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  Dedicated to my wife, Kaylyn. 

Remember all those silly stories I'd write for you during our college years? Without you, SMASH! and Polybius would have never been.





In loving memory of Gail Andrejat

May you enjoy the gardens of paradise forevermore











  
  "You are only young once, but you can stay immature indefinitely" — Unknown. 







  
  PART I – The Game of Legend


It was a warm, sunny summer day in the city. Children were playing outside, Bub the dog was panting from the heat, the working class was at their jobs, and Brian was leaning back in his cracked leather office chair. His eyes were glued to the screen as his index finger held the down arrow on his keyboard; it was another mundane afternoon of job hunting. 
Though a journalist by trade and an author by hobby, Brian was searching for a copywriting position in hopes of a more stable lifestyle. He had a decent job back home in Appleton, but he left it behind when he followed his fiancée down to Milwaukee for her dream job at an animal rehabilitation center. Unfortunately, the Brew City wasn’t quite the haven for writers as he had been led to believe, and the local newspaper conglomerate didn’t pay very well either.
After more than a month of sitting around the apartment looking for his big break, Brian was going stir-crazy and felt less than motivated to spend another afternoon searching for jobs that might not ever call him back. Scanning his room, he noted the impressive collection of classic video games and movies, but nothing sounded interesting. He was feeling like a prisoner in that hot, stuffy apartment and had been harboring a strong urge to get out and find something to do for days. He was a bit of a homebody, and with no income, he didn’t get out much. He didn’t even know the city beyond a few blocks of his neighborhood.
Feeling a surge of energy wash over him, Brian decided the best way to learn it was to get out and explore, and it didn’t cost him a dime to take the dog for a long walk. Popping from his chair, Brian grabbed Bub’s leash from the hook in the wall near his desk and walked into the living room where his four-legged life partner lay sprawled out on the cool wood floor.
“Hey, Bub,” he said, causing one of the dog’s long, floppy ears to twitch. “Wanna go for a walk?”
Spurred to life, Bub’s love for walks was second only to chewing his brick and hanging out with Brian. The tri-color basset hound soon jumped to his feet and ran in circles out of excitement. He quickly felt dizzy and stopped, looking up at his human life partner with a dumbfounded look as his black tail whipped side to side and his white-furred butt wiggled in anticipation.
“Oh yes, I would love to go for a walk!” Bub shouted in his head, but Brian only heard Bub’s distinct howling bark followed by an eager groan.
With a smile on his face, Brian kneeled before his excited pooch and attached the leash to a ring on the collar. However, before he could slip his fingers through the loop at the end of the leash, Bub darted for the door, taking him forward a few inches by his fingers.
While Brian and Bub were heading out for a walk, Kaitlyn was trying in vain to teach basic phrases in American Sign Language to her helper monkey in training, Giuseppe, but he wasn’t receptive. Giuseppe simply sat on his stool, staring at her with a stiff upper lip while the other monkeys did their work - or at least attempted to. As he always was, Giuseppe appeared to be in a bad mood; thus, he was being uncooperative by choice.
“Come on, you know this stuff!” Kaitlyn exclaimed in frustration before performing the motions for “Hi, my name is Kaitlyn. What is your name?”
As if he was going to prove he wasn’t a complete idiot or just didn’t give a crap, Giuseppe raised his tiny paws and held them vertically, exposing his palms. This prompted Kaitlyn to repeat the question in Sign, to which he replied with a motion that signed, “Greetings, my name is” before making an annoyed grunt that could only be described as “eh!”
After a sigh and a roll of her eyes, Kaitlyn looked around to see other monkeys being rewarded for a job well done with dried banana chips. She looked back at her subject with a stiffened brow.
“I promised to give you an extra chip if you cooperate.” Giuseppe seemed intrigued.
“Would you like that?” she asked, and though he remained stoic, this was typical. It was clear from day one that he thought of himself as superior to his training, perhaps an alpha monkey, so he liked to play it cool.
“Hi, my name is Kaitlyn. What is your name?” she asked using sign language.
Answering the phrase perfectly, but with Giu as his name and not Giuseppe, he held out his paw and gave Kaitlyn a hard stare.
“I don’t know if you really deserve this,” she said, but she reached into a pocket on her lab coat anyway. “You have been extremely difficult today.”
Now glaring at Kaitlyn with half-closed eyes, Giu stood his ground for a moment, but Kaitlyn didn’t hand him the extra chip as promised. Mimicking Kaitlyn’s frustrated sigh, Giuseppe motioned the phrase but with his full name. 
