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This is a work of fiction. While Fredericksburg, Virginia, and some of the locations referenced in this story are real, the events, characters, businesses, incidents, and horrors depicted within these pages are entirely products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or real events is purely coincidental.
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Chapter One 

Silver Comet
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The laundromat smelled like detergent, hot dust, and cigarettes baked permanently into the walls.

Eddie Mercer loved it anyway.

The tile floor always felt sticky beneath his sneakers. Half the fluorescent lights buzzed constantly overhead. The dryers along the back wall rattled loud enough to shake the building during spin cycles. Somewhere near the vending machines, a fan squealed every few seconds like an animal dying slowly.

Tucked against the far corner of the laundromat sat three arcade cabinets and one old pinball machine.

And to eleven-year-old Eddie Mercer, that corner felt safer than home.

His mother folded clothes three rows away beneath the weak flicker of a mounted television playing some daytime courtroom show with the volume turned low. Her movements looked automatic. Exhausted. The kind of tired adults wore when life stopped surprising them years earlier.

Eddie watched her for a moment.

Then looked back toward the machine.

Silver Comet.

The cabinet art had faded badly over the years. A cracked rocket ship blasted across a field of peeling stars beneath yellowed playfield glass scratched white from thousands of games. One side panel had been repaired with duct tape near the base where somebody had apparently kicked it hard enough to splinter the wood.

Most people ignored the machine.

Eddie never could.

Because Silver Comet sounded alive.

The machine chimed softly to itself even when nobody touched it. Lights blinked lazily beneath the glass in slow blue patterns. Sometimes the flippers twitched faintly on their own like dreaming muscles.

Mr. Dobbins claimed the machine was dying.

Eddie secretly thought it sounded lonely.

“Are you going to stare at it all day or play it?”

Eddie looked up.

Mr. Dobbins stood behind the laundromat counter drinking coffee from a stained Fredericksburg Nationals mug. The old man wore the same gray cardigan nearly every day and smelled permanently of machine oil and cigarettes.

Eddie shrugged. “Only got one quarter left.”

Mr. Dobbins grunted.

Then tossed another quarter across the room.

Eddie caught it automatically.

“Pay me back when you’re rich.”

Eddie smiled despite himself.

That was the thing about Mr. Dobbins.

He always acted annoyed right before doing something kind.

Eddie slid onto the stool before Silver Comet and fed both quarters into the machine.

The cabinet woke up.

Mechanical score reels clacked violently.

Blue insert lights flashed beneath the playfield.

The silver ball dropped into the shooter lane with a satisfying metallic thump.

And for a little while, Eddie forgot everything else.

Forgot the apartment with the leaking ceiling.

Forgot the men his mother kept bringing home.

Forgot the shouting through thin bedroom walls late at night.

Forgot school.

Forgot himself.

Pinball demanded complete attention.

That was what Eddie loved about it.

The ball launched.

The game began.

And Eddie Mercer disappeared into the lights.

Three hours later, the laundromat emptied beneath cold evening rain.

Outside, water streaked the windows in silver lines while headlights passed through the parking lot beyond the glass.

Eddie sat cross-legged on the floor beside Silver Comet watching Mr. Dobbins work inside the machine with the back panel removed.

“You ever think machines remember people?” Eddie asked.

Mr. Dobbins snorted softly.

“That’s a hell of a question from an eleven-year-old.”

“I mean it.”

The old man tightened something inside the cabinet with a socket wrench.

“Machines remember what you program into ’em.”

“That’s computers.”

“Everything’s a computer now.”

Eddie looked toward the glowing playfield.

“What about pinball machines?”

Mr. Dobbins paused.

Then glanced toward Silver Comet strangely.

“Those are different.”

Eddie frowned. “How?”

Mr. Dobbins slid back out from beneath the cabinet and lit another cigarette.

“You feed enough attention into something,” he muttered, “eventually it starts wanting more.”

The statement hung oddly in the laundromat air. Eddie looked back toward the machine. The insert lights blinked slowly beneath the glass.

Watching.

“What’s the highest score anybody ever got on this thing?” he asked.

Mr. Dobbins smiled faintly around the cigarette.

“Nobody knows.”

“What do you mean nobody knows?”

The old man nodded toward the machine.

“Machine reset itself one night back in ’79.”

Eddie laughed softly. “That doesn’t happen.”

