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  For everyone who ever fed their last coin into a cabinet, convinced this was the run.

For the late nights, sore thumbs, flickering screens, and friendships forged under neon lights.

For the underdogs who learned that losing a round doesn’t mean losing the game.

And for the arcades we loved—may they live forever in our memories, our stories, and our high scores.
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  Insert Coin to Start

  
  




The bell above the door of Byte Club chimed as Jake Mercer slipped inside, the sound almost lost beneath the layered chaos of the arcade. Electronic bleeps overlapped with synthesised explosions, victory jingles clashed with defeat tones, and somewhere near the back, a pinball machine rattled like it was coming apart at the seams. The air smelled like warm plastic, soda syrup, and something faintly metallic—quarters rubbed smooth by thousands of hands.




Jake paused just inside the door, letting the noise wash over him.




This was his favourite moment of the day.




The grocery store still clung to him—his feet ached from standing behind a register for six hours, his ears still rang with the dull rhythm of scanner beeps and the endless Have a nice days. Out there, he was background noise. Another kid in a green apron, easy to overlook.




In here, the world made sense.




The CRT screens flickered in uneven rhythms, their curved glass glowing like portals into other lives. Pixelated heroes ran, jumped, fought, and died in endless loops. Games didn’t care where you came from, how much money you made, or whether anyone at school remembered your name. They only cared how well you played.




Jake pushed his hands into the pockets of his hoodie, feeling the reassuring weight of quarters shift and clink softly. He crossed the floor, weaving past clusters of kids and college-age regulars, until he reached the counter.




Ray Thompson looked up from the register, wire-rim glasses perched low on his nose. His hair had gone more salt than pepper over the years, and the lines around his eyes deepened when he smiled—which he did now, just slightly.




“Evenin’, kid,” Ray said.




Jake nodded back. “Hey, Ray.”




No small talk. No questions. Ray didn’t ask how work was or why Jake always came in looking like the day had chewed him up and spit him out. Ray understood the unspoken rules of Byte Club. You left the outside world at the door.




Ray slid a cold soda across the counter without asking. Jake fished out a few quarters and pushed them forward. Ray waved them away.




“On the house,” he said. “You’ve had a long one.”




Jake hesitated. “You sure?”




Ray gave him a look over the rim of his glasses. “You arguing with an old man?”




Jake cracked a smile and took the soda. “Thanks.”




As he popped the tab, he caught Ray’s gaze drifting past him—toward the door. A man in a suit stood just outside, checking his watch. He didn’t look like he belonged here. Too clean. Too sharp. The kind of guy who smelled like aftershave and paperwork.




Ray’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly before he turned back to the register.




Jake frowned, but the moment passed. People came and went all the time. Byte Club always survived.




He took a long pull from the soda and headed toward the back-left corner of the arcade, where his machine waited.




Galaxy Quest.




The cabinet was older than most of the others, its artwork faded from years of fluorescent light and cigarette smoke from a decade ago. The joystick leaned slightly to the right, and the second button stuck if you pressed it too hard. Jake knew all its quirks. He’d grown up with them.




He dropped a quarter into the slot.




The familiar clunk echoed like a heartbeat.




INSERT COIN




PRESS START




The opening chip tune filled his ears, bright and brave. Jake leaned forward, hands steady now, grocery store aches already fading. On screen, the pixelated explorer sprang to life, blaster in hand, ready to run headlong into danger.




This was where Jake belonged.




“Still hiding in the past, Mercer?”




Jake didn’t look up. He grinned.




Emily Carter slid into the booth beside the machine, her sketchbook already open across her knees. A pencil rested behind her ear, smudging graphite into her hair without her noticing. She wore one of her own designs—a loose t-shirt with a stylised joystick crossed over a pixel heart.




“It’s not hiding,” Jake said, guiding his character through a narrow corridor. “It’s appreciating the classics.”