“See, you do know this!” Kaitlyn exclaimed with a bright smile, but Giu simply shrugged and held out his hand for a reward. He then received three chips but quickly turned his back on her.
“Stupid Brain making me do stuff like a common monkey,” Giu grumbled to himself audibly as he jammed all three chips into his mouth.
“Yeah, well, stupid monkey makes this harder than it has to be,” Kaitlyn replied, fully understanding his grumbles, though no one else seemed to be able to do the same.
Turning to her with a sour face, Giu replied, “Great Ape,” but Kaitlyn shrugged.
“Apes don’t have tails.”
“This ape do,” Giu said, crossing his arms for a moment with a cool stare before holding his hand out again. “Another.”
“I’m not giving you another chip,” she said, but Giu was resolute. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s get through this lesson, and you can go to the playroom for half an hour. Deal?”
“Eh,” Giu replied. This was his way of showing disinterest, so Kaitlyn rolled her eyes.
“I’ll throw in a hunk of chocolate to sweeten the deal,” she said, and Giu instantly reached out his hand.
“Chocolate now.”
“No, not until you do your work.”
“No deal,” Giu replied with a furrowed brow. “Chocolate now.”
Knowing full well that he was more than capable of doing his work, Kaitlyn caved and gave him a piece of chocolate. As expected, he was a model citizen.
Straying from their usual route, Brian and Bub ventured deeper into the city, eventually coming across a vintage video arcade. A man with a deep appreciation of arcades, Brian couldn’t help himself. He had to go inside and have a look around.
Walking over to a bike rack situated along the storefront, Brian tied Bub to the bars and promised to be back in a few minutes. Though not sure what he meant exactly, Bub sat down with his front legs propping him up and watched curiously as Brian went inside.
The moment Brian stepped inside, his senses were bombarded by a cacophony of sounds and bright lights. Taking just a few moments to adjust, he scanned the environment, finding it to be like heaven on earth for an old-school gamer. There were games as far as the eye could see.
While money was tight, Brian couldn’t help himself, so he walked up to the counter and slapped down a twenty-dollar bill. As soon as he got his change, he started walking along the rows. As he walked down memory lane, he passed all his favorites from Mortal Kombat and Police Trainer to Metal Slug and Galaga. However, he also found that not a single machine was available in the relatively cramped rows of games. 
Only intending to walk around and see what was in the collection, Brian slowly maneuvered his way through the building. Through his self-guided tour, he found numerous rooms off the lobby geared toward a specific theme, such as Japanese-exclusive imports, racing games, 3D simulators, and pinball. It was truly a gamer’s paradise, but there was a downside to all this familiarity. Like the arcades of his youth, the best games were perpetually occupied. Worse yet, the building was unbearably hot due to hundreds of bodies and machines occupying a tight space, and with the latter came body odor. As fondly as he remembered his days as an arcade rat, Brian had long forgotten how bad those places could smell.
Feeling he had seen enough, but fully intent on returning after he took Bub home, Brian headed for the exit. Cutting through the room dedicated to racing games, he emerged into a row of Street Fighter machines. Making his way down this bank, he couldn’t help but laugh at how many versions of Street Fighter II were produced, but then something caught his eye. It was a folding partition wall that had been opened just enough to reveal another room full of games yet to be overcome by the crowd.
A powerful sense of curiosity and urgency suddenly overcame Brian, and he began moving through the crowd toward the new room with a laser-focused stare as if he were a man on a mission. Strangely, no one else seemed to notice the newly opened room, and Brian liked his odds.
 Stepping into the room just as an arcade worker announced that the room had been opened, Brian found himself amongst dozens of rarities that he never thought existed beyond prototypes and rumors. Machines gathered in this room included full cabinets for Primal Rage 2, Beavis and Butthead, and Judge Dredd. There was even a cabinet for the console-exclusive Mortal Kombat 9 and Killer Instinct, which he quickly figured were custom cabinets powered by a computer or home console. However, the fact that they were in arcade form was awesome. However, what he was most interested in was Primal Rage 2 and Judge Dredd. These were attractive due to his love of the original Primal Rage arcade game and the Judge Dredd comics. Still, he knew he could only afford to have a quick look around this treasure trove and go home with Bub. A few moments later
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