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For Michelle


PART I

“Boredom is rage spread thin.”

—Paul Tillich


1

MARK JOLTED AWAKE TO something pawing at his shoulder. Drool spiderwebbed between his mouth and the wood. His unfocused eyes blinked and he saw a forearm being strangled by an angry purple octopus. A tattoo. Rayne.

“Mark,” she said. His head tilted up toward her face. Rayne was mostly piercings and ink, with intense green eyes accented by a mask of makeup. She screamed at most customers, but she was nice to him, and he loved her for that. Except right now.

“Mark,” she said, louder this time, which caused him to wince. He rubbed his eyes and she finally came into focus. Well, two of her did. And both looked annoyed.

“You know me, I’ll serve you all day ’cause you’re quiet, but you can’t sleep. Laird will toss you in an autocab and you’ll wake up in your driveway instead of my lovely bar.”

Mark turned to look at Laird, who looked like an albino silverback gorilla crammed into a boys’ large black T-shirt. His build suggested an ex-college football player, but his vocabulary said nothing higher than Division 4. Mark absently thought of six different bones he could break in the man’s body before he even hit the ground. Laird glowered at him, unaware of the imaginary ass-kicking he was receiving in Mark’s head.

“Alright, alright,” Mark said, his voice husky. “But keeping me conscious is probably gonna take a Spark and vodka.”

“Coming right up,” Rayne said with a smile full of rings.

Rayne mixed his caffeine/alcohol cocktail with machinelike efficiency, and Mark’s eyes wandered up to the screen over the bar. He was greeted by moist lumps of indeterminate flesh, the sight enough to make him wrinkle up his nose on instinct. The camera panned out to reveal the full scope of the televised orgy, which was mostly sweat and uncomfortable grunts.

“God, Rayne, can we switch this shit? I’m going to puke all over your bar.”

Mark gestured toward the TV, trying to change the channel with a swipe of his hand, but to no avail.

Rayne laughed.

“It’s tuned to my bio; it won’t work for you. Can’t let just anyone mess with my set.”

She made a quick flipping gesture with her finger toward the TV, and the stream rolled over to another similar, nudity-filled program. And another. And another.

“Hey, I was watchin’ that!” came a cry from the back of the bar. Rayne and Mark ignored it.

“What, you don’t like Sexcapade?” Rayne asked Mark, masking a smile. “You’re the only one. It’s the number one show on air right now by a mile.”

Mark shook his head.

“I’m not some family-values nutjob, but come on. In my day you watched this stuff in the privacy of your own home with the blinds shut and deep sense of self-loathing. Not in a bar when you’re trying to enjoy a drink.”

“Such an old man,” Rayne said, sliding the crystal blue drink his way. “At what, thirty-eight?”

He took a sip, and immediately his pulse quickened a half beat per second. By the time he finished it, he’d be out three extra hours sleep, no doubt.

“Thirty-five, asshole,” Mark said, checking his reflection in the bar mirror. He couldn’t blame her for the mistake. He might have said forty if he was looking at himself as a total stranger. Hell, he almost felt like he was seeing a stranger as is. He was half Chinese, but looked full-blooded with his father’s face right down to the arch of his eyebrows. He was a few inches taller than his Amazonian, corn-fed mother, who if asked was a twentieth-generation Nebraskan. And there was just a hint of her blue ringing his brown eyes. But right now the dominant color infecting them was red. His cheekbones and jawline were normally cut from stone, but his entire face was puffy at the moment and he had a temporary tattoo of the woodgrain of the bar stamped on his forehead.

“Just turn on the football stream, will you?” Mark asked. “The Bears game should still be on.”

Rayne obliged, and the TV flipped over to the game. But the screen showed a mostly empty field populated by medics, referees, and a half-dozen downed players. The fans in the stands were thinning out quickly.

“What the hell? It’s over?” Mark said. “It’s the second damn quarter!”

“Oh, I heard about this,” Rayne said. “There was a big brawl and they had to cart off half the offensive line. I heard Grayson actually took a cleat to the eye.”

“Seriously?” Mark said. “Like three-quarters of the roster is out already. I’ve seen little league teams with more talent than these called-up washouts.”

Rayne shrugged.

“The crowds wanted fights. They got fights. Now they got a hell of a lot of hurt players. At least it’s better than the NBA. They’re talking about canceling the whole season after what happened out in LA.”

“Ratings are still down,” Mark said. “It’s not doing them any good easing up on the fouls and ejections and fines.”

“Well lord knows they’re still trying.”

Rayne flipped the stream to a NASCAR race that was under a red flag. The screen just showed an inferno of electric cars that were now little more than scrap metal after a 400 mph collision.

“I give up,” Mark said, throwing up his hands. “Just put on a damn movie stream, I don’t give a shit.”

Rayne jumped to a new channel, and the familiar sight of writhing naked bodies returned.

“I said a movie!”

“This is a movie. That chick won an Oscar last year!” Rayne said, pointing at the gyrating woman onscreen. She flipped to a news stream this time, where, mercifully, everyone was fully clothed.

“Turn Sexcapade back on!” came the voice again from behind him. Mark turned around. He couldn’t pin the annoyance to a specific person in the booths, but he suspected an irritating-looking group of college guys wearing Northwestern lacrosse zip-ups that badly clashed with every other article of clothing they wore. Though admittedly it was hard to match purple.

Rayne continued paying them no mind. She quickly flicked her finger, and the video now had sound, with the picture so clear it might as well have been a window. Mark took a swig from his electric drink, and found that he finally felt halfway awake. On the screen, an attractive blonde in a low-cut top filed a report from outside a large stone building in DC. She spoke in typical reporter sing-song.

“In a landmark decision destined to be the biggest of 2035, the Supreme Court has just ruled that effective immediately, Cameron Crayton’s hit television event, Prison Wars, must cease and desist filming and broadcasting, having been found in violation of the ‘cruel and unusual’ punishment statute of US criminal law. Crayton’s lawyers spent weeks arguing that because the program required the consent of the death row inmates, no laws were being violated, and the health and safety waivers signed by participants made the risks clear to all, but the Court ruled in a 5-4 decision that since the express purpose of the event was the death of a combatant, that it was in effect overruling their current sentence, and was in itself a form of capital punishment. Prison Wars draws the seventh most subscribers of any show in the nation, with twenty-five million weekly viewers tuning into its stream. A shutdown will dramatically impact the bottom line of Crayton Media Incorporated, and CMI stock is already plummeting in after-hours trading. CEO Cameron Crayton had this to say in the wake of the decision.”

A man in a trim, pitch-black suit with an open-collar, garish red shirt appeared in front of a podium. The hands that gripped the metal were sixty, but his tight, smooth face looked no older than forty. His skin was tanned like evenly baked bread, and his teeth looked like they’d been carved out of marble.

“It was a tough decision, but I am satisfied with the split that we nearly convinced the court of the athletic merit of our program,” he said with the poise of a trial lawyer spliced with the off-putting charisma of a politician. “Unfortunately, I understand the complications with the criminal justice system, and though I thank our partner prisons for their tireless support, I admit it is a tricky area of the law. Hopefully new legislation will ensure that entertainment isn’t censored in violation of the First Amendment.”

He smiled at the camera in a way that made Mark’s teeth hurt. His sapphire eyes glittered with malice even as his face was robotically configured into something approximating cheerfulness.

“And while Prison Wars is no more,” he continued, “we at Crayton Media have been hard at work on a new venture, something I think our audiences will love. Expect an announcement shortly, but for now, I’d say I’ve earned a good long nap.”

Mark knew men like Crayton. They didn’t sleep. His eyes told him that. He was simultaneously enigmatic and creepy, charming and unsettling. His face had been plastered all over the feeds after Prison Wars turned the media upstart into a mogul in the last year alone. But Mark wondered how fast CMI would collapse with its flagship show dismantled.

“They’re shutting down Prison Wars?” asked Rayne, her stenciled eyebrows arched in surprise. “Shit …”

“Good riddance,” Mark said. “That was a horror show.”

“A really goddamn popular horror show,” Rayne said. “My brother is going to be pissed. He loved that shit. I swear he must spend $100 a month on Prison Wars swag, not to mention the subscription fee.”

