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      Warning signals flashed a bright red. Laser fire splattered across his forward view, the energy battling against his shields. His Legion X4 Trident fighter craft couldn’t take much more from the Tyral Pirates bearing down on him from above.

      He yanked back, the stick crackling under stress. The stars spun as he veered away from his attackers, flying deeper into the asteroid field, banking and turning as he increased speed. He checked his sensors; three pirates still on his tail, one closer than the others. He risked a glance in his rear view. The pirates in their modified Tridents pursued like bloodhounds catching a fresh scent.

      “Could use a little help, Razor,” Austin Stone said under his breath.

      Razor engaged a pair of fighters on the far side of the asteroid field. They had split up in the furball of spacecraft that was crashing together during the start of the engagement: Razor taking the four bogeys on the right, Austin zeroing in on the other three. Razor made quick work of the first two pirate craft, knocking them out with missile fire. Austin did the same with the first bogey, but the other two refused to go down.

      Four new pirate Tridents appeared, bearing down from the rear. The incoming bogeys were too far away for identification. Austin wondered if one of them might be Scorpion.

      “Razor,” he said, pressing the headset microphone closer to his mouth, “we’ve got more bogeys coming in. Looks like they’ve just spawned.”

      He glanced at the time; it was almost over.

      Pulling the Trident’s power from the shields to the engines, Austin veered his fighter around one of the larger asteroids, nearly skipping across the surface of the massive rock. Crimson lasers flashed past his fighter’s nose, blasting asteroid chunks into space. A little faster and he would be out of sight. When the laser fire stopped, he escaped the enemy’s crosshairs. He slammed his engines into full reverse, spinning the Trident horizontally and bringing his fighter to a full stop. Keying for missile activation, his fingers rested on the trigger. He watched the asteroid spin for a moment before his prey zipped around the edge of the rock. Austin fired.

      The cockpit image rocked as the missile shot forward. His enemy had fired off two laser bursts, but it was too late. Austin smiled as the missile struck the enemy’s cockpit and the pirate exploded.

      “Nice shot, Rock,” Razor said, his voice surrounded with static.

      Austin glanced at the sensors; the four incoming bogeys flew alone. Razor had taken out his two targets and the remaining bogey on his tail. “Good. We’ve got less than two minutes.”

      He balanced the power systems, diverting energy back into the shields. He brought the Trident over the giant asteroid. The four incoming pirate fighters flew in a tight formation. He keyed for a twelve o’clock view. Above, sulking behind a perfectly sized asteroid, floated the darkened silhouette of Razor’s Trident. Razor had powered down the fighter to avoid being picked up on a sensor sweep, but left the wings lowered below the fuselage.

      Good idea, Austin thought. I’ll draw them out.

      He popped his knuckles and rested his right hand on the stick. His fingers flew across the keys, diverting most of the shield power forward while putting the remaining energy into the engines. He glanced down: one missile left. It would be just enough for his plan to work.

      The Trident shot forward like a dart and Austin watched his speed reach maximum. Alerted to his presence, the four bogeys split into pairs. One pair maneuvered right while the other remained focused on him. He keyed for missile activation and tried for a lock. The moment his crosshairs settled on the lead fighter, the target craft pulled up. He changed course to match. Two more seconds and he would have him. Despite enemy fire pelting his fighter’s underbelly, he remained trained on his mark.

      The warning tone screeched. His display flashed red: Shields were down thirty percent. His crosshairs finally showed a lock; the steady high-pitched buzz of the missile gearing up filled the air. He squeezed the trigger and watched the missile smash into his enemy. The pirate fighter disintegrated, but three more bore down on him.

      He pulled back on the stick and turned for safety, speeding towards the same massive rock that had saved him before.

      As enemy laser bolts filled the space around him, Austin pulled left and back again, zigzagging across the asteroid field, avoiding spinning rocks and pirate fire. His shields dropped to ten percent. He pressed two keys and shifted all power to the engines and rear shields. The cockpit controls sizzled, sparks showering the display.

      Razor erupted from his hiding place, his lasers spitting a lethal red onslaught. The fire shattered into an enemy fighter, sending it twirling into the asteroids. Another craft spun away damaged, crashing into a cloud of smaller rocks. The remaining pirate veered for the safety of an asteroid cluster. Austin changed course to pursue.

      He diverted all power into his lasers, leaving his shields with none, and squeezed off two bursts. He missed. The identification of the enemy fighter popped on the display as his crosshairs fell on the target.

      “I knew it,” he said.

      Scorpion.

      “I’m going after him.”

      Austin looked at the sensors. Razor’s Trident flew out of position, but he banked left to swing back into the fight. Austin was closer to the final enemy. He blinked away fatigue and sat up in his seat.

      “Come on, come on,” Austin said, squeezing off several shots. His damaged Trident strained as he coaxed more power out of the engines.

      Scorpion’s Trident reached the asteroid cluster and shot upward, disappearing behind the rocks. Austin pulled back gently on the stick and rested his crosshairs on the top half of the cluster. The moment Scorpion decided to make his big reveal, it would be all over, and they would finally have victory. His pulse quickened. He pressed forward toward the top of the cluster. His fingers rested on the trigger as he waited on Scorpion to fly out into the open. A shadow passed over his crosshairs, and he fired.

      An asteroid shattered into pieces. Austin sank into his seat and exhaled, cursing himself for giving away his position.

      “Rock,” Razor said, “he’s looped back around the bottom of that cluster! Get out of there!”

      His earphones released the familiar high-pitched wail, signaling Scorpion had missile lock. Austin pulled back on the stick and sent the stars spinning. He keyed for a flare in hopes that it would divert the inbound missile. Austin watched the small red dot on his sensors inch closer. He put power into his shields and saw it fluctuating at ten percent. After searching for a solution, he released the stick as the missile made contact and everything went dark.

      Austin gazed at the dark green text on the screen:

      
        
        Game Over
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        * * *

      

      He waited for the session report. When the screen updated, his friend Josh Morris, nicknamed Razor, had eight kills in the ten-minute match. Austin had three. It wasn’t too bad considering it was the elite server. The session report transitioned to the server’s overall standings. The best of the best competed on the elite server and Austin, sitting at number six in the standings, was as good a pilot online as anyone else. Of course, Josh edged him in the standings, currently second only to Scorpion, who boasted thousands of kills without a single defeat. Somehow, Scorpion always showed up when they were having a perfect session.

      Austin slipped off his headset and buried his face in his hands. The computer beeped, notifying him of an instant message.

      RAZOR: Tough break tonight man.

      ROCK: Yeah. You get him?