Emily snorted. “You’ve been appreciating that game for, what, ten years?”




“Twelve,” Jake corrected. “And it still holds up.”




She leaned over, watching the screen. “You know there’s an entire fighting game revolution happening ten feet away, right? Real competition. Real crowds.”




Jake’s fingers tightened on the joystick as his character leapt over a pit of spikes. “I’m good where I am.”




Emily’s pencil scratched against paper as she sketched the cabinet, the glow of the screen reflected in Jake’s glasses. “You always say that.”




He lost a life. The familiar death jingle chimed.




“Besides,” he added, quieter, “those games aren’t for me.”




Emily glanced up at him then, her expression softening. She didn’t push. She never did.




Across the arcade, the crowd roared.




Jake didn’t have to look to know what was happening. He could hear it—the rhythmic button-mashing, the shouts of Ohhh! and No way! The kind of noise that followed one person wherever they went.




Marcus “Mack” Jennings.




Jake risked a glance over his shoulder.




Mack stood at the centre cabinet, shoulders relaxed, posture loose like this was the easiest thing in the world. His hands moved fast, confident, dancing over the controls of Turbo Brawl II. The screen flashed with combos and supers, health bars draining in brutal chunks.




Mack’s name glowed at the top of the leaderboard in bold red letters.




MACK




999,999




Someone groaned as their character hit the ground for the final time. Mack laughed, stepping back to let the next challenger in.




“Who’s up?” he called, cracking his knuckles. “Don’t be shy.”




Jake watched from the shadows of his corner, heart doing something stupid in his chest. Mack made it look effortless. Like the cabinet existed solely to make him look good.




Emily followed his gaze. “You could take him.”




Jake barked out a laugh. “In what universe?”




“You’ve got the reflexes. You’ve got the timing,” she said. “You just don’t have the guts.”




Jake returned his attention to Galaxy Quest, cheeks warming. “Not everyone wants to be king of the arcade.”




Emily smiled sadly, sketching again. “Some people are just scared to try.”




Jake didn’t answer.




The night rolled on. Quarters dropped. Games reset. Victories were celebrated, defeats forgotten moments later. Jake chased high scores on Galaxy Quest, inching closer to his personal best, the world narrowing to pixels and timing.




Between levels, he glanced back toward the counter.




Ray stood there again, speaking quietly with the man in the suit. The stranger gestured toward the arcade floor, then toward a clipboard. Ray shook his head. His shoulders looked heavier than usual.




Something twisted in Jake’s stomach.




Ray noticed him watching and forced a smile, giving Jake a small nod like everything was fine.




Jake turned back to the screen.




For now, he told himself.




The game resumed. The music swelled. His character ran forward, blaster raised, unaware of the obstacles ahead.




And for the moment, neither was Jake.
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The flyer appeared overnight.




Jake noticed it the moment he walked into Byte Club the next afternoon, even before the noise hit him properly. It was placed haphazardly on the side near the counter, bright yellow paper standing out against layers of faded posters and curling handwritten notices.




SUMMER SHOWDOWN TOURNAMENT




GRAND PRIZE: $500




The words seemed to hum, almost louder than the machines.




Jake slowed without realising it, his body drifting toward the counter while his mind lagged behind, trying to process what he was seeing. Five hundred dollars wasn’t pocket change. It was rent money. Car-repair money. The kind of number his parents argued about in low voices late at night.




He stared at the flyer longer than he meant to.




Ray stood behind the counter, carefully taping down one curling corner, pressing it flat with the patience of someone who wanted it to look important. When he straightened, he caught Jake watching and gave him a small, unreadable smile.




“Big deal, huh?” Ray said.




Jake shrugged automatically. “Guess so.”




Ray studied him for a beat, then nodded and went back to organising rolls of quarters. The unspoken exchange lingered in the air longer than the words.




Jake drifted deeper into the arcade, but his eyes kept pulling back to the flyer like it had gravity.