The news was now showing highlights of Prison Wars’ year-long run: enormous men exploding with muscle beating each other to pulp with pipes and chains. One man covered in blood and Russian mob ink of crowns and keys stared at the camera like he was going to eat it. “Drago the Undying” was a household name, more famous for killing eleven combatants in the ring than for the two dozen civilians he’d killed before that, including informants and their entire families. Hopefully now he would fade into obscurity like all the rest and meet his fate by lethal injection like he was supposed to before the Prison Wars circus began.

“This is what I fought for?” Mark said, gesturing at the snarling madman on the screen.

“Fought?” Rayne said. “No offense, Marky, but sitting in an Okinawa base playing video games for a few years during Cold War II isn’t exactly sacrificing life and limb. You tell me how bored you were there all the time.”

Mark boiled with sudden rage, but quickly quelled the fire in his chest. He was way too drunk if he was even hinting at what had gone on in China. It was time to go. He inhaled the rest of his drink and slammed it down on the table too loudly. That caught Laird’s eye, and he lumbered around on underdeveloped calves to face him as he stood up.

“Hey, bitch,” came the voice again from the back. “Turn the show back on now that the cranker’s leaving.”

Mark’s theories were confirmed as he could now see the voice came from the college kid with the most punchable face of the group. Rayne just glared at him and turned up the volume of the news. Mark didn’t know what “cranker” meant, but the way the guy said it was unpleasant enough to make his fists clench.

“What the hell, bitch?” the kid said impatiently, his word choice surprisingly limited given the supposed caliber of his university. He was now attracting Laird’s attention too. The oaf had always had a blindingly obvious crush on Rayne, and he darkened as he approached the table.

“Time to leave,” Laird growled, and grabbed the loud idiot by the collar.

“Alright,” the kid said, smiling to reveal dimples, holding up his hands like the bouncer had the power to arrest him.

But Mark slowed his walk to the door, seeing what was about to happen. The sandy-haired goon across from dimples had slid his shin behind Laird’s boots. Dimples dropped his right hand and wrapped it around the neck of a bottle. Laird’s beady eyes barely had time to register the threat.

A split-second later, the kid’s nose exploded in a shower of blood and goo, causing him to drop the beer mid-swing and fling his hands to his face. The ketchup bottle Mark hurled at him like a lawn dart had not shattered, and it landed on the table with a thud. The five other Wildcats scrambled back in shock, the one about to trip Laird pulling his foot back immediately. The bouncer kept his grip on the kid’s collar, hauling him out of the booth as he wailed. His friends trailed behind him, suddenly meek and harmless ducklings, and Mark held the door open as Laird tossed the kid to curb. As Mark passed on his way out, Laird granted him a nod of appreciation, which was the nicest gesture he’d ever made toward Mark since he’d started looming in the doorway six months ago. Mark stumbled past the dazed college kids trying to look up how to fix a broken nose on their phones, 911 clearly not an option due to the trouble it would bring with it. Their eyes darted toward him, but none made any moves his way, and if anything, they shrunk back as he passed.

Mark lurched over to his car. It took six attempts to unlock it with a fumbling thumb. He couldn’t even open his door, but he’d made that ketchup bottle shot from a dozen yards while seeing double.

The training never leaves you, he thought, though he couldn’t remember the exact drill where he was taught how to kill enemy combatants with condiments.

The door slammed shut behind him and he curled into a ball in the driver’s seat of his car. The engine automatically started when it sensed his bio-signature. He looked at the dashboard where, ten years ago, a steering wheel might have been.

“Where to, Mr. Wei?” a pleasant female voice said, chipper with a faint chaser of sultry.

“Just home,” he mumbled, turning himself so he didn’t accidentally drool on the leather. The autocar kicked itself into gear, its Italian engine roaring before settling into a low purr as it crawled down the street. What the hell was the point of having an electric car with the equivalent of a six-hundred-horsepower engine when it always drove the speed limit? Another one of his unwise purchases.

The radio was squawking about the end of Prison Wars, the commentators wondering out loud how Crayton would recover.

“I wouldn’t count him out,” said the shockjock. “Do you know anything about that guy? Crayton’s not someone you want to fuck with.”

“What, he’ll smile you to death?” said a woman, laughing.

“Just trust me,” the other host said. “Whatever he’s got cooking next, I have a feeling we’ve never seen anything like it.”
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MARK WOKE UP AN unknown number of hours later under his coffee table. The afternoon sun had set, meaning it was time to flip a switch and becoming something slightly better than a total waste of life. He didn’t remember his car dumping him at home, nor the elevator ride to get to his penthouse condo in the Loop, but somehow he’d made it. Christ, he hoped Brooke hadn’t been his crutch inside. The poor girl had been making eyes at him for three years, despite the fact that he’d embarrassed himself in front of her more times than he could remember, and probably a few times he couldn’t. Hopefully today wasn’t one of those. She was a sweet girl, cute too, but that part of his life was over. And it was entirely possible he was hallucinating her stolen glances and she was really just a nice person.

Mark yelled at his coffee machine until it stopped pretending it couldn’t hear him and began brewing, and he stumbled into the bathroom where he hacked at his face with a straight-edge until he could see his jawline again. He pulled on some loose mesh workout gear and stuffed his bag full of the necessarily protein globules and vitamin inhalers. By the time he was done, the coffee machine had proudly announced the completion of his macchiato. His TV automatically turned on, meant to sync with the coffee being done, but he waved away the screen before he could be assaulted by genitalia.

The thirtieth-floor penthouse would have been gorgeous if Mark had even remotely attempted to keep up with the housework. Dusting and vacuuming were ancient rituals he couldn’t even comprehend anymore. Sometimes he picked up pizza boxes and organized them into a skyscraper in the kitchen, but that was the extent of his attempt to pick up the place. Mark had a high-end robo-cleaner that made a valiant attempt at sweeping the floors for crumbs and dust creatures, but it had been unceremoniously killed in the line of duty after inhaling a sweat-drenched sock. It now stood as a monument in the corner that was now ironically also collecting dust. A German woman named Olga was the nuclear option who used to come in to make the place spic and span once a week, but a recent string of personal budget cuts made her services no longer required. The condo and car he’d bought with cash, so those could stay, but the money pile was starting to dwindle and sacrifices had to be made. Last on the chopping block was his bar tab, obviously.

At the time, three million dollars had seemed like a fortune, and it was certainly an outrageously large severance compared to what most poor saps in the Army or Air Force could hope to get. But he also saw how fast it could blow into the wind after you bought a few toys, made a few bad investments, and had no desire to supplement it with a new job. The only skills Mark had were ones he never wanted to use again. He drank to forget them, yet each night he remembered, drawn back to an eternal fitness and training regimen that was as much a part of him as breathing. It was the only reason his mind hadn’t completely turned to mush after about three thousand gallons of rum. Nor did he weigh the five hundred pounds you’d expect from someone who had a cardboard tower of empty pizza boxes threatening to collapse in their kitchen.

He drained the last of his coffee before exiting his condo, at least somewhat less inebriated than when he’d entered. In the stairwell he found Brooke, glistening from a recent run, desperate to avoid becoming the 60 percent of the country that was morbidly obese. She was certainly winning that war.

“Hey Mark!” she said, loosening a ponytail of curly blonde hair.

“Hey Brooke,” he said, continuing to descend, but he suddenly ground to a halt.

“Did I … see you earlier?” he asked, failing to properly phrase the question in a way that didn’t sound strange.

“Where?” she said, clearly confused. “Were you at the grocery store?”

“Nope, nevermind, must have been someone else,” he said quickly. So she hadn’t hauled him upstairs. That was good. She smiled all the same. Mark wasn’t sure he’d seen her do anything but smile the past few years. But hers was genuine and reassuring, not forced and horrifying like the one he’d seen plastered on Crayton earlier. Her eyes were a blue pretty enough that Mark wasn’t sure why someone would divorce her. But perhaps it had been the other way around, he guessed. He could snoop on the Deepnet for all the information about her he could hope for, but he just didn’t care. Or he could have a single conversation with her somewhere other than a hallway or staircase. But again, why bother? He hadn’t felt much need for human attachment before it all happened. But after? Never again.

He didn’t even realize he’d stopped talking to her until he found himself downstairs. I’m such a dick, he thought to himself. But then he remembered the clown car of frat boys from the bar and felt a little bit better about himself by comparison.

