. 
 
    “Last night in Santa Fe,” Max said. “Go out with a bang, huh?” 
 
    “A bang indeed.” Sabrina lowered her head down into his lap. 
 
    Max leaned back and closed his eyes. A sigh escaped his lips as the gentle sound of sucking filled his ears, stirring his desire in him once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    “…Police officials have apprehended the leaders of the notorious Disciples. Dubbed colloquially as the Gears of Destruction, Charles Oliver, Myra Vick, Harvey Cole and Jackson Banks all have multiple charges pending, including high-level loot distribution and conspiracy to commit murder. Bond has not been set, as all four individuals have been labeled a transport risk. In addition, officials have arrested several dealers working in association with the group. The district attorney’s office has yet to set a date for their initial hearing…” 
 
    A half-smirk came across Max’s face as he watched the news report on the display. “Great news…” 
 
    The blond next to him was less than amused as she leaned against the wall. 
 
    “You all right?” Max asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Proxy sighed. “I was just thinking… We’re heading back to New Austin today.” 
 
    “Try not to be too excited.” 
 
    “I’m happy. There’s no place like home and all that. It’s just… It was fun seeing you strap your ACE on and step into an arena again. Now I have to go back to the War Zone and deal with all of those guys who don’t know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “You know, Proxy, you don’t have to operate for someone you don’t want to.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I guess I just like the challenge.” 
 
    “Remind yourself of that when you come back to my place full of frustration.” He playfully nudged her on the arm but all she did was roll her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t act like you didn’t enjoy battling again. You’re the best I’ve ever seen, Max. Anybody that good has to enjoy it a little.” 
 
    Max thought about it for a moment and shook his head. “I don’t enjoy wielding my ACE. I just like making things right.” 
 
    “…I can see that. How about you, Zigzag? You gonna miss Santa Fe?” 
 
    They both turned to Zigzag, who was standing calmly and staring at the news on the display above. 
 
    “The memories I have of Santa Fe will be like nothing else,” Zigzag said. “Considering everything worked out for the best, I will look back fondly on our time here. It was an experience important in strengthening the bonds between us.” 
 
    “You have a way with words,” Proxy giggled. 
 
    “I’m ready to return to New Austin when you are. I believe Sabrina is almost ready as well.” 
 
    Max looked at all of the booths in the room. Men and women sat on one side while their loved ones sat on the other side of an energy barrier. Armed guards kept a close watch though there was little the inmates could do to bypass the barriers. 
 
    He looked at Sabrina. Her head down, she had a smile on her face despite a tear leaking from the corner of her eye. Her throat shifted with a swallow before she turned to Max and nodded. 
 
    Max walked over to her as she got up from her seat. 
 
    “He wants to talk to you,” she said. 
 
    “Of course.” Max took her place while Sabrina walked back over to Zigzag and Proxy. 
 
    The man on the other side of the barrier looked just as young as Max was. Brown hair short and disheveled. Skin pale. Eyes sunken in. Some tattoos trailing along his neck and down underneath his collar. He grinned as he looked Max up and down. 
 
    “So… You’re the Rebel.” 
 
    “Lex… It’s good to meet you.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine. I heard about what you did. I got a ton of respect for a man who knows how to use an ACE. I never fought in the war. Spent my whole life hiding from the draft.” 
 
    “It was a pointless war. A lot of people died needlessly.” 
 
    “ACE battles aren’t war though. It’s pretty bad ass, what you did.” 
 
    Max chuckled. “What did your sister tell you?” 
 
    “She didn’t mention the battles. A lot of people in prison fought in the Vicious Sanctum. It’s not hard to find out what’s going on out there. Especially when someone like you is tearing the place up… No… Sabrina only told me what kinda man you are. You’re a good man. Someone she’ll be in good hands with.” 
 
    “Sabrina’s her own woman. It means a lot to have her by my side.” 
 
    Lex shifted his eyes away. From the right angle, he looked just like Sabrina in some ways, Max thought. Lex’s eyes started to glaze over as he shook his head. 
 
    “I wish I could do it over,” he said. “I wish I didn’t make the mistakes I did.” 
 
    “…If there’s one thing I’ve learned about the regrets in my life, it’s to accept ‘em. You can’t know how things would’ve turned out if you did anything differently. Maybe you had to make a mistake so Sabrina wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one way of looking at it. I know it’s a lot to ask… Sabrina might be the strongest woman in the world but she’s still alone. Be there for her. For me. Can you do that, Max?” 
 
    Max sighed a deep breath through his nose. His jaw clenched, he gave Lex a nod then got up from his seat. 
 
    Sabrina walked over to him, her head down like she couldn’t look him in the eye. “I… I’ve got everything set,” she said. “Just the things I need to make the move to New Austin.” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to do this—” 
 
    “There’s nothing here for me in Santa Fe. Nothing except for him.” 
 
    “Just because you’re moving doesn’t mean you’ll never see him again.” 
 
    “Lex knows better than anybody I can’t stay here. I’m… I’m ready to do this, Max.” She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him. Her head sank into his chest as he held her, his hand patting her gently on the back of her head. 
 
    She slowly pulled away, her eyes red and her cheeks flush. “I’m almost done. I just… I wanna talk to him for a bit longer. Please…” 
 
    Max nodded. “Take your time. New Austin will always be waiting for us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    The neon lights from the billboard signs illuminated the streets of New Austin. People made their way back and forth as they headed to work. Merchants stood at their stands as they pushed the latest electronics for passers to spend their credits on. Police rolled through the streets on speeders to make sure to keep the peace. But that didn’t stop the punks and thugs from being up to no good in the back alleys. 
 