      RAZOR: No. We chased around the ‘roid field for a while, but I couldn’t get him. Session timed out. Nite.

      ROCK: Right. See you tomorrow.

      Austin logged out and turned off the monitor. He spun his chair around to face his room. A collage of sports posters, spaceships, and bikini-clad women covered the walls, including an eight-by-ten image of the Trident, the best fighter on all the servers. Dirty clothing topped with empty bags of chips and pretzels littered the floor, concealing the carpet. Laundry doesn’t get done on Labor Day weekend.

      He sighed. The special online tournament of Star Runners would end at midnight and the weekend would be over. His skin stuck to the back of the old leather chair as he stood and stretched. Kicking over a pile of dirty shirts, he stumbled to the door and walked down the hall.

      The dark living room flickered in the blue light of late-night television. His mother was slumped on the couch, one leg draped over the coffee table while the other was stretched on the armrest. A melting carton of ice cream sat on the side table. It squished as he picked it up.

      “Cal? Is that you?”

      Austin winced. “No, Mom. Just me.”

      She mumbled and tucked in her legs. Austin placed the ice cream in the freezer, grabbed a grape-flavored Popsicle and closed the door. Shuffling his feet across the carpet, he ignored the fact he had to go back to school tomorrow. He picked up the blanket from behind the couch and placed it over his mother. She murmured.

      He sat in the recliner and flipped stations, passing the nightly dramas and ending on the news. According to the weather lady, it would be a stormy week. Perfect.

      Austin turned the TV off and looked at his sleeping mother. He stood and stretched. The clock ticked above the fireplace and rang the bell to announce it was eleven o’clock. He exhaled and went to his room, leaving Mom in the living room.

      As he shut the door, he glanced at his computer. He looked at the alarm clock, then back at the computer. Josh is at the top of the standings, and Austin had settled for sixth.

      One more game won’t hurt.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm clock set off a muffled buzz. Austin rolled over to hit snooze but knocked the clock to the carpeted floor, his dirty laundry cushioning the fall. He grumbled, swinging his legs out from beneath the covers. He rubbed his eyes and leaned over to silence the alarm. As he stood, his tired reflection in the mirror stared back. His brown hair hung over eyes half shut. Dryness invaded his mouth. His elbow ached. He must have slept with his mouth hanging open and his arm off the edge of the bed.

      After a shower, Austin inched down the hallway. He stopped when he reached the kitchen. Mom sat at the table, staring into a bowl of soggy cereal. Her sandy-colored hair tangled in swirls and curls as it fell away from her head. She wore the same red T-shirt and tattered gray sweatpants as the day before. She gazed at him with bloodshot eyes for a moment before smiling.

      “Good morning.”

      Austin walked into the room, his socks sliding across cracked linoleum. “Morning.”

      He grabbed a breakfast bar with one hand and a glass in the other. Rubbing his elbow, he poured some milk and collapsed into the chair across from her. She studied him with light blue eyes.

      “How late were you up last night?”

      “I don’t know.” He crunched on the bar, tasting the sweetness of the strawberry center.

      “What do you mean, ‘I don’t know’?’”

      “I mean I don’t know. I didn’t check the time.”

      She pointed at his face. “You need to take better care of yourself, young man. You need to keep your grades up and stay healthy for ball in the spring.”

      “I’m seventeen, Mom, give me a break.”

      “Don’t give me that. If I didn’t say anything, you’d never leave that game. You’d still be in there. I sometimes wish your father had never bought you that computer.”

      She grimaced and stared at him for a moment. With worry creased between her eyes, she reached over the table and placed her soft hands over his. “I shouldn’t have said that, honey.”

      Austin grabbed his milk and drained it. “I have to go. I’ll be late for school.”

      He left her sitting alone with her rapidly dissolving cereal and lukewarm milk.
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        * * *

      

      The dull roar of the lunchroom surrounded him. The noise increased, each student yelling over the other. Laughter mixed with hushed profanity. School gossip spread around the tables. Austin sat with Josh on the far side of the lunchroom under the stained skylight. They sat in the designated area all seniors congregated to.

      Josh engulfed his second sandwich and grabbed a dozen chips, hurling them into his mouth. He glanced around the room as if he was waiting for something more exciting to happen. His leg bounced like a jackhammer under the table, his muscular frame barely fitting into the blue plastic chair. With his closely cropped hair and sharp blue eyes, Josh looked like a poster-boy for a military recruitment center.

      “You gonna eat that?” Josh asked, reaching for Austin’s bag of pretzels.

      “Go ahead.”

      Stealing the pretzels, Josh leaned back. Austin stared out the window at the sunlight. Beams of light shined down from the skylight, creating shimmering pools on the tile floors.

      “You ready for the game this weekend?” Austin asked.

      “I guess so,” Josh said and shrugged. He might be the best player in the region and one of the most prominent to play at Central High School, but he never cared too much about the game. “You coming?”

      “Sure, I’ll be there.”

      Josh glanced over his shoulder and leaned forward. “You up for Star Runners tonight?”

      He grinned.

      When they both bought Star Runners, it had been on the market for almost a year. The game’s popularity soared at first, and everyone at school talked about it. No longer a popular topic, Austin and Josh kept their addiction to themselves.

      “Sure, I think I could fit it in.”

      “Fit what in?”

      Josh’s eyes grew wide as Nicole Snell plopped down in the chair next to him, leaning on his shoulder. Her brown hair frizzed from her head, bouncing on her shoulders like it was alive. Her neon pink shirt glowed so bright it looked electrified, but the strength of her perfume quickly overpowered her fluorescent shirt.

      “Nothing, Nicole,” Josh said, the energy leaving his face.

      Nicole had followed Josh most of the year, always appearing just as he talked about Star Runners. She asked him another question just as a slap echoed across the lunchroom. Yellow and brown banana fragments launched into the air and landed on their table. Josh slammed his hands down and spun around. Banana oozed down his back, saturating his shirt. Austin stared, not sure what had happened.

      Josh marched toward the source of the flying food. The table with the wrestling team and their girlfriends was bursting with laughter. Josh stopped and spoke to one of the team’s best wrestlers, Walt Taylor, a beast of a student with arms thick as tree trunks.

      “What’s he doing?” Nicole asked.

      “Shhh.” Austin stood and walked toward his friend.

      Josh lifted a lunch tray from the table, dumping the warmed cafeteria meatloaf and mashed potatoes on Walt’s head. Walt stood and tackled Josh. The two fell to the floor and out of sight as all the students in the lunch room stood and cheered.

      “Fight! Fight! Fight!”

