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Gamer Slang Legend:

			Killchat: Chat box in gameplay that broadcasts when players kill each other

			Bot: a noob, aka bad at the game

			Randoms: people you are gaming with that you’ve never met before

			AFK: away from keyboard

			Camping: hiding from enemies

			Loot: items that drop from enemies or that you find while exploring

			Sweaty: gamers that over do it trying to get kills [try-hards]

			POI: place of interest

			Third-party: when two people or teams are fighting and a third uninvitingly joins, unbalancing the fight.

			Heals: healing consumables that replenish damaged player health. 

			 

			



	

Chapter 1

			“They’re pushing! They’re pushing!” I shout aggressively, ignoring how loud I am outside my gaming headset. Luckily, my mom and I built soundproof boards to cover the walls so she doesn’t have to listen to me do exactly what I’m doing. She isn’t the biggest fan of hearing me yell all night. I sound like I’m occasionally being stabbed to death, as she puts it. I’m sure if she tried video games out just once, she would stop complaining and immerse herself in this virtual world with me. 

			“Agh!” I squeal. “Hold them off! One of them has me low!” I bawl as I guide my character to a safe place—away from the battlefield. I slide over behind a wall to heal her wounds. I see in the kill chat that my teammates have fought off the enemies attacking me, so we’re safe—for now. 

			I’m on my fourth game in a row playing with this trio. I have been playing with one of them, Vulcherz, for a few months now. Vulcherz never has on their mic, but we game well together, so it works. I randomly received a friend request from Vulcherz one day, I just assumed we played in a match together, so I thought why not. We’ve been playing together pretty regularly ever since. The only thing that gets under my skin is they go AFK a lot…and I mean a lot! I remind myself we have real lives outside of these headsets, but sometimes it’s difficult to get through a match when your teammate is hiding in a bush for half the round.

			Today we joined a game of random trios to warm up for a tournament I’m in this weekend, and it just so happens our third turned out to be a reliable teammate who doesn’t leave as soon as they get knocked down. In almost every random game anyone plays, like clockwork, your teammates either disconnect from the match right before the lobby loads into the battle bus or as soon as they’re knocked down. I’d understand it more if they left if they completely died and can’t be revived, but I also understand there are people with patience levels the size of a peanut.

			I will be one of the youngest attendees at the tournament; however, since I’m fifteen, I have to be accompanied by an adult. Three years ago, the gaming world lifted its restricted eighteen and up law to anyone who qualifies and “pro,” and if you’re under eighteen, you just have to be accompanied by someone over twenty-one. Makes sense, no arguing there. I got lucky they’re hosting during our fall break. I would have had to do a lot of convincing to my birth giver otherwise. 

			My mom is excited for me; it’s the rest of my family who thinks we’re crazy, especially traveling a few states to play a game. They’ve never supported my “hobby,” if you call it. I was always the weird cousin who stayed in her room while everyone was over or quietly stayed to myself at events. I just—was never really a talker. I enjoyed my own company and got a lot of crap for it—so did my mom. I want to win this tournament for myself, but I really want to win for my mom so she can feel relieved that my “hobby” was worth it.

			What people see is a mom who allows her daughter to put in twenty-eight hours a week gaming, not playing outside and actively playing sports like her cousins. What they don’t see is a mom who supports her daughter’s dreams. A mom who won’t let her daughter pick up a controller until her homework is complete and grades are in tip-top shape. A mom who also understands she birthed an introvert. Let’s just say my mom is a rockstar. Anyway, enough of the sap show!

			My newest teammate, HavocGirl, approaches me and drops heals next to my player’s shoes.

			“Oh, I have some. Keep them!” 

			She crouches her player in an up-and-down motion, which is game sign language for me to keep them for myself. She can hear me, but I can’t hear her. There’s an “X” through the microphone next to her gamer tag, which tells me she has her mic off. I usually do when I play with randoms, but tonight I felt like being some form of a social butterfly. Usually, it’s just me and Vulcherz gaming in almost complete silence.

			While I reload my weapons, my focus shifts to a draft I feel sweeping into my room.

			“Ow!” I screech as an empty water bottle hits me in the arm—in real life. I move the headset from my right ear. “The crap was that for?”

			Willow, my best friend who’s staying with us this school year, is standing in the doorway, slumped to the side with one hand on her hip. Her dad was deployed last year. Don’t worry, he doesn’t do the scary war stuff—he’s a plane mechanic. He’s let me tour a few years back; I told him I could easily fly that bad boy because I played flying games before. He laughed, of course. Being the great guy that he is, I have no doubt he was just letting me talk knowing there’s no way I could fly a plane. 

			“Do you plan on doing this all night? Your mom wants to order pizza. I may text Carter to see if she wants to hang with me since you won’t. I mean, I haven’t really seen you all week, but it’s fine.”

			I imagine myself rolling my eyes as I keep one eye on the game. Carter is our other best friend, but she doesn’t live with us—obviously. Willow and I have been best friends since the beginning of time—or the last four years, to be exact. We met on the playground when I used the wood chips to build a replica of Pac-Man. Wow, nerd really is my middle name.

			Willow and I being forced to live together has its pros and cons. While I enjoyed hanging with my best friend at school and other extracurricular activities, we’ve kinda exceeded the healthy amount of hours best friends have. We’re hitting that annoying sister phase, I think. We have very short fuses, but I know we’d kill for each other too. Toxic maybe? I’m not sure yet. Wil’s a bit needy, friendship-wise, but we’re not too bad in our compatibility of living together, especially since she has the spare room. I don’t have to worry about her leaving shoes all over my room or spilling her makeup kits all over my bathroom counter, so I feel it could be worse. I put up with her nagging, but sometimes I just wish she didn’t have such easy access to me.

			«Wil, you see me every day,” I begin. “I haven’t been able to game in peace since Sunday, and we leave for the tournament on Friday! In three days, to be exact! Do you want me to lose out on fifty thousand dollars, or do you want me to be a failu—CRAP! Pull back, pull back! We’re getting third-partied!” I peer at Vulcherz, who isn’t moving as we throw down shield bubbles and run for the hills. “I think Vulcherz is AFK; protect them if you can!”

			I hear my bedroom door slam shut and sigh. I seriously need to practice for this weekend, but I guess Willow’s right—or could be right. I don’t know. I have been swamped at my part-time job and school, so I haven’t been very present at home. It’s been school, work, eating, game, and sleep for the past two months.

			Area 55 is the most popular game in the world right now, and Area55Con is like the Super Bowl of gaming. If there is one thing I know about a game and its popularity, if I do well enough, I may have sponsors flocking toward me, which would be great for my goals.

			Anyway, I tell my newfound teammates it was fun while it lasted and log off for the night. I place my headset over my monitor and head to the kitchen. Willow’s on the couch, scrolling through the same movies she watches practically every night. “Did my mom order pizza?” I ask, grabbing a Gatorade out of the refrigerator. She jumps as if there was a burglar in the house, and I assure you she would not have made it to see tomorrow if there was.

			Her eyebrows meet at the lower center of her T-line, nearly touching her nose. “What the heck is your problem? Why would you do that?” 

			“Do what? Talk?”

			“Scare me, Riley,” she says with sass behind it. “I thought you were on your game.”

			I take a moment to think about what to say next. If I don’t play into her mood, our conversations don’t go south so quickly. I let her statement simmer and keep silent as I open and reopen the cabinets and refrigerator, hoping something new and enticing appears out of thin air. It doesn’t take long after mindlessly inspecting the entire kitchen to accept being low on groceries. I shut the pantry door one last time in annoyance and place my Gatorade on the counter. I skip over to the living room where Willow is and plop over the back of the couch, landing next to her. “Pizza?”

			“Stop. You don’t have to hang out with me. Go play your game.”

			“If you keep crying, I’m going to. Is Carter coming over?”

			She grabs a blanket and pulls her legs into her chest. I can tell she genuinely looks sad, so I ease up. I do feel awful about the time I’ve spent with her lately. Life is just doing its thing right now; it doesn’t mean I love or want to hang with her any less. I just have business to handle. I get it, though. We are used to spending a lot of time together. I guess I can sacrifice one night; I mean, I am considered a pro, so it’s not like I’d lose my skill in four hours.

			 “Let’s get out of here.”

			She peeks her head over her knees, just showing her sad, puppy eyes. They glazed over as if I told her she had won a million dollars. “And go where?” She attempts to hide her smirk behind her knees.

			“I dunno, maybe the arcade? I can ask Mom if she can drop us off. I’m sure she won’t mind since it means I won’t be in my room all night on the game. Tell Carter to meet us there. Go get dressed, and, dear god, don’t take forty-five minutes to put on clothes.”

			If a light could beam through her eyes, then it would have as she threw the blanket onto the floor and ran for her room. Sure, I’d love to hang out at my place of work when I’m not scheduled. It’s a great atmosphere where everyone hangs out—gamer or not—no matter the day of the week. Anyway, I quickly straightened up the living room because I know mom will have her nose up about any mess.

			Mom gave us a yes, so it didn’t take me long to get dressed. I threw on a pair of black jeans, a black hoodie tagged with my favorite cartoon character on the left chest, and my favorite black slouchy beanie. A nice, subtle outfit that could still attract a pretty lady—if she’s into weird, nerdy, emo, semi-hipster, gamer-girls. To speed things up, I go to Willow’s room and lay across her bed, sighing obnoxiously so she’d catch my hint to put a pep in her step.
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			Not sure how long we’ve been here, but I’m not complaining too much, as Willow’s having a good time with Carter and me. Those two are attempting to out virgin-Shirley-Temple each other. I don’t know why they like to pretend they’re drinking. Sometimes they get lucky and are mistaken for older women, so they get free ones from dudes. I stay far away from that—although it might be nice to be wined and dined for once. I’m sipping slow on my lemonade, so I’m not going to the john the entire time we’re here. I decided to relax on Galaxy to give myself a break from the console.

			Winning this weekend could do so much for my life. I really want to open a gaming bar—well, when I am older. For now, I’d like to start it without, you know, the bar part, serving soft drinks in the style of a bar. Two of my favorite things in the same place—well, I don’t know much about drinking, but if my bar is anything like this place, I’m game. I have the logistics together, but the financial side is a doozy. Now that I am the part-time manager, I hope my sensei will show me the ropes. Oh, and yes, you read that right, manager at fifteen. What can I say? I’m good at what I do! 

			While I ponder the thought of strangers gaming and soft drinking in my bar, my phone buzzes from my pocket. I love these jeans so much because the pockets are so deep. You don’t get that too often in girls’ jeans; we’re lucky if we even get a pocket. Anyway, it’s a notification from my gaming platform:

			HavocGirl sent you a friend request! Tap to accept.

			Oh, cool. It’s the random player I played with earlier. I completely forgot to shoot a friend request during the Willow drama. I accept the request and tuck my phone away. It buzzes again as soon as I go back to sipping my drink.

			 

			HavocGirl:	…thanks for stealing my medkit and ditching us xP … just kidding, but you were hilarious, so I added you. Hope that’s not too weird?

			 

			I set my phone on the edge of the arcade and take a sip of my drink, smiling at myself after a compliment of not just being funny but hilarious. I place my glass down with my pinky out as if I had just upgraded myself into the royal family. You can tell I don’t get compliments too often.

			ChefRiley:	haha, no, not at all! We should play again soon. Thanks for the compliment :) Maybe next time you’ll be on the mic?

			HavocGirl: I don’t use my mic anymore 

				:(…too many guys being douche bags. I’ve felt safer not using it. I’m sorry.

			ChefRiley:	don’t apologize. I get it. Well, I’m no guy…or douchebag, but you’re safe playing with me. You’re a badass player!

			HavocGirl:	:) thanks. Don’t hesitate to send me a join request when you’re on.

			ChefRiley:	I just might. :]

			 

			HavocGirl’s online status switches to offline, so I exit the app and put away my phone. I feel my heart rate pick up. I roll my eyes at myself. “No way,” I say to myself aloud. “You swear anyone and everyone is flirting with you, Riley. You don’t know anything about this girl—or if she’s even a girl!” 

			I hate when I get like this. I overdo a simple conversation and create it as something it isn’t. For goodness sake, she said like three words. I need to grow up.

			I feel a hand placed on my shoulder. It’s Carter.

			“So, Wil’s going a little overboard with her mean girl stick; we should go. You think I can stay the night? I mean, it is fall break and it should be spent with your best of the best pals.” She cups her hands together, trying to appear as sweet as her voice.

			“Give me ten minutes so I can call my mom. Go babysit. And what do you mean? What is going on with her? You know what—forget I asked. I’ll be over in a second,” I reply and swig my royal drink.

			Yum.

			I send my mom a quick text asking if Carter can stay. Hey, I have a high score to beat; I don’t have time for a phone call. If my name isn’t number one on every arcade in here by Christmas, I owe Jerry, my arch-enemy, a heck of a lot of money.

			Since we’re about to head home, I message HavocGirl to see if she’ll play even though it’s almost 10 p.m.

			 

			ChefRiley:	I know it’s late, but I’ll be on in forty minutes if you want to run Duos?

			 

			I grab my coat from the back and attempt to find Bert and Ernie—assigned in no particular order. Once I do, we head out into the cold November arctic air and head for Mom’s car. I couldn’t help myself on the ride home but to check my phone, so I waited until we pulled up to a red light to see if I had heard back from her.

			 

			HavocGirl:	you now have twenty-eight minutes :)

			The cords that control my heart begin to amplify and pick up speed again. I tell them to quit. It feels like my body has thrown my conscious side over the bridge as I pray for Mom to put the pedal to the metal to hurry and get me home. I guess I’m excited to play with a new friend.

			



	

Chapter 2

			It’s almost 6 a.m. HavocGirl and I have been playing together all night, with only me talking through the mic. I feel like it’s a test of our teammate compatibility because the communication is superb. I lead the way at some points, and then she does. I feel like a commander-in-chief when I lead since she can’t respond. I can’t imagine how good we would be if she were on the mic too. She reminds me of Vulcherz. Oddly enough, Vulcherz and I have never messaged each other, so she already has a leg up there. 

			As much as I’ve enjoyed playing with her, I need to get some sleep. Mom wants to take us to brunch in the morning—or, I guess, this morning. Willow wants me to meet one of her friends. She says her and I are “meant to be.” We’ll see about that. I’m glad I’m off work, and school is out, so I have more time to do things I couldn’t do—like go to brunch with my mom; we haven’t done this in a long time. Maybe I’m a little excited.

			I send a quick chat to HavocGirl to let her know I’m about to log off.

			 

			ChefRiley:	last one for me. 

			HavocGirl:	Sounds good. I have the biggest headache. I don’t usually play this long into the night. I’ll probably have a migraine when I wake up :/

			ChefRiley:	haha, same. Time flew by. Sorry to keep you up! Hope you don’t get that migraine :/

			HavocGirl:	No worries :) I had fun…commander.

			 

			Oh no. I really need to stop speaking my thoughts out loud! I feel my right cheek rise a little in the front the corner as a grin grows ever so slightly. I aggressively shake it away like one of the seven spiders we eat a year just crawled onto my face. I have no idea how old this girl is, if she’s my type, or if she’s even a girl! There are too many variables here. It’s only my first day playing with her, so asking personal questions is a definite a no-no. Plus, if some guys have already made her uncomfortable, I don’t want to add to that.

			I turn off my monitor and head over to my bed. I’ll shower before brunch; my eyes are so low I could fall asleep sitting here.

			[image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

			“Riley!” I hear an echo through the realm of my lucid brain. “Get up!” 

			My eyes force their way open as I hear the faint belch of Mom raising her voice and what I assume is my pillow being slammed into my head. She throws my comforter off the bed, and I hear it gracefully fall to my dusty wooden floor. I moan as I roll over. “What time is it?”

			“Time to go! You have ten minutes. I swear you better be dressed and ready to walk out the door,” she screeches. “And shower! You look like you slept under a bridge, and I’m pretty sure those are not the clothes you had on last night.”

			What a lovely way to wake up and start the day—with insults. A shiver from the cold air creaks down my spine, so I lean over the edge to pull my comforter back over my body. With it feeling like a polar bear’s igloo, I risk the dust. We don’t sleep with the heat on; that was the one negotiation I got to have with Mom when we moved into this house. We both agreed on one major thing, and that’s mine. I would have gone through fifty pillowcases by now with how many nose bleeds the heat gives me. Mom abruptly heads out, and I guess that gives Willow an excuse to come in because she’s now standing over me.

			“Shouldn’t you have a headache or something?” I question. “How are you functioning? And is Carter meeting us still? I don’t want to babysit you two after you wiggle your way to finding someone to slip you “juices.” I gesture with my fingers. “I swear. I won’t be surprised when I see your mugshots circling social media. And please, for the life of me, don’t use your one phone call to call me.”

			“Shut up, Riley. One—you keep your phone on silent; we would never waste such call on you. And two—yes, she’s coming, and she’s ready unlike you. Did you even set an alarm?”

			I knew I was supposed to do something before I got in the bed. Oops. Oh well. Her big ‘tude is irritating me, and it’s too early for it so I roll my eyes and give her a nice show. Hey, I have impulsive thoughts that I usually let play out in real life.

			“Oh my god, Riley! You country bumpkin!” she shouts “No one wants to see your ashy buttcheeks!” 

			She runs out of my room, repulsed. She’s too easy to get rid of; that wasn’t even my best work. I laugh to myself as I get up and head for my bathroom. Where I’m from, a good ol’ moon never hurt anyone, and it usually gets my point across with her. If it isn’t class, then best believe she will be disgusted. She blames anything “foul” I do on the country side of my DNA. I’m sure she’s seen worse than a pair of cheeks.

			The shower is a dangerous place. It’s where the mind wanders, especially to places it has no business. HavocGirl is running ferociously through my mind. I throw my face into the stream of water as if it’ll erase my thoughts. Not knowing the age of this mystery girl is the biggest problem I’m facing right now—probably making sure she’s actually a girl should be another concern, but number one priority is to not think about her. For the most part, it does as I began thinking of how warm and relaxing the water is.

			I’m hoping today is a chill day. I’m looking forward to some good food and vibes. The schedule I’ve been on these last few months has been taking a toll on my energy. Who chose this way of life for humans? We only get one life (as far as we know) and we have to spend it going to school for twelve years and slaving for other people after? Oh, I am most definitely not a fan. 

			I pray every night that I will make my dreams come true. I know I’m only fifteen, and I’m not anywhere near the “normal” retirement age, but I don’t want to spend the next fifty years feeling like I’m stuck with nowhere to go. I don’t have a choice but to succeed. I don’t have a choice but to win A55 Con. This may be my only chance at the life I want.

			“Riley Jones! I’m leaving in three minutes!” My mom shouts from the depths of the house, I can hear the mule through the door. “Either you’re in the car or you aren’t. You’ll be calling a taxi!”

			“What side of the bed did you wake up on? It’s Wednesday, for goodness sake! Can we take a chill pill and enjoy the sunshine that’s planned for us today?” I pull the knob down to turn off the shower and jump out so I can quickly get dressed. 

			I really didn’t want to call that taxi…how creepy.

			It’s a beautiful day, which makes no sense ‘cause it was just thirty degrees last night. I don’t really understand Mother Nature. Luckily, I’m an aspiring video game nerd and not a meteorologist. Nevertheless, I’m excited to eat outside and enjoy the day. 