The buzz had already started.




Groups clustered beneath the corkboard, pointing, whispering, arguing about brackets and games and who’d stand a chance. Someone whistled low when they read the prize amount. Another kid immediately started bragging about how he was “taking it all.”




Mack’s laugh cut through the noise like a cymbal crash.




“Five hundred bucks?” he said loudly, leaning against the Turbo Brawl II cabinet with an arm slung casually over the top. “Guess I’ll finally buy the trophy a friend.”




The regulars laughed. Someone clapped him on the back. A few people groaned good-naturedly.




Jake watched from a distance, hands stuffed into his hoodie pockets. Mack looked completely at ease, like the tournament had been announced specifically for him. Like it was a formality.




Emily appeared at Jake’s side without warning, her sketchbook tucked under one arm. “You’re staring,” she said.




“No, I’m not.”




She followed his line of sight, then smirked. “You are.”




Jake looked away. “It’s just a flyer.”




“Mmm.” Emily popped the sound like she didn’t buy it for a second. “Funny. Because you’ve been standing in the same spot for, what, thirty seconds?”




“Timing high scores in my head,” Jake muttered.




Emily nudged him with her elbow. “You should enter.”




The words landed heavier than she probably intended.




Jake laughed, too fast. “Yeah, okay.”




“I’m serious.”




“So am I,” he said. “About not doing that.”




She turned to face him fully now, blocking his escape route. “Why not?”




He opened his mouth, then closed it. There were a dozen answers, all tangled together: because I’d embarrass myself, because everyone would watch, because Mack would crush me, because I don’t belong up there.




Instead, he said, “I don’t play those games.”




“You play games,” Emily countered.




“Different kind.”




She rolled her eyes. “You say that like it’s a personality trait.”




“It is.”




Emily sighed, then brightened suddenly. “Speaking of personality traits—look.”




She flipped her sketchbook open, revealing a fresh design. Bold block letters read HIGH SCORE OR BUST, the text wrapped around a pixelated joystick with a crack running down the middle like it had been slammed one too many times.




Jake grinned despite himself. “That’s good.”




“I know,” she said. “Thinking of printing a batch before the tournament.”




He studied the drawing, the clean lines, the confidence in it. “You’re really doing this, huh?”




She shrugged. “Someone’s gotta dress the champions.”




He snorted. “Bold of you to assume there’ll be more than one.”




She gave him a look. “You could be.”




The arcade around them surged and shifted—coins clinking, machines chiming, voices rising and falling—but Jake felt suddenly, acutely aware of himself. Of his hands. Of the heat creeping up his neck.




“I’m fine where I am,” he said quietly.




Emily didn’t argue. She just nodded, which somehow felt worse.




Byte Club had rules. Not the kind written on signs—though Ray did have a hand-lettered NO RUNNING taped crookedly near the bathroom—but the ones everyone knew without being told.




Rule one: no trash talk that crossed the line. Friendly jabs were fine. Cruelty wasn’t. Ray had zero tolerance for it, and everyone respected that. Anyone who didn’t usually didn’t last long.




Rule two: clap for newcomers. Always. Even if they lost in ten seconds flat. Especially if they lost in ten seconds flat.




Rule three: the leaderboard mattered.




Not officially, not on paper, but everyone knew where they stood. Mack at the top. A handful of regulars beneath him. Then the casuals, the kids, the tourists. And somewhere near the bottom—off the board entirely—were people like Jake.




Jake liked it there. No expectations. No eyes.




He drifted through the arcade, watching matches unfold, cheering at the right moments, nodding in recognition when someone pulled off a clean combo. He knew the games. He knew the strategies. He just didn’t step into the spotlight.




Ray watched him from behind the counter.




Later—much later, when the crowd thinned and the noise softened into a manageable hum—Ray called out, “Jake.”




Jake looked up. “Yeah?”




Ray gestured toward an empty fighting cabinet near the wall. “Come here.”