      Austin ran through the crowd until Coach Hearn stood in his path.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he said in a deep voice.

      The administrators descended on the fight scene like concerned mother hens and pulled apart the two athletes. The lunch room cheered and screamed as if willing the fight to continue. Students jostled past Austin for a better view as debates started over who had won the scuffle.

      Talk of this fight would last well beyond lunch period.
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        * * *

      

      “I heard he’s going to be suspended for like a week,” Kadyn Joyce said, turning her car into Austin’s neighborhood. “Can’t believe I missed the whole thing.”

      Austin snorted. “Wasn’t much to see unless you were close. I should have followed him right away. I feel like I let him down.”

      “How could you have known he was going to go all Rambo in the lunch room?” Kadyn shook her head, her brown hair draping onto her shoulders. She turned up the radio and swayed as the music blared from the speakers. She closed her hazel eyes at a stop sign and used her cell phone as a microphone to sing along with the radio. Austin smiled and wondered what he would be doing if his friend didn’t give him rides after school. He could ride the bus, but only the biggest losers did that their senior year. Kadyn had always been there throughout high school, and she seemed happy to help.

      The Honda had sat in the garage untouched since his father died. It needed a transmission and new tires, probably a paint job too since the champagne color now looked more like a rusted gray. Austin didn’t know how he would pay for any of it. The baseball season chewed up half his year and left no time for steady work. He’d worked last fall at the nearby farmer’s market, loading pumpkins for Halloween and Christmas trees after Thanksgiving. He managed to save some money, but not enough for a car plus insurance. And gas. And maintenance.

      “Is Josh going to miss the opening game?”

      He sighed. He hadn’t thought about this week’s opening game against South. With Josh out three days, he wouldn’t be able to practice Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday. Coach Pennington might not even let him play Friday.

      “Don’t know. Guess we’ll find out.”

      Kadyn turned down his street. “How’s your mom?”

      Austin blinked and stared at the mailboxes going past the window. The wind touched his face. “Fine.”

      She eyed him before turning back to the road. “If there’s anything you need, you let me know.”

      “I know.”

      They pulled into his driveway. Austin popped the door open before the car stopped.

      “Thanks for the ride.”

      “What are you doing this weekend?”

      Austin swung his backpack over his right shoulder. Kadyn leaned over the passenger side seat.

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

      “Well,” she leaned back and put the car in reverse. “Call me if you do anything.”

      The car backed out of the driveway. Austin watched her drive away.

      After walking through the front door, Austin turned into his father’s office and paused.

      Without thinking, he wanted to tell Dad about what happened with Josh. He wanted to tell him about the fight and all the happenings of this week. He stood in the office doorway for a long moment. The keepsakes from Dad’s coworkers still lined the desk as they did before he quit his job, when cancer made continuing impossible. A photo of Austin and his father took up a large portion of the desk. He walked over and gripped the photo, pulling it close.

      Dad was much younger, and Austin was five. They stood on a beach, their hair blowing in the wind.

      He set the frame back on the table.

      “Austin? Is that you?”

      Austin wiped at his face and cleared his throat. “Yeah, Mom, I’m here.”

      He walked into the living room. Mom sat in the recliner. A trashy talk show squawked in the background, a guest screaming a profanity-laced speech.

      “How are you, honey?”

      “Fine.” Austin sat on the couch.

      “Anything happen at school today?”

      He chuckled. “Josh got suspended from school.”

      “What? Why?”

      Austin told the story of the cafeteria battle. Later, over macaroni and cheese, hot dogs, and chocolate pudding, he finished the story, omitting the part where he attempted to rush to the rescue.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Austin took out the trash. He wheeled the reeking can out of the garage and set it next to the house. He leaned against the brick and looked up.

      He gazed at the deep blue sky as it transitioned to darkness. The stars came out for their nightly display. He watched one move slowly and figured it must be a satellite. He dreamed of being up there.

      He thought of his homework. School had started two weeks ago, and the teachers were already piling it on. He had to complete two essays, a lab assignment, and read three chapters of history by Monday. Of course, he also had math homework, and he started work at the farmer’s market Sunday afternoon.

      His cell phone vibrated, startling him. He glanced at the display and accepted the call.

      “Hey man, how’s the heavyweight champion?”

      “Funny,” Josh grumbled. “I knew you’d be a smart ass.”

      “Seriously, you okay?”

      Josh exhaled into the phone hard enough to cause static. “I guess. More ticked about getting suspended than anything else.”

      “A week?”

      “Three days.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Me, too.”

      Austin paused. “Sorry I didn’t have your back today. I was behind you, but not close enough.”

      “That’s no big deal. Forget it.”

      The tension in his chest left. “Next time, tell me you’re planning on attacking someone in the middle of a cafeteria and I’ll back you up.”

      Josh laughed. “I didn’t know I was going to do that.”

      Austin walked into the grass, and it tickled his feet. “So what are you going to do with your little vacation?”

      “Get to the top of our server. Wouldn’t you do the same?”

      “I guess I would.” Austin thought about spending three uninterrupted days racking up kills and statistics. “You might actually do it.”

      “Did you still want to play Star Runners tonight?”

      Austin shrugged and moved toward the house. “You don’t have any plans tonight? I thought you were taking out Nicole.”

      “Not funny. With what happened to me today, I’m grounded. About all I’ll be doing for the next few days is playing online. Dad’s pretty mad about this whole thing and even madder I’m missing three days of practice.”

      “Can you play this week?”

      “Team rule is if you don’t practice, you don’t play. I don’t know. Coach is not too happy, either. Maybe I’ll get in later. Who knows?”

      “All right, man. I’m up for a little Star Runners. Give me a few minutes and I’ll log in.”

      Josh hung up. Despite the fact he’d fought at school and got suspended, all Josh cared about was getting more game time.

      Closing his eyes, Austin rested his head against the cool brick of the house. Mom had spent another day at home. Ever since she quit her nursing job at the hospital to take care of Dad, she never left the house.

      He opened his eyes and stared at the sky as a shooting star passed overhead.
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      The cool air whistled through Kadyn’s car windows. The smell of freshly cut grass swept in, and the drone of lawnmowers mixed with the buzz of leaf blowers.

      “Josh’s coming back to school tomorrow, right?” Kadyn asked.

      “Yeah, I called him yesterday to see how the forced vacation was. He sounded tired. Wish I could be worn out from three days off.”

      She laughed. “You don’t want three days off that way!”

      She turned left and veered onto Austin’s street. He lifted his hand and held it out the window, allowing the air to lift his arm like flaps on a plane.