    Max sat in the back of the diner, leaning back in his seat as he sipped on a cup of coffee. The child in front of him hungrily wolfed down a stack of supplemented pancakes covered in butter and synthetic syrup. 
 
    “It’s been a few days, Toby. How have you been?” 
 
    The child didn’t answer immediately, his attention taken by the holographic bear emitting from the electronic device next to his plate. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Toby said. “Did you help your friend in Santa Fe?” 
 
    “Yeah… I helped him out. What did I miss?” 
 
    Toby shrugged. “Nothing.” 
 
    Max chuckled at his blunt response. “How’s school going? You do all of your homework?” 
 
    “I finished it. Mom said if I keep studying I could work on electronics like you. Maybe I can make my own hologram like this.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what. When school is out, you can come to the electronics shop. I can teach you how to put one of these things together. What kinda animal do you want the next one to be? How about a lion? Or a whale?” 
 
    “How about something from Mars? Like a Mars animal.” 
 
    Max laughed again. “I don’t think there are any animals on Mars. Not that we’ve discovered anyway…” 
 
    “Oh…” Toby sighed in disappointment. 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean you can’t make it. You can make anything you want. You just have to come up with it. But you have to promise to do well in school, okay?” 
 
    “Okay…” Toby stabbed at his pancakes with his fork and stuffed them into his mouth. His attention back on his HoloProjector, Toby quickly forgot Max was sitting in front of him. 
 
    A middle-aged woman walked up to the table and refilled Max’s cup of coffee. “How’s Toby treating you?” she asked. 
 
    “Better than anybody in Santa Fe treated me. I missed him.” 
 
    “He missed you, too. Did you get things all squared away out there?” 
 
    Max knew Denise as long as anybody else in New Austin. The older woman’s comforting smile reminded him that he was back where he was supposed to be. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, Denise. You know you don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    “I know I don’t. But a sudden trip to Santa Fe isn’t something that usually happens. And I know you’re not the type to go on vacation.” 
 
    “I had business to take care of. But it’s taken care of. I’m… I’m back here.” 
 
    “I’m glad. Better get back to work before my boss yells at me. You let me know if there’s anything else you need.” 
 
    Max’s old neighbor went back to work. He enjoyed the peaceful company of the boy in front of him, though the boy’s attention was focused more on his food and his toy. 
 
    Max took another sip of coffee as he peered out the window of the diner. The sun was just about to go down in New Austin but the view was still clear from the glow of the neon lights. 
 
    “Hey…” 
 
    A sudden voice made Max turn his head. 
 
    A stranger stood next to his table. Judging from his disheveled clothes and how sloppy his hair was combed, he could have been a man on the streets begging for change. But the look in the man’s eyes was more curious than desperate. 
 
    “You need some help?” Max asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “I’ve seen you somewhere before.” 
 
    “I come to this diner pretty often. My friend works here from time to time.” 
 
    “No, no. That’s not it. I’m not from New Austin. I’m from Zona Black.” 
 
    “Zona Black, huh? That’s a long trip.” 
 
    “It’s worth it. The place is a mess. Couldn’t wait to get out.” 
 
    Max chuckled at the stranger and took another sip of his coffee. “Well… I’m glad you made it out. New Austin’s kinda rough but you keep your head down, you get used to it—” 
 
    “Now I remember.” The man’s eyes widened. “I saw you when I was passing through Santa Fe. They were promoting your battle at Reincarnation. The Rebel.” 
 
    “What do you know? Somebody recognized me…” Max thought about lying but figured there was no point. “The Rebel,” Max said with a nod. 
 
    “You look a little different out of the Sanctum. It’s funny how much an ACE can change your appearance.” 
 
    “I get that. There’s a big difference between launching a grenade and sipping a cup of coffee.” 
 
    “Say…” The man rubbed the side of his stringy beard. “You still fighting?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I am. Creds are the only reason I picked up the ACE in the first place and I’ve got enough creds to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. You would do well in Zona Black. People over there could use a guy like you. It’d be a big help.” 
 
    “It’d be a big help? I don’t see how an ACE could help.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like over there…” The man shook his head and laughed. “Never mind. It was a dumb idea. Just figured you might wanna hear about it. It was nice meeting you, Rebel.” 
 
    “Max. My name’s Max.” 
 
    “Max.” The man bowed his head and walked away. Max watched him leave the diner then turned his attention back to his coffee. 
 
    “Strange…” 
 
    “Who was that?” Toby tilted his head sideways as he stared at Max. 
 
    “It was nobody. Just a man who saw me in Santa Fe.” 
 
    “I remember the ACE you had. Did you use that in Santa Fe? Are you gonna use it again? Can I see you fight?” 
 
    Max laughed at the little boy’s enthusiasm. He took another sip of coffee and sighed as he shook his head. 
 
    “I only use my ACE when I have to. I’m retired.” 
 
    “Oh…” Toby frowned in disappointment. “That’s okay. I still like you.” 
 
    Max burst into laughter, nearly spitting out his coffee. “Thanks. I like you, too, Toby.” 
 
    Toby grinned and stuffed another bite of pancakes into his mouth. 
 
    Max turned his head and looked back out toward the view outside. The busy New Austin streets gave him a peace like nothing else. 
 
    “It’s good to be home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 More by Riker Kane 
 
    Thanks for reading! I appreciate you taking the time to check out Rebel 2. I hope you enjoyed the continuation of Max’s action-packed adventures. 
 
      
 
    Will there be a sequel? Signing-up for my mailing list is the best way to find out about all of my upcoming titles. 
 
      
 
    CLICK HERE to sign-up for my mailing list 
 
      
 
    Thanks again for reading! Stay tuned for more! 
 
      
 
    More by Riker Kane on Amazon 
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