Jake hesitated, then obeyed.




Ray rested a hand on the cabinet, the plastic worn smooth beneath his palm. “Ever try this one?”




Jake shook his head. “Not really.”




“Well,” Ray said lightly, fishing a quarter from his pocket, “no time like the present.”




He dropped it into the slot.




Jake stared at the screen as it flickered to life. “Ray, I—”




“Just to try,” Ray said. “On me.”




A couple of nearby regulars glanced over with interest. Someone murmured Jake’s name.




Jake’s stomach flipped.




He took the controls, fingers stiff, suddenly very aware of how unfamiliar everything felt. The character select screen blinked impatiently. He chose at random.




The match started.




He lasted maybe fifteen seconds.




His character jumped when he meant to block, whiffed attacks into empty air, and got juggled into oblivion before he could even figure out which button did what.




The defeat screen flashed.




There was a beat of silence—then a few chuckles. Not mean. Not cruel. But unmistakable.




Jake stepped back quickly, heat flooding his face.




Mack appeared at his side, clapping him on the shoulder with a grin. “Hey, everyone’s gotta start somewhere.”




Jake forced a smile. “Yeah.”




Mack leaned in. “You got heart, kid. Just need practice.”




The words were meant kindly, but they landed wrong. Jake nodded, mumbled something, and retreated.




Emily watched him go, her smile fading.




That night, Jake lay awake in his narrow bed, staring at the ceiling fan as it clicked unevenly overhead. The flyer replayed in his mind, bright yellow against corkboard brown.




SUMMER SHOWDOWN.




He imagined himself standing at a cabinet, crowd behind him, hands steady instead of shaking. He imagined losing—and surviving it.




The thought scared him.




The thought thrilled him.




For the first time, the idea wouldn’t leave him alone.




Somewhere deep inside, a quiet voice whispered that maybe—just maybe—he didn’t have to stay invisible forever.
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The bell over the door rang again sometime after seven, but Jake barely noticed at first.




He was halfway through a run on Galaxy Quest, fingers loose on the joystick, eyes tracking the rhythm of enemy patterns he’d memorised years ago. The arcade was busy for a weeknight—summer had that effect—but it was the same familiar noise: laughter, button-mashing, the layered music of a dozen different games bleeding into one another.




Then something shifted.




It wasn’t a sound so much as a pause. A hitch in the rhythm of Byte Club, like the place itself had inhaled.




Jake lost a life and glanced up.




A girl stood just inside the entrance, framed by neon and flickering fluorescent light. She looked out of place and perfectly at home all at once. A duffel bag hung from one shoulder, worn but sturdy. Headphones rested around her neck, the thick-cushioned kind Jake had only ever seen in magazines. She wore ripped jeans, a dark jacket despite the heat, and an expression that suggested she was cataloguing everything she saw.




Not nervous. Not impressed.




Assessing.




Emily noticed her at the same time. “Who’s that?” she murmured, pencil pausing mid-sketch.




The girl’s eyes drifted across the room, past the racing cabinets and pinball machines, past the change machine and snack counter—until they locked onto the fighting game corner.




Jake followed her gaze instinctively.




Mack was holding court.




Turbo Brawl II’s attract screen had long since given way to flashing health bars and explosive effects. Mack’s character moved with fluid confidence, chaining combos together like muscle memory alone was enough to win. His friends crowded behind him, shouting advice he didn’t need and celebrating hits before they even landed.




“Come on, come on—ohhh!” someone yelled as Mack finished the round with a devastating super.




The cabinet chimed victory. Mack leaned back, grinning, arms raised slightly as the crowd groaned.




“That’s game,” he said easily. “Who’s next?”




The girl watched the exchange with open amusement. A corner of her mouth twitched—not impressed, Jake realised, but intrigued.




She stepped forward.




“Mind if I get next?”