As he leaned back in the driver’s seat, his head spinning, Chicago was alive with cars going exactly the prescribed speed limit. No one honked. Not anymore. A few years ago self-driving was made explicitly illegal and auto fatalities took a nosedive. Granted, deaths from heart disease and stroke were at all-time highs, and joining a professional sports team in this day and age was no way to extend your lifespan, but hey, at least driving was safe now.

It was nearing midnight, right on schedule for Mark’s bizarre not-quite-nocturnal life schedule. He spent about six hours abusing himself down at Rayne’s bar, The Blind Watchman, and then passed out for a few hours before waking up for what was usually the better part of an all-night workout session in the only gym in the area that would accommodate such a thing.

After his car self-parked and opened its gullwing doors, Mark got out into the mostly empty lot nearly all the way sober. Inside the gym was the usual ghost town, with it being technically morning on a Wednesday, but that’s how Mark liked it. He was so used to being alone in every other aspect of his life, he wasn’t itching to work out somewhere with two hundred buzzing human gnats swarming the equipment. He’d accidentally wandered into the place during the daytime on a few occasions, and it had given him nightmares for a long while after.

First up was a nine-mile run, punctuated by bathroom breaks where he puked up the sins of the afternoon. Only two visits this time meant he was doing better than usual. He sweated through his clothes in about four minutes, the nearly silent treadmill content to absorb the deluge of droplets that could no longer be sucked into the fabric.

Then came two hours of weight training, both body resistance and with as many metal slabs as he could fit on the bar. Mark’s solitude extended to not needing or wanting a spotter, not that there were many around at this hour who would have a prayer of helping him with the amount of weight he was pressing. Carlo could, but Carlo was always in the ring upstairs.

Mark was simply too bored to punch a bunch of misshapen bags over and over, so he adopted a sparring partner in the form of Carlo. The kid was only nineteen, but one of the top middleweight prospects in the region, with big dreams of UFC. Thankfully he’d avoided TV matches, which were engineered to produce injury and accidental death, but who knew how long that would last. Mark constantly tried to talk him out of pursuing a future in the league, and to date had done nothing but solidify the kid’s resolve.

“What else am I going to do? Work at Boxmart?” Carlo said as he danced around the ring in front of Mark, clad in long black trunks. Tattoos curled out of his waistband like snakes, and he didn’t just have a crucifix on his muscled chest, he had an entire goddamn stained glass window, complete with demons threatening to bite Christ’s ankles as angels tried to lop their heads off with flaming swords. It was a little silly, but mostly terrifying, and the mural continued on his back as well.

“Boxmart won’t get you killed,” Mark said.

“Nah, fuck that,” Carlo replied, waving a gloved hand. “I’m goin’ straight to the top. My manager says he ain’t never seen talent this young before.”

“Well so long as you’re humble about it,” Mark said, lashing out with a strike that purposefully missed Carlo’s jaw.

“Man, you hear about Prison Wars?” Carlo said, raising his eyebrows. Mark just rolled his eyes. “That’s some serious censorship bullshit right there,” Carlo continued.

“Do not get me started,” Mark said, and let one of his kicks connect to Carlo’s leg. Carlo winced, but pressed on.

“But for real though, those fools don’t know how to fight, just beatin’ on each other with pipes and shit. You think some child molester knows how to throw a proper punch? Bitch, please.”

“Oh, and you’d show them?” Mark said, dodging a pair of uppercuts from Carlo, bouncing backward off the octagonal cage.

“Sure. They’d call me ‘The Needle’ for how many of those Death Row fools I’d smoke.”

“Seriously Carlo, Boxmart isn’t so bad.”

“Fuck that,” Carlo repeated, and Mark let him connect with a side kick to his ribs. He swore and rubbed the spot.

Carlo stopped dancing and grabbed a plastic waterbottle from the corner of the ring. He sprayed most of it on his face and a few drops made it into his mouth.

“I don’t get you,” he said, turning to Mark. “You come in here, drunk as shit half the time, and still manage to put up a fight. But it only feels like you’re goin’ ten percent at most. Are you a fuckin’ Terminator or something?”

“Something like that,” Mark said, actually cracking a rarely seen smile. He wiped it away as quickly as it had come.

In truth the cycle was just Mark’s way of punishing himself. He drank himself half to death then spent all night pummeling his body until the toxins ran away screaming with tears in their eyes. He was a mess, but each night the gym pulled him back from complete collapse. His body itched for sparring sessions like these more than it did for alcohol. He drank out of boredom, not necessity. At least that was what he’d convinced himself.

And with that six-hour torture session, Mark dragged himself back into the car, ribs aching and stomach empty of everything but water and protein. This time he remembered the elevator ride upstairs, and he collapsed in his bed instead of a random piece of furniture or his rug.

He dreamed of them, as he always did.

WHEN CONSCIOUSNESS FOUND HIM again, the projected readout on his wall said 10:03. Four hours of sleep was enough, he supposed, and he’d survived on far less. His sheets were wrapped around his limbs like anacondas from his thrashing around. He untangled his arm enough to stretch out and reach for the thin clear bit of plastic folded up on his nightstand. He rested it on his chest. He unfurled the bendable screen and watched it flicker to life, the only light in the room as thick curtains suffocated whatever trace of the sun tried to come in.

This was the worst aspect of his surreal daily cycle of existence. The most addictive too. He could give a shit about having a drink all day if he really had to give it up, but not one morning passed without his glassy eyes staring at the translucent screen.

Mark remembered when he was young and his grandmother showed him pictures of her when she was little. They were old photos, and the pieces of fading paper that chronicled her entire youth barely even filled a single shoebox.

Now? Contact lenses had cameras that would start recording when you uttered a codephrase. Practically every moment of your life could be documented if you had the drive space to save it all. When a hard blink took a photo, there were few moments you couldn’t save forever.

His fingers flittered over the long list of files. Mark’s living space was complete chaos, but the digital videos here were all meticulously organized, titled, and dated. He finally landed on one: “Spade Karaoke Bar, Okinawa - March 18, 2024.”

This was before they were even together. Before the program. Less than a year after he got there.

The video quality wasn’t great—just shot on a phone, not an S-lens, since it was over a decade ago. But it was good enough. The audio was serviceable, though his flexscreen had some trouble translating the ancient filetype.

At first it was only the backs of people’s heads and the sharp chattering of regional Japanese, but soon the music kicked in. Mark didn’t recognize the beat, but as soon as she started singing, it all came back to him. A ten-year-old classic pop-country song, sung in perfect English by a girl who had been born and raised in Japan. Though he wouldn’t know that until later.

The camera panned around and there she was. She wore her hair down in long, wrist-thick braids that almost reached her waist, the style at the time. Her eyes were jade, barely visible through her bangs. In a high-neck sweater, she was more conservatively dressed than the vast majority of the other bar patrons, with the possible exception of a skirt and heels that made her legs look like a Scandinavian runway model’s. She was gorgeous, which is why Mark had started recording as soon as she took the stage, but what had most impressed him was her voice.

The pretty girls who ended up singing onstage at bars like this were either failed pop stars who were lost without autotune, or were so shy their musical whispers could barely be heard over the beat as they stared meekly at the audience.

But not her. She sang with natural talent and raw confidence that somehow didn’t approach arrogance. She was simply having fun, a smile on her face for the duration of the song, stomping her daggered heel in time with the music. He and everyone else were singing along with her, and Mark never sang. He remembered wondering if it was some sort of prank where a J-Pop star invaded a local podunk bar incognito, and then surprised everyone with a rousing performance.

BUT SHE WAS A regular girl with a magnetism Mark had never seen before, or since.

She was just Riko.

It was the first time he ever saw her.

AFTERWARD, THERE USED TO be another segment to the ritual. One where he’d reach under his bed and pull out the thing from its box. He’d stare at it, feel the cold weight of it in his hand. Wonder why he shouldn’t do it. He took it out every day for the first two years, but the answer was always the same.

“She’d be so fucking mad,” he’d whisper, and he’d put it away until the next morning. One day, he simply didn’t take it out again, and hadn’t for two years since. The answer was always going to be the same, he realized. No matter how much pain he endured, he couldn’t dishonor her like that. Though the state of his everyday life wouldn’t exactly thrill her either, he supposed. One thing at a time.


