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1: Intrusive Thoughts

 

Ten years ago…

 

Kylie:

 

“Oh my God Kylie,” the voice sang out across the gym. “Is that your idea of doing your hair or did a bird set up a nest while you were down there getting ready?”

I stared up at Gwen Thomas. Glared would be more like it. Why did she have to be such a bitch? Sometimes I felt like the only reason she existed here at Morton County Middle School was to torment me and make my life a living hell.

And of course there was her mean girl partner in crime sitting next to her in the stands. Lisa Soren. Though to be fair Lisa didn’t really say much of anything. She just blushed and looked down, but not saying anything to stop her bitch of a friend was just as good as taking part in the relentless teasing as far as I was concerned.

I flipped her the bird and she rolled her eyes. I didn’t want her to know just how much those words hurt. I didn’t want her to know that I was on the verge of tears because I was so fucking tired of her relentlessly coming at me.

I moved over to the other side of the bleachers and pulled my knees up to my chest. Sighed and waited for the bell to ring so we could go on to science class. Now there was something that was fun, though I wouldn’t be caught dead letting anyone know I was actually interested in a class. That was social suicide, and my social cred was already seriously on life support as it was.

I glanced over to Gwen and Lisa again. Stupid preppy cheerleader types. Everything handed to them on a golden platter because they were pretty. I hated them. I hated everything about them.

Though Lisa was looking pretty cute today in that fuzzy blue sweater. I shook my head. Cute? What the hell was I thinking? Lisa Soren was the enemy. Plain and simple. Why would I think she looked cute in anything? The girl was the devil incarnate.

Well, Gwen was the devil incarnate. Lisa was just her servant, or something. I don’t know. I usually tuned out in those stupid Sunday school lessons my mom insisted I went to, much to the annoyance of nice old Mrs. Morris who taught the class. A lot of those stories seemed pretty implausible, let me tell you, but I didn’t say anything because my mom would have conniptions.

Thankfully I was saved from my thoughts about the cuteness of the evil Lisa Soren by the bell. Actually a series of beeps over the PA system rather than a bell. Not that going through the halls would be much of a relief. The older grades got to switch to different classes with different people, but not us lowly sixth graders. I was stuck with the same group all day long, which meant I was stuck with Gwen and Lisa all day long.

Still, stepping into the halls between classes was a little break. I went to my locker and started switching out my books. A moment later the break was over as my locker neighbor came up. Dave. I sighed.

“Hi Kylie,” he said, breathing heavily. He was always breathing heavily when he looked at me. I glanced up at him and then back down to my locker. I didn’t like the way his eyes ran all over me. Of course the one guy who paid me any attention would be the one guy in the whole school that I least wanted that attention from.

For some reason Lisa drifted through my head again. What the hell was up with that? I chastised myself for even thinking the word “hell.” Good church girls didn’t use that kind of language. At least that’s what Mrs. Morris said. I looked at the mirror in the back of my locker and blushed.

“Hi Dave,” I said. I finished switching out my books and slammed my locker shut. I suppose there were worse things than being stuck in a class with Gwen and Lisa. I could be stuck in a class with Dave. My next door neighbor Travis was in a class with him and he was always going on about how weird Dave got.

I headed over to the science class early just to get away from him. Since I had a few minutes I pulled out a book from a new fantasy series I’d been getting into and really enjoying. Tales of Elassa. There were a lot of books, and the author was a girl which seemed pretty rare with fantasy books. At least in my limited experience. I’d read a lot of books, though.

“What are you reading?”

I looked up and saw Lisa taking a seat across from me. No Gwen. At least not yet, but she’d be along shortly. As soon as she was done flirting with whatever pretty boy she was dating this week.

The science room was set up with a bunch of little islands where four or five people could be seated. I guess it was so we could run experiments or something, but we never did anything but read from the book and do homework on paper in sixth grade science.

It was just my luck that I was stuck with the mean girl brigade. I’d been surprised on the first day of class when Gwen sat at the same little island as me. The surprise wore off when she opened her mouth and I realized she’d sat near me just to make the torture more convenient for her, but by the time I had that realization it was too late to change seats.

Damn it. It seemed like everything about middle school was just one torture after another. I couldn’t wait to get out of this place and into high school where people were so much more mature and sophisticated.

“It’s just a book,” I muttered. “No big deal.”

I was always on guard when talking with Gwen or Lisa. Again it was usually Gwen who did most of the teasing, but I’d long ago lumped Lisa in with her since she never did anything to stop her raging bitch of a best friend. They were two halves of the same bundle of middle school misery as far as I was concerned.

“Is that a girl holding a sword on the front?” Lisa asked. “In a bikini or something? That looks kinda cool.”

I blushed several shades of red and hated that I was blushing even as I did it. I also moved the book down so the cover wouldn’t be that visible. I’d had a couple of teachers give me odd looks when they saw the cover of my book, a woman in a chain mail bikini holding a huge sword, but so far no one had tried to confiscate the book. Still, it was fucking embarrassing. What I really needed was one of those fancy new ereader things so I could read my books and not worry about being embarrassed by the cover, but mom would never spring for one of those when paper books were so cheap down at the used book store.

“That girl is the main character,” I said. “But she’s not always like that in the book. They just put that stuff on cover to get boys to buy it or something.”

Lisa smiled and I shivered. Huh. Now where did that come from? I shouldn’t be shivering at Lisa’s smile. I shouldn’t be happy she was smiling at me at all. No, the only way Lisa Soren and her stupid friend Gwen could make me happy was by leaving her alone. I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was just drawing me into this conversation so she could find some way to make fun of me.

“That’s interesting,” Lisa said. “So does that book have magic and stuff in it? Like Harry Potter? I love those books!”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Yeah, there’s magic in here, but it’s nothing like Harry Potter. That’s baby stuff compared to this.”

Lisa looked down and I realized I might’ve said something a little mean on my own end. I felt bad about it for a moment, but then I remembered all the times Gwen had said nasty things about me and Lisa just sat there and let it happen. Sure she might look like she felt bad about it, but she let it happen.

I didn’t feel so bad after that. Still, there was a part of me that was disappointed I made her look like that even as another part of me screamed that I was an idiot for thinking like that.

“Well I like those books,” she said.

“You might like these too,” I said. “They’re pretty good. Harry Potter is okay if you’re into that sort of thing, but this Elassa series is awesome!”

Lisa smiled and I shivered again, and then it happened. I didn’t know it at the time, but it was a moment that would lead to years of confusion. Suddenly an image popped into my head of me kissing someone. Only that someone wasn’t one of the pretty boys Gwen was always keeping for herself. That someone was certainly pretty, and she sat right in front of me.

In the intrusive thought we were in my basement watching some TV show or something and Lisa leaned in and pressed her lips against mine. I felt fire the likes of which I’d never enjoyed before. It wasn’t even the thought of making out with her or anything. Just a simple kiss, but it was a simple kiss that hit my imagination with all the force of a runaway freight train as my already hormone addled brain ran away with the fantasy.

I blinked and pulled myself back to reality. Lisa sat right there in front of me smiling, still looking at the book. I turned the cover over and looked at the girl on the front. She was pretty enough, but this time I was really looking at her with a mixture of fear and trepidation that had never been there before. Did I find that barely-dressed cover model attractive?

I stared for a moment but nothing happened. At least nothing close to the fireworks I felt with that sudden unwelcome thought about Lisa. I looked up at her. She smiled. The fireworks came back and I blushed.

What the hell was going on? I didn’t like girls, did I? Great. As though life wasn’t already complicated enough. I glanced around the room at other girls and a couple of guys. Tried to recreate that feeling. Begged the universe that the feeling would only come along when I looked at some of the cute guys who still looked just as cute now as they did before that thought popped, unwanted, into my head.

Yeah, I still thought those guys were cute. I didn’t really get that feeling for any of the other girls. I turned back to Lisa and that thought popped into my head again and my scalp went all tingly as my stomach twisted into knots.

What the hell was wrong with me?

Gwen chose that moment to breeze into the room. I never thought I’d be happy for Gwen to show up with that semi-permanent angry scowl on her face and her lips puckered up looking for all the world like a cat’s asshole. I smiled at the comparison.

“Oh my God Lisa, you wouldn’t believe what Todd just told me,” Gwen said, launching into yet another story about her love life that I didn’t really want to hear, so I buried my nose in my book and waited for the bell to ring and class to start.

Still, Lisa paused for one last lingering glance at me, then my book, before she turned her attention back to Gwen and her latest tale of social woe. I shivered again, and then concentrated on my book because that was far better than concentrating on Lisa or the implications of that crazy thought.

I liked boys. That was just some weird intrusive thought and that’s all it was. Yeah. The more I said that to myself the more I almost believed it. As long as I didn’t look at Lisa and feel the full strength of that intrusive thought hitting me all over again like a bolt of lightning from the heavens.

Great. One more reason to hate the mean girl cheerleader duo of Gwen and Lisa.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: Mean Girls

 

Five years ago…

 

Lisa:

 

The noise of people moving around in the hall between classes washed over me, but I didn’t hear any of it. I slammed my locker door shut and stared a few lockers down to where Gwen and Todd were chatting with each other. As I stared she giggled and reached out to brush a lock of shaggy hair away from his forehead.

A lock of shaggy hair I used to run my hands through. I’d known it was a mistake to go on a date with that asshole, let alone get involved with him. All my friends told me it was a huge mistake. He and Gwen had been on again/off again since middle school, and I guess a part of me always knew that I would only have him while the “off again” lasted.

It didn’t make it suck any less to see it happening right in front of me, though. Though to be honest it wasn’t really that he was with Gwen that bothered me, to be honest I felt a little relieved the relationship was over. No, more than anything it was everyone looking at them and then looking at me with those sad stares.

I was supposed to be sad too. So why was I more annoyed that he was wrapping his arms around Gwen.

Damn. Now there was a thought I needed to stomp down on nice and hard. I didn’t think of Gwen that way. I didn’t think of any girls that way. I was into guys. If anyone in the hall had even an inkling of the thoughts running through my heads they’d be staring at me even more than they already were because the head cheerleader was supposed to date the captain of the football team or some bullshit like that. Not one of the other cheerleaders.

Damn it! I shook my head. Chased those thoughts away and tried to ignore the pitying stares that were so infuriating.

Okay, so maybe not everyone was doing that, but that’s what it felt like. It felt like everyone knew that Gwen and Todd were back together. That he’d dumped me so he could have another chance with her. They looked so cute together.

She was so… No. Bad Lisa’s brain. We don’t think of Gwen like that. Gwen was a man-stealing bitch, even if she was technically stealing him back.

They were the perfect couple, everyone said. Meant to be even though they were always arguing and breaking up. I was the bitch for trying to get in the way of their intermittent true love, not her for stealing my fucking boyfriend.

“I hate her,” I muttered.

“Do you really hate her?” Terri asked.

I turned and smiled at Terri. She was my locker buddy and a good friend. We’d been on the squad for a few years, along with Gwen unfortunately, but Terri was pretty cool. Pretty pretty and son of a bitch I was doing it again. Terri.

My friend Terri. That’s it. She’d moved here a couple of years ago when we were freshmen so she was free of a lot of the baggage that most people carried around from living in the same town their whole lives.

It was stifling sometimes. Not as stifling as it could be if some of those stray thoughts dancing through my head got out, but still stifling.

“Yeah, I really do,” I said. “She was always a bitch. I just played along because I didn’t want her to turn on me.”

“Well you’d better stay out of her way now. She’ll turn into queen bitch if you dare get mad at her for stealing Todd away from you,” Terri said. “Especially after the announcement last week.”

I smiled. At least I had that going for me. Captain of the squad next year. I was on top of the world from the announcement and Gwen had been stalking around pissed off about it all week. I sort of wondered if me getting captain of the cheerleading squad was part of the reason why she’d taken such a sudden interest in Todd again.

“Shit, she’s coming this way,” Terri said.

I stood rooted to the spot. A part of me wanted to avoid a confrontation. Gwen could be a real bitch when she was upset about something, and I’d seen people on the other side of that bitchiness often enough that I didn’t want to have any part of it. I thought of poor Kylie back in middle school, though she’d done well enough for herself since then.

There was another person it was best not to think of, even if I did feel a small flutter thinking of the resident bad girl of Morton High.

Avoiding conflict was what I did. Keep a perfect smile on my face. Pretend everyone is happy and everything is perfect. That’s what I usually did. Only this wasn’t perfect. Gwen stole my boyfriend to try and get back at me because she didn’t get something she wanted. 

Sure he wasn’t a boyfriend I really wanted, the less I thought about exactly why I didn’t want him the better, but it was the principle of the thing. That was typical Gwen. She didn’t get what she wanted? Well then I didn’t get what I wanted.

I hated her. Hate that was tempered by a longing lurking under the surface that I’d never spoken of to anyone. Thin line between love and hate and all that. Years of putting up with her acting like a jerk, years of denying certain feelings she’d always stirred in me despite the mean girl routine, and now I’d fallen firmly on the hate side of lust and hate and I wanted to claw her eyes out. There must’ve been something in the way I stared at her, because she stopped smiling and looked me up and down as they passed in the halls.

“What are you looking at, captain?” she asked.

“A man stealing bitch who can’t stand other people being happy?”

The words flew out of my mouth before I could really think about what I was saying. My hand flew to my mouth and my eyes went wide. I couldn’t believe I said that. That wasn’t me at all even if it did feel good.

“Oh my God Gwen I’m so sorry! I didn’t…”

I didn’t get a chance to finish my apology.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Gwen said. “You come in and steal my man away from me and now you’re trying to turn it around on me? God you’re such a bitch.” She looked to Todd and smiled a sweet smile that was totally fucked up considering the fangs were out. “Don’t you agree baby? Isn’t she such a bitch?”

Todd actually looked embarrassed. I guess that was a good thing? Not much of a good thing, though, because it didn’t stop him from going right along with her bitch routine. The guilt disappeared behind a smile and I knew he was in that stage where he’d say anything to get in Gwen the Great’s good graces.

The asshole. I should’ve never agreed to go out with him. I mostly did it just to go on a date with a guy. Not that I’d had much success. I usually lost interest pretty quick. I was losing interest in him when Gwen stole him back, but again. The principle of the thing.

Not to mention the less I thought of why I might be getting bored with him, why I didn’t really feel a spark when he kissed me, the better.

“Yeah Gwen, you’re right,” he said.

Gwen turned back to me. That grin was still on her face. Okay then. We were doing the nice mean girl. I’d seen her do it plenty of times and it always pissed me off and I’d never said anything. I guess that was coming back to bite me now.

“Good. Glad we all agree, captain Lisa,” Gwen said. She put extra emphasis on captain and her eyes flashed. Oh yeah, she was very angry about that. “Now why don’t you…”

“What the fuck is going on here?” a loud voice rang out through the crowd that had gathered around us. Everyone might hate being on the business end of Gwen’s unique way of dealing with the world, but it also seemed like everyone was always more than happy to stand around and watch it happen to someone else.

Fucking high school.

That voice. Was it a teacher? It sounded too young to be a teacher. I heard someone cursing and the crowd started muttering and parting. A teacher was the only person who could move through a crowd of students like a shark moving through a school of fish, right?

“I said what the fuck… Oh. You.”

My insides did little somersaults as I realized we were dealing with the only person other than a teacher, or maybe Gwen, with enough of a reputation to make it through a crowd like that. Kylie stood there wearing her usual all black outfit that somehow managed to look good even though she’d gone for the whole dark and brooding goth thing since we got to high school. 

Black miniskirt. Black tank top that skirted the rules but I was pretty sure most of the teachers were a little intimidated by her too so they never made a big deal out of it. Hair dyed a deep purple color that seemed to work for her, and several piercings on her face that looked like they would’ve been really uncomfortable to have done.

There were rumors that she had piercings on other parts of her body that you couldn’t see walking down the halls in school. I shivered and wondered why I was shivering even as the involuntary reaction hit me.

Where did that come from? Probably the same place some of my mixed feelings about Gwen came from. Feelings I was going to ignore thank you very much.

The crowd went silent around us, though I could still hear the murmur of people chatting and lockers slamming in the distance beyond our small bubble. Kylie looked annoyed when she stepped through, but when she saw Gwen at the center that annoyance turned to pure fury.

“What the fuck are you doing now, Gwen?” Kylie sneered. I felt a little better about everything, if anyone could stand up to Gwen it was Kylie, but then she turned the sneer on me. “A little mean girl on mean girl violence? Can’t say I don’t approve, but I also can’t let you do that on principle.”

“Who the fuck died and made you boss?” Gwen said.

I blinked. She must’ve been really mad to go that far. Usually she wouldn’t dare say anything like that to Kylie. In a flash Kylie was on Gwen and held her by the scruff of her official Morton Governors T-shirt. Gwen moved up on her tiptoes and her shirt rode up enough that her belly button ring glinted in the fluorescent light. 

Gwen’s eyes went wide and she looked to Todd for help, but it was pretty obvious there was no help coming from lover boy. He looked between the two girls in obvious confusion. Kylie was attacking his girl, but Kylie was also a girl and that short-circuited the small town values that had probably been drilled into him from a young age that a gentleman never hit a girl. Even if it looked like that girl was about to deliver a beatdown to his girl.

“I made me boss when you decided to make me miserable for years,” Kylie said. “And it’s my mission to make sure you never do that to anyone at this school again, even if it is your stupid friend who couldn’t be bothered to say anything when everyone else was on the business end of your bitchiness.”

I hung my head. Not quite in shame, but I didn’t exactly feel great about myself either. I tried to be happy and bubbly and nice to everyone, and it sucked when I was reminded that maybe some of the things I did to try and keep the peace with everyone around me weren’t so nice for other people.

Gwen and Kylie stared at each other for a moment, then Gwen looked away. Kylie grinned and seemed to take that as meaning she’d won. She lowered Gwen until she was on the flats of her feet instead of her tiptoes, and Kylie dusted off Gwen’s shirt where it had been crumpled up in her fists.

“Good. Glad we could come to an understanding. Again.”

Kylie turned to the rest of the crowd and they took a step back. I would’ve giggled, except I worried that might draw Kylie’s attention to me and I wasn’t sure how welcome that would be. I couldn’t even work up the energy to smile. That was how drained I was from this.

“What are you all looking at? Bell’s about to ring. Get to class!”

She sounded for all the world like an angry teacher, and everyone obeyed her like an angry teacher. I started to turn away as well, but Kylie rounded on me and I was rooted to the spot. I’m not sure why. It’s not like I was afraid of her. Not exactly. I mean everyone had at least a bit of a healthy fear when it came to her, but that fear was only justified if you were the type of person to mess with other people.

Like Gwen.

“You okay?” she asked, her face softening. “Look, I didn’t mean to be so hard on you there. Trust me, I know what Gwen can be like. We all deal with her in our own way.”

“Your way seems better than mine,” I said, looking down. I felt the waterworks threatening at the edge of my eyes as my vision blurred. I reached up and wiped them away with an angry swipe.

Kylie shrugged. She didn’t smile, but she still looked so pretty and I was jealous. Jealous that she could throw all that stuff on and still look perfect. Jealous that she could go through life not giving a fuck what other people thought of her. Jealous that she could stand up to a bully like Gwen and I just tried to make nice and still everyone was pissed off at me and thought I was a bitch by association.

“Yeah, well, everyone has their own problems,” she said. Her eyes ran up and down for a moment and I shivered again. That almost looked like she was checking me out. I don’t know why that should excite me, though. Besides, wasn’t I the one who just looked her up and down thinking about how pretty she looked pulling off that whole dark and angry look?

The bell rang. Well, beeped is more like it. The point is I was now officially late to class. Damn it.

“I should probably go,” I said.

“Yeah, me too,” Kylie said.

The two of us stood there in an awkward silence for the space of a breath. The hall emptied out as soon as the bell beeped letting us know we were officially tardy, so it was just the two of us. I felt like I should say something more. Kylie almost looked like she was blushing, though I didn’t know what could make someone whose whole image screamed “I don’t give a fuck what other people think of me” blush like that.

Then she turned away and the moment was gone. I sighed and turned towards my own class in the opposite direction. The moment had passed, but I kept thinking about Kylie for the rest of the day for some reason, and I was the one blushing when I thought of her.

Weird. And not something I wanted to think about too deeply lest I find something there that would complicate my life way more than it already was.

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: Into the Game

 

Kylie:

 

“Um, I’m not so sure about this,” I said.

“Come on,” Travis said. “It’ll be fun. You just slew the vicious hellbeast of Morton High School. This would be sort of like that!”

I fixed him with what I knew was one of my most terrifying glares. People in the halls backed away from me when I did it as though I actually had magical powers or would fly off the handle and try to beat them up. Small towns. Crazy.

The look didn’t work on Travis, though. No, we’d known each other for way too long. Long enough that we were still friends even though he’d gone the preppy route and I was firmly on the dark and brooding side of the social spectrum. I didn’t even know what we were calling ourselves this week. Goth? Emo? Scene?

All I cared about was that I fucking rocked this outfit. I couldn’t imagine having the fashion sense of miss bubbly coward.

Miss bubbly coward. Lisa. Why did I still feel a little twinge every time I thought of her? I should’ve left her to the “vicious hellbeast” as Travis so eloquently described her. I had no business saving Lisa. I’d spent the past few years trying to forget all about the feelings she stirred in me that day.

Not that I’d done a very good job of burying those feelings considering here I was thinking them over again.

“Kylie? You still with us? I mean thinking about nearly punching out Gwen is probably fun and all, but we were kind of talking here?”

I shook my head and came back to the real world. I was not about to explain that I hadn’t been thinking of Gwen at all. What were we talking about?

Oh, right. Dork games.

“You’re serious about this? You guys just roll dice or something? You don’t even use controllers or anything like that?”

“Nope. It’s all in the imagination,” he said.

I looked Travis up and down. He was the height of fashion. At least fashion as it was reckoned at our school. Always in the latest and greatest, which was pretty easy to do in our area since just about everyone in this town was dirt poor.

“You really don’t strike me as the kind to get into a game like that. Why’d you never tell me about this before?” I asked.

Travis looked down for a moment. A sure sign he was feeling conflicted about something. When he looked back up, though, he had that easygoing grin. The one that convinced me to date him a couple years ago near the end of middle school, though ultimately we’d decided we were better as friends. No spark there. Though I seemed to not have that spark with a lot of the guys I dated.

Lisa drifted through my head again. For probably the millionth time since thoughts of her first took over my imagination I stomped down on it. I was not going to think of her like that.

“Honestly? I figured you’d never let me hear the end of it,” he said. “I mean come on. You said it yourself. A dorky game? What’s the fun in that? But it is pretty damn fun, and this game has been going on for a long time around here. Like decades.”

“If I go will you shut up and stop bothering me about it?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said. “I promise. If you go and you don’t like it then I promise I won’t say anything else about it ever again.”

“Fine. You’ve got a deal,” I said.

And so a few hours later, after slaying the hellbeast of Morton High, I found myself in someone’s basement staring at a bunch of papers as Travis walked me through the process of putting together a character for this game. I was so engrossed in the process, which was actually kind of fun, that I barely noticed when someone slipped in beside me at the table.

Until I heard a voice. That voice. A voice that I absolutely despised.

“Well hello there beautiful,” Dave said. “I didn’t think I’d go from one beauty to another this evening.”

I glared at Travis. Glared. If there was a way for my stare to bore through his skull and set his brain to boiling then I would’ve gladly done it. He gave me an apologetic grin and a shrug.

“Sorry,” he said. “He’s Jeff’s cousin and we can’t really get rid of him. I knew if I mentioned him coming then you wouldn’t be interested.”

“I’m going to kill you,” I mouthed to him. He apparently got the message because his eyes went wide and he scooted even farther away. Not that it would save him. I had every intention of making him pay for this later.

For now, though, I had bigger problems to deal with. Like Dave. Jeff’s cousin. Jeff the guy who was running the game. So of course he wasn’t going to kick Dave out even though the guy brought the asshole everywhere he went. He’d turned being a first rate dick into an art.

I squeezed my eyes shut and forced down the rage threatening to break free. That had gotten me in trouble a few times. I thought it might get me in trouble with Gwen today, but everything seemed to have worked itself out there.

Except for those confusing feelings coming back. Feelings that surfaced at the worst time. Like when I was making out with some guy and not really feeling it and suddenly Lisa popped in there and the juices got flowing and…

Damn it. I was doing it again. I had bigger problems than my sexuality.

“Dave,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

I turned around and faced a huge grin that I would’ve rather not dealt with right now. Or ever, for that matter.

“I think I should be the one asking you what you’re doing here,” Dave said. “I never thought I’d be lucky enough to have two fair maidens gracing me in the space of one evening.”

I looked around the table. There were no “fair maidens” other than me hanging out here. I figured if I looked up “sausage party” in the dictionary the picture next to it would look an awful lot like the guys around me. I did note that of all the guys, Dave was the only one who was acting like a creeper. Not that it surprised me coming from him and given our brief but rocky history.

I was going to murder Travis. That was the least he deserved for doing this to me.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “I’m the only girl here.”

“I just finished a lovely evening date with the beautiful Lisa Soren,” Dave said.

Lisa Soren. Lisa. The very same Lisa I’d pulled out of the fire earlier today. The same Lisa who used to sit by and do nothing while her stupid friend made fun of me. The Lisa who kept intruding on my thoughts with images of kissing a girl. The one who’d started those very unwelcome thoughts.

The girl who’d been the gateway to other unwelcome thoughts about other girls. I might have started with Lisa but other girls had popped in there since. She was the first, though, and thinking of her always twisted my insides.

“Is there any escaping that girl?” I muttered to myself.

“What was that?” Dave asked, leaning forward as though he thought I was actually going to repeat myself. Fat chance of that. I’d never told anyone about those thoughts, and I sure as fuck wasn’t going to tell Dave.

Although if I did tell him he’d probably have to head back to his house for a long shower or something and I wouldn’t have to deal with him tonight. Almost worth it, but not really.

“You didn’t go on a date with Lisa Soren,” I said.

“I did so!” Dave turned to Travis. “Tell her about my date with Lisa!”

Travis leaned forward, though he looked reluctant to join any conversation between me and Dave. I wondered if that was because he knew I’d look for the first opportunity to smack him or if it was because he didn’t want to get pulled into a conversation with Dave. I could understand either motivation.

“Are you talking about the math tutoring thing?” Travis asked. “Because that is not a date.”

I barked out a laugh. Maybe it was a little mean. Maybe I was emulating Gwen just a little bit. Becoming that which I hated. The key difference was that Gwen walked through the halls of Morton High like a malevolent spirit who would lash out at anyone beneath her for any reason, and she thought just about everyone at our school was beneath her.

Me and Dave? We had a history. The creeper had done annoying things that I’d rather forget about. Things that made him deserve every bit of scorn I could muster.

“Seriously? You were helping her with her math homework? That is not a date,” I said.

I wouldn’t mind helping Lisa with her math homework, though, if it meant getting close to her. I could picture it now. Us on her bed going over our homework and giggling about stuff until we started talking about something cliched like kissing and decided to practice so she leaned in close to me and…

Damn it. My imagination was cliched and unoriginal on top of totally betraying me and everything I believed about my heterosexuality.

“Whatever,” I said. “Let’s get started with this game. I promised you one night, Travis, and that’s what you’re going to get.”

The unspoken promise that hung in the air, of course, was that the one night was all he was ever going to get. If Dave was going to be a regular at these sessions then I wanted nothing to do with it even more than I wanted nothing to do with it back when I thought it was just a bunch of dorky guys sitting around a table in a basement chowing down on junk food and playing pretend.

Then we started actually playing the game and something weird happened. I started enjoying myself. Really enjoying myself. I was never one for playing pretend with other girls on the block with their dollies even before we moved out to the country for a bigger house, but this was fun in a way that playing with Barbie and her Dream Car or her Dream House or her Dream Whatever wasn’t.

I guess there was a pretty big difference between playing pretend perfect husband and lobbing off some unsuspecting goblin’s head. It was like those hobbit books I read when I was younger.

It wasn’t even like a video game. No, this was so much better because it was all happening in my imagination. It was all so much more real than any video game I’d ever played. Not that I’d been big on video games, but my little brother loved them so I indulged him from time to time. Also kicked his ass from time to time.

Then the incident happened.

“You’re in the middle of a dark cave and you hear a scratching noise coming from the other side of a door,” Jeff, the guy running the game, said. He was an older guy who’d graduated a couple of years ago, but everyone at the gaming table was either a few years older or a few years younger than me.

“Right,” Dave said. “I’m going over to the door to open it and see what’s behind it.”

“Hey, now wait a second,” Arnold, another guy a year younger than us, said. “There might be a trap or an army of monsters or something behind that door! Let’s talk about this!”

“No. I’m not going to let you guys hold me back,” Dave said. “I want to see what’s behind that door!”

“Come on Dave. You’re always pulling this stuff and you’ve nearly gotten us killed more times than I can count,” Travis said. “Would you please stop it already?”

I looked around the table. It was obvious everyone there was disgruntled. Everyone but Jeff who had a small smile on his face as though he enjoyed watching everyone at the table fighting. I guess some people enjoyed that sort of thing. Or maybe he’d been playing the game for so long that he was bored and looking for something new and different. Nothing like a little drama for new and different.

Well if that’s what he wanted. I picked up my die and threw it on the table. The rattle of plastic against wood echoed through the room and brought the argument to a stop.

“What was that for?” Jeff asked.

“You guys don’t want Dave seeing what’s behind that door, right?” I asked.

“Well yeah, but you can’t roll a die to stop him,” Travis said. “Sorry, maybe I didn’t explain everything correctly…”

“Oh no. You explained everything perfectly well,” I said. “If I attack him that will stop him from opening the door, right?”

The stunned silence only lasted for the space of a breath, then Dave exploded.

“What? What are you talking about? You can’t attack me!”

“Well yeah I can. Travis explained it all to me. If the roll on that hunk of plastic is higher than the number it takes to hit your character then I attacked you,” I said. I turned to Jeff. “Right?”

Jeff grinned a wide toothy grin and moved to pull a long strand of his hair away from his face. Yeah, he was a guy who enjoyed watching the pot getting stirred. Apparently he was also the sort of guy who was going to let the play proceed even though I was about to ruin his cousin’s night.

“No rule saying you can’t attack someone in your own party man,” Jeff said. “And it looks like she just hit you.”

Another moment of stunned silence as everyone at the table looked at everyone else. Dave looked more and more pissed off by the moment, and that was just fine with me. Anything that pissed him off was just fine with me.

Then everyone sprang into action. It seemed there was a lot of pent up tension around the table and everyone was more than happy to enjoy my “solution” to Dave running off on his own.

I grinned right back at Jeff. This game just got a lot more interesting. The only thing that would make this night more interesting is if, by some miracle, Lisa was here to join the game night.

As if something like that would ever happen. I had just found a nice distraction, though, and for the space of an evening I forgot all about Lisa Soren and the troubles of the world as I enjoyed this fascinating new game and giving Dave a hard time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Invitation

 

Present day…

 

Lisa:

 

I looked down at my phone and swiped at a bit of fruit that came across the screen. It was neatly bisected with a satisfying splorch sound and I felt the familiar rush of a game well played. Then I realized what I was doing and backed out of the app.

I went over to my messages. Nothing.

“This fucking sucks,” I said to no one in particular. There was no one to talk to. It was just me in my room back at the parents’ house for the summer. All of my friends from college were off trapped in their own home towns and it felt like everyone I’d been friends with from high school had either decided to take summer classes or we just plain didn’t have anything in common anymore.

I sighed. If the entire summer was going to be like this then I was going to die from boredom. I was starting to think I should’ve just taken a couple of summer classes so I could have an excuse to stay at school. I was used to being able to go out and have a good time, go to parties, whenever I wanted.

There weren’t even parties anymore. I mean there were, but they were all with people who were way younger than me. People who’d been in middle school when I was graduating. People who were still underage and very much breaking the law when they drank. It would just be weird going to one of those.

Not to mention the girls at those parties might take it a little too personally if I got a little too up close and personal. That had been known to happen at a few parties when I got a little too drunk and let my freak flag fly, though that was as far as I let it go.

In a town this small they probably wouldn’t appreciate that freak flag flying as much as some of the girls on campus did, though. Or the guys on campus who always ended up nearby cheering like a bunch of assholes. Like my long running inner conflict was just there to turn them on.

The pricks.

I put the phone down and stared up at the ceiling. The same ceiling I’d stared at for the past twenty-one years of my life, though that wouldn’t last for much longer. I’d be going into my last year of undergrad soon enough, and after that it was off to the real world or maybe grad school if I couldn’t find a job. I’d have to move out and get a place of my own that I stayed in year round. No more coming home for the summer.

It all felt very adult and very terrifying. I was glad for a distraction when my phone buzzed to let me know someone out there was interested. There was a time when I’d have lots of offers to go hang out on a Friday night from just about every guy in school, but these days those offers weren’t there. Not because guys didn’t want to go out with me so much as they just weren’t around anymore.

Except for those kids at the underage parties. Ugh. No thank you.

I looked down at my phone and the excitement quickly faded into “ugh, no thank you” on a completely different level.

Dave: hey lisa! hows it goin? enjoyin ur summer vacation so far haha hit me up!

Damn it. Dave. The last person I wanted to hear from. It figured that of all the people who’d be home for the summer he’d be the one to get in touch with me. We never even hung out. He just helped me with a few assignments in math once and thought that meant we were dating or something. It’d been awkward, and I didn’t want to think about it.

Me: hey

I hoped that was noncommittal enough. I’d thought about changing my phone number just so he wouldn’t have it anymore. He said he needed it to schedule things back when he was doing that tutoring and he hadn’t given up on getting in touch with me even though I’d done everything I could think of to make it absolutely clear this wasn’t happening, damn it.

Dave: so I saw u were back in town. having a good nite?

I was having a pretty good night until he started messaging me, but I wasn’t going to be so rude as to tell him that. My parents always said it was good to be nice to people even if you didn’t get along with them. I wondered if that extended to creepers who couldn’t take a hint, but I’d never asked.

Me: yeah I guess it’s okay

Dave: so if u don’t have anything to do tonite…

Oh damn it. This was not happening. Was he seriously about to ask me out? I contemplated chucking my phone out the window. The only thing that stopped me was I didn’t have the money to pay for the thing if it broke. It seemed like chucking it out the window would be a good thing to make sure the thing broke.

Dave: I was thinking mabye u n I could hang out like u promised?

I stared at the phone long and hard. What the hell was he going on about? I certainly didn’t remember ever agreeing to hang out with him. That would’ve been the last thing in the world I agreed to considering I wanted to be as far from him as possible. 

That was a blessing of going to a different school when we went off to college. He still messaged me from time to time, but it was a lot easier to ignore when we were a few hours apart.

Me: what r u talking about?

Take the hint, Dave. I didn’t want to hang out with you.

Dave: lol u said next time we were in town we could hang out!

I squeezed my eyes shut. Now that he mentioned specifics I did recall telling him something vague the last time he asked me about hanging out when we were in town together. I really regretted being that vague now, though. Especially if he took that to mean I’d given him a green light for us to have a date night.

I didn’t have many date nights. I’d gone out with a few guys and had a couple of boyfriends, but never found one who really did it for me. The only thing that “did it” for me was those drunken dances, and I still didn’t like thinking about what that meant. It wasn’t part of the plan.