Mr. Dobbins stared at the cabinet a second longer than necessary.

“Yeah,” he said quietly.

“That’s what I thought too.”

That night, Eddie dreamed about Silver Comet.

Not the machine itself.

The lights.

Endless rows of flashing blue inserts stretching through darkness like stars.

He walked between them hearing distant pinball sounds echoing somewhere impossibly far away.

Clacking flippers.

Rolling steel balls.

Machines chiming softly in the dark.

And beneath it all—

Breathing.

Eddie turned slowly inside the dream.

Somewhere ahead, a machine larger than the others glowed faintly red beneath the darkness.

Its shape towered over the endless rows around it.

Waiting.

The machine display flickered weakly.

WELCOME PLAYER ONE

Eddie woke instantly.

His bedroom sat dark except for rain tapping softly against the apartment window.

He stared at the ceiling breathing hard.

Then slowly looked toward the corner of the room.

A single silver pinball rested on his nightstand.

Reflecting light that did not exist.
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Chapter Two - 

The Collector Forums
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Eddie Mercer spent most nights pretending he was fixing machines.

In reality, he spent more time staring at them than repairing them.

The apartment glowed softly beneath scattered insert lights and open cabinet backs. Half-disassembled pinball machines lined the walls like gutted animals. Wires spilled across the carpet. Empty beer bottles sat between stacks of replacement parts and arcade magazines older than Eddie himself.

Silver Comet chimed quietly from the corner.

Eddie ignored it.

Rain hammered the apartment windows while the glow of his computer monitor washed pale light across the room.

On the screen, the collector forums moved endlessly.

PINHEADS.NET

THE SILVER BALL ARCHIVE

MID-ATLANTIC COIN-OP EXCHANGE

The same people argued every night.

Pricing.

Restoration methods.

Rare tables.

Fake cabinets.

Missing prototypes.

Most collectors treated pinball like religion.

Eddie understood that better than he liked admitting.

He scrolled past blurry photographs of restored machines worth more than his car. Chrome rails polished perfectly. Cabinets were repainted brighter than they had originally been. Men with usernames like Multiball_King and TiltMaster77 bragged about climate-controlled game rooms larger than Eddie’s entire apartment.

Somewhere deep in the thread listings, a familiar title caught his eye.

THE KING’S COURT — REAL OR HOAX?

Eddie clicked immediately.

The thread stretched nearly two hundred pages long.

Arguments.

Rumors.

Old photographs.

Most users insisted that the machine never existed.

Others claimed it appeared briefly in arcades during the late seventies before vanishing completely. Supposedly only a handful were ever manufactured.

No confirmed serial numbers.

No surviving schematics.

No verified owners.

Just stories.

Eddie scrolled deeper.

One user posted a blurry photograph allegedly taken inside an abandoned arcade in Ohio sometime in 1984.

The image quality was terrible.

Yet Eddie still felt his stomach tighten.

The machine in the background looked wrong.

Too tall.

The cabinet darker than surrounding machines.

And the playfield lights—

Red and gold.

Not blue.

Not white.

Pulsing.

Eddie leaned closer to the monitor.

A reply beneath the image caught his attention.

I played it once.

Never again.

The account had been deleted years earlier.

Eddie clicked another page.

Another rumor.

A collector in Nevada supposedly purchased a damaged King’s Court cabinet in 1996 before dying during restoration.

A user claiming to work arcade transport swore a machine matching the description appeared in shipping records multiple times across different states despite having identical serial numbers each time.

One post simply read:

It follows attention.

Eddie frowned.

The post had no replies.

No username.

No timestamp.

Just those three words sitting alone in the thread.

Behind him, Silver Comet chimed softly.

Eddie glanced toward the machine instinctively.

The apartment felt colder suddenly.

He rubbed tired eyes and looked back toward the screen.

Another image loaded slowly.

This one showed a newspaper clipping.

LOCAL COLLECTOR FOUND DEAD

POLICE SUSPECT ELECTRICAL FIRE

The attached article mentioned arcade equipment recovered from the scene.

No machine names listed.

But the comments underneath immediately spiraled into arguments about The King’s Court again.

One user wrote:

Every owner ends up dead.

Another replied:

That’s because the machine isn’t a machine.

Eddie laughed softly under his breath.

Collector forums loved mythologizing things.