3

IT WAS AROUND NOON when Mark finally escaped from his condo and walked briskly for three blocks until he reached The Blind Watchman. Between the pancake house, the 7-Eleven, and the bar, he really never needed to leave a half mile radius outside his building during the day, and rarely did. As he approached the bar, he saw Rayne outside the door smoking.

“Hey, you want to go grab a coffee?” she asked, flicking away ash. “Before the uh, day’s festivities begin?”

“A coffee?” Mark said, dumbfounded. “I, uh …”

“It’s not a date, you loser. But you should get some caffeine in you. You look like a goddamn zombie. More than usual.”

Mark eyed the door to the Watchman, then back to Rayne. Her red-streaked hair was twisted up into a bun today, and she looked dramatically more pale outside than in.

“Is Laird on the bar?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “So hopefully no one will ask him to do anything more complicated than use the tap. If so, maybe the bar will survive my lunchbreak.”

“Alright,” Mark said, a yawn giving away that Rayne was right.

THE LINE WAS LONG due to an elderly patron poking at the automated dispenser like he was trying to break a Nazi code on a Turing machine. The JavaSpot had finally fired the last of its cashiers, and the entire place was now run by a vaguely self-aware dispensing device at which patrons picked their own ingredients and the monolithic silver barista brewed it for them on the spot. A lot of fast food joints and grocery stores had done the same recently, which coincided suspiciously with a rise in the homeless population all over the city. But machines made for poor conversationalists, so Rayne’s job at the bar was safe for now.

Finally the old man surrendered and soon enough Mark and Rayne were sipping iced drinks at a nearby table. If this was a date, they would have been the most oddly matched couple in the world, with Mark now clean-shaven and in blank beige and black clothing. The only metal that had ever pierced his skin had been blades and bullets, while Rayne was riddled with the stuff. She wore a neon orange tank top that looked like it had been attacked by a wild dog. Unknown tattoos could be glimpsed through the holes exposing the skin of her abdomen. Her eye makeup was Egyptian, and today she wore faux-purple pupils that were glued to the looming screen above Mark’s head.

“Oh wow, this is it then,” she said, eyes widening. She took down her legs from their resting place on the table and sat up in her chair. Mark turned around to see what she was talking about, and was blinded by the wattage of Cameron Crayton’s smile.

“Not this asshole again,” he muttered.

“Shhh,” Rayne said, “I want to hear this.”

In fact, most of the patrons had gone dead silent and were staring at the screen. It seemed the torture chamber of Prison Wars really did have quite the audience.

Crayton wasn’t on the steps of a courthouse anymore. Rather, he was clearly in some corporate office high up in Manhattan, as the glass behind him gave way to the entire sprawling cityscape. He stared straight at the lens like he was giving a presidential address, and spoke with the abrasive enthusiasm of a megachurch pastor.

“Hello, my friends! I know many of you were disappointed by the court’s decision yesterday to take Prison Wars off the air. I certainly was as well; it’s a project very near and dear to my heart. And yet, CMI marches on. Even before the decision, we have been planning for an expansion of the Prison Wars concept, one that we think will revolutionize entertainment in this country forever.”

Mark looked at Rayne who raised a thin eyebrow.

“I give you the Crucible,” Crayton said, making a sweeping motion to reveal a logo that had the words embossed in gold and wreathed with flame.

“No longer will we be confined within the walls of the prison system. The Crucible will bring our famed competition to the masses. A grand, nationwide tournament with only one victor. A duel to the death to crown the most formidable combatant in the country.”

A few younger men in the coffee shop started applauding and cheering. Mark looked at them like they were psychotic.

“Is he saying what I think he’s—” he began, but Rayne waved him off, eyes glued to the screen.

“The Crucible begins in sixteen cities around the nation. Preliminary matches will choose a champion from each region. These qualifiers won’t require a mortal price, simply the will and ability to win, but once the final sixteen are chosen, the fights will be to the death.”

More cheers from the JavaSpot.

“It is in tandem with this news that I announce the construction of Crayton Colosseum, a stadium that when completed will host the final tournament to a massive live audience, with millions more watching at home. We break ground in Nevada within the week.”

Mark’s head was spinning. How on earth was this really happening? How could it happen?

“Enrollment for the regional qualifiers begins at the conclusion of this message and can be completed online or in person. Registration will be open for two weeks, and so long as you’re over eighteen years of age and a US citizen, you are free to enter. And while Prison Wars was an entirely male affair, the Crucible is open to both genders. I believe women are just as strong and capable as men, and I wouldn’t dream of excluding them here.”

Crayton peered into the lens with uncomfortable intensity.

“And now, perhaps, you’re asking why. Why on earth would anyone volunteer for a tournament like this where the stakes couldn’t be higher? You’re not death row inmates after all. You have families and friends and your entire lives ahead of you.”

That was the most reasonable thing Mark had heard him say yet.

“But it is for the future and for your families and friends I encourage you to fight. For those who qualify for the final tournament, I am guaranteeing a minimum payout of ten million dollars, even if the combatant falls in the first round. The amount will increase with each new stage, and ultimately culminate in a grand prize of one billion dollars, which the competitor will still be alive to spend.”

The same cluster of jackasses was cheering. Even Rayne wore a crazed smile after hearing that figure.

“A billion dollars?” she mouthed at Mark, who simply looked stunned.

“I thank you all for your viewership, and I look forward to seeing you all tune in to the Crucible. Registration details follow this announcement, and I look forward to seeing sixteen of you in Nevada later this summer!”

Crayton dissolved and was replaced by a montage showing the various qualifier host cities. New York, LA, Atlanta, Dallas, Seattle, and then, of course, Chicago, before the list continued. The young men were still grinning like idiots, but the rest of the establishment appeared to be as dumbstruck as Mark. Once the video faded, the shop started buzzing with heated chatter about what had just been announced.

This is it then, Mark thought. This is how it all ends.

“WHAT I DON’T UNDERSTAND,” Rayne said as they walked back to the Watchman, “is how he’s going to pull this off after the government just shut down Prison Wars. Like, how is this any less illegal?”

Mark shook his head and tossed his empty cup into an overflowing trashcan.

“I don’t know, but he’s got a plan. You don’t organize something like this, promising a billion-dollar grand prize, plus invest what, another billion in this crazy new stadium, without having assurances it’s going to work.”

“Jesus,” Rayne said, checking the readout on her phone. “I wish I bought his stock when it bottomed out yesterday. It’s going through the roof right now. A 60 percent jump in the last ten minutes alone. His net worth probably just tripled.”

“Well, he’s got a colosseum to build,” Mark smirked.

Soon they arrived at the Blind Watchman and Mark spent the next hour staring at a single beer before telling Rayne he was calling it a day, much to her surprise. He wandered outside and started walking until he was out of the Loop and deep downtown. The city seemed livelier than he remembered, and he overheard more than a few people talking about the announcement.

It bothered him more than it should have, but he couldn’t shake it. He wouldn’t watch it, of course, and no one was forcing him to. And in reality it was only what, fifteen people potentially dying? More would die from heart attacks by the time he rounded the next block than the tournament would actually kill. Still, he felt like a line had been crossed.

Now we’re cheering as the desperate eat each other.

“CHRIST, THAT’S A LOT of blood,” Mark said as he handed Carlo another towel. “Sorry about that, again.”

Carlo waved him off and held the new towel to his lip. The white counter of the gym locker room had a worrying amount of diluted red on it. Luckily the only other people around were the old men who constantly occupied the sauna, though Mark wondered exactly what was going on in there this time of night.

“Think I never had a split lip before? I’m good, but even I take shots in the ring sometimes.”

Carlo frowned at the mirror where his lip was starting to swell. Mark had connected with a too-sharp right hook and soon both of them were covered in Carlo’s blood. Mark looked down at his shirt, realizing it was ruined. After stripping it off he tossed it into a nearby trash can.

“Well, there’ll be plenty more where that come from when you sign up for the Crucible, eh?” Mark said, flexing out his sore hand.

“You’re goddamn right!”

“What?” Mark asked in mock surprise. “Are we going to see the rise of Carlo ‘The Needle’ Rivera at last?”

“Ain’t gonna be no child molesters in this thing. You enter that, you gotta know how to fight. Like me.”

He patted his chest with gloves. Mark paused.

“Wait, are you serious? You’re really entering?” he said, horrified. “Carlo, the thing ends with the public execution of fifteen people. Including you, if you make it that far.”

