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  Chapter One


The fluorescent backstage lights flickered overhead, casting a pale glow on the polished sheen of sweat and oil-covered competitors. The Emberlake Fitness Championship was in full swing, a symphony of clanking weights, shouted affirmations, and the unmistakable smell of competition oil filling the air. Hero Joiglee stood near the supply table, his trademark tank top and satin workout shorts revealing a sculpted physique that most envied. In his hand was a half-empty bottle of bronzing oil, a vital tool of his trade as essential as the carton of protein bars under the table. 
He leaned against the wall, observing the action. Athletes in various states of undress fussed over their tans, arguing over which protein shake brand offered the best “pump.” There was nothing new here. It was just the same routine he had been a part of for years. Once, the energy in this space had thrilled him. Now, it felt old, but comfortable, like a favourite pair of pyjamas. He couldn’t imagine doing anything else, even if the ‘new’ had worn off.
Hero’s gaze drifted to the stage. Through the thick velvet curtain, he glimpsed the main event—a top-level, gold medal competitor flexing beneath the glaring spotlights, every muscle on display like a meticulously carved statue. The applause from the audience was deafening. Hero felt the pang of something he couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t jealousy or regret. It was emptiness. The routine of same-old, same-old was getting to him.
“Joiglee, you’ve got three minutes!” a voice snapped him out of his thoughts. It was Trevor, the competition coordinator, motioning for him to help the next athlete oil up. Hero nodded absentmindedly and grabbed a fresh bottle of oil.
His reflection in the mirror caught his attention. His square jawline, perpetual tan, and piercing green eyes looked back at him like a stranger. The man in the mirror was a façade—a living, breathing poster boy for the fitness industry. Beneath the polished exterior, Hero wondered if there was more to him than muscle and routine.


      [image: ]Later that evening, Hero sat at a table in Chez Quirky, the city’s trendiest fusion restaurant. Candles flickered softly, casting warm light on the rose petals scattered across the tablecloth. Isa LaRue, his girlfriend of four years, sat across from him, radiant in her emerald-green dress. She toyed with her glass of merlot, a distant expression on her face.
Hero’s hand brushed against the velvet box in his jacket pocket. Tonight was the night. He had rehearsed the speech over and over, imagining Isa’s joyful surprise when he slid the diamond ring onto her finger. But as he opened his mouth to begin, Isa spoke first.
“Hero, we need to talk.”
The words hit him like a dumbbell to the chest. Her tone was calm, but carried the weight of inevitability. Hero swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry. Those words never led to anything good.
“Uh, okay.” Hero said, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
“I’ve been thinking a lot about us,” Isa continued, setting her glass down. She put her arms on the table and laced her fingers together and looked him in the eye. “And... I feel like we’re heading in different directions.”
“Different directions?” Hero repeated, the words tasting foreign in his mouth. “What do you mean?”
Isa sighed, her gaze dropping to her hands. She fiddled with her impeccable manicure. “Hero, I need more than what we have. You’re stuck in this... world. The gym, the competitions, the oil. It’s all so superficial. I need someone with vision, someone who’s thinking ahead.”
Hero frowned, confusion etched across his face. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying I’ve met someone,” Isa admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “His name is Chad McSnazzy. He’s a hologram designer. He creates these incredible digital logos for businesses, and he’s opening up possibilities I never even dreamed of.”
Chad McSnazzy. The name alone felt like an insult. Hero clenched his jaw, his fingers tightening around the edge of the table.
“Are you serious, Isa? A hologram designer?” Hero stared. “That doesn’t even sound real.”
“It’s not just about his job,” Isa replied, her tone defensive. “It’s about the way he sees the future. He’s ambitious, creative, exciting. He’s... everything I’ve been missing.”
“Missing?” he whispered. The velvet box in Hero’s pocket felt heavier than ever. He let his hand drop, the words he had prepared crumbling like ash. “And what about us?” he asked, his voice low. “What about everything we’ve built together?”
Isa shook her head, tears brimming in her eyes. She brushed them away, careful not to mess up her makeup and put her hands over Hero’s, giving them a little shake. Hero stared down at their hands in numb horror.
“I’ll always care about you, Hero. But I can’t keep living in this shallow world. You’ve got so much potential, but you’re wasting it.”
Shallow. The word cut deep, leaving Hero stunned into silence. Isa stood, smoothing her dress as she avoided his gaze. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “Goodbye, Hero.”
And just like that, she was gone.
Hero sat alone, the weight of her words crushing him. The diamond ring in his pocket seemed ridiculous now, a symbol of a life that had suddenly slipped out of reach. For the first time, he felt truly adrift.
The restaurant buzzed around him, oblivious to the storm raging within. Hero stared at the empty chair across from him, Isa’s parting words echoing in his mind.
You’re stuck in this shallow world. She’d said a lot of other things, but that’s what kept ringing in his head. You’re stuck in this shallow world.


      [image: ]Back at his apartment, Hero collapsed onto the couch, the glow of the city’s neon lights filtering through the window. Hero had a small, ugly apartment, but it had a great view of the city skyline. A bottle of oil sat on the coffee table, its reflective surface mocking him. Was this all his life amounted to? A perfect tan, rippling muscles, and a career built on appearances?
The words that Vince, “The Hammer” Hammersmith, had told him when he retired from the fitness performance world came unbidden to his mind. “Life doesn’t end when the stage lights dim, kid. Sometimes, it’s the start of something better.”
Hero stared out the window at the Emberlake skyline, a faint spark of something stirring within him. Change. It loomed on the horizon, unfamiliar and terrifying.