			The brunch party consists of myself, Mom, mom’s best friend, Willow, Carter, and three of Willows friends from her old school—one of whom I’ve never met, and Willow thinks we’d be a good match. I’m open to dating so I’m not too annoyed at what she’s doing; however, I hope her friend isn’t aware unless things will get awkward. I would like to make any decisions in peace so that both parties aren’t involved and it can just fizzle out. 

			My dating life hasn’t been much of a dating life considering how insanely busy I am at work and the hours I put into Area 55. The more I think about it, I have no idea where a girlfriend could even fit. I would truly have to be into her; otherwise, I feel she’d be a chore. I sometimes find myself in situations where I can’t get out and end up having a pre-girlfriend I can’t stand for three months. I am terrible at lying, and I avoid hurting feelings like an ant would want to avoid a raindrop, which is another reason I’ve steered clear from relationships. It would be nice to meet my soulmate though—if I even believe in that. Maybe Willow’s friend is just that.

			Mom and Willow’s friends are being escorted over by a waiter, and it’s obvious which one I’ve never met. She’s an attractive girl but not really my type. She’s clearly much taller than me—nothing against the taller gals, I just like mine shorter than me. We can have preferences, right? 

			To stop myself from staring at her, judging her before I even know her, I take a sip of water from my glass. I didn’t even check the table for a straw. Real me would have never drank directly from this glass. Willow glances at me and eyes my glass. Her face is saying “eww” and my lips and tongue are too. My brain has now convinced me that I can taste the other five thousand people who have drank from this cup before me. Mom and her best friend excuses themselves to get their drink from the bar. That leave me with the girls.

			“Hey, my girlies! You gals remember Carter and Riley?” Willow introduces. Everyone does that side smirk and small waves surround the table. If I heard correctly, the new girl’s name is Zara—or Sara? I’m not sure because it sounds accent-y. 

			I listened as everyone chatted and caught up with each other’s lives. My life isn’t that interesting so may as well keep quiet. No one wants to hear about an arcade assistant manager being slammed with entitled gamers every day or a video game nerd. The things that I’m into only interest a select crowd.

			“Ri? Tell Zara what you do!” I faintly hear through my daydreaming. I look up from my mid-sip—again where is my straw?—and see everyone at the table staring at me. 

			“Wait. Huh?” I ask.

			“Are you even listening? Tell Zara what you do!”

			Why is she putting me on the spot? She knows I don’t like that and now I feel Zara—not Sara—knows what this little blind date is now. Ugh.

			“Oh, um. I’m an assistant manager at an arcade south of the city.”

			“Aaand?” Willow drags.

			“And?” I question.

			“Oh my god, Riley. And she plays video games! Like you, Zar!”

			I feel like a cartoon character when they find out good news with those exclamation marks springing over their heads, and I’m now a little more interested in the conversation. She’s attractive and plays video games? Where can you even find that package besides popular streamers on various gaming platforms. I internally calm my nerves so I can actually speak real words.

			“Oh, yeah, what kinds are you into?”

			I’m hoping she doesn’t say something like those simulation games. Man, I can’t stand those. Give me some action, please! 

			She sets down her glass to answer. “My favorite is Area 55. I like—”

			Willow interrupts as she leans across the table, almost knocking glasses over. “That’s what this loser plays all night! Screaming in her room when she dies too! I’m convinced those sound boards were a fake compromise.”

			Loser? Since when does she call me that?

			“Okay, okay. Calm down, crazy,” I say, gesturing her to sit. I slide her a look, hinting at this new name she gave me. “But yeah, I love A55. It’s the only game I play these days. Heck, it’s the only good game out. Well, Grand Burglary is pretty solid too.”

			I didn’t want to mention that I’m full-nerd and going at A55 Con this weekend to compete. She probably would have thought it was cool, but I was just a little too hesitant. I’m actually surprised Willow hasn’t mentioned it.

			 My water has gotten the best of me, so I excuse myself and make my way to the restroom. Walking through the restaurant gives me a slight anxiety. I don’t know why I always feel like all eyes on are on me. Sometimes, I have main character syndrome so it makes sense when I think deeper about it. I also haven’t lived life the same after watching “The Wilham Show” a few years ago. Boy—has life became a new meaning for me. I tend to just go along with the fake world designed just for me and live my fake life, anyway. Might as well have a fake job that I make fake money from and play fake-fake video games that I want to build my fake life with. Oh, and why not find a fake girl to spend the rest of my fake life with while I’m at it. 

			Okay, that’s enough with the “fakes,” Riley.

			Now that my tangent on that is over, I think I’ll head to the bar to grab a virgin Strawberry Daiquiri. I check for Mom and don’t see her, so I head to the side that serves underaged folks and have a seat. I pull my phone from my pocket to pass time. A grin sneaks its way onto my face as I see I have a message from HavocGirl. It was sent two minutes ago. My heart did this thing that I don’t need it to do—a flutter.

			Stop.

			 

			HavocGirl: 	Hey, Chef. Busy today? Gonna finish up eating and play for a little. I’m sure you’re still asleep, so I may miss ya this round.

			 

			I take a peek over my shoulders to make sure the girls are still at the table. I’m sure wondering where I ran off to. I’m surprised Willow nor Carter has called me yet. I get a little more comfortable in this bar stool.

			Okay, I won’t be intrusive, but I don’t feel comfortable having these weird feelings about quite frankly a computer robot without at least asking for her age.

			 

			ChefRiley:	I’m surprised to see you up already. I should be a little later. Will you be online? Oh, and I don’t mean to pry, but do you feel comfortable telling me your age? I can go first if you’d like.

			 

			I press send and take another peek over to the table in the event one of them is on their way over to me. Nothing. No message from HavocGirl just yet even though I just sent it thirty seconds ago. I’m hoping I didn’t run her off asking for her age. That’s not intrusive, is it? I mean, I feel like that’s a smart question to ask anyone so you know age appropriate boundaries.

			My heart is racing the more I think about it. This is a pretty serious question. What if she says she’s forty-one? Or sixty?! Oh god, what if she says she’s thirteen! I will be sick. I will be so disappointment in my longing for love that I allowed myself to have the slightest feelings for some random video game player. 

			I tuck my phone back into my pocket. The stress and tension of her not responding immediately is causing me to spiral. I grab my drink to head back for the table.

			The rest of the brunch goes well. Willow finally stopped actively trying to marry Zara and me about three-quarters of the way through. She had a great, friendly personality, but I’m not sure that we’re “meant to be” just ‘cause we both play video games. There were some things that interested me, but mostly, just gave me “cool friend” vibes. Mom and her friend were in there own world, which I don’t mind; Mom hasn’t gotten out much either. I enjoy seeing her get to laugh a little outside of her demanding career.

			On the way out to the parking lot, I remembered I messaged HavocGirl, and she may have responded by now—or blocked me. Either way, I think it’s time to check. As I reached in my back pocket, my mind begins to do its thing and go a million miles a second, thinking of all the ways this could play out. I check the screen and lo and behold, I have a new message from her. Before I could unlock my phone and read the message, I see Willow’s hands waving into my face.

			“Are you ever listening?” she asks.

			“Shut up. What do you want?”

			She points to Zara. “Zara was talking to you.”

			“Oh, crap. My bad. What’s up?”

			She takes her keys out of her purse and begins unlocking her car. “I was just saying we should play A55 sometime. My gamer tag is ZeeTheBest33.”

			I give her a grin. I could feel in my gut I didn’t really want to play with her. If I was going to be online, I wanted to be playing with my clan or—well, you know. “For sure! Just let me know when!”

			I can’t believe I just let that lie fly out of my trap like that—straight to her face. Why do people say that when they really don’t want to do something? It’s equivalent to when you agree to hanging out with people we barely know in between school years. I really wished people would have stopped writing that in my year books. Kinsley, I don’t even know you! Are you even in any of my classes?

			Sorry—another tangent. My mind can be a squirrel sometimes. 

			I hop in the back seat this time so Carter couldn’t be over my shoulder while I rummaged through my phone and could sulk in my disappointment in private. 

			I’m finally able to see what she messaged me.

			 

			HavocGirl:	My sleep has been so off this month. I’ll be on. Don’t let me steal you away from your friends you usually play with.

			HavocGirl:	Since you’ve been pretty cool… :) ….I’m sixteen.

			 

			I stare at my screen. She’s sixteen! I officially have a new favorite number. I stared at the number for what felt like five minutes straight before I remembered I should probably respond. I clear my throat—as if she could hear and begin to respond.

			“Ow!” I shout. Carter has hopped in, letting the seat back, hitting me in the head. “What the hell? Why?” I shout again, sliding over to the middle seat. Carter’s almost five-foot-ten so we let her ride up front when she’s with us.

			“Shut up. Are you losing it in here?” 

			She doesn’t let me answer before telling me what Willow is cooking up outside this metal box. Apparently, she’s trying to set up a one-on-one date with Zara and me. Of course.

			She finally hops in the car next to me. Carter and I are both confused because she isn’t speaking. I shrug my shoulders and reach for my phone.

			“Soooo?” Willow says.

			There it is. She doesn’t specify who she’s talking to, so we ignore her. That’s going to irritate her.

			“Hello? Riley!”

			Ugh. “What?”

			“Soooo. Zara. How are we feelin’?”

			Carter sits up in the seat and stares back at me. I glare at her in annoyance at the question and roll my eyes because I don’t want to be a part of this conversation right now. Fabricating, I ask, “What do you mean?”

			“Shut up, Riley. You know what I mean. Are we thinking soulmates?”

			“That’s a little—”

			“Much?” Carter finishes frowning at Willow. “What’s your obsession with this?”

			My eyes widen and play chase back and forth between them.

			“My obsession? What are you talking about? I’m just trying to help Ri out. Eww, what’s got you bent out of shape?”

			“I’m just saying. You’ve been all over this since you made these extra plans. It’s giving—obsessed. Why don’t you let Ri breathe for a second so she can decide on her own.” 

			I’ve forgotten to breathe back here. The air is quite thin. My eyes now bounce to Wil for her rebuttal. 

			“What gives, Car? Why are you being rude? Did you have your carbs today? No one’s obsessed with Riley. I’m just—”

			“What? I never said I’m obsessed with Riley. I said obsessed with them.”

			Is the child lock on? I’d rather perform my best tuck and roll than be in here.

			“No one’s obsessed with anything or anybody. Can we just drop it? This is so stupid. I was just asking a question.”

			“If I can intervene,” I interrupt jokingly. “I can just answer the question now.”

			Carter rolls her eyes and sits back in the seat. Willow’s eyes are straight-shot at the back of the seat. “She’s cool, Wil. Soulmates is a stretch, but I like that she plays video games. It’s a very misunderstood hobby.”

			“Cool,” she dryly responds.

			“Um. Okay?”

			Carter turns around. “You may as well save your breath. She’s mad.”

			I shake my head and grab my phone. These two are a mess.

			I almost forgot! HavocGirl! I hurry and go to the app so I can respond.

			 

			ChefRiley:	oh, you’re much better than them :) Plus, they aren’t good teammates. Will you be on in thirty? And….I’m fifteen.

			 

			She immediately begins typing. She must have been waiting impatiently on my response, especially since she was showing vulnerability to me. Damn you, Carter and Willow.

			 

			HavocGirl:	Really? Ur fifteen???? I was thinking like twenty-something, the way you curse like a sailor!

			HavocGirl:	& I can be. Are you sure?

			 

			I am so embarrassed and never saying another bad word ever again. The game brings those words out of me.

			 

			ChefRiley:	I’m sure! And omg, I’m so embarrassed

			HavocGirl:	Haha, okay. Thirty.

			 

			Her online status switches to offline, and my heart accelerates. I lock my phone and peer out the window. I feel a stupid smile stretch across my face again. We sat around until Mom was done chatting with her friend in the parking lot.

			I gave Willow and Carter forty minutes of my time once we arrived home. I told them I had business to handle, and I would be unavailable the rest of the day. I did let HavocGirl know I needed another thirty minutes.

			Once I get to my room and set everything up, I throw on my headset and log in to send HavocGirl an invite to my lobby. Excitement swirls through my body, and I let it. For a split moment, I was tired of fighting it, but when her character appeared in my lobby, I nearly stopped breathing. 

			Oh man, this mystery girl is going to give me trouble.

			



	

Chapter 3

			“Crap. I’m low! I’m low! Hold off, and I’m going to push—oh, yeah! God, you are a badass,” I say excitedly as I spring to the enemies loot. “I just need those bandages; everything else is yours. I need to stop trying to be Captain America so damn much; I’m sorry.”

			Havoc crouches up and down. I’m assuming she’s signaling me to shut up. She tosses me max ammo and some shield. She’s such a great teammate, and she’s so badass. I wonder if she’s invited to A55Con? There’s no way she isn’t.

			After we heal up and get ourselves together, I run over to a bush to get my controller settings together. My L-Stick Rotation is just a tad delayed, so I need to get it corrected. I really need to write my settings down so I can be ready to enter them in when I get to the place on the gaming setup I’ll be assigned to. Now that I think of it, I have a lot to get done before I leave Thursday. 

			I’m still trying to process being invited A55Con. Usually, it’s streamers getting invited. I’m not big on streaming; there are too many trolls out there. It’s like people wake up and think, “Whose day can I ruin? Let’s hop in every stream I can and tell them how bad they suck or how ugly they are.” I don’t see why I would open the door to negativity. I’ve done just fine busting my ass to get to the top one hundred leaderboard. I want to tell Havoc, but in the event she isn’t invited, I wouldn’t want her to feel like her gameplay isn’t good enough even though if we’re being honest here, she may be better than me! Well, she no doubt is better than me at situational awareness. Sometimes I get a little too trigger-happy and confident that I run into a setup and end up getting up third-partied. She really keeps us grounded, and I’m learning her cues to stay put. It’s fairly difficult without her having a mic, but it’s almost like ASL via gaming, and I actually love it. I wish she could be my duo’s partner this weekend.

			Just as I finish correcting my settings, my door swings open. I mute my mic and slide the headset off my right ear. Of course, it’s Willow.

			“Must you do that?”

			“Must you spend every waking minute on this game?” she snakily replies.

			I visibly roll my eyes. Only people who don’t play video games see it as a waste of time. Plus, I’m pursuing my gaming career. I’m invited to one of the biggest gaming tournaments in the world, and it’s still not enough to earn respect for what I do. Willow just isn’t as supportive as I wish she were.

			“Wil, you know I’m prepping to play for thousands of dollars this weekend, right? You complain now, but if I win, you’ll want a fat dinner or something. Plus, how do you expect me to win if I don’t practice?”

			She stares at me. My guess is she’s thinking of a comeback but can’t because I’m right—on all accounts.

			“It’s not that; I just want to hang out with you. Is that too much to ask?”

			“Right now, yes. Yes, it’s too much to ask. I just went to brunch, and I turned the game off last night to hang out. Why don’t you get a system, and you can play too?”

			“I’m not playing stupid, waste-of-time video games.”

			I roll my eyes and place my headset back over my ear. I don’t have to subject myself to her crappy attitude. These “waste-of-time” video games will hopefully reward me big time.

			“Okay, sorry; I’m ready,” I say to Havoc. I see Willow leave my room in the corner of my eye—I faintly hear it slam. She knows that gets under my skin. 

			I wish I could chat with Havoc. Maybe I could get her opinion on a few things—if she’s mature enough to give sound advice. Willow is sixteen, and I truly wish she inherited the maturity gene, but she did not. I don’t know what to do. Willow and Carter are my first two friends who feel like we could be in it for life. Being an introvert and a gamer, making friends wasn’t easy in grade school. I didn’t play sports, wasn’t in any clubs, and there weren’t any eSports teams like there are today—which is complete cheeks, by the way. Now all schools across America want to adopt eSports? Ugh.

			I’ve always felt like an outcast but comfortably an outcast. I love my own company, and gaming with my online friends was always the best after I finished my homework. My mom quickly caught on that it gave me pleasure. I just had to take care of my duties and be off thirty minutes before bedtime. If anything, it gave me the motivation to keep my grades up. 

			There’s not much to me; I’m not too complex. I’m not picky, I love to joke around, I like to laugh, and I don’t believe life should be as serious as people make it. I’m very observant, and during my required internship last year, I was instantly turned off by the professional jargon. It seemed so—stiff. We also didn’t have many professions to choose from. I think they gave us ten, and none had anything to do with tech, so I did a Russian Roulette with a magnet and my refrigerator. A local attorney’s office won, and geez was that the longest fifteen hours of my life. 

			My first year of high school came and went almost as fast as a bean burrito digesting in ninety-degree weather. Being fifeteen, I thought I would driving a flying car or using my pupils to be scanned in and out of my house. News flash, keys are outdated, world! My momma told me I could get a car as soon as I turn sixteen if I can save up two thousand dollars. Heck, if I win A55 I’ll be driving a BMW!

			I also forgot to mention that I have two badass moms; Mom and Momma. I tried to help them with the stereotypes and beat the odds to be hetero, but I failed miserably. I guess one of them gave me the gay gene. They won’t tell me whose egg is responsible for this bushy-haired gamer, but my money is on Momma because Mom doesn’t have an ounce of nerd in her. They’re both athletic, so the hypothesis that I may not be either of theirs isn’t off the table just yet. They don’t like when I make that joke.

			I wish Momma  could come to watch me on the big stage at A55Con, but I know she’ll be watching the stream. Momma couldn’t get out of a work thing, and I didn’t want Mom to experience it without her. I kind of made it an all-or-nothing situation. Momma told me my cousin Jacob would have to be my escort because he’s the only one without a job and, well, let’s just say Mom will be coming with me. Me and cousin Jacob on the road for hours in a rolling box is not ever what I will ever put on my calendar. Momma decided she will host a party with our family, so that’s not nerve-wracking at all. I hope I make everyone proud.

			Havoc and I play for not even twenty minutes before Willow bursts back into my room, waving her hands. I glance at her and try to focus back on the game. I don’t think she understands what’s at stake here. I need to be on my A-Game this weekend, and I have to practice day in and day out if I’m going to beat the sweatiest of the sweaty players. By definition, I’d also be a sweaty player, but my momma always tells me there’s always someone more skilled than you out in the world, so I have to keep that in the back of my head as I train. 

			I annoyingly pull the right side of my headset again and glance at her. “Wil, we’ve talked about this. I seriously need to practice.”

			“Well then, tell your girlfriend that.”

			My face scrunches as I gather who the heck she’s talking about. I mute my mic, hoping Havoc couldn’t hear. These fancy things are supposed to cancel out background noise, but I’d be crazy if I didn’t believe some noise creeps through.

			“Who the heck is my girlfriend?”

			“Zara.”

			My stomach begins to turn. What? Why is she here? I don’t remember inviting her over, especially today. Is anyone listening to me when I say I need to practice! Do I need to shout it from the mountaintops for people to take me seriously? I’m doing my best not to flip out completely.

			“Zara is here? What? Why?” I ask. “And why are you saying she’s my girlfriend when you know she’s not?”

			Willow rolls her eyes. I guess I’m irritating her because that makes sense. “Riley, I don’t know. Why don’t you go find out?”

			Okay, I don’t know what’s up with her crap attitude, but I can’t even worry about that right now because I have an uninvited guest on my porch, and I’m supposed to be gaming for the night.

			Unnecessary. Stress.