I knew one thing for sure. If was going to go on a date with a guy then Dave would be the last guy I ever chose.

Damn it. I was going to have to come right out and be rude or something, because he wasn’t taking the hint.

Dave: anyways, me n some friends r having game night. Thought u might want to hang out or something

What he said was so not what I was expecting that it caught me off guard for a moment. I frowned down at my phone. What was he going on about? I tapped out a response.

Me: what, u mean like board games or something?

Dave: lol no, I’m talking Castles & Cantrips

Me: what is a cantrip?

Dave: magic, u kno, good old C&C!

C&C. I remembered a guy I dated, briefly, in high school talking about giving some kid in his math class some shit for playing that game. I didn’t know exactly what it was. I just had the vague sense that it was the sort of game played by a bunch of losers who lived in their parents’ basement. 

So it pretty much sounded like the sort of thing that would be right up Dave’s alley.

And the sort of thing I would never be interested in. I chuckled as I thumbed at my phone. It was time to stop being nice. He wasn’t getting the hint and this had gone on for long enough.

Me: what would make u think id ever want to do something like that?

Dave: come on lisa! Its a lot more fun than u might think! U should give it a try!

I was about to tell him that there wasn’t a chance I’d ever go to something like that when his next message made me pause and at least think about it.

Dave: u wont even be the only girl there!

Okay then. I guess that was something. I still had no intention of actually going through with this and going to his game night, but he’d at least piqued my curiosity. What girl in her right mind would go to something like that? 

Probably not the kind of girl I ever spent much time with. All my friends were usually in sports or on the squad, and we were always out going to those underage parties I’d mentioned back when we were still doing the whole underage drinking thing ourselves.

Me: oh yea? Who else is gonna be there?

Dave: well actually its just kylie, and she can be sort of a bitch sometimes, but still…

Me: kylie thompson?

Dave: none other than

I tapped a finger against my lips. I really only knew Kylie by reputation, but what a reputation. She was the resident bad girl clad in all black in a town where that sort of fashion statement really got tongues wagging. 

I instantly pictured a girl with her hair dyed a dark purple color wearing a very dark outfit. It didn’t seem to matter what the day was. Not a hint of color other than her hair. And the piercings. It amazed me that her parents let her get stuck like a pincushion, though I was also a little jealous of her being able to do that. I hadn’t even been brave enough to get a belly button piercing.

Yeah, Kylie was interesting. She was also pretty even under all the dark clothes. She would’ve been gorgeous if it wasn’t for the whole dark and brooding thing she had going.

Pretty in a way that always gave me a little thrill. The sort of thrill I tried not to dwell on too much.

Y’now, I wouldn’t mind seeing Kylie in person. She always seemed like an interesting person. The kind of girl who did her own thing. 

I’d always looked at her and thought it must be such a relief to be able to live like that. To not give a fuck what everyone else thought. And it would be interesting to see if she ditched the dark goth thing or if she still stuck to that fashion statement even though it was more than a little regrettable.

I wondered what she’d look like in regular clothes. She’d probably kill it. Then it occurred to me to wonder why I was wondering what she looked like in regular clothes. Or why  I was thinking about how pretty she’d look in those regular clothes. 

Why was I even suddenly interested in going to play some dork game in the first place just because she was there? I should tell Dave no. He’d take it as encouragement that I wanted to go.

Me: yea, I guess it might be okay to go to something like that

Damn it. What was I thinking? I guess the problem really was that I wasn’t thinking. Or the little thinking I was doing was all about Kylie. What was going on here? I didn’t want to play some dork game, and seeing a girl I’d never really talked to in school wasn’t a good reason to go.

Only it looked like I was going. I knew I had a reason for going, too, and it had nothing to do with Dave and everything to do with Kylie.

Me: so where is this thing?

Dave: in the basement over at my house. Im the one running the game!

I rolled my eyes. I’d been joking about the whole basement thing and here it turns out the stereotype was alive and well.

Me: u kno I could just walk over there

Dave: no way! I want to pick up my lady

Me: im not ur lady Dave

That was about as direct as I’d ever gotten with him, and his next text showed that it still wasn’t enough. He was obviously living in Dave world where he only saw what he wanted to see. Then again he’d been doing that with our text conversations for awhile now. I’d just have to put up with it for another night and hope he didn’t get too weird on me.

Dave: great! ill pick you up in a few hours! no need to dress up for me or anything though since its just the guys and kylie ;)

Damn it. Now he thought we were going on a date or something. So much for thinking he wouldn’t get too weird about this. As though a date to someone’s basement to play a game was any sort of date at all. 

I wanted to go out and party. Get tipsy and maybe let myself break free a little and dance a little too close to some pretty young thing. I wanted to stay up all night talking with my friends from school.

I wanted to enjoy myself in a way I knew I wouldn’t be able to anymore as soon as I got out into the real world. No more parties and no more dancing meant no more outlet for those feelings I tried to ignore when I wasn’t tipsy.

This was my last summer before I had to be an adult full time, and I didn’t want to waste that time playing some stupid game where Dave thought he was on a date with me.

But I’d already gotten myself into it so I figured I might as well go for just tonight. I told myself I was just reaching for anything other than hanging around in my room, though to be perfectly honest I kept thinking of Kylie and wondering what she was like now. It was crazy considering we’d never really exchanged two words and just knew each other by reputation, but there it was.

I wondered what the hell I’d gotten myself into, but I figured a short car ride with Dave was a small price to pay to satisfy this strange curiosity that had suddenly seized me.

Maybe tonight would be a little more interesting than dancing after all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: Fresh Meat

 

Kylie:

 

I leaned back in my chair and wrinkled my nose. Something in Dave’s basement smelled musty this evening. I mean it usually smelled musty in here, but it was even worse than usual. Like the sump pump had gone out and he’d been so busy playing video games that he hadn’t bothered to tell his parents to flip the breaker or something.

“Is this all the cheapskate brought for game night?” Travis asked from a folding table on the other side of the room. Not that it was very big. This wasn’t a basement so much as it was an unfinished storage area for the sump pump and a washer and dryer.

“I’m afraid it is man,” Arnold said from his spot across from me at the table. I strategically chose this spot so I wouldn’t have to look directly at Dave while we were gaming. As often as we got into arguments over the finer point of the game that could result in things being thrown at his stupid dungeon master screen.

“So where is Dave anyway?” I asked. “Usually he’s down here lording it up over us right when we get here.”

“He said something about having a special surprise he was bringing to game night tonight,” Travis said from his perch over the food table. He picked at some chips. The kind you got from the dollar store. I didn’t touch them because I’d seen when they expired. I’d still been in middle school at the time.

“That’s never good,” I muttered. “You’d think he’d know we weren’t about the surprises after the incident with the inflatable dice.”

“Or the incident with the inflatable doll that he tried to sit in on our gaming session.”

I shivered as I thought of that night. I was pretty sure that was Dave’s idea of a joke, but then again he was so out of touch when it came to social graces that it was entirely possible he was serious about wanting a blow up doll to have a position in the party, played by him talking in a weird falsetto voice, no less.

“Honestly,” Travis muttered. “Would it kill him to order a pizza or something? He could get it from the place down the street that sells’em premade and it wouldn’t cost that much more than what he’s putting out for these chips.”

“We could always try to chip in to pay for some extra stuff again,” Arnold said.

We all turned and looked at each other for a beat. Then we all grinned and started laughing. The last time we tried doing something like that it hadn’t worked out so well. Dave ended up yelling at us asking if we were too good for his hospitality or something. I was inclined to agree, but Arnold had talked him down. Still, it was fun to laugh about it.

“Remind me why we’re even playing this game at his place?” I asked. “Who let him be DM?”

“We’re playing because this is a game that’s gone back three decades with different characters subbing in and out as people graduated and moved on,” Travis said, coming back over to us with a paper plate loaded with greasy chips and off brand Mountain Dew. Fuel for cheap gamers.

“Well I know it’s a game that’s gone back for decades, but is that the only reason?” I asked. “I mean we could have a hell of a lot more fun if we were doing this somewhere that didn’t smell like moldy socks and we didn’t have king jackass running the place.”

“Where would we go if we didn’t have king jackass?”

I thought about that for a moment, and then the perfect idea occurred to me. It was so perfect that I wondered why it had never occurred to me before.

“Well I have the pool house.”

Arnold and Travis both stopped what they were doing and looked at me. Both of them looked a little surprised.

“Are you serious? Your parents would let us use the place?” Travis asked.

“Yeah, I always thought that place was strictly off limits or something,” Arnold said.

“What would give you that idea?” I asked.

“Well, I guess because you never brought it up? We’re always complaining about playing the game down here. I guess I figured if the pool house was an option then you would’ve said something a long time ago.”

I sighed and leaned back in my chair. I had to grab at the flimsy card table to keep from falling back as the cheap old metal folding chair nearly folded right out from under me. That, in turn, nearly sent the card table flying. It would be much better to use the game table my dad had in the pool house. That thing was thick and sturdy, and it’s not like he had people over all that much anymore to have a game night.

“Yeah, well maybe that’s something we should think about moving forward,” I said. “Because if I have to put up with many more weeks down here…”

I stopped when I heard movement from upstairs. The wood floor was thin enough that you could hear every time someone moved around up there. Another drawback of having our game night down here. It was really annoying on nights when Dave’s mom had company over and yelled down at us to keep quiet.

“Sounds like Dave’s here,” Travis said.

The weird thing is there were to sets of footsteps moving across the floor. Over to the door to the basement. I’d been down here often enough that I had a sound map of the entire first floor of his house laid out in my head.

“Sounds like Dave has a friend with him,” I said.

We looked at each other in turn, each of us more surprised than when I’d suggested using the pool house for the game night instead of the mustorium down here. Dave didn’t have many people that he considered friends. He was usually too abrasive for people to be interested in hanging around for too long. One of the only reasons we put up with him is because he ran the game, and there was the tradition of the thing to consider.

“Is that the big surprise he was talking about?” Travis asked.

“Must be,” Arnold said. “I don’t recall having a vote on letting someone else into the game, though.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he forgot that we were supposed to take a vote before we invited someone new in,” I said. “After all, he’s been in charge for a couple of years now and it doesn’t look like he plans on giving up control any time soon.”

“Well maybe we’ll have to remind him of that,” Travis said.

“Yeah, I don’t want him inviting someone that I don’t… want… to… Holy shit,” Arnold said, trailing off in a major way there at the end.

I followed his gaze over to the stairs and my mind short circuited for a moment as well. There were two sets of steps on the old wood stairway. 

The first was Dave, no surprise there, but then he was followed by a girl. And what a girl. Somehow Dave had managed to pull Lisa Soren. Homecoming queen, prom queen, head cheerleader. I’m talking you name a stereotypical thing that popular girls in high school were supposed to achieve and chances are she was right there achieving it while I was in school.

I’d hated her for it at the time, though I’d backed off on some of that “hate everything because it’s popular” bullshit since going off to college. I knew some friends who’d doubled down on that. They’d be horrified to know I was in the same room as Lisa, but then again I wasn’t really friends with them anymore so fuck it.

As she came down the stairs I found myself staring in awe. She looked gorgeous even in a plain T-shirt and a pair of shorts that weren’t nearly as short as the sort of borderline stuff she used to wear at school. I blushed as I thought of the other reason why I tried to avoid Lisa in school. The other reason why I tried so hard to hate her.

It was a silly thing, but it had caused me a lot of angst back in middle school. It was just something that popped into my head. The thought of what it would be like to kiss a girl, and that girl had been Lisa. It was crazy and it had caused me a lot of worry back then wondering if I was gay or something. I’d dated plenty of guys since to prove there was nothing to that, but I always felt a little bit of heat when I looked at Lisa.

That was a heat I hadn’t felt in a couple of years. I mean maybe a little when I saw a pretty girl on campus who looked kind of like Lisa, but having her out of my life meant I didn’t have to deal with that lingering bit of confused sexuality from the onset of puberty. 

Maybe that confusion came back when I saw cute girls on campus. Maybe she was the start of something that was more than a little scary. Something I’d never indulged in. 

And now that she was walking down the stairs? Well that confusion was coming roaring back with a vengeance.

Great. Just fucking great. Even when Dave pulled something that should have me happy it ended up being a complication instead. But holy shit what a complication.

“Hi everyone!” Dave said.

He had a huge grin on his face as he looked at each of us in turn. It was obvious he was relishing this moment of triumph. There was no doubt he thought this was a triumph.

Getting the prettiest girl in our class to come to game night? I’m not sure how the hell he pulled it off, but that grin said he thought it was one hell of a feather in his cap.

“Um, hi Dave,” Arnold said.

Travis just stared. His mouth moved like his brain was trying to get something out, but it was obvious he was just as short-circuited as the rest of us.

I felt the same way. Dave wasn’t a ladies’ man. Dave wasn’t good socially with anyone. Dave shouldn’t have even been allowed to run the game, but of course his family connection had assured he took control and he’d kept his jerkier impulses under control to the point that we could tolerate him.

Mostly.

How had he pulled this off? I wanted to know his secret, and I hoped it didn’t have anything to do with chloroform.

No, if he’d done something like that then she wouldn’t be standing there awkwardly behind him on the steps looking at everyone. Her gaze moved to me and we locked eyes. She gave me a little smile and I felt an electric jolt that was stronger than anything I’d felt for anyone in awhile.

Not that I’d done much dating lately.

Damn it. It seemed that those old feelings were still very much there. Lurking under the surface and waiting to break free.

“Oh, and this is my friend I brought down to join us for game night tonight,” Dave said. “I believe most of you know who Lisa is, right?”

“She can’t play here without a vote!” Travis shouted out. And immediately looked embarrassed for saying it. It looked like he’d discovered his voice, only the only thing to come out was the last thing in the old memory buffer.

Dave looked pissed off. I could understand the feeling. He probably went to a lot of trouble to even get Lisa down here in the first placed, it’s not like he could promise to do her homework which used to be his prime way of getting in touch with girls who were well out of his league, and now that achievement was being called into question?

“What are you talking about? If I say she can go to the game then she can go to the game,” Dave replied.

Amazingly both Travis and Arnold looked annoyed at this. I squeezed my eyes shut and let out a few curses under my breath. A couple of years of minimal asshole outbreaks from Dave and now it happens when it could scare Lisa away?

I could see where this was going. They were more annoyed at the idea of Dave lording it over them than they were at the idea of letting a pretty girl join the game for a night. Both of them opened their mouths and looked like they were spoiling for a fight, and I could see that Lisa was plainly reconsidering whether or not it was a good idea to come here in the first place.

I needed to step in before she decided it was definitely a bad idea. Complications aside, I realized that I really wanted her there. I told myself that it was because another girl at the table would be nice, but I knew I was lying to myself.

“Lisa! So good to see you! How about we take a quick vote just to make this all kosher, how’s that? Who’s in favor of letting Lisa join the game?”

I held up my hand and stared pointedly at Travis and Arnold. Both blushed and seemed to realize what they were doing. They were both acting like fucking idiots and they both seemed to realize it at the same time. Both sheepishly raised their hands.

“Good. Glad you both agree with me,” Dave said, as though he wasn’t just trying to pull his authoritarian bullshit on them moments ago. Of all the times for old Dave to make an appearance. “Now let’s get started!”

Dave moved to sit in his traditional spot at the head of the table. If you could even call it the head of the table considering it was a round table. It was the spot closest to the paltry food offering he had out, so I guess that was something. He looked more than a little annoyed when Lisa came around the table to sit next to me.

I looked up at her and smiled. She smiled right back and I had to suppress a shiver. Damn it. This was going to be a very distracting night if this kept up. I wasn’t supposed to even like this girl, let alone find myself shivering because she smiled at me.

I wasn’t supposed to like girls. Not that guys did much for me. I guess I could deny all I wanted but it wasn’t going to change reality. Anyone who said this sort of thing was a choice was full of shit.

“Mind if I sit here Kylie?” she asked.

I stared for a moment. “You know my name?”

Well then. It seemed Travis wasn’t the only one opening his mouth and saying stupid things now. Why would I be surprised she knew my name? I mean I guess I was surprised, but we went to a small enough school that everyone knew everyone else even if they weren’t exactly BFFs.

Lisa giggled and blushed, and when she spoke it was barely above a whisper. “Of course I know your name.”

I blushed right along with her. “You do?”

Her voice was even lower and she looked down at the table as though she didn’t want to make eye contact with me. “We went to school together for years, after all.”

I leaned in closer to whisper. “So what the hell are you doing here tonight? How did Dave get you down here?”

Lisa blushed and looked away for a moment. I wondered if Dave had some blackmail material on her or something. That was the only other thing I could think of that would get her down here. Finally she looked back and bit her lip, and I had a hard time concentrating on anything for a moment.

“Honestly? I didn’t have anything else to do. All my friends are out of town now or still off at college, and I didn’t want to spend a night all alone at my parents’ house.”

There was something about the tone in her voice that had me wondering if that was the whole reason she was here. I wasn’t going to press her too much though. If she had her reasons she had her reasons.

“I guess that makes sense,” I said. Though that still didn’t feel like the full story to me. She was hiding something, but considering this was the first time we’d met and talked to one another despite knowing of each other for years it didn’t seem like a good time to get into all that.

“So have you been playing this game for long?” she asked. “I’ve never played anything more complicated than monopoly and I have no idea what’s going on here.”

I grinned. “Well don’t worry about that. I can explain a few things to you. First we’re going to have to roll a character for you.”

“A character?”

“The person you’ll be playing as. Here, you can borrow my dice to roll your stats. I’ll explain all about that here in a minute.”

I held out my trusty dice and Lisa reached out to grab them from me. For a moment our hands brushed against one another and I felt that electric shock running through me again. Lisa seemed to hesitate for a moment then smiled, but I chalked that up to either wishful thinking on my part or just her being friendly.

I spent the next twenty minutes or so getting her up to speed on creating a character and how to play the game. I found myself leaning in close to go over things and I kept getting distracted by how it felt being that close. Those old feelings really were roaring back with a vengeance, but I tried my best to ignore them. It was bad enough that all the guys at the table were staring at her without adding me into the mix.

I had a feeling this might be Lisa’s one and only night of tabletop gaming, and I wanted to make sure it was memorable! Besides, every time I leaned in close I could see Dave scowling as though he’d wanted to be the one doing that tonight. Anything that annoyed him was worth doing in my opinion.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6: Captivated

 

Lisa:

 

I sized up the monster standing in front of me. The thing wasn’t very big. Maybe it came up to my waist. It was about the size of one of the pint-sized wannabe cheerleaders who got dragged out to the clinic I used to help out with during the summers by moms who loved living vicariously through their little princesses. It was a problem I could identify with considering my mom had the same issue.

“So what is this thing again?” I asked, turning to Kylie.

“It’s a kobold,” Kylie said. “A sort of little monster thing that will really ruin your day.”

I tried not to let myself get distracted by how close Kylie was. I’d definitely found something that got the blood pumping just as much as drunk dancing with other girls. I never expected to find that with Kylie down in Dave’s basement, but life was full of surprises.

“Right, I said. So what do I do?”

“Here, you roll the dice and the number tells you if you hit it, and then this next number tells you how much damage you did to the little thing.”

“Right,” I said. “I’ve got this. I just need to concentrate.”

I got back in the game. It was weird how easily I was able to go back and forth between the real world and the fake world in my imagination. This really was sort of fun! 

I raised my hands and they started to glow. A fireball flew out and slammed into the creature throwing it back several feet. The thing fell to the ground screaming and burning until it was finally silenced. I’d beat it!

I clapped my hands back in the real world, a huge smile spreading on my face. “I beat it! I beat the monster thingy!”

“Good job Lisa,” Dave said from across the table. 

He had that creepy smile on his face. The one I recognized from back when I asked him to help by tutoring me in math. I could really do without the look, but whatever.

“Wait a second,” Arnold said. He seemed like a nice enough guy, though I’d never really seen him before. I figured that said something in our small school where everybody knew everybody else. He looked confused now. “How could that attack have possibly killed that kobold?”

“What are you talking about Arnold?” Dave asked.

“Well if you look in the book here it shows that their minimum hit points are still higher than the amount of damage Lisa just did with that attack. Even a critical wouldn’t kill it, and she didn’t exactly roll a critical.”

“I said that she landed a critical blow and so she did,” Dave replied. “I’m the one running the show. I get to call the shots. Remember?”

Arnold sat back in his chair with a frown on his face. “Yeah, I remember,” he muttered. He didn’t seem too happy about the decision, but I didn’t care. If Dave was going to make the game a little easier on me because it was my first time then I was more than happy to take the gimme.

“Right, well the rest of you are surrounded. What are your actions?” Dave asked.

Arnold was up first. While Dave was preoccupied talking to him I leaned in closer to Kylie. As I leaned in close I couldn’t help but notice that she had some sort of perfume on that smelled nice. I also noticed how smooth her skin was. This girl could be a model if she hadn’t gone for the whole goth thing. I quickly chased those thoughts out of my mind, though.

“This game is actually a lot of fun!” I whispered.

Kylie turned and smiled and I felt a little funny at that smile. “Yeah? Everyone usually gets excited during their first game. Good thing for you Dave decided to take it easy on you. I guess I wasn’t pretty enough to get that bonus when I started.”

“What are you talking about?” I said even as a blush came to my cheeks. She’d called me pretty. I shouldn’t be so excited at the idea of her calling me pretty. “You’re gorgeous! I’d kill to be able to pull off that purple hair like that.”

Kylie’s voice got even lower. Conspiratorial. “Well I have more of the dye back home. You could always try it out. The prom queen goes goth. That would be pretty damn fun to see. Worth the cost of the dye for sure!”

“No way,” I said.

“Y’know I do have trouble believing you would’ve done this earlier,” Kylie said, changing tracks and confusing the hell out of me.

“What are you talking about? This is pretty fun! I can’t say I ever would’ve thought of it before because I was so busy…”

“Exactly,” Kylie said. “There wasn’t a chance of you joining us when we were in school. You were too busy leading your life. Not that it’s a bad thing. I just doubt there’d be much room for all night gaming sessions when you’re busy off partying and having fun with all your cheerleader friends.”

I thought I detected a hint of heat to her voice when she mentioned all my cheerleader friends. I sighed. It wasn’t the first time someone had been annoyed with me because I’d been a cheerleader. I never really understood all the hate, but not understanding it and being used to it were two very different things.

“I suppose you’re right,” I said. “I was pretty into myself and the whole look at me thing back then. Glad I got over that.”

Kylie looked at me and arched an eyebrow. And for a moment her eyes moved down and then back up to my face. My breath caught. Getting up close to her while she was explaining the rules of this game had been pretty hot, but she’d actually checked me out just then! I’d seen plenty of guys, and some girls, doing that. I shivered.

I did that a lot when I noticed girls checking me out. This was getting into pretty dangerous territory.

“Yeah, I guess we’ve all grown up just a little,” Kylie said. “Good thing, too.”

I wasn’t quite sure how to take that, but then it was Kylie’s turn and I concentrated on watching how she played the game. I was taking most of my cues from her tonight. She was so good at this and I was just a ‘newbie’ according to them. I figured sitting back, shutting up, and following her example was a good idea.

Plus it meant more time up close and personal with her. I didn’t mind that one bit! Even if I was starting to get a little worried about what that might mean. These were new old feelings and I wasn’t sure what to make of them even as my body was screaming that it knew exactly what to make of them.

The one thing I was sure of was I found myself more and more captivated by Kylie as the night wore on.

“Right, so now we’re to Kylie,” Dave said. “What are your actions?”

Kylie looked down at the grid in the middle of the table. Particularly at the bright pink piece of rounded glass that represented her character in this battle. It was surrounded on all sides by red beads of glass representing the bad guys. I’d seen my brother playing video games before, and it was odd playing a game like this where the computer running the game was my brain and a bit of math.

“I’m going to turn around and fire an arrow at… That little bugger right there,” she said, pointing to a red dot on the grid that was a few spaces away from her. She smiled and reached over to take the dice from me, and believe you me I noticed the way her hand brushed against the top of mine before she took the dice, holding my palm in hers for just a breath longer than if she was really only reaching for some dice.

My breath caught in that moment. I also saw Dave scowling. He seemed to be doing a lot of that this evening. Could he really be upset that I was talking with Kylie? It was all innocent… enough. Maybe. Was he picking up on something too?

I suddenly felt a little self-conscious. If he recognized the way I was inexplicably crushing on Kylie then maybe the other guys at this table were too. I couldn’t explain why I was suddenly so drawn to her. Just that it was happening, and I kind of liked it.

I looked at both of them to see if they were maybe picking up on something, and immediately frowned.

No, they were just staring at my tits. About what I’d come to expect from guys.

“Right, could you please roll to see if you hit?” Dave asked, some irritation creeping into his voice. “We don’t have all night for you to screw around with girl talk, you know.”

Kylie scowled at him and rolled the dice. Then she flipped him the bird when she was done. Dave’s eyes went wide and he looked between the two of us for a moment before scowling at something behind that ridiculous screen he used to hide all his papers and dice rolls.

“Okay then, if that’s how you want to play it,” Dave said. “Your roll wasn’t enough to actually hit the monster.”

Kylie slapped the table with both arms hard enough that it set dice and papers rattling. A can of cheap off-brand soda next to her hand wobbled and nearly fell over before Trevor reached out and snatched it at the last moment.

“What the hell are you talking about Dave? This is a low level monster. My character would be able to kill it with a spitwad! There’s no way that didn’t hit!”

The two glared at one another for a moment, but then Kylie looked over to me and smiled.

“Fine. Have it your way Dave. If you want to load the dice then you can load the dice.”

Dave’s eyes narrowed at that. He didn’t seem at all happy about this. It reminded me of the time I was out at a party in a field at the Sinclair farm and my boyfriend had to patiently explain to crazy Buford Sinclair that he didn’t get to hit on me just because the party was in the middle of his parents’ field. Only in this case they were getting in a pissing match over the imaginary rules of a fake game instead of getting in a fight over a girl.

Crazy. Not that Kylie would get in a fight over a girl. Sure there’d been rumors back in school, but I was pretty sure they weren’t true. I felt a small bit of disappointment at the thought they might not be true. Now where did that come from?

“I’m glad that’s settled,” Dave said. “Now Arnold, what action do you take?”

Dave went around the table and eventually the game came back around to me. He smiled a patronizing smile and leaned forward a little. His eyes also went down to my chest as he talked, which was annoying but about what I’d come to expect from him. About what I’d come to expect from most guys, for that matter.

“Your turn Lisa. What do you do?”

I looked down at the grid. There were two monsters on the grid in front of me. One straight ahead and one a little off to the side. There was also a monster that had moved up next to my little guy, denoted by a pink bead of glass, and I figure it would be a really good idea to get away from that one before it could kill me or whatever it was that happened in this game when you got attacked. I was surprised that I was able to shift to thinking of little red beads of glass on a grid as “monsters” so quickly. This game really was more addictive than I would’ve thought.

“I’m going to run up and cast a fireball on the monster right in front of me,” I said.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Dave asked.

“Yup! This is pretty fun!”

I reached out and moved my character forward. I imagined that I was running forward with fire glowing from my hands. I always thought it was silly when I saw my brother getting into this sort of thing when he was playing a video game, but I was getting such a rush that I was starting to understand. Even if I did still think it was more than a little dorky. I wouldn’t be telling any of my friends about all this fun when I got back to college, for example.

“Okay then, roll your dice,” Dave said.

I rolled and it came up even higher than it did the last time. I looked up at Dave in anticipation. “Does that mean I hit?”

“That does,” Dave said with a frown. He started rolling his dice against the table behind that silly screen thing that hid his papers from the rest of us. I frowned. I hadn’t been at this table long, but I knew when I heard dice landing against the cheap table it wasn’t a good thing. There seemed to be a sudden tension around the table. I looked around in a panic, wondering what I’d done wrong.

“Okay then,” Dave said with a sigh. “Moving away from the monster next to you provoked an attack of opportunity, and running up to the monster in front of you provoked another attack of opportunity from the monster next to you on the grid. That means…”

More dice hit against the table. I felt a sense of dread that was all out of proportion with how I should’ve felt for a stupid game. I leaned forward in anticipation, wondering what was about to happen.

“Yeah, I was afraid of that,” Dave said with a shrug. “Looks like all those hits put your character into negative hit points. You’ll take damage every round and die if you reach -10 on your hit points.”

I stared down at the grid, stunned. I shouldn’t feel this bad about a little pink piece of glass getting beat up, but I imagined those monsters attacking her and it made me mad. What the heck was wrong with me? This was just a game, and a stupid game at that. I wasn’t supposed to be getting into this!

“What are you talking about? What the heck is an attack of opportunity?”

Kylie leaned in closer. She didn’t look happy as she stared across the table at Dave. “That means dickhead here didn’t tell you, a new player, that moving your character away from that first monster like that means it gets to attack you. He also didn’t tell you that moving up next to that other monster while you’re attacking the third monster means that monster number two gets to attack you as well.”

“What? But I didn’t know that! I’m new to this stupid game!”

Now I was getting really mad. I crossed my arms and pouted across the table at Dave. I even pulled up a little bit so the girls were more prominent as I looked at Dave. Usually that was enough to get me what I wanted. Especially with a guy who was as into me as he seemed to be. I could use his creeper tendencies to my advantage, just like I did with the whole math homework thing.

“Sorry Lisa, but those are the rules, and the rules are sacred at this table,” Dave said.

Kylie sighed. “Are you fucking serious Dave? Get a grip. You have this hot girl here who agreed to come to play this game with you which is something that will never happen again in a million years, and you want to ruin her experience by killing off her character in the first game because she didn’t know all the rules?”

I blushed. She called me hot. I know that shouldn’t have set me off, but I couldn’t help myself. This game night was getting dangerous, and not because I had to worry about Dave creeping on me.

Dave scowled at Kylie. It seemed those two really didn’t like each other. Finally he sighed.

“Okay Lisa, you’re new to the game so if you want to do that round over I’ll allow it,” he said.

I looked over to Kylie and beamed. “Thank you.”

“No problem. Us girls have to stick together, right?” she said with a nervous laugh as she bumped my shoulder. Even that simple contact was enough to leave a tingle on my shoulder where we’d made contact.

I needed to get my head in this game though. There were monsters to kill. Maybe that would distract me from Kylie for a little while. I hoped.

 

 

 

 

 

 

7: Fight

 

Kylie:

 

“Watch out,” Lisa said. “You might get one of those opportunity attack thingies if you do that.”

I turned to her and smiled. I seemed to be doing that a lot tonight. Normally a newbie trying to school me on how to play this game would be annoying, but with her it was just endearing. It also didn’t hurt that her sitting beside me had brought that old vision of kissing her back with a vengeance. The only thing that stopped me from just leaning in and going for it was that we had an audience.

Well, that and the idea was just fucking crazy. I didn’t want to chase her away from game night any more than Dave did, though I was a little more confused about my reasons for not chasing her away. Trying to kiss her in the middle of a combat round would surely do that job, though.

“Don’t worry. I’m sneaking up behind this guy while he’s attacking you. That means I get the attack of opportunity, not him,” I said. It felt weird to explain all these basic terms. I hated doing that at most games, but once again it appeared I was willing to make an exception for Lisa.

“Oh, okay. Well thanks for helping me out!”

Helping her out. That was another thing I never did. Usually it was every character for themselves. That was the way I played my characters. Loners who didn’t care much for other people. It was a page I’d taken from life. A page I was tearing up tonight. Damn it. Why was my head so clouded by this girl? I’d dated plenty of guys. I’d proved to myself I wasn’t gay, and yet now here she was confusing the fuck out of me.

I hated it. I loved it.

“You don’t hit,” Dave said.

Well then. Looks like I found something else to hate all of a sudden.

“What the hell are you talking about? There’s no way that didn’t hit! Are you blind or something? Are you using the same Monster Manual as the rest of us?”

I felt rage building inside me. A rage that had been building over the course of the past couple of months. Who did this little dork think he was blatantly bending the rules like that? It was like he thought I didn’t know the rules or something. I had that fucking rulebook memorized! I wanted to launch myself across the table and throttle the little geek. I bet I’d be able to hit him without worrying about my roll!

“Are you questioning my authority as dungeon master?” Dave asked.

“I think we’re all questioning your authority as dungeon master,” Trevor said. He had a rulebook out, he didn’t have the thing memorized like I did, and was flipping through it. “She’s right. There’s absolutely no way her attack wouldn’t hit.”

“What are they talking about?” Lisa whispered next to me.

I leaned in to whisper to her while Arnold and Travis distracted Dave for a moment. “Dave here is fudging the math. That monster has a number I have to roll to hit it, right?”

Lisa nodded. “Right. That’s how I did all that stuff when I hit the monster I attacked! This is way more complicated than monopoly!”

“Right,” I said, smiling at the comparison. This game was so much more than simple monopoly. “Well that monster I just hit has an insanely low number to actually hit it. Like say I have to roll a four or higher. I just rolled a number high enough that I definitely hit the thing, and Dave is trying to say I didn’t but he’s not showing us the numbers he’s using behind his DM screen.”

“DM screen?”

I pointed to Dave’s screen. It was a tacky monstrosity that was covered in half naked women. The sort of thing that would go over well at any gaming session that didn’t involve the ladies, which I figured accounted for a lot of gaming sessions out there. It didn’t make it any less annoying for me at this particular gaming session where I was the token lady, though.

“That thing over there he’s hiding all his papers behind,” I whispered.

“Oh, gotcha,” Lisa said. “So you’re saying he’s cheating?”

I grinned. “You’re catching onto this game pretty darn quick!”

Lisa grinned right back at me. Oh how I loved it when she smiled at me in any capacity. It was almost enough to calm all the anger roiling inside me at Dave and his bullshit. Not quite enough to stop that anger, but almost.

“I don’t care what you say! She needs to roll!”

I pulled my attention back to the real world where I wasn’t making googly eyes at the former prom queen who’d inexplicably landed in my lap this morning. It looked like the argument was over and Travis and Arnold didn’t look happy at all. Dave, for his part, had a massive grin on his face that never meant anything good. I sighed.

“I’m sorry. Pretend I wasn’t paying attention for the last couple of minutes. What are we talking about now?”

“I know you weren’t paying attention,” Dave said, his eyes darting between me and Lisa. Oh yeah. He could definitely tell something was going on here, and it looked like he thought it went beyond simple women sticking together. I shivered as I thought of the possibility of it going beyond simply women sticking together. Was there something more going on here? Did Dave really see something, or was it wishful thinking on both our parts?

Whatever. I could deal with that stuff later. For now it seemed that there was some fresh hell awaiting me and I hadn’t been paying attention to their argument so I had no idea what the hell that fresh hell was.

“So what’s going on here boys?” I asked.

“I said you’re in a surprise round,” Dave said. I heard the distinct clicking of his dice rolling against the table and a moment later he looked back up and if anything that stupid grin was even bigger and more predatory than before. “And it looks like your character just took enough damage to move into negative hit points. Your character will now continue losing hit points every round of combat until permadeath.”

“What the hell Dave! A surprise round? We’re in the middle of combat! What surprised me?”

“A giant cave troll that snuck up on you,” Dave said.

“What’s going on here?” Lisa asked. “I don’t know what any of this means.”

I looked to Lisa and smiled. Reminded myself that this was just a game. No matter what I didn’t want to ruin her night, even if I did want to upend the table and tell Dave exactly where he could shove those dice.