“Nah,” Carlo said, waving Mark off with his hand. “Not when I’m the 16th, sittin’ on a throne of cash bricks worth a cool billion.”

It was all Mark could hope for that if Carlo actually was entering, he would get knocked out of the running in qualifiers, which seemed likely. But what if he didn’t?

“Carlo, the odds—”

“Man, please,” Carlo said, starting to get visibly edgy. “The odds been against me my whole life. I’m fighting for rent money on the way to the top, yet no matter how hard I go at this thing, that noose just keeps gettin’ tighter. They’re about to take my mom’s house away. My family only gets to eat because I put the food on their table. And I can only do that like half the time. You drive around in your fancy car and think people aren’t killin’ each other to survive already. I could be making three times what I earn now selling crank, coke, or stardust on my block, but I’m trying to do it right. Now this thing comes along and tells me I can take a run at a billion dollars doing what I do already? You’re goddamn right I’m gonna do it. Set up my family for generations.”

Mark shook his head. He knew Carlo’s life was tough. His father was a Marine who had been killed in Afghanistan during the fourth surge of ’23. His mother had raised him and his little brother ever since, but now he clearly wanted to step up to the plate. Bending over, Mark rummaged through his bag to get out a fresh shirt. Well, fresh was a relative term in a bag which smelled like a dying animal after months of laundry neglect.

“What happened to you, man?” Carlo’s tone shifting now that Mark had dropped the issue. “You look like something carved you up pretty good a long while back.”

Mark looked down at the thin, white scars criss-crossing his torso and knew Carlo saw the ones on his back. He quickly pulled on the new moldy shirt and turned around.

“When I was on base, a private got drunk and drove a supply truck into our barracks,” Mark replied without blinking. “They patched me up best they could, but I still look a little like abstract art.”

“Intense,” Carlo said, eying him somewhat suspiciously. Mark hoped he hadn’t noticed how many of the cuts were perfectly straight and parallel. That’s Chinese precision for you, he thought, shivering at the memory.

Carlo lifted up his arm to show a white jag near his armpit.

“Sixth grader tried to steal my bike when I was eight. He put a goddamn switchblade an inch from my lung.”

“And he still only tried to steal your bike?” Mark asked, eyebrow raised.

“My puppy Hercules chomped his arm and I broke his eye socket with a rock,” Carlo said, suddenly looking downcast. “Man, I miss that dog.”

“Quite the puppy,” Mark said, nodding. He heard a disturbingly pleasurable grunt coming from the sauna, and they both wiped off the counter and fled before whatever was happening in there escalated further.

ON THE WAY HOME, Mark drove past a long line of people standing in the darkness. He was confused at who would be out at 4 a.m. on a weekday, some with tents, others with folding chairs and beer coolers, but eventually he saw the banners reading CHICAGO CRUCIBLE REGIONALS REGISTRATION, and realized the line trailed all the way to a nearby office building.

Employees wearing Crayton Media badges were herding the lines into something resembling an angular snake to avoid spilling out into the road. The police were there as well, and blue and red flashing lights strobed in the darkness.

“Jesus,” Mark said as he saw how many people were registering for a chance to die in front of millions. Did they understand what they were signing up for? Perhaps the qualifiers, a more standard fighting competition, attracted all types just trying to test their luck and brawn, maybe grabbing fifteen minutes of fame in the process. Out of all of them, only one would make it to event that actually forced you to kill other people. If this insanity even made it that far. Mark had to imagine the government was trying to decide how best to go after Crayton this time.

ONCE HE GOT BACK to the penthouse, Mark couldn’t sleep. Despite six hours at the gym, he still had a seemingly endless amount of energy. As always, he reached for that thin, clear screen, and brought up the familiar file list.

“Som Chai Okinawa - April 3rd, 2024.”

Another phone cam shot. The video showed him, cramming vegetables into his mouth with chopsticks.

“Why are you filming this?” Mark asked the camera. “This does not need to be filmed.”

A giggle from behind the lens.

“I thought you should have a record of your first attempt at eating Thai,” Riko said with an unseen smile.

“Attempt? I think I’m succeeding,” Mark replied. “Give me that.”

He took the phone from her and the view switched to Riko wearing a pale blue dress and sparkling black necklace that looked vaguely volcanic. Her long hair was wound up far above her head, and she was beautiful as ever. Their first date.

“Tell me,” she asked, putting on a mock serious face. “How does a Chinese guy stationed in Japan hate all Asian food, Thai included?”

Mark chuckled through a mouthful of something unpronounceable.

“Because this Chinese guy is only half-Chinese, and he grew up with a very white mother who made very white food like macaroni and hamburgers all the time.”

“And what’s your excuse after you moved out?” Riko asked.

Mark looked from side to side.

“Umm, macaroni and hamburgers continued to taste better than … whatever this is,” he said, poking at his meal with one chopstick.

“The fatherland would be so disappointed,” Riko said, shaking her head.

“I think China may take more issue with me than just my food choices. But if we ever storm their beaches, I’ll make sure they see me eating crispy honey shrimp or something, and maybe they’ll take pity on me.”

Riko laughed. Mark remembered how the entire room lit up whenever she smiled.

Mark heard something that sounded like a loud thud in the hallway. He bolted up immediately, the screen falling flat on the sheets. Scrambling under his bed, he came back up with his pistol and crept to the doorcam screen in complete silence. He took one look at what was on the monitor, and his heart nearly stopped.

“Oh shi—”

His front door splintered, then exploded.
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POLICE KNOCKED. POLICE IDENTIFIED themselves. Police had POLICE written across their chests in big, bold letters. That’s why, when the first man came in through the door in a blank helmet and flat, matte kevlar with no markings, Mark didn’t hesitate when he pulled the trigger.

But the resulting click told him the firing pin was inoperable. The gun was a paperweight.

The armored man and the three others behind him had strobes mounted on the barrels of their submachine guns that lit up Mark’s place like a dance club. Combined with a high-pitched sonic frequency designed to assault his ears, it was horribly disorienting. Dropping the useless pistol, Mark had to dive out of the way of silenced shots from the men in the doorframe. He heard glass shatter in the hallway. The men were shouting coded orders at one another, and Mark crawled to extract his M6 from its resting place taped under his living room couch. His hand felt around and found nothing. It was gone. His pistol. The rifle.

This was planned.

There were two other guns stashed in the house, but Mark already knew they would be broken or missing, and he couldn’t waste valuable time chasing after them.

The men rounded the corner and Mark dove for the flashing barrel. The gun fired a hissing series of silent shots as it swung upward, and Mark wrenched it away from the man’s grasp. He swung the stock into the helmeted face and the invader collapsed on the spot. Mark only had time to get off a pair of shots at the others, but even in the strobed darkness, saw rubber bullets bounce off their armor.

Capture, not kill.

That wasn’t terribly comforting either.

They’ve come at last.

Mark caught a bullet that felt like a sledgehammer to his exposed shoulder. It spun him around, but he kept his balance and he dove into the kitchen.

As the next figure came around the corner, Mark reached up and grabbed a cylindrical grenade from his belt. He rolled it between the man’s legs before spinning around to take cover behind the open door of his fridge.

The EMP blast exploded in the middle of the remaining three men. The strobe and high-pitched wailing stopped, and even the lights in the hallway blew out.

Mark used their newfound disorientation to charge into the group, slamming the first man’s head through the drywall and firing a rubber bullet into the exposed throat of another figure, who went down to the ground choking. The third man recovered enough to raise his gun, but Mark kicked it sideways before shattering the man’s helmeted face with the butt of his gun. The man stumbled backward into the hallway clutching his face, only to be absorbed into a black mass of armor. More men. At least another four.

A clear, indestructible riot shield slammed into Mark and the locomotive of men behind it propelled him down the entry hallway. Blue electricity crackled in the darkness, and Mark had to jump back as a taser lashed out through a slit in the shield toward his chest.

He yanked the shield toward him and spun around, catching the man holding it in the back of the head with a sharp elbow and he collapsed on the spot. A firm front kick bowled over the next two men, but the third hit him square in the chest with two rubber bullets, knocking him on his ass. The man fired another stream of bullets, but Mark rolled right. He grabbed the taser from the first downed man and slammed it into the side of one of the invaders struggling back to his feet. He convulsed violently and shrieked through his helmet. Mark dodged more shots and ran back to the living room as the remaining two men spread out to flank him.