Her voice cut cleanly through the noise. Calm. Confident. Not loud, but certain enough that people heard it anyway.




Mack turned, grin already loaded, clearly expecting another overeager challenger.




Instead, he paused.




Up close, she was younger than Jake had first thought. Maybe his age. Eighteen, nineteen at most. Her eyes were sharp, dark, and focused in a way that made it feel like she was looking through the cabinet, not at it.




Mack laughed. “Sure,” he said. “You played before?”




She shrugged, slipping the duffel bag from her shoulder and setting it down by the cabinet. “A little.”




Emily snorted quietly. “She’s about to get wrecked.”




Jake didn’t say anything.




He watched as the girl stepped up, rolled her shoulders once, and dropped a quarter into the slot. The sound—clunk—was somehow louder than usual.




She selected her character almost immediately, not scrolling, not hesitating. Jake didn’t miss that.




Mack chose his main, cracking his knuckles theatrically. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I go easy on first-timers.”




She smiled at that. Not sweetly. Sharply.




“Please don’t.”




The first round started.




At first, it looked like Mack’s match to lose. He pressed aggressively, forcing her into the corner, testing her reactions. She blocked more than she attacked, eating chip damage but staying composed.




“She’s turtling,” someone muttered behind Jake.




But Jake frowned. That wasn’t fear.




That was study.




Midway through the round, she moved. Not wildly—precisely. She punished one of Mack’s overextensions with a clean counter, then backed off again. Mack adjusted, pushing harder, finishing the round with a narrow win.




The crowd cheered politely.




Mack smirked. “Not bad.”




The second round started differently.




She was faster now. More confident. She baited Mack into the same move twice, punished him harder the second time. Her timing sharpened, her inputs cleaner. When Mack tried to apply pressure, she slipped out of it like water, landing hits Jake hadn’t even known were possible.




Emily leaned forward in her seat. “Wait…”




Mack lost the round.




The crowd murmured.




Mack laughed it off, but his shoulders tightened. “Okay,” he said. “Lucky round.”




The third round began.




And then it was like watching someone flip a switch.




She parried attacks with surgical precision, shutting down Mack’s strongest options. Every time he adapted, she adapted faster. She didn’t just react—she anticipated. The crowd fell quiet, the kind of quiet that only comes when people realise they’re witnessing something they didn’t expect.




Jake forgot to breathe.




Mack’s health bar melted away.




Final hit.




KO.




For a heartbeat, no one said anything.




Then the arcade erupted—not in cheers, but in shocked gasps, overlapping voices, disbelief.




“Did that just—”




“No way.”




“She beat him.”




Mack stared at the screen, then at her. Slowly, he grinned again, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Well,” he said, stepping back. “Guess Byte Club’s got some new blood.”




She extended a hand. “Sarah.”




He shook it. “Mack.”




Jake noticed the way Mack’s grip lingered half a second too long.




Ray appeared beside the cabinet like he’d been summoned by the upset itself. His eyes were bright, alert in a way Jake hadn’t seen in a while.




“Well, I’ll be,” Ray said. “You just walked in and knocked the king off his throne.”




Sarah laughed softly. “Didn’t know he was royalty.”




Ray smiled. “Name’s Ray. Welcome to Byte Club.”




“Sarah,” she said again. “Just moved into town. Figured I’d see if this place spoke my language.”




Ray’s smile widened. “I think it just did.”




Jake watched all of this from his corner, heart thudding strangely. The fighting game crowd slowly dispersed, buzzing with speculation. Mack’s friends clapped him on the back, teasing him about the loss, but Jake could see it—something unsettled beneath the jokes.




Emily leaned back, stunned. “Okay,” she said. “I stand corrected.”




Jake nodded absently.




Sarah glanced around then, eyes drifting—briefly—toward the back-left corner. For a split second, her gaze met Jake’s.




It felt like being seen.




Not in a threatening way. In a curious one.