			I tell Havoc to hold down the fort while I step away for a moment. I set my headset on the desk. “Don’t touch anything, or you’ll lose those dainty fingers of yours,” I say to Willow as I walk past her and down the hallway.

			My mind is going a million miles a minute trying to figure out why Zara showed up out of the blue. Ugh. I dread each step I take as the door nears. I push down the handl in angst and see her standing with chocolate—smiling.

			“Hey?”

			“Hey, I don’t know why, but I felt like the universe was telling me I should stop by—so I did.”

			I assure you the universe wasn’t communicating that considering what I should be doing right now. Maybe they meant—next week? “Oh?”

			“Well, and also, Will said something about a girls’ night, so I thought, why not come over early and bear gifts so you’ll let me stay.”

			She squeezes out what I assume she thinks is a toddler-like, “Please, please, please,” grin. I am not amused, but I’m also not an asshole so here I am—in a situation.

			“Wait. A what? Girl nights? I know nothing about this. I’m supposed to be gaming all day today. I’m sorry—”

			“Oh, c’mon. You’re already like the best ever; you don’t need to sit in front of a screen all day long. Your skills aren’t going anywhere!”

			I can feel the annoyance glowing around my body. If she could see the heat escaping my body, it would be red and hot. I am sick of explaining myself. Just one day off could leave you rusty for hours the next time you play! It’s not a matter of my skills diminishing. Ugh.

			“Can you give me just a sec?” I ask.

			“Sure. It’s a little chilly. Do you mind if I come in?”

			A parrot could read through my fake grin right now. “Sure.”

			I lead her into the couch and head to Willow. Without knocking, I enter her room. “What gives?”

			She’s stretched across her bed with her legs crossed, eating a bag of chocolate-covered pretzels. This sight irritates me even more.

			“What are you talking about?”

			I take a deep breath. “What do you—what is this about a girls’ night? Like, what are you doing? What is up with you? I went to brunch. We came home a chilled for a bit. All I asked was to let me have the rest of the day to play.”

			She crunches a pretzel before she answers—chewing it like I’ve disturbed her peace. I have no idea what’s got her panties in a wad. “We were talking in a group chat about the girls coming over tonight, that’s it,” she tells me. “I don’t know why Zara is here so early. Tell her to go home.”

			“I’m not going to tell her to go home, Willow. She’s your friend.”

			“Well, she likes you. I’m sure she’s here early to hang with you.”

			I pause and stare at her. I can feel my eyebrows twist and my head tilts. Willow continues watching her soapbox as if I’m not in the room, and she doesn’t say what she’s said. I can feel the anger creep into my bloodstream as I stare at her stare at her TV in an endless motion.

			“Hello?” I question. “What are you—you know what? Never mind.”

			I backpedal and head out of her room, leaving the door open to grind her gears. I annoyingly stare at the ceiling as I contemplate whether to make a run for my room or drag myself to the living room to entertain Zara. I already know which my sub-conscience is choosing, so I drag my feet to the front of the house. 

			“Well, looks like it’s you and me until the party starts,” I begin as I sit on the far end of the couch. I’d just rather not have any speculation start swirling around. “Have any idea on what we should do?”

			That sounds way too inviting, and I need to reword it immediately. “I mean like, do you want to watch TV or something.”

			“Not really.”

			“Uh, okay,” I awkwardly reply. “Do you have a suggestion?” I try not to sound too annoyed however, that’s what I am. This is not my friend, she’s Willow’s. I had no plans for the rest of the day besides gaming and you show up to my house with no ideas? I can feel my blood begin to simmer.

			“Not really. I guess I thought you’d be up for something.”

			I give a fake grin and slowly rise. “Excuse me,” I say. I head back to Willow’s room and try her door but it’s locked. “Wil!” I shout. “Open the door.”

			No response.

			“What is going on,” I mumble under my breath. I rub my temples as I feel anger brewing throughout. Before I can knock again the doorbell rings. I drag my feet to answer. I swing the door open without glancing through the peephole to see Carter standing with a stack of movies in her hand. I immediately begin shaking my head. “Carter, what is this?” I ask.

			“Um, movies? What do you mean? You literally asked for a movie night.”

			I freeze and stare at her. What is she talking about? I would have never asked for this when I’m so close to A55. 

			“Movie night? What? I never asked for a movie, Carter. You know I’m supposed…”

			“To be training. Yeah, yeah but that isn’t what tonight is about, right?” 

			My nose curls and my eyesbrow pulled closer together. What the heck is she talking about? What is tonight about?

			“Are you going to let me in?” she asks as she tries to bypass me. I stick my arm out and gently push her onto the porch. I shut the door behind me. 

			“Okay, what the hell is going on and don’t lie to me. I never asked for a movie night,” I begin without taking a breath. “I never asked for anyone to come over on one of the most important practice nights of my life. I don’t know why you and Willow are so pissed at me for trying to win this tournament, something that doesn’t come around everyday and yet, I still am fighting now both of you on the same subject. Carter, what gives?” I let out a large sigh. That was a mouthful.

			Carters eyes are wide as if she just saw a black bear run across the front lawn. “I…Wil called me and said you wanted to do this girls night in honor of this weekend. Maybe she misinterpreted?”

			Misinterpreted? Yeah, right. Sabbatoge, maybe.

			I blankly stare at Carter, words failing to come out. The door swings open from behind me and I turn.

			“Coming in?” Zara asks. “Oh, did I interrupt something?”

			I turn back to face Carter and fight back the tears that want to fall from my eyes. I just want to practice. Why do I feel like Willow is actually trying to sabbatoge me? Zara isn’t leaving a clean taste in my mouth either. Does Willow feel like if I win the tournament, then our time will be cut short even more? I need to find a way to talk to her but she wont even give me the time of day without being snarky.

			“Carter,” I start. “I love you but I’m going to go to my room and practice the game that I’m competing for this weekend. If that makes me a bad friend, then I will deal with that when I get back. You are more than welcome to hangout here with them but I won’t be in attendance.”

			She grins. “Riley. Go play your nerdy game. I love you more. No promises I won’t pop in to watch ya a bit.”

			I grin and brush past Zara to head down the hall. Willow’s door is still shut. I head to my room and plop into my gaming chair. I needed to get away from whatever was happening out there. I grab my headset and controller and turn the game on. I fidget with my fingers until everything loads up, and the first thing the screen reads is: 

			Idle too long. Kicked from lobby.

			Oh my gosh. Havoc! I’m the worst. I hurry and open the chat bar and send her a message.

			 

			ChefRiley:	I am so sorry.

			 

			She’s offline. Ugh. I hope she isn’t upset with me. I’m just going to play solos and hope she comes back online this evening. I notices Vulcherz is only but for some reason I’m in no mood to play with them. I switch my status to offline so I can game privately.

			



	

Chapter 4

			A break from my home was much needed so I asked mom to drop me at the arcade early this morning to see what needed to be done around here. The girls are all asleep on the livingroom floor and that’s exactly where I planned to leave them. Mom teased me on the drive over because now that I’m on vacation time and not required to come in—here I am. All those evenings of complaints, and I am willingly walking in this builing without being held hostage.

			Aside from my part-time staff calling out sick every other day, they usually keep the place running smooth in my absence. The guy who owns the place, Hershel, is an older fellow who is the biggest video game nerd you’d ever meet. We meet almost every Sunday to talk about the place and ensure we have money coming in, of course.

			Hershel loves his 80s classics but only having the retros in this day in age is bad for business. It took a few months of nagging, but I’ve finally convinced him to purchase a few newer games. We’ve even bought the newest console. With a console being completely out of budget, (shipping arcades overseas isn’t cheap) I told him to take the cost from my check—trusting we’d make it back quickly. After some push, because he persistently refused, he obliged. Plus, I wasn’t going to stop harassing him to do it.

			Boy, was I right. Purchasing a console was such a hit and has been doubling customers even during the day shift. We have been figuring out the logistics of knocking out one of the storage closets to build a gaming nook. We’re thinking of a nice cosy area with a couch or two, LED lights, and minor decorations to really amplify the gaming vibe. This will be a game changer for Hershel and his business.

			Hershel, like me, never had a supportive family for his love of games; even at the age he started his business, he was mocked. So for him taking a leap of faith to open his own arcade was a huge deal. He’s going on sixteen years of business with no end in sight now that we figured out how to combat the slight decline in revenue the last few months. I believe since I have been a constant in his life and place of business, he entrusted me with the change—and adding anything manufactured after 1995 was definitely a change for Hershel.

			He is my inspiration, and I am so glad to have ran into him at the supermarket three years ago wearing a shirt with a stenciled arcade on the back. The front read “got game?” and now that I think about it, it’s probably the most nerd-ish shirt I own.

			The arcade has a dark ambiance with LED’s from each machine lighting the way. There are hanging bulbs just low enough to see they’re there and just bright enough to allow you to see your way around. The floor is low-cut, almost resembling a colored concrete but with the barest amount of cushion. This allows it to be easily cleaned in the event of spills—and scarier things (people with low tolerance of flashing lights and spinny things).

			I try to sneak in with my head low so Jerry, my best, but my most talkative subordinate and arch enemy, doesn’t notice me. My plan is to check out the blueprint of the closet and make a few phone calls on how feasible this task would be. Ideally, we’d like it done within the next month or so.

			Before getting to the back room, I stop by Galaxy to correct the error code reading across the screen. Not sure how no one has seen this, but leave it to me to make sure the place is running smoothly.

			“Captain Riley? Is that you?” I hear coming from around the machine. Only Jerry calls me that, so I know it is—Jerry. I told him to cut it out because it makes me feel like I’m some dictator!

			“Jer, I feel like I say this every day, but please stop calling me that. You may as well drop to your knees and bow down to me.”

			He giggles and gently slaps my shoulder. “Ships go down without their captains. Think of it as a term of endearment.”

			I roll my eyes. “Wouldn’t Hershel be the captain?”

			He nudges me out of the way with his hips and snickers. “Right. Here, let me do this; you’re off the clock.”

			I step aside and let him finish up. “And I don’t think ships go down if there’s a great team on board.”

			“If you think Breana and Tyler are keeping this ship afloat then you’re in for a rude awakening.”

			A grin slips faintly from my lips. Being top of the ranks here I do my best to keep professional. Breana and Tyler are two of our four part-time employees that are, well…they’re trying their best. They’re fourteen-year-old freshmen so this job to them is—just a job. They’re slowing climbing on board to the gaming world, but as of now, they were two pieces of fresh meat looking for a gig after school. 

			“How about you train them how to code these machines next,” I say as I step away and pat him on the side of his upper arm. I figure that was a great way to segue myself out of this conversation because Jerry hates training the staff. I tell him all the time he won’t be able to promote to manager if he can’t be a people person and train his team.

			He’s perfectly fine with those circumstances.

			Jerry is a guy who just wants to work somewhere where he is comfortable and get paid doing it. He isn’t interested in the next steps or promotion, and that’s okay. There are some people who want to live their life as simple as they can make it and for Jerry—this is it.

			I finally make my way to the back room to a look at the updated blueprint. Everything looks good except I do want to see if we can build a shelf into the wall. I’ve seen that style everywhere and it’s neater than tossing a store bought shelf into the room. 

			I head over to Hershel’s desk to grab a pen. His desk is always a “manageable messy” as he calls it. He knows where everything is but if you were an outsider looking in you’d think you need to contact some hoarders reality TV show.

			I shuffle through a few papers and crinkled receipts. You’d think it’d be easy finding a pen but it isn’t. While rummaging, I come across a document with Hershel and my name typed in bold uppercase letters. I’ve never seen it before.

			“What the hell is this?” I whisper to myself. “Small Business Partnership Agreement? What the—”  

			I begin scanning the document as my heart picks up pace. Is Hershel thinking of adding me as a partner to his business? No freaking way.

			Twenty different emotions flood through me, and I begin pacing around them room as I continue to read the document. “Partnership shall commence on February 12, 2027 and herby—” I glance at the calendar on the wall to see how far away February 2027 is because apparently I now have no concept of how to tell time anymore through the stress. In the same moment, I realize that the partnership commences on my birthday! Hershel is making me a partner on my nineteenth birthday. A tear rolls down my cheek as I drop to the ground on my knees. I can’t believe this. Hershel knows how bad I want to open up a gaming bar, and I wonder if this is his way of teaching me the ropes to owning a business.I feel like I’ve ruined his surprise, but I am completely over the moon. I don’t even know what to say.

			I’m speechless.

			I think it’s best if I don’t mention this to him. I know how he is, and he already doesn’t show emotions and I know this is a ginormous deal in his book. I would hate to ruin it by telling him I was searching for a pen on his desk that looks like three tornados and an earthquake hit it in the same day.

			It does make me slightly sad that Hershel isn’t going to do this with one of his two children. Neither of them embarked on the gaming journey and wanted to follow their own path. I understand completely. My family is all in the medical field, and I’m the ugly duckling who chose to be a gamer instead. That conversation wasn’t pretty, but I insisted on following my on path and dreams.

			I stand and place the document back under the stack of papers and crumpled receipts as if I never touched it. I’m hoping Hershel’s desk is in such bad shape that he doesn’t even notice.

			I head back over to the blueprint to try to focus on the task at hand. Now that I may be part owner of this place in a few years, I prematurely decided to a little spice to the gaming nook blueprint—just a larger TV, nothing too crazy. Maybe some massage chairs to take the edge off the shoulders. Hershel will never go for any of that. A 72-inch TV is “a waste of space,” according to his logic. A waste of energy and larger electric bill would have been the more appropriate argument.

			I make my calls and last edits so I can head out. After trying every possible layout, I call it. Noticing I’ve been engulfed in this project far longer than I expected, I realized I haven’t been on my phone in a while. I check for missed messages. I should have listened to that little voice in my head to keep it in my pocket because there are none. Nothing like convincing yourself you aren’t disappointed while you in fact are sitting in a filthy pool of smelly disappointment.

			I’m pretty bummed about the Havoc situation. I know what my intentions were, but I can’t explain that to someone I really don’t know. I messed up.  Sending a double text would probably give her grounds to block me. It’s definitely too soon for that type of behavior. If she wanted to message me—she would.

			I make my last rounds around the arcade. I won’t see this place until I get back from Area55 Con—hopefully as a world champion. I can’t imagine what name Jerry would call me if I’m crowned the best of Area 55. While making my rounds, I remembered Mom and I need to stop by the supermarket to grab a few items for the road in the morning. I’m not a big food shopper, so I asked Willow if she’d do the task with Mom instead. Apparently, it was too much to ask. She’s doing a face mask today, so she’s unavailable. I’m not really sure what’s going on with her, but I plan to figure it out on the drive.

			I head over to the front windows to flip the switch on the open sign. I have enjoyed not being blinded by the wirey LEDs, even if it has only been a couple of days. As soon as I do, the bell on the entrance door chimes. “Whoa, already?” I ask aloud. We don’t usually have customers lined up to come in as if it’s Black Friday. I take a glance down the way to see someone standing at the check-in podium. I glance to Jerry whose wiping down a table to signal that I have it.

			“Morning! Looking to get some early action in?” I joke in my friendly customer service voice as I wrap around behind the podium. She has on a purple baseball cap that’s hovering low with her hazel eyes piercing through. She’s wearing her hood over the hat and joggers to match. I notice more than I probably should have because I love purple, but it seems to be quite a comfortable outfit if you ask me. Her beauty catches my eye, but being the professional that I am, I ignore the fact to be the manager Hershel trained me to be.

			“I’m sorry, I probably look crazy coming in here at 10 a.m. I just needed a break from the road.”

			I grin. Her voice give my heart a small flutter, but I know I’m a sucker for a pretty girl in a baggy hoodie and joggers.

			 “I won’t say crazy, but you may be the first in our history that’s come in as the sign turned on aside from new release days. But hey, what’s this place for if you can’t come in when it opens?”

			“Sorry, I’m passing through, and you guys popped up on my GPS. I game and haven’t been able to on my trip. Kinda going through withdrawals,” she chuckles with a nervous scratch to the back of her head.

			“Oh, nice. Well, welcome in,” I say, gesturing toward the game floor. “We have unlimited play Thursday’s for $10.95, but for you, I’ll make ya a deal since you’re an avid gamer on a road trip. How long has it been so far?”

			“I’m listening. And maybe twenty-four hours?”

			My eyebrows raise, and I grin. Twenty-four hour withdrawals? She must be a real gamer, the real deal. I momentarily get lost in her eyes. I guess I’m just a sucker for any human that has the XX gene because, wow, she’s a sight. 

			I grin. “Are you a console gamer?”

			“Fortunately for you, I’m not,” she grins. “But—I have been using a controller the last few weeks against my will. I haven’t actually tested my skills out with a player yet.”

			“Fortunately? And against your will?” I reply as shock fills my eyes. “You’ll have to go into depth with these, new stranger.” 

			If anyone ever told you I was a terrible flirt, this is the proof.

			She grins. “I feel like I’d kick your butt if I was. I game on PC.” 

			I act out my self dramatically throwing up. “Oh no, you’re one of those. I was hoping you meant you were a handheld gamer or something.””

			“Only someone who’s bad at PC would say that.”

			I halt the theatrics and stare deep into her eyes. “And I am.” 

			I’m an awful PC gamer. The mouse, the arrows, the keys…all of it is just…yuck.

			She giggles. “Okay. What’s the deal?”

			“Well, I was hoping you’re a console player so you could play multiplayer Area 55.” I point across the room. “I’m okay at the game, but that guy over there is no good. I need better competition, but it seems like you wouldn’t fit that description being a PC gamer.” 

			I try to bait her with my words. Every gamer loves a good challenge even if the platform isn’t our native tongue. I was supposed to be getting out of here, but I supposed I can spare a few minutes.

			“I know what you’re doing,” she replies.

			“And?” I ask.

			“And it’s working,” she smirks. “I told you I’ve had to use a controller against my will the last few weeks, so I still may give you a run for your money.”

			I grin and motion “after you” toward our temp gaming nook.

			We end up playing for almost two hours. Luckily, I’m not on the clock, but I did have regulars come up and watch me play a few rounds. They’re really respectful and have pretty much learned everyone’s shift, so they bothered Jerry with their questions. I also quickly sent mom a text to stand down, and I’d text her when I was ready.

			For this girl not being a console player, she definitely gave me a run for my money. I owe her hundreds. I was thoroughly impressed. She is indeed a gamer, and if I was crazy, I’d say she’s a pro. She’s almost too good. I’m more impressed she’s that skilled on controller, and she’s a PC gamer.

			“I should probably get back on the road. My hotel is another hour away from here.”

			I jump up from the chair feeling bad that I’ve kept her in town for longer than she planned. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have—“

			“It’s okay, really. I had fun!”

			We set the controllers down, and I escort her to the front. I break the silence so it’s not an awkward goodbye.“You gave me a run for my money, I’m glad I didn’t place any bets, although I feel like I owe you anyway.” 

			She grins. “You weren’t too bad. I’ve played with someone like your style before, so I could read a few of your strats before you made them.”

			My nose crinkles and my jaw drops. “What is something like me?” I laugh. “An awesome freaking player?”

			She glances at me and shakes her head. “That’s it…no, you just love to push into chaos… you’re a sweat.”

			I have never heard more insulting words from a more beautiful girl. I place my head over my chest in shock. “I am not!”

