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  Praise for LOADING...THE MACHINE CHILD


"Loading…defies expectations, serving up equal parts mystery, dread, and hope. Through the eyes of its richly drawn protagonist, the book reimagines the urban legend of Polybius as a story of creation, identity, and unexpected discovery. It walks a slow-burn line between paranoid thriller and classic Amblin that makes for a gripping, singular read." —Collin Armstrong, Author of Polybius

"Loading … The Machine Child is trippy and propulsive. Every  bit as gripping as the urban legend at its center, this book wouldn’t  let me go until I finished it in one sitting." —Dom Dickey, author of  Redundancies and Potentials

"Madden crafts a twisty mystery that pays homage to retro gaming and  arcade culture. Whatever you are expecting, you’re not ready!"
—A.D. Sui, Nebula Award winning author of The Dragonfly Gambit 






  
  For a friend of a friend










  
  Content Warning



This book contains depictions of body dysmorphia and self-hating transphobia, stalking/government surveillance, and a riot.







  
  

“I spent 37 years of my life not even being alive. Now I'm fulfilled." –Dan O'Bannon, on directing his first film, The Return of the Living Dead



“Sorry about that before. Sorry. I’m sorry.” I Saw the TV Glow









  
  Start Game


FROM AN AIM INSTANT MESSENGER CHAT ROOM. 8/15/2002 


>: wants to send Arantes86 a message.
Arantes86 accepted.

>: I played your game. The Black Cabinet.

Arantes86: Who is this?

>: Just a friend. Or a fan, now, I guess. I really liked it.

Arantes86: oh. wow. thanks. my first fan. well first fan who isnt someone I already know. 

Arantes86: its just a demo tho. the games not done.

Arantes86: they say dont make your passion project for your first game. thats supposed to be one you just learn on. 

Arantes86: I couldnt help it tho.

>: You had to make something you felt passionate about.

Arantes86: exactly. i couldnt just make something to make something.

>: By the way, your username, that's a Metroid reference, right?

Arantes86: yeah. wow ppl dont usually get that.

>: Since that's the case, I'm assuming you got the secret ending?

Arantes86: oh yeah

>: Were you surprised when Samus was a girl?

Arantes86: …are you one of these guys who comes onto the internet just to test ppl on their nerd cred?

>: Sorry, I didn't mean it like that. I just met a lot of people who didn't even believe there was a secret ending. Or who were all bent out of shape that Samus was a girl the whole time. 

Arantes86: those ppl need to get a life.

>: So, can you tell me more about the game? What's it about?

Arantes 86: …I thought you played it?

>: I did, but I want to hear it from the creator. I have my interpretation, but I'd like to hear yours. See if I'm right.

Arantes 86: oh. okay. well its about a cyborg who wakes up in an abandoned space station. theyre completely alone and they have to piece together what happened and why theyre the only one left.

>: That's what happens in it. 

>: I'm asking what it's about.

Arantes86: i dont understand what you mean.

>: You said you felt passionate about it.

>: This is clearly saying something beyond "Wouldn't it be cool to be a cyborg and explore an abandoned space station?" There's something underneath the hood. It's got a theme.

>: But it feels…unfinished.

Arantes86: lol thats because it is.

Arantes86: it doesnt have any of the combat i plan on adding in, any of the survival horror elements like the inventory or some extra notes from people around the station.

Arantes86: im still working on puzzles.

Arantes86: ill probably be working on it for a long time. im okay with that tho.

>: That's good to hear. Stick with it, I'd love to be able to play the full release. Just don't let the gamer culture get to you. I know a lot of girls feel like games aren't a place for them.

Arantes86: what do you mean?

>: I mean it's a real frat boy culture.

Arantes86: no, about…

>: Oh. 

>: Oh! 

>: I'm sorry. I thought you were a girl.

Arantes86: no, thats okay. i

Arantes86: i am.

>: But 

>: You weren't always a girl.

Arantes86: w';pl

Arantes86: why would you think that?

>: Well…

>: the game.

>: That's what it's about.

>: Isn't it?


LOADING…








  
  LOADING… Polybius (2023)