      “Why is it short weeks always seem longer?” he asked.

      “Dunno, but they do.”

      Austin’s house came into view. In the driveway, Mom shuffled back toward the house. She wore a bathrobe and torn bedroom slippers. She slid her feet across the pavement as she flipped through the mail.

      He turned down the radio. “Keep going.”

      “What?”

      “Drive past my house,” he said, leaning back in the seat.

      He glanced at Mom as the car passed. Her hair curled and tangled away from her head like an animal had made a nest inside. She barely lifted her feet and looked as if she could have been eighty years old.

      He sighed.

      “Where do you want me to go?” Kadyn asked as the car continued away from his house.

      Austin shuddered.

      She reached down and touched his hand. “I’ll drive around for a while, ‘K?”

      Austin sat in silence, watching the neighborhood pass. The car went around the large curve near the neighborhood lake. Kaydn stopped near an empty tennis court and shut off the engine. He leaned back in his seat and stared at the cloudless blue sky.

      “Thanks.”

      She shrugged. “What are friends for?”

      He listened to the birds singing. “I saw a shooting star the other night.”

      “Really? Never seen one.”

      “Yeah. Made me think about Dad.”

      She placed her hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      He nodded.

      “I hadn’t seen your mom since the funeral.”

      Austin snorted. “Not many have.”

      “The night shift will do that to people.”

      He blinked. “Nightshift?”

      “Didn’t she go back to the hospital?”

      “No. She ran out of leave time. They replaced her, but I don’t think she even tried to go back. She just sits at home. She cries a lot. It’s like I lost them both at the same time.”

      She squeezed his shoulder. “That must be tough.”

      He looked at her. Her hair, rustled by the wind, blew past her ears and glowed in the afternoon sunlight. With her eyebrows arched and her lips slightly parted, she either wanted to say something or was waiting for him to say something brilliant. He grinned and gently squeezed her hand.

      “Thanks. I just didn’t want you to see her like that; that’s all.”

      She smiled and nodded. “I understand. I’ll take you back.”
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        * * *

      

      Austin woke Friday morning with a pain in his stomach. As he sat up in bed, his gut bubbled, and he felt like running for the bathroom. A dry, acidic taste filled his mouth, and his tongue was swollen like an overused sponge. Empty bags of chips and crushed cola cans littered his computer desk.

      He laughed. While fighting Tyral Pirates online until long past midnight, he ate nothing but cheese-flavored chips.

      Reaching his hands above his head, he stretched and felt the soreness from sitting in his computer chair for eight hours. The missions against his online opponents had, after all, been worth it. His overall skill score had increased three hundred and ten points. Playing on the “sortie” server wouldn’t gain him as much experience as dogfighting on the elite server, but he could also lose points on the elite server every time he died. On the sortie server, he flew alongside strangers for most of the night save for a few exceptions.

      The “dogfight” server held unforgiving competition, especially at the upper echelon level where he and Josh flew. Pilots had to reach a certain level of flying prowess to compete on the elite server. Every time you lost a fighter, your points decreased. A pilot could survive a poor session, but could eventually get booted. Playing on the elite server was not relaxing.

      He got out of bed and walked over to the computer. Booting up the game, he collapsed into the chair with a grunt.

      “You awake?”

      Austin spun his chair around. “Morning, Mom.”

      “Good morning to you, too.” She tilted her head to the side. “I came in to see you last night, but your speakers were up so loud I didn’t think you heard me.”

      “I was playing online.”

      “I figured. Don’t hurt your ears doing that.”

      “I won’t,” he sighed.

      “Josh called last night and said your phone went straight to voicemail. I told him I could get you, but he said he would just see you today at school.”

      “Sounds good.”

      She lingered for a moment in his doorway before walking away.

      Locking his fingers together, he pulled back until they popped. Let’s see how the standings are shaping up on the elite server before I get ready for school.

      “Oh, man.”

      His mouth hung open like a caught fish. The standings glowed on the screen, and he stared in silence. He had slipped a ranking, probably the result of playing on the sortie server last night. But he didn’t care about that as much as the other numbers. Since he had achieved the right to compete with the elite, one call sign always loomed at the top of the chart: Scorpion.

      Now, a different but familiar call sign took the top spot: Razor.

      Josh had done it.

      Austin didn’t know how, but his friend had become the top pilot on the server while he had fallen to fourth. He logged out.

      He brushed his teeth and got ready for school, wondering how Josh managed to catapult his scores past the legendary Scorpion.
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        * * *

      

      The air in the house was stale. Mom stretched out across the couch.

      “Hi, sweetie,” she said, flipping through the mail.

      “Hi.” He tossed his bag onto the floor.

      He raided the pantry, grabbing a bag of chips and a cola from the refrigerator, and walked back to his room. Kicking dirty laundry across the floor, he stepped to his computer and moved the mouse. The screen flickered and came to life. He didn’t care about homework. He wanted to play Star Runners.

      He launched the game. The familiar loading image of the Legion X4 Trident fighters clashing with Interceptors from the Zahl Empire flashed onto the monitor. The Tridents, their wings stretching downward and forward from the side of the craft, bore down on their horseshoe-shaped foe. He hadn’t battled with Zahlian forces in a while. The servers focused the Legion forces on Tyral Pirate craft all the time. Although a different challenge existed when facing the pirate forces, he missed the skill of the computer-controlled Zahl fighters.

      The neon green bar at the bottom of the image crept across the screen as the game loaded. Waiting, he munched on the chips and took a few gulps of his drink. He propped his feet up on the desk and leaned back. He heard his mother watching television from the other room, so he slipped on his earphones Dad had given him for Christmas two years back.

      He smiled and pushed away the memory.

      The old joystick with the cracked black plastic on the handle sat next to the keyboard, and he calibrated it for play when the load screen disappeared. A dark screen with the game’s title, Star Runners, in a shining silver font, replaced the load screen. The star field drifted beneath the options. He considered logging onto the “sorties” server and doing a couple of missions. He liked the “dogfight” server, but sometimes he wanted a different objective than killing everything in sight.

      Cranking the volume on his earphones, he decided to proceed with a nice Legion-assigned escort mission and see if he could protect the civilians from a Tyral Pirate attack.

      The game launched, and he disappeared into another world.
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        * * *

      

      The sunlight hurt his eyes. He shielded himself with his left hand while rummaging through his bag with the other. The school needed more windows. The afternoon light shocked his system after being inside all day under flickering fluorescent lights.

      He found his sunglasses and blinked several times.