			“Don’t worry about it,” she giggles patting me on the back. “Sometimes you need to be. And that person was a butt-face, so you don’t want to be like them.”

			We get to the door and the air feels slightly thin. Once she leaves, we’ll most likely never see each other again.

			“Yeah, sweats are butt-faces,” I jokingly mock. “Thanks for coming in. Maybe you’ll find your way into town again someday.”

			“I’ll make sure I do.” She faintly grins and heads for the door. Curiosity is slowing killing the cat (me) so I have to ask.

			“I’ll be ready for you next time.” My right eyebrow raises in suspicion. “You sure you’re not a professional gamer? You’re really good on console and caught on to A55 pretty quick.”

			She grins. “You sure you aren’t? Miss I’m-okay-at-the-game?” She motions two bunny ears as she says “okay.” 

			I smile. “Looks like you’ll have to find out next time you stop through.”

			“Fine. Give me four days. Monday at noon sound okay to you? I’ll be pretty rusty, so that gives you time to practice.” She winks.

			“Monday at noon,” I confirm. She heads out, and I’m left leaning on the check-in podium smiling like a goofball. She was so cool and wholesome, she feels familiar. Like our souls have been around each other before. I’m stoked for Monday at noon. Why didn’t I catch her name? I always forget to ask people for their name.

			



	

Chapter 5

			I’m headed to the supermarket with Mom. I’m not a big shopper, and Mom wants me to take this lead since it’s my trip. Mom handled all the shopping when I was growing up. I was just along for the ride, usually riding the buggy like a scooter down the aisles annoying other shoppers. There was usually more food in the basket than what I have right now so I know I’d topple right over to the ground if I even attempted.

			I have no idea what to pack for this road trip. I’m thinking sandwiches, but then again, whose going to prep them? Not me.

			Anyway, I’m grabbing just a few things so we don’t completely starve on the way. We won’t have much time to stop because we didn’t want to leave at 5 a.m. So 8:30 is the departure time, and I swear Willow better not be one minute late.

			I‘m excited that Willow is coming with us. I think it’ll be a good time to repair our friendship and talk a lot of our issues out. There’s been so much tension between us the last few weeks, and I have no idea why. Well, partially. She’s been so pissed that my schedule is crazy, but I have no idea why she’s not understanding that it’s nothing against her. I’m just, busy. I tried to hint at her to find a hobby, but the way her eyebrows curled told me to stay in my lane. 

			I wish I got to spend more time with Carter. She is the complete opposite of Willow. She’s understanding, and she’s almost always on my side. I think its because she has a logical brain. She uses logical reasoning when having a conversation, and it’s what I love best about her. 

			Entering EMart, I immediately feel overwhelmed by the luminescent lights shining over thirty aisles and grocery carts flying around like its Black Friday. I’ve never had to pack for a road trip, so I’m not sure which snacks are appropriate for a six-hour drive. Do we get sandwiches? Chips? I have no idea. I’m new to this independent grocery shopping world, but I’m determined to figure it all out. I glance at Mom for direction, and she may as well picked me up and threw me into the deepest end of a pool.

			My first guess is to do what I’ve seen my mom do hundreds of times—go to produce. I head over to see if anything appeals to vibe of a road trip. Oranges? No. Apples? Ugh, I hate apples. They’re too crunchy. The bananas look nice, but they’re green still, and I’m almost certain you don’t eat bananas until they’re yellow.

			Outside of training for this tournament, I love gaming. I love been immersed in a fictional world having fun with my friends. People outside of our world just don’t get it. We’re always being told to “go outside” or “make real friends”  but eighty percent of the time we are playing with our real friends and news flash: we do go outside. Sorry I don’t want to be in the sun 24/7 roasting my skin away.

			I don’t know, I guess you can never please everyone. Might as well please yourself.

			Tonight I’m supposed to be playing with Vulcherz; we haven’t missed a Thursday in weeks. They shouldn’t flake because I’m one day away from A55Con, and they know this is it. If they do, I’ll just have to play with randoms. Not that I hate it. I’ve sent Havoc a few invites post-Zara and “girls night” but no luck. She hasn’t unfriended me, but I definitely think somethings up. I think I screwed up ignoring her yesterday when Zara unexpectedly came over. I completely forgot to message her back. I’m really indifferent on how I feel because at the end of the day Havoc could be literally anyone! I have to treat her like any other random I meet online, right? Usually these random friend requests fizzle out in a few days, and you never play with each other again. This is probably one of those situations.

			I spend no longer than nine minutes in the store before I call it. Mom and I go to the register, and I decide to head home with premade sandwiches, chips, cookies, and my gaming snacks. I do feel like I conquered a little, but I know Mom would have found a way to make it feel like we had the grocery store itself in the car with us. I think it was cool of her to let me take the ranks with our food however, I feel she may regret that decision while we’re on the road.

			I don’t really have the patience for a grocery store. I grab my snacks from the car and head inside. I set the extra bags on the counter for Willow to put up when she gets home. She has OCD about the way the pantry is organized, so I don’t even bother. I don’t know if she color coordinates, arranges in alphabetical order or by types of food. Last time I tried to help I was kicked out of the kitchen. 

			Anyway, I head to my room to setup for my night of gaming. Area55Con is less than twenty-four hours away. It’s time for me to pull an all-nighter.

			



	

Chapter 6 

			I check to see if Havoc is online and no luck there. On my end, she’s been showing as offline for twenty-seven hours. I sigh to myself and load into a game of solo’s. 

			It’s officially crunch time as my practice hours are coming to an end. Vulcherz isn’t online either, so it’s just me tonight. I’m going to use tonight as a “try everything in the book” type of gameplay. Before my player loads into the plane, I stand to lock my door so I have zero interruptions. I take a glance at my window and make sure it’s locked too— for a double safety measure if you will. At this point, I have no idea what goes through Willow’s brain, especially when she has company.

			As I load into my first match, I make a spur of the moment decision that I will focus on my push game this round. Every enemy I see, I’m going to charge them for the kill, hoping to come out a victor. This method will also get me comfortable in situations where I have no choice but to push. I will already have my strategies ready and know how to defend in the event I get low in health. I’ll continue to practice any method I can think of until it’s time for bed.

			While I play out my theories, I annoying find myself checking the quick menu to see if any people I know have come online. So far, no good.

			“Ugh,” I sigh and get up from my desk. “I need something else to do.”

			I plop onto my bed and open up the handy dandy internet on my phone. My eyes wander as I think about what to search. I gaze around and notice how dull my room is. I’m thinking I need to add some color. I feel like its what Scrooge’s bedroom would look like—or Shrek’s. As I continue to throw self-insults about my space, I glance at my monitor. This might be the dumbest thing I’m going to do today, but here I go.

			I search “Havoc Gaming” on Google like a noob. The worst results came up with “HVAC - Gains City, The Best…” being the worst. I mean really where is the relevancy! I don’t know why I expected to find something about this mystery gamer, but I had hopes I did. Most great players have a platform—then again, I don’t have a platform so I guess that argument is moot.

			I’m just hungry for the answer. “Who is Havoc?” My assumption that she could have been overly-friendly in our messages has tainted my mind. Ugh, the area that is gray is too large to continue thinking about this tonight. I toss my phone to the end of my bed to lessen the urge to continue my search. 

			Rolling off of my bed, I head to the closet. Maybe I should color my feelings out. I go to my stash of superhero coloring books and pick out my favorite featuring Grappler Woman.

			Grappler Woman is one of the greatest superheroes known to man. Her suit is equipped with on-demand grapple hooks so she is able to travel around with ease. The wrist cuffs can aim down targets with hook grapples and completely take away motor skills with jolts of intense electricity. The best feature it has is that as long as she has on the mask, it can be controlled by what her mind tells it to do; otherwise, she’d have to manually press the buttons on the suit, a manufacturing flaw at its finest. In my personal opinion, she should consider getting that upgraded.

			She is my fiction role model. She doesn’t take crap from anyone. Well, I wouldn’t either if I was equipped to paralyze you on mind command. The developer was dope enough to give her a gamer personality—the old school kind, but I’ll take it! She plays arcades and has a few in her office.

			Anyway, I grab the coloring book and head over to my desk for some TLC. Coloring helps my focus, especially when I am frustrated or overwhelmed… or whatever emotion is consuming me for that day. I feel like my life is attempting to fall apart without permission and my control feels nonexistent. The vibe my friends (Willow) has been giving me doesn’t make any sense. I don’t feel betrayed just yet, but I definitely feel a certain way. 

			



	

Chapter 7 

			I hate packing. There’s too much thinking that goes into it. How many pairs of socks to you need? Underwear? Shirts? Oh, and don’t forget shirts for PJ’s. But wait. Which shoes will go with which outfit? Then you have to basically pack your entire bathroom and you’re bound to leave something behind. So yeah. Packing isn’t my favorite cup of tea.

			I’m glad the drive to Albuquerque is only six and a half hours. I wish Carter was coming, especially after last night, but its just me and Wil. This may give us some time to hash a few of our, or should I say her, problems out. 

			I’m not so sure about my decision inviting Willow to come. While I would love to talk about feelings and the cracks in our friendship, this may not be the trip for that. Plus, I was sure she was going to ask to stay at Carter’s for the weekend with how irate she becomes while I game. Going to an entire convention? I was sure she would turn that invitation down. 

			I don’t really want to think much about last night. The whole thing was pretty uncomfortable for me. Everyone but Carter treats me like I’m supposed to be interested in every girl I come across. I got sick of the “would you kiss me if’s,” like, please stop. No. No, I wouldn’t kiss you if you liked green eggs and ham, and I wouldn’t kiss you if my console overheated, Sam I am. Just leave me alone. I just want regular friends who talk about things other than if I am interested in them. I think the fact that Willow and I live together and I haven’t tried to take it to any base should say more than I ever could. 

			To make matters worse, I still haven’t heard from Havoc. I checked her status when I woke up this morning, and she’s still showing as offline. That’s almost two days. There is part of me that feels like she’s manually changed her online status so I can’t see when she’s on. My message still shows as unread, but if she has notifications on her phone, then she’s definitely seen it. I’m trying not to spiral. She was really awesome to play with, and I hope I didn’t screw the bird. Plus, she’s all I can think about.

			I need to do something to get my mind off of her. The good news is I have that gaming thing on Monday when I get back, but that’s after A55Con so my mind can’t really think about it as much as I would like to right now. Although, the girl was super cool. Like really cool.

			Like clockwork, there’s a knock at my door. “Come in.”

			“Hey, we’re leaving at 8:30, right?” Willow asks, standing in the doorway. She seems hesitant to come in.

			“Yep,” I reply with an eyebrow raised.

			She scans my room as if she’s looking for something to pack. “Okay. You have everything?”

			“Just about. I really don’t want to pack my body wash, but I forgot to grab a travel size at the store.”

			“I have an extra. I’ll pack both.”

			“Cool. Thanks, Wil.”

			She leaves, and I glance and the time on my monitor. Holy crap it’s already eight o’clock! Why is Mom not manically running around rushing us? Panic oozes its way into my body, and I pick up the pace with packing, marking items off of my checklist. It also didn’t go unnoticed that was the most normal conversation I’ve had with Willow in days.

			“Headset, check. Controller, check. Console, check…”

			I mean, yeah, I have clothes too but let’s be real here, those can be replaced, and I’ll wear this same outfit for thirty days before I leave my most prized possessions behind. I finish getting my things packed and do a plop onto the suitcase to get it to zip.

			“There,” I say as I stand tall, proud of my accomplishment. I sling my backpack over my back, grab the suitcase and head for the door. I’ll come back and get my gaming bag, can’t take the risk hauling it to the car like I would all the groceries out the trunk.

			I enter the hallway and laughter swarms my ears. “What the heck?” I whisper. I gain in on the kitchen and Willow’s sitting in one of the barstools with a Venti Machiatto, accompanied by Zara. Questions circle around my head as to why she’s here when we are about to get on the road. I’m more confused because Willow doesn’t hang out with Zara practically at all, so why now? The look on my face must have said it all because Willow gives me a smirk that says more than what I needed it to. I ignore all the signs and continue to the garage door. “Going to pretend like I don’t see you sitting around drinking Satan’s caffeine when you should be putting your bags in the car.” 

			“Bite me,” she responds.

			I roll my eyes and head out the door. I raise the garage and pop the trunk. While placing my suitcase inside, I hear the garage door open and close. I’m sure it’s Willow. She creeps around the car until she’s peeking from the side of the trunk.

			“So,” she starts. “I was thinking…”

			“Mhm.”

			“What if—”

			I give her a side-eye as I lug my suitcase in the trunk. “Let me guess. What if Zara comes with us? Where’s your bag?”

			“Oh, no. I wasn’t—but if you’re wanting to…” she winks. “Oh, who am I kidding; I asked your mom. It would be good for me to bring a friend, ya know, since you’ll be busy with your nerds.”

			I step around her and head back for the door. “This must of been in your plan all along. Which I guess, but I was hoping this would give us a chance to work out our issues.”

			“What? No? And wh-what issues?” she stumbles. “I don’t have any issues; do you have issues? Seems like you’ve been drinking Satan’s caffeine, Ri.”

			I stare blankly at her. “Why would she be here at eight in the morning then, Wil? Who is up voluntarily at this time of day with a trip to Bre Bre’s Coffee already made?” I feel myself getting worked up. “It’s fine. Forget I said anything.”

			She ponders as she tries to give a good answer. I leave her to swim in her thoughts so I can finish packing. I was preparing to get Willow and my friendship in order for this trip, but now I guess I need to prep for a six-hour road trip with these two new besties. Oh, do I have a bone to pick with my mom.

			This should be a blast.

			



	

Chapter 8 

			Taylor Swift has been blaring on repeat for the last two hours. This has been the only way to keep Willow and Zara from complaining about how far we have to drive. I don’t think Zara has much room to complain as she invited herself on this trip, but girls will be girls—well, super feminine girls will be girls.

			They’re in the back seat on their phones. I feel like a chauffeur driver next to Mom, but whatever works. I feel a little at peace up here alone; just me and the open road—and Mom. She’s been in her own zone. I was thinking about asking if she wanted to play this old game we use to play when I was a kid and went on roadtrips—Bug Slugs. When you see a Bug Slug car, you have to say the color of it and its name. We usually kept the score going until we reached the destination. One time, Mom saw eighteen bug slugs! This was no easy feat being on the backroads of the Midwest. It was very impressive.

			My mind is thinking of everything under the sun: gameplay, A55con itself, this Monday, and I’d be lying to the world if I said I wasn’t thinking about Havoc. When I make mistakes, they tend to sit with me, crawling under my skin until I resolve them. The way I left Havoc is eating me alive. I know most people wouldn’t care and move on with their life, but the mere fact that we’ve gamed for hours together was equivalent to one of those spit-handshake-bonds kids make to solidify a friendship.

			I was wrong and there’s no way for me to fix it.

			I knew I shouldn’t have drank an entire bottle of Gatorade. My bladder is sure to be overflowing right now—not too sure it works that way, but I’m sure of it. Unfortunately, we’re nearly twenty minutes out from the next exit. Once you get into the plains of America, well, life becomes a little bit scarce. If I was a guy I would possibly hop out the car for a leak and hop back in, but fortunately, I am not. I don’t think Mom would ever let me do that anyway.

			I glance over at the speed gauge, and she is already going over the limit by seven; surely, five or so more can’t hurt. “Hey, Mom?” I hesitantly ask knowing she’s in her driving zone. “Do you mind if we take the next exit so I can use the restroom? I think I may pass out or my bladder may actually explode. What would you do if that happened, Mom? You’d be without your only daughter. Please, I beg of you that we pull over—”

			“Riley, geez, okay!” she belts. “Did we need all of that, cray?”

			I laugh. “I just needed to make sure you understood how bad I have to go.”

			“Ri, you could have just asked to stop. I’ll take the next exit, but it’s about eighteen minutes out so you might want to sing or sleep. I don’t know, but I do know that seat better be dry once we get there.”

			 

			Mom gave it an extra 3mph push to cut no more than forty-five seconds off the GPS.  Exiting the highway, I can see the gas station ahead so no GPS needed to navigate where the eyes can see. I sigh as I see the restrooms are located outside the store so that’s depressing. There’s also only one other car so it’s definitely giving we’re walking into a horror film. We’re about half full of gas, so Mom says it’s best to pop ten bucks in. I usually pump gas for her, so I hop out and notice there’s a “please pay inside” note on the pump. Great. I decide to leave those two alone in the back seat. They’re asleep, so why bother them. 

			I can’t hold my bladder any longer, so I dart to the restroom before going in to pay. I open the door preparing for the worst, and to my surprise, it’s not half bad. They even popped a couple of plug-in air fresheners in the outlets. This must be why they say to never judge a book by its cover. I would have guessed this is where Kruger comes after a night of hunting. I sincerely apologize, Marty’s Gas N’ Stop.

			I do what I need to do and head inside to pay for the gas. I skip the drinks, but I can’t skip the snacks. I grab a chocolate bar, a bag of sour cream and onion chips, and a pack of gum—those onions will consume you if you let it.

			I walk up to pay for it all remembering I have cash, so I begin squeezing my hand into my pockets to get the money. While trying not to stretch the seams of my pockets, which reminds me that women deserve better jeans, the bell on the door chimes as someone opens the door. Fright jolts down my spin a little because the stereotype of serial killers living around these parts still resides in the back of my head, so I immediately pray it isn’t Mr. Kruger himself. I avoid eye contact as I remember I am only fifteen and slighty frail and now my mind is racing if my mom and friends have become victims.

			I hand the clerk the money and play it cool as I calmly but swiftly head for the door. I peer down the aisle, noticing the suspsected killer stopped at the ATM. They swing their head toward me, making a piercing eye contact—one that takes my breath away.

			That’s no serial killer, I can tell you that. She scarily looks like the girl from the arcade, but I know she’s long gone on her road trip. Whoever she is, her soul must be made of gold the way she just made me feel. She gives me a grin, and I return the favor and head out. I don’t know why I’ve been getting these ridiculous feelings with girls these days! I have never been girl crazy, and it seems like it’s all catching up to me now.

			The fresh air hits my skin as I exit, making me wish I was on a beach instead the middle of nowhere. I sigh and head to pump my gas.

			My eyes keep making their way toward the door to get another look. She hasn’t come out yet. I turn toward the pump, noticing it’s moving incredibly slow. If there was a serial killer out here, we’d all be screwed. I lean against my car as I watch the numbers move at the speed of an oven preheating. What’s crazy is all of this potential serial killer mess still beats the two in my car being awake and annoying me.

			Just as the pump’s handle releases, signaling it’s finished, the doors to Marty’s open as well. I put the handle up and peer to the girl holding bags as if she just left the supermarket. So that’s what took her so long, she was shopping. The sun is bright so I’m awkwardly squinting and realize I’m staring so I quickly get back into the car.

			“You’re the worst,” I whisper to myself.

			“You think she’s cute huh?” I jump in fright as Zara leans into the front of the car. 

			“No. What?” I reply. “Sit back.”

			“Wait. I need a Coke. Give me one second!”

			Before Mom or I can respond, she jumps out of the car and runs into the store. I sigh and glance at the time. We’re doing fine, but now this means one of the two are awake. 
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			“Hey, Mom?” I ask.

			“Hey, Ri?” 

			I chuckle and place my phone on the side of the door. “You are why I’m this nerd, ya know.”