Half these people probably got hard-ons inventing haunted arcade stories in their basements.

Still—

He kept scrolling.

Hours disappeared that way.

Outside, the rain intensified.

Inside, the apartment filled with the soft electronic heartbeat of sleeping machines.

And slowly, Eddie began noticing something strange.

The deeper he read about The King’s Court, the more often Silver Comet chimed behind him.

Not randomly.

In response.

A post about unexplained lights.

Chime.

A mention of synchronized machines.

Chime.

Someone describing a player becoming “entranced.”

Chime.

Eddie slowly turned in his chair.

Silver Comet sat dark in the corner.

Silent now.

He stared at it for several seconds.

“Very funny,” he muttered.

The machine remained still.

Eddie stood and crossed the apartment.

The old cabinet smelled faintly of dust and heated wiring.

He crouched beside it.

No active game.

No stuck switches.

No obvious electrical issue.

Yet as Eddie rested one hand against the cabinet—

The machine vibrated softly beneath his fingers.

Not mechanically.

Almost like breathing.

He pulled his hand away immediately.

The apartment lights flickered once overhead.

Silver Comet chimed.

Then the machine display lit up by itself.

FREE PLAY

Eddie froze.

The machine had not been plugged in for two days. He’d disconnected it himself while replacing a damaged transformer.

Slowly, another message appeared beneath the score reels.

WELCOME BACK

Eddie stared.

His pulse slowed strangely.

The room felt too quiet now.

Outside rain hammered the windows in distant waves.

Inside, only the soft hum of dormant machines remained.

Then Silver Comet’s flippers snapped downward violently.

CRACK.

Eddie jumped backward.

The machine lights pulsed once.

Twice.

Then died completely.

Dark again.

Dead.

Eddie stood motionless in the middle of the apartment.

Finally he whispered:

“What the fuck?”

His computer monitor pinged behind him.

A new forum reply appeared in the King’s Court thread.

From a user named SILVERPLAYER79.

The message contained only one sentence.

It knows when you’re looking for it.
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Chapter Three - 

Bernard Vale
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Eddie did not sleep.

By four in the morning, he had convinced himself the machine malfunctioned.

By five, he stopped believing that.

Silver Comet sat dark in the corner of the apartment while rain crawled down the windows in crooked silver trails. Eddie remained awake on the couch watching the cabinet from across the room with the television muted low for background noise.

Every now and then he thought he saw movement beneath the playfield glass.

Not actual movement.

Anticipation.

Like the machine was waiting for him to look away.

At 6:12 a.m., his computer chimed again.

Eddie flinched hard enough to spill beer across the coffee table.

The collector forum page still glowed on the monitor.

A private message notification blinked red.

From:

SILVERPLAYER79

Eddie stared at it for several seconds before opening the message.

You shouldn’t have searched for it publicly.

People notice those things.

Especially collectors.

Especially the machine.

Another message arrived almost immediately afterward.

Different sender.

BERNARD_VALE_COLLECTIONS

“Mr. Mercer,

I apologize for contacting you directly, but I believe you may possess information regarding a machine currently under discussion.

If so, I would very much like to speak with you.

I’m prepared to compensate you generously for your time.

Respectfully,

Bernard Vale”

Attached beneath the message sat a photograph.

A private arcade.

Not a game room.

A cathedral.

Rows of pristine cabinets stretched through a massive underground hall lit with soft amber lighting. Rare machines lined polished concrete floors beneath mounted neon signs and restored marquees.

Eddie recognized several cabinets immediately.

Attack From Mars.

Medieval Madness.

Creature From the Black Lagoon.

Machines collectors would kill for.

At the center of the room stood an empty space beneath a hanging sign that read:

COMING SOON

THE KING’S COURT

Eddie leaned closer to the screen.

The image unsettled him immediately.

Not because of the collection.

Because every machine in the room appeared powered on.

Yet no players appeared anywhere in the photograph.

The place looked occupied anyway.

Watched.

Eddie closed the message.

Then reopened it.

Then closed it again.

Collectors were obsessive.

That alone wasn’t unusual.

But something about Bernard Vale felt wrong.

Too eager.

Too certain.

Eddie rubbed both hands across his face.

He should ignore the message.

Instead, he typed:

Don’t know what you think I have.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Vale had already been waiting.

I believe you know