      Students milled near the doorways while others made a mad dash for the parking lot. Conversations centered on plans for the weekend. A large group of guys spoke about seeing a movie. A collection of poor saps shuffled toward the line of buses roaring and rattling to life as they prepared to file out of school for the final time that week. At the far end of the school, Kadyn walked out carrying several books. She wore large black sunglasses. Austin swung his bag over his shoulder and strolled toward her as the breeze touched his face.

      The school day had gone by fast. His teachers didn’t give any homework, but his math teacher, Mr. Abney, threatened a pop quiz on Monday. He didn’t plan on studying Sunday night, not after seeing the scores Josh had posted online. Because of a meeting with his football coaches, Josh did not come to the lunchroom that day, so Austin spent the period listening to Nicole drone on about her weekend plans. He avoided sharing his own. A movie in history class ended out the day, courtesy of Mr. Roell.

      The movie discussed the first seafaring vessels that embarked on journeys into unknown waters to discover faraway lands. The Spanish swept through South America, bringing war and disease. Austin daydreamed about massive war galleons doing battle on the ocean with dozens of cannons sending metal crashing into their enemy.

      Like most things, the movie made him want to play online and create battles of his own.

      Kadyn waved when she saw him leaving the building. The afternoon sunlight beamed down golden rays through the cloud cover, illuminating her brown hair. She smiled and pulled the books to her chest.

      “Hey you,” she said.

      “Hey.”

      He reached out a hand and blinked.

      “Oh, my books? Thank you.”

      “Chivalry is not dead.” He tucked the books under his arm. “Have you seen Josh today?”

      Kadyn ran her fingers through her hair, tucking the wild strands behind her ear. “I saw him talking to Coach Pennington earlier, but that was around lunch time.”

      “Oh,” he said, turning to survey the parking lot. “You ready to go?”

      “Austin!”

      Josh jogged through the cars.

      “Hey!” he yelled. “We were just talking about you.”

      Josh caught his breath. Sweat glistened on his forehead as he nodded to Kadyn. As usual, Josh wasn’t carrying a book bag home for the weekend.

      “So, where you been?” Austin asked.

      Josh’s blue eyes went wide and darted toward Kadyn. “Uh, well, I had a busy day coming back from my suspension.”

      Austin followed his gaze. “It’s okay, man. She’s cool.”

      Josh nodded. “Cool. You guys want to go get a snack or something? I have a lot to tell you.”

      “It’s okay with me, I guess.” He turned to Kadyn. “I’m not the one who has to drive there, though. It’s Kadyn’s gas.”

      Kadyn rolled her eyes. “It’s Friday. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The coffee shop looked like every other in town. Dark browns mixed with aqua blues and light greens on the walls. Retro photos hung in crisp black and white. Austin’s gaze lingered on a photograph of Marilyn Monroe standing over a street vent as she tried to prevent her skirt from flying up. The smell of coffee permeated the air and seeped into his clothes. He ordered a fruit drink and bought Kadyn a sweet roll. She cleared her throat as he gazed at Marilyn, so he turned his attention back to Josh, who walked back with his coffee.

      “Got to fuel up for tonight,” he said with a grin.

      “Oh, you got big plans since you can’t play in the game?” Kadyn asked, chewing on her sweet roll.

      Josh slumped his shoulders and frowned. “Uh, not really.”

      Austin chuckled. “I told you; she’s cool.”

      Kadyn looked between the two of them. “Oh, God, you guys are playing that game on a Friday night?”

      “Why not?” Josh asked.

      “She’s kidding,” Austin said, sipping on his drink. He winced, unsure what flavor he had ordered.

      She cocked her head, clicking her tongue against her teeth. “Only a little, but I can’t judge if I’ve never played.”

      Austin looked at her. “You should try it sometime.”

      She eyed him. “Maybe I will.”

      The life returned to Josh’s face, and he leaned in close. “It’s actually the game I want to talk to you about.”

      “What about it?” Austin asked.

      Josh looked over his shoulder as if disclosing a state secret. “I’ve been playing a little the past three days and something happened.”

      “You broke your computer.” Austin glanced at Kadyn. “Seriously, this guy took his suspension and played the game for almost seventy hours straight.”

      “Jeez, don’t you ever pee?” she asked.

      They laughed and Josh leaned back, his eyebrows raised. “Oh yeah? Well, maybe I won’t tell you my news.”

      Austin repressed his laughter. “Go ahead. I want to know how in the world you passed Scorpion. I didn’t think that guy would ever fall to second.”

      “I didn’t think so, either. I played seven straight sessions and fought off a mix of Tridents and modified Tyral Pirate Craft. They just kept coming.”

      “Seven sessions?” Austin asked. “Back-to-back? How’d you balance your power levels?”

      Josh set his drink down and grinned. “I’d take out two from a distance with the missiles and try to scrap close with the guns until my power was down fifty percent. ’Then I’d jet back to the largest rock I could find and let the cells recharge.”

      Kadyn held up her hand from the sweet roll. “What are you guys talking about?”

      Austin frowned. “Sorry.”

      “Uh, yeah,” Josh said as his leg bounced under the table. “It’s a great game.”

      “He’s doing really well,” Austin said. “He’s got enough kills to be number one on the server.”

      Kadyn shrugged and focused on her sweet roll. Austin nodded for Josh to proceed.

      “So I was on a roll, right? Racking up kill after kill and hardly taking a scratch.”

      “That’s ‘cause you were playing in the middle of the day on a Wednesday.”

      “That doesn’t matter, and you know it,” Josh snapped.

      “So, you guys fly these ships in the game?” Kadyn asked without interest.

      “Yeah,” Austin said with a nod. “There are different servers, but we play mostly on the elite. It’s like an online club where you get kicked out if you suck.”

      “Yeah,” Josh laughed, “but we don’t suck.”

      “I see,” Kadyn said, rolling her eyes.

      “You could play, too,” Josh said. “Girls can be pretty good.”

      “That’s the most sexist thing I’ve ever heard,” Kadyn said, still focused on her sweet roll. “There’s probably tons of girls on that server and you don’t even know it.”

      “I doubt it,” Josh said, leaning forward. “So anyway, I was racking up these kills for the first two days. I really didn’t pay a lot of attention to my scores because I’d just play another round right after another. I was grounded so what else could I do? Then, Mom and Dad came home from work on Thursday and wanted to have this big family meeting about how I shouldn’t fight in school, how I could get kicked off the team and that a one-game suspension could jeopardize my scholarship potential, blah, blah, blah.”

      Josh took two sips of coffee and stared at the wall. Austin followed his gaze and saw Marilyn.

      “And?” Austin said, nudging Josh’s shoulder.