“Dave here is pulling a fast one again. He’s saying that a monster the size of a house wearing loud clanking armor was able to sneak up on my character in the middle of combat and hit me with a surprise attack to the point of killing me off,” I said.

“That’s not fair at all!” Lisa said. “Why are you being a jerk like this Dave?”

“I’m not being a jerk! She’s just not obeying the rules!” Dave replied.

“Oh yeah? Well why don’t you show us what you’ve been scribbling on those papers then?” Lisa asked, suddenly smiling and giggling. I blinked as I stared at her. Who was this girl and where had all that anger she’d been spouting just seconds ago gone to? I looked over to Dave and suddenly it hit me what she was doing.

Because Dave was pulling aside his screen for the first time ever. He did it without thinking. It was as though he was under some sort of mind control, and I guess in a way he was. The sort of control that a hot girl has.

Wait, hot girl? Did I really just think of Lisa as a hot girl? I mean sure she was pretty. But wasn’t I thinking of her as pretty like I’d think any girl looked pretty? It’s not like I thought she was pretty pretty. Not in the same way I’d think a guy was hot, right?

Maybe Dave wasn’t the only one who was falling under a spell here tonight.”

Dave pulled the screen aside and revealed… Nothing. He just had some scribbles on a notebook. Nothing else. He hadn’t been writing anything down. He didn’t have anything planned. Just a crude stick figure drawing of my character being killed while he stood off to the side laughing maniacally.

“What the fuck Dave?” Travis said.

Lisa looked at me with a triumphant grin. Amazing how she was able to do that. Hot and devious? I was liking this girl more and more with every passing moment. Maybe liking her a little too much, all things considered. Talk about confusion I could do without on top of everything happening in the game.

“Seriously. You’ve just been doodling pictures of our characters dying? Are you mental or something?” Arnold asked.

Dave looked down at the paper. Looked up at each of us in turn. In particular he looked at Lisa with a shocked expression that said he was plainly trying to figure out how she’d managed to bamboozle him into revealing that he had nothing going on behind his screen. He’d been making this all up as we went along. The prick!

“This isn’t what it looks like,” Dave said. “I have…”

Before he could say anything Travis snatched the notebook away from him. Dave tried to grab at it, but Travis jumped out of his chair before Dave could do anything. He took a couple of steps back and finally I jumped out of my own chair and stepped between them. I raised a fist at Dave.

“Take another step and I’ll take out a whole lot of saved up rage on you buddy,” I said.

Travis flipped through the pages, but they were all blank.

“You haven’t been keeping track of the game tonight. Or for awhile now,” he said.

“That’s not true! I keep my notes in other books. That’s a new one I just started tonight and with Lisa here…”

“Oh no you don’t,” Arnold said. “That’s the same book you’ve been bringing down here for a couple of months! You’re fucking terrible at this!”

“Oh yeah? Well what are you going to do? This is my game. It’s the same game that’s been going for twenty-seven years,” he said.

I glanced over to Lisa. I was afraid of how she might react to all this. Her first time playing a game that didn’t seem like her idea of a good time and now we were arguing over that game? It wasn’t the best introduction to the hobby, for sure. I figured after this we probably wouldn’t see the head cheerleader at the gaming table in the future, which was a damn shame. I liked having her around.

Because I liked having another girl around. Yeah, that was it. There was absolutely no other reason why I wanted her hanging around for game night. I mouthed a quick “sorry” to her and she smiled and shot me a thumbs up. Well then. Maybe she wasn’t as freaked out as I thought she should be. The way she smiled almost made me wonder if she was interested in me…

And I stomped down on that thought. Hard. I shouldn’t wonder if she was interested in me because I wasn’t into girls and there certainly wasn’t a chance that Lisa was into girls. That would’ve made the rumor mill a thousand times over if there was any hint of it. Then again there’d been rumors about me for no other reason than I liked to dress differently from everyone else and those certainly hadn’t been true.

Mostly. Sort of. It’s not like I told anyone about that intrusive kissing fantasy. Or that I’d pretty much stopped dating entirely because I was pretty sure I knew what I wanted and I’d been a combination of too busy with school and too unwilling to come to terms with what I might really want.

Either way I figured I was projecting on her right now. That made me no better than Dave the asshole. I needed to be better than Dave. Luckily that was a pretty low bar to clear.

“What are we going to do about this?” Travis shouted. 

That brought me back to the argument at hand. Right. We were getting pissed off at Dave and I was getting distracted by the pretty. Because I was worried about her and not because I liked looking at her. Even if I did sort of like looking at girls. Lisa in particular. I liked looking at her enough that I was almost willing to confront some of those buried feelings.

Later. Right now I had an argument to win. Old Dave was back in full force and it was time to shut him down. Maybe. Trying to shut him down had never worked all that well in the past.

“We’re going to have the game at Kylie’s house!” Arnold said.

“What?” Dave said.

“What?” I said right around the same time.

“You were the one talking about it before Dave got here with the cheerleader,” Arnold said, which earned him a sharp look from me. Lisa was more than a cheerleader. Sure I’d thought of her like that once upon a time, but we were supposed to be older and wiser now that we were all in college.

“You were talking about having a game somewhere else?” Dave said. “You traitors! You can’t have this game anywhere else. This is my game!”

I’d been all ready to try and make peace. To try and keep the game here if it would keep the gaming group together. Only now it looked like fully three fourths of our group was interested in going to my place. Four fifths of the group if I counted Lisa. Something told me she wouldn’t be too interested in coming to a gaming session that consisted of her and Dave all alone in this basement, as much as he might’ve liked that. I wouldn’t mind having a gaming session all alone with her in my pool house, come to think of it.

That anger at Dave mixed with the potential of getting Lisa out to my place was what decided me more than anything else.

“Yeah, we’ll just have the game at my place next weekend,” I said. “Everyone cool with that? Show of hands?”

Arnold and Travis raised their hands immediately. Lisa didn’t raise her hand but she did smile and nod. That vote of confidence almost meant more than Travis and Arnold backing me up, even if there would be no game if they decided they wanted to stick with Captain Asshole and his doodles. Maybe she didn’t feel like it was her place to raise her hand since this was her first night at the game.

“You guys can’t do this. This is my game!” Dave said. “This was handed down to me by the former Dungeon Master and I will not let some girl take it over after all the hard work I put into it!”

“Fine. You don’t have to be part of the new game. The old one is over, though,” I said. “Looks like it’s pizza and all night gaming at my house next weekend for anyone who wants to come.”

I almost didn’t include Dave in that invitation as I looked around the table, but I figured that wasn’t the right thing to do. He might be a dick, but he had been our dungeon master for a couple of years now. Even if he had stumbled into that position more through nepotism than anything else. I figured I could be magnanimous in victory. Besides, something told me that little asshole wasn’t going to show up to any game run by me anyways. After all, he was the one who just said he wasn’t giving up his hard work to join a game being run by a girl. He could sit down here with his misogynistic fantasies of glory and play the game by himself.

It would be about like his sex life. Zing.

“We’re done with this tonight,” Dave said. “I will not have this kind of insubordination at my table. If you all come crawling back next week then I might consider letting you continue playing at my table.”

There was a collective rolling of eyes as everyone pulled away from the table and stood. I couldn’t believe it even as I could believe it. Even when he’d obviously been shove aside by everyone at the table he still insisted on acting like he was the one in control. That was such a Dave thing to do. The prick. I really hoped he decided to take the hint and didn’t show up at the game at my pool house next weekend.

I glanced down to Lisa and grinned. She’d arrived with Dave, but I’d just thought of one more way that I could twist the knife. He’d been so proud of having her here tonight and he’d acted jealous of me getting close to her even though there was nothing that would make him think either of us swung that way.

“Do you need a ride home?” I asked.

“Actually I only live a short walk from here,” she said. “Dave insisted on taking me home.”

I glanced over to Dave. He was too busy whispering to Arnold and Travis to realize I was over here stealing his girl from him. Not that she was his girl. Not that I was really stealing her in the sense that I was interested in her. Was I? It was all damn confusing, but the idea of spending a little more time with the former head cheerleader was certainly intriguing.

“How about a walk home, in that case?” I asked.

Lisa’s smile lit up the room. I was stunned by that grin. I could see why she got all the things she got back in high school even if I’d been more than a little annoyed by it at the time. This girl was gorgeous, and now that I’d had some time up close and personal with her she also seemed to have a sweetness, an innocence, that made it difficult to dislike her.

“That sounds like a great idea,” she said, her eyes darting to Dave and leaving no doubt in my mind that she was thinking about the awkward ride home with him.

“Why don’t we get out of here before he realizes you’re gone?” I said.

“Good idea,” Lisa said.

We’d reached the top of the steps before I heard Dave.

“Hey, where the heck did Lisa go?”

We looked at each other and shared a giggle, something I hadn’t done with anyone in years, before making a hasty retreat from Dave’s house. With a little luck that would be the last time I was a prisoner in that basement ever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

8: Walk Home

 

Lisa:

 

I stepped out into the cool night air. Well not that cool. Cool compared to the summer heat earlier in the day. Dave’s car didn’t have air conditioning which meant it almost would’ve been more comfortable if I’d walked.

The cool night air was a nice contrast to the heat I felt looking at Kylie. I couldn’t explain it. I didn’t know where it came from. I just knew that looking at her made me feel all twisted up and excited inside like I did right before running out onto the football field or the basketball court to get a crowd riled up. I might not know where the feelings came from but they were feelings I’d learned to live with.

Feelings I’d learned to keep bottled up. Looking at Kylie made me want to let those feelings burst out though. Just like bursting out onto a football field or a basketball court.

Now there was something I missed. I still couldn’t bring myself to go to football games or basketball games because it hurt looking at girls I’d tried out with out on the field while I was stuck in the stands because the stupid university didn’t think I was good enough for their squad. The idiots. They didn’t know what they were missing out on.

“Something on your mind?” Kylie asked. “Worried about Dave chasing you down to hit on you or something?”

I gave her a sidelong glance. Dave hitting on me would be unfortunate. It also wouldn’t surprise me if he pulled something like that. I even glanced over my shoulder to make sure that talking about him wasn’t enough to summon him.

Kylie laughed. “Don’t worry. It’s just us girls. I promise I don’t bite, hard, no matter what you might’ve heard about me.”

I blushed and looked away from her. I found myself thinking about how interesting it might be if she did bite me. Or maybe did something else with her lips. And her tongue. I found myself wondering what it would feel like to kiss her, and I needed to chase those thoughts away. I was not into girls. I’d been with enough guys over the years to prove that. I don’t know why I was letting myself go crazy over Kylie of all people.

“I don’t think I heard any bad rumors about you,” I lied. It seemed like a nice lie to tell, though. Everyone knew the rumors that went around about the resident goth girl. Rumors that included her preference for the ladies, though come to think of it I don’t think I’d ever seen her with a girl.

Probably just a stupid rumor. Why was I disappointed that it might’ve just been a stupid rumor?

Kylie threw her head back and laughed. It was odd seeing her like this with a smile on her face. When we passed each other in the halls back when we were in school together she’d always seemed pretty angry. As though there was something about the way the world worked that pissed her off. It was enough to make me walk well around her whenever I saw her, even as at the same time I always admired her just a little for being willing to break out and pull the whole look she’d thrown together.

Now I wondered if there’d been more than fashion jealousy to those staring sessions.

“Come on Lisa,” she said. “You’re a terrible bullshitter. You can let me have it. You might have even heard a couple that I didn’t hear back then, and I heard a lot of it.”

I looked down and blushed. I’d never exactly participated in those gossip sessions when it came to Kylie. I wasn’t a fan of gossiping about anyone, no matter what some of those mean girl bitches on the squad said just because they were jealous I made captain and their cow selves didn’t, but at the same time I hadn’t exactly come to her defense when I did hear people talking about her. Why would I? She was just the scary goth chick I passed in the halls from time to time, after all. I didn’t know her.

Now, thinking back on those days, I felt bad about that.

“I really don’t want to talk about this Kylie,” I said. “We had such a good time tonight. It seems like a shame to open up old wounds.”

Kylie fixed me with a sidelong glance and arched an eyebrow. “Really? You had a good time tonight at the dork table?”

“Why is that so hard to believe?”

“Sorry. Seeing you doing the whole bubbly cheer thing makes it hard to imagine you playing a game like that with a bunch of dorks like us,” Kylie said.

I felt a flash of irritation at that. It wasn’t fair. Not fair at all. I opened my mouth and something less than bubbly came out before I could stop myself.

“You know the only person I see standing here judging me for playing that game tonight is you,” I said. “I never said anything about you guys being dorks or anything like that. I decided to give something new a chance and I don’t appreciate you giving me shit for it.”

Kylie stopped and I had to do a quick one-eighty to see her. She looked at me for a moment with an unreadable expression that made me wonder if I’d put my foot firmly in my mouth. One of th reasons I tried to go with the cute and bubbly thing was because I knew I had a temper that could get out of control if I let it. Like right now. Oops.

Kylie sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t act like that. I guess I’m still getting over the surprise of you showing up. You were the last person I expected to see arm in arm with Dave coming down those stairs.”

Maybe because the entire time I was arm in arm with Dave I was thinking of being arm in arm with someone else at the game night instead. Not that there was a chance in hell I was going to talk about any of that. Especially with Kylie being the object of my sort-of-affection. The less said about that to her the better as far as I was concerned.

That was dangerous ground.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m not really mad. I guess I’m just so used to people judging me for judging them when that’s not what I’m all about. It gets exhausting after awhile, y’know?”

For a relief Kylie smiled. It was a small, knowing smile. Nothing like the grins and giggles we shared down in that basement. Still, it was better than the frowns as we shared a heavy moment.

“You’re right. I guess I’m so used to people doing that to me that it never occurred to me I might do it to someone else.”

“Apology accepted,” I said.

“Hey, that wasn’t an apology, prom queen,” Kylie said, but the tone of her voice made it clear she was joking around. “I was just saying I can understand where you’re coming from.”

We started walking again. We went on in silence for a block or so and I ran over everything that just happened. It felt like I’d just shared something with Kylie. I’d never let anyone know about how irritated I was about other people judging me like that. It was like some sort of weird fucked up reverse mean girls people pulled where they assumed I was going to be a bitch because of who I was and I hated it. It was nice to finally get out some of that irritation, though I was still a little surprised that Kylie was the girl to draw that out of me.

Maybe she was more than a pretty face. Then again wasn’t that something I always wanted people to stop assuming about me? Who was being the hypocrite now?

This was all heavy stuff. I wanted to enjoy the summer night. Time for a change of subject.

“So what the heck was going on back there anyways?” I asked. “Seems like you guys have a lot of anger brewing under the surface.”

Kylie sighed and looked up at the stars twinkling above. A small breeze carried the scent of something flowering off in the distance. It was one of my favorite parts of living in a small town in the summer. There was enough light that some of the stars were lost above us, but there were still a heck of a lot more overhead than what I’d see at school.

“It’s a long story. Dave has been pulling stuff like that for awhile now. Sometimes you get people who are really good at making a game and not making it all about them,” I said.

“And Dave isn’t one of those people?”

“Never has been. This is the one thing he has, and he’s always been a little dictator about it,” Kylie said.

“Well if it means anything to you I think you’ll be great running your own game,” I said. 

I didn’t know anything about this game beyond what I’d seen tonight, but I really and truly meant that. I wasn’t just trying to butter her up because I felt… however the hell it was I felt about her. That was still a little confusing even as it wasn’t. Even as I was pretty darn sure what those feelings meant. And for a change I wasn’t drunk and I still kind of liked it rather than running from it.

Now that was new and a little terrifying. But in a good way.

“You mean that?” she said, stopping again. A breeze kicked up around us causing her hair to flow in the light of a streetlamp overhead. I shivered, and it had nothing to do with the sudden breeze.

“Of course I mean that! You were so good at explaining everything to me tonight and you were so patient. If it weren’t for you I probably wouldn’t be going back next week.”

“So you are going to come out to my place next week?” Kylie said, an odd look and tone suddenly coming to her voice. I suppressed another shiver. The thought of going over to her place conjured up images that had nothing to do with playing that game.

“Well yeah,” I said. “Besides, it looks like you might have room for another player at the table if Dave keeps acting like Dave.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Kylie said.

Her smile had me melting in a way I hadn’t melted since the night I was crowned prom queen and I looked over to see Dylan smiling at me. Of course that night had been complicated since Dylan was my ex-boyfriend and my current boyfriend hadn’t approved of me doing the king and queen dance with him even though that was a tradition that went back decades at our school. And the heat had more to do with being crowned queen than it did with any special feeling I got dancing with Dylan or my boyfriend that night. The up close and personal part that was supposed to be so hot dancing close to either of them turned out pretty lukewarm.

That probably would’ve felt different if it was Kylie I was dancing with.

Luckily we got to my house before I had to spend too much time thinking about what that meant. We paused on the doorstep and I thought of all the times I’d stood at this very same doorstep with guys dropping me off after a date night. For some reason this felt exactly like that. There was the same nervous energy as Kylie looked at me with a hesitant smile on her face. I felt the same fluttering in my stomach wondering and hoping that she would make a move.

Only of course nothing like that happened. I was pretty sure she wasn’t into girls like that despite what all the rumors used to say about her. I wasn’t entirely sure I was into girls despite the way I’d been tied up in a knot doing things completely out of character for me all night because of Kylie.

“Well, I guess this is it,” I said. That was the sort of thing I’d say right before the kiss. A kiss that didn’t come. A kiss I wasn’t sure I wanted to come. A kiss that I craved.

“Yup. See you next week?” Kylie said.

“It’s a date,” I said without thinking about it. Kylie blushed and then I blushed right back at her. I couldn’t believe I’d actually said it was a date. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t thinking straight. Literally. And I hadn’t been thinking straight all night. I needed to get away from this and figure out what the hell was going through my head.

“Uh, yeah, so I’ll see you then,” Kylie said.

And then we both beat a hasty retreat. I unlocked the door and stepped inside as Kylie walked down to the sidewalk at a fast pace that said she couldn’t wait to get away. Damn it. I’d opened my big mouth and made things awkward. Why did I do that? I slammed the door and held myself against it trying to get my breathing under control and not doing a very good job of it.

What was wrong with me? How could I go to the game night next week after saying that? For that matter, how could I not go to game night when I still didn’t know what the hell was going on between me and Kylie?

 

 

 

 

 

 

9: Processing

 

Kylie:

 

I stopped as soon as I was around the corner away from Lisa’s house. My pulse raced and my body tingled all over. I felt like we were pretty close to sharing a moment there, and I wasn’t sure whether I was more excited or terrified at the idea of sharing that moment with Lisa.

I could kick myself for running away from her so fast like that, too. She probably thought I was freaked out or something. I mean sure I was freaked out, but in a good way. And yet I’d ran away like it was Dave looking at me expectantly and not a girl who’d been stuck in my head off and on since I hit puberty.

Well she was going to be really stuck in my head now. Stupid!

I paused and looked back at her house. I saw a light go on up on the second floor. That had to be her up there. Turning in for the night. Maybe changing into her pajamas. Changing would mean she was getting out of her T-shirt and those shorts which would mean that…

I shook my head and forced myself to walk back towards Dave’s house. I hadn’t quite thought things through when I offered to escort Lisa back to her place. That meant leaving my car parked behind Dave’s house. That meant he might be waiting for me when I got back.

“You’re crazy, Kylie,” I muttered more to myself than anyone else. The only person who could listen was a cat perched on the top of the fence leading into Dave’s yard, and it ran away as soon as I spoke. The damn cat probably thought I was crazy too. Stupid human walking past on the sidewalk muttering and not offering it tuna or cat treats or whatever the crazy old cat ladies in this neighborhood did.

I made it back to Dave’s house without any incident and hit the unlock button just in time for someone to step out onto the gravel. I kept right on getting into my car. I had a pretty good idea of who would still be hanging around here twenty minutes after the gaming session ended, and it sure as hell wasn’t Arnold or Travis.

“So do you want to tell me what the hell was going on back there?” Dave asked.

I wheeled around and glared at him. Usually that glare was enough to get guys to back off. I’d dropped the whole all black thing a couple of years ago, but this town was small enough that my crazy goth chick reputation still followed me around and I figured I might as well get some use out of it.

Usually I was using that look on guys who had some social sense, too. If I expected something like that from Dave I was sorely mistaken.

“What do you want, Dave?”

“You know what I want. What the hell was that all about?”

“You’re a dick and we all got tired of putting up with your bullshit? Seems pretty straightforward to me.”

“I’m not talking about the game, Kylie, and you know it. What the hell did you think you were doing swooping in and taking my girl from me like that? You were all over her! Damn, and here I thought those were all rumors or something. I mean I did jerk off a few times thinking about you and some hot piece of…”

Dave didn’t get a chance to get any farther than that. I saw red and I lost focus for a moment. When the world came back into focus I was right in front of him with part of his shirt balled up in my fist. My other fist was raised and about to make contact with his face. I was glad I came back to reality in that moment. Dave might be an asshole, but he wasn’t an asshole who deserved to have his face smashed in.

I forced myself to let go of his shirt. I unballed my fist with a little more effort. I still felt lightheaded. I still felt blood pumping through my body and behind my ears and the only thing that would really satisfy me in that moment was punching that smarmy look right off this guy’s face.

I didn’t do it. I took a couple of deep breaths. That always worked well to calm me down. I tried to force my next words out all nice and calm-like, but I’m not sure how good a job I did considering I’d just very nearly punched his lights out.

“Dave, I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that. You’ve known me long enough to know that talking about those rumors really sets me off, right?”

Except talking about those rumors didn’t set me off when I was talking about them with Lisa. Probably because I was hanging all over her tonight and wondering if it would be worth it to maybe make some of those rumors come true. I think that confusion was part of the reason why I overreacted a little when Dave threw those rumors back in my face.

“You’re crazy,” Dave said. “You really are into her, aren’t you? Well I don’t appreciate you stealing my girl!”

I decided to deflect. Better than standing here having a conversation with Dave about the confusion I was feeling regarding my sexuality tonight. That I’d been feeling for the better part of a decade. As worked up as I was over that and as clueless as Dave was when it came to social graces there was a good chance he’d just piss me off again. And he wouldn’t like me when I was… well you know how the saying ends.

“Dave. Lisa is about as far from being your girl as is humanly possible,” I said. “She accepted an invitation to your game night, and maybe there was a moment this evening when you might have had a chance.”

I didn’t think there was a moment this evening when he might have had a chance. I got the distinct feeling that I might have been the reason Lisa suddenly showed up, but that was getting too close to territory I didn’t want to discuss with Dave so I figured best to not bring that up. At all.

He opened his mouth to say something, but I held a hand up to stop him. He flinched away and I smiled. That bad girl reputation was good for a few things every once in a great while.

“I’m also pretty damn sure that any infinitesimally small chance you might have had with her went up in smoke the instant you started acting like yourself tonight at the game table. A girl isn’t just yours because she acts a little interested. You have to make the effort to seal the deal.”

I spoke from experience. I’d gone through the same thing with him the first couple of times I showed up at game night. He hadn’t even been the one running the game back then, but he assumed a girl showing up at the game table meant I wanted him. He was the best gamer at the table, in his mind, and that meant that any girl who came to the table would throw herself at him. Again, in his mind.

Dave’s mind was a very strange and scary place to visit.

“You don’t know that,” Dave said. “She was fine until she saw you.”

His lip jutted out into a pout. Here we went. Getting angry at the world didn’t give him what he wanted and so now he was getting all huffy about it. Not that it ever did a damn bit of good.

“Dave, I’m really not in the mood to deal with you not getting what you wanted tonight. A girl came to game night and she wanted to hang out with the only other girl at the table so I could show her the ropes. Anything else is you projecting your fucked up fantasies on the world.”

To be fair Dave wasn’t the only one projecting his fucked up fantasies on people. Again, not something I was going to go into with him. I stepped into my car and turned the key, then thought of one more thing and rolled down the window.

“Oh, and Dave?”

“Yeah Kylie?”

“Remember that conversation we had about talking to girls about jerking off thinking about them?”

Dave’s face turned several shades of red. I wasn’t sure if that was because he was embarrassed, there were times when I thought he didn’t have any shame at all, or because he was angry dredging up that memory. As far as I knew I was the only girl he’d ever hit on in that particularly disgusting way, and the discussion that followed had ended with me putting a knee firmly in between his legs and him rolling on the ground groaning about what a bitch I was for the next hour.

Everyone at the game table had agreed he deserved it, though. The little creep. Stupid Jeff for making his cousin the new dungeon master. We really should’ve gotten away from his game table a hell of a long time ago.

“Right. Good conversation with you, Dave,” I said.

I pulled out of his driveway and breathed a sigh of relief. As I turned towards a road out of town I started shivering. By the time I was at the city limits the shivering turned into a full on case of the shakes.

So Dave had noticed the flirtation going on between me and Lisa. If he noticed, as socially clueless as he was, that meant Arnold and Travis might’ve noticed as well. What if Lisa had noticed and she wasn’t really into it? I got on Dave for being a creeper and scaring the pretty girl away, but was I really any better than him?

Then again there was that walk home. There was the way Lisa had been leaning in close to me all night. The way she’d been hanging on my every word. She also said she wanted to come out to the next game night and she was looking forward to seeing me running a game.

No, I was being paranoid. I was thinking of the worst case scenario. It wouldn’t be the first time my inner lack of self-confidence had done a number on me. After all, that was part of the reason I’d gone with the all black fashion statement for so many years.

I sighed. I’d have to wait a full week to figure out for sure whether or not I’d pushed things too far with Lisa tonight. If I creeped her out then chances are all that stuff she said tonight was just her being nice so she could get away from me. If not then she’d be at game night tomorrow. Briefly I considered just calling her sometime during the week and seeing if she wanted to hang out, but if I did creep her out then that would just make it even worse.

This was going to be a really long week with just me and these confusing feelings that I really needed to figure out before I saw Lisa again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

10: Game Night

 

Lisa:

 

I stopped for a moment and stared at myself in the mirror. Why was I getting done up like this for a game night out at Kylie’s house? I mean sure if I was going out to someone’s house it was just normal that I’d spend time trying to get done up, but this was to play a game. The stereotype was a bunch of guys sitting around in a basement wearing old clothes and not giving a fuck what they looked like.

At least that’s what I’d always imagined when I thought about people playing games like that. Then again that was back before I ever saw myself playing a game like that.

I knew exactly why I was doing this. Why I was getting made up like I was going out to a house party where there’d be plenty of cute guys. I wasn’t worried about cute guys at this party. No, I was worried about a cute girl.

I couldn’t get Kylie out of my head, and it was driving me nuts. All week I’d thought about just calling her and seeing if she wanted to hang out, but every time that urge hit me I thought about that moment at the end of the night when she’d pretty much run down to the sidewalk to get away from me.

I didn’t want to freak her out. I was already freaking out plenty myself.

“You’re crazy, Lisa,” I said to the mirror. The mirror didn’t have any answers for me, though. That figured. I hadn’t come up with any answers all week either.

My phone buzzed and I looked down at it with rising anticipation. Every buzz from my phone this week had gotten the blood pumping and set my skin to tingling in a very distracting way. Sure I hadn’t actually given Kylie my phone number, but it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that she’d figure out a way to get her hands on it.

Once again it wasn’t Kylie. I let out a disappointed sigh. Then again it was a message from Dave. In a strange fucked up way I was excited to get a message from him because in a bank shot sort of way that message was connected to Kylie.

Dave: almost rdy to head out. u rdy?

Me: yeah i am

I was a little hesitant about heading out to Kylie’s house with Dave, but he was the only person at the game night who I was in touch with. I had no way of getting ahold of Travis or Arnold, and I didn’t want to try and get in touch with Kylie because I was worried the awkward would kill me.

I sighed. I wasn’t supposed to feel this way. Like Kylie said, I was the prom queen. The cheerleader. People were supposed to throw themselves at me. I wasn’t supposed to feel all awkward thinking about another girl.

It was a new experience having my stomach twisted up in uncomfortable knots like this, but it was uncomfortable in the best possible way.

A few minutes later I heard someone pull up and I headed out to see Dave waiting in my drive in his old station wagon that looked like it’d seen better days. Then again I guess I wasn’t one to rag on him considering he had a car in the first place. A car wasn’t really something I needed while I was off at school since the transportation there was so good, and it always seemed like a waste of money to buy a car just to use it when I was home when I could borrow my parents’ car or get someone to give me a ride if there was a party or something.

That was back before all my friends did enough growing up that we’d aged out of the party scene around here.

“Hi Lisa,” he said, giving me a once over when I stepped into the car. I suppose I should’ve expected that. “I’m really glad to see you decided to come out to game night again.”

“Yeah, well, I had a lot of fun the first time around and I can’t wait to see what Kylie does with the game!”

Dave frowned as he pulled out of my driveway. “I still can’t believe what she did last weekend. Breaking up a game that’s been going on for decades. I knew the moment she came to our game that she was going to do that. Girls and game night don’t mix.”

He seemed to realize the full implication of what he’d just said a moment too late. He looked over at me and smiled sheepishly.

“I mean a certain kind of girl, you know,” he said. A free hand reached out and rested on my leg. I was so shocked that I let it happen for a moment. “There are some girls I’m really glad to see at game night, though. If you catch my drift.”

I finally got my senses back under control. I reached out and pushed his hand away and for a moment he looked angry, but that moment passed.

“Dave, I think we need to get some things clear if we’re going to be hanging out,” I said.

“Say no more,” Dave said. “I get it. Not good to talk to other people about what’s going on with us. Wouldn’t want to make them jealous or anything.”

My mouth fell open. I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know how to react to this. I’d been with guys who were insistent when it came to trying to get a date before, but I’d never had to deal with a guy who was so disconnected from reality. What did you do with a dude who refused to see that he didn’t have a chance?

I took a deep breath. Tried to think of what Kylie would do in this situation. She always came off as so confident. So tough. Things I tried to be, but I wasn’t always that successful so I hid behind the bubbly cheerful thing.

Maybe it was time to channel a little bit of Kylie tonight. I mean I wasn’t going to be as mean as she got with Dave last weekend, but it seemed safe to get a little irritated with him considering what an ass he was being.

“Look, Dave. I appreciate you inviting me to this game and everything, but I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about what’s going on between the two of us.”

“What are you talking about? Why would I get the wrong idea about us?” he asked, looking away from the road to grin at me and incidentally nearly sending the car off the road. I yelled and he corrected the car at the last moment and brought it back on the road as gravel crunched under the tires.

“I think that because it’s pretty obvious you totally have the wrong idea about us,” I said. “We’re not happening. We might be friends, but that’s it.”

The smiles were all gone in an instant. Instead Dave looked downright pissed off. “Is this about Kylie or something?”

Panic seized me. What did he know about me and Kylie? Were we that obvious when we were carrying on last weekend? Right along with that panic I also felt just a hint of a thrill. If he noticed something going on between the two of us that meant it wasn’t all in my imagination. That meant there might be something going on, and maybe I hadn’t scared her away last weekend after all.

That was a lot to hit me in the space of a moment. I forced myself to calm down.

“What are you talking about, Dave?”

Only he didn’t go into it. Instead he launched into a rant that seemed like it had been hiding inside him for a long time.

“Everyone’s always going on about Kylie. She’s the only girl at the gaming table so everyone pays attention to her! Everyone falls all over themselves to make the game all about her!”

Now I’d only been to one of their games, but it didn’t seem like the game was all about her then. If anything it seemed like Dave was trying to make the game all about me. At least until the end there when he flipped the script and got all pissy for some reason. At the same time it seemed he was well and truly into his rant, and I didn’t want to interrupt him. If he was ranting about Kylie then he wasn’t wasting time trying to hit on me.

“She’s going to be terrible as a game master, you know,” Dave said. “Girls can’t play this game without special help.”

“Ahem.”

He looked over at me but this time he didn’t bother to correct himself. Well then. I guess Dave only played the nice and sweet role when he thought it would get him something. I rolled my eyes and turned to look out the window. Typical “nice guy” behavior. He’d probably go home and complain to all his friends online about how he got shut down even though he was a perfect gentleman, conveniently leaving out the bits where he acted like a creepy asshole.

“Well I think she’ll do a great job,” I said. “She did a good job of explaining the game to me the last time we played. If she does anything like that this weekend then she’ll be the best.”

I let that hang there for a moment. I wanted to make it clear that if she was the best it was in comparison to Dave. I was starting to think that despite all the fun I’d had last weekend, it had been a pretty shitty gaming session. I found myself looking forward to seeing how Kylie ran her game more and more.

“What do you know about this game?” Dave said, his voice settling into a sullen pout as he glared at the road ahead. “You only played one night. You’re not an expert or anything.”

Damn. If this was his idea of bringing his A game to try and impress a girl then he was doing one heck of a shitty job of it. I sighed, but I was already into this. I was trying to channel Kylie, and it was actually kind of fun poking at someone who was being a jerk like this instead of just letting them walk all over me and trying to stay cheerful about it.

“Well I might not know much about this game, but I know when I’m having fun,” I said. “And last week having you nitpicking rules wasn’t much fun. Kylie running the game this week is the only reason I’m coming back.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see what you think at the end of the night. I guarantee everyone will be ready to come back to the old basement by the time Kylie’s done ruining everything for everyone,” Dave said.

We were going to have to agree to disagree on that point, but already I could see that there wasn’t much point in continuing this conversation. So Dave wasn’t into the idea of a girl running a game. Well the jerk would see just how good she was when we got to her place.

I settled into silence and watched the town go by, and then the fields go by after we left the city proper. If you could even call our small town a city. I never thought it quite rose to that level of importance.

I knew two things for sure as we made the silent ride out to Kylie’s house. I knew in my heart that this gaming group that I’d just joined against all reason wasn’t going back to Dave’s basement. I also knew that I was definitely getting a ride back home with someone else, because there wasn’t a chance I was going to spend any more time than I had to with Dave. The guy was his own worst enemy and that was kind of sad, but at the same time I felt no obligation to hang out with a guy who was repeatedly an asshole just because that was sad.

I sighed and preoccupied myself with thoughts of the fun I’d have once I was out at Kylie’s house, and not all of those thoughts had to do with the sort of fun that involves rolling dice.

 

 

 

 

 

 

11: New DM

 

Kylie:

 

I looked out over the pool. The thing was really more of a glorified party location for my parents. They’d had a lot of fun with it back when we first moved out here, but since then they’d gradually moved away from the wild party scene.

Their daughter had never been one for wild parties. Especially since my main social outlet in this town became that game. It did seem a little strange that we’d never had game night out here, though. Almost as strange as Jeff giving control of the game to Dave and not someone else who was more liked. That was part of the reason why we didn’t have any new people staying with the game for long. Dave chased them off.

Yeah, I didn’t have to feel too bad about putting an end to that long running tradition. It was already on life support. Jeff probably did that just to stir the pot some more when he got too busy with his job to play.

I sighed and moved into the pool house. It consisted of a wide room with windows on either side where people could hang out and look outside in the comfort of air conditioning if it got too hot, a bathroom on one side, and a sauna that hardly ever got used on the other.

I’d set up a table on one side with pizza and snacks for the evening. If people were going to come to my place for a good time then I was going to make sure I fed them. None of the cheap stuff like with Dave. I also wasn’t going to be above asking everyone to contribute, which had always set Dave off.