He hurled a cordless lamp at one, and it shattered harmlessly across kevlar. He swung the riot rifle like a baseball bat, but the man ducked under it, and Mark felt an electric jolt hit his ribs as a knuckle taser sent an uncomfortable amount of voltage coursing through him. Doubled over in pain, he just managed to block an ascending knee from the man, and he shot up with an uppercut into his opponent’s helmeted jaw. He heard a crack, and wasn’t sure if it was the man’s neck or his fingers, but he dropped all the same.

More shouting. More strobes. More dark figures storming through his door. Mark breathed heavily, clutching his side. Blobs of pain radiated all throughout his body where he’d been struck. His muscles were burning, his vision was mostly red blotches.

From the door, a thin red light cut through the darkness and landed on his chest. Mark thought it was just a laser sight, until his skin started heating up like he was starting to boil from the inside out. He stumbled forward toward the new figures, but dropped to his knees as his entire body felt like it was engulfed in invisible flames. Blue electricity leapt out from the shadows and made the unseen fire feel downright pleasant. The darkness consumed him fully, his body slipping into unconscious surrender.

MARK’S HEAD ROLLED FORWARD then snapped awake, and he instinctively jerked his hands and feet, only to find them chained to a table and chair respectively. He was seated in an empty stone room with polished aluminum furniture and a suspicious-looking wall to his right that was almost certainly transparent from the other side. He’d been in many rooms like it before, but the question was whose room was it? Mark was just praying the first face he saw didn’t look Chinese.

Gideon Gellar was not Chinese. Mark’s eyes widened as his old handler walked through a seamless door on the opposite wall. The years had saddled him with another forty pounds or so, and his thick black beard was now streaked with gray. His skin was dark and his eyes smiled at Mark even if his face didn’t. With him was a tall, silver-haired man with the stripes of a general on his blue uniform. He wore no nameplate.

“Are you fucking kidding me, Gideon?” Mark said, yanking at the chains. “What the hell was that about? Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

Gideon held has hands up as he and the other man approached the two chairs opposite Mark.

“Easy Mark, I’ll explain—” he began, but Mark didn’t relent.

“I haven’t heard from you in three years and you throw a tac team through my front door to bring me in? You ever heard of a fucking phonecall?”

Gideon folded his arms.

“Can we just skip the next ten minutes where you yell at me, and I can tell you what you’re doing here.”

Mark’s chest was rising and falling rapidly. He suddenly realized that he was now wearing a shirt and shoes. The other man’s long face was expressionless. Gideon turned to him.

“He took out two teams unarmed. The third only got him with the laser.”

“But they still got him.”

“No one beats the damn laser, McAdams.”

“Please address me as ‘General’ in the presence of the detainee.”

Gideon waved him off.

“I ain’t in your goddamn chain of command and I’m not paid enough to kiss your ass. You wanted him here. You wanted to see what he could do. Well there you go. Mark, this is General McAdams from Homeland.”

“Will someone tell me what the hell is going on?” Mark said. He wriggled around and felt bandages under his shirt with some sort of med-goo slathered on his bruises and burns.

Gideon turned back to him.

“We need you back in the field.”

Mark was already shaking his head by the time he finished the sentence.

“What the shit are you talking about, Gideon? I’m out, remember? I’m way the hell out.”

“This is something special,” Gideon said, the general beside him looking grim.

“Iran is cold, China is in flames. There are no more goddamn wars, secret or otherwise.”

“Is he really that naïve?” the general said to Gideon like Mark couldn’t hear him.

“Kid earned the right to be whatever he wants,” Gideon shot back. “But I don’t think he really wants to be drinking all day and being a gym rat all night. Tell me, Wei, what are you training for in that ring?”

“Nothing,” Mark growled. Of course they were monitoring him. “And I don’t owe you shit after what happened.”

“You don’t,” Gideon said. “That’s fair. If anything we owe you even more. And yet, we need you.”

“To do what?” Mark finally bellowed.

Gideon and the general finally sat down as Mark’s chest heaved with rage. His former mentor brought out a flexscreen and set it in front of him. A nauseatingly familiar face was on it.

“Cameron Crayton?”

Gideon nodded.

“If this is a hit, I might be tempted to oblige just because he’s so goddamn irritating, but what’s this all about?”

“Not a hit,” Gideon said. “Crayton’s got deep pockets. Too deep for running some moronic show for two years. We need to find out who’s backing him, and why.”

“Have you seen this?” the general asked, his voice stone. He waved away Crayton’s face and a video began playing. A paunchy, white-haired man standing before a large hall was speaking. Congress. His nameplate read ALAN DRAPER, D-NY. He spoke with a Bronx accent, but it felt purposefully practiced to better connect with his constituency who didn’t live in ten-million-dollar mansions.

“I’m bringing to the floor a job-creating bill that will provide gainful employment for hundreds of thousands of workers, and ensure the security of one of America’s greatest exports, athletic entertainment,” the senator said.

Mark looked at Gideon, confused. He nodded for him to keep watching.

“This bill will exempt athletic activity from criminal penalties regarding death or injury of voluntary participants. America is on the forefront of creating the most exciting athletic competitions in the world, and I fear that millions of potential jobs and billions of potential tax dollars could be lost if these new sports are entangled in red tape and court cases. Our economy is finally heading in the right direction, and a bill like this will only bolster America’s recovery. I urge you to read it and lend your support to it. And I know our president will do what’s right by the American people and sign the Athletic Protection Act into law.”

Mark shrugged.

“So he bought himself a senator. I’m pretty sure I could buy one too if I invested in lobbyists instead of the market.”

“He’s bought himself more than one member of congress,” Gideon said. “A large number, if the rumblings are any indication. And our White House sources tell us the president is even amenable to the idea.”

“But the court—” Mark began.

“The Supreme Court shut down Prison Wars in a tight split, but only because it was interfering with the criminal justice system. And who knows when this would make it to them. The last show ran for over a damn year before the ruling.”

“Alright,” Mark said. “So raid his offices, get the data, and take him out for good measure while you’re at it. What’s the problem, and why do you need me?”

The general shook his head in obvious frustration.

“Crayton has access to more money than anyone in his position should. He’s a billionaire, sure, but he’s acting like he’s the richest man on earth with how much influence he’s buying to prep for this latest nightmare. We need to figure out where it’s coming from. It looks like it could be the Chinese, but we need proof. Putting a bullet in his head isn’t going to solve anything since he’s just a puppet, and sending infiltration teams through his vents will only give us what he wants us to find. We need someone on the inside to get close to him. To gain his trust.”

“So you want me to apply to be his secretary?” Mark said, half-smiling now from the absurdity of the situation.

The general looked at Gideon with a face that very plainly said “Is this guy serious?” before turning back to Mark. Gideon spoke next, his fists clenching into balls as he leaned over the table.

“Operative Wei, you are being recalled for assignment,” he said. “Your orders are to enter the Crucible tournament regional qualifiers. And you are to win.”
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MARK TOLD THEM TO go fuck themselves, of course. The rest of the night had dissolved into a shouting match between Mark and General McAdams about his “responsibility” to his country, and all the various punishments he’d face if he refused. Mark brought up the ironclad contract he’d signed with the government granting his severance and cutting all ties with his former employer. McAdams laughed at the idea that a digital file with an electronic signature and seal allowed Mark anything of the sort. Mark, absent restraints, would have loved to crush the man’s windpipe to stop the grating sounds escaping from it, but all he could do was glare. In the end, they said they’d give him time to think, and Mark was injected with something that made him faceplant on the metal desk within seconds.

When he woke up back in the condo, he found it had been put back together. Holes in the walls were patched and painted, a brand new door had been installed since the other one had been reduced to little more than a blast crater. Hell, even his pistol had its firing pin replaced, he discovered. The clean-up boys never missed a beat.

Mark himself was not so easily fixed. Though they’d treated his injuries, he limped around the apartment grasping at the various clusters of pain that emanated throughout his body.

He had known a day like this would come. Either it would be the government knocking at his door (or blowing through it, as it turned out), or the Chinese looking to finish what they started. Mark had given up looking over his shoulder, not particularly caring whether an assassin’s bullet drilled through his skull at any given moment. He was almost annoyed it was Gideon who had found him first.