      “Yeah, so I logged off and went through the lecture with my parents. When I logged back on before I was going to bed, I had an incoming transmission.”

      “A what?” Kadyn asked.

      “It means a message ‘in game,’” Austin said. “If Josh and I were on at the same time, we could send messages like texts. Sometimes the game will also make announcements that way.”

      Josh backhanded Austin’s arm. “Right! So this message was from the game when I was logged in.”

      “So?”

      He crossed his arms and leaned back. “I’ve been offered a chance at a scholarship.”

      Austin felt the air leave the room.

      His mother made no attempt at hiding the fact he would have to struggle to afford college. His father’s life insurance policy had allowed them to pay off family debt, but not much more. While he was a good catcher for the baseball team, no colleges had contacted him other than the local community college with a partial scholarship.

      “What do you mean?” Kadyn asked.

      Josh’s head rocked as he allowed a tight smile. “Now you’re interested.”

      She leaned over the table. “It doesn’t make any sense. It’s a scam.”

      “Nope,” he said. “I got an email saying I’ve been selected for a prestigious scholarship to attend this private school in San Francisco on a probationary basis. A recruiter is coming by my house to meet with me and my parents on Sunday afternoon.”

      “For real?” Austin asked.

      “I told you it was good news.”

      “But all you’re doing is playing a game,” Kadyn said. “What does that have to do with school?”

      “Look, man, I don’t know. The message gave me a number to call and said I was being considered for a scholarship to this school. You know I hadn’t made up my mind on where to go anyway.”

      “What’s the name of this school?” Austin asked.

      “LSE San Francisco.”

      “LSD?”

      “No, stupid, L. S. E. Stands for ‘Lobera School of Excellence’ or something like that. It’s an elite private college.”

      “Never heard of it,” Kadyn said.

      “Doesn’t mean anything.”

      Austin laughed. “It sounds like a school for medieval re-enactors or something. I still don’t understand why you’re getting this for playing a game.”

      “Oh, I got placed in a drawing for being number one on the server. That’s all. I got lucky. The guy said I had a good GPA and a good record.”

      “He knew that already?”

      “Records aren’t hard for these colleges to get if they really want to know,” Josh said and stood. “Look, I hate to cut this short, but my folks are still keeping me on a short leash after what happened this week.”

      Austin finished his drink. “It’s cool. I’ll see you online later.”

      Josh waltzed out of the coffee house.

      “Doesn’t this sound like one of those emails you get from some prince in a third-world country who can’t get access to his money?” Kadyn asked in a low voice.

      “You mean the ones that will give you three million just to check an email or something stupid like that?”

      “Yep. I never heard of someone getting a full scholarship to anywhere for playing a video game.”

      Austin sighed. “Me, either. It’d be sweet, though.”
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      On Sunday, before setting about doing his chores, Austin searched the Internet. There had to be some evidence of this Lobera School of Excellence in San Francisco. The main LSE Website required a login and password just to view details about the school. Apparently, the school worked through individual recruiters. A few hits on the search engine turned up references to people’s online resumes and applications, but nothing else.

      Several hits on his search mentioned affiliate schools in Saint Charles in Missouri, Fairport in New York, and Bristol in Virginia. He had never heard of any of these towns before. One blog mentioned a Lobera-related school in South Georgia near Savannah. He thought about Josh’s meeting with the recruiter.

      Austin’s cell phone rang, so he hurried to his room, slammed the door, and plopped onto his bed so hard he bounced. He answered the call, and Josh’s voice shot out.

      “Austin! We’re done!”

      Loud voices and rock music mixed in the background as Austin strained to hear.

      “I can’t hear you very well. Where are you?”

      “We’re celebrating at The Bull. You want to come join us?”

      His stomach dropped. “I don’t have a car, remember?”

      “Oh sorry. Anyway, I got it, and I’m taking it!”

      “The scholarship?”

      “Yeah, what do you think? It’s a full ride, and I can start at the first of the year.”

      Austin inhaled. “First of the year? What about high school?”

      “That’s the best part. I have enough credits to go ahead and start college if I want to. Any remaining credits I need can be done at my new school as joint enrollment.”

      Austin swallowed. “That’s great, man. I’m happy for you. So what’s the deal?”

      “It’s like a boarding school. I have to get a pass to leave on the weekends, but the school has educated some of the best in the world. They don’t accept many each year, so I feel lucky.”

      Both paused for a moment before Josh cut through the silence. “I’ve never been farther west than Mississippi and now I’m going to school in San Francisco for free.”

      Austin buried his face in his free hand. “I can’t believe you get to leave.”

      “Yeah, I’m leaving two days after Christmas so I can move in and be ready to start the spring semester.”

      “So what’s so great about this school?”

      “You mean other than the fact that it’s free?” Josh said. He paused, saying something inaudible to someone nearby before he returned. “Anyway, people throughout history have received the best undergraduate education from this school. They didn’t provide specific details, but Lobera has graduates in the top levels of government and the private sector.”

      “So the recruiter really turned your head? Be careful of those kinds of people.”

      “I’ll be careful. I’m on probation the first semester. If it doesn’t work out, they send me home. Hey, ask your mom if you can come out to meet us for dinner or at least dessert.”

      Austin gazed out his bedroom window. “I can’t. We’ll catch up later. I’m really happy for you.”

      “Thanks, buddy. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “Have a great time celebrating.”

      The call disconnected. Austin dropped his phone on the computer desk. He stared out the window and watched a flutter of wind jostle the leaves.

      Right now, Josh was celebrating his scholarship with his parents, probably talking about the future. Other students Austin talked to at school spoke of colleges and universities they would attend next year. He always changed the subject or remained silent. Whenever he was asked, he replied with uncertainty about where he would go to college or said he was narrowing down his choices. It had been the same answer for three years now.

      It had been different with Josh. They never spoke about college. Instead of talking about math, geometry, and scholarships, they discussed comics, games, and movies. Hanging out with Josh had been a true escape from the rest of the world. After Dad had died, flying side-by-side in their Tridents through an asteroid field allowed him to disappear from his empty, silent house. His father’s deep voice no longer echoed down the hall. The energy he used to bring home would never come again. When Mom cried, Austin welcomed the earphones as he played Star Runners. There was never any need to talk about the future.

      How could this game take his best friend away? And not just away, but across the country? Worse, what would Austin do after graduation? He didn’t want things to change. He had been glad to have another year of high school to figure it out. Now he couldn’t ignore the fact he had no plans beyond high school.

      He rested his face in his hands, suppressing the lump in his throat. Mom wanted him to go to the local community college, but he would have to go into debt. Dad would have known what to do, what to say.