Jake looked away first, suddenly very aware of his hoodie, his old cabinet, the way he was standing half-hidden like a background character. His screen flashed GAME OVER.




He didn’t immediately reach for another quarter.




For the rest of the night, Byte Club felt different.




Sarah didn’t dominate every cabinet—she wandered, watched, tested games the way Jake tested levels in Galaxy Quest. She laughed easily, talked to Ray like she’d known him for years, and drew curious glances wherever she went.




Mack kept playing, but Jake noticed the way he kept glancing toward her between matches.




Emily kept sketching, though she tore out two pages before settling on something new.




And Jake sat at his cabinet, pretending to play, unable to shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted.




When Sarah finally left—headphones back around her neck, duffel bag slung over her shoulder—Jake watched the door long after it closed behind her.




Emily nudged him. “You okay?”




“Yeah,” he said, though he wasn’t sure it was true.




He dropped another quarter into Galaxy Quest.




The familiar music started up.




But for the first time in years, it didn’t feel like enough.
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By the next afternoon, Sarah Alvarez’s name had spread through Byte Club faster than any rumour Jake could remember.




It wasn’t just that she’d beaten Mack—that kind of thing happened occasionally, usually late at night when the crowd was thin and the winner could shrug it off as bad luck. No, Sarah had done it on a busy night. Prime time. Full audience. And she hadn’t fluked it. She’d dismantled him, round by round, calm and precise, like she’d been studying him for years instead of minutes.




Jake heard her name whispered before he even stepped through the door.




“That’s her cabinet.”




“New girl, right?”




“She parried Mack’s super. Did you see that?”




Byte Club buzzed with a different energy now—sharper, more electric. The arcade had always thrummed with competition, but this was something else. This felt like a shift.




Jake hesitated just inside the entrance, soda in hand, eyes instinctively searching the fighting game corner. Sarah was already there, leaning against a cabinet, duffel bag at her feet. She looked relaxed, one foot propped against the machine, laughing with someone Jake didn’t recognise.




Like she belonged.




Emily barrelled in behind him, nearly knocking his elbow. “There she is,” she said, low and gleeful. “Told you she’d be back.”




Jake swallowed. “I see her.”




“C’mon,” Emily said, grabbing his sleeve. “You can’t just stare at her like she’s a final boss.”




“I’m not staring.”




“You absolutely are.”




Before he could protest, Emily dragged him across the floor, weaving between cabinets and clusters of players. Jake’s heart kicked up with every step. He wasn’t sure why—he’d watched hundreds of people play here over the years. But Sarah felt… different. Like a new variable the game hadn’t warned him about.




She noticed them approaching and turned, eyes sharp but curious.




“Hey,” Emily said brightly. “I’m Emily. This is Jake.”




Jake lifted a hand in what he hoped passed for a wave.




Sarah’s gaze flicked to his chest, and her mouth curved into a grin. “Galaxy Quest?”




Jake blinked. “Yeah.”




“No way.” She leaned closer, examining the faded logo on his shirt. “Level three. Ice Caverns. Best soundtrack in the game.”




Jake stared at her. “The bassline when the enemies spawn?”




She snapped her fingers. “Exactly.”




Emily glanced between them, eyebrows rising. “Okay, wow. Did not expect that.”




Jake felt heat creep up his neck. “Most people don’t even remember that game.”




Sarah shrugged. “Most people have bad taste.”




Something loosened in Jake’s chest. He smiled before he could stop himself.




Across the room, Mack laughed loudly as he finished another match, but his eyes flicked toward them—and lingered.




“So,” Sarah said, shifting her weight, “you play Turbo Brawl?”




Jake shook his head too fast. “Not really.”




Emily snorted. “He plays everything except fighting games.”




Sarah tilted her head. “Why?”




Jake opened his mouth, then closed it. He didn’t know how to explain that fighting games felt like stepping into a spotlight he hadn’t earned.




“They’re intense,” he said finally.