And for what? The most ridiculous assignment he’d ever heard of. He couldn’t imagine why else they’d come to him unless their active agents were all occupied running ops that actually mattered. Entering a brutal TV gameshow didn’t really seem like Homeland Security territory, and allowing the CIA to run an op on American soil instead of the NSA or FBI certainly wasn’t kosher, even if it was a joint project. Yet last night wasn’t a dream.

Christ, maybe it was, Mark thought as he rubbed his eyes and stumbled around his pristine apartment. The cleaners had literally cleaned, and his place was so spotless it would actually be a red flag for anyone other than Mark who’d been in his place in the last few years. Between the recently vacuumed floor and a body full of bruises, Mark knew it had all really happened.

He collapsed on his couch and draped his hand over his forehead, trying to process it all. He flung his palm at his TV, which turned on and bathed him in light and sound.

A male reporter with plastic white hair stalked the pavement, which was lined with hordes of grinning men and a sparse smattering of women. A camera followed him, and the banner across the bottom of the screen read THOUSANDS LINE UP FOR CHICAGO CRUCIBLE QUALIFIERS.

After watching a few unsettling interviews with potential participants fighting because they were either clearly unstable, in desperate need of cash, or both, Mark swept the channel away with his hand, He dove into his data drive, which had appeared on the screen in its place. He scrolled through the list of files and clenched his fist to open one labeled “Tenryu-ji Temple, Kyoto - August 26th, 2026.” The playcount said this would be his 133rd time watching it.

Riko’s dress was a thousand silk orchids sewn together to make one flowing fabric sculpture. The pearl white veil trailed behind her, floating in mid-air like a spirit. She approached the ancient stone altar wearing a smile meant only for him, with porcelain skin and bright green eyes that were heartstopping. The sight still took his breath away even now. As she reached his side, she bent over to him and whispered—

THERE WAS A KNOCK on the door. Mark waved the TV into blackness and bolted up, suspicious. Though if Gideon was back with another tac team, at least this time they bothered knocking. Or maybe it was the Chinese with that bullet after all. He craned his neck around to check the video feed on his wall. It was … Brooke? She stood patiently with her hands clasped behind her back. Mark limped over to the door and opened it. It still smelled like fresh paint. Much to his surprise, Brooke marched straight into the room without waiting for an invitation. As soon as she opened her mouth, he knew something was wrong.

“We need to talk, Mark.”

Her ocean blue eyes blinked, and there was something in her gaze that unnerved him. He could count the number of times she’d stepped foot inside his place on one hand over the last few years, and it was almost always some grocery-related emergency about needing an extra egg or some sea salt. She’d invited him over for dinner a few times, which he’d always refused. He interpreted it as a potentially romantic gesture. But more than likely it was pity, he later realized.

Brooke was sweet and kind, but the stern-faced girl on the couch was neither, he could tell that from just the five words she’d spoken so far.

“I said, we need to talk.”

This was not Brooke. Or rather, Brooke was not Brooke.

“Who are you?” Mark said, understanding.

“That’s all it took to figure it out, huh?” she said, cracking a thin smile. “Just me dropping the act for a few seconds?”

“I said, who are you?” He flexed his fingers and his eyes darted to the various weapons resting in their hiding places.

“I’m the girl next door,” she said, spreading her arms.

“You have five seconds, or I will kill you,” he said through gritted teeth. Brooke rolled her eyes at the threat.

“God, Mark, calm down. If I was here to take you out, this would have been the world’s slowest assassination.”

Four years, by his count. It didn’t make sense. Unless. Of course.

“You’re my monitor.”

“There we go,” she said. “Can you sit down now? You’re making me nervous.”

Mark thought back to every encounter he’d ever had with her, and realized what a fantastic actress she’d been this whole time. Utterly flawless. It had honestly never even occurred to him.

“You’re one of Gideon’s. Why the hell did they put a monitor on me? What the hell have you been telling them all these years?”

“Mark, did you really think they were going to let one of their top operatives out and never keep tabs on them? You have to know better than that.”

Mark’s knuckles were white.

“Four years,” he said. “Jesus.”

“Hey,” Brooke said. “Give me some credit. I don’t spend all my time writing down every time you take a shit. I run plenty of local ops for Homeland that are far more important than being your shadow.”

“What have you told them?” Mark repeated. “And why are you telling me all this now?”

“As for what I’ve told them, that’s all locked away in a data center somewhere on servers a mile below the earth, I’m guessing, but you can imagine the highlights. You’re generally a complete waste of space and a horrible mess after what happened. Understandable, but you’re not a lost cause either.”

Mark just shook his head, trying to comprehend it all.

“And as for why we’re having this conversation, it’s because I’m about to graduate from being your monitor to being your new handler, considering you’re going back in the field.”

“Oh God,” Mark said. “Not this Crucible shit again.”

“They asked me if you were ready for it. I said yes, but they wanted to test you anyway with that little tea party last night.”

“That was a goddamn stupid thing to do,” Mark said. “I could have killed any one of them.”

“You didn’t. But it wouldn’t have mattered,” she shrugged. “They were all Glasshammer mercs. I’m pretty sure you can get like a twelve-pack of those guys at Boxmart.”

“I’m not entering the Crucible,” Mark said. “It’s absurd.”

Brooke nodded.

“It certainly is, but Crayton is trouble. You know how big his file is?”

“How big?” Mark asked.

“It’s non-existent.”

Mark’s eyebrows went up.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean in a data-gathering age when I can tell you what kind of cancer your dog died from when you were five, or your great-uncle’s shoe size, we have nothing on Crayton. Not a thing. His public backstory is all air, completely forged. Behind it there’s nothing. It’s like he simply popped into existence, cash spilling out of his pockets. Now he’s got half of Washington on his payroll and burning desire to get people on TV to kill each other. We need to figure out what the hell is going on, and we need you to help us.”

“Us? You can’t be more than five years out of the academy. You don’t know what I—”

“I do know, Mark. I know it all. To take on this assignment, I got the full report. Even the blacked-out pages. Even the pages that weren’t even pages.”

She paused, her tone growing softer.

“I know what was done to you. I know what you had to do. I know what you lost. And I know what it means to be told you have to jump back in.”

She leaned forward.

“I’m not here to threaten you. You know how this works and how uncomfortable the cell of an Icelandic blacksite is, and I know that doesn’t scare you. But you know what else I know?”

He stared at her.

“I know that you want to do this. I know that you need to. I’ve watched you drift aimlessly through life these past four years in a fog. I expected this to be a short assignment given that you seemed like you were going to off yourself in the first month, but you didn’t. Not the first year. Not all these years. You’re waiting for something. For some purpose. Some reason to exist again. And I’m telling you, this is it. Crayton is powerful and very clearly a sociopath. That would be a dangerous enough combination on its own, but if the Chinese or anyone else have their hooks in him, that could spell disaster. This may be a joke op, hence them pairing you and meI together, but there could be something much larger going on here.”

She waved her hand.

“But I’m not here to tell you to do this for king and country like Gideon or General McIdiot; I’m telling you to do it for you. Take this assignment and start living again. A person without a purpose is one of the most profoundly tragic things in existence, and I can’t watch you wallow for one more day.”

Mark gave a dry chuckle.

“But they put you up to this,” he said. “It’s the only reason you’re talking to me now. Your orders are to get me to join. And let me guess you have a PhD in psych to boot?”

“Yes, they put me up to this; yes, those are my orders; and yes, I am smarter than you. But what do you expect? Gideon used to know you well, but lord knows you’ve both changed, and now thanks to four years of intense stalking, I know you better than anyone. Probably even better than you know yourself. And I’m telling you to do it.”

Mark could hardly believe what he was hearing, and who he was hearing it from.

“What’s your real name, anyway?” he said, looking up at her.

“Take down Crayton with me, and I’ll tell you,” she said.

“No name is that interesting,” he said.

“Then Brooke it is.”

She stood up and walked toward the door.

“Forget China. Forget darkops. Forget Spearfish. Leave it all behind you. You’ve stared into that abyss for too long. Either jump, or come back from the brink. There’s work to do.”

BUT FORGETTING CHINA WAS impossible. Lord knows he’d tried, swimming in an ocean of alcohol for years. It was the sort of thing your mind should black out on its own out of shock and trauma, but they trained that out of you. You learn never to forget, given that some remote detail might stick in your mind through the horror of it all that would prove useful later.