“Knock knock,” Travis’s voice came from the door. I looked over and smiled.

“Decide to arrive fashionably early?” I asked.

“You know it. I’m stoked about having game night out here for a change. I’m so sick of hanging out in Dave’s musty basement.”

“You and me both,” I said. “It’s like we were walking stereotypes about nerd life or something.”

“Yeah, well no more stereotypes for us,” Travis said, looking around and taking in our surroundings. “Damn. I mean I know I’ve seen this place before, but it never occurred to me how perfect it would be for game night.”

“You and me both,” I said. “So do you think Dave’s going to show tonight?”

“Probably. I’m sure he can’t stand the idea that we might have fun out here without him,” Travis said. “Wouldn’t be surprised if he showed up early too. Want to make a bet on whether or not he tries to take over the game again?”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s a bet I’m not taking, and a headache I don’t want to deal with.”

“So do you think Lisa’s going to come out here tonight? She seemed like she was having a pretty good time last weekend,” Travis said.

There was something about the tone of his voice that immediately put me on guard. Travis and I had known each other for years. We’d had that brief ill-advised stint where we dated and that hadn’t worked out all that well at all even if we had stayed friends. I knew when he thought he was onto something, and he sounded like that now.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said as I opened a few bags of chips and shook them out into a bowl.

“Come on Kylie,” he said. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Dave noticed the way you and Lisa were off together giggling like you’d always been BFFs, and if I recall she wasn’t exactly your favorite person in the world back when we were all in school together.”

“Are you trying to imply something there?” I asked.

Travis held up his hands. “Not trying to imply anything. Why would you immediately jump to thinking I was trying to imply something?”

“Damn it Travis. You know I hate it when you do that mind trick thing on me.”

“I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t so damned effective. So you want to tell me what’s going on with you and Lisa? Because I’ve never seen you warm up to someone that fast before. Ever.”

I thought about that for a good long moment. What was going on with me and Lisa? I didn’t know. She’d been awfully flirty and it made me feel ways about stuff, but on the flip side of that it didn’t seem like something like that was possible. Lisa was the preppy cheerleader type, or she had been. I’d been the dark and brooding goth chick. Sure it seemed like we’d both done some growing up in the couple of years since, but it wouldn’t work. We were oil and water.

And that wasn’t even getting into the question of whether or not both of us were into girls. Either way, it was none of Travis’s damn business.

“There’s nothing going on between the two of us and that’s that,” I snapped.

“I’m reminded of one of my favorite lines from all that Shakespeare we were forced to read in AP English a few years back,” Travis said.

“What’s that?”

“The lady doth protest too much, methinks.”

I stared at him for a moment. Blinked a couple of times. When it became obvious he wasn’t going to translate that I got irritated. I didn’t like this line of questioning and I’m pretty sure he just used a line from some dude who’d been torturing students from beyond the grave for five hundred years to insult me.

“In English?”

“That is English,” Travis said. “The best English writer ever.”

“Okay, in modern English?”

“You’re trying so hard to make it seem like nothing’s going on with you and Lisa that it practically screams that something’s going on there, but it’s none of my business.”

“You’re right. It isn’t.”

“I do think it’s pretty obvious she was into you too, though,” he said.

I looked back at him, hope blooming in me. “Really? You think so?”

It wasn’t until I saw the knowing grin on his face that I realized I’d been had. The jerk. He did that stupid mind trick thing on me again. Told me what I wanted to hear to give something up.

“I knew it,” he said.

I stuck my tongue out at him. It was the nicest way I could think of to express my displeasure. It wouldn’t do to smack one of the guys who was supposed to be on my side for the game tonight, after all.

“I hate it when you do that,” I said.

“To be fair I was pretty sure I saw something there that night,” Travis said.

“Saw something where?” Dave asked, sauntering in like he owned the place. He didn’t even bother to look properly impressed at how much nicer the pool house was than his dank basement. He looked around as though he was a king deigning to mix with the commoners. A jerk to the end. I was annoyed that he even decided to come until I saw who came with him.

Lisa. She stepped in, looked around, and at least one person at game night seemed suitably impressed. She smiled at me and I melted.

Of course I also had the temporary warm fuzzies from Travis saying he thought he saw something replaced by panic. How long had they been standing out there? Had they heard any of our conversation? My mind raced at a thousand miles a minute trying to remember if I heard any sign that someone was waiting out there listening in.

No. That was impossible. If Dave heard that conversation then he’d be in here crowing about it rather than looking at the pizza and chips I’d laid out as though it was a pile of days old leftovers rather than a feast compared to what he offered. For that matter Lisa would probably be running for the hills.

Or would she? I mean if she was into me she might stay and smile at me just like she was now. Too complicated. I had a game to run. Next to how I felt about Lisa the prospect of running a game for the first time with Dave in attendance to foul things up seemed downright simple.

“Glad you could make it,” I said to Lisa, but Dave picked up on it.

“Not like I had much choice seeing as how you stole my game from me,” he muttered.

I gritted my teeth and ignored him. I had a feeling I was going to be doing that an awful lot tonight. Better than getting into it with him, though. Travis might get a playful slap, but the way he was acting Dave was likely to get a fist to the face.

There was a knock at the door. My dad poked his head in and looked at each of us in turn. He seemed to focus on the boys in particular, as though he was still upset that I was having a late night gathering with boys and girls mixing even though there wasn’t much he could say considering I was old enough to drink. He had on his uniform, and the badge seemed to have the usual effect on the guys in the room. He must’ve been called in to work tonight. One of the “perks” of being chief of police in a small town where they were underfunded and understaffed.

“I don’t want any trouble out here,” he said. “This pool house cost me a lot, and I don’t want it trashed.”

“We won’t sir,” Travis said.

Dad grinned. “I know you won’t. I just figure I won’t have many more opportunities to do this considering how my little girl is all grown up.”

I rolled my eyes. “Are you done, dad?”

“I suppose,” he said. “Don’t be out too late, and don’t get in any trouble.”

Again he looked at Dave and Travis and there was no doubt in my mind exactly what sort of “trouble” he was talking about. I wanted to laugh. There wasn’t a chance anything like that was happening with Dave. Travis and I had tried it and the spark wasn’t there. I guess now I knew why that spark wasn’t there. No fault of Travis’s.

Still. It was pretty damn funny that the one person in the room who might actually be a danger was the one person dad wasn’t looking at, because I’d never let on to anyone that it might be a possibility.

Well, except for Travis tonight. Stupid face with his stupid tricking me all the time. I could trust him to keep his mouth shut, though.

Lisa moved over in my direction and I felt so awkward. After all, the last time we parted we’d been standing on her front porch like we were getting back from a first date or something and then I’d run away like there was a monster from the game chasing after me. Stupid!

She smiled and I felt a little less apprehensive about this conversation we were about to have.

“You certainly dressed up for the fun tonight,” she said.

I glanced down at my outfit and blushed. I felt like I’d spent more time getting this outfit ready than I’d spent getting the food together and cleaning out the pool house.

“What, this old thing? It’s just something I threw on before I came out here,” I said.

What a stupid vapid thing to say. That was the sort of thing girls were supposed to say to guys they were interested in. Not something girls said to other girls. Even if I was interested in Lisa. Was I interested in Lisa? My body was telling me one thing even if my brain was telling me it was insane.

“Still, looking good,” Lisa said. “It suits you getting away from the whole dark and brooding thing, though I like that you kept the streak in your hair and some of the piercings. Makes you look bad ass.”

“Thanks,” I said, looking away so she wouldn’t see my blush. This outfit really wasn’t the sort of thing I would’ve been caught dead wearing just a few years ago. Bright blue tank top that sparkled. A miniskirt that was just low enough to be almost decent. I’d even gone all out putting on makeup tonight and straightened my hair. It was a far cry from the comfortable T-shirt and jeans I usually wore to game night, or putting my hair up in a ponytail so I didn’t have to worry about it.

“I’m surprised you’d wear something like that with a crowd like this,” Lisa said, looking over to Dave and Travis who were going down the food line with paper plates in hand.

I shrugged. “I had a little bit of trouble with Dave hitting on me early on, but we got that squared away pretty quick. Travis and Arnold know there’s not a chance of that happening, so I figured it was pretty safe.”

Lisa’s eyes twinkled and I thought I detected the faintest hint of a blush coming to her face as well.

“So if you’re not dressed up for them then why go for more than the T-shirt you had on last weekend?”

Damn. Caught. And now we were right back to where we’d been a few minutes ago with an awkward silence stretching between us. I knew exactly what she was insinuating even as it felt impossible that she could actually be insinuating it. I needed a change of subject, and fast.

“You’re pretty dressed up yourself,” I said. “Not the sort of thing you’d want to wear with certain people around.”

There we go. Turn the tables and call her out! This time I was sure I saw a blush on that pretty face. She was in a bright green tank top and she had on a pair of shorts that were designed to distract. The sort of thing that definitely wouldn’t have passed the “fingertip length” rule for shorts back when we were in school.

“Yeah, well, maybe I wasn’t thinking of Dave when I just threw this on before I came over,” she said. She looked up and locked eyes with me. I almost needed to take a step back from the sheer force of that gaze. Amazing how a few words and a look could go straight to the pit of my stomach which was doing somersaults and twisting into all sorts of awkward knots.

Was this happening? This was happening. There was no doubt what she meant. Was there? I didn’t know. I didn’t have much experience with this sort of thing and I kept thinking about that old unwanted vision of kissing her only maybe it wasn’t as unwanted as I thought it was over the years and now here we were standing so close and I was pretty sure she was hitting on me and it was all too fucking much and what did I…

“This is a pretty nice setup you have here,” she said, looking around and deftly changing the subject. “I’m surprised you weren’t having your games out here the whole time.”

I sighed. Tried to get myself under control. I’m not sure how well it worked. My breathing was still coming pretty hard and heavy and my blood was pumping like I’d just gotten done running between two classes on the opposite end of campus. I was glad for the change of subject, though. There was too much to process here, and it was all coming so fast that I didn’t know what to do.

“Yeah, well, you know how it is,” I said, looking pointedly across the room to Dave who was complaining loudly to Travis that the name brand chips I bought didn’t taste as good as the cheap stuff he had.

Lisa sighed. “Yeah, I wanted to warn you about that. I think he’s going to try and make you miserable tonight. He was pretty mad on the ride over here.”

“You rode over here with him?” I asked.

“Well yeah. Who else could I get a ride from?”

“I would’ve been happy to pick you up,” I said.

I tried not to sound too eager as I said that, but I don’t think it worked. Lisa blushed and looked away and once again I was left feeling that I’d said the wrong thing. What was it about her that inspired me to constantly put my foot in my mouth like that?

“I didn’t have your number,” she said. “And we never really ran in the same circles so…”

“Well we can fix that right now,” I said, feeling dizzy and not quite believing I was doing this. “Give me your phone.”

I don’t know why this felt weird. Maybe because this was Lisa we were talking about? I’d exchanged digits with plenty of girls over the years and it never meant anything, so why was I freaking out now?

Because here, with Lisa, it meant more. Damn. What was happening to me? I was going to have to face this down sooner rather than later. I tapped my phone number into her phone and handed it back over.

“There. Now you can get in touch with me if you ever need anything,” I said.

I had a few ideas of what “anything” entailed, but I didn’t want to get into that now. From the way she smiled and bit her lip it seemed she might’ve caught the totally intended but unintended double meaning of what I said.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Are these mushrooms on this pizza?” Dave shouted from the other side of the room, breaking up any moment that might have been developing. Typical.

“I can’t have mushrooms! I’m allergic!”

Dave started gagging as though he was having trouble breathing. That had to be the world’s quickest allergic reaction. Especially considering it didn’t look like he’d even taken a bite of pizza. He was just staring down at it with a panicked look as his face turned several shades of red.

Travis rolled his eyes. “You’re not allergic to mushrooms. Your mom uses that in her spaghetti recipe all the time and you love it.”

Arnold chose that moment to step into the room. I sighed and rolled my eyes. Already I could tell it was going to be one of those nights. Then again I’d known it would be one of those nights as long as there was the remotest possibility Dave would show up.

“Okay, so if we could stop faking injuries and get over to the game table?” I said loud enough to be heard through the whole room.

Everyone looked up and started gathering their food and moving over to the table. Good. It was nice to know they could sort of follow orders. Maybe this night wouldn’t be so bad after all. I felt a chill and shivered even as I thought that, as though it was tempting fate in a very bad way.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12: Dungeon Crawl

 

Lisa:

 

We moved silently through a dark and mysterious dungeon. Well, sort of silently. Kylie said that all the armor the guys were wearing made a lot of noise and we were going to attract all sorts of monsters if we kept up. I guess that was the opposite of silent.

I was strangely excited at the idea of running into those monsters, though. This was nuts. I never would’ve thought I was into this sort of thing. I never thought I’d be more excited about playing a dorky game like this than I was at the idea of going out and getting my drink on with friends, and yet here we were.

“I want to move my character over next to Lisa’s,” Dave said. He moved down and put his hand on the grid paper Kylie busted out as soon as the game really got started.

“What are you doing, Dave?” Kylie asked. “We aren’t even in the middle of combat. No one is using the grid yet.”

“I don’t care. I want my character to be next to Lisa’s. I want to be able to protect m’lady if something dangerous this way comes,” he said, flashing me a grin that was probably supposed to be seductive, but it didn’t do anything for me.

Kylie rolled her eyes. “Fine. If it’s that important to you then you’re walking down the dark and dangerous corridor next to Lisa’s wizard to protect her.”

I frowned as I looked at that grid paper with Dave’s character next to mine. I knew this was just a game, but at the same time that character felt like an extension of me. I felt protective of her. And I felt like it was bad enough having Dave hitting on me in the real world. I really didn’t want him to get in the habit of hitting on me in the fake world too. 

It reminded me of a guy I was partnered with on the squad back during my junior year of high school. The guy seemed convinced that us being partners meant we had to fall in love and start dating. It had taken complaining to the coach and switching partners to finally get across to him that I wasn’t interested.

Maybe it was time to go to extreme measures now, too, to get the point across to Dave.

“Can I threaten a fireball when he gets too close to me?” I asked.

Kylie smiled, then tried to hide that smile behind some coughing when Dave looked up at her. Yeah, she liked the idea. She just didn’t want to show it.

“You can do whatever you want, Lisa,” Kylie said.

Travis and Arnold both laughed as I locked eyes with Dave. “Fine. I hold out my hand and a fireball appears ready to be thrown when he gets too close to me.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Dave spluttered.

“Get away from me,” I said. “That’s what I’m doing.”

Dave crossed his arms and leaned back in a pout. “Fine. I move away from her.”

“The character on the grid?” I asked.

Kylie helpfully reached out and moved Dave’s character, a little metal figure that was fancier than the colored dots the rest of us used, back to where it had been a moment ago.

“Good. Glad we got that out of the way,” Kylie said. “Now if we could please get back to the game?”

“I don’t know why we’d want to get back into the stupid game,” Dave muttered. “Walking down a cave at the bottom of a dungeon? Hardly an original idea.”

“It’s about as original as all the times you had us go up scary abandoned towers fighting zombies,” Arnold chimed in.

“Shut up guys,” Dave said. “Table talk again and I’m docking you XP!”

“Um, you can’t do that,” Kylie said. “I’m the one running the game, remember? And they can chat all they want.”

“Yeah, what about that time you had the dungeon filled entirely with all the most attractive female creatures you could find in the manual?” Travis said. “I think that was lamer than this.”

“Seriously,” Arnold piped in. “If we wanted to read bad erotica there’s plenty of that on the Internet without hearing about how your stand-in character made all the sexy magical creatures instantly…”

“Shut up!” Dave shouted, slamming his hand down on the table. His face had turned several different shades of red and he was constantly glancing in my direction. I covered my mouth so my smile wouldn’t be so obvious.

“Right, so are we going to play this game or not?” Kylie asked.

“Fine,” Dave muttered. “Wouldn’t kill us to fight a dragon or something, though.”

“Yeah, well part of the reason you’re not DM anymore, aside from you being a total asshole, is that you were always giving us the same three scenarios that ended with us storming some castle to fight a dragon,” Kylie said.

“Seriously,” Travis muttered. “If I wanted the Shrek experience I could just watch the movie.”

Kylie cleared her throat. “Now if we could get on with MY game?”

I sighed. This wasn’t as much fun as I’d hope it would be, what with all the arguing and everything. It seemed Dave just couldn’t be happy if he wasn’t the one running the show, and that was going to be a problem if the game kept up like this with all these stupid interruptions. I wanted to reach across the table and smack some sense into him, but even a smack would probably be enough contact to make him think I was interested in him or something.

“Okay, so you’re all walking down a dark corridor when you come to a fork in the road. You feel a breeze carrying an unpleasant smell coming from the corridor on the right, and you hear something that sounds like movement down the corridor to the left,” Kylie said.

I looked down at the crude map Kylie had drawn over the past week showing a fork in the road. I closed my eyes and imagined myself deep in some cave, that gave me a chill because I always hated being in enclosed spaces like that, staring down two potentially dangerous possibilities. This was so much fun!

“What do you think we should do?” Travis asked.

“I think we should go for the bad smell,” I said. “That might just be something rotting down that corridor. I don’t think we want to run into whatever’s making noise down here.”

“Yeah, but what if the thing that made that stuff rotting in the first place is still down that corridor too?” Arnold asked. “Might be better to go the other direction. At least that way we know there’s something we can face down.”

“Come on you guys,” Dave said. “It’s obvious we need to go down the corridor where all the noises are coming from. This is classic Dungeon Master misdirection. She wants us to go for the smelly corridor with the breeze because there’s going to be something big and dangerous to smash us to bits down there.”

“No, you’re thinking about how you’d do it,” Travis said.

“Come on you guys. No meta-gaming at my table,” Kylie said, fixing Dave in particular with a very nasty look.

“What? We’re just talking about the game and trying to come to a decision!” Dave said.

“What’s meta-gaming?” I asked.

Kylie smiled at me and I melted. It was a small smile, but any small sign of affection from her was enough to give me chills. In a good way.

“It’s when someone uses knowledge their character couldn’t possibly have to try and win the game,” she said. “For example, Dave here trying to figure out the game’s challenge based on what he thinks I’m going to do rather than trying to figure it out based on how his character would react to the situation.”

“Oh,” I said. “I guess that makes sense. So it’s sort of cheating?”

“It’s not cheating,” Dave barked. “It’s just playing the game smart.”

Kylie rolled her eyes. She seemed to be doing that a lot whenever Dave spoke. I was going to have to see if I could get a ride home with her later, because I did not want to deal with having to get a ride home with him.

“Whatever,” Dave said. “I’m going down the corridor where we hear all the noises. You guys can do whatever you want.”

“Wait! You can’t just do that without us,” I said.

“I can’t?” Dave said. “Watch me.”

“Can I fire an arrow at him? Please?” Arnold said.

“You can do whatever you want,” Kylie said. “I’m not saying whether or not that’s a good idea, though.”

“Could we cut the crap and you just tell me what happens when my character walks down the hall?”

“Fine,” Kylie said. “Your funeral. You walk down a short corridor with a slight bend. When you go around the bend you see a faint light up ahead of you, and you step into a massive chamber with torches set in the wall all around. You’ve found some evidence of a subterranean civilization. Now all of you roll for initiative.”

“Damn it Dave,” Travis said. “If you got our party killed before we even had a chance to play more than one night of this game…”

“Roll for initiative?” I said, looking down at all my papers. I’d heard those words last weekend, but I didn’t remember what it meant.

Kylie reached out and took a twenty-sided die she’d loaned me. She dropped it in my hand, her fingers brushing against my palm for the briefest of moments causing the hair to stand up on my arm. I suppressed a shiver that had nothing to do with being trapped in an imaginary cave.

“This here,” Kylie said. “Roll it to see when your turn comes up in combat.”

My eyes went wide. “Combat? You mean our guys are being attacked?”

“Sure are,” Kylie said with a grin.

I looked across the table to Dave and stuck my tongue out at him. He saw and rolled his eyes, apparently not giving a crap that I was less than pleased at him getting us in trouble. When he got into this game he seemed to forget everything about the real world, including how much he was trying to impress me.

Kylie narrated the “combat” with a breathless quality that made me feel like I was right there in some massive cave deep underground fighting goblins. I imagined them looking sort of like the puppets from that old movie with that blond rock star dude playing the goblin king creeping on some girl. It’d been years since I saw the movie and I couldn’t remember much aside from what those puppets looked like.

A couple of goblins swarmed around Dave, but Travis and Arnold moved in just in time to save him from being killed in the first round. I stepped in and tried to fire off spells from a distance, but Kylie told me I only had so many and I should probably keep some of them back in case I needed to defend myself. That prompted Dave to remember that he was trying to impress me and he moved in close to my character so he could “defend her honor.”

Kylie glanced at me when Dave pulled that move. “So do you want to use that fireball now or not?”

I glanced down at the grid representing our characters in combat. I was tempted to go ahead and use that on Dave. Prove to him that I didn’t need his help, but I was surrounded and it seemed like it might be a good idea to take his help. Just this once. As much as that annoyed me.

“No, I’m good,” I said.

“Okay then,” Kylie said. “You’re all in the middle of fighting the goblins when you hear a mighty roar from the other side of the room and a massive goblin decked out in gold and jewels steps into the light bearing a human-sized sword that looks massive in his small goblin hands.”

“Oh shit!” Dave said. “I’m totally taking that guy out!”

And just like that his character was gone. That wouldn’t have bothered me too much, except for what came out of Kylie’s mouth next.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” she asked. “You’re going to leave Lisa open to a flanking attack from that monster you were blocking.”

“Whatever,” Dave said. “I need that sweet loot and XP!”

The jerk! I watched helplessly as his character move across the room leaving me all alone and feeling pretty squishy on my end of the board with nothing but my magic spells to protect me from a big bad goblin that suddenly stood in my path. It was difficult to be too worried since in my mind’s eye I was imagining a thing that looked more like a muppet than a terrifying creature straight out of my nightmares, but I knew my character was in trouble.

“Okay then,” Kylie said. “The goblin in front of Lisa raises it’s weapon and…” Kylie rolled some dice a few times and I squeezed my eyes shut waiting for the disaster to hit. There was no way I was getting out of this one with my character intact. Amazing how quickly I could feel so close to a person who didn’t even exist.

“The goblin trips over a rock it didn’t see on the ground and falls flat on its face in front of you giving you an attack of opportunity, Lisa,” Kylie said with a thin smile that she wiped from her face the moment everyone else around the table turned to look at her.

Something just happened, but I was new enough to the game that I had no idea what any of that meant. It might as well be Japanese or something for all I understood it.

“Does that mean my character lives or something?” I asked.

“It means the goblin fell over and you get to attack him while he’s down,” Kylie said.

I mouthed a “thanks” to her. “Awesome! So I’m totally going to fireball that goblin’s hairy ass! Do goblins have hairy asses?”

“I don’t want to know,” Kylie said. She rolled the dice behind her screen, a tasteful number that didn’t have a single woman in an armored bikini which was better than the screen Dave used, and grinned. “Your fireball engulfs the goblin and you hear the satisfying screams of the evil creature fade to nothing as it burns away.”

“Ew. The poor thing,” I said.

Travis snorted. “The poor thing was about to kill your character. Remember that,” he said.

“I want to see your dice,” Dave said. “There’s no way that goblin fell over like that. Stuff like that never happened to me!”

“Shut up, Dave,” Kylie snapped. “If we don’t get to look at your stuff then you don’t get to look at my stuff.”

She turned and smiled at me again. I felt warm and fuzzy all over. It was nice to know that someone had my back here. We finished the fight and eventually we were victorious, with Travis landing the final killing blow on the evil goblin king which resulted in a fight over who should get the loot for a good ten minutes before we decided in a three-to-one vote that we were splitting the loot equally with all of us. Then we continued on to the other side of the chamber where the goblin king appeared from because the guys agreed that was probably a good place to start.

I just went along with them. Playing along seemed like the best bet since I still didn’t know all that much about this game.

“This stupid thing isn’t even a proper dungeon,” Dave muttered after Kylie described the other end of the room which opened onto another tunnel. “Goblins in a natural cave formation? Lame.”

“If you think it’s lame then why don’t you make your own game?” Kylie snapped, then paused and grinned. “Oh right. You made your own game and no one liked it, so suck it up and deal with it.”

Kylie looked at everyone at the table to see if anyone else was complaining about the game, but I was having a pretty good time and it seemed like Arnold and Travis were enjoying themselves too. So the game went on and we moved down the dark corridor to a spot where we hit another fork in the road.

“How original,” Dave growled.

“Shut up Dave,” Kylie said. “You’re at a fork where there are two paths. The path to the right leads down into a corridor that’s obviously been cut out by some intelligent creature as it’s lined with stonework. The other corridor leads up to a door that glows and pulses with a magical light. You have a choice, right or left? Down into a dungeon or up to the dangerous magical door?”

I held my breath. I didn’t know enough about this game to even start to make a decision like this. And of course the rest of the table broke out into an argument.

 

 

 

 

 

 

13: It's A Trap!

 

Kylie:

 

I fought back the urge to giggle maniacally as I watched the party mulling over the choice I’d laid before them. It was the perfect trap for Dave. There was no way he’d be able to resist going for the big magical shiny door instead of the dungeon which was what he’d been complaining about wanting the entire night.

Be careful what you ask for, and all that. The first fork in the road with the goblins had been the bait. This was where the trap was going to snap shut around the jerk. I was going to teach him the price of meta-gaming at my table, damn it, and shut him down in a way that idiot Jeff never had.

“So what’s your choice? The magical door or the dungeon?” I asked.

“There’s no way we can take what’s on the other side of that door,” Travis said. “Are you sure we’re not getting anything from the other side? We can’t sense anything?”

“Nope. We’ve already run through all the magic spells and abilities you can use, and you’re coming up with bupkis,” I said.

“Nothing from Lore?” Arnold asked.

“Nope.”

“Divination isn’t coming up with anything?” Travis asked.

“Nada. All you can tell is it’s a big shiny magical door glowing with the energies of some powerful magic. Which I guess makes sense since it’s a big shiny metal door and all.”

“We need to go to the dungeon,” Travis said. “There’s no way there’s anything good behind that door. Anything we can’t sense is going to be way beyond our level.”

“You guys are such pansies,” Dave said. I had to hide a smile as I could feel him clamping down around the bait. I needed to be patient, though. I needed to wait until he was well and truly on the line before I yanked back and reeled him in.

“So what are you going to do?” I asked.

I glanced over to Lisa and was surprised to see her smiling at me. I wondered if she suspected something. Then she really surprised me by reaching out and taking my hand. Giving it a good squeeze as the other guys were so preoccupied with arguing that they weren’t paying attention to anything going on between the two of us.

“This is going to be bad, isn’t it?” she whispered.

“You have no idea,” I said, a twinkle in my eye. This was going to be the most fun part of the whole damn evening!

“I don’t care what you guys say. I’m doing it,” Dave said.

I pulled my hand away from Lisa’s and tried to look as innocent as possible as the guys’ returned their attention to our end of the table. It was hard to think of anything other than the feel of Lisa’s hand pressed against mine, though. It was also comforting to know that she had my back in this. I still wasn’t sure how Travis and Arnold would react to this. Sure they had it out for Dave, but they might accuse me of doing the same sort of thing he was always pulling.

“Right, so I walk up to the door and have a good look at it. Does anything happen?” he asked.

I tried so hard to hide my smile, but it was so difficult. He was falling right into my trap and I knew the merest hint of a smile would tip him off. Would let him know something was going on. It seemed Lisa knew I was up to something too, because she was trying to hide her smile.

Clever girl. I liked her more and more with each passing day.

“The door starts pulsing faster and faster the closer you get to it,” I said. “You can feel magical energy crackling off the front of the thing even though you’ve never cast a spell in your life.”

“This is too easy,” Dave said. “Magical riches are all mine baby. The rest of you losers can go through your dungeon and get that stuff the hard way. I reach out and touch the door.”

And just like that his teeth snapped down on the bait and I yanked. Hard.

“The pulsing light and crackling energy comes to a halt the moment you touch the door, and it slides open silently,” I said.

Everyone at the table leaned forward, their mouths hanging open. What was going to happen next? What secrets were beyond the magical door? It was the age old question, or to be more accurate it was a question several decades old, that kept people coming back to this game again and again. They were about to get the answer in this particular scenario, and I knew at least one person at the table wasn’t going to like it.

I finally allowed myself a smile. Dave noticed it and swallowed, suddenly looking nervous, but it was already too late. Travis and Arnold exchanged significant looks. They knew what was coming. It was time to pay back all the times he’d used rules we couldn’t possibly know about to screw us over, and I’d done it without any rules lawyering whatsoever.

Tonight was a good night.

“Dave, could you be a dear and tell me what I need to roll to hit you?”

Dave’s eyes narrowed. Oh yes. He was sensing the trap. Good. Served the little jerk right. “Forty-two. Why?”

“Oh dear. I’m afraid I don’t even need to roll to know that you’re getting hit in a big way,” I said.

I got out my twenty sided die and paused. Looked around the table at everyone in turn. “I’m going to need more twenty siders for this. Could you hand them over?”

Everyone around the table looked at each other and then they handed over their twenty-sided dice. It was perhaps a little bit of overkill to ask them, but I wanted to make it clear that by opening that door they’d well and truly stuck their foot in it. I rolled the five dice. Then rolled them a few more times for good measure. Around the table everyone leaned forward, their eyes going more and more wide every time I rolled.

“Right. You’re hit for three hundred fifty seven points of damage, Dave. Your character dies.”

“What? That’s bullshit!”

“Sorry, you’re right,” I said.

Dave crossed his arms and a smug smile settled on his face. The sort of smug smile I’d always hated because it meant he thought he was pulling one over on us. Well now it was his turn to have the rug flipped out from under him.

“I should’ve dressed it up a bit. This is a role-playing game, after all. It’s not all about the numbers.”

Dave’s smile faltered.

“As soon as the door slides open a glittering clawed hand as big as your own body reaches through the door and pulls you in, not quite squeezing the life out of you so that your character is alive when the creature beyond starts to eat you. Satisfied with its dinner, the creature retreats back into its magical lair and leaves the rest of the party unmolested.”

The smile was gone. Dave stared in disbelief. Travis and Arnold broke out into laughter. Lisa couldn’t help but have a little smile of her own.

“What? You can’t just kill me like that!”

I shrugged. “You’re the one who decided to go up and poke the scary magical door. Sort of like the time I decided to harvest mushrooms and you didn’t tell me there was one microscopic amount of poison from a deadly variety that had lived there before the safe mushrooms took over?”

“That was completely legitimate! You failed your botanical lore check on those mushrooms!”

“Oh yeah? What about the time there was literally a sentient Dire Wolf hiding in a sheepskin disguise that time we were walking through farmland where there shouldn’t have been anything higher than a level two encounter?” Arnold said. “You were the only one at the table laughing that day.”

“Truth,” Travis said. “Sentient dire wolves aren’t even a thing. I went home and double checked everything that night.”

Dave crossed his arms and looked indignant. “I can’t help it if you guys didn’t like my little joke.”

“Joke? You wiped nearly the whole party on that encounter!” Travis said. “The only thing keeping the game going after that was that one of us managed to hide long enough to get back to the city and recruit a new party.”

“Listen, I don’t care if the rest of you are mad about the way I ran my game. The point is that Kylie here is abusing her position of authority and I won’t stand for it!”

“She’s not abusing it any more than some people at this table,” Travis said. “Get over it. You’re just getting a little of what you gave us.”

Dave stood and stormed towards the door. “This is ridiculous! I’m not putting up with this! Kylie, you’re a bitch and I’ve never wanted you in this game! No one wanted you in this game but Jeff had his stupid crush on you and then I had no choice! You don’t know what you’re doing and if you know what’s good for you when we come back you’d better figure out a way to bring my character back to life!”

He stepped through the door and gave it a jolly good slam on the way out. 

I sat back. I was trying my hardest not to let the waterworks threatening at the edges of my eyes break through. Not in front of everyone. I was not going to fall apart and prove to them that Dave got to me. Still, everything he’d said hit at some insecurities of mine around being a girl at a gaming table that had been lurking for awhile now.

What if the only reason I got invited and got to stay was because Jeff had a crush on me? Was that what it was all about? I was a pretty face? Not that they wanted me at the table.

“Okay, I think maybe we should take a quick break. Maybe go for a swim if you brought your trunks,” I said.

I was amazed that I managed to keep my voice under control. I worried that at any moment it might crack and they’d know just how close to the edge I was. Arnold and Travis stood and made their way to the door, with Arnold stopping there for a moment.

“You know none of what he said is true, right?” he said. “We’d much rather have you running the game than that asshole.”

“Yeah, I vote for kicking him out,” Travis said. “Forget him.”

And then they were gone, leaving just me and Lisa in the pool house. All alone. Just like we’d been all alone a week ago when we were walking back to her house.

Great. Just what I needed. I was already on edge as it was, and here was Lisa sitting so close to me and distracting me. What I really needed was to be alone. Why couldn’t she just leave me alone, damn it? Why did she have to sit there and be such a confusing distraction? It was bad enough I had to deal with Dave without dealing with these strange feelings Lisa always dredged up in me.

“I think I need to go inside and get something,” I said. I couldn’t even think of a good excuse. All I knew was I needed to be away from here. I especially didn’t want Lisa to see how much Dave got to me, damn it.

“Kylie…” Lisa said, but she didn’t get a chance to finish. I stood and brushed past her. Practically sprinted from the pool house to my house. Off to the side the three guys were having what looked like a pretty intense conversation, but I ignored them too.

I needed to get away from them. Get away from Dave and his asshole ways. Away from Lisa and all the confusion she always brought with her.

I managed to make it all the way to my room before the waterworks that had been threatening finally broke free. I guess that was something.

 

 

 

 

 

 

14: Explosion

 

Lisa:

 

I leaned back in my chair and let out a long breath. That had been intense. I never would’ve figured Dave as the type to get that upset over something as silly as a game. He took this thing way too seriously.

I agreed with Travis and Arnold. If I had a choice of people to run the game then I knew who I’d pick. Dave was a jerk. Dave was a tyrant. Dave was the kind of asshole who took his petty position of power and turned it into the only thing his life was about, and now that he saw that being taken from him he was obviously pissed.

The jerk. I was pretty sure he’d move Kylie to the verge of tears. My eyes narrowed and I felt more and more pissed off the more I thought about it. I always tried to be nice. I always tried to give people the benefit of the doubt. I always tried to be the person who was making peace rather than the person causing fights.

Well Dave had just pushed me over the edge. I felt defensive of Kylie in a way that I hadn’t felt defensive of anyone else before. It surprised me, but I was going to come to her defense, damn it.

I stood and made my way through the door Dave had slammed moments ago. It was easy enough to find the big jerk. He was standing on the other side of the pool having a pretty nasty conversation with Arnold and Travis if the way they were gesturing back and forth was any indication. I zeroed in on him like I was some death robot from a cheesy ‘80s movie.

He’d hurt Kylie’s feelings and I was out for blood. No more Ms. Nice Lisa.

“You can’t just blow up at people like that,” Travis said. “You’re going to piss her off and then we won’t have anywhere to play our game!”

“So? Why should I care about hurting her feelings? She’s just a stupid girl who shouldn’t be playing this game with us anyways,” Dave shot back.