			“The coolest nerd I know,” she grins. “What’s up?”

			I try to hide my grin. In the right context, I kinda enjoy being called a nerd. “I was thinking…what do you say we play Bug Slug’s for old times sake?” I hold my breath to prepare for disappointment. Mom has gotten older, so maybe she thinks that game is for younger parents now. She could have outgrown it. “Nevermind I asked,” I interrupt the half second of silence. “It was stupid to ask.”

			Mom veers the car over to the right lane and then runs off the road. “What the heck is going on!” I gasp. “Ah!”

			The car comes to a jolting stop, and Mom spins her head toward me. “Why in the hell are you screaming, Riley Jones?”

			I smirk, shrugging my shoulders. “I dunno, I felt like it was appropriate for the scene at hand.”

			For a brief second, I could see the glow of happiness in Mom’s face. I haven’t seen Mom smile much lately. I assume that has a lot to do with her job. They’ve been asking a lot of her lately ever since they’ve had a few people quit. I’ve even been trying to perfect my tacos so Mom doesn’t have to come home and cook. If I’m being completely honest, I’d give every penny of my winnings to Mom if that meant she could enjoy her life again. Maybe she could invest in her children’s book she’s wanted to create for as long as I can remember. I know I’d find a way to achieve my dreams still, especially with sponsors flocking my way.

			Mom is still staring at me, and I’m unsure if I should smile or frown. “Uh, Mom?” I ask.

			“I’m so proud of you, Ri,” she begins, and I immediately feel my tear ducts activating. “Through all of the unkind words said to you for as long as you can remember, here you are. I didn’t know what this day would actually look like but back-roading in—”

			“Wait, back-roading?” I interrupt.

			“Oh yeah, made the wrong turn miles ago. You think I’d tell you that? 

			My eyes widen, and I begin looking at our surroundings. The “road” we are on appears as if it’s made of sand; actually, I think it is made of sand. Help! I look back at Mom giving her a “what the heck” look, and she’s cracking herself up. I think I even see those tumbleweed things flying around!

			“We’re fine. Ziri says were about five miles from the main road. Anyway, Ri, I’m proud of you and you better kick everyone’s ass. Money or not.” She grabs my neck and kisses my forehead. Her lack of concern for our current location is alarming.

			“Okay, Mom. Thank you. I proud of you too.”

			“Yeah, yeah… and the money will be going into your college fund.”

			A thin layer of silence sweeps through the car. We stare at each other and burst into laughter. Mom knows college is not on my agenda. “Okay,” she continues, “let’s find these slugs.”

			As she veers back onto the road, we begin looking through a desert where no bug slugs would ever exist…nor humans. I don’t even think birds live out here. Knowing this information, we’re going to be on the lookout anyway. Maybe my mom isn’t too old to still have fun with me.

			



	

Chapter 9 

			“Room 222 will be at the end of the right hallway on your left. Enjoy your stay, Ms. Jones.”

			“Thank you,” Mom replies, reaching for the key card from the receptionist. 

			“Yes?” she says. 

			“Oh, I just need the key card,” Mom replies.

			She chuckles. “Oh, no, ma’am, your fingerprint will open the door; sorry I forgot to scan you running my mouth.”

			Her fingerprint? Where are we, 2080? Just a few hours ago we were in the stone ages. A fingerprint seems kind of “government-y,” but if that’s the only thing that can open our door, I might be game for it. Mom quickly scans her right index finger, and we follow suit. I lug our bags over my shoulder, being extra careful with my gaming bag and head for the elevator. Mom got Wil and Zara their own room—well, I asked her if they can have their own. I really didn’t want to double bunk for two days. 

			I have about two hours before I need to be at the arena, so what better way than to spend it gaming. Mom dropped her bags and headed to the restaurant bar to meet her best friend, so I quickly set up everything and plop down in this oddly comfortable hotel chair. During the process, I didn’t realize how drastic the temperature changed since I had walked in.

			I head over to the thermostat. “What the heck is this?” It reads:

			Person detected, blast cool air.

			My face scrunches. “Who asked for this? It’s November, blast the heat! We need heat!” I ironically begin a dramatic shiver as if I just stepped into a polar bear’s igloo. Wait, do polar bears build igloos or is that a human thing? Nevertheless, if it’s fifty-five degrees in here and forty-seven degrees outside, then there’s a problem. What makes this worse is this thermostat is so fancy, I have no idea how to use it.

			I head over to the hotel’s phone and dial for the front desk. “Hi. This is Riley Jones in room 222. I have—”

			My phone lights up and buzzes next to the hotel phone. 

			 

			HavocGirl:	It was wrong of me to just ignore you like that. My feelings were a little hurt but…

			 

			I can’t see the rest of the message as it’s just a preview.

			“Hello? Ma’am?” says the front desk agent. “Did you still need assistance?”

			“Oh. Huh? Yes, yes! Sorry,” I blurt. “Yeah, I have no idea how to use the thermostat.”

			She chuckles. “Yes, ma’am, no worries many guests have this confusion as well. There is a silver panel under the thermostat that will accept your fingerprint and unlock the touch pad to adjust the temperature.”

			I take a glance to the future of mankind and give it a stare; and here I am thinking video games are advanced for our time. I tell the receptionist thank you and hang up. Before heading over to relieve myself from catching frostbite, I grab my phone to see the rest of Havoc’s message. My heart pounds as I unlock it.

			 

			HavocGirl:	It was wrong of me to just ignore you like that. My feelings were a little hurt, but it was a stupid reaction. I’m going to be a little busy this weekend, but if you’d still like to play with me, I’ll be back available Monday evening. :)

			 

			I look over to my monitor for it to remind me it’s only Friday, so I have t0 wait a century to play with Havoc again. I should tell her I’m at A55Con. I’m sure she’d nerd out about it, but I don’t want to tell her until I have the final result. It’s also being livestreamed on Switch, and I’d play so bad knowing she’s watching—or maybe I’d play good. I’ll think on it.

			 

			ChefRiley:	sorry, but I don’t accept your apology…what I did wasn’t okay. Especially in the middle of our match. I would love to play with you again, though… :}

			 

			God. I sound like a whimp. Riley, you know this could still be some old man, and here you are sounding like you’re ready to drop to one knee. I have second-hand embarrassment for myself. 

			I naively keep letting half of myself slip away into this thing with Havoc honestly because I haven’t felt like this with anyone before. The connection seemed natural—well, one-sided with me blabbing away, but she easily could have disconnected from the match, and she didn’t. She didn’t have to add me as a friend, and she didn’t have to message me. I just feel like that’s really out the way for some random old man when he could be a perv with millions of people that are gaming in Area 55.

			Oh god, I could just be one of his five thousand minions. 

			Okay, I’m spiraling again. I’m just going to keep the faith and hope for the best. Sometimes it’s good to take leaps in life. I could either take the risk and get to the bottom of this or lose the chance and miss out on a good thing.

			Havoc responds almost immediately, and we chat so much in a thirty minute span that I forgot to change the thermostat and turn on my game. I hurry to do both. I could only fit a couple of matches in. I opted to play solo’s since I’m sure that’s the first game mode we’ll be playing.
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			Time is nearing to go to the area, so I head downstairs to the lobby. I shoot Willow and Zara a text to meet me down, but they’ve seem to already be down here—enjoying the amenities.

			“Could they at least act like they’ve been somewhere before,” I mumble. I hate that I’ve been so irritated with Willow, but something has changed about her. She’s gone from being a really cool friend to kind of a hateful one in a matter of days. She’s the one that invited Zara to brunch and introduced us, so I don’t know why her panties would be in a wad over whatever feelings Zara may or may not have for me. I don’t give Zara much attention, so it’s not like she’s stealing her best friend. I don’t know. The more I think about it, the more irritated I become.

			I walk up to them, and Zara gives a faint wave. Willow says nothing. My face scrunches, and I give her a glare. I don’t want to stir up anything in front of Zara so I shake it off. “You guys ready? I gotta be over there in a bit.”

			Zara hops up. “Yep! This chair is amazing—you guys should get one.”

			“Mm, probably not,” Willow replies.

			I glare in her direction and shake my head. I stop by the front desk to ask if I can get a few more towels when I return and they obliged. Since the Area55 Con arena is in walking distance, I decide to walk over. 

			The girls of course weren’t up for that so they called themselves an Uber. No surprise there. I found myself enjoying my time alone and away from them, which I find crazy because they’re on this trip with me supposedly to enjoy this journey with me. I don’t know what’s happening with Willow’s and my friendship but something feels so off, and I feel like we won’t have a friendship here pretty soon. I don’t see myself being friends with someone I can barely stand be around. 

			Thinking about all this making my walk fairly sad, so I begin to get my head in the game. I turn on my favorite music to get focused. I’m thinking of all the strategies I can play for me to get to the top. I’m not a camper, but half of me feels if camping is the right move until the end circle. I would hate to win off camping. I would get the opposite reaction of what I wanted. I’d get so much hate mail and probably threats knowing how rough people can be online.

			I know people are going to be playing hard-core, pushing every chance they get, but I also know they are going to be players trying to play smart not pushing every opportunity they can. I am at such a standstill on the way I’m going to play, and I feel like once I get into gameplay everything I’m thinking about is going to fly out of the window, what’s the point of planning if you don’t stick to the plan.

			On the flipside, this walk is extremely comforting, and if I were to guess it’s about fifty degrees now, which is an amazing temperature but also we’re in New Mexico, so that makes sense for this time of year. Back home it’s probably thirty-nine. 

			I get closer to the stadium, and I can hear music blasting, and I see A55 flags blowing in the wind. This is the most exciting day of my life. There’s a huge banner on the building reading Area 55 with everyone’s gamer picture. I took my phone out to take a pic. I tried to zoom in on my face, but the picture doesn’t really do it justice. This is so cool. There are police and barricades everywhere. What have I walked myself into? Am I now royalty?

			



	

Chapter 10

			I’ve never seen a building more beautiful than this. Games everywhere. PC Players, controller players, VR players…everywhere! I could get used to this. Willow, Zara, and I scope out the room for registration.

			“There it is,” I say. “I’ll be right back. There’s a food court over there if you guys wanna check it out.”

			“Okay, babe, text me if you can’t find us.”

			I think I just threw up my heart. Babe? When did Willow start calling me babe? Zara takes a glance at her as well. I give Willow a fake, confused grin and head toward registration. That was…weird.

			I push Willow’s new pet name as far to the back of my head as I can. This is not the time to stress. I join the line labeled “A-L” indicating the first initial of your gamer name. It’s fairly long so I have time to think about all of my strategies. I made a plan A-Z this past week. I have a plan for if I lose high ground, if I get third-partied, if I’m in duos and I get double teamed, if I run out of ammo, if I can’t reload, and even if I’m out of heals. I’ve thought of every in-game situation I can think of.

			While waiting, my eyes wander around taking in all of A55 Con. I can’t believe it’s here…I can’t believe I’m here. Aside from my A-Z In-Game plan, I have an A and B plan for the competition, and I have no choice but to execute one of them. Plan A is of course, winning the console-only tournament. This will guarantee my gaming bar! Plan B is to play so good that I get a contract to stream professionally. Plan B should come with Plan A so that’s pretty much a win-win situation.

			“Next.”

			I glance up from imagining my future social bar and step up to the table. “Sorry.”

			“No worries, just want to make sure you’re alert and ready. This is your big day, ya know,” the teller smirks.

			“Oh yeah, I’m ready. Just taking in everything.”

			“Yeah, it’s my favorite time of the year. You’re going to have a blast, and if you don’t, I will be personally responsible,” he laughs. “Okay, go ahead and sign next to your name and confirm your gamer tag is correct.”

			I scan the paper for my name and sign next to it. My hand is shaking, as nerves rev up. There’s a lot at stake today, and I’m putting my all into this tournament. I feel like you’re never too young to chase your dream and open up a business. I have no doubt my gaming bar will be the coolest bar in the city. 

			I come up from singing my name and my eyes scan the paper by accident and lock on to a name that looks more than familiar. I nearly throw up. My body heats up what feels like sixty degrees in a two second span and I grow nauseas. I feel my stomach flip over.

			“No way,” I say in a low tone.

			“Everything okay?” the teller asks. “Is your name correct?”

			“Huh? Yes, sorry. Everything is perfect. I go down there now?”

			“Yes, you’ll retrieve your badge and you’re all set. Your call time and pod will be on your badge as well. Good luck!”

			I give him a grin and head for the next teller for my badge. I’m attempting to keep my head on straight, but it isn’t working very well. Did I read that right? Surely, I didn’t. 

			I grab my badge and learn that I’m at pod AC28. I guess that’s my new lucky number. I see Zara waving me down, so I head to join her. I don’t mention anything about the name I saw. I mean, why would I? They have no idea who Vulcherz is. I just—feel weird. Where have they been? After the other night, we haven’t played together since.

			“Where’s Willow?” I ask.

			“Oh, she’s, um, somewhere. I forgot where she said she was going.”

			She does this exaggerated giggle along with a peculiar face signaling like she’s up to something. I ignore it because they’re both two humans who will take too much of my time to dissect and understand. I shrug my shoulders, and we head over to the food court to grab a bite. I don’t have too much of an appetite most likely due to the nerves brewing in my bloodstream.

			The more I think about it, where would Willow have gone? She’s never been here before, and she hates gaming. If she would have ran to the restroom, Zara would have said that without acting all weird. Something feels off.

			



	

Chapter 11

			Everything is finally ready to for action. I’m nervous, but I have to woman up and put on my big girl pants if I want to win this thing. I inch my hand toward the headset given to me by the hosts and place it over my ears. We weren’t allowed to use anything we owned for obvious reasons so everyone will have to adjust the same brand. Personally, I love the brand they chose, it’s a way higher quality than what I have, so no complaints coming from this pod. The camera they have set up to record us is a bit overwhelming because I don’t stream, but I understand it’s apart of the gig. It feels like it’s pointing into my soul, it’s reading my mind.

			“This is it,” I say to myself. “All or nothing.”

			The red light of the camera turns on and across the screen reads:

			Hello players. Welcome to the biggest moment of your lives….Good luck.

			The deepest of breaths release from my lungs, and my leg begins to tremble. Nerves swarm every inch of my veins like fish traveling through a heavy current upstream in the sea. My hands begin shaking. So much for woman-ing up. If I were to guess these are good nerves; maybe they’ll help me focus but in the meantime, I can hardly breathe.

			The screen reads, “Solo’s” and begins to countdown from thirty. I assumed the first round would be solo’s. This will get the chumps out the way. I guess if you can’t survive the first round, you can’t earn the luxury of having a partner. Makes sense.

			I let out a small exhale and the screen transitions into us being on the battle bus. “This is it,” I say. I wipe my hands onto my pants. They’re beginning to feel clammy against the controller. I give me neck a few pops and jump off the bus. I already know where I’m landing. I will take out the few players that land there and loot up. I’ve done this a million times. Problem is—so have they.

			I spin around in the air checking to see how many players are landing at this POI. I count five and realize what needs to be done. I scope out a weapon right next to the front door of the house I usually land at however, there’s another player heading straight for it. You don’t get crowned as pro by playing it safe, do you?

			The enemy lands first, grabbing the weapon and in the same moment I truck him through the door—taking three-fourths of his health. He turns around pointing the gun at me, letting off a few rounds, and I quick slide behind him into a pistol and take him out.

			My palms begin to glisten. That got the heart rate up.

			I grab the enemy’s gun and head upstairs to loot the rest of the house. I can hear shots being fired across the way. The chest upstairs consisted of a shotgun, three bandages, two grenades, and one shield potion. The rest of the house is empty.

			I climb onto the roof, crouched, and peer out to the neighborhood to see what enemies I can smell out. I don’t hear any action, but if there’s one thing I know about this game—someone is always lurking. I stay down and quiet, studying each house one by one. The more focused you watch, you can very faintly see loot bounce around through windows. The slightest movements that may not be noticeable to a regular player are noticed by pros.

			There! The final enemy at this POI is at the far left house—probably thinking he’s alone. Mistake number one, buddy.

			I jump down and crouch walk down the to house next door. I take a second to think of the way I want to approach, and I’m thinking we go straight it, startling them. I really need to push forward, so I say lets get it over with.

			I throw myself through the window and the enemy pushes up the stairs, throwing grenades behind them.

			“Shit!” I yelp. Excuse my French.

			I quick slide into a nearby room and out the window while they explode. I jump on top of the fence and onto the roof. The enemy has taken off for the hills.

			“What’s up with this guy? Doesn’t want to fight? Must be a camper.”

			I watch him disappear into the distance and hop off the house. I check the map to see how far the zone is and grab some more loot and head out.

			Sometimes I forget how peaceful gaming it. Being immersed in a world where you are almost immortal (depending on what game mode you’re in) is so cool. Even racing games…what city do you know that you can travel 200 mph in? Highly likely there are none, but you can do it in a video game! 

			I guide my character toward the zone, checking my fronts, backs, and sides, with every step. Everything is no mercy so no more letting enemies make a run for it. I’ll be watching for the campers too.
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			No! I just got killed by WhiteMythical. Luckily, I’ve already made the cut for the next round, but I wanted to have the in-game advantages for the next round. It’s okay; my nerves can finally settle, and I can breathe again. I set the controller down, hands slightly shaking and let out a breath of relief. I’m so glad I’m done with that round. I’ve played in tournaments before but with this being the main stage it’s so much more intimidating. A few times, I almost forgot which buttons change weapons and throw specials.

			Now that the jitters are out, it’s time to prepare for what’s to come. I have a feeling the next round will be duos but that may be what they want us to think. Could trios be next? Before I spin myself dizzy, I think I’ll go find the players room to grab a few snacks.

			



	

Chapter 12 

			I leave the player snack room, and I make my way back over to my pod. As I head that way, my brain must have triggered itself to glance over my shoulder, directing me right to the “HavocGirl” name tag onto the outside of the pod next to me. I freeze mid-step.

			“Nah, no way. No freaking way.”

			The blood in my body rushes to my feet as my heart drops and my breathing thins. “This can’t be real?” I question. “Should I wait? Do I keep walking?” I know I don’t have long to process this new information. HavocGirl could walk up at any moment, and I need to stay in competition mode.

			Okay, I can’t just stand here appearing as though I’m having a panic attack, so I need to make a decision quickly. I attempt to lean back to take a tiny peek inside the pod. Not seeing anything but a trash can, I take a few steps back and slowly peer inside.

			It’s empty.

			I let out a heavy sigh of relief. I don’t think I was ready to meet HavocGirl just yet. I think the buildup I’ve created in my head has ruined the realistic side of Havoc being a normal, sweet, girl. All because the thought of a gamer-girlfriend sounds like a jackpot.

			My eyes wander around her pod and notice she’s fond of the color purple like myself. Her’s is more lavender, and I’m a big fan of lilac—same color though, right? There’s not much else to her pod, we weren’t really able to customize it with personal items, but they did mine the place with LED lights of our choice of color.

			“See anything interesting in there?”

			I jump in a fright. If my soul could have fled my body and flew to the next galaxy it would have. I freeze as if a cop has caught me redhanded breaking into a bank. I can feel vomit swirling around in the acid walls of my stomach and my legs going numb.

			“Um, hello?” the voice asks since I rudely haven’t responded.