  
  Chapter Two


The morning after Isa’s departure arrived quietly, with gray skies that mirrored Hero’s mood. He dragged himself to the Emberlake Fitness Championship despite the gnawing ache in his chest. His professional routine had always been his refuge, but today, it felt suffocating. 
Backstage, the usual chaos reigned. Bodybuilders adjusted their posing trunks, sprayed tans glistened under the harsh lights, and arguments over protein brands reached new decibels. Hero tried to focus on his job—oiling up competitors for their moment in the spotlight—but Isa’s words echoed relentlessly in his mind.
“You’re stuck in this shallow world.”
“Joiglee, move it! We’ve got ten more guys in line!” Trevor barked, snapping Hero back to the present. He fumbled with the bottle, his grip slick from the oil on his hands.
“I’m on it,” Hero muttered, forcing himself into autopilot. He grabbed a bottle of oil and approached the next competitor, a towering man with a rhinestone-encrusted fitness show shorts.
Just as Hero tilted the bottle to pour the oil, a sudden, sharp pang of distraction shot through him. His thoughts wandered to Isa, to Chad McSnazzy, to the velvet box he had tossed on his kitchen counter when he got home from what should have been a happy evening the night before. The oil spilled, a glistening torrent cascading onto the rhinestone-encrusted posing trunks of his client.
“What the—?!” The competitor’s shout cut through the din.
A collective gasp rippled through the room. All eyes turned to Hero and the now-oil-drenched athlete.
“Do you have any idea how much these cost?” the competitor bellowed, waving his ruined trunks. “This is custom work, Joiglee! You’re a disaster today!”
Hero’s face flushed crimson. Apologies tumbled from his lips, but the damage was done. Snickers and murmurs filled the backstage area. For the first time, Hero felt like an outsider in the world he had once dominated.
Trevor stormed over, his face a mask of frustration. “What’s going on with you, Hero? You’re off your game. If you can’t handle this, maybe it’s time to reconsider your career.”
The words stung more than Hero expected. He nodded mutely and retreated to the corner of the room, the bottle of oil still clutched in his hand. He leaned against the wall, the humiliation washing over him in waves.
The competitors avoided him. As the show went on around him all he could hear in his mind was Isa’s words about wasting his shallow life. He slammed the bottle of oil on the table, grabbed his stuff and left without a backward glance.

      [image: ]He walked the city streets, lost in his miserable swirling thoughts until he found himself standing in front of a Copacabana-themed bar. He blinked and looked around, orienting himself. He knew this bar. It had to be fate that had brought him here. He went inside.
“Rough day, kid?” A gravelly voice greeted him as he entered, breaking through his thoughts. Hero looked up to see Vince “The Hammer” Hammersmith, his former mentor and a retired legend in the fitness world standing behind the bar, polishing a glass. Vince’s gray hair and weathered face were a stark contrast to the shiny, bronzed perfection that had surrounded Hero only a short while ago.
“You could say that,” Hero admitted, managing a weak smile.
Vince chuckled, handing Hero a protein shake. “Spill oil on anyone important?”
“Custom rhinestone trunks,” Hero replied, shaking his head. “It’s a disaster.” He took a drink of the shake. “I think I got fired.”
“Is that all? There are other gyms in town. Trevor’s isn’t the only one.” Vince told him. “I can put a word in for you. If you want.”
“Thanks, but that’s not the only thing.” Hero said glumly, but cheered that Vince was looking out for him.
“Oh?” Vince asked, moving on to polishing a new glass.
“No,” Hero sighed. “Isa dumped me. I had it all planned out. I took her to Chez Quirky, had the ring and everything and bam! Before I could say a word, she told me she’s dumping me for some Chad McSnazzy guy who’s a big, flash, hologram advertising executive or something. Doesn’t even sound like a real job if you ask me.”
Vince leaned against the bar across from him, his gaze thoughtful. “You know, I’ve been where you are. There comes a time when life stops fitting, like an old pair of lifting gloves. Maybe it’s time to start thinking about what comes next.”
Hero sighed. “What comes next? This is all I know.”
“Doesn’t have to be,” Vince said. “When I left this world, I thought it was the end. But it was just the beginning. I opened my Copacabana club, and for the first time, I started living.”
Hero frowned. “But how did you know what to do? How did you just... change?”
“You start by listening to that little voice inside you,” Vince said, tapping his chest. “What’s it saying? Don’t think about it, just say the first thing that comes to mind.”
Hero hesitated, then admitted, “Christmas. I’ve always loved Christmas. The decorations, the lights, the joy, parades, tree festivals... it’s the one thing that feels real.”
Vince’s face lit up with a knowing smile. “There you go. Maybe it’s time to chase that feeling, kid. There’s a whole world out there beyond the stage. Ever hear of a town called Auroraquest?”
“No,” Hero said, curiosity piqued.
“It’s where I grew up,” Vince said, his voice tinged with nostalgia. “Quaint little place obsessed with Christmas. If you’re looking for a fresh start, you might find it there.” Vince shrugged. “And if not, at least it’ll get you moving in a new direction.”
Hero mulled over Vince’s words. By the time he finished his protein shake, he knew one
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