If anything that made me more angry. Just a stupid girl who shouldn’t be playing this game? Who the hell did he think he was talking about her like that? And what did that make me?

“So what am I Dave? Another stupid girl playing the game?” I asked.

All three stopped. Turned to stare at me. Travis moved ever so slightly to put himself between me and Dave. I couldn’t tell whether that was because he thought I needed the protection or because he thought Dave needed it. Most people weren’t used to seeing me pissed off. I could imagine him thinking his buddy needed the help.

“What are you talking about Lisa? I invited you because…”

“Oh I know exactly why you invited me,” I said. “Is it because of these?”

I pressed my chest out and his eyes bugged out as he stared. Oh yeah. Pretty obvious what this jerk was after. Also? Pretty obvious what he was never going to get. 

“Lisa, you don’t understand…” Dave said.

I took a step forward and grabbed his shirt. Pulled him close. Probably something he’d been hoping for ever since he invited me out last week, but not in the way he was thinking.

“I think I understand perfectly what’s going on here,” I said. “You’re being a dick to Kylie for no reason when she was nice enough to let everyone use her house.”

“I didn’t ask her to…”

“You’re a guest at her house. That means you’re going to be nice to her from here on out, or I swear to God…”

I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I just knew that he had me mad enough that I felt like I could punch him. It was bad enough when he was a jerk to me. It was even worse for some reason when he was a jerk to Kylie. He seemed surprised that I would get so worked up, but that was his problem, not mine.

“Fine,” he finally muttered, backing down. Looks like Dave wasn’t in the mood for a fight. Which was probably a good thing. I might be pissed off, but I wasn’t sure how good I would be in an actual fight. “I’ll be nice to her.”

“Good,” I said, dusting off his shirt where I’d grabbed it. “I’m glad we could come to an understanding.

I turned and was about to go into the house to see if Kylie needed anything when Dave decided he couldn’t leave well enough alone.

“Crazy bitch. Shouldn’t have invited either of them.”

“Oh now that is it,” I said. The anger came back. I thought nice Lisa was back for a minute there, but then mean Lisa was taking over and grabbing him by the shoulders. We did a little twirl like we were two awkward teenagers at a middle school dance or something and then I was chucking him to the side.

Right into the pool.

Oops.

Dave landed with a splash and started flailing as soon as he landed.

“What the hell was that?” he shouted.

I walked to the edge and smiled at him. Sweet Lisa was back. For the moment.

“Guess I figured if someone was going to call me a crazy bitch I might as well earn it,” I said.

I left him splashing in the pool. I was pretty sure he left his phone back on the game table. Otherwise that was going to turn into a pretty expensive comment for him. I honestly didn’t understand why they kept inviting him back to their game if this is the way he kept acting. Then again it was their game table. Their dynamic. Their business, not mine.

Even if I had just sort of made it my business by throwing Dave in the pool. I’d be really surprised if he came back here after that little demonstration.

It was dark when I stepped into Kylie’s house. The place looked nice. Obviously someone went to a lot of trouble to make sure the place was kept clean. Then again her dad was a cop. It shouldn’t be too surprising that he liked to keep things orderly.

I realized that I had no idea where I was going. I’d never been in her house before. I walked over to a fireplace and smiled as I saw pictures of Kylie proudly displayed there with a picture that showed her growing up. The smile turned to a grin as I came to some of the pictures that showed her in her old dark and mysterious look from high school. I’d always thought she looked pretty in that outfit, but that was nothing compared to her in the here and now when she’d had a few years to get comfortable with herself and realize that black wasn’t the ultimate fashion statement.

As I made my way around the room I realized I could hear something coming from down a dark hall. What sounded like sniffling. I frowned. If Dave really did make Kylie cry then he deserved everything he got being shoved in that pool. I’d almost felt bad about doing it.

Almost.

I made my way down the hall and the sound got louder. Yeah, that was the sound of someone crying and trying to hide it. I wondered who she was hiding from considering there shouldn’t be anyone in here to hear her in the first place.

I suddenly felt as though I was somehow intruding on her. Maybe she needed some privacy. Maybe she wouldn’t appreciate me barging in on her when she was sobbing. 

I stopped at the door and took a deep breath. This could go bad if I barged in and she didn’t want me there, but at the same time there wasn’t a chance I wasn’t going to barge in there. It’s not like I could leave her all alone when she was crying. I felt drawn to her. My heart ached to think that she might be that upset. I had the sudden urge to hold her in my arms and tell her everything would be all right.

I had the urge to hold her in my arms and do a lot more than tell her everything would be all right, but this didn’t seem like the time or the place.

Standing here in the darkness outside her room it didn’t even freak me out all that much that I had that urge to hold her and tell her everything would be all right. I didn’t stop to think about what that might mean for me. What that might mean for me and Kylie.

I’d been in hiding for so long that stepping out into the open and not being terrified at the prospect felt weird. Good, but weird. Nothing for it but to go ahead and do this thing, though. Even if it didn’t affect my dating life, there was a girl in there who needed a shoulder to cry on.

I pushed open the door and held my breath. If there was going to be another explosion then this was the moment when it would hit me, but she didn’t seem to even notice that I was standing here. She sat at the foot of her bed with her back turned to me and it was pretty obvious she was crying from the way her shoulders heaved with every breath.

I hated seeing her like this. At the same time I felt some relief. Stupid Dave had deserved everything he got out there. Maybe telling her all about how I’d shoved him in the pool would be enough to cheer her up.

I took a deep breath and stepped into the room. This might be a bad idea, but I had to do it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

15: Surprises

 

Kylie:

 

I hated myself for getting this upset over Dave. I knew I shouldn’t hate myself. If anyone was deserving of my hatred in this moment it was Dave for doing this to me in the first place, but this was a night when a little self-loathing seemed like just the ticket.

I didn’t know how I was going to go back out there and face them. As soon as I got to my room the crying started, and I was having a hell of a time trying to get it under control. No matter how hard I tried the tears kept coming. I was overwhelmed. Dave being his usual dickhead self. Lisa sitting there watching Dave yelling at me. Everything that was going on with Lisa.

It was all too much and every time I thought I was close to getting over the sobs I thought about everything and it hit me again.

Damn it.

At least I managed to make it back to my room before the crying really got going. I’d lose all my credibility with those guys if they saw me letting Dave get to me like this. I tried not to let it show, but it was hard sometimes. It would prove every snide remark Dave had just made about girls not being able to handle a game.

I was really glad Lisa wasn’t here to see this. Talk about embarrassing.

I heard someone behind me. I let out a little scream that stopped the crying for a moment and wheeled around. And I immediately regretted that decision, because of course there was Lisa looking at me with my face all puffy from crying and my makeup probably running.

Damn it!

“I came in to see if you were okay and then I heard crying and I thought…”

Lisa seemed hesitant. Almost like she was worried about something. Did she think I’d be mad at her for coming in here? Then again I had just screamed and jumped when I heard her. I probably looked terrible on top of all that. I needed to reassure her. I patted the bed next to me without really thinking about it.

“It’s okay,” I said, trying to keep the crying under control. “I was just trying to regroup after… all that.”

Lisa sat down and I was suddenly painfully aware of her presence next to me. I could smell her perfume, something I almost recognized. I thought I could feel the warmth radiating off her body. I looked over and she was smiling, but she still seemed unsure. Hardly surprising since I was sitting next to her blubbering.

“Sorry,” I said. “I guess I shouldn’t let Dave get to me that much. You think I’d be used to it after dealing with him for so many years.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Lisa said. “The jerk tried hitting on me all the way over here tonight. I don’t know how you’ve dealt with it for the past few years.”

“Yeah, well, as much as I hate to say this, you sort of get used to it after awhile.”

“Really? How do you get used to something like that?”

I wiped a final tear from my eye. It was funny, but sitting here talking to Lisa was enough to take my mind off of everything that just happened with Dave. Sure a lot of that had to do with the even more complicated thing in my life sitting down next to me and driving me crazy with distraction, but it was a pleasant distraction compared to Dave’s assholeish distraction.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” I said, thinking back to the past several years. “I guess it’s like that old thing about the boiling frog.”

Lisa raised an eyebrow and looked just a little disgusted. Okay then. Maybe talking about boiling amphibians alive wasn’t the best thing to bring up around a girl I had the hots for.

“A frog in boiling water? What are you talking about?”

“You know. Put a frog in boiling water and it jumps out. Put it in water and set it to a boil slowly and it sits there and, you know…”

Yeah. Totally terrible thing to bring up with Lisa, but it was too late. I’d already said it and she’d already asked. Why did I have to be such a bundle of awkwardness all the time?

“Oh. So it was like that with you and Dave?”

“Yup. He’s a jerk, but he doesn’t have big blowups like tonight very often. When you’re around it every week it just becomes the way he acts. You get used to it. Honestly I didn’t think much of it until you showed up with a fresh set of eyes and helped me realize how ridiculous he really was.”

Lisa laughed. “He is a little over the top, isn’t he? He really didn’t like it when I shoved him in the pool.”

Now it was my turn to look at her like she was the crazy one, and she didn’t have to bring up a single moderately cruel cooking method. “You what?”

Lisa blushed and looked away. What she said next came out barely above a whisper. “He was sort of being a jerk talking about you with Travis and Arnold and then he sort of insulted me and then I sort of maybe pushed him in your pool? Just a little?”

I snorted out a laugh. “I can’t believe you did that!”

“Well believe it,” she said. “He wasn’t happy about it either, but I bet he’s on his best behavior after this!”

“For a little while,” I said. “This has all happened before. Someone calls him out on his bullshit and he’s good for a couple of weeks and then he’s right back to his old self.”

“You could always kick him out of the game,” Lisa said.

“I suppose I could,” I said. “But that’s more drama than I’m equipped to deal with right now.”

Lisa wrapped an arm around me and pulled me close in a hug. I panicked for a moment. This was setting off all sorts of danger alarms in me. This was getting too close. This was making me feel things that I’d tried to deny for too long. Feeling her against me made me realize just how wrong that denial was.

It felt so darn nice. Lisa was so soft. Not like some of the guys I’d been with. Well there was at least one guy who felt soft, but that was because he’d packed on a little extra weight at the gaming table and that relationship didn’t last long anyways. I’d never felt the spark with any guys whether they were soft or ripped, and I’d been with the full spectrum at this point chasing something that I never quite found with anyone who had a penis.

Lisa, though, was different. She was soft in a different way. In a good way. Plus I figured I’d had such a bad night that maybe I deserved this just a little. Maybe it wouldn’t be the end of the world if I let out a little contented sigh and rested my head against her shoulder for just a little while.

“I know you’re feeling down, but you really did do a great job tonight,” Lisa said, one of her fingers starting to trail along my shoulder which sent a tiny shiver running through me.

“You think?”

“Yup. I would’ve had a hard time not punching him out if he talked to me the way he talked to you tonight,” she said.

“Technically you did sort of assault him. I mean shoving him in a pool isn’t exactly a punch, but…”

“Yeah,” Lisa giggled. Her fingers continued tracing a circle in a motion that didn’t seem very friendly at all. That felt like the sort of thing you’d do with someone who was more than a friend. Or was that simply wishful thinking on my part?

I just didn’t know. It was all so confusing. I was so excited by being this close to Lisa that I wasn’t thinking straight. Literally. As always when I started thinking this way my mind went back to all the times my traitorous body had hinted that maybe I was into girls just a little. A lingering glance in a locker room. Catching a glimpse of some sorority Barbie in tight yoga pants walking down the sidewalk on campus.

I always told myself those incidents were just my mind playing tricks on me, but Lisa pressing up against me like this and her fingers dancing along my shoulder were no trick.

I shivered. What else could I do? Lisa seemed to notice that shiver. I felt her shift slightly next to me. I turned to look at her and realized just how close we were.

Lisa reached up and wiped a tear from my eye. Smiled. So close. Her lips were so close. So inviting. And there was the maddening way her finger moved back and forth across my body. All it would take was leaning forward just a little bit and then we’d…

It was as though my body was taking cues from my mind without really thinking about it. Before my conscious mind had a chance to put a stop to this ridiculousness I’d leaned forward and my lips brushed Lisa’s. I knew you were supposed to keep your eyes closed when you kissed someone, but I was so curious about how she’d react that I kept them open.

Her eyes went wide with surprise, but she didn’t pull away. This was madness, but I kept right at it. I put an arm around her and pulled her closer. Her eyes closed and she let out a sigh as our lips came together again. This time I opened mine ever so slightly and my tongue danced across her lips until they opened and I felt her tongue flick against mine.

It was a perfect moment. Then reality came crashing down.

I pulled away from her. What was I doing? Kissing another girl? Kissing Lisa? I was acting no better than that stupid horndog Dave who invited her out here. It struck me that the reason I was upset wasn’t that I’d kissed another girl so much as I was worried she might take it the wrong way.

I guess that was a rousing endorsement of where my sexuality really went.

“Oh shit Lisa,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me…”

Lisa smiled. Reached out and placed her hand on mine. “Don’t feel bad. I mean I was the one who was hinting but I wasn’t sure if…”

“Hinting?”

Lisa grinned. “Well yeah. I mean I don’t know what’s going on here, but it seems like we have a thing going and I’ve denied this for so long but damn it this feels so right with you…”

I grinned right back at her and almost laughed at the echo of my own thoughts. I felt lightheaded. I felt on top of the world. We had a thing here? She thought we had a thing going? She’d tried to deny it but now she wasn’t trying anymore? 

Talk about a familiar line. I could jump for joy! I wanted to go out to the pool, flip Dave the bird, and tell him to suck it.

I didn’t do any of those things, of course. No, I was more preoccupied with what was going on here with Lisa. Besides, Dave would probably think that was an invitation.

“So you liked that? I’ve gotta admit this is all sort of confusing for me,” I said. “I mean yeah I’ve sort of always felt the same way but I never…”

It occurred to me that it was really kind of stupid to try and hide something like that for so long. It’s not like I thought my parents would freak out. I certainly didn’t have some religious objection like my imaginary sky friend was going to burn me for eternity because I was into the same sex.

So what was the problem? My own stupidity, mostly. I blushed when I thought of what I’d been missing out on for so very long.

“I think I really liked it,” she replied. She bit her lip. “Maybe we could try that again?”

That sounded just fine to me! It seemed fate and the universe had other plans though. Once more I heard someone coming, only thankfully this time I heard them down the hall because they were making enough noise to wake the dead.

Lisa and I looked at each other for a moment and then we were disentangling. It was pure torture pulling away from her when we’d been so close, but it had to be done. This might be something crazy happening between the two of us, but there was an unspoken agreement that it was just the two of us. I don’t think either of us was ready to get any of the guys involved.

I certainly didn’t want Dave to have any idea what was going on. That was another blowup waiting to happen that I wasn’t equipped to deal with.

Thankfully it was Travis who stuck his head into my room. He looked at the two of us sitting on opposite ends of the bed completely innocent-like as though nothing odd was going on at all and raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. If he had any suspicions he was keeping them to himself.

Smart boy.

“So Dave just left,” he said. “I think game night might be off for tonight.”

I sighed. In a way that was a relief. There was too much happening tonight and I needed time to process everything. Better that I had a night to gather my thoughts. I looked at Lisa and grinned.

“Did you bring your bathing suit?”

“You know it!”

I looked back to Travis and grinned. His eyes were bugging out as he realized what I was getting at. From the way he glanced at Lisa it seemed the idea of seeing her in a bikini was just fine with him. It was something that was just fine with me, too, even if I wasn’t going to let on how much I wanted to see that.

“How about we spend the rest of the night swimming and then I’ll roll a new character or something for next weekend?” I said. “I guess I can play and be the DM until we get Lisa up to speed on the game.”

“Sounds fucking great to me!” Travis said, his eyes running up and down Lisa. I felt a stab of jealousy, but a smile from her was enough to remind me that she seemed to only be interested in me. Which was a good thing. It would’ve been awkward if I tried clawing Travis’s eyes out because I was suddenly jealous of him.

“Right, well why don’t you head out to the pool house and get changed?” Lisa said, still facing away from him. She winked at me. “I think us ladies need some privacy while we get ready.”

It was funny. This evening had gone to shit, and yet because it went to shit it was quickly turning into one of the best nights of my life. Travis had barely left the door before I pounced on Lisa and picked up right where we’d left off. My only regret was that we couldn’t be in here for too long or the guys would start to suspect something.

Not that it was much of a problem. We had the entire summer to explore this brand new thing, after all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

16: Sorta Date

 

Lisa:

 

I stepped into the movie theater and looked around. The place was completely empty. I don’t know who out in Hollywood thought it would be a good idea to let Rob Schneider headline another movie, but it made for the perfect opportunity for a clandestine rendezvous so I wasn’t going to knock it too much.

I moved up towards the back row and felt a chill when I saw her there. The theater wasn’t completely empty after all. Kylie was back there with a huge grin on her face. She waved for me to come up and join her. I noted she didn’t have any popcorn or a soda either.

I shivered. That meant neither one of us planned on snacking on anything. I hoped that meant she was thinking about something else we might do in a deserted movie theater.

“Did you see anyone you knew coming in?” Kylie asked.

“Pretty sure I saw Greg Anderson’s younger sister, but she has no idea who I am,” I said. “She was still in elementary school when we were getting ready to graduate.”

“Good,” Kylie said with a grin that reflected the light from the static advertisements playing on the big screen in front of us. She leaned in and once more I was transported to another world as her lips hungrily devoured my own.

We didn’t come up for air until the lights dimmed and the speakers boomed with more advertising. I looked around the theater once more to make sure no one had come in while we were sucking face, in the state I was in it was entirely possible we could’ve missed someone joining us, but the theater still looked pretty empty.

“This was a pretty genius idea,” I said. “I never would’ve thought of doing something like this.”

At least I never would’ve thought of it in the here and now. There’d been a couple of times when I’d let boyfriends get me into the back of a movie theater, but they were always occupied and so I’d always felt a little awkward getting too hot and heavy. A little awkward maybe because I wasn’t as into them as they were into me. That was something I’d never really considered until today.

Going to a theater in the middle of the day, though? That added just a little bit of danger to spice up what was already a pretty dangerous situation, and there wasn’t much risk of getting caught since we were sitting right under the projectionist booth so it’s not like they could see what we were up to either.

“So do you even know what this movie is about?” I asked.

“No idea,” Kylie said. “It looked like there was a stapler on the poster for some reason, but do you really care what the movie is about?”

I grinned. “Not really.”

And suddenly I found myself preoccupied again for a little while. Sure there was a movie playing. Sound was blasting through the theater and all that. I just didn’t care about that as I allowed myself to float away to a wonderful place where it was just me and Kylie in a dark theater and nothing else in the world mattered.

When I finally pulled away I was having trouble concentrating on anything. My body was on fire all over and little tingles were going off at every nerve ending. I smiled and glanced at the screen, then sat back to collect my thoughts. Kylie’s hand moved out and her fingers intertwined with mine as we both relaxed and looked at the screen without really seeing anything going on up there.

“So I’ve got some big plans for the game on Friday,” Kylie said.

“Oh yeah? Do I get to know what those plans are now, or is it a surprise?”

“It’s something of a surprise,” she said. “Let’s just say we’re not going to have to worry about Dave not being there.”

I paused and thought about that for a moment. The wheels in my mind started turning as the logic train in my brain took a detour down a path it very rarely took. A special place where logic worked in the way Dave saw the world where everything was about him.

“So are you sure Dave isn’t coming to game night?”

“What are you talking about?”

“It just seems to me that he’s the kind of person who wouldn’t get the hint that we don’t want him at game night, y’know?”

“He got his character killed in the game, he was thrown into a pool in real life, and then he stormed off and said he was never coming back. You really think he’s going to come back after all that?”

A pause. A look of dawning horror crossed Kylie’s face.

“Damn. He’s going to come back after all that, isn’t he?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know him all that well, thankfully. You’d know better than me whether or not he’s going to show up.”

“Yeah, he’s going to show up,” Kylie said. She sat back in her fluffy theater chair and heaved a mighty sigh. “That’s another reason why we never got rid of him. He always showed up no matter what happened and it was always more trouble than it was worth to try and get rid of him for good.”

“You could always have your dad hang out with a shotgun or something,” I said. “That’d probably scare him away pretty damn fast!”

Kylie got a far off look in her eyes. “Yeah, and if we told my dad he was trying to get me to go on a date with him he might even use the shotgun!”

“Very funny. That’s not going to happen,” I said.

I slapped her shoulder playfully and giggled, but there was something about the look in her eyes that told me she wasn’t joking.

“You’re serious,” I said.

“What can I say? My dad is overprotective,” Kylie said.

I suddenly felt nervous for a whole different reason. Before I’d just been worried about someone finding out that we were carrying on even though I wasn’t sure why I was so worried about that. Everyone seemed cool enough with the whole lesbian thing these days. The whole marriage thing got legalized. I don’t know why I was so worried. It’s just that it was all so new and different and I wasn’t sure how to deal with it.

And now on top of all that I had to worry about a gun-toting cop getting upset that I was dating his daughter? This thing kept getting more and more crazy.

I leaned back in my chair and sighed. All I could do was hope that Kylie’s dad would be more reluctant about breaking out the big guns for a girl dating his daughter than for a guy. Besides, it seemed like he should be over that sort of thing by now. She was old enough to drink and close to graduating college, after all.

Then again fathers could be very particular when it came to their little girl. I know my dad still annoyed me with all his “little princess” stuff, though his doting never rose to the level of threatening people interested in dating me with weapons.

I gave Kylie’s hand a squeeze. Smiled and enjoyed this moment sitting here in the darkness. I had the strange feeling that this was one of those moments I was going to look back on for the rest of my life with fondness, even if things didn’t work out for us in the long run.

I looked over at her sitting there in the darkness and savored the interplay of light and shadow moving across her face. She really was so pretty. I’d always thought that. How could I not recognize those thoughts for what they really were? How had it taken me this long to realize how I really felt about her?

I knew one thing for sure. I didn’t want this moment ruined any more with talk of stupid Dave. I felt like that’s all we talked about sometimes, and it seemed like a pretty shaky foundation for a relationship.

Relationship. My face heated just thinking that word, but it felt nice. I could get used to that. I guess with Kylie I was finally reaching a place where I felt cool with coming out into the open about how I felt rather than resorting to some drunken groping in the dark corners of some house party or club floor.

It was nice. Respectable. Hot.

“You know what? I have an idea,” I said.

Kylie raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what sort of idea is that?”

“How about we forget all about Dave and all of that stuff and just enjoy ourselves today? I feel like we have a good thing going here. Let’s not not ruin that by talking about that asshole anymore.”

Kylie stared ahead for a moment and sighed. “You’re right. I am letting him dominate the conversation, aren’t I?”

I leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “And you’re still doing it now.”

“Point taken,” she said. She leaned back and stared at the screen for a moment. I did the same. And I wondered how I could have ever thought movies with this man were funny. Of course I’d been a very little kid the last time he was in the theaters as a headliner.

“How did this movie even get made?” Kylie said.

“I don’t know,” I said, trying to reach for something nice to say. Be nice. Be the good girl. Don’t upset people. Always try to be nice. That was how I ended up going to game night with Dave, though on balance I suppose that was a good thing considering it ended with finding Kylie.

Dang it. Here I was thinking about him again. I needed to not waste any more thoughts on that jerk.

“The joke during the credits was pretty funny, wasn’t it?” I asked. “The one where he kept falling down and making the farting noises?”

“Are you crazy? That wasn’t funny at all,” Kylie replied.

“Well how about this,” I said, my face heating up again at how forward I was about to get. “Nobody comes to a movie this bad to actually watch it. So how about we get back to what we were doing?”

Kylie looked over to me again. Leaned in. Pressed her lips against mine. God I loved that sensation. I could kiss her all day long and I’d never get tired of it. And then she really surprised me. She lifted up the armrest between us and before I could react she was swinging her legs over and sitting right on top of me. I had to adjust to her weight, but she wasn’t all that heavy and damn did that feel nice.

Well then. This was a new thing for me. Sure I’d done this sort of thing before, but I was usually the one who was sitting on top of some guy. This was my first time being the one on the bottom. At least when it came to making out. 

As I looked up at her, as I saw her hair falling down around her face creating a sort of halo with the light from the movie behind her filtering through her hair, I had to admit that it was a pretty nice position to be in. I grinned. Moved a strand of hair away from her face right before she attacked me. But oh what a wonderful attack it was. Hot, heavy, urgent, as though she needed me in the worst way.

Which was just fine with me because I needed her.

I didn’t get a chance to think of much else after that. The movie played on as ignored background noise behind us, or in front of us depending on what position we were in at a given moment. I was far too busy being distracted by Kylie to care about the movie. A good sort of distraction.

It was the sort of distraction that made me realize that all the times I’d made out with guys in the past didn’t feel like this. It was as though something was finally clicking into place. I’d finally discovered the right way to do something after I’d been doing it wrong for almost my entire life without ever realizing it.

I should have done this a long time ago. It felt so good. It felt so right. But I suppose there was nothing for it now but to make up for lost time. So I lost myself in the moment, and oh what a perfect moment it was!

 

 

 

 

 

 

17: Indecent Quest

 

Kylie:

 

I looked around at all of the preparations. Everything looked perfect. I’d done a hell of a lot to make sure everything was perfect. The pizza was in place, the cheap stuff from the place that had cheap premade pizzas under a heat lamp but it was still warm food, and there were plenty of chips and drinks as well. 

Way too much caffeine and carbs. Everything a person could want for an all-night gaming session.

Movement at the door caught my attention. I looked up and blushed as I saw Lisa standing there. I’d hoped she would arrive a little early. She must’ve borrowed her parents’ car again or something. She smiled and walked across the room, glancing out the window before she wrapped her arms around me me in a hug and we exchanged a quick kiss that set my toes curling even though it was just a short brush of the lips.

Maybe we were both getting into this new thing, but it seemed she was reluctant to share it with the world. It was a feeling I could understand even if in the back of my mind I knew there’d come a time when we had to go public.

That didn’t feel like nearly as big a deal now as it once had.

“I missed you,” she said.

“I missed you too,” I replied.

I had missed her. Sure we’d just seen each other for lunch yesterday, but it felt like it had been an eternity. Every moment I was away from her was an eternity. 

It had been two weeks since that first game night when we’d shared that forbidden kiss in my room. Two weeks of being all over each other. Two weeks of feeling like I’d been dreaming because everything was still so intense, so hot, and so wonderful.

We were definitely still in that early phase where we couldn’t get enough of each other, and I found myself hoping that phase would never end.

“You put together a pretty nice table here tonight,” Lisa said, walking over to check out the offering of pizza and chips and soda I’d laid out to the gaming gods. “Though it’s almost a pity we had to have game night tonight…”

I squeezed my legs together at that. Memories of what we’d done last week instead of having game night came flooding back and it was causing me to heat up almost as much as I had in the moment last week.

I’d never imagined it could feel like that. Being with Lisa had quickly shown me that I’d been going about this whole dating thing the wrong way. It wasn’t that the guys I was with were lacking in skill. It’s that they weren’t what I needed.

It took Lisa for me to finally admit that. It still felt a little weird that I was admitting that to myself.

“Yeah, well Travis is back in town this week so we should be good to go,” I said. “Though last week’s cancellation was a lot of fun.”

“Except for the part where you still won’t tell me what the big surprise is,” Lisa said. She jutted her lip out in a cute little pout that was difficult to resist, but somehow I managed.

“Yeah, well you waited two weeks so you can wait a little longer,” I replied.

Lisa cocked an eyebrow. “Are you really not going to tell me what the big surprise is? I’ve been trying to get it out of you for two weeks!”

I blushed again as I thought of some of the things she’d done to try and entice me to give up the big secret. She’d tried so very hard, and it twisted my insides in a delicious knot thinking of some of the things she’d tried. I still wasn’t going to give it up though.

“What makes you think I would tell you now a few minutes before we’re starting when I didn’t tell you anything over the past two weeks?”

Lisa shrugged. A mischievous smile played across her face and she started slinking across the room. There was a seductive little sway to her hips that was quite distracting. It was at about that moment that I fully noticed her outfit. A tank top that was low cut enough that it gave me quite a view of her breasts.

I licked my lips. I’d had plenty of opportunity to do a little bit of exploring in that area, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t going to take the opportunity to enjoy the view if she was going to show it off.

“Are you sure there’s absolutely nothing I can do to convince you?” she asked. 

She made it even more difficult to resist by moving her finger up to press against my lips. I decided to be a little naughty myself, and I darted my tongue out to swirl around her finger. That always worked well on guys for obvious reasons that were lacking on Lisa, but her eyes went wide as though she was scandalized anyways. I could tell from the way she giggled that she was anything but.

“Still not going to tell you,” I said.

“Not even if…”

Lisa never finished telling me what she planned on doing, but she sure as hell showed me. Her arms wrapped around me and her lips pressed against mine and then our tongues were coming together as I closed my eyes and sighed. 

Yeah, there was absolutely nothing better than the rush of excitement and hormones that came with falling for someone. Even more when it was like I was falling for the first time because this was the first time I’d allowed myself to fall for someone who was truly right for me.

For a moment I was transported off into my own little world that was just me and Lisa. It was better even than the world I was transported to when we were playing the game.

“Well now this is quite a show,” a voice said from the door.

Both of us jumped and pulled away from each other pretty fast, but I already knew it was too late. I looked over to the door and breathed a sigh of relief.

Not Dave. I was not equipped to deal with the epic blowout that would accompany him discovering me and Lisa making out. One of us would probably get hurt.

“Travis?” I asked. “What the hell are you doing here this early?”

Travis shook his head as he moved into the room and helped himself to a slice of pizza. He put it on a paper plate and took a bite, giving himself a moment to gather his thoughts. Or maybe he was just letting the drama of the moment build. He’d always enjoyed doing that sort of thing.

Finally he finished chewing and shook his head. “Let’s say I had a feeling I might see something interesting if I came out here a little early tonight,” he said.

I raised a finger. “I swear, if you say anything to anyone…”

Travis blinked and looked between the two of us. He seemed genuinely surprised.

“What are you talking about? I’m happy for you! My best friend, and, well, you seem pretty cool Lisa even if we never really got to know each other in school…”

I noticed that when he said she seemed pretty cool his eyes went down to her chest. It seemed her tank top had claimed another victim. Not that I could blame him for enjoying the view. I was doing the same damn thing while she was busy being indignantly preoccupied by Travis’s stare. Lisa had to clear her throat before he shook his head and came back to reality.

“Anyways, why should the two of you be ashamed? It’s the twenty-first century. It’s not like anyone is going to give you a hard time,” he said. “At least not anyone who matters. I mean you’re not going to be able to get married in the Baptist Church down on Main Street, but other than that…”

“You know he’s right,” I said. “Why should we sneak around? There doesn’t seem to be any point to it, right?”

Lisa looked at me with a look that clearly said this was a conversation we should have somewhere else when there wasn’t an audience. Which was fine with me. I could understand her wanting to keep this private.

“You’re right,” I said. “We’ll talk about all this later.”

“Talk about what?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Damn it. And here I’d hoped we might have an evening free of Dave and his shenanigans. I should’ve known better.

I opened my eyes. Dave stood at the door smiling at all of us. At least I could take comfort in the knowledge that he probably hadn’t heard what we were talking about, otherwise his reaction probably wouldn’t be as muted as standing there with a smile on his face as though he hadn’t been a complete ass at our last session.

Once again he was either being willfully ignorant of the fact that no one wanted him around or he really was just that socially inept. My money was on the second one.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

He shrugged. “This is game night, right? Arnold told me last week was canceled so I didn’t bother to show, but I haven’t missed a game night in years. I wouldn’t start now just because you were all being jerks last time.”

For a surprise Lisa was the one who reacted before I could. I saw her hand clench into a fist and she took a step forward. “Why you little…”

I swooped in before she could do any damage. I thought about how she’d shoved him into the pool the night before, but the pool was a good ten feet away and on the other side of the pool house walls. She looked like she was about to punch him or something, and I didn’t want to start the evening with an assault. Dad would get pissed off if he had to bring work home.

Especially considering the quickest way from here to the pool was through the big windows running along the side of the pool house showing off the view.

I put a hand on Lisa’s shoulder and she jumped. Wheeled around as though she was expecting an attack from my end, but then she blushed and looked away when she realized it was just me. It was a little surprising seeing that much fire from the bubbly sexy cheerleader, but I kind of liked it.

“Why don’t we let Dave play tonight?”

Lisa looked shocked. “What?”

“Are you serious?” Travis said.

“Of course she’s serious,” Dave said, sauntering over to my game table as though he owned the place. “It wouldn’t be game night without me!”

“I think Dave might like the surprise I’ve been planning,” I said.

Lisa looked confused for a moment but then she shrugged. “Fine, if you say so then I trust you.”

Okay then. That was a little colder than I’d expected, but better than I thought it would go. A voice whispered that I should just go with my instincts and kick Dave out, only I had a sneaking suspicion he might just refuse to leave which would eventually involving dad’s coworkers and that was a big headache I didn’t want to mess with.

 I’d make it clear to him at the end of the night that he wasn’t welcome back next week, and in the meantime my surprise would be more fun if he was there to see it play out.

I looked down at my watch and then over to the door. “Where the hell is Arnold?”

Travis shrugged as he took a seat at the table in between Dave’s seat and mine. Smart guy. “Fashionably late as always.”

As though summoned by our words Arnold walked through the door. He wasn’t too fashionably late, but we did end up getting started about fifteen minutes later than I would’ve hoped by the time everyone got settled around the table.

“Fine,” I said. “So after the last session’s adventures you’re all gathered in a tavern to get more information and maybe find a new recruit for your party,” I said.

“I believe this is where I come in,” Dave said. “A handsome fighter who is as muscled as he is bearded walks through the front door and immediately all the women in the room swoon as I step up to the bar.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay,” I said. “So what do the rest of you do?”

“I’m going to ignore the asshole who just walked up to the bar,” Travis said. “He looks like nothing but trouble.”

“I agree,” Arnold said. “Is it possible for me to shoot that guy in the back?”

I shot him a warning glance. “You could do that, but you’re in a tavern in a city and the local city guards wouldn’t take too kindly to that.”

Lisa tapped her fingers against her character sheet as though she was thinking of something. From the evil smile on her face it wasn’t anything good, either. “Would it be possible to hit him with a fireball and burn him to a crisp? No evidence means the city guard wouldn’t be able to hold us on any charges, right?”

I rolled my eyes. “Right. But I’m sure all the witnesses in the tavern would be more than happy to say something.”

“What if we did and intimidate on the witnesses?” Travis asked.

I couldn’t help but smile. I was so proud of this little group. It seemed that all it took was one jerk trying to ruin the game and suddenly the entire group had turned to chaotic evil. It would almost be enough to warm my heart if it wasn’t frustrating me as a dungeon master.

“Let me make this clear,” I said, breaking the first rule of DMing and handing down a pronouncement from on high. “If you attack him then you’re going to get your characters in trouble. End of discussion.”

“Like our characters are going to die trouble, or we’re going to have an adventure trying to make our way out of a dungeon or something?” Travis asked, looking like he was seriously considering it.

I rolled my eyes. “Want to try me?”

“Wait, so you guys aren’t going to approach me to fill your little opening?” Dave asked.