			I slowly turn around and accept the fate behind me. My eyes travel from the ground to her face and give her a grin and a small wave. She’s a little taller than me, wears glasses, and has thick-dark, curly hair. Her skin is a gorgeous brown, and it’s as clear as a baby’s bottom. Which reminds me, I need to update my skincare routine. She looks like a true gamer. She isn’t necessarily my type, but I can tell we should be best friends. Probably why we game together so well. Nevertheless, this is a lot to take in.

			“I’m sorry,” I say as I quickly retrain my brain that it knows English. “I was just looking around. I didn’t step in.”

			She’s studying me with her hand under her chin, which in turn is making me very uncomfortable. She now probably thinks I’m some freak.

			“Yeah, I saw you scoping it out, so I knew it wasn’t your pod. What’s your name?”

			“My real name or my gamer tag?”

			“This must be your first time here,” she chuckles. “Your gamer tag. This is our world inside these walls,” she gestures with her arms wide. “Last year, I advanced to the semi’s and lost to a flukey shot. I’ve been pots over pissed ever since. I brought my A-game this year so watch out—what’s your name again?”

			She seems like she’s being powered up by some energy drink because she is kinda off the wazoo right now. I haven’t gotten around to telling her my name, but she seems to think I have.

			“ChefRiley.”

			“Chef? You like to cook, ChefRiley?” she asks while laughing so hard she snorts. I was unaware my gamertag was comical. I don’t even remember why I made ChefRiley my gamertag, but she’s seen my gamertag since the day we met and never laughed at it. She also has no reaction that I’m ChefRiley aka the person she was gaming with a few days ago and messaging an hour ago!

			Havoc is rambunctious, if you will. Not exactly my speed, but she’s cool. We are definitely not two peas in a pod romantically. I’m glad this is happening; now I can get all the Havoc thoughts out of my head forever and focus. 

			I grin. “I actually am not a huge cooker, but I can with instructions. I follow them pretty well, but I should probably let you get to it. We should be getting back to it here soon. It was nice to meet you, Havoc. Oh, and before I leave, I did want to tell you I’m sorry—in person now that we’re here.”

			“Um, my—”

			“Well, anyway, I should probably head back! It was really nice to meet you. Maybe we’ll get to play again one day.”

			Havoc’s face looks slightly confused, but I give her an awkward grin and head for my pod. That was…insane. After all of the buildup, I’ve finally met Havoc and while she is real and an of-age girl, she doesn’t seem like the right fit for me. It’s a little disappointing, but it’s okay. 

			After a minor hiccup in directions back to my pod, I take a seat to debrief. I sigh to myself. I feel like I can never win. I wanted Havoc to be that girl so bad I’ve worked myself into fat disappointment. I will continue to game with her for sure, I can see her being a great friend. Okay, now that everything is settled, I need to get focused.

			I reach for my energy drink and take a few sips. I grab the headset and pop it over my ears. I have eight minutes until the round begins. I double check my settings to make sure they’re ready to go. While doing so, I can feel a precense in my pod. I slowly tilt my head to peer at the entrance. It’s Havoc again.

			“Hey?” I greet in a confused tone.

			“Hey.”

			“Um. Did ya need something?”

			“Actually, yes…it took me a minute to find your pod; this place is a doozy, but I just wanted to tell you I’m not HavocGirl. I’m JujuZits8.”

			I stare at her, embarrassed. Embarrassed in so many lanes right now. For one, I assumed her name without even asking her. Names, Riley…names!

			“I—I’m so sorry. I didn’t even ask. I just assumed—”

			“Assumed I was HavocGirl because I walked up on you?” She chuckles. “Yeah you’re a gamer, all right.”

			I don’t know how those exactly correlate.

			She continues, “I just thought I should tell ya so you’re not running around calling me the wrong name—ya know in case she—or he—isn’t very good at the game.”

			I think if anyone is inside this building right now they’re pretty solid, but hey, what do I know. I grin. “Thanks.”

			“So. Ya know her through gaming or somethin’? You were checking out her pod like ya do.”

			I try to keep a poker face to give her no indication that I’m a psychopath. “Oh, yeah we’ve gamed a few times together. Thought it would have been cool to meet for the first time.”

			She stares at me in silence. She’s squinting her eyes as if she’s reading straight through me once again, and if I were a betting woman, I feel like that’s exactly what she’s doing. I give an awkward smile. We just met fifteen minutes ago, so this is extremely awkward for me. She seems to be quite comfortable.

			I break the silence. “Um. Do you have anymore questions? There’s three minutes before next round.”

			“Nope. I’ll be back, though. Hope your pod light will still be on by the time I get back,” she replies as she abruptly leaves.

			That was the worst good luck I’ve ever received, but she’s right. I hope my light is still on. This next round will be more challenging, but I know I’m ready.

			



	

Chapter 13 

			“Duos” scrolls across the screen.

			“Scanning for your partner…” it reads in its robotic voice. Okay, time to implement plan M. What is plan M, you ask? Operation Stay Alert. As random duo partners, we are going to have to trust each other with our soul. Neither one of us wants to be eliminated, so I know we are going to give it our all. 

			Waiting for my partner to be assigned has to be the longest wait of my life. My plan is to just introduce myself in confidence, and we have no choice but to click off jump. Knowing this is a competition, I’m hoping the player isn’t arrogant and wants to run the show. The know-it-all’s are the absolute worst to play with. They have no strategy.

			My nerves are getting bad. What’s taking so long? I take a giant gulp of my energy drink and glance back at the screen. The pain from my drink going down the wrong pipe, cause my eyes to water. 

			“No freaking way.” My eyes are still watery, but I clear them enough to thoroughly read the screen once more.

			Jujuzits8 has been assigned as your Duo partner.

			The audio connects, and the twang of her accent belts through the mic. “You’re kiddin’, Chef! Chef, is that you? You better sit your ass up and get ready to rumble!” She doesn’t take a breath between statements. I haven’t gotten out a word. “I can’t believe out of everyone here, we got paired up! This is amazing! I’m so glad—”

			“Hey, hey…” I begin. I should stop her while she’s ahead so we can get out game plan together. “Okay, okay, let’s quickly get a strategy together. We have to advance.”

			“Oh, don’t you worry, Chef. I’ll watch your A, you’ll watch my B, and together we’ll make sure C doesn’t shabang pow us!”

			Your what? My what? What is she talking about! As happy as I am to be partnered with someone I now know, I’m not not too confident I won’t be a very efficient partner. JujuZits speaks a language I’m not very familiar with.

			“Chef, you there? Don’t leave me wadding in the low tide.”

			I’m too stunned to speak, but I don’t want to give off the wrong impression so I speak. “Yes, I’m here. You ready for this? We got this.”

			“Hell yeah, we do,” she replies.

			I crack my knuckles as we load into the match. “Do you want to play reserved or push? We gotta be on our four’s for third-parties and there’s no doubt there’s going to be campers.”

			“I trust ya, Chef. Your call.”

			She’s letting me call the shots with everything on the line? She’s been to this competition before! Oh, man, I hope I don’t screw this up.

			“Let’s land and get a feel for it and go from there. I figure we can adjust as we need to. What do you think?”

			 “Sounds like a plan. Ready?”

			The robot announcer begins the ten second countdown and my heart picks up pace. There are four other duo matches happening during ours as well so those winners will join together for trios tomorrow morning.

			“The top 10 duo’s move on. Top 3 will have advantage loot upon landing next round—full shield, one tier-one gun chosen at random, and one respawn.”

			A respawn?! That’s insane! With the next round being trios a respawn will go a long way. This just got a little more interesting.

			Let’s get this show on the road.
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			“I got him; I got him!” I shout as I push the next player. “I’m here; I’m here!” Juju finishes the other enemy just as I arrive. “Hell, yes!” I celebrate, almost knocking over everything in my arms path. My eyes widen, and I sit back down so I don’t tear up the place and disconnect myself from the game. We hurry and scoop up the loot and run over to safety.

			“Hell, yes, Chef! We’re almost to top 10! Just a few more duo’s need to—”

			The screen cuts black and the audio disconnects.

			Attention players. WhiteMythical and WIT_Troop have been disqualified. Using third-party game enhancements is an automatic disqualification and you will be gifted with a lifetime ban from Area 55 and Area55  Con. This round will be void and players must compete in the round again. We apologize for not catching this act sooner in the match. You will be generated with a new partner in less than two minutes.

			My mouth drops. “What?!” I throw my head back and my hands over my face. You’ve got to be kidding me. We were doing so good! I know Juju is pissed. I’m pissed! There’s no way they’ll give me Juju again. This blows.

			Why would you come into a big time competition and think you’ll get away with cheating? They’re going to be blackballed from the gaming industry for as long as they live. They can get a new system, new IP, and change their gamer tags and someway somehow they will still know it’s them. What a sad way to go out.

			I check my settings even though I know they can’t get any better than what they are. The robot announcer comes on to tell us partners will be chosen at random in thirty seconds.

			I sigh. “Okay. Just go into it the same way Juju and I did.”

			I can feel my nerves amp up as soon as the ten second countdown begins. Crossing my fingers again to hope I’m not teamed with a douche—or someone who’s attempting to cheat.

			“5…4…3…2…1”

			HavocGirl has been assigned as your Duo partner.

			I blankly stare at the screen, barely able to breathe. What? HavocGirl is a PC player not console? Am I in a PC lobby? What the hell is going on? I glance to the top left corner of the screen and her gaming platform is showing console.

			“Console?” I whisper to myself. “Since when?”

			I remember where I am and that a camera is on me and shake myself back into reality. I also come to the realization that Havoc and I are about to speak for the first time because she has no choice but to have her mic on.

			I think I’m going to throw up.

			 Her mic is in fact on, something I’ve never see attached to her name before. What do I say? She’s ignored me the last two days and neither one of us talked about coming here. We did message each other earlier, but that definitely is not the same as speaking in real life! I can’t find a way to get oxygen into my lungs. My heart is pounding in my chest. The match begins in forty-five seconds, and neither one of us have spoken.

			C’mon, Riley. Woman up. “H—” I try to start. Ugh.

			“Chef?” 

			I stare at microphone graphic next to her gamertag, and the sound animation dances with her word. My heart knew immediately that it didn’t want to hear any other voice than this one for the rest of this life. The nervous frown turned into a slight grin as the angelic voice said my name. She may have the sweetest voice that ever existed. It really feels like I’ve heard it before, but I know she’s never turned on her mic, so that’s obviously impossible.

			“Well, this is crazy,” I nervously reply. “I swear I had nothing to do with this.”

			She chuckles. “How would you? Do you know the producers? I um, I had no idea you’d be here.”

			“I know. Why didn’t you mention it?” I reply.

			“I didn’t want you to feel forced to play with me if you knew I was competing.”

			I sit up in my chair. “I wouldn’t have had you training with me, or trying to at least. I’m s—”

			“It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. Let’s just play.”

			She quickly cut me off, and I could tell by the sound of her voice, even though this is my first time hearing it, I hurt her feelings that night I forgot about the game. She didn’t deserve that. Especially when she was training too. I wish I would have known, not that not knowing makes it okay. 

			The game gives the thirty second countdown to begin. Silence has consumed both headset channels, but her mic is still on. I’m so embarrassed I hurt her feelings this bad. We have put in a lot of hours together, and even though she wasn’t talking to me verbally, I was talking to her and our bond continued to grow. 

			“Okay,” I say ending the silence. “Same as usual, and I won’t be stupid and push any third parties without us both agreeing to it.”

			“Got it… you can push a few. I trust you.”

			Here goes nothing…for the second time this round.

			



	

Chapter 14 

			JujuZits8 has taken the L.

			No! We were fighting Juju and her teammate! My heart sinks. I can’t believe it. She’s now spectating me. I hope she understands. I would’ve spared her life.

			You are in the top 10! Congratulations.

			“Nice, Chef,” Havoc says. We run over for protection so we can heal. “Question for you.”

			Oh no. That’s never a good sentence to hear. “Yes?”

			“Did you see that name in killchat?”

			“I did. She was a soldier.”

			“Oh. You know her?”

			“Well, no. We just met about an hour ago, before this round—well, before this round, round.”

			“I know what—nevermind…I met her too.”

			I stare at her player as if it’s her. “Oh?”

			“Yeah. She told me a little birdie was pecking around my pod. She said the birdie is cook. It had me thinking, and now it makes sense.”

			I chuckle because that has Juju written all over it, and there’s absolutely no reason I should even know that when I just met her. “Can cook? That’s a crazy fact to know about someone at a video game competition.”

			“It’s even crazier to have words that signify cooking in a gamer tag when you can’t cook, too,” she replies wittily.

			I grin and shake my head. Touche, Havoc. “Ya know I’ve actually been working on perfect my tac—no!”

			Havoc just got sniped! She’s down! The duo is pushing this way, and I begin to panic.

			“Leave me!” she shouts.

			I finish my last bandage and take off. The duo is lighting me up. My health is damaging quickly. I hurry around a house and run inside and upstairs. “Did they finish you?”

			“No. I’m still here. They’re going inside!”

			“Crap. Okay. I have a plan.” 

			I open the door to the room I’m in and crouch across the hall. I can hear them creeping downstairs. I open the door and creep back to the other room.

			“What’s your plan? My heart is beating so fast,” she whispers as if the enemies can hear her. I don’t know why we as gamers do this. It hilarious to me. I can hear the fear in her voice and for some reason it makes me feel like Spiderman trying to save MJ. Strong.

			“Hold on.” 

			I listen for their footsteps to come up the stairs. They’re moving slowly but just enough to hear the creak. They know it’s 2v1 so I know they’re going to push at the same time—that’s where plan T comes into play. Operation Doomsday.

			Okay, so I just made it up. Sue me.

			I hear one switch their weapon, and I can tell they’re right outside the door.

			“Chef, I’m twenty seconds away from elimination.”

			“Okay, okay. I’m coming.”

			I switch to my smoke grenade and toss all three into the room across the hall. Once they deploy the duo charges the room letting loose all their ammo into the wrong room—just like I hoped. I switch to my grenades and throw all three in their direction and break for the window in my room. As I jump out the grenades explode!

			ChefRiley has knocked down HashBr_wn. 

			“Yes!” I shout. “I’m coming, I’m coming!”

			“Three seconds!”

			I sprint to her player and slide into her, quickly spamming the button to revive her with one second remaining. I get the job done, and we push the duo.

			“Hurry, up the stairs!”

			I rush in and begin blazing my ammo in the room. I took the other out while he was healing his teammate. He must have been blinded from the smoke; he had plenty of time to get the revive off.

			“Oh my god,” Havoc sighs. “That was amazing. Good call on the rush, Chef. My heart is out of my chest right now!”

			I let out a huge breath. That was almost the end of us. That top three spot is calling our name. I now have three spectators. I’m assuming one is still Juju, so I know she’s cheering me on.

			“Okay, we made enough noise for the whole map to hear us, so we need to get out of here,”I say.

			“Agreed. Any shield on you?”

			“Yes,” I reply as I crouch beside her to drop her a stack. I begin to speak again, but I push the thought away.
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			Havoc and I lost the 1v1 for first place so we came in second. We won the top three prize on top of a $2500 bonus! We had no idea there was a monetary prize for this round. That’s really awesome of the producers. The audio cut as soon as the round ended, so we couldn’t congratulate each other. The next round isn’t until tomorrow morning, so that was all for today. I’m exhausted. The matches last so long when you’re dealing with professional players.

			“Chef! You’re a killer shark!” Juju laughs and she swings into my pod hugging me. She shakes my shoulders, giving me some sort of whiplash. “I knew you were a boss! What a savage move in that house!”

			I grin. It feels so cool to have someone praising me for the hard work I put into gaming. I have no idea where’s she from, but I definitely see another gaming friend in our future. She doesn’t seem sad at all to be out of the competition.

			“Can you believe those piss-offs ruined the game? We were kicking ass and smearing cheeks all over the ground!”

			My eyes widen. I have no idea what flies out of this girls mouth, and I’m from the country!

			“Yeah, I was pissed. I can’t believe my next partner was—”

			“Havoc! Oh yeah, I saw.” She grins. “I told her she had a cookin’ birdie peckin’ around her pod.”

			My face says it all. “Yep. I’m aware. Thanks.”

			“Aw, peck up. I could tell she wasn’t mad about it. She seemed a little confused at first when I said your name, then a little nervous, then I could see she was genuinely interested in whatcha were snooping about.”

			I grinned as I gathered my things. “Oh, you saw all of that?”

			“Sure did. Need some help?”

			“I got it, no worries. Ya wanna come eat with me and my friends? Are you okay? I know that was a big loss. I’m really sorry.”

			“Oh, don’t you worry about me. One of these years I’ll have my time to shine. I’m glad I lost to the future of gaming!”

			I give her a grin and head out my pod. “So quick warning. My friends are…special. Like the annoying special and they don’t understand the gaming world.”

			“Oh, don’t you worry. I get along with all types of folks.”

			“Good luck,” I say heading for the cafe. “So, um…” 

			She begins to rub her hands together. “Oh, boy.”

			I chuckle. How can you not with her. “I don’t know, I just—hmm.”

			“On with it, Chef!”

			“Never mind.”

			Juju pouts but it’s fine. I was trying to muscle up the strength to ask her if Havoc asked any questions about me, but I just came to terms with I have no idea what her preferences are. I don’t even know if I’m attracted to her! Oh no, I’m going crazy again.

			We finally make our way over to Willow and Zara. They’re eating a salad.

			“Geez, finally! You’ve been gone for hours!” Willow greets. I can see Juju’s facial expression change from a smile to confusion. They would have known what was going on if they went to the viewing room to watch the match.

			“Don’t mind her, she’s upset because they put steak and not chicken in her salad. Who’s this?” Zara asks.

			Juju sticks her hand out to shake their hands, and they frown. “Sorry, we’re just eating right now,” Willow frowns, giving Zara a glare.

			“Oh yeah, that’s my bad.”

			“No, it’s not your bad. What is wrong with you two?” I grunt. “You meet someone for the first time and you’re being snobby? Oh, and by the way, I made it to round three if you cared. Ju, I’ll meet you by the pizza, is that okay?”

			She salutes me and heads for Joe’s Pizza. I laugh to myself in the middle of feeling heated from my so-called friends. It’s something Jerry would do.

			They roll their eyes, and I return the favor. My eyes fall to something dangling under Willow’s leg, and my body feels like it goes into shock. It’s a lanyard, and it look very similar to the one I am wearing.

			“Wil, what is that?” I ask pointing to under her leg.

			Her and Zara mischievously glance at each other, similarly to how I imagine the Grinch looking when he steals gifts from children. I stare at her not knowing what to say.

			“Oh, this thing?” She smirks. “Just my badge.”

			She hasn’t stopped smirking as if she just concurred the world. I’m not sure if this is supposed to be a surprise gift or what. But it doesn’t feel that way. Willow games? Games enough to have an invite to A55? What the hell is going on?

			“What’s your tag, Willow?”

			She turns her left shoulder, revealing her gamer tag, and I glare with tears of hurt forming. I can feel my chest caving. I don’t know what to say. I bring myself to form the only words I can. “You’re Vulcherz? All this time…you’ve been Vulcherz.”

			“You didn’t think I was going to let you win 50k and you and your mom banana split it and leave me nothing? You’re crazy. You wouldn’t have given me a dollar out of your winnings so I went out and bought a system and sent you a friend request. You’ve been teaching me how to play exactly like you for months. Game on, Jones. Oh, and if you tell your new friend who I am, I tell your new friend, HavocGirl, who you are and how you feel about her.”