WHAT IT IS TO EXIST


Knocks at my front door, especially loud, unexpected ones, still make me jump. Just like this one does. Especially when I’m in the vulnerable position of getting dressed. Especially on a Saturday morning, when I’m expecting nothing and no one except a day to myself, to sit quietly around my apartment and catch up on my TBR pile. 
Standing in my bedroom, holding my towel to my chest, I shout to ask who it is, but there’s no response. I try to think that fact and only that fact. Objectively. There’s no response. Not that the person on the other side didn’t hear me. Not that they’re ignoring me, trying to lure me to the door. Just that there is no response. I cannot know why.  
I swipe up one of the many oversized dysphoria hoodies I keep scattered around my apartment, an XXL that goes almost to my knees, and jump into a pair of baggy sweatpants before I go to the door. In these clothes, I bet I could pass. Pass, maybe, but not count as a “real woman.” I’d never be that, at least according to some of the comments under my YouTube videos and the loud and terrible opinions of certain well-past-their-prime fantasy authors. The echo chamber of the internet. Real women menstruate every month. Real women can bear children. Real women don’t have cocks. 
But don’t real women also get told to smile (which happens to me constantly)? Don’t real women who exist in any form at all on the internet, especially one as open and front-facing as the videogame-centric YouTube videos I make, where you can see my face and hear my voice, have to endure everything from lecherous comments to overt rape threats? This stuff doesn’t happen to men, at least not nearly as often, and yet it has all happened to me. So, what does that make me? What are we operating on, here, some kind of points system? That if I have more in the female column than the male, I count? I—
No, stop it, Abby, you’re getting sucked down a whirlpool again. 
I look at my computer corner as I pass into my living room, reminding myself today is a day meant for me, for peace.
This corner is probably the only immaculately-organized place in my entire apartment, which is not a terrible place, but it’s no five-star hotel. My couple rooms are filled with thrifted furniture; a mismatched living room set; a rug with stains and frayed edges—that does a good job, despite its looks—of insulating the place (because the windows sure don’t), IKEA bookshelves that are the same height if not the same color, filled with everything from classics to manga to old videogame guides and thrifted DVDs.
I can hear whoever’s kid lives above me running around constantly, as if they’re doing parkour—there they go even now, tiny legs sprinting from one end of the apartment to the other, shaking my ceiling-mounted light—and groans and mumbles always travel through the air vents from someone somewhere in the building who tries and fails to pair his phone to his television (because he always tries to connect to mine). I’m on the first floor, and through my sliding glass door I can see the kids from across the hall getting up to their usual game of random soccer ball shenanigans in the field behind the building.
My computer area, tucked into a corner of the apartment where no glare from the windows hits my monitors, is flawless, on the other hand. The same goes for the view of the bookshelves behind it (at least those colors match, black), everything arranged just so that it appears right for the camera perched above my main monitor. When I’m not working my main job as a librarian in the Beacon Public Library, I make YouTube videos under the name Arantes86, mostly covering old horror games in an attempt to advocate for videogame preservation in an industry that seems completely content with simply leaving its old work to be lost to time. Sometimes I stream stuff too, but the preparation of creating a video beforehand suits me better than the anxiety of performing something live.	
I look through the peephole in my front door, but there’s no one there. Everything’s quiet. I can see the hall, its brown carpet, slightly stained by muddy boots, fumbled groceries, or late-night wipeouts carrying fast food bags. I can see the edges of a couple apartment doors across the hall. On the floor below, the brown blur of the edge of a package, the image warped by the peephole’s curved glass. I open the door without pulling the chain and peer into the hall. Sure enough, a box right in front of my door. But I leave it there for a moment. I listen. Make sure there’s no one out there in the hallway. Sound has a way of echoing in the stairwell, but now I hear nothing. What’s more likely, Abby, that the person is trying to get away before the bomb explodes, or that it’s an overworked, underpaid delivery driver who had to haul ass back to their truck in order to make their next delivery on time before they’re reprimanded?
I manage to slip my arm through the opening and grab the package. Despite being about the size of a dictionary, I can squeeze it inside without ever removing the chain.
That may sound insane. It may sound agoraphobic.
Or it may sound entirely justified. 
Just like the extra locks I installed may sound entirely justified. Or the Taser I keep on the bookshelf next to the door. My apartment complex doesn’t let its tenants own guns. Not that I’m a Second Amendment nut, but I am a brown transwoman in the year 2023. I’m 34, so even though I don’t have the firsthand experience of some of the elders, I am still profoundly aware of the world in which we live.
Which is why I don’t immediately open the box. It’s not what I was expecting. 
What was supposed to be delivered to my place today was a box of books from my local shop, Beacon Books. I was planning on doing a video about multimedia stories from videogame franchises, that golden era of mixed media in the early 2000s where you could go to a bookstore and buy novels and comics that expanded the story of the latest big videogame. A way of storytelling that’s sadly died out.
But I can tell this is not a box of books.   
When I crouch down to get a better look at the box, I can feel my cock shift in my pants and a sudden and caustic wave of dysphoria covers me in battery acid. A slap that suddenly makes me aware of every part of my body.
I wrap my arms around myself and stay there, crouched in the middle of the floor, supremely aware of the feeling of my cock dangling off me like a shit I suddenly wish I could just pinch off, the tip rubbing against the fabric of my sweatpants and making me feel like I’m not me, like I have a little parasite that reminds me of the me I used to





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
"LOADINL. .. defies expectations, serving up
equal parts mystery, dread, and hope.”
— Collin Armstrong, Author of Polybius

TT Madden





OEBPS/images/24ee617b-9916-47cd-be64-311fb51b683c.jpeg
LOADIN...
MA@HHNE CHILD

N NOVELW OF UTTER SPECUWNTION

TT Madden

ion (& JPublications









