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      Bran tossed and turned in bed. The thin mattress offered little padding against the hard metal frame it rested on. Both frigid  and unyielding, the bed seemed to have been designed with discomfort in mind.

      After a long, slow exhale, lethargy gripping his muscles; Bran sat up, rested his elbows on his knees, dropped his head into his hands, and stared at the floor. Other than the wafer thin mattress and duvet, the entire cell was made of metal. The floor, the walls, the beds, the toilet, the sink… dark grey surrounded Bran on all sides. It smelled like spilled blood; a smell that had been with him most of his adult life.

      The screen mounted on the wall showed live footage from the arena. It ran all day, broadcasting either live fights or reruns. The noise blared from tinny speakers and they had no control over the volume. The violence was fine; it was a way of life for Bran before he came here in fact. The over-excitable commentators on the other hand… if he ever got a hold of one of them… Bran clenched his fists and took calming breaths.

      The commentator screamed, “And the human, Max Rodrigo, is down. Will Grintoo finish him?”

      Grintoo, an eight foot tall purple Jehoban lifted Max Rodrigo from the ground. Bran’s cell mate bounced on the spot. “Oh my, Max is screwed.”

      “Talk about stating the obvious,” Bran said as he watched Grintoo. “He’s got arms as thick as tree trunks—and four of them to boot. How’s this even a fair contest? No human can beat him.”

      Bran’s cell mate stopped and turned to Bran. “You could.”

      An ache ran up both sides of Bran’s head from clenching his jaw. “Not this again. You’ve only been in here one night. What is it with every cell mate I have trying to get me into the arena?” His pulse pounded and his body temperature rose. “Did Moses send you down here?”

      While shaking his head, Bran’s cell mate backed away a step. “Honestly, Bran, it’s what I think. No one’s sent me here to try and persuade you.”

      “It doesn’t matter whether you’re lying or not,” Bran said, “nothing’s getting me into the arena.”

      Bran’s cell mate held his hand out. “My name is—”

      “I don’t care,” Bran said.

      Dejection deflated his cell mate, so Bran turned away from him and watched Grintoo lift Max from the ground. He raised the limp human above his head and turned on the spot, drinking in the reaction from those around him. The camera panned the crowd to show the red-faced spectators screaming for the Jehoban to finish the fight. No doubt all of the gamblers across the galaxy would be shouting too. After all, who bet on the human?

      “Grintoo must have called in a favor for this fight,” Bran said.

      While releasing a deep roar, Grintoo brought Max down. The crowd fell silent long enough to hear the deep crack of Max’s back breaking before they went wild again.

      Grintoo discarded his broken opponent and raised all four of his massive arms, roaring for a second time as the crowd went wild.

      “And Grintoo wins,” The commentator called over the chaos. “Not only has he gained his freedom, but, if he’s sensible, he won’t ever have to work again.”

      The broadcast then cut to ads. The first one was for prostitution in Liloo. Bran’s cell mate turned away from the screen. “That was nasty. Poor Max. I was hoping for a fairer fight to end the day.”

      While eyeballing his new cell mate, Bran said, “I liked my last cell mate, you know. He was quiet… kept to himself.”

      Bran’s cell mate didn’t reply.

      “Although, for some reason, he thought he should fight in the arena. He was built like a damn pipe cleaner.”

      To get to his top bunk, Bran’s cell mate had to step on Bran’s bed. When he put his dirty foot on Bran’s mattress, Bran stared at it, his entire body tensing up. The old Bran would have torn the grubby foot clean off and shoved it up his cell mate’s arse. The old Bran would have stepped into the arena a long time ago. The old Bran would have fought everything and everyone like a rabid dog. The old Bran was a fucking
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