“That’s the fun part.”




She nodded toward an empty cabinet. “Wanna try?”




Jake’s stomach flipped. “Uh—”




“He’s terrible,” Emily said helpfully.




Sarah laughed. “Perfect. So am I.”




Jake gave Emily a look. She widened her eyes in silent encouragement.




“Just one,” Jake said. “And I’m warning you—I button mash.”




Sarah dropped a quarter into the slot. “Everybody starts somewhere.”




They sat.




The screen flared to life, character select music thumping. Jake hovered awkwardly over the joystick, fingers stiff. Sarah picked her fighter without hesitation.




“Okay,” she said, glancing sideways at him. “Basic rule: don’t panic.”




Jake laughed nervously. “That’s my speciality.”




The match started.




He panicked.




Jake mashed buttons, jumped when he shouldn’t, attacked when blocking would’ve saved him. Sarah blocked effortlessly, countering just enough to keep him engaged without wiping him out immediately.




“Okay,” she said, calm, “see that opening? After that kick, you can hit heavy.”




He tried. Missed.




“That’s fine. Again.”




The crowd around them wasn’t huge, but a few people watched, curious. Jake felt his face burn, but Sarah didn’t smirk or sigh. She stayed focused, talking him through it.




“Now block—good. Now punish.”




He landed a hit.




It barely chipped her health bar, but the impact sent a jolt through him like electricity.




“Oh,” he breathed.




Sarah grinned. “There you go.”




He still lost. Badly. But it didn’t feel like failure. It felt like learning.




When the match ended, Jake leaned back, exhaling hard. “You’re really good.”




“So are you,” she said easily. “You just don’t know it yet.”




From across the arcade, Mack watched, arms crossed, jaw tight. This was supposed to be his space. His audience. And now—now someone else had walked in and rearranged the furniture.




Ray noticed too.




He leaned against the counter, polishing a glass that didn’t need it, eyes tracking the shifting currents. Jake—usually tucked into his corner—was leaning forward, engaged. Sarah moved like she’d been here for years. And Mack… Mack looked like a king realising his crown wasn’t welded on.




Jake lost three more matches. Each one stung less than the last.




By the time he stepped outside with Emily later that night, the air felt cooler, sharper. The neon sign buzzed overhead, bathing the sidewalk in pink and blue.




Emily bumped his shoulder. “See? Not so scary.”




Jake smiled, still replaying moments in his head. The timing. The reads. The way Sarah hadn’t laughed when he messed up.




“I kinda want to try again,” he admitted.




Emily’s grin softened. “Yeah. I figured.”




As Jake walked home, the image of the tournament flyer—still pinned on the corkboard—floated into his mind.




For the first time, he didn’t immediately look away.
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Jake Mercer’s world shrank the moment he stepped through the front door of his apartment.


The arcade noise vanished, replaced by the low hum of a refrigerator that sounded like it was constantly on the verge of giving up. The air smelled faintly of laundry detergent and reheated leftovers. The living room light was off, but the television glowed anyway—an old boxy set perched on a crooked stand, rabbit-ear antennas angled just right to keep the picture from dissolving into snow.


Jake kicked off his shoes and let his backpack slide to the floor. His shift at the grocery store had ended hours ago, but the day still clung to him, heavy and stubborn. He loosened his hoodie, rubbing at the back of his neck as if he could physically remove the feeling that his life was already set on a track he hadn’t chosen.


His parents weren’t home yet. They rarely were.


His Mom worked nights at the nursing home three days a week and doubles on weekends. His dad bounced between warehouse shifts and whatever overtime he could grab. When they were home, they were tired. When they weren’t, the apartment felt like a waiting room.


Jake crossed the living room and dropped onto the couch, springs groaning beneath his weight. He picked up the controller resting on the coffee table—its cord frayed near the plug, taped together with electrical tape—and powered on his old console.


The startup chime played, thin
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