      “Austin?”

      He jolted forward and rested his elbows on his desk. He wiped at his face, pretending to take notes on a sticky note.

      “What?”

      His mother walked in. “I thought I heard you on the phone,” she said. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Her bedroom slippers kicked through the dirty laundry on the floor. His old bed, the bed his father grew up using, creaked as she sat down. For several moments, she just sat there.

      “If you need to talk, I’m here.”

      Austin slid his fingers across his face. “Nothing to talk about.”

      “Yes, there is. I heard about Josh.”

      He leaned back in the chair. “Yeah, he called.”

      “Mrs. Morris called me about the same time you were on the phone.”

      “Oh.”

      Mom reached forward and touched his shoulder. “Look at me.”

      He turned the chair around, but wouldn’t make eye contact.

      “I know he’s your best friend and I haven’t been there for you.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Don’t give up. We’re going to find a way. I promise. You need to buckle down, and I’ll start looking for work. You will go to college or do whatever it is you want to do, all right?”

      Thoughts of Dad waiting for him after baseball games filled his mind for some reason. Dad always came to the fence behind the dugout to tell him “good hit” or “nice play.” Being a catcher, it took time to put on his equipment. As he did so, Dad always found the right words to say at the right time. Austin hadn’t heard those right words in a long time.

      Grandpa used to visit a couple of times a year before he passed away. Austin remembered watching Mom and Grandpa sit on the back porch while they sipped on sweet tea. They talked for hours into the night.

      Austin cleared his throat. “Who did you talk to when Grandpa died?”

      She frowned, her face crumpling. She brought her hands to her face, sitting in silence with her face obscured until she whispered, “I talked to your father.”

      Until that moment, he’d never thought of his mother being alone. He’d complained to the world about his luck and cursed fate, but he’d never considered thinking about what she had been through, the man she had lost. He stood and embraced her.

      They cried as the leaves waved outside the window.
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      A Christmas song performed by a chorus played on the old stereo in Austin’s living room. The colorful lights twinkled, reflecting rays of rainbows off picture frames on the wall. A dozen wrapped gifts were lined in a row under the tree. Josh placed his present in the front before plopping onto the couch.

      Flurries fell past the window.

      Austin looked back to his friend, who stared at the Christmas tree.

      “This is the big week, eh?”

      Josh grumbled, “I guess it is.”

      “You going to see your grandparents tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, then I’m leaving the day after Christmas. Mom and Dad wanted to spend some time with me and drive me to San Francisco. Cheaper that way, right?”

      “I suppose so. When do classes start?”

      “The fifth.” Josh raised his eyebrows. “You know I get computer access from my dorm? We can still play Star Runners, Skype, do whatever.”

      Austin smiled. “That would be cool.”

      He walked to the Christmas tree, his feet scuffing the carpet. The ornaments all carried memories. A collector’s edition of the Star Runners’ Trident fighter hung from one branch, its wings in a downward position as if ready to attack. A gold lightning bolt spread the length of the fighter, splitting the blue paint. On the branch below it, a Zahlian Imperial Interceptor with black and red colors, swayed as if fleeing the attack. He sighed. Both were gifts from Dad following long business trips.

      “I always thought those things were so cool,” Josh said, touching the Trident fighter with his index finger. “Why don’t you open your present? My parents want me back soon.”

      “Oh, okay.” Austin picked up the package for Josh. “This is from me and Mom.” Then Austin sat on the floor and tore apart the ornament-covered wrapping paper. He didn’t recognize the black box as he tossed the crumpled paper to the side. He turned it over and saw a graphic novel based on the Star Runners’ universe taped to the side.

      “Cool!”

      He pulled back the rest of the paper, revealing a Flight Explorer joystick officially endorsed by the Star Runners game.

      “This is too much,” Austin said. “I don’t, uh, I don’t know what to say.”

      Josh shrugged. “It’s cool. You always complained about that old joystick. I’ve seen you play a couple times. You’re pretty rough on the thing. This stick’ll hold up even for you.” He turned to his present. “Whatta we have here?”

      “Like I said; it’s not much.”

      Josh tore past the wrapping paper, revealing a dark green satchel with Josh’s initials stenciled on the top. “Cool! It’s like a military bag, right?”

      Austin exhaled. “Yeah, we thought it would come in handy for your books and whatnot.”

      Josh held the satchel in the air like a tournament prize. “Thanks, man.”

      Austin nodded and placed his presents on the coffee table.

      “Well, I guess you better get going unless you want a drink or something to eat?”

      “Wish I could, but I have to go.”

      Josh stood and grabbed his leather jacket. His car keys jingled and fell to the floor. As he picked up the keys, he turned to Austin. “I know the past few months have been super crazy. With football winding down, we didn’t get to hang out that much.”

      Austin shrugged. “I don’t care about that.”

      “I know you don’t, but I need to say it anyway.” He swallowed, his brow wrinkled in thought. “You’re my best friend. I’m going to miss you.”

      He lumbered across the living room and hugged Austin.

      “I’ll be in touch. I’ll give you a call when I get there.”

      He turned and left through the front door.

      Austin sat on the couch, staring at nothing. He thought of waking Mom, but she was sleeping for once instead of watching mindless television. Since she started her medical assisting job after Thanksgiving, she hadn’t wasted time doing anything but housework, giving Austin rides to his job at the fruit stand, and going to work.

      Mom planned on making breakfast for Christmas tomorrow, and they would spend the morning opening presents. There would be no visitors, parties, or events. It would be a quiet day.

      Austin watched the wind tussle with the trees outside. He took a deep breath and released it. The couch engulfed him. Propping his feet up, he locked his fingers behind his head and leaned back farther. He thought of all the events during the past year and knew the next year would be different. Everyone he had known in the past four years of high school would scatter like grains of sand in the wind searching for their own paths in life. Kadyn would probably go to the local college. Josh would be on the West Coast. And Austin didn’t know where he would be.

      He cleared his throat and sat forward. Deciding on his life path wasn’t a decision he’d make on Christmas Eve. He smiled. Unplugging the tree lights and grabbing his new joystick, he walked back to his room, suppressing a yawn. He wasn’t ready to sleep. With a jiggle to the mouse, his computer fluttered to life, and he plugged in the massive joystick. The new plastic smell filled the air. He rested his hand on the stick and squeezed the trigger.

      Sweet.

      He rolled his head twice while the computer finished coming alive and then double-clicked the Star Runners icon on his desktop.