He actually sounded surprised that they wouldn’t immediately run to him. Yeah, definitely socially oblivious in the worst way. If he had some disability or something that made him act this way I could almost feel sorry for him, but time and again over the years he’d proved that he was just an asshole through and through and his cousin Jeff had enabled him and then put him in charge which completely ruined him and the group dynamic of a game that had been running for decades.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Travis said. “As far as I’m concerned our group isn’t recruiting.”

“Yeah,” Arnold said. “How would your character even know whether or not we’re looking for someone? It’s not like we said we were recruiting or anything. There aren’t any signs up around the city telling you to meet us here.”

“I just had a feeling you could use a new party member,” Arnold said.

I wasn’t sure if the conversation they were having was in character or out of character at this point. There was a note of pleading in Dave’s voice, though. As though he was starting to realize that maybe the session two weeks back had finally been the tipping point that at long last made him unwelcome at the gaming table.

I decided it was time for me to drop the big surprise I’d been hinting at for the past couple of weeks with Lisa. I held my hand up and the arguing around the table came to a halt. All eyes turned to look at me. I held my hand there for a moment with a smile playing across my face. I couldn’t help it. I wanted to giggle, I was so excited about this.

Also? A little worried. This was walking right up to the line of letting everyone know what was going on with me and Lisa. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that. I wasn’t sure how she’d take me letting cats out of bags.

At the same time I couldn’t not do it. The opportunity was too much fun even if it was a risk.

“The door to the tavern slams open and a mysterious female figure dressed in elaborate armor steps through the door. She has a massive sword slung across her back and her eyes move across the room taking everything in as though she wants to kill anyone and everything that she sees. She seems to emanate danger.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Dave asked. “That’s ridiculous! Who even role-plays like that?”

“I don’t care, I want her in our a party!” Arnold said.

Dave looked over to him and rolled his eyes. “Oh sure. Now you’re recruiting? What, you’re too good for me?”

“Pretty much,” Travis said.

“I’m surprised you have a problem with that intro,” I said.

“What do you mean?” Dave asked.

“I just copied the intro you used for Glorkok the barbarian and gave the sentence a sex change. Remember him? That time you said you could totally play a character and be the dungeon master at the same time?”

“Old glory cock!” Travis hooted. He slapped his hands against the table a couple of times as his body shook with laughter. “I forgot all about him!”

“She just rules lawyered you!” Arnold said, pointing a finger at Dave. “Can’t complain about her playing a character if you did it, right?”

“Well it’s technically against the spirit of the game,” Dave said. “But since there is a precedent for it at this table…”

“You’re damn right there’s a precedent for it at this table,” I said. “Because it’s my table, and what I says goes.”

Lisa cocked an eyebrow and joined the game again. “I decide to get up and move across the room to talk to this new warrior who has appeared in the tavern,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. 

I looked at her and she had a mischievous smile. I wondered what she was up to, and I suddenly felt a little nervous about having any sort of role-playing interplay with her in front of the group. I wondered if she was going to give something away and cause another explosion.

She certainly didn’t seem mad.

Besides, wasn’t I the one who said we needed to be out in the open? Maybe the explosion was going to come eventually no matter what. Maybe it would be better to stop delaying the inevitable. 

Besides, why should I give a fuck or live my life because I was worried about what Dave thought? If anything a blow-up from him would give me an excuse to finally kick him out for good.

Yeah, maybe this could be fun in more ways than one. I grinned and winked at her. She could ring it. “Well okay then. So what are you going to say to this mighty warrioress standing before you Lisa?”

Lisa smiled and looked at everyone around the table. My heart was pounding in my chest as I waited for her response. This was going to be good.

 

 

 

 

 

 

18: Real Talk

 

Lisa:

 

I felt a rush as I stared across the gaming table at Kylie. I’d shot her a warning glanced earlier when she brought up telling everybody what was going on between the two of us, but there was something about the way Dave was acting that pissed me off. More than usual. And that made me want to poke the bear.

Well, not exactly a bear. More like a skinny pasty white guy who had an asshole streak a mile wide.

The point is I suddenly had a very strong urge to show him he wasn’t the most important thing at this gaming table. Not by far. And looking at Kylie she suddenly seemed nervous the way she was blushing. It was actually kind of cute seeing the hardass goth girl I’d always sort of looked up to for not giving a shit getting embarrassed and worried about something.

“So I walk over to this new mysterious stranger and introduce myself,” I said.

“Fine,” Kylie said. Then she continued in a slightly deeper voice that I assumed was meant to be her character. “What do you want?”

I closed my eyes and in my imagination I could feel my surroundings. I could see the wood paneling on the tavern, a vision that was influenced more than a little by several sword and sorcery movies I’d watched over the years thanks to my dad having an obsession with them. I could smell the smells. I could almost taste the booze.

I realized I could really go for a drink right about now.

It was so different from the world I’d grown up in. Sleepovers and cheerleading and the smell of coconut oil because everybody had gone to the tanning bed before they came to practice which always annoyed the coaches because it always meant everybody was a little slippery no matter how much they tried to get the tanning oil off. This was something very different, but it was a good different.

“I just saw you come in,” I said in a breathless voice that wasn’t much different from my own. Okay, so I wasn’t going to win any awards for my acting ability or anything. Kylie was the real champ there. “And I was wondering if you were maybe looking for a party to join?”

“The armored woman pauses for a moment and looks you up and down. Then she stops and looks you up and down again, appreciating every curve of your body,” Kylie said.

That was in her own voice, but there was still a husky quality to it that hadn’t been there before. Meanwhile Travis and Arnold were laughing and clapping over at their end of the table. Dave didn’t seem happy at all about this new development. Not that I expected him to be. His arms were cross and his expression grew darker with every new word out of Kylie’s mouth.

“What the hell was that?” Dave asked, his eyes darting between the two of us.

“I’m just getting into character,” Kylie said. “And my character likes what she sees.”

“You’re role-playing a lesbian?” Dave asked.

Kylie’s eyes darted over to him and flashed with anger. “You got a problem with that? I’ll remind you this wouldn’t be the first time a dungeon master has role-played a lesbian before.”

Travis rolled his eyes, but this time it was Arnold who filled in the blanks. There was so much history at this gaming table that I wasn’t privy to. So many stories that I wanted to hear.

“Please,” Arnold said, laughing to the point that he had to pause to wipe a tear from his eyes. “That had to be some of the worst lesbian erotica I’ve ever seen acted out,” he said.

“Do you see a lot of lesbian erotica being acted out?” I asked.

“Only on his computer monitor,” Travis said, giving Arnold a friendly nudge. Then he launched into a dramatic soliloquy that made my ears hurt.

“My magic moved down between her quivering loins and found found places the half orc barbarian never knew existed before she met Fialuxa the lesbian mage!” Travis shouted out in a singsong voice.

He and Travis erupted into laughter again, and meanwhile Dave crossed his arms with a glower on his face. He apparently didn’t like to be reminded of a time when he’d played a girl character and acted out what sounded like a very interesting role-playing session with himself. I was actually kind of glad I hadn’t been at the table for that one. It sounded awful.

“You guys shut up,” Dave said. “Besides. It’s not like Lisa is going to go along with this bullshit.”

There was something about the tone in his voice that filled in the rest of the statement. In his mind I wasn’t going to go along with Kylie’s girl on girl inclination when there was a real man at the table I could enjoy. At least that was the unspoken implication that I read into what he said as he sat there with that scowl.

“Whatever,” Kylie said. “Can we please get on with the game and let Lisa decide what she does or doesn’t want to do with her character?”

“That sounds like a good idea,” I said, then I switched to the breathless adventurer who was a little attracted and a little intimidated by the sexy adventurer standing before me. 

“Well it seems our party is in need of a new adventurer to join us,” I said. Again, it wasn’t the best dialogue in the world, but I was new to this.

“The woman looks you up and down again. She smiles a hungry smile as she locks eyes with you. ‘And what reason could you possibly give me for wanting to travel out into the wilderness with a party of four adventurers looking to make a name for themselves? I have my own life to live. My own motives for being out here.’”

“I don’t know,” I said. I tried to make myself sound even more breathless. Sure I was using the same vocal cue every time I talked, but it’s not like I had much experience with this sort of thing. I tried it to sound every inch the helpless and naïve adventurer who was out for the first time and running into feelings she didn’t quite understand.

Hell, it’s not like it was much of a stretch of the imagination to talk about feelings that I was having trouble understanding. I wasn’t doing a hell of a lot of method acting in that moment considering my feelings for Kylie and how I was still sorting through them.

It was time to go for the gold, though. Time to really sell this scene. Apparently this wasn’t the first time the gaming table had seen a lesbian scene acted out, but I wanted to make sure this one blew the other one out of the water. Not that it sounded like there was a very high bar to clear on that score.

I bit my lip. “Maybe you could think of something I could offer you that would make it worth your while to join our party?”

God I felt like such a goober even saying that. This whole thing was so silly and over the top. It had me feeling as hot as I did back when we actually still played spin the bottle in somebody’s basement. It was a confusing mix of feelings, and I loved it.

More than anything, I think I was enjoying this precisely because it was so crazy.

Everyone else at the table had quieted down. Travis and Arnold leaned forward, listening intently. Dave looked between the two of us, the scowl getting even deeper and darker. I could tell he was close to blowing up, but I was finally in a place where I didn’t care.

Let him think what he wanted to think. I didn’t give a fuck about his opinion. Let him blow up and throw a temper tantrum if he wanted to. It didn’t matter, because he could fuck off if he thought he was going to influence me by throwing a tantrum.

“The woman looks you up and down and licks her lips. She takes a step forward, moving into your personal space in a big way,” Kylie said, and then her voice moved to a deeper voice that represented the warrior.

“I can think of something I want to take right now,” Kylie said.

She paused for a moment. Looked at me and grinned. Looked at Travis and Arnold and then to Dave. I had a feeling something big was about to happen.

She returned her gaze to me. Grinned and winked. “She wraps her arms around you and pulls you in close. Plants a kiss right on you,” Kylie said. And then she was back to an innocent singsong voice. “So how does your character react to that?”

I blushed. I couldn’t help it. This was so weird. So wild. And so fun!

“I think my character likes that a lot,” I said. “In fact, I…”

“That’s it!” Dave said, his hand slamming down on the table and setting dice rattling and papers rustling. “I’m not putting up with this bullshit anymore!”

And here we were with the blowup. Right on schedule. Damn it. Right when things were getting good. Though I had a feeling things couldn’t get much hotter than that. Not with everyone at the table watching. I blushed thinking about how carried away I’d gotten. How far would we have taken that before we remembered where we were and that we had an audience?

I was almost glad Dave provided his usual asshole distraction. Almost. I really wanted to know where Kylie was going with that.

“What are you going to do about it?” Kylie asked.

“I stand from my table in the corner and raise my bow. Sneak attack, bitch,” Dave said.

He rolled his dice a couple of times and grinned. “And I’m pretty sure I just hit unless you’re going to fudge the numbers.”

Kylie rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not going to take a lesson from your dungeon mastering playbook. What’s the number?”

They went back and forth for about a minute negotiating the attack. Kylie was obviously getting more and more pissed off as their back and forth went on even as Dave was looking more and more smug by the moment.

“Fine,” Kylie said. “You hit. One of your arrows sticks straight out of our heroine’s chest.”

“It remains to be seen whether or not she’s the heroin,” Dave said.

“Oh she’s definitely the heroine,” I said. “My character turns around and fries Dave with a fireball.”

“Yeah, and I’m attacking him too,” Travis said. “I’m not going to stand for someone attacking someone unprovoked like that!”

“Me either!” Arnold said, picking up his dice as well. He rattled them in his hand menacingly. Or at least as menacingly as a dice rattle could sound. Which wasn’t very much, admittedly.

“Now wait just one damn minute,” Dave said. “What’s going on here? You guys attack my characters like this all the time!”

“Yeah, well that’s because your character is always the one acting like an asshole at these games ruining the fun for everyone else so you can be the biggest and the best!” Kylie shouted back at him. “Did you ever stop to think that maybe it’s a little weird that your character is the only one that sort of thing ever happens to?”

“That’s not true,” Dave said. “You’re all just jealous of how awesome I am!”

“Jealous? Please. You’re always a first rate prick,” Travis said. “Why do you have to always be such a jerk? We’re not jealous of you. We hate playing the game when you get like this, and you get like this at every game!”

“You guys are just saying what you think the girls want to hear because you want to watch them lez out or something!” Dave shouted.

Arnold and Travis both rolled their eyes. I was in a fighting mood though. Happy bubbly Lisa was taking a backseat to pissed off Lisa. She didn’t come out to play very often, but when she did watch the fuck out.

“What Kylie and I do in the game is none of your damn business, Dave,” I shouted. “I’ve tried to be nice to you, everyone’s tried to give you a chance, but I think you aren’t a good fit for this game.”

“You don’t fucking talk to me like that,” Dave said. “This was my game before you guys took it from me. You’re new to this game. I shouldn’t have ever invited you! I can’t believe I ever thought about giving you a chance!”

Now that was worth a laugh. He was the one giving me a chance? This guy really did have a poor understanding of the way the world worked. I was out of my seat before I really thought about it. My blood was pumping. My scalp was tingling. Underneath it all there was a mix of disbelief and the sure knowledge that I was about to get into an actual fight for the first time in my life.

And I was pretty sure I was going to win. I had older brothers and I knew a thing or two about throwing down.

“Dave,” a quiet and menacing voice said. 

Everyone turned to look at Kylie. The look on her face was pure controlled rage. I thought I could see a vein throbbing in her forehead. She was pissed. Maybe even more pissed than I was, and that was saying something.

“I think it would be a good idea for you to leave. Now,” she said. She never raised her voice, but if anything that quiet menacing tone only made her seem more intimidating.

“What? What do you mean? You can’t kick me out!” Dave said. “This is my game. I think we need to stop pretending that you’re the one running things. It was a fun joke, but come on guys. A girl running a game?”

“I can kick you out if I damn well please,” Kylie said. She held up her phone and grinned. “And just in case you think it might be a good idea for you to cause more trouble, I’ve gone ahead and texted my dad while you were busy screaming at Lisa. He’s on his way over here now, and he’s really pissed off about having to leave work.”

Dave’s face went white. Apparently he didn’t like the idea of facing down the chief of police. It’s not like I could blame him. I’d seen Kylie’s dad in action before. There was one party a few years back where things got a little out of hand and the cops got called for a noise complaint. He’d managed to stop an entire group of teenagers just by pointing a finger at them and a roaring. I doubted Dave had been at that party, he didn’t seem like the type who went to those sorts of parties or even got invited in the first place, but stories from that night had spread out around school.

Everyone in town knew not to fuck with Kylie’s dad.

Watching his reaction to that piece of news was fascinating. He turned a couple of different shades of purple, easy to see on his otherwise pale skin. That was the look of a man who’d just had something he very much loved ripped away from him. The look of a person who’d just had their entire way of looking at the world changed, and not in a good way.

It reminded me of the one year back in high school when I’d gotten a little lazy and I ended up on the JV cheer team my sophomore year instead of making varsity like a couple of my friends. That had inspired me to do even better the next year to make damn sure that I got on the team I thought I deserved to be on. Dave didn’t strike me as the kind of person to think that far ahead, and his actions proved that a moment later.

He stood and grabbed the table. It was just a card table. Nothing special. Nothing particularly heavy, which was the important part. He lifted it and papers and dice and Kylie’s dungeon master screen, someone finally got around to telling me what the thing was actually called, went flying.

Kylie barely managed to get away in time. Everyone else shouted and jump away from the table and I managed to get clear with only a corner of it grazing my foot. I let out a scream of pain but pulled away.

“Are you fucking crazy?” Travis shouted.

“What’s the big idea?” Arnold said.

“Fine!” Dave said. “You want to take my game away, well you all can go to hell!”

And with that he turned and stomped out of the room, leaving all of us sitting there staring at the remains of game night in stunned silence.

“Damn,” I said as Dave slammed the door behind him.

“I knew he was crazy,” Travis said. “I never thought he would do something like that, though.”

“He left his stuff behind,” I said.

I glanced down at the dice and the notebook he always carried with him. I felt a sense of morbid curiosity and reached down to check out the notebook. The first page was filled with notes about all the things he’d love to do with me, and I’m not talking about first date ideas. I tossed the thing back to the ground and made a disgusted noise.

“Can we just burn that thing, please?”

Kylie picked it up and read a few lines as well. She made an equally disgusted noise. “We’ll toss it in my mom’s shred bag or something later.”

“So does this mean game night’s over for this week?” Travis asked. “We could maybe put the table back together or something?”

Kylie heaved a huge sigh. She looked exhausted. I could only imagine what this night must feel like for her. Dave was hard enough to deal with over the past couple of weeks. I couldn’t imagine how frustrated I’d be if I’d been dealing with him for the past couple of years.

“I think I need to rest and relax for the rest of the night,” Kylie said. “You all can just leave that stuff there. I’ll deal with it later.”

“You sure?” Arnold asked.

“Very sure,” Kylie said. 

She looked at me and winked. A wink the guys didn’t catch as they bent down and started gathering up their papers and pencils. I shivered as I thought of exactly what she might have in mind for “rest and relaxation.”

Soon enough Arnold and Travis were heading out leaving me and Kylie all alone in the pool house. Travis stopped to wink at us on his way out, and Kylie crumpled up one of Dave’s character sheets and chucked it at Travis. Not that I could blame the guy. Chances are we were going to get up to about what he thought we were going to get up to.

At least I hoped we were!

“So that was quite a night,” I said when they were finally gone.

Kylie turned and grinned. “Y’know I could almost thank Dave for flying off the handle like that.”

“Really? Any particular reason why?”

Kylie stepped around the downed table an moved in close to me. So close that I could almost feel her press against me, but not quite. I took in a deep breath and inhaled her scent. It was a mix of body wash and lotion I’d become very familiar with over the past couple of weeks, but I never got tired of it.

“I was thinking maybe you could show me a few good reasons why I should join your adventuring party next week, mage,” she said, her voice going to the deep tones of the adventurer who’d been on the verge of joining our party.

I winked. “Let’s head out to the pool and see what we can work out?”

This was going to be so much better than drunkenly making out with some girls at a party!

 

 

 

 

 

 

19: Caught Swimming

 

Kylie:

 

“The coast is clear,” I said, stepping out of the pool house and towards the pool.

“You sure about that?” Lisa asked. “I thought you said you texted your dad and told him to come out here?”

“I did, but after Dave’s tantrum I texted him again and told him it was a false alarm. Mom’s at her bingo and that means she’ll probably go out drinking with her friends when they’re done with that. She’s not going to be back out here for a good little while. We’ve got the place all to ourselves!”

I stopped a few feet from Lisa. There was a nervous energy crackling between us, and I think I knew why. We’d been sneaking around so far. The back of dark movie theaters. In the back seat of a car out in the country where we didn’t think we’d risk getting caught. Even one night at Lisa’s house where we’d closed the door to her room and earned a curious look from her little brother when I left later that night as though he might’ve heard something.

The point is every time we’d been together we’d have to keep things on the down low. We’d had to sneak around. This was the first time it was just the two of us and I knew we’d have privacy. 

My mind spun as I thought of the possibilities. It felt like the first time all over again, only it was more intense with Lisa because there was that underlying feeling that this was right. This is what I should have been into all along and I was afraid to admit it to myself.

Well I was admitting it now in a big way. Even if it was just to myself. And Lisa. That was a hell of a big step.

Lisa took a couple of steps forward and opened her arms as though she was going to pull me into a hug, only at the last moment right in front of me she stopped and bit her lip. She looked down, a sure sign if ever that she was fucking nervous. I loved that look. It usually meant we were about to do something I was really going to like even if there was a part of me that told me it was so wrong.

 She reached down and grabbed at her shirt. Pulled up revealing inch after inch of her beautiful tanned stomach. So flat. So toned. Blood pulsed through my body and I felt a familiar tingling between my legs that was growing more and more insistent as Lisa revealed more and more of her body to me. She pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it to a lounge chair off to the side.

Her shorts went next. The shimmy she did with her hips was hypnotic as she moved from side to side to get out of those tight bottoms. A moment later she stood before me in all her glory in nothing but a plain white bra and panties.

“No swimsuit tonight?” I asked, my voice cracking as I said it.

“I thought it might be more interesting to wear white if I’m going to hop in the pool,” Lisa said with a mischievous smirk. 

Then she did just that, turning and hopping in the pool and sending a splash of water out where it nearly hit me.

A white bra and panties. In the water. Yeah, that sounded like it could be a hell of a lot of fun. 

I wasted no time pulling my own tank top and shorts off and jumping in right behind her. It was a good thing the water was cool compared to the warm summer night, because I needed something to cool down. I wondered that the water didn’t start boiling around us from the heat we were giving off.

I swam over to Lisa but she giggled and moved away from me. I grinned at her as she started treading water out in the deep end, but if she thought she was going to get away from me that easily she had another thing coming. I loved this pool and I swam in it all the time. Sure I wasn’t swim team material or anything, but I was pretty good.

I dove after her, splashing through the water in the general direction of the deep end. When I came up, though, she was nowhere to be seen. My only hint as to where she’d gone was a giggle from the other side of the pool. I turned and stared in astonishment. She was back in the shallow end sitting on the stairs.

She was taking “playing hard to get” to a whole new level.

“How did you do that?” I asked.

“I was on the swim team,” she said. “Come on. You should’ve known that.”

“You were? I had no idea,” I said.

Lisa rolled her eyes. “Everyone always fixates on the cheerleader thing. No one seems to care that I nearly took a state title in my event.”

I forgot all about the sexy teasing for a moment. I couldn’t believe there was something that major I didn’t know about her. I also felt bad, because yeah. Guilty as charged. The only thing I’d ever noticed was that she was a cheerleader. Of course it was difficult not to notice what with the way she’d always been swishing down the halls in her short skirt that I was only now realizing I was drawn to for reasons that went beyond a general hatred of anything that reeked of popularity.

I blushed thinking of all the times I’d been staring without realizing why I was staring. How could I have lied to myself for so long?

“So what was this event that you were so good at?” I asked.

Lisa bit her lip and blushed. “You’re going to think I’m joking.”

“Come on,” I said. “Tell me. It’s not like we have any secrets from each other.”

“It was the breast stroke,” she said.

“You’re fucking with me.”

“No! Promise! I was really good at it!”

I started swimming again. Only this time I was slow. Calculating. Methodical. After all, putting my head under the water and moving fast hadn’t done a damn thing for me. Obviously Lisa was faster than me. Obviously she was the better swimmer. That meant I had to be deliberate when I stalked her. Make sure she didn’t have an opportunity to swim around me while I was trying to be fast.

“What are you doing Kylie?” she asked.

“I want a personal demonstration of how good you are,” I said with a wink.

Okay. Talk about cheesy lines. That one was over the top even by Dave’s standards, and some of the lines he’d used on me over the years were the gold standard of bad pick up lines. I guess the effectiveness of a cheesy line depended entirely on who was saying it, though, considering the way Lisa stayed put this time around.

I moved in close and wrapped my arms around her, but I held off on pressing against her. I wanted to enjoy this moment. This seemed like one of those times I was going to look back on for the rest of my life, and I wanted to take it all in. The gentle sound of water around us. The smell of chlorine mixing with what was left of Lisa’s perfume after she jumped into the water. The way little drops of water rolled down her face as she gazed into my eyes. Her wet hair falling down around her face.

It was a perfect moment. One that could only be made more perfect by leaning in for a kiss. So I did just that. Lisa closed her eyes and our bodies came together, a center of heat in the already warm water.

I brushed my lips against hers and I felt like my heart was going to stop from the exertion of beating so fast. My stomach was twisted into delicious knots as her hands moved up and down my body. My breathing was picking up as our mouths opened to one another and I was once more treated to that intoxicating taste that was Lisa.

Everything was perfect. Then it wasn’t.

“What the hell is going on here?” a voice shouted from over near the gate.

Dave. My brain processed it subconsciously even as my conscious mind tried to catch up with everything. What the hell was Dave doing here? He’d stormed off and left for the night. There was no reason for him to be out there shouting at us and ruining my perfect moment other than of course he was out there shouting and ruining my perfect moment because that was just the sort of thing he did.

I pulled away from Lisa and we both turned to stare. Yup. Sure enough there was Dave standing by the gate staring down at us in disbelief. Well, leering down at us in disbelief would be more like it. He was obviously pissed off, but there were two attractive girls making out in front of him and of course he wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to enjoy the show because to him that’s all we were good for.

The jerk.

“Dave? What are you doing here?” I said. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re not exactly welcome.”

“I came back to get some of my stuff I left behind, and now I find this bullshit?” he shouted.

Lisa’s grip tightened on me. I glanced at her and she was looking at me with more than a bit of fear. That more than anything is what pushed me over the edge. He’d insulted me. He’d ruined my game night. Now here he was ruining what should’ve been a memory for the ages with Lisa and he was making her afraid on top of all of that?

This would not do. Oh no, this would not do at all.

“Kylie,” Lisa said, her grip holding me back as I tried to leave for the stairs.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It’s just the three of us. What if he tries to pull something like he did with the table, only on you instead?”

I smiled and leaned in to peck her on the lips. “I’m a cop’s daughter. Do you really think I’m going to let a skinny twerp like Dave give me any trouble?”

That line felt like more bravado than anything else. I really didn’t want to get into a fight with the guy. Still, he was back at my house and he was threatening us, even if indirectly, and that wasn’t something I was going to let stand. Not to mention that I was a cop’s daughter. There were a few tricks dear old dad had taught me over the years to deal with trouble. 

Sure I’d never had occasion to use any of those tricks considering my reputation preceded me in school and kept people from giving me too much grief, but still. I felt secure enough in my ability to handle Dave if he really got out of hand. I wouldn’t sit there and take it like the card table.

Dave stalked up and down the edge of the pool as I slowly made my way over to the stairs. He looked for all the world like a skinny pale cat.

“You ruined my game but you’re not going to steal my girl too!” he shouted as I stepped out of the pool.

He stopped and stared as I got out. I guess the sight of a girl in just a bra and panties was still enough to short circuit his brain even if he was pissed off. The horniness didn’t distract him for long, though.

“Last I checked Lisa was never your girl to begin with,” I said. “That was just you living in the same fantasy world you’ve always been in.”

“That’s not true!” he screamed. “She would’ve been mine if you hadn’t swooped in and stole her from me just like you stole my game!”

“Dave,” Lisa called out from the pool. “I was never interested in you. Ever. What sort of crazy fantasy world are you living in?”

“That’s not true!” he shouted. He picked up a pool noodle laying by the poolside and tried to chuck it at Lisa. Only the thing was too light to be really good for chucking and his throwing ability wasn’t all that great so it ended up landing on the water well short of Lisa. Still, he’d thrown something at her. That was enough to really piss me off, and I’d already been upset to begin with.

“You need to leave Dave,” I said. “Now.”

He turned back to me. “Oh yeah? And what are you going to do about it?”

“I’ll kick your ass if I have to,” I said.

Dave hesitated at that. This was one of those times when it was a good thing I used to have a bit of a reputation. After all, what good were rumors that you beat people up for fun if it didn’t intimidate people to leave you the fuck alone from time to time?

Dave’s eyes narrowed and he took a step forward, his hands balling into fists. “Yeah right. You might be a girl, but I’m going to teach you a lesson.”

Huh. Well maybe I made a mistake when I got out here intending to act like the tough girl. It looked like this asshole really did want to fight me. I wasn’t worried. Not exactly. Still, it was worrying that things had gone this far. I never would’ve thought he’d have the balls to actually try and get in a fight.

“Kylie!” Lisa shouted.

Her words barely registered. I was more interested in the way Dave’s hands raised. He obviously wasn’t used to hitting people. He sort of raised a fist over his head instead of pulling back for a proper punch. Either he didn’t know what he was doing or he was still a little reluctant to hit a girl. Even if that girl was me. Something told me he’d wanted to take a swing at me for years now, but never had the balls to do it until now when he thought I’d ruined his imaginary relationship with Lisa.

I didn’t even move to stop him. I could hear Lisa shrieking my name in the background, but I was more preoccupied with the thought that this was finally happening. I was finally in a real fight. I always figured it would be with some random preppy girl at school. Maybe that Gwen bitch who used to make life a living hell for everyone.

I never figured it would’ve been with Dave.

His hand started to come down and my mind kicked into gear. Shit. This was the part where I needed to do something if I didn’t want to get hurt. The training my dad had given me over the years kicked in. It was a good thing he’d drilled some of this stuff into me until it became a reflex, because otherwise I might not have reacted at all and taken the hit.

I stepped to the side and Dave’s hit went wide. His arms windmilled for a moment as he tried to regain his balance and I formed my own hand into a fist as I prepared to move in and give him a good knee to the nuts for good measure. Best to make sure he was really down for the count so he couldn’t cause more trouble.

I never got the chance to do any of that though.

Dave finished with the windmilling and raised his hand again as though he was going to go for round two even as I was preparing to hit him. Before I could land a punch or he could get back into the swing of things a beefy hand came into the picture and wrapped around his wrist, stopping him in his tracks. In an instant Dave was on the ground wailing in pain as that beefy hand, connected to my dad, put him into a hold where any movement would result in a painful lesson.

Dad stared down at Dave with fury in his eyes. The same sort of fury that kids whispered about the next Monday at school when he personally broke up one of their parties over the weekend.

“Son, you just made one hell of a big mistake. I think you and I are going to have a little talk about why it’s not a good idea to try and hit a cop’s baby girl,” he growled.

I felt a rush of relief wash over me. I still thought I could’ve given as good as I got in a fight, but it was nice to know I wouldn’t have to get into that fight. I felt a thin pair of arms wrap around me and turned to see Lisa giving me a hug from behind. I guess she decided to get out of the water when she saw my dad and knew the coast was clear.

That earned an odd look from dad. So much for keeping things with Lisa on the down low. I knew there’d be some explaining to do later, but for now there were other things on my mind.

“How’d you get out here?” I asked.

“I got your text telling me nothing was wrong, but something told me I needed to come out here and check on things anyways,” he said. “Turns out I was right. Gotta trust your instincts.”

He pulled up and Dave let out another yell. “Now you come with me. We’re going to go have that conversation where my baby girl doesn’t have to see.”

He nodded to me and Lisa. “You girls might want to go inside.”

I knew an order from my dad when I heard it. I wrapped an arm around Lisa, a move that earned another odd look from my dad, and led her inside. It wasn’t until we were both in that I realized how incriminating it must’ve looked that we were both out there in nothing but our underwear. I also understood why he’d been staring right at my face the entire time when I got a good look at Lisa standing there soaking wet in her white bra and panties.

Talk about leaving nothing to the imagination.

“Um, so I don’t know how to say this without making it sound like a pick-up line, but maybe we should get you out of those soaking clothes?” I said.

Lisa grinned and we moved hand in hand back to my room where I totally only planned on helping her change into something more comfortable. Honest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

20: Aftermath

 

Lisa:

 

“And if you look over here there’s a picture I took of Kylie when she was just a little girl in the bath tub,” Theresa said.

“Come on mom,” Kylie said. “Could you please lay off with that stuff?”

“Nonsense dear,” Theresa said, waving Kylie away and not even really paying attention to her very frustrated daughter. “I haven’t gotten to do this sort of thing since you broke up with that nice Travis boy. Let me have my moment.”

Kylie groaned and rolled her eyes. She was perched on the arm of a couch that dominated their living room. I sat next to Theresa, her mom, and she had a photo album out in her lap and was showing me a bunch of pictures from when Kylie was younger.

Not that I really needed a photo album to be reminded of those days. It was a small town, after all, and Kylie had been to a lot of the same places I had when she was growing up. It was more like seeing growing up in our town from a different angle than anything else.

This whole thing still felt a little weird. I was still getting used to processing how I felt about Kylie, and now here was her mom showing me baby pictures like I was the long lost girlfriend she’d always wanted for her daughter. I suppose that was better than her blowing up and disowning her child for being a lesbian, but it was no less awkward.

“And if you look here you’ll see pictures from when Kylie decided to play baseball,” her mom went on. “That didn’t last very long though. She always had the worst allergies and standing out there on the baseball field always made her miserable.”

I looked to Kylie for some sort of help, but she just shrugged with an embarrassed smile. Obviously there wasn’t going to be any help coming from her. It was a look I’d seen before with guys I’d dated.

I think the weirdest thing about all of this was how normal it seemed. It felt like there should’ve been some explosion or something when her mom got home from bingo night early thanks to a call from Kylie’s dad and she figured everything out.

Talk about embarrassing. I’d never had parents walk in on me making out with the guys I’d dated. There were all sorts of new experiences happening tonight, and they weren’t all fun.

“Here we have some pictures from when Kylie took Tae Kwan Do lessons. I always thought that was a little too violent, but her dad insisted and she actually liked it so…”

“That might’ve been useful tonight,” I said with a wink in Kylie’s direction. Her face turned bright red and she looked as though she wanted to sink into the floor and disappear.

“Yes, well,” her mom said with a sniff.

Theresa pointedly didn’t look over to their living room window. Red and blue lights flashed on the other side from a couple of cop cars that had arrived shortly after her mom got home. Even as I looked out the window I saw Dave being pulled between two cops. He tried to fight them every step of the way and he was shouting something, but I couldn’t tell what it was.

Kylie noticed the commotion outside as well even if her mom was doing her best to ignore it.

“What’s going on out there?” I asked.

“No idea,” Kylie said. “If I was a betting woman I’d say Dave was out there resisting arrest.”

“Do we have to focus on all that unpleasantness?” Theresa asked. “There are so many other pictures I can show you. This is so nice that my Kylie has a girlfriend!”

She reached out and patted my leg. Thankfully we were saved from any more embarrassment when Kylie’s dad walked through the front door.

“Well that was interesting,” he said. “Never would’ve thought a kid that scrawny would try to fight us like that.”

“He tried to fight you?” Kylie said. “Or did he fall down a couple of times while you were having your ‘talk’ with him?”

“Nothing like that, baby girl,” he said. “Promise. He did get really mad though. Said some crazy things about you and your friend here and then he tried to hit me. He’s going to go to the jail for the rest of the night to cool down, and I’ll walk you down to the courthouse so we can get a restraining order tomorrow morning.”

“Um, what kind of crazy things did he say about me and Lisa?” Kylie asked.

I didn’t give him a chance to answer. I had a pretty good idea exactly what Dave would’ve been ranting about, but I didn’t care about that. I stood and ran across the room, enveloping Kylie’s dad in a big hug. He grunted but finally returned the hug, though it was awkward. As though he wasn’t the sort of man who was used to showing that kind of affection.

“Thank you for helping me and Kylie tonight,” I said. “I was so afraid when I saw him coming for her. I mean I know your daughter is tough and all, but still…”

“Um, I guess it was nothing?” her dad said.

I pulled away from the hug and looked over to Kylie and her mom. Both sat on the couch looking absolutely stunned. Huh. Maybe her dad wasn’t the hugging type or something.

Her dad cleared his throat. “So anyway. About what that boy was saying about you and your friend here.”

Kylie sighed and rolled her eyes. “She’s not just my friend dad. What he said was true. At least that part.”

Good thing she added that it was just that part that was true. Who knows what the little jerk said otherwise. Probably anything he could think of to make us look bad and make him look like the good guy. Not that there was much chance of him looking like the good guy after he tried taking a swing at Kylie.

