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God, Mike couldn't think of the answer, no matter how he tried. It lurked just out of his reach, and he was sunk if he couldn't come up with it – he really needed the clincher, the right answer for this stage of this round. And his mind was an utter blank, god damn it. Normally so fertile, normally a mine of useless information from which he could extract facts on any subject whatsoever without a moment's notice, no matter the subject. 

But evidently not now, not when it counted. Now he was coming up blank.

And if he couldn't come up with the right answer, then he was pretty close to sunk. As the contestant in pole position in the second round of the hot new nationwide quiz show, 'Board and Busted', he had thousands of dollars practically in his hot little grasp. (Yeah, it was an unlikely show to suddenly grasp the attention and imagination of the nation, but the hearts of the populace were fickle that way. A show where, at any moment, a throw of the dice might land you on a completely different board relating to a completely different game than the one you were apparently (via CGI) inhabiting a moment before, with correspondingly transformed rules. But everything, as with so many shows, reliant on your native wit and your ever-ready stock of general knowledge to save your avaricious ass.

And Mike had been doing really well, had been golden in fact – the golden boy of the show so far in its new season. With a ready charm to match his quick, over-stuffed brain, laying waste to all other contestants like ninepins, he'd been the conquering hero of the first episode he was a contestant on. And now he was back for seconds: but it wasn't running anything like as smoothly. He'd flubbed his very first question in his first round: which, okay, wasn't that much of a disaster, only marked him down a little. But the two other contestants this time were nothing like the last lot, not dopey and easy to run rings around even without effort.

No, these two were sharp. These two were competition. Both the middle-aged woman with the deceptively pleasant smile. And the young black guy whose urban affectations didn't conceal an Ivy League education and a mind like a knife, freshly sharpened on a whetstone. 

So, they hadn't exactly wiped the floor with Mike so far, but they'd done their best, and they'd come pretty close. And now in the second round he had to pull it together. Had to, it wasn't by any means optional. It wasn't like he was relying totally on the grand prize money for this show – well, okay, yes, it was. Minus the double figure thousands he could potentially pull in here, if he could just pull it together, then there was no way his student loans and bursaries were going to cover his post-grad expenses. Just no way.
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