			I can’t even begin to process what’s happening. We could have entered this competition as friends? What?! Why has she been complaining about how much I’ve been gaming if she’s been doing the same exact thing behind closed doors? To distract me? Is that why Zara showed up out of nowhere the other day? I’m sick to my stomach right now.

			I stare at her, and she’s giving off an evil villain grin. I have no idea what I did to do this to her or make her feel this way but I feel betrayed. I turn and walk away to go find Juju. I’m at a loss of words.
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			“Are you good with pizza?” I ask Juju in an irate tone. “I’m sorry about how rude they were.”

			I now have to pretend I know nothing about Willow being Vulcherz, and its eating at every inch of my body.

			She stops me. “Look, it’s okay. Mama made me with thick skin.”

			“No, it’s not okay. That was so rude. This is supposed to be the greatest time of my life, and I’m supposed to be enjoying it with my friends and my friends haven’t really been friends lately. I don’t know.”

			“You are with a friend.” She grins. “We can have a good tim,e and who knows, maybe she’ll join us.”

			“She’ll?”

			“Yeah, HavocGirl is over there.”

			Hell must have froze over. I feel like I can feel the blood flowing through my veins. The crowd sounds increasingly louder, and my body feels like that numbness when your leg falls asleep. “What?”

			“Wait, you two haven’t met? She said she knew you.”

			“Well, yes, but like…through the game,” I say panically. “Wait. She’s where? Is she looking this way?”

			“No, but I can wave her—”

			I wave my hands in a frantic motion. “Wait. No. Wait. Just wait.”

			Juju gives me a “what’s going on here” look. “Wait. Do you—no? Wait are you—no!” She giggles. “Oh, we definitely need to go over there now. She’s in the salad line, C’mon.”

			I step in front of her. “Just—let’s take a second.”

			“Holy shit—talking mushrooms—Chef, you’re reder than a pigs ass!”

			I’m so frazzled I can’t think straight and comment to her metaphor. The moment is here whether I like it or not. I’m about to meet the girl behind the mic for the first time—in person—and I feel like barfing all over Juju’s hoodie. Before I can let Juju know I’m ready, I peer up to her waving her hands in the air.

			Oh shit—talking mushrooms.

			“Oh my god,” I say as my heart creeps up through my throat. “I’m going to throw up.”

			“Here she come’s!”

			Juju hates me.

			“What’s up, superstar!” Juju bellows and walks toward who I assume is Havoc. I glance at every emergency exit I see and wish I could dart for one, but I know it’s too late. I wish I could poof myself into another dimension. I get another chance at meeting the real Havoc, and I’m on the verge of passing out. 

			I rotate in what feels like slow motion. Time has simultaneously slowed, matching my speed. My eyes lock in on Havoc shyly walking our way with a hood covering her head. I immediately became overwhelmed with emotion as I wanted nothing more than to run away for the hills. I can’t believe I’m about to meet her.

			 As she gets closer, her eyes locked on mine, and I immediately recognize her. I froze in time. 

			Havoc is… the girl from the arcade? She meets my glance and stares at me as she closes in. 

			“You’re such a badass,” Juju says extended her hand for a handshake. Being denied by two people doesn’t stop her from continuing her manners.

			 The air around me transforms into the most alluring fragrance I’ve ever smelled. Universe, please pinch me. I glance at Juju then at Havoc. How is this possible? What do you even say in these situations? This is insane.

			“Hi—Chef?” she greets with a grin. “Thanks for saving us back there.”

			“Oh, no need to—” 

			Juju walks off without saying words. I glance at Havoc in confusion. “I don’t understand her just yet, but I’m working on it.”

			She chuckles. “She’s a real work of art, but she seems really sweet.”

			“She is.”

			I’ve thrown up and swallowed my heart at least four times now. I’m having a hard time forming words. 

			“Couldn’t wait until Monday, huh?” She jokes, trying to break the awkward silence. Her arms are folding giving me the idea she’s just as nervous as I am but feels safe and reserved with them folded.

			“I’m shook myself,” I reply. “This is a little crazy.”

			Her body language shifts. “I knew it,” she says.

			“You knew what?”

			“I knew your game. It felt way too familiar, but the thought seemed impossible. I kept staring at you like some creep at your arcade, but you didn’t notice.”

			I grin while still staying reserved. “I don’t think my game is that recognizable,” I snark.

			“If you’ve played as many hours as I have with your obnoxious—”

			“Shut it,” I joke. “So I’m the butt face, huh?”

			“Have you eaten?” she asks smiling, quickly changing the subject.

			I play along. “Not yet. Sorry Juju pulled you from your line. I could use a salad though if you wanna go back.”

			“You sure you don’t wanna cook you up something?”

			“Ha. Very funny.”

			She grins and steps back for me to lead the way. This is the perfect distraction to whatever the hell just happened with Willow.

			“So, you’re a lot shorter than I imagined,” she says as we head to Salad2Go.

			“Oh yeah? You expected me to be like six foot or something? Plus, you met me yesterday—technically.”

			She chuckles. “Technically, yes. But I thought I met someone else yesterday, not ChefRiley. I thought ChefRiley would have been taller or something like that… or a man.”

			I frown in disgust. “A man? You’ve heard me on the mic for hours. I sound like man?”

			“Sometimes.” She grins.

			I glance over at her, mesmerized by every detail of her face. “I feel like I should—”

			“We don’t have to talk about it.”

			“You don’t know what I was going to say.”

			“I do…Wednesday night. And it’s fine. It somehow all worked out. And we talked about it earlier. We’re cool,” she replies. 

			We join the line. I bring it up once more, of course, being the Aquarius that I am I can never let things that bother me rest until they’ve been addressed properly. I apologized and told her the stress of my friends was becoming too much, so I caved. I also updated her on the Willow and Zara being two butt faces-in-a-pod today in the event she ruins into them—I don’t mention who Willow is or her blackmailed plan. 

			I’m suppressing how I really feel about Willow being a pretty crappy friend lately; today isn’t the day to address it. The more I think about it, it’s been going on longer than I really thought. She’s been griping about my schedule for as long as I can remember. Last time I checked, we are friends not spouses. My feelings are hurt fairly deep, and I know it’s not healthy to keep things bottled up. My family has a history of keeping feelings inside, and it’s lead to mental illness. I vowed to be open and honest and how I feel and any stresses I have going on in my life. The only problem with my vow is that, Carter has been my only friend whose felt “there” for me, and she and I haven’t been able to hang out as much lately. As of now it just feels like I have no one—and that’s lonely.

			I see Juju moving quickly toward us but ignore it because she does do strange things at times and my salad is beyond scrumptious, so I go in for another bite.

			“You’re dating the Vulcher Culture?!” she belts. I nearly choke on the leaves inside my mouth. 

			“The what? The who?” I reply, covering my mouth so food doesn’t disgustingly fly out across the table. “What the heck are you talking about?”

			My phone buzzes, and I glance at it.

			 

			Willow:	I’ll tell your robot girlfriend you have a crush on her if you don’t play along. I’m gaining subscribers online just by being your girlfriend. Vulcherz and ChefRiley are trending :) Next time be a better friend and don’t leave your chat open :)

			 

			My heart drops to my stomach and vomit wants to escape from the depths of my insides, tears want to burst, and hurt sinks into the deepest pits of my veins. I knew something was up with Willow, but this—this is low. 

			Willow texts again.

			 

			Willow:	you don’t think it’s weird to crush on someone and you don’t know who they are? She could have been a child!!!! Shame on you.

			Willow:	I am moving in with Zara and her family btw. My dad doesn’t care.

			 

			I don’t have the words to explain the feeling that’s overcome me. I know crushing on Havoc was one of the most irresponsible things I’ve ever done, and it’s only from mere luck that she happened to be of an appropriate age—and not some creep or child. Willow finding out about the whole thing is even more embarrassing. Her being malicious and blackmailing me for subscribers makes me feel ill. Even if she felt like I haven’t been very present in our friendship again, due to work and gaming, I have no idea how she think that’s grounds for ill intent and ruining our friendship. I want to say I know Carter isn’t involved in this, but what do I know at this point. 

			I feel like Zara’s influenced Willow, but Willow is old enough to know right from wrong, so there’s no excuse. Or hear me out, my, quote unquote, best friends hasn’t really been my friends all along.

			 My face has flushed, and I just remembered Juju and Havoc are probably staring at me. “Excuse me,” I say to Juju, and I raise from the table with my head down. I grab my salad bowl, push in my chair, and head for the exit.

			“Chef!” Juju shouts behind me. I continue with my power walk and the better idea probably would have been to run because now her, Havoc, and the two Cruella De’Ville’s have all caught up to me. “Chef,” she calls again and jumps in front of me. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just surprised because I figure you would have mentioned you’re dating one of the top gamers in A55.”

			Hearing those words makes me want to barf. Willow? A top gamer? Has hell really froze over because what is happening right now. I watch the confusion on her face, and she glances at Willow and Zara. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to upset anyone.”

			“I hate to interrupt, but I should go,” Havoc says.

			“You should.” Willow responds, and my eyes cut to her so quick I could have pierced her skin if I had super powers. I can’t even begin to think why she feels she has any authority to say anything to me or my friends. My blood is boiling from this whole ordeal. Unfortunately, I can’t risk Havoc finding out I have this lame crush on her because as much as I don’t want to admit it, Willow is right. The way it came about is well, you know.

			Zara belts in. “Wait, I’ve seen her before. This is the girl Riley was staring at, at the gas station! Being a real creep if you ask me. You are dating someone, perv.”

			“I wasn’t st—”

			“Stay away from my girl friend,” she says to Havoc. “Are you recording this, Zar? We’re going to show everyone.”

			Havoc glances at me and sinks back into her steps before walking away. I glance at Juju, and her face is white as snow.

			Juju begins to speak. “I’m so s—”

			“Stop,” I reply. “This isn’t your fault at all. Let me deal with this. We can meet up later if you’re cool with that?”

			A light grin forces from her lips. Even though we just met, I’ve never seen her look this way. I feel so bad I introduced her to Cruella and her sister. I’m beyond embarrassed. Juju walks away, leaving me to deal with the mess I brought into Albuquerque. They’re standing with their arms folded, similar to the Gross sisters, with smug facial expressions. I’ve gone from embarrassment to disgust. I can’t even look at Willow.

			“Get your subs. Do whatever the hell you have to do, then don’t ever talk to me again.” I feel my voice shake a little. I’m not good at conflict, and I hardly ever have a serious thing going with my friends. “I don’t know who the hell you are, and I want nothing to do with you.”

			I storm off, not knowing where to go. I didn’t think of plans after comp, so I guess I’ll head to the hotel. I’m going to have to avoid Mom. I know she’s having a good time with her best friend at the restaurant, and I don’t want to ruin that with teen drama. Holding back tears from feeling extorted, I exit Area55 Con.

			



	

Chapter 15 

			“That was intense.” I hear as I press the elevator call button. I turn and see Havoc behind me. I immediately forget my problems. Maybe the universe knew what was on the other side of the mic because I’ve never been more attracted to anyone in my life. Her brown skin and dark, free curls, compliments her purple suit so well I wish I had one myself. I get lost every time I look into her eyes. They have this sparkle to them that’s completely mesmerizing. I’m beginning to think she had them installed to trap me. My eyes glance to her plump, curvy lips and I can only imagine what they’d feel like to kiss them.

			“Chef?”

			I shake out of my thoughts and come back to life. “Sorry, no, yeah, that was…embarrassing.” The elevator rings. “Coming up?” I foolishly ask.

			Without answering my more than obvious question, she enters and stands on the opposite side of the squared steel box. I guide my index finger to mash my designation, and she leans over to press her floor. There’s an awkward silence. I catch her gaze and immediately drop my eyes. I fight the grin wanting to escape from my face muscles. The beeps between floors keeps the awkward silence a little more filling since we’ve decided to ride this one out in silence.

			I can’t imagine what’s going through her head from that complete crap show back at the building. I feel the temperature of my blood begin to rise as I think about it, so I take a deep breath and push it back down. The elevator comes to a stop on my floor and I head off. I give Havoc a grin and walk away. I didn’t know what else to do.

			“That’s it?” I hear behind me. I hurry to stop the doors as they close.

			“What do you mean? You went mute,” I chuckle. “I took it as you aren’t a talker on elevator rides. Maybe superstition thing or something—or the crap show you just witnessed.”

			She stares with a questionable look on her face, and I become more and more ill the longer she stares at me. I give an awkward smile. “Or not.” I say.

			“Or not, Chef,” she giggles. “Do you want to play later? If you aren’t busy. I’m not sure if…well, you know. I’m really not supposed to be talking to you. I’m sorry, forget I asked. ”

			“My goal for this evening is to stay as far away from them as possible. So yes, I would love to play with you.”

			“Oh, you would love to? She lightly grins. “Okay. Will she be okay with that? I’d love to get to know her.”

			I pause. She’s rendered me speechless. I should just tell her what’s going on, but then I’d have to tell her my little crush has turned into a big one and I can’t have that—just yet. I need to feel her out a little more to see which gender sparks her interest.

			“Maybe,” I smirk and walk off. I hear the doors officially close behind me.

			The feeling of empowerment overcomes me as I glide down the hallway after that dramatic cliffhanger exit. I feel a smirk grow and my chest pushes out, and I walk as if I’m a bodybuilder. Knowing I have no girlfriend and just by the few cues Havoc gave me back there, I’m nothing less than ecstatic even after everything that’s gone down today.

			Why didn’t I get her name? How long am I going to call her Havoc? How did you not ask for her name, Riley. This is twice now that I’ve forgotten to ask for her name. My three seconds of empowerment comes to an end as I fight myself internally for not getting her name.

			“Ugh,” I sigh as I enter my room. I throw myself onto the bed to debrief from this insane day. I lay for not even thirty seconds before I jump up to shower. Think I’ll stay in for the night and call in room service and game with Havoc and Juju. You would think I’d be tired of gaming after how intense my matches were today, but this is what I live for. 

			I prepare to call Mom to check in on her. I’m really happy her friends met her down here to hang with her for the weekend too. It’s like we’re getting the best of both worlds. Plus, instead of sitting around with strangers in a lobby she gets to sit a bar with her friends and watch me on the restaurant’s big screen. I can see her now shouting “That’s my baby!” as if I play for a professional basketball team. 
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			Finally. Dinner has made its way here, and I’ve booted on the game. It’s showtime. Before I can put my headset on, there’s a knock at my door, of course. When do I ever get peace?

			“Oh no,” I whisper as I sink out the seat. I creep over, just incase I want to appear like nobody’s home and peek through the peephole. “Juju?” I question and open the door. 

			To my surprise, she and Havoc are both outside of my door. I couldn’t see Havoc because she was leaning against the wall—seems a little dangerous if you ask me. These peepholes need better peripheral. 

			My eyebrows scrunch in confusion as I greet them. “Um, hi? I was just about to invite you guys…wait, how did—” Juju brushes past me into my suite. 

			“She pretended to be your sister,” Havoc answers and follows Juju in.

			I swiftly turn and stare at them.  “What’s happened?”

			“Oh, pip up,” Juju says as she unloads her PC out of her bag. “Aaron’s bringing up a set of monitors for me and the girl.” She waves her fingers at Havoc. “It sure is a load of crap playing controller for this thing; boy, is this about to feel good.”

			Aaron? Who is Aaron? And I knew it! I knew Havoc was a PC player! I knew I wasn’t crazy. I wonder how they’ve qualified to play controller? “Who?” I ask, ignoring the rest of her statement.

			“The lad from the front desk. They have some spares in the back so we can game.”

			Juju is speaking as if any of this is normal. “Oh?” I reply, trying to keep up with what she’s saying. I glance at Havoc, and she shrugs. “How did you two meet up exactly? My brain isn’t keeping up.”

			Juju chuckles. “Ask that one,” she replies pointing toward Havoc. Havoc quickly gives Juju a playful eye-roll.

			Havoc plops onto the bed. “I was downstairs grabbing a coffee when we ran into each other. Then she drug me to get my PC from my room and somehow convinced me to bring it down here against my will.”

			“Oh, she wishes it was against her will,” Juju says under her breath. “She couldn’t agree fast enough; she about tumbled that coffee right out her hands. Spilled some right on the countertop. Damn near burned a hole in her hand. I’ve never seen—”

			“Oh my god, okay!” Havoc softly belts.

			My eyes shoot toward Havoc, and she’s giving Juju a playful death stare. My grin turns into a smile, and I head over to my console to make room for theirs. This is such an unfortunate situation as everyone now thinks I’m dating Willow—I mean Vulcherz. My first issue was just the crush and now I have to fight flirting with Havoc to avoid “cheating” on my fake partner. I could just tell them a lie, but a lie on top of a lie is just adding the mess. Ugh.

			Juju throws her arm around my shoulder. “Hey, is everything okay? You know I got your back. ”

			I chuckle. I met this girl not even twelve hours ago, and she already “has my back.” It’s definitely a warm, fuzzy feeling I haven’t felt in sometime from a friend.

			Ew. Do I have friend-issues? This can’t be healthy.

			“I’m good for now. That was just a lot. I don’t know really know what’s going on.”

			“I’m more so surprised you’re dating Vulcherz. You guys remind me of this movie I saw some years ago. 

			My eyebrow raises. “Oh yeah, what movie?” I try to get her to change the subject from Vulcherz.

			“If I knew the name, I would have said it, Chef. Hey, speaking of Chef. What is your name?” She throws her arms in front of her chest. “Can I ask that? Are we considered friends yet, boys and girls?”

			I laugh and lean back in my chair. “You first, and I might reveal mine.”

			“1v1 me for it,” she smirks.

			Havoc joins in. “1v1 for a name reveal? Are you guys government agents? What are we doing here?”

			I glance a Ju who’s already revving up for a rebuttal. She throws her hands onto her hips. “Okay then, miss jumpsuit. Tell us yours!”

			She stands from the bed and takes off her backpack. “You’ll have to 1v1 me Juju,” she smirks.

			Oh my god. She is heaven sent. My heart drops, and our eyes meet. I signal a job well done nod. Juju claps her hands and hooks her PC up faster. Havoc gives me a wink and begins taking her cords from her bag. 

			After fifteen minutes of setting up plus a delivery from Aaron, we’re all set. We have an early morning so we plan to only play for a few hours. Nevertheless, I’m extremely excited. During the setup process, Juju ordered snacks from a neighboring convenience store to be delivered to us so now we’re knee deep in chips, candy, chocolate, and sunflower seeds. I’m shocked to see Juju gaming while eating sunflower seeds but that could just be because I think they’re the absolute worst snack on the planet. Who wants to chew on an odd-shaped shell and crack it open to a seed the size of piece of lint? Gross.

			Aside from the ten minute crap-show earlier, this day has been the best day of my life. With all the drama, I’ve forgotten to take a second and enjoy where I am. Five years of hard work has paid off. I’m not sure why the world works the way it does, but when you don’t grow up with a silver spoon, you have to put your blood, sweat, and tears into your passion to see it come to fruition. I started gaming on a serious level at ten, and I didn’t think I would be to this point until I was in my late twenties, if that!

			 There’s only one more day of gaming between my ultimate dream and me. If I don’t have to go to college, nothing would make me happier. The only subject that excites me the way video games do is math. I could do math from the time I wake up from the time I go to bed. 

			I’m not sure how much time has gone by, but it must have been quite some time. My eyes catch just a peek of a red light flashing from the hotel’s phone. I take my headset off and hurry over to grab it.

			“Hello?”

			A woman that sounds like she’s not too interested in her job lets me know that I have extra pillows at my door. I never requested extra pillows, but I feel this has Juju written on it and, honestly, I wouldn’t mind if they stayed the night. I’d let them two have my bed, and I’d bunk with Mom or sleep in a chair; I’ve slept on worse.

			I head over to the door. It’s funny because the room is completely silent besides our in-game commentary. Noise cancelling headphones are exactly what they say they are. I peer into the peep hole and don’t see anyone. They really need to replace these things. As if I’m out of some horror movie, being the not-so-brightest character, I open the door anyway. 

			Hell has officially frozen over.

			“Missed us?” Willow peels off the wall and smirks at me. “I missed you.”

			I stare at her, burning a hole through her eyes with mine. “What do you want?”

			She steps toward me, but I have the door closed in next to me. “Oh, that’s not how you greet your girlfriend. Is it?”

			I grunt a whisper. “You’re not my girlfriend, Willow. What the hell is wrong with you?” I glance to Zara. “You need to get the hell away from me. I don’t know you like that, and I’m trying not to go off on you.”

			“Go off?” Willow giggles. “Go off, Riley? Are you living in 2013? No one says “Go off” anymore. You would probably know that if you didn’t spend every waking minute on your stupid video game. Probably why you don’t have a real girlfriend and have a robot one.”

			I can feel my body begin to overheat, which is signaling that I’m getting pissed off. First, if Havoc—whom we know she is talking about—is a human, how would that make her a robot? Just trying to compute the math here. I get the joke, but it’s not like I’m dating a Sharon.

			By the time I can think of a response, Juju’s come up from behind me. I watch Willow’s eyes scan her from the top of her head to the bottom of her feet. “Everything good here, Chef? Where’s your manners? Shouldn’t you invite the pretty ladies inside? Let’s all just start over, yeah?”

			Willow runs with the opportunity. “Yeah, where are your manners, Chef?” She mimics and pushes past me inside. Zara follows. I stare blankly across the hall.

			“Oh, pip up,” Juju says patting me on the shoulder. “How bad can this be?”

			I annoyingly shut the door and brush past her. “Bad.”

			My eyes are glued on Willow tougher than being in the last 1v1 of the contending round to make it to this place. Hate is fueled through my bloodstream. All reasoning has left my body.

			Havoc slowly removes her headset to see what’s perspired behind her. She doesn’t look in good shape. Juju takes a seat in her chair. I continue to stand.

			“So let me be the first to say,” Willow begins, “it’s an honor to be sitting here with three of the best Area 55 players in the world. Which, I thought I told her…you what, nevermind.” 

			That compliment could be covered with feces and it’d mean nothing to me. “Why are you here?” I angrily blurt.

			Juju joins. “Nay, Chef, nay. Let’s hear her out.”

			Willow mischievously smirks in my direction. “Nay, Chef. Relax. I just felt like I owed everyone an apology for my behavior earlier. It’s just…we’ve been spending so much time apart; I’ve missed you. I must have been a little jealous seeing you with your need friends.”

			I think I’m going to barf. 

			“Aw, see, Chef,” Juju butts. “She just—”

			“No,”  I interrupt. “Juju this is—”

			Willow stands. “This is what, Riley?”

			I glance at everyone in the room before I can think of an answer. How did my life go from dull and boring to a telenovela in two days? There’s so much pressure in my head I’d rather just run away and cry. Introverts don’t live like this. It feels like it’s been nothing but drama since the day…since the day…Havoc joined our lobby…

			Wait.

			Huh?

			I glance at Willow and then Havoc and then Willow again. Does…no…does Willow…like me? That can’t be it because she’s been Vulcherz since before that. When did Vulcherz add me as a friend. I need to think…

			Well, she wasn’t being a terrible friend until after Havoc but she added me way before then. Ugh. I don’t know. I don’t know what I did. She’s a real life supervillain now. By the time I can come out of my transe of attempting to know when the supervillain was produced, Havoc is storming past me and out the door. Willow must have said something to her.

			“What did you do!” I shout and run after her. 

			I fling the door open and gallop down the hall. “Havoc! Wait! Please!”

			She stops, and I catch up, out of breath. “Wait,” I repeat. “I’m sorry—”

			“Chef, This isn’t my drama, and I don’t do drama. I game. I stay to myself, and I game, okay? This…“ she points frantically down the hallway. “…isn’t what I signed up for. I love playing with you, but I can’t if your girlfriend is acting like she’s still in middle school. I’m not about to be interrogated, I’m not—”

			“She’s not my girlfriend,” I interrupt. Her eyes jump from the ground to mine as she processes what I’ve just said.

			“What are you talking about?”

			My heart picks up pace. I either tell her a lie or tell her the truth, and at this moment, I have no idea which path I’m about to choose. Think Riley.

			As I ponder, I can feel Havoc waiting for a response.

			“She’s—I was blackmailed into saying she’s my girlfriend. I didn’t even know she was Vulcherz. I don’t know what’s going on.”

			Havoc isn’t having it. This drama is too much for her, and I can’t blame her. She’s here on a trip of a lifetime to let go of life and game for thousands, not be in the middle of someones drama.

			“Blackm—Vulcherz? I’m sorry, Chef. This is crazy, and I don’t want any parts. I’m sorry she’s manipulating you or whatever she’s doing but—”

			“I know,” I reply. My eyes drop to the ground in embarrassment, and I can feel my face turning red. She sticks her hand out for a handshake, piercing my eyes with hers in sadness. It feels like our goodbye.

			“I’ll text Ju to bring my PC later, okay?”

			I can’t find a response, and she reads that. She gives me a shy smirk and heads for the elevator. I can’t believe Willow has managed to destroy everything in her path. I’m so hurt, I feel like vomiting. I haven’t called Carter about any of this in fear she’s in on it too—whatever the hell this is.

			I’ve never felt lonelier.

			I watch Havoc walk toward the elevator, and I’m abruptly pushed. “What the hell?” I say, turning to see Juju. 

			“Tell her, you sack of sticks!” 

			My eyes widen. “Tell who what?”

			She walks up to me and grabs my shoulders. She guides me into the elevator bank and gives me another push toward the elevator Havoc just stepped into. I glance at the elevator and back at Juju. I peer at the elevator again as it’s beginning to close.

			I can’t.

			What the heck do I say? Oh, by the way. I don’t know you, and I’ve only gamed with you a few times and randomly met you at my arcade and a gas station, but I think you’re my future wife. Oh, and I have no idea if you’re into girls, but hey! Heck no. That’s crazy, right? All the while my best friend just pulled off the ultimate traitor story in the history of gaming.

			The elevator closes, and I stare. My brain is going a million miles a seconds shuffling through a pros and cons list.

			“Are you mad?!” Juju shouts.

			I glance at her as if nothing felt right in the world. Juju yelling at me gave me the push I needed. I panically look around for the staircase door and dart toward it. I blow open the door and begin running up the steps until I remembered I forgot what floor Havoc is on. I hurry back down and open the stairwell door. Before I can ask, Juju blurts out the floor number. She’s pressed the call button so my guess is she’s going to wait, but I can’t. I won’t.

			I begin sprinting up the steps as quickly as a gamer would. I didn’t exactly think this through. Havoc is eight floors above me. I’ve already tracked two and my quads are on fire. I begin slowing down.

			“Dang, I need to workout,” I whisper out of breath. I glance up to see how far I have to go…bad idea. It’s endless. It looks like one of those illusion paintings. 

			I think eight minutes have passed as I reach the last flight. My quads are going to be on fire tomorrow. I throw my hands in the air as if victory is mine. I open the door to Juju standing with her hands on her hips shaking her head.

			“Pitiful.”

			“I know,” I grin. “I’m guessing I missed her.”

			“Missed her? She’s liable to be on an airplane with how long you took! When’s the last time you did an exercise?!”

			“It’s on my to-do list,” I breathe out walking past her. “What’s her room number, Ju.”

			“Jewel,” she responds. I stop moving and peer behind me.

			“My name’s Jewel…I figure if we’re doing adventures and fighting crime together, you should know my real name.”

			I grin. My glands tingle as I feel tears attempt to form. I fight them with all my might. Her friendship feels natural and pure. She’s accepted me, not knowing where I come from, from the moment she saw me creeping around Havoc’s pod. I walk over to her and extend my hand. “Riley.”

			We shake. Jewel abruptly brushes past me. “That suits you,” she begins walking backward. “Oh, and I like Juju. Well, I think it’s pretty cool you guys call me Ju.”

			Juju blushes as she turns back forward to lead me to Havoc’s room. Something tell’s me she’s been searching for something natural and pure, too. I smile as we head down the hall. Boy, will me and Mom have a conversation for the ride back home.

			Juju leads me down three different hallways until we get to Havoc’s door. At this rate, she’s already packed and on that plane for sure. I knock quietly and quickly throw my back against the wall.

			Juju whispers. “What the hell are you doing?”

			“I’m panicking!” I whisper.

			“Well, don’t! Grow a pair!”

			“I can’t!”

			We’re having a not-so-whispered battle in the hall, and if you were an outsider looking in, we’d look like two psychopaths. I wave to her to shut up and stop whisper-yelling. I signal with my hands that I’m leaving. I take two steps to the side and begin running down the hall. I didn’t think I was capable with how bad the stairs killed my legs. Before I know it, I’m head first into this filthy carpet. Juju’s tackled me.

			“What the hell are you doing?” she whisper-shouts again.

			“I’m scared, okay! This crush is ridiculous! I’m a creep, and I’m disgusting just like Willow said! She could have been anyone on the other side on that screen. How can I like someone I don’t even know? I can’t tell her that. I’d be a fool. She could have been a child, Ju.” I feel a tear glide down into my hair. Juju is sitting on my stomach, and I lie on my back. “I just got betrtaeyed by my so called best friend, Ju. I feel defeated.”

			“But she wasn’t,” she grins. My face scrunches as I see her grin. “Your instincts told you she wasn’t. If you had a bad feeling about it, then you wouldn’t have allowed yourself. You knew. You’re beating yourself up over the unknown that’s known now! Chef, she’s real. She’s our age and she’s not a robot. That’s all we’re focused on here. Screw Willa—Vulcheese or whatever the hell her name is.”

			I interrupt. “You know her name, Ju.”

			“To hell with her name! And get with the program!” She gently slaps my cheek.

			I chuckle.

			“There’s that smile. Now, can we go profess your love to my new friend?”

			I grin and shake my head. “We better hurry before I change my mind.”

			Before Juju can help bring me to my feet, my eyes skip past her and down the hallway. Havoc is leaning with one shoulder against the wall about ten feet behind us.

			“Uh, Ju,” I say in an ominous tone. She follows my gaze and notices. She jumps to her feet and belts out the worst statement possible. “It’s not what it looks like!”

			I stare at Juju and slowly put my head on the ground and place my hands over my face. I don’t know what to do with her!

			“Oh, get up,” she says grabbing me, leading me to my feet. She pushes me forward, giving me the boost I needed.

			I make my way toward Havoc. My legs feel like a gelatin that hasn’t had the chance to be refrigerated with every step. I should have asked Mom to slip me something before I committed to this.

			“Hey,” I say as I close in.

			“What are you guys doing, Chef?” She pouts. “And there’s grass on you.” She reaches over to pull one piece of grass from my shirt. I hold my grin.

			“I didn’t get to finish what I was saying downstairs.”

			“Chef, I already told you…” 

			“Riley.”

			Her eyes read confusion, and she processed what I was saying. “My name is Riley Jones, and I was a victim of blackmail. I was told that if I didn’t go along with the plan my secret would be spread—to you. I know that was a lot back there and in the arena, I’m still processing it all myself.”

			“Oh, piss off with this doosney rom-com, Chef and tell her!” Juju grunts from behind me. Oh, she’s going to be a great addition to my life. 

			I roll my eyes and continue. “I like you, Havoc. Well like—like, like you. And I know that’s crazy, and I don’t even know if you’re—”

			She lunges into me, connecting her lips to mine—rudely interrupting my confession! Kidding. She gently but passionately inhales my lips. One hand is caressing my cheek while the other is curls behind my neck, pulling me into her. Her pillow-soft lips are consuming me. She deepens the kiss, and I grab her waist. Butterflies run through my entire body.

			“Oh, get a room,” Ju jokes.

			This is the moment I’ve always wanted. I may not have known she was the girl who came into the arcade, but I believe my soul did. I mean, hey, everything happens for a reason, right? 

			I pull back from the kiss. “Wait.”

			She stares in confusion. “Yes?”

			“Ju, can you please go back sure the bandit twins are out of my room. I can’t believe we left them in there!”

			“You think I left those two snake skins in your room? Ha! Child’s play, Chef. The trash was taken out.” She dusts her hands.

			I grin and shake my head, facing back to Havoc. “So did you like the arcade girl or ChefRiley more before you found out they’re the same person?”

			She smiles. “You really wanna know?”

			Well, now that she says it like that I don’t know if I want to know. I’m talking as if we’re not talking about me—they’re both me!

			“Do I?” I ask hesitantly.

			She ponders. A little too long if you ask me.

			“Now knowing they’re the same person is everything I need to know. Same vibes—same feelings. There must be something about you Riley Jones.”

			I smile and she continues. “If things couldn’t get any crazier I’d say I saw you at this gas—”

			“The gas station!” I shout and frighten her. “The gas station! Holy crap! No way. No way that was you too. At the ATM?”

			“Marty’s? Yesterday around eleven?”

			I look up to the ceiling—in the direction of the universe. “Nice.”

			Juju hops in. “You two are telling me, you’ve been around each other all this time and had no idea and still felt the same way about this mystery person you’ve been seeing? Holy fish sticks we’re living in some romantic comedy realm. If you two aren’t soul mates, then I don’t know what soul mates would look like.”

			I glance back to Havoc, grinning. “What do you think?”

			“I’m thinking I knew you didn’t have a girlfriend. You don’t seem like a great liar, and I don’t think you would have been flirting with me as hard as you have been.”

			She places her hand over my cheeks and pulls me back into her…I’m thinking she’s thinking soul mates.

			What. A. Day.

			



	

Chapter 16 

			ChefRiley has eliminated Vulcherz.

			Victory! Congratulations, ChefRiley. You are the Area 55 World Champion of 2023!

			I stare blankly at the screen as if I’m frozen in time. Reading “victory” flash in front of me seems like a fever dream. I feel a tear slipping its way down my cheek. My hands are still shaking from the final battle. I had 3Hp before I got off my last shot to win. I can’t believe it.

			“Yes!” I shout as loud as I possibly can. Not only did I just win the world title, but I defeated the biggest villain Area55 has ever seen! I stand, pushing my chair back and throw my fist in the air. Years of gaming, missing school football games and dances for this moment has been absolutely worth it. I go to send Mom a quick text. Before I can get to her name, her name flashes onto my screen. 

			 

			Mom:	YOU DID IT!!! IM SO PRUDG B U BABDOY!!!

			 

			Mom might be having a little much fun with her friends!

			Moments into my self celebration, people holding giant cameras and spotlights storm into my pod. There’s so much commotion and the lights are so bright, I can’t keep up with what’s happening. A man squeezes through and signals me to follow him. As he escorts me around the pods to the main stage, the players have stepped out of their pods to cheer me on. My heart is throbbing out of my chest. My face is on fire, and I’m shaking with every step. I grin and shake everyones hand as I walk past.

			He made sure we walked past every active players pod, so we briefly walked past Havoc’s. Before I approached her pod, I could tell she wanted to run to me, but she chose to play it cool. So instead, I stepped toward her, signaling it was okay, and she gives  me a hug. She whispers, “I’m so proud of you. Next time, you’re going down,” and the dorkiest grin shined its way through.

			We finally make it to the main stage and all the players are escorted in along with the media. Looking around, I’m realizing this is a lot, and I am on the verge of passing out. I almost immediately miss being an awesome player behind the scenes. I know Mom is at the hotel lobby losing her crap right now.

			Something tells me life gaming won’t ever be the same once I leave here.
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			The crowds cheers as my check is handed to me. The biggest smile stretches across my face. My goals feel like they are truly achievable now. Music turns on and streamers falls from the rafters. I wave to Havoc and Juju to come to the stage. They run up, and Ju runs into me, placing both hands on my shoulders and shaking me into a neck injury.

			“You’re a killer! A killer, I tell you! I bit off all my fingernails because of you! I started taking skin off! You slashed her, Chef!” She shows me her dented, nailless, fingertips. They do look in pretty bad shape.

			I chuckle. “How do you think I felt? I couldn’t breathe!”

			“You kicked your buttocks into gear in the last circle, Chef. That’s how you kill the enemy with kindness. You deserve this…and the girl,” she winks.

			“You can’t help it, can you?” I ask Juju. I glance to Havoc, who’s blushing along with me.

			Havoc nudges me with her elbow. I peer to her, and my eyes immediately drop to her lips. It would be cool to kiss her, but I am not built to be the knight in shining armor. She watches my eyes and begins to blush even more.

			“Stop,” she jokingly grunts and steps closer to me. “So, hey.”

			“So, hey,” I repeat.

			“You remember when there were six players left? I’ve seen that strategy before, where’d you learn it from?”

			I smirk. She’s caught me redhanded. Havoc has a move where she knows someone is lurking, so she will snipe a player and push the opposite direction to come up behind the lurker and kill them as they try to loot the player she sniped. I used it at the right time when I was low on health with no heals. It was risky because there were only six players left and a sniper is loud and incredibly easy to spot where it’s coming from.

			I attempt to “be cool” and pull her in close. “From the best,” I reply.

			“Mhm,” she says, staring at my lips. Maybe that was the move to make. Look at me! “And that last move on Vulcherz?”

			I grin. “She knows exactly how I play. I needed to channel someone else’s game play. You’re an amazing player, Bel.”

			Havoc’s real name is Rebel as I found out last night. What a badass name along with a badass player. I’m sure you can guess I’m drooling over everything about her.

			I get tugged from behind, it’s one of the producers of A55 Con. “ChefRiley. Need you with News76. Ready?”

			I take a deep breath. Ten-year-old me would die for this moment. Everything I ever worked for coming to fruition is the most rewarding feeling ever. Losing a best friend, gaining a real friend, and getting the girl? I’d have to say this weekend was one for the books—just like it was supposed to be.

			“Ready.”

			As I turn to head to the interview, I feel another tug behind me. It’s Havoc.

			“Yeah?” I say, yelling over the cheers.

			She answers in the same tone. It’s extremely loud in here. “You weren’t a butt-face because you are a sweat,” she begins, trying to keep over the cheers. “You were a butt-face because I liked you, and my feelings were hurt. I know it’s stupid because I didn’t know who—”

			I kiss her midsentence. I can hear the volume of the cheers increase and cameras swarm us. This may be problematic as ChefRiley and Vulvherz dating is the top trend in gaming right now.  Aside from that, I get it how she feels. Growing feelings for a stranger you’ve never seen before? I’ve heard that one before.

			We chose to take the leap, and well—we got a little lucky. 

			Wait ’til Mom finds this one out.
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