When the CIA recruited him straight out of West Lincoln High, and offered to pay for four years of Caltech if he’d join them afterward, he’d gotten stars in his eyes. He’d be James Bond. Jack Bauer. Jason Bourne. All those heroes he’d grown up worshipping. A secret fucking agent. How cool was that?

He finished the four-year degree in three years, he was so eager to start and put his old life behind him. Almost immediately they shipped him out to Japan for training, and he discovered quickly that there were no sexy women to be rescued from maniacal villains. No nuclear bombs to defuse in mid-air as they hurtled toward a major city.

There was only China.

The media dubbed it “Cold War II” and it stuck, a familiar identifier everyone hoped wouldn’t morph into “World War III” instead someday. China’s population had reached a tipping point. Increased pollution had turned cities from toxic to downright uninhabitable, and respiratory problems and birth defects were sweeping through the country like wildfire.

The US took it upon itself to poke and prod. The CIA would spark riots and whip up the fervor of the public to hopefully topple the communist regime. China responded with some not-so-veiled threats about ending the “tyrannical” global reign of the US for good, and both countries threw up nuke-zapping satellites into the sky that would hopefully prevent the end of the world. But no one knew if any of the tech would work. As such, the war was fought on the ground, in the shadows. Whatever shots were fired were heard and seen by no one. Almost no one.

Mark was recruited at the height of it all, and he learned quickly his ancestry was just as much a reason as his test scores and obstacle course times. He’d grown up speaking Chinese thanks to his father, who had left the country decades earlier, running away with an American tourist he met. He thought he knew everything about the culture there was to know, but the CIA crammed even more in his head in preparation for the part he was to play.

“They’ll hate you, you know,” Gideon told him. “Everyone in the Academy, all your friends, will think you turned. The government will disavow you completely. That’s how dark this is going to get. But we’ll bring you home in the end.”

Mark’s mission was more complex than simple spying. He’d defect to China and “accidentally” get caught after a few months undercover. He’d cut a deal to avoid immediate execution by Chinese death squad, and turn double agent, spying for them instead. But in the end, he’d still feed the US the truly deep, dark shit they wanted to know, and wait for final orders and eventual extraction. If he lived that long. They screened hundreds of candidates for Operation Spearfish, and Mark was only one of a few left standing as they hacked through the list. They told him Spearfish was the key to winning the entire war. Perhaps he was naïve to believe them, but it turned out they were actually right.

It was 2026. He was twenty-seven. He got married the day before he left.

A week later, the government sent him a video file. A beaming, crying Riko told him she was pregnant. She wanted to name their daughter Asami, after her grandmother.

Sixty-three days. That’s all the time he had to be a flesh-and-blood husband and father once he came home and found a bright-eyed toddler with her mother’s smile and his left dimple. Sixty-three days, and then it all shattered.

He was finally just too damn tired of doing nothing but sweeping the pieces around.

Hours after Brooke had left, Mark went and knocked on her door.
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AFTER HE AGREED TO the mission, Brooke gave him everything they had on Crayton. The billionaire’s public profile was well known. The man gave interviews out to news outlets like candy, and everything about the man was fully documented online, from which tiny town in Norway his grandfather was born in to his favorite A-list pornstar (Shyla Banxxx, it turned out). Gossip sites had details on his diet, the locations of his half-dozen homes around the world, the make and model of twenty different cars he’d been spotted in during the last year alone.

And yet, when he looked at the NSA, FBI, and CIA files Brooke had on Crayton, it was something else entirely. Everything that actually mattered, his true family history, his childhood education, all of it was smoke. Before he started showing up and bankrolling start-ups with money pulled out of thin air, it was like the man didn’t exist. Even working intelligence for as long as Mark had, you rarely saw anyone with a null file to this extent. It was common to see a few years blank here and there when you pierced the cover stories of assets and agents, but an entire lifetime?

But why? The question gnawed at Mark. Crayton was clearly two shades away from insane, and his time with Prison Wars had certainly accelerated the decline of American society to some small degree, but a ghosted media magnate? It was bizarre. It had taken the agencies five years of work to unravel all the threads, but Mark couldn’t find what had tipped them off to investigate him in the first place. Gideon had mentioned the Chinese, but that didn’t make sense either. That war is over, he thought. They lost.

After Cold War II, when Spearfish came to a head during a schism the media would dub “The Red Death,” China broke into five separate states, only one of them keeping the country’s original name. They were all still feuding with each other to this day, and Mark couldn’t imagine what on earth they’d be doing turning their attention back toward the US. None of them had the capacity to go toe to toe with America anymore, and no more than two of the five were ever allied with each other at one time given the volatile political landscape in the wake of the country’s collapse. The Red Death hadn’t killed them, but it had certainly rendered them impotent as a superpower.

But if this is MSS—if they have something to do with Crayton and all this madness …

The thought was unsettling. Mark owed the Ministry of State Security, the Chinese version of the CIA, a debt, and he had no doubt elements of the intelligence service were still operational, even if the war was over and China was more or less on fire.

He’s still alive, said a dark voice in Mark’s mind. The one that usually called him to drink. You know he is.

He shook the thought out of his head. If he was alive, he would have come for you by now. They killed him. They showed you his corpse.

A corpse, anyway.

Mark shoved the thought from his head. He’d jumped from the CIA to Crayton to China to the MSS to a man that still haunted his dreams. That was a quite a leap, even for him. And he was one paranoid motherfucker.

Zhou was dead. That was all there was to it. If this was actually a Chinese problem, it was a new one.

It won’t bring back what you’ve lost, the voice said.

But now at least, he truly had nothing left to lose. And shit, that was what they were counting on.

BROOKE POKED A DUMPLING with chopsticks, distrusting the caliber of the take-out place they’d ordered from. They were in her apartment now, a sun-drenched loft with a lot of dying plants, and something that kept skittering around the wood floors. Mark only caught a glimpse of it every so often, and had yet to determine of it was a cat, dog, or some sort of domesticated rodent.

“So what do you think?” Brooke asked, finally deciding to pop the dumpling into her mouth. “Think you’ll be able to embrace the new you?”

Mark stared at the flexscreen intently.

They took his car. They drained his accounts. They turned his cash-purchased penthouse into an underwater mortgage. Essentially all they left him with was his name.

Mark Wei was an alias he’d assumed a long time ago, and they let him keep it for this mission. But the parameters of the cover had changed dramatically. As Brooke explained, masking a smile the entire time, Mark was now an ex-Navy SEAL turned Glasshammer merc turned hopeless gambling addict. He’d made good money for a long while as a unit commander in the private military corporation game, but he’d lost millions over the past few years playing ultra high-stakes blackjack and no-limit poker at virtual and real-life casinos. Mark thumbed through a rundown of his fictional debt, and questioned how anyone on earth could seriously be eight million in the hole and still find places that would let them gamble. Brooke assured him it happened more than he thought. Even though it was a cover story, looking at the angry, glowing red numbers on the page made him wince a little bit. He felt downright bad for this desperate, fictional version of himself.

“He’s also an alcoholic,” Brooke said, “so that won’t be too much of a stretch for you.”

Mark ignored the dig, and kept sifting through the profile. No wife, no kids, minimal family. All true, and other than the gambling, Mark had to admit it was a little uncomfortable how much new the new life resembled his old one.

“I’m trying to wrap my head around this profile, but some of it seems really strange.”

Brooke drowned the rest of her food with another packet of soy sauce. A ball of red-brown fur raced behind Mark so quickly he only saw the tip of its tail.

“Right now there are a lot of different types of loonies all trying to enter the Crucible,” Brooke said. “You’re going to see a ton who are just local meatheads trying to prove to the boys they’re tough shit. Maybe they used to play football in college or were in an amateur boxing circuit. Maybe they won a few bar fights and think they can throw a proper punch. They’ll enter, knock a few heads, but ultimately get their asses kicked by the real players, and go home with bruises and a tall tale.”

“Who are the real players, then?” Mark asked.

“The ones who are signing up hoping they reach the stage where they can actually die. The insane, or the truly desperate. Those with a do-or-die reason to need the millions, or to prove themselves on a national stage. You’ll get all types there as well, but most will have specific reasons for entering. The only ones that will make the cut will have to have some serious bite to go with their bark. Expect a lot of ex-military. Guys like you, and a few girls even if they’re good enough. The Serious Shit Brigade.”
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