      The images of the Star Runners’ universe flashed as the game loaded: Legion Tridents dogfighting Zahl Interceptors, Tyral Pirates firing on Legion freighters, and chaotic space battles full of laser fire and missiles.

      While he waited, Austin checked out the graphic novel Josh had given him. The red words ““Rodon’s Wrath”“ flared across the top in a massive, bold font. As he flipped through the book, he marveled at the colorful illustrations bringing Star Runners to life. The Legion forces consisted of noble warriors, who fought the evil Tyral Pirates led by the infamous Dax Rodon. The graphic novel played off of the recent Tyral Pirate expansion for the main game. Legion Trident fighters fought off waves of Tyral Pirates attacking a freighter convoy, but Dax Rodon, of course, escaped to terrorize Quadrant Eight another day.

      Austin grinned.

      The game had nearly finished loading. Perhaps he would fly some missions and could take down Dax Rodon’s motley crew of pirates. To play the expansion, though, he’d have to fly sortie missions, and he would rather work on his elite server score.

      When the start-up screen appeared, Josh’s call sign, Razor, was listed as offline.

      He logged onto the elite server without his wingman. Since it was Christmas Eve, the servers held little competition. The game siphoned through several screens as Austin waited with his feet propped on the desk.

      The “dogfight” server boasted fifteen pilots at the moment. He clicked to enter and closed his bedroom door while the game loaded. Slipping on his headset, he interlocked his fingers and felt his knuckles pop. Time to see what this Flight Explorer joystick can do.

      He rapped his fingertips on the desk until the cockpit of the Trident appeared on the screen. This particular server provided a fight for your life situation with no missions or teams. He and Josh teamed in this arena, but they would fight each other when all the other players had been destroyed.

      The list of pilots superimposed over his cockpit screen. He didn’t recognize any call signs. Beyond his cockpit, the edge of the hangar bay fluttered with activity and the dark of space beckoned beyond. Austin appreciated all the details of this game, even showing hangar bay activity on the carrier.

      The clock ticked down.

      3...2...1.

      The Trident zipped away from the carrier. Austin rested his right hand on the joystick, and his left hand hovered over the keyboard. The Trident passed through a colorful curve in space and entered into pirate territory. He scanned the sensors, saw the spawn points. All fighters in this session entered the game from random points. No clusters this time. Austin’s Trident appeared at the edge of the game space. He veered left and took the fighter along the boundary as the rest of the Trident fighters flew straight into the center of the area. It would be a bloodbath.

      After waiting a moment, Austin set his shields to full power on the front and adjusted his course for the center of the gaming space. Flashes of laser fire colored the darkness. The players chatted over the game’s intercoms, talking trash and spouting various threats and insults. He pulled his microphone away from his mouth. The game updates at the top right corner of his screen notified him of two casualties. He squinted, transferring power to his engines.

      The Trident came with four long range missiles. He armed two and altered his course toward a pair of fighters trailing off from the pack. The crosshairs at the front of his fighter drifted to the left and hovered over the rear target. The pair wasn’t attempting much of a dogfight. The lead fighter swayed back and forth as the rear fighter fired with his lasers.

      The high-pitched wail of missile lock filled his ears. The moment the missile lock sounded, Austin’s target veered and spiraled downward in a belated attempt to lose the lock. He squeezed the trigger and watched his missile soar. Four seconds later, the enemy Trident exploded as the missile struck its engines.

      Without waiting to watch the fiery wreckage, Austin settled in behind the fighter his victim had been chasing. The enemy Trident tilted back and flew up, trying hard to get out of his range. With precision, he yanked back on the new joystick and led his target while he squeezed the trigger. The laser bolts spit out ahead of his prey, and the fighter exploded. The other guy had weakened him just enough to allow for Austin’s victory. Two kills in forty-five seconds.

      Not too shabby.
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      Before the ten-minute timer expired, Austin had racked up eleven kills among the fifteen pilots on the server to rank number one in the session. No one else even seared his shields.

      The next two games ended the same with nine and twelve kills. Nothing hit him. He studied the game reports. He outranked the other pilots. When he finally glanced at the clock and saw that it was one in the morning, he shrugged. After all, tomorrow was Christmas.

      But Mom would want to have breakfast together and probably didn’t want him sleeping all day. The next game would be his last.

      The screen loaded and revealed the cockpit. He leaned back and watched his opponents load. Twelve pilots to fight for the final session of the night.

      He inhaled.

      There, at the top of the screen:

      Scorpion.

      He hovered his mouse over Scorpion’s call sign and clicked for the statistics. The kills stretched off the chart with more than one thousand, and only a solid zero in the defeat column. The guy had never been killed. Enemy pilots had killed Austin more than forty times on the elite server.

      He sighed and considered quitting for the night. The opponent list faded from view and the game clock appeared. Game on. He sighed and leaned forward.

      The Trident launched and soared into space. A moment later, the craft passed through the curve in space and entered the game area.

      Laser fire flashed across the nose of his fighter. One lucky player had spawned behind him. Austin grimaced and jerked the fighter to the left, tossing all his power into the engines. After two seconds, he fired his reverse thrusters and pulled back, bringing the enemy into his crosshairs, squeezing the trigger and spewing laser fire. The enemy’s fighter disappeared in a cloud of fire and gas.

      Austin’s eyes grew wide. Had that been Scorpion?

      The game data text across the lower third of the screen revealed in a light blue font, “Rock destroys Cowboy, LASER.”

      Cowboy. He shrugged.

      He brought the ship to the edge of permitted space, keying for a rear view. The battle raged as fighters descended onto one location in a furball of laser bolts and missile shots. The remaining ten fighters would make for easy targets at this range.

      Bringing the Trident to bear down on the cluster of battling fighters, Austin activated his missiles. The system searched for a lock.

      The game data feed beeped to life and started rattling off messages like Morse Code:

      Scorpion destroys Angel Fire, LASER.

      Scorpion destroys Deathmaker, LASER.

      Scorpion destroys LIL’Lucy90, LASER.

      Scorpion destroys WilyWalt, MISSILE.

      Austin grimaced. How was this guy so good?

      He eased more power into the engines and continued to bear down on the cluster of fighters. His headset screeched: Incoming missile.

      Austin yanked back on the joystick and dropped countermeasures. Someone had tried a blind shot without achieving a lock. The missile zipped over the top of his cockpit, and he brought the fighter back on course toward the enemy.

      Scorpion destroys KillRGurl19, LASER.

      Scorpion destroys DooNutKing, LASER.

      Austin locked a fighter and fired a missile at long range. A fighter flashed in a fiery death. Got him.

      Rock destroys Patriot900, MISSILE.

      Austin’s
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