“Sit down Harold,” Theresa said. “The girls are dating and that’s that.”

“Oh come on now Theresa,” Kylie’s dad, Harold I guess, said. His hand moved behind his neck and he started rubbing at a spot back there. “It’s not like that. You know I don’t care if… It’s just it was sort of a… Aw hell.”

I squeaked in surprise as he stepped forward and wrapped me up in a huge bear hug. I looked over to Kylie and Theresa and they seemed even more surprised than the last time when I was the one doing the hugging.

“Welcome to the family, um…”

“Lisa,” Kylie said. “Her name is Lisa.”

“Welcome to the family, Lisa,” Harold said.

He let me go and I took a wobbly step back. I wasn’t sure exactly how to respond to that. On the one hand it was nice that there wasn’t going to be any blowup because they just discovered their daughter was a lesbian. On the other hand we’d only gone out on a couple of hot dates over the past couple of weeks. I could see us becoming something special, but it was still very early days in the relationship.

If this was a guy I wouldn’t be sure if we’d be together in a month, let alone long enough to be welcomed to the family!

“And it’s a little early for all that, dad,” Kylie said. “God you’re so embarrassing sometimes. We’ve only been dating for a few weeks!”

Well then. It was nice to know we were on the same page when it came to that stuff. I flashed her a thankful grin.

“Yeah, well, I just want you to know that whatever happens I support you baby,” her dad said. His eyes darted down to the photo album in Theresa’s hand. “Besides, it looks like your mom is doing plenty of embarrassing for the both of us.”

“You two are impossible,” Kylie said with a roll of her eyes.

“Maybe, but the important thing is we love you and support you,” her mom said with a sniff. “That’s a lot more than some kids in your situation get.”

“So I need to get back to work,” her dad said. “I hate covering for the overnight, but what can you do? Damn state won’t give me the budget to hire someone else so if one of them calls in sick…”

He devolved into angry muttering and grumbling as he headed back for the door. He turned and looked to me and Kylie one final time as he stood there, shook his head, and stepped out. It appeared that even if he was supportive of his daughter it was going to take some time for him to get used to some of the life choices she was making.

That was fine, though. Supportive was pretty damn good, all things considered. It made me wonder how my own parents would react when they found out. Hopefully their introduction to my girlfriend would be a little less spectacular than how Harold and Theresa were introduced.

Theresa smacked the photo book shut and paused to look between the two of us as well. She had a secretive smile on her face that I recognized all too well because I’d seen Kylie do the same thing when she was up to no good.

“Well I think I’m going to go turn in for the night. Maybe watch some of my recorded stories or something in the guest room on the other side of the house. I’ll make sure to turn the TV up really loud, too.”

Kylie turned several different shades of red as her mom said that. Her meaning was pretty clear, and I found myself blushing right along with Kylie. I wondered if there was such a thing as a family being a little too accepting.

Theresa stood and made her way out of the room, but not before pausing one final time and giving both of us a significant look. “You girls have a good time tonight! Make up for getting interrupted by that nasty boy.”

Then she was gone. Kylie almost melted into the couch after her mom disappeared.

“I’m going to die from embarrassment,” she said. “That’s the only thing I can do now. I can’t believe she just said that!”

I moved over and sat down next to her. She took the invitation and scooted a little closer and put her head on my lap. I blushed anew as I thought of where that could potentially go, then pushed those thoughts out. Now wasn’t the time to think about that sort of thing even if it did seem to be on Theresa’s mind.

“It could have gone a lot worse, you know,” I said. I moved a hand up and traced a finger through Kylie’s hair. It was so soft and it always smelled so nice.

She looked up at me and frowned. “You don’t know the half of it. My mom has always been obsessed with pairing me off with someone. I guess it doesn’t matter if it was a girl or a boy. Next thing you know she’s probably going to start hinting at sperm donors or adoption agencies so she can finally have a grandkid!”

I snorted. I couldn’t help it. The whole thing seemed so ridiculous. I could understand parents being obsessed with becoming grandparents, but that felt like putting the cart before the horse.

“You know now that it’s legal for us to marry she’ll probably just bother you about that,” I said.

Kylie rolled her eyes again. “Thank you Supreme Court. Is it bad that I’m feeling nostalgic for the days before that was a thing just because my mom wouldn’t have an excuse to meddle?”

I leaned down and kissed her. She was starting to freak out, and that wasn’t good. Sure it was a little funny that the thing she decided to freak out about was her mom pressuring her about her relationship and not the asshole who’d tried to punch her out by the pool just an hour ago, but I figured she needed to calm down and a kiss seemed like just the thing.

It certainly distracted me. It was a little awkward kissing her at this angle, but I didn’t care. I’d gladly take a sore neck if it meant I had an opportunity to suck face with Kylie for a little while!

I pulled away from the kiss after a moment and winked at her. “So you know we’ve been given an open invitation. What would you say to finishing up that swim?”

Kylie’s eyes darted towards the hall her mom had disappeared down. I heard a TV start up and the sound of some nighttime drama drifted faintly through the living room.

“Damn. She must really have that thing turned up if I can hear it this clearly out here,” Kylie said.

“So why not make the best of an opportunity?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.

Kylie smiled. “It’s a little weird, but I guess I could go for it.”

I grabbed her hand and practically dragged her back out towards the pool. Things had been going pretty darn well before Dave so rudely interrupted us, and I wanted to pick up where we left off!

 

 

 

 

 

 

21: Next Game Night

 

Kylie:

 

I wasn’t quite sure what to expect at the next game night. I half expected Dave to come walking through the door to the pool house at any moment. Sure that wasn’t very likely considering the restraining order that was in place. One my dad had served personally to make sure Dave got the picture.

Dad’s description of the look on Dave’s face coupled with the way his mom had reacted to his baby spending a night in jail and getting hit with a protective order was pretty good. I almost wished he was wearing a bodycam or something so I could see it for myself.

“All set over here,” Lisa said.

I glanced over at the preparations on the other side of the room. We’d gone ahead and put our money together to splurge for pizza from the nicer place in town. I felt like it was worth it to celebrate the first game night where Dave was legally not allowed to be in the same room as the two of us.

“Looking good so far,” I said.

“Not as good as you,” she replied.

I rolled my eyes. “You know cheesy pickup lines like that will get you everywhere.”

Lisa slinked across the room and wrapped her arms around me. Damn how I loved feeling her in my arms. Feeling her body pressing against me. Toned yet soft at the same time and in all the right places. Feeling her arms around me felt right in a way that feeling a guy pressing against me never had.

It was as though everything clicked into place and I realized what I’d been missing out on for years when I held her in my arms.

“Are you sure you still want to do game night?” Lisa asked.

I sighed. “I don’t know. I mean I know he’s a jerk and he deserved everything he got, but Dave has been around this table for so long that I still feel just a little guilty about kicking him out.”

Lisa fixed me with a look that I could only describe as “are you fucking kidding me?”

“I’m not saying I actually want him around. Far from it. There’s just a lot of lingering guilt,” I said.

“Well you shouldn’t feel guilty about it at all,” Lisa said. “And besides, I wasn’t talking about him. I don’t ever want to talk about him again.”

“Then what were you talking about?”

Her look went from “are you fucking kidding me?” to “are you interested in fucking?” in no time flat. She traced a finger down my arm and I shivered. She had that effect on me.

“I was thinking more that if we didn’t have game night then we could go for a swim instead. After all, your dad is still at work and your mom is off at bingo night.”

“Oh. Well that does sound very tempting, but Arnold and Travis are already on their way over with the new guy. Wouldn’t do to disappoint them,” I said.

Lisa stuck her lip out in a pout, but it only lasted for a moment. She moved in and kissed me, just a quick peck on the cheek, and then she was off to the other side of the room again making sure everything was set up just right.

I stood by the game table and surveyed the room. It looked pretty damn good if I said so myself. I’d put out a little tablecloth on the game table so the pizza and soda wouldn’t stain the plastic underneath. The chairs were comfortable and padded and nothing like the hard metal and wood monstrosities from Dave’s basement. The food was probably the best we’d had at game night in a good long while.

Yeah, I was one hell of a hostess on top of being an awesome dungeon mistress. This was going to be a fun night.

If anyone ever showed up. I glanced down at my watch. Ten minutes after things were supposed to start. Sure I’d built in a little wiggle room because I figured Arnold would be fashionably late as always, but nobody showing up was a little weird.

Lisa caught me staring at my watch. “Are you worried they’re not going to show or something?” she asked.

“Why wouldn’t they show?”

“I don’t know? Maybe they’re upset that Dave isn’t going to be part of the game or something. He was a creeper and an asshole, but if you’re feeling guilty about kicking him out of the game with the damn good reason you have then I can only imagine how they must feel,” she said.

Lisa had a good point. One I hadn’t thought of over the past week. I’d been too busy with a whirlwind of activity from making sure that protective order was in place to spending every other free moment I had with Lisa making out an carrying on like we were a couple of teenagers.

I mean we’d been a couple of teenagers just a couple of years ago so it’s not like it was much of a stretch, but still.

“They’ll be here,” I said.

We had to wait another five minutes. Five minutes that stretched off into an eternity as I wondered if Lisa was right. If the other guys really were pissed off at me even though everything that happened was Dave’s fault. It was a ridiculous thought, but sometimes the mind wanders to ridiculous places.

Finally Travis bustled through the door and I let out a sigh of relief.

“Glad you decided to join us,” I said.

“Hey, I can’t help it that slowpoke here got lost a couple of times trying to find the new guy’s place,” Travis said. He gestured to Arnold who stepped through the door looking more sheepish than usual. Then again he was later than usual this time around so I figured that was more than deserved.

The new guy came in behind him. Travis said his name was Jeff and that he was pretty cool. Although any coolness he might have possessed went right out the window when he stepped through the entrance and saw Lisa standing over by the pizza table.

“Holy shit. That really is Lisa Soren! I thought you guys were full of shit when you said she was at this game,” Jeff said.

Travis shook his head. “And this eloquent gentlemen here is Jeff. He’s a senior out at the high school. That would’ve made him a freshmen when all of us were out there getting ready to graduate.”

I suppose I should’ve been jealous or something that he was ogling Lisa, but it seemed like your garden variety ogling. Nothing like what Dave used to do to me or to Lisa later when she joined the game. He quickly got over the staring and looked away when Travis introduced him.

“Sorry about that,” he muttered. “I just didn’t believe one of the hottest girls to ever grace our school would actually be at a game like this,” he said.

“Well believe it,” I said, making my way across the room to wrap my arms around Lisa. “But she’s spoken for.”

Jeff’s eyes bugged out again. “Kylie? And Lisa? Two of the hottest…”

He seemed to realize the path he was going down before it was too late and had the good sense to shut up. I guess my reputation was still good for something even with people who’d only gone to school with me for one year. I turned and gave Lisa a quick kiss for good measure. There wasn’t anything possessive or jealous about it. I just wanted to make damn sure he knew she was spoken for!

“So are we going to play or what?” I asked.

“Well yeah, but we need food first,” Arnold said.

“Holy shit. You sprang for the good stuff tonight?” Travis said as he surveyed the pizza laid out for our enjoyment.

“Yeah, we figured tonight was a night to celebrate just a little,” Lisa said. “The first game night in ages where we don’t have to worry about Dave coming around and ruining everything.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Travis said, raising everyone’s favorite green gamer fueling soda to the sky. I grabbed a can and raised it as well and everyone else followed.

“To no more Dave,” I said with a grin.

We all chugged down our first sodas of the night in honor of that sentiment. I spluttered and coughed just a little. That stuff burned almost as much as a shot of whiskey when you chugged it. Carbonation and chugging did not go well together.

“Y’know Dave getting the boot is a big part of the reason I finally decided to join all of you,” Jeff said between stuffing his face with pizza. “I know a few people who wanted to get in on the old game, but they didn’t want to have anything to do with it if he was running the show.”

“Well there’s a new DM in town,” I said. “And anyone is welcome to come out here. If we run out of space at the card table then we’ll just get a bigger table.”

“Sounds like a plan!” Arnold said.

We all sat down around the card table and I paused for a moment to enjoy the moment. My friends at the table. I was running the game. My girlfriend right next to me ready to dive into a new adventure in the shared world that had been passed down over the years from people at our school. And finally evidence that world wasn’t going to die off when all of us got too old and too busy for this sort of gaming because there was finally fresh blood joining the game now that Dave wasn’t in the way any longer.

It was a good feeling.

I realized everyone was staring at me. Looking at me expectantly. Oh, right. We had a game to play. I’d been so preoccupied with looking out at the table and thinking about how wonderful everything finally was that I’d forgotten that important little detail.

I looked down and shuffled my notes. I figured we needed to start somewhere new to have a break from the tavern disaster last week that resulted in Dave leaving our gaming table permanently.

“Right, we have a game to play,” I said. I paused for one more smile at everyone at the table. Particularly for Lisa who looked so beautiful in a Star Wars T-shirt I’d bought her earlier this week after we watched the movies. She’d never seen Star Wars before. What kind of person has never seen Star Wars before? She absolutely loved it when she did see it, though. Original trilogy. Not that prequel bullshit.

I was going to make a geek out of the cheerleader yet.

“Okay, so you’re all standing at the entrance to a massive overgrown forest. Ahead of you are thick trees where it grows dark enough to be almost like twilight after about ten feet. You think you can hear the sound of laughter between the trees and if you look just right you almost see glowing eyes out of the corner of your own eyes. Behind you are the massive ruins of a castle and you can hear a deep steady rumbling as though there is something very large breathing very regularly in there. What do you do?”

Travis held his dice up and rolled them. “Obviously I pull my sword out and go to attack the giant monster or whatever it is hiding in that castle!”

Arnold joined in. “And I’m going to charge straight into the forest and show whatever’s having a laugh in there that there’s nothing funny about my arrows and sneak attacks!”

Both of them stared at one another for a beat and burst into laughter. I rolled my eyes.

“Very funny guys. Now that you’ve gotten the Dave moment out of your system can we please play the game?”

And that’s exactly what we did. No interruptions. No blowups. At some point Lisa reached out under the table and took my hand. Gave it a good squeeze. It was just a bunch of good friends and my new girlfriend gathered around the table having a good time.

Yeah, for the moment life was pretty damn good.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wait! There's More!

 

Hi! Mia here. I hope you enjoyed the story! Keep reading for sample chapters from my book Love Games. If you liked Girl Games then you’ll love that book too! Geeky girls falling in love!

 

And have you signed up for my mailing list? It’s quick and easy and you get updates on my latest books as they come out!
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Falling in love wasn’t on Amber’s radar. Especially with another woman. Only life and love don’t have to make sense as she explores a new world with a secretive online lover!

 

 

[image:  ]

 

The boss trying to prove herself with a new intern. The intern who’s secretly the CEO’s daughter. A forbidden love that complicates everything. Who said love in the workplace was easy?
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Will life in the small town pull a budding relationship apart or bring them closer together than ever before?
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Anna and Erin were the best of the best looking for fun in their geeky game of choice, but they’ll discover there’s a thin line between love and competition!
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A holiday in the biggest amusement park in the world. A princess hiding her identity and sneaking into the park. A pretty band geek who’s about to get the surprise of her life. What could go wrong?
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Claire and Allison are star-crossed lovers who get a second chance at their five year reunion!
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Night Terror is the greatest villainess in the world, and she has to find a way to defeat sexy new superhero Fialux. Oh, and she’s totally in love with her new archenemy. What could go wrong?
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A spacefaring captain on a mission of revenge finds lust and love in the unlikeliest of places out amongst the stars.
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Love Games

 

Anna and Erin were the best of the best looking for fun in their geeky game of choice, but they’ll discover there’s a thin line between love and competition!

 

 

 

 

 

 

1: Anticipation

 

Anna:

 

“I’m coming for you.”

I blinked at the message. Okay, so that was a little melodramatic. It also wasn’t a very good idea to telegraph attacks like that, but I figured that’s why I was ranked so high in the game while Colin was still more or less riding on my coattails. Not that I minded. He was fun to have around.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“You know what. Watch your back,” he said.

I rolled my eyes and went back to looking at dresses in the ARealms online store. Most people came here to look at new accessories for the game. A custom set of glasses that popped up a pretty heads up display so you weren’t forced to look at your phone’s screen all the time while you were concentrating on the game. Extra add ons for your phone that were supposed to improve your game.

I didn’t care about any of that stuff. I’d risen to the top of the biggest alternate reality game in the world, at least in our region, with nothing but my phone and a pair of wired glasses. No, I was far more interested in the pretty costumes they offered for live events. Pretty costumes that were a hell of a lot more expensive than anything I could ever afford.

Finally I flipped over to an advertisement for the Alternate Realms Gathering. It was being billed as the biggest Alternate Realms gathering in the history of history, and it was within a short driving distance from where I was. Just five hours away by car. I sighed as I thought of getting away from the drudgery of cubicle life and coding and getting out there in the wilderness.

Out there where hopefully there would be other players at my level. Players who could actually present a challenge. Players that wouldn’t crumple the instant I unleashed one of my patented spells that kept most people in the office from even bothering to challenge me these days.

Most people but Colin. “Damn it!”

I sighed as my phone started beeping. A low pulsing warning with the screen turning a dull red that pulsed in time with the beeps. That meant danger was getting closer. One of the warding spells I’d set up when I got into work this morning was doing its job and keeping me safe.

“Your boss is going to kill both of us if she finds us doing this on company time again,” I shot to Colin via the work’s IM. Not that he saw it. No, if I was getting that warning on my phone that meant he was close. Definitely not back at his cube working like a good little cog in the corporate machine.

I stuck my tongue out at him. If we were going to do this then we were going to do this. It’s not like I could ignore the challenge. Well, I suppose I could unflag myself and then Colin would be left high and dry trying to explain what the hell he was doing over here, but that wouldn’t be any fun. Part of the thrill of the hunt was that moment when the hunter realized they were the hunted.

I stood and looked over the edge of my cubicle. Richard looked up at me, light reflecting off of his bald head, and cocked an eyebrow. “Having fun with Colin again?”

“Shush. You’re going to give me away!” I hissed.

Richard rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Sheila’s going to kill you if she finds the two of you playing the game on company time again.”

Sheila might kill me if she heard about it, but I also noted that Richard reached out and swiped at his own phone. Hit a few buttons that unflagged his character who’d most definitely been logged into the game. I smiled. Rules were rules, but nothing could overcome the addictive power of Alternate Realms.

“Sheila wouldn’t dare fire me over something like this,” I said.

“You really think you’re irreplaceable? I mean you do good work, but plenty of kids graduating CS who’d love to have your job,” Richard said.

“That’s true, but how many of those are a top player in Alternate Realms? She wouldn’t have anyone to be starstruck over if she fired me.”

Richard rolled his eyes but he also smiled. He knew I was right. I’d become something of a local legend in the department. Except for that time I’d accidentally fried everyone when I was trying to keep Colin off my back.

Oops.

I looked back at my screen and then I glanced at a filing cabinet next to my desk. For a moment I thought about pulling out my glasses, a pair of cheap plastic wired glasses that attached directly to my phone. I hadn’t bothered upgrading because I figured if I could get to the top with old faithful then that was all I needed. Hell, I didn’t even really need the glasses to frag my friends in the office.

So I didn’t bother getting them out. Partly because my ego told me I didn’t need them, but mostly because if I put them on that would be an obvious tell to Sheila that we were playing Alternate Realms if she happened to look out of her office.

The beeping on my phone was getting louder and I reached out to hit the mute button on that spell. Some spells you could mute, like if it was something I cast that notified me there was danger sneaking up on me. Other sounds, like a spell hitting me or even the dreaded death noise, happily piped out of my phone’s speakers at top volume whether or not I had headphones in so every player around me would know what was going on.

I really hoped Colin didn’t launch an attack that would register as a hit and play a loud sound that would definitely pull Sheila out of her office. That was the one feature of the game that made it really difficult to play in an office where it wasn’t exactly frowned upon, but wasn’t exactly encouraged either.

“He’s going to get you this time,” Richard taunted in a singsong voice from the other side of the cubicle. I tried to tune it out, but not before getting in a parting shot of my own.

“Yeah, you’d like that wouldn’t you? Someone succeeding where you’ve failed so many times?”

Richard let out a huff from the other side of the cube wall and I could just imagine his shoulders rising and falling indignantly. It annoyed him that he’d never been able to get the drop on me even when he was right next to me all day long. Eventually he’d stopped trying because he got tired of the death sound blasting out of his phone at all hours.

Richard wasn’t very good at Alternate Realms.

I popped my head over the cubicle wall again. This time I saw him. Colin. Walking towards me with a huge grin on his face. He had something up his sleeve. He always did when he was smiling like that. He also always found out that whatever he had up his sleeve usually wasn’t enough.

I decided to test the waters. I pulled up a menu in-game on my phone and selected one of my nastier spells. A high level homing fireball that slammed into my enemies and pulverized them. At least in theory. It also created some splash damage, a lot of the spells in game had those pesky semi-realistic side effects, and so I ran the risk of pissing people off if they had their characters logged in and flagged as playing.

Whatever. That was their problem. Not mine. They knew they were in a war zone if they kept themselves flagged near me.

I didn’t have my glasses on so I didn’t see a crude representation of a fireball go streaking down the hallway towards Colin. On my cheap set of glasses it was just some simple LEDs that looked like one of those ancient handheld games my older brother played with when I was a toddler. I’d heard some of the newer more expensive sets could make the graphics look almost like the real thing as the alternate reality of Alternate Realms was laid over the real world.

I couldn’t see the fireball, but I could flip the game over to map mode on my phone. I watched as the spell tracked a path over a satellite image of my office building. The developers weren’t so skilled that they had a detailed map of the building and I’d never uploaded one, though industrious gamers had added maps of various buildings that were popular hubs for the game over the past few years.

I held my breath and resisted the urge to cackle with glee as the spell made contact with a dot that represented Colin. Or more accurately it represented Colin’s character. The spell hit him.

And winked out. There wasn’t even the sound of it hitting his character and causing some damage as he moved inexorably down the hall like a geeky and woefully undersized Terminator that could feel one emotion judging by the smile on his face: glee.

“Uh-oh,” Richard said. “Sounds like someone’s big bad fireball spell just fizzled out.”

“Shut up Richard,” I said.

I ran over the scenario in my head. Usually a fireball or a lightning spell or something like that was enough to take Colin out. He must’ve gotten tired of getting fried before he even got to me. Obviously the jerk had gotten his skinny little mitts on some sort of anti-magic spell or device or something. And he was coming right for me.

I plopped down on my chair with a thud that had the thing protesting. I winced. It wasn’t that I was heavy so much as the chairs and equipment they kept in this place was right next to the definition of “barebones” in the dictionary.

Colin was coming right for me. I had maybe a minute before he was right there. He had something that was preventing my magic spells from hitting him. I sighed and opened a panel in the game. My finger hovered over my phone’s screen as I closed my eyes and prepared for the inevitable.

I turned off sound notifications, but the phone was still pulsing in my hand. The ward spells I’d set up were still telling me that a potential hostile was getting closer and closer. I might’ve turned the sound off, but the vibration was still working quite fine thank you very much. I waited until I could almost sense him standing right in front of me. Until the phone wasn’t pulsing. It was just a steady angry vibrating buzz in my hand.

I pressed on the screen. Immediately there was an almost comical “schwing!” noise from my phone. Followed by a gargling shriek from a phone almost right in front of me and then the suitably morbid death song.

I opened my eyes. Smirked up at Colin who was standing at the entrance to my cubicle with a shell-shocked look plain on his face. He looked down at his phone screen which was displaying bloody red splotches to let him know he’d been killed. By a good old fashioned melee attack.

“How the hell did you do that?”

I tried to make my smile look innocent. It was hard. How did you look sweet and innocent when you knew you were a big bad shark swimming amongst the minnows?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about Colin,” I said. I turned back to my computer, but not before I heard a throat clearing at the door to my cube. I squeezed my eyes shut. I knew it was too good to be true. I turned around again.

“Something wrong Sheila?” I asked.

She stood there, about forty years old and not looking a day over her mid-twenties. She had blonde hair flowing past her shoulders. Blonde hair that I sometimes wondered about running my fingers through. The boss lady was fucking hot. There was no getting around it. Not that she used her hotness at all. No, she ruled through a unique combination of fairness and an iron fist that I found admirable.

Except for those occasions when the iron fist was descending on me.

“I’m pretty sure I just heard the death song from Alternate Realms over here. You two wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” she asked. Her arms were crossed, but there was the barest hint of a smile threatening at the corner of her mouth that told me she wasn’t mad. At least not too mad.

“Nothing like that going on here,” I said. “Just working hard!”

“Working hard on making your reservation for the Gathering?” she asked.

I turned and looked at my screen. Damn it. I knew I was forgetting something. The page for the Gathering was still up on my monitor. I figured there was nothing but to own it and go for sheer ballsiness at this point though. I twirled back and faced Sheila with a smile.

“Nah. I made my reservation for the Gathering months ago, but you already knew that didn’t you?”

This time the smile that was threatening really did turn up the corners of her mouth. Just a little. Enough to let me know I was in the clear.

“Right. Well make sure you get everything done that I outlined in that email. I’d hate to have to call you in remotely while you’re off at the Gathering.”

“Sure thing boss!” I said. What I wasn’t going to add was I had no intention of bringing my computer or my mobile hotspot along with me. There wasn’t a chance in hell that I was doing anything that even had a whiff of work attached to it while I was off on vacation.

“And as for any wannabe heroes who are coming over here to kill the company Alternate Realms superstar, maybe you should think of ambushing your friend after hours when you’re not on company time?”

Colin looked down, but I knew Sheila was just having some fun with him. Not that he had any way of knowing that since he didn’t work with her enough to know when she was bullshitting and when she was seriously mad. I figured I’d let him stew for a little while. It might save me some trouble the next time he decided to distract me from being distracted from work because he wanted to try and prove himself.

“Right. It won’t happen again,” Colin said.

“Sure it will,” Sheila said. “I’m not going to be an ogre about this. I remember when I started out DOOM was the big thing that hit productivity. That was an old video game, for you whippersnappers.”

“I know what DOOM is!” I said, indignant. I remembered playing it with my brother. And being terrified because that wasn’t the sort of game a little kid should be playing, even if it looked quaint by today’s realistic standards.

“Right. Just make sure it doesn’t affect your work too much,” she said, and then Sheila was gone. Colin breathed a sigh of relief, but I just rolled my eyes and turned back around to the computer to look at pictures from other live events ARealms had put on in the past. Let him think he was actually close to being in trouble there.

“So are you going to tell me how you did that?” he asked.

“Did what?”

“Killed me!”

“Well I put the pointy end of my character’s sword into the soft squishy end of your character’s character. Then the game decided I won and you died. That’s how it usually works.”

“But you’re not supposed to be able to do that! You’re a high level mage!”

“So? Does that mean I can’t be a high level Fighter or Assassin or something like that too?”

“Well I suppose, but that would take you forever to get skills in both on your character!”

I turned and smirked at him.

“You spent forever dual classing your character. Didn’t you?”

“I’m not telling,” I said.

I figured it was simple insurance. People in this game tended to think of you as fighting with weapons or magic. No one ever stopped to consider that someone might make a character who did both just because it took so long. Those people had no imagination, in my opinion. They also weren’t as good as me.

There was a reason I was on top. At least locally.

I turned back to my computer, back to a slideshow of pictures from past live events that was running past. I figured that was it for our little interaction, but my breath caught when I saw the most beautiful and stunning creature I’d ever seen in my life. I hurriedly clicked back to the picture of a gorgeous girl, about my age, wearing the most elaborate dress I’d ever seen someone in at an ARealms event and a crown on her head.

“Who’s that?” I breathed.

Colin leaned over my shoulder. “Oh, you mean the queen?”
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“The queen? What are you talking about?”

Colin moved over and leaned against my desk. He crossed his arms and looked down at me like I’d just grown a second head or something. I blushed. I hated it when he looked at me like I didn’t know something about the game.

“You’re kidding me. Right?”

“No? I didn’t know we had a queen.”

“Well there’s a queen in the game,” Colin said.

“But I didn’t vote for her!”

Colin rolled his eyes and looked down at me like I was the biggest idiot in the world. I hated it when he did that.

“She’s the queen! You don’t vote for her!”

“Don’t look at me like I don’t know anything about this game. I’m the master around here.”

“Right, you’re the master and sometimes I think you don’t know anything about the game you’re playing. The queen is supposed to be the head of the factions. Or she’s the head of the royal faction that’s supposed to make sure the other factions don’t fight too much. In theory.”

I shook my head. “Those people are all idiots. All I need is my phone at my side.”

“Correction. You’ve only needed your phone at your side to win in this office and whenever you go to the East Bumfuck Alternate Reality invitational. If we’re going to the Gathering you’re going to be up against some of the best players in the world. You’ll need to go with a faction if you want to live for more than a half hour in that wilderness.”

“Whatever,” I said. “I’ve never needed anyone but me, and I don’t see that changing when we go to this Gathering thing.”

“Hey!”

I rolled my eyes and decided to amend my statement. More to make Colin feel better than because I actually felt that way.

“Okay. All I need is my phone at my side and you helping me out.”

“Thank you.”

“Every good player needs someone to act as bait anyways,” I muttered.

“You know I can hear you when you mutter like that, and it hurts.”

“Whatever. Tell me more about this queen chick. Is she the queen every year or something? Do they swap it around? What does she do?”

I suddenly found myself wanting to know everything I could find out about this girl. She was just so… compelling. That face. Those striking blue eyes staring out at me from the pictures. The way she filled out that dress. It made me want to rip that dress off, even if there wasn’t much of a chance she swung in my direction.

What was a girl to do?

“So what can you tell me about her?” I asked.

Colin shrugged as I pulled up more pictures. Turns out they had a whole gallery that was dedicated completely to this queen lady, turns out her name was Erin, and what she’d been up to. ARealms liked to promote the more glamorous aspects of their game. Probably figured it was good for marketing or something.

“Not much to say. I hear she took control three years ago when they had the first big Gathering, and there hasn’t been a new queen since. Not sure if that’s an appointed position she keeps or if it’s something where you have to cut off her head to take her power, but either way it seems like she’s there to stay.”

“Very interesting,” I said. I tapped my lips as I looked at this Erin girl. Beautiful and the top player in the game? Someone who managed to hold onto her position for so long? That seemed like someone who had a target painted on her back. She sounded like the perfect opportunity for me to really test out how good I was.

It was a damn shame I was probably never going to get close enough to her to try myself against her.

“I don’t like the look in your eyes Anna,” Colin said. “You only get like that when you’re planning something that’s going to get me in trouble.”

I fixed Colin with my best and most innocent look. From the way he stared down at me, skepticism incarnate, it didn’t seem that he was believing the sweet and innocent act one bit. Oh well. It was worth a try.

“You don’t have anything to worry about,” I said.

“I don’t? Because I’ve noticed that around the time you start telling me I don’t have anything to worry about is usually exactly when I should start worrying.”

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously. It’s not like I’m going to get close enough to her royal highness to do anything.”

Oh the things I would do to her royal highness if I could get close enough to have a little fun, though. I flipped to a picture where she was in an armored bikini of all things and suddenly I was feeling things that hadn’t hit me this strong since I first hit puberty and realized I was a lot more interested in being “just friends” with some of my girlfriends and that boys were still yucky.

“See you’re trying to make me feel better by telling me you’re not going to get close enough to the most powerful and well known player in the game to try and do anything to her, but what I’m hearing is that the only reason you’re not going to try and kill the most powerful and well known player in the game is because you won’t get close enough to try it.”

“Well to be fair there are other things holding me back,” I said.

“And what, praytell, would those things be?”

“I’m sure she’s got guards surrounding her. Maybe some anti-magic stuff. Speaking of, are you going to tell me how you were able to survive that spell? I thought for sure that would kill you.”

“If you’re not going to tell me how you managed to get a high enough sword hit to kill my character then I’m not going to tell you what anti-magic spell I used to avoid your usual tricks. You really pissed off Reg, by the way. He barely managed to unflag himself before that fireball went soaring past.”

“Reg can suck it,” I said. “Unflagging his character is about the only thing he can do without getting himself killed anyways. Not my fault he sucks.”

Besides, I was a woman on a mission. I clicked through the spell database until I found something that behaved like what he’d just done. It was a ward that attached to a player and caused any spells thrown at them to fizzle out. There was a note that the only way to kill a character with that ward, at least with magic, was to accelerate something to a sufficient speed outside of the ward’s sphere of influence and let physics do the rest of the heavy lifting once the accelerated object, say a nice rock or knife or something, entered the anti-magic field.

Apparently the developers got the idea from some old fantasy book I’d never read. Interesting.

“So this is what you used?”

The look of surprise on Colin’s face was all the confirmation I needed.

“Did you really think you were going to hide something like that from me? Of course we both know I know how to fight this thing, so I guess it doesn’t matter that I know what it is…”

“Would you shut up and go back to the pictures of good ol’ queen Erin or something?”

I shot him a dangerous look. He shrugged and grinned. “What can I say? She’s hot!”

“Fine.” I clicked and the pictures came back up. I didn’t even close out the window with queen hottie in it. I just moved to another tab to look up that spell. I didn’t want to miss out on one moment of that hotness on my screen.

“Damn,” Colin said.

“Move over buddy,” I said. “Because I saw her first!”

“Great. Now you’re going to try and overthrow her and seduce her? Good luck with that.”

“Let’s just say I’m looking forward to this shindig a lot more than I was.”

“I’m stoked too, and not because I’m looking forward to dethroning or bedding the queen. Though I guess bedding her might be a lot of fun, now that I think about it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Neither one of us are getting close to her, so you might as well forget it. What I’m really looking forward to is finally facing a real challenge. Nothing like the scrubs around here.”

“Excuse me?”

I fixed Colin with a level stare that communicated how I was feeling so much more effectively than any words ever could. After a moment his shoulder slumped and he looked away.

“I guess you are the best around here,” he muttered.

“You don’t have to sound so dejected. It’s just a simple statement of fact.”

“I’m good though! At least when I’m not going toe to toe with you,” he said.

“Right, and I’m good when I go toe to toe with anyone. That makes me the best, and everyone else around here scrubs. It’s not an insult. It’s just the way the world works.”

“Can’t wait to see you get your ass handed to you at the Gathering then,” Colin said. “It’ll be interesting to see you develop a taste for humble pie.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” I retorted. “We don’t know how good these people are.”

“The best players coming in from around the world? The queen participating directly? We won’t have a chance if we don’t join a faction.”

I sighed. And here we’d come full circle. Back to the same thing Colin griped about every time we went to an Alternate Realms gathering. The entire time we were traveling to the event he griped about how we needed to join a faction to survive. The entire time we were at the event he was looking around in terror even though I always kept us alive and on top. The entire way home he went on about how great his plan was for us to go it alone, as though he had anything to do with it.

“If you do your usual thing on the ride out there I’m going to leave you by the side of the road Colin. I want you to know that.”

Colin grinned down at me. “But I’m the one driving. It’s my car!”

“I didn’t say it would be easy to leave you by the side of the road. Just that I fully plan on doing it if it becomes necessary.”

“Just remember that you might be a big fish in our small pond, Anna, but out there at the Gathering you’re going up against whales and you’re just a shark,” Colin said.

“Even better,” I said with a grin. “Whales are nice and big and squishy. Sharks have teeth.”

“Well that really depends on what kind of shark you’re…”

Colin trailed off as I fixed him with another deadpan glare that I sincerely hoped communicated just how little I wanted a lesson on shark biology or how many varieties of shark there were in the world.

“Right. So we should probably nail down some plans…”

I drifted off. Movement at my cubicle door caught my attention. Speaking of a shark swimming in amongst the minnows. Sheila didn’t stop or say anything, but then again it’s not like she really had to. The point was clear enough. We’d shot the shit long enough, and it was time to get back to work.

I probably should, considering my plans for leaving all potential contact with work at home. Some of the older guys talked about a magical time before instantaneous worldwide communication when going on vacation meant you actually went on vacation. It sounded nice, but to be safe and avoid a shouting match when I got back it was time to get some stuff done.

“Right. We’ll talk later. Can’t wait for the weekend. We’re going to the Gathering!” Colin said.

I grinned and couldn’t help but squeal just a little. We might have our own reasons for going. Me to test myself against the best players in the world. Colin to see me get knocked down a peg or two while testing myself against the best players in the world. Either way it promised to be one hell of an awesome week!

Just for good measure I pulled up that slideshow of queen Erin and put it on repeat on my second monitor. Hey, it was a lot less creepy than some of the slideshows and wallpapers some of the other guys in the department had. Particularly Japan Dan, though the less said about those questionable cartoons that eventually got him shitcanned the better.

It was time to work hard for a couple of days, then play hard for a week!
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“That’s it. I’m not going this year.”

“What? You can’t just not go!” Trevor said.

I fixed him with my best glare. It rolled over him like it was nothing. Obviously the terror of showing up at the Gathering and not being in the retinue of Queen Erin the great and powerful, the ever victorious, the perpetually bored, was far more of a threat to him than one of my glares.

I sighed. “The game is so boring! This is going to be like the fourth year.”

“Fifth, actually,” Danielle said. “You took the throne in the first year, and you’ve defended it for three years running.”

I slammed my hand down on the table. Everyone looked up in surprise, suddenly paying attention. It irritated me to no end that they just treated this like it was a gravy train that was going to keep rolling on forever. It irritated me even more that they didn’t seem to care whether or not I was having fun as long as the gravy train was chugging down the tracks. Wasn’t the whole damn point of playing a game like this having fun?

Well Alternate Realms hadn’t been much fun for me in awhile. Show up at an event. Give everyone a special blessing that only the queen could bestow. Deal with some court intrigue, but not much because everyone in all the factions were so terrified of crossing me and losing favor that they never bothered to make a move against me, and pack it all up at the end of the event.

At least ARealms was nice enough to pay for us to go to all of these events. They’d also been nice enough to schedule the next Gathering, the biggest they’d ever hosted, just a few short hours from my home city. Everyone else in the group was stoked.

I wish I could feel the same way.

“Give me one good reason why I should go to this thing,” I said.

“If you don’t then ARealms will give the crown to someone else and we’ll have to start paying to attend these events again,” Trevor pointed out.

“I’m failing to see how that’s my problem,” I said.

“You’re also sort of contractually obligated to show up at those things as long as you’re the queen and they’re paying us to come out,” Danielle said. “If you agreed to come to one of their things and then didn’t show they could probably sue you for breach of contract or something.”

I buried my head in my hands and started massaging at my temples. I wanted to play a new game. Sure Alternate Realms had been fucking awesome when it came out. Combining live action role-playing with a phone app that tracked all your statistics for you and updated them live and on the fly? I could kiss the genius son-of-a-bitch who came up with that idea. Actually I had kissed half of the duo that came up with the initial idea. I kissed her quite thoroughly and all over at Gathering 2 or 3. They were all starting to run together. Hot and rich? I was all about that until she also turned out to be dreadfully boring when talking about anything other than this game.

This damn game. I happened to get in early, take over, and now I couldn’t get anyone to attack me and make things interesting. I was like a mafia don who everyone was afraid to approach, and it was making everything so dull. The idea of going to one more of these Gatherings had all the appeal of getting a tooth drilled without any anesthetic, only less fun.

“What if I just fake a sickness to get out of it?” I asked.

“Why are you so intent about getting out of it anyways?” Trevor asked.

“Because there are no new worlds to conquer! I’m at the top of the game and there’s nothing else to do but look pretty and wave. I’m less useful than the Queen of fucking England. I’m a pretty ornament the company trots out talking about how great it is, but it sucks because no one ever comes at me.”

“So? It’s a pretty sweet gig you’ve got! Top player in the best AR game out there!” Danielle said.

I poked a finger at her and sent some of my fries spilling. I grimaced and wondered what all those players who stared at me when we were at ARealms events would think if they saw us sitting here in a fast food place talking about the game. Not that I should even be eating fries like that. They went straight to a couple parts of my body that meant I had to spend a lot of extra time in the gym keeping them under control.

“It’s a pretty sweet gig for you two, you mean. You show up and get to have all the fun of swishing around with the royal party, and then you get to go off and have your intrigues and your role-playing fun while I’m stuck in the palace waiting for other faction leaders to stop by and tell me how wonderful I am.”

“What about the groupies?” Trevor asked.

“You’ve never pulled a groupie in your life, Trev.”

I giggled and reached out to slap the hand Danielle offered for a high five. That burn was some seriously low hanging fruit, but it felt good. I was in a mood where I needed to snap at something. Needed to sink my claws in. Trevor just happened to be handy. The poor guy.

He retaliated by sticking his tongue out at me. Okay, not the classiest of moves, but then again it’s not like insulting his masculinity right out the gate was the classiest move on my part.

“I’m talking about you. If you don’t go to this thing then you’re going to miss out on all that primo fangirl tail you pull at these things every year.”

Danielle rolled her eyes. “Yeah right Trevor. Like appealing to her horniness is going to work.”

I stroked my chin for a moment and thought about that. A smile came to my face as I thought of some of the fun I’d had over the years. ARealms always put together a castle at the center of their playing field for me to hang out in, and ever since my dalliance with one of the co-founders, that had to be year two, there’d conveniently been a room in those castles that contained a little cot that was just big enough for two people. I figured that was a lasting “thank you” from Darla for all the fun we’d had that week two or three years ago.

“Actually the man might have a point. I do tend to have a lot of fun at those events,” I said.

Honestly it was starting to feel like my only love life came at these events. Not that it was surprising since it seemed like every other weekend I was being dragged to an event thanks to ARealms trying to expand their video gaming empire.

“You can’t be serious,” Danielle said.

“Hey, these things are my only social outlet since it’s the only thing we ever do. Give me a break!”

“I’ve got an even better reason for you to go to this thing. Better than any fangirl groupie you might run into who wants a roll in the hay with the queen just to say she did,” Danielle said.

I cocked an eyebrow. “What on earth could possibly be better than having a roll in the hay with some newbie who’s a little star struck? Because I’ve got a shortlist in my mind and none of it is really coming out on top.”

“Yeah? Well think about it. This is the biggest one of these things ARealms has ever put on. They’re flying in their best players from around the world. This isn’t the nationals. This thing is going to be international.”

“So?”

“So think about it! You’re not just going up against the best this country has to offer. You’ve beat all of them before. You’re going up against the best the world has to offer! You’ll be able to say you’re the best player in the whole world!”

“But I already am the best player in the whole world…”

“You sure about that?” Trevor asked. “We’ve never been to one of the international events before. Figures ARealms started footing the bill for international travel right when their big event is in our backyard. You don’t know that there isn’t someone lurking out there from another country who isn’t better than you.

I knew when I was being manipulated. As I looked at the smiles on both their faces I knew they were trying to pull a fast one on me. They were trying to get me to give in by appealing to my ego and vanity, and much to my annoyance it was working.

“You two are fucking devious. I want you to know that.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Danielle said.

“You’re trying to make this thing seem like it’ll actually be a challenge.”

“But it will be a challenge!” Danielle said. “Plus we’ll get to see all our friends…”

“You mean you’ll get to see that queen’s guard you shacked up with in the back room of the castle the last time we were at one of these events?”

Danielle’s face went pale. “You knew about that?”

Trevor barked out a laugh. “Dani dear, everyone knew about that! Those walls aren’t exactly soundproof, you know.”

Danielle’s face went from pale to bright red as she realized belatedly just how public her love life had become. Whoops. Not that I could blame her. We all hooked up at those things.

“I still don’t want to go.”

Both of them looked stunned. I almost wanted to smile. It was obvious the two of them had been expecting something like this so they’d worked up that routine between the two of them. Seeing the looks on their faces when they realized I was onto their bullshit and I wasn’t falling for it was classic.

“But we have to go!” Danielle whined. “I don’t care if you heard. I need another go with Ivan!”

“Ivan?” Trevor laughed again. “The guy’s name is Ivan? Seriously?”

“Shut up Trevor,” Danielle said. “You’re just mad that no guys ever hit on you.”

“Oh I don’t know about that. Let’s just say that a certain someone stole my heart when I was out negotiating with the thieves’ camp last year…”

“You slut! I had no idea he was gay!”

“Well Nathan isn’t, but his second in command Dave sure as hell is! It was a lot of fun playing the thief king and the captive royal messenger,” he said.

I rubbed my fingers against my temples. Once again I could see what they were doing, and it looked like we’d come full circle back to their initial attempt to entice me. If they weren’t going to lure me out there with the promise of fighting off some of the best players from around the world then they were going to try and remind me of the promise of knocking boots with some of the numerous attractive, and usually kinky and into role-playing, individuals who populated these events.

“Guys, the two of you really aren’t helping your case here.”

Both turned and looked at me with that same annoyed expression again. Both blinked in unison. Again it almost would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so damn irritating.

“It isn’t?”

“You’re just reminding me of all the creepers who come up and start hitting on me,” I said.

“So?” Danielle countered. “There might be lots of guys who creep on you, but eventually they figure out they’re barking up the wrong tree and you always find some pretty little thing to cuddle up with at night.”

I sighed. “You two aren’t going to give up on this until I give in, are you?”

Danielle leaned forward over the table, stabbing a ketchup covered fry in my direction and nearly causing some of that ketchup to go flying onto my shirt.

“Look at it this way, Erin. You know deep down you’re not going to give this up. The challenge, the groupies, all of that’s nice but it isn’t why you go to these things.”

“It isn’t?”

“Nope, it isn’t,” Trevor said. “You know it. We know it. You’re going to be in that car when it’s time to go out to the big event.”

“And why is that?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Because you’re not going to give this up. It’s the one time of year when a poor grad student becomes a star overnight complete with huge corporations paying you to show up and groupies throwing themselves at you. You’re addicted to that small slice of the good life, and you’re not going to give it up just because you’re bored with the game.”

I flipped Danielle the bird. She smiled and returned the gesture. At the end of the day my friends knew me far too well. They knew just how to manipulate me.

“I hate you. Now how early are we leaving?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: To the Gathering

 

Anna:

 

“This weekend is going to be so fucking awesome!” Colin said.

“You’re damn right it is!”

My phone started buzzing. I looked down, half expecting a call, but it was just another warning. Colin glanced over and then into his rear view mirror when he realized what my phone was telling me. An area-of-effect ward that was attached to my character was going off which meant there was a potential hostile coming up on us in the game, and coming up on us fast.

I flipped open the map portion of the game app. Out here on the open road it worked perfectly in a way that it just didn’t in enclosed buildings. Sure enough there was a red dot moving closer and closer. When I moved from the gameworld map overlay, a fantasyscape that bore absolutely no resemblance to the cornfields whizzing past outside, to the real world map it became even more obvious that this potential threat was coming up behind us rapidly and following the line of the Interstate.

“Hostile?” Colin asked.

“No way to know. I’m going to cloak us again.”

Colin sighed, but didn’t protest. Sure there were stories online about epic battles taking place on the highways. There were also concerned articles from reporters who didn’t know anything about the game interviewing cops who didn’t know anything about video games at all. Talking about accidents that had been caused by people playing Alternate Realms instead of paying attention to the road.

I didn’t see how playing Alternate Realms was any different than texting, but better to not get involved in one of those situations in the first place. I switched over to my spell screen and put up a cloaking spell that would keep us hidden from all but the highest level mages.

“Y’know we could just deactivate our characters until we get off the road,” Colin said.

“What would be the fun in that?” I asked. “If we do that then we don’t have people driving up on us thinking they’re getting easy pickings then seeing our characters disappear. Besides, this is the kind of fun we never get to enjoy back home. It’s a highway teeming with Alternate Realms players! How fun is that?”

“It’s the kind of fun that could get our characters killed before we even make it to the Gathering. You know what happens then.”

“Yeah, we have to wait until tomorrow to play unless someone can resurrect us. I don’t see what the big deal is there. The campground at the Gathering is a neutral zone where there’s no player versus player action, and we don’t go into the playing area until tomorrow morning anyways.”

“I guess you have a point. Besides, with that invisibility spell they might just think we chickened out and logged out,” Colin said.

“Not a chance. Our icons would show blue for a minute if we did that. This way we just disappear. This way they know there’s a shark swimming somewhere out there and they need to be careful.”

“You’re having too much fun with this,” Colin said.

“You know it!”

I was having too much fun with this. Normally I’d run into a few people playing Alternate Realms outside the office. Maybe I’d frag a kid who thought he was hot shit in a mall food court or take out somebody at a traffic light. Driving out to the annual gathering, though, was something else entirely. The highway was lousy with people cruising towards the big event, and most of them kept their characters flagged on the road. It meant that I was quite literally riding shotgun making sure nobody took out our characters on our way to the Gathering, and it really had the adrenaline pumping even though it was just a video game.

“Whoa, this asshole is coming up on us fast,” Colin said.

“I know. It’s like they don’t even know I can see them,” I said. I was still looking at the screen and if anything it seemed like that red dot coming towards us had picked up speed since I went invisible. 

“What are you talking about?” Colin asked.

I pointed to my screen. “Those people who were coming up behind us with their characters flagged? They picked up speed when I went invisible.”

“Yeah? I think they’re coming up behind us right now, and they’re not exactly obeying the rules of the road.”

“Huh. Maybe we should teach them a lesson?”

“No way Anna,” Colin said. “I don’t want to be a victim of Realms rage.”

I rolled my eyes. “You don’t seriously believe that bullshit, do you?”

“What about that guy out in Nevada?”

“You mean the guy who slept with his best friend’s sister, got the crap kicked out of him for it, and then the parents blamed it on Alternate Realms after the fact?”

“Oh. I didn’t hear the whole story.”

“You never do. Now are you ready to teach these assholes a lesson?”

Our conversation was interrupted by a frantic beeping from my phone. I looked down in time to see the game switch from the map view to the local grid. Basically a zoomed in map without all the detail that showed enemies and their spells coming at you. A fireball was streaking towards a car two cars back. Then the car jerked forward in the passing lane and another fireball streaked out towards the car right behind us.

“Huh. Looks like they’re hitting every car in the right lane,” I said. “And risking causing an accident in the process, I might add.”

“Makes sense. They can’t see us so they’re just attacking anything that moves because they know we’re out here somewhere.”

“Should I be worried? Do I need to log out?”

“Patience, Colin. Everyone who’s come by us on the road has been a scrub. I don’t see why these guys would be any different.”

I looked at the fireball they were firing off. Either they were trying to disguise how powerful they really were, entirely possible, or they weren’t all that high a level in the first place. I grinned.

“I don’t like that grin, Anna,” Colin said. “What are you up to?”

“Those assholes should know that a minnow doesn’t go poking every fish in the ocean when one of them might turn out to be a great white.”

I dug in my pack. Pulled out my trusty set of plastic Alternate Realms glasses. I plugged them into the audio jack on my phone and immediately little LEDs that looked for all the world like the display on one of those lame LED handhelds my brother still had lying around the bottom of his toy box when we were kids.

“Um, Anna? Isn’t that going to give us away?”

“Probably, but it doesn’t matter. They can’t touch us.”

The car pulled up next to ours. A guy in the passenger seat who looked like he was entirely too young to be going to the Gathering looked over and blinked when he saw me sitting there with my glasses on. They were distinctive enough, looking like slightly oversized safety goggles that glowed slightly from the LED overlay. I leaned past Colin and waved at them with a huge grin on my face that I hoped was sufficiently predatory, but from the way the guy flipped us off and started tapping on his phone he didn’t get the message.

Another fireball leapt out from their car towards ours. Though of course in the real world there was no indication that anything was going on. Well, aside from their car staying next to ours instead of passing. In the virtual world of Alternate Realms, though, everything happened fast. The display on my glasses told me a fireball was incoming and lines tracked as it came for me and went harmlessly right through. Down on my phone’s screen it showed the fireball moving from one side of the grid, through us, and to the other side.

I tapped a quick message into the local grid chat. Usually characters just spoke face to face, but the developers had helpfully put this feature in for the rare occasion, like driving, when face to face contact wasn’t possible.

“My turn! ;)”

I took a moment to decide what spell would work the best. There were so many to choose from. Ultimately I decided a nice jumping lightning spell would do the trick. There were three in the car, all of them flagged, and since they’d entered combat they couldn’t log out even if they could see their doom staring them down. I tapped the spell button on my phone and lightning shot out to their car, instantly killing all three of their characters.

The reaction was immediate. They started screaming and the guy slammed on his brakes, very nearly causing an accident with a massive pickup truck behind him that had been riding his ass because he was staying even with us instead of passing. They recovered without an accident, but I found my adrenaline pumping for a very different reason for a moment.

Okay, so maybe some of those stories about Alternate Realms causing accidents were true. Still, it would be that asshole’s fault for slamming on the brakes over a video game of all things.

“You nearly caused an accident,” Colin said.

“Correction. The prick in that car nearly caused an accident. I’m just playing a game in the passenger seat of a car being all responsible.”

“You’re cold, Anna.”

My stomach grumbled just as he said that. “Yeah, I might be cold, but I could do with a hot meal right about now.”

The car filled with now-deceased players drove past us again flipping us off. I looked up for a moment to return the gesture then looked back down. I couldn’t really make out much in the way of detail in their car, but I wanted to make sure they wouldn’t be able to recognize me when we got to the Gathering. No, if I was showing up at this thing then I didn’t want people to know how high level my character was. All the more fun when I did a big reveal.

“Making friends,” Colin said, his voice level.

“Hey, they deserved it. Now how about that food?”

Luckily there was a huge combination truck stop and diner at the next exit. The kind that can be found dotting the landscape on interstates all over the country. Trucks pulled in and out on one side while cars parked on the other side.

“A truck stop diner?” Colin asked, disdain dripping off his voice.

“What’s wrong with that? It’s good old fashioned Americana you’re eating!”

“How about we just get a soda and some chips and wait for a fast food joint down the road?”

I sighed and my stomach grumbled again. I could really go for some real food, but chips and a soda would do the trick and tide me over until we could find something more substantial.

“I’m not going to convince you to eat there?”

“And get a side of botulism or salmonella with my burger and fries? No thank you,” Colin said.

I sighed. Colin really could be fussy sometimes, and when he got like this there was no convincing him.

“You’re really going to be in for a shock when we’re roughing it at the Gathering,” I said. “Unless you think cooking around a campfire is as healthy as a restaurant that has health inspectors coming through on the regular.”

“I’ll take my chances until we get to the Gathering, thank you very much,” Colin said.

The rest area was pretty big. It was one of those massive deals that had showers and a whole section dedicated to the sort of things truckers would need on the road. Movies, radio equipment, mud flaps featuring scantily clad women. I gave that section a miss and headed for the chips. I was looking over a large selection of salty fattening deliciousness when I felt a buzz in my pocket.

I pulled my phone out, glanced down, and was immediately on guard. It was flashing red. Someone in this truck stop was logged in, and it definitely wasn’t Colin because I’d specifically flagged him as a friendly when I set up the ward. We might go at each other in the office, but for this trip we were the staunchest of allies.

The chips were forgotten. I pulled up a detect spell and the phone brought up a grid pointing off towards the diner. Okay, maybe it was a good thing we didn’t go in there after all. We might have been walking right into a trap. I watched the local map grid for a moment, but whoever was in there was staying still. They didn’t know someone was out here hunting them.

I grinned. Nice to know the precautions I’d taken were actually working.

I peered into the diner and my breath caught. I figured I’d find some players sitting in there enjoying a late lunch, but I hadn’t expected to see the queen herself sitting in there laughing with her friends. Holy shit!

And she was even more gorgeous in person than in those pictures. No, it was obvious watching her chatting with her friends that she had an easy grace about her that complimented her beauty. I felt weak in the knees as I stared, and then I caught myself. Staring was never a good thing, and it was a recipe for a quick death in Alternate Realms if they realized I was scoping them out. I leaned against the wall and struggled to catch my breath, and as I brought my breathing under control I realized I could hear their conversation.

“So how many confirmed kills is that?” a male voice asked.

“At least a dozen,” a second voice, female, said. I wondered if that was her majesty.

“Well they don’t really have a chance when her majesty is out throwing around the spells, do they?” a third female voice said. That meant the second one belonged to the queen. To Erin.

So. It seemed that her majesty was doing the same thing I was on the open road. It also seemed that her majesty was having one hell of a good time. Blood pumped behind my ears and I felt lightheaded. Both because this was the gorgeous Erin I’d been fantasizing about for most of the week sitting in there doing the mundane business of eating lunch at a greasy diner and because this was the queen of Alternate Realms sitting in there like a sitting duck just waiting for some opportunistic and powerful sorceress to have a little fun.

And it just so happened that I knew a friendly powerful sorceress who was willing to do something stupid in the name of a virtual dick measuring contest. Not that either of us had dicks, but the metaphor still worked well enough.

I pulled up my phone and quickly glanced through my list of spells trying to decide which one would be best for this situation. I had to move fast. At any moment I expected to hear the telltale beeping sound from one of their warding spells warning them that someone was looking through their spell list nearby and might mean them harm. The game was set to flag anybody who was a potential unfriendly.

The beeping never came. Could they really be sitting in there with no protections at all? Especially after they were bragging about all the people they’d taken out on the road? Were they really that overconfident?

There was also the possibility that they were just that good. That they didn’t need any warding spells because their characters were so powerful that they’d be able to knock out anything I threw at them. Only one way to find out though.

I decided on a fireball. Nice. Simple. Elegant. High enough level that it had a good chance of doing some serious damage even if it wasn’t going to take them out. I just wanted them to know there were some serious players in the room and then get the hell out of here. I didn’t want to start a war or anything.

I peered around the entrance to the diner again. Sure it wasn’t strictly necessary that I have line of sight in the real world as long as I had line of sight in the virtual world, but I wanted to see this. I wanted to see the first real challenge I was going to face on my way to the Gathering. I hit the fire button and my phone switched to the local grid.

The fireball flew out and my phone made the telltale sound at full volume, the game was set to override every mute setting short of ripping the speaker out of your phone. Their reaction was immediate and comical. The guy actually ducked under their table, as though that would do him any good. The reaction was also too late. On screen my fireball slammed into the dots representing their characters. It landed with a spectacular animation that showed splash damage being done to all three.

“What the hell!” the guy screamed from his hiding spot under the table.

The death notification rang out across the diner. I blinked. Did I really just take out the queen? Did that mean I was queen too now, or did the assassination have to be done at the Gathering to be legally binding? The dude and the girl, not Erin the queen, looked down at their phones and started swearing up a storm. The few other people in the diner were looking around as though they expected an attack to come from somewhere, though they looked more the trucker type and less the Alternate Realms type so they were probably okay.

Erin merely looked down at her phone, calm as could be, and then looked up. Straight at me. We locked eyes and I was paralyzed. That gaze. Those eyes. That face. I was under a spell that was setting me on fire and it had nothing to do with any of the spells in Alternate Realms.

“What’s going on? I thought I heard AR death sounds over here,” Colin said, ripping me away from Erin and her hypnotic gaze.

That question brought me back to reality. Or back to Alternate Reality. I’d just thrown a fireball at the queen of Alternate Realms and killed two of her friends in the offing. Sure it was their fault for not being prepared, but I had a feeling that retribution was going to be swift and messy. I grabbed Colin by the arm and yanked him towards the exit.

“What are you doing? I haven’t paid for this stuff yet!”

I batted the chips and soda out of his hand. “No time for that. We need to get the hell out of here. Now!”

We reached the door and I turned to look towards the diner one last time. She was standing there. The queen. Erin. Staring at me. I expected my character’s imminent death, but instead a small smile played across her face and she nodded ever so slightly. A gesture of respect.

“What the… holy shit!” Colin said, his eyes finally falling on the queen and probably putting together at least part of what had just happened. “What did you do Anna?”

There’d be plenty of time to explain later. For now I grabbed him again and pulled him out of the diner, thankful that I was going to survive this encounter with the queen and not incur her wrath. Disappointed that I didn’t actually get to meet her, talk with her, and maybe explore some strong feelings on the other end of the emotional spectrum.

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: Digital Destruction

 

Erin:

 

I stared at the girl for a moment. There was just something about her that drew my attention. She had the whole cute girl next door thing going for her with a dusting of freckles on her cheeks that I just wanted to kiss.

There was no doubt in my mind she was the one who’d just attacked us. I didn’t even need to look at the local map grid on my phone or pull out my glasses, a custom set given to me by the development team at ARealms, to know that she was flagged and logged into the game.

No, the panicked way she was bolting for the door and tossing food out of her friend’s hands made it obvious enough who she was. Someone who didn’t want to get caught. Someone who was in a hurry to get the hell out of Dodge.

Someone who set my pulse racing when she turned to look at me and bit her lip.

Damn.

Then she was gone. The door to the gas station portion of the rest stop chimed as they stepped through.

“Did you see who did it?” Danielle asked. “I was tracking someone logged in on the local grid, but it wasn’t giving me a lock on them because my character was dead.”

“No,” I lied. “Didn’t see anyone.”

I’m not sure why I lied. It’s not like it would be a big deal to let them know there was a stunningly beautiful girl out there who was obviously a pretty high level magic user with some skill in using that magic. That was the sort of thing that gave you an edge at the Gathering.

But no. I wanted to save that moment, that sexy look while she was biting her lip, just for me. Besides, having a shark like that swimming amongst the minnows when they didn’t even realize it had the potential to make things interesting at this year’s Gathering.

I desperately needed something to keep things interesting. Taking potshots at people driving to the Gathering was boring no matter how much I acted like it was a good time around Danielle and Trevor. It was just an indication that I could look forward to more of the same old same old this year.

“So who do you think it was?” Danielle asked. She was peering at a trucker whose T-shirt was doing a completely inadequate job of containing his massive gut. It was a wonder the guy could get behind the wheel of his truck with a stomach of that size. As though any of those guys would be playing Alternate Realms.

Something told me the interstate system was probably pretty devoid of Alternate Realms players at any other time of the year.

It suddenly occurred to me that I could have some fun with this though. Maybe try and keep Danielle and Trevor on their toes while at the same time getting the rumor mill going when we reached the Gathering. I wasn’t above stirring the pot occasionally. Especially since stirring the pot was the only fun left to me considering that before ten minutes ago it had been years since someone had attacked me.

“Finding us in the diner like that was too convenient,” I said. “People know what city I live in and they know the likeliest route I’m going to take to get to the Gathering. It’s obvious someone out there in one of the factions is trying to move against us.”

Danielle blinked. “Seriously? You think that was deliberate?”

I didn’t think anything of the sort, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. I almost felt bad about using my friend like this, but I knew there was no better way to get a rumor started than by letting a detail drop to Trevor or Danielle. They enjoyed having inside knowledge, one of the perks of being best friends with the queen, and what better way to show off that insider knowledge than by spreading the good gossip their positions afforded them?

“It does make sense,” Daniele said.

“Of course it makes sense. A fireball aimed right at me? That screams assassin!”

The girl I saw seemed like anything but. She had a smile on her face and a twinkle in her eye that I recognized. I felt a kinship with that girl even though I hadn’t even gotten a chance to talk to her. I recognized the look of someone who was stirring the pot just because the pot was there and it looked like fun.

No, what happened here is there was a new player traveling to the Gathering. A very powerful and crafty player who knew her business and managed to get the drop on my friends even if I’d been prepared. A player who might provide a challenge once we got to the Gathering, and I found myself looking forward to that almost as much as I was looking forward to the opportunity to spend more time with that beauty.

Assuming I could find her in the thousands of people who were attending. I wasn’t too worried, though. If she was audacious enough to try and take me on in a rest stop diner then I had a good feeling we’d be seeing each other again at the Gathering.

“Whoever it was, they managed to get both of us,” Danielle said.

“Oh I know. I heard the notification right after the fireball went off. Sloppy.”

“Tell me about it. Sending out a fireball like that? I mean what were they thinking?”

“I was referring to you and Trevor when I said it was sloppy. You both got yourselves killed. I don’t know why you’re going on about what a bad player the person who got the drop on you was.”

“Hey!”

Danielle sounded insulted, but there wasn’t much heat to her voice. I turned to her and she was blushing. Obviously it embarrassed her that someone got the drop on her and now she was compensating, but I wasn’t going to put up with that crap. If someone took you out then you owned it and learned from it.

The problem was that Danielle and Trevor had spent so much time enjoying the ride on my metaphorical coattails that they’d forgotten how to play the game. That was assuming they ever really knew how to play it in the first place. The jury was still out on that one.

“So are you going to resurrect me?” Danielle asked.

I turned and arched an eyebrow. No words were necessary. Danielle sighed and put her hands on her hips.

“Come on. You’re not going to get pissy now of all times, are you? You need us to protect you!”

“Protect me? I’m the only one who’s done anything on this trip, and the one time we come under a real attack the two of you get killed leaving me to fend for myself!”

“How did you survive that anyways?” Danielle asked.

“That’s for people who actually survive in this game to know,” I said.

It was simple enough. I’d taken the time to set up a couple of shielding spells that took the brunt of the damage when that fireball went off. Of course that also had the unintended consequence of deflecting and amplifying most of the damage from said fireball onto my friends’ characters killing them instantly, but that was as much their fault for not bothering with their own protection as it was mine for picking something that put the people surrounding me in more danger than usual.

Still, I knew she wasn’t going to let up until I told her how I survived, and I wasn’t going to go into it with her. The last thing I wanted was to get into another spirited discussion about her and Trevor’s habit of ignoring basic fundamentals. So instead I pulled up my spells and cast one that brought her character back into the realm of the living, though with a lot less health than she’d usually have if she was ready for a fight.

The resurrection sound piped from the game on her phone. She looked down with a smile that quickly turned to a frown.

“You used a low level rez spell on me? Seriously?”

“Think of it as a lesson in being more prepared. I can’t protect the two of you all the time, you know,” I said.

Danielle sighed and then groaned in frustration. “Fine mom. Anything else?”

“Go take care of Trevor and then we’ll head out. And make sure to get a receipt so we can comp ARealms for this.”

“Sure thing,” Danielle said. “You’re not coming?”

“I’m going to hang out here for a few and run guard duty. Make sure nothing else crazy happens while we’re trying to pull together.”

“Would be easier if you gave me a full resurrection instead of this halfassed stuff,” Danielle muttered as she went back into the diner.

I ignored her. She had no way of knowing there was no real threat out there. Just the hope on my part that the specter of a real threat might be enough to whip her and Trevor out of the complacency they’d developed from their years in the royal entourage.

Instead I moved over to the front entrance and looked out. They weren’t out there. I’m not sure what I was expecting considering how quickly they’d been trying to get away from me. Maybe she was afraid I was going to try and retaliate instead of just being impressed that someone had a pair big enough to take a shot at me. Not to mention being distracted by the sexy, but that was neither here nor there.

I really hoped I’d run into that girl at the Gathering. Sexy and confident. It seemed like an interesting combination. If she was interested in girls, something that seemed like a definite possibility considering the way she bit her lip when she looked at me, then it would be yahtzee all around.

“We’ll have to be on our guard at the Gathering,” Danielle said, coming up behind me and distracting me from thoughts of my sexy virtual assailant. It pleased me that Danielle was already thinking in terms of being careful.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw Trevor standing beside her with a properly embarrassed look on his face. No words were necessary with him either. He sighed and rolled his eyes when I looked at him. Yeah, he knew he’d screwed up. It had been so long since anyone attacked us that they just assumed it couldn’t happen. They were overconfident and needed to be knocked down a peg or two.

I could do without the peg knocking, of course. The girl hadn’t managed to off my character despite trying with a pretty damn powerful spell.

“Just make sure you aren’t letting your guard down in the future,” I said. “That’s how you get offed. I just hope word of this doesn’t spread. Other people might get the idea that it’s open season on the Alternate Realms royalty.”

Trevor and Danielle exchanged wordless glances, though I didn’t need them to say anything. I knew exactly what was going on. They’d probably already been messaging their friends telling them all about what just happened and now they were trying to figure out if they should tell me or not.

“So are we ready to go?” I asked. “We need to get there early enough that I can go around to all the camps and give the pre-Gathering royal buffs.”

“Yeah, getting out of here sounds like a good idea,” Trevor said, seizing on the lifeline he didn’t know I was throwing him.

A few minutes later we were back on the open road and I had my phone out and my custom glasses on scanning the road. She was out there somewhere. A little voice told me that the girl was probably speeding well ahead of us to avoid any chance of us catching up and exacting revenge. That same little voice also whispered that someone that confident wouldn’t log out of the game.

Still, there was the chance that one of the many dots showing up on my map display when I cast a spell to reveal players could be her. I could hope. And if they weren’t then I could have a little fun with target practice to pass the time until we got to the Gathering.

A Gathering that I was truly looking forward to for the first time in years. That girl was going to be there somewhere, and I had to travel to each of the camps to give the queen’s blessing, an area of effect buff that had a very small radius which necessitated the queen traveling to most of the campfires at the Gathering.

Most years it was exhausting and just one more reason why I didn’t look forward to another live Alternate Realms event, but this year it meant I’d have the perfect opportunity to track down that mysterious girl.

I couldn’t wait to see her again.
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Love Games! Available at Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited!

 

 

 

 

 

 

More from Mia

 

Want to know when I release new sexy stories? Sure you do! Subscribe to the Mia Archer mailing list for all the latest updates and book news!

Sign up at: http://miaarcher.com/subscribe/

 

Thanks for downloading this story and supporting me! Check out my catalog, all now available on Kindle Unlimited:

The Mia Archer catalog, all your favorite romance in one convenient location!
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Falling in love wasn’t on Amber’s radar. Especially with another woman. Only life and love don’t have to make sense as she explores a new world with a secretive online lover!
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The boss trying to prove herself with a new intern. The intern who’s secretly the CEO’s daughter. A forbidden love that complicates everything. Who said love in the workplace was easy?
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Will life in the small town pull a budding relationship apart or bring them closer together than ever before?
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Anna and Erin were the best of the best looking for fun in their geeky game of choice, but they’ll discover there’s a thin line between love and competition!

 

 

[image:  ]

 

A holiday in the biggest amusement park in the world. A princess hiding her identity and sneaking into the park. A pretty band geek who’s about to get the surprise of her life. What could go wrong?
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Claire and Allison are star-crossed lovers who get a second chance at their five year reunion!
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Night Terror is the greatest villainess in the world, and she has to find a way to defeat sexy new superhero Fialux. Oh, and she’s totally in love with her new archenemy. What could go wrong?
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A spacefaring captain on a mission of revenge finds lust and love in the unlikeliest of places out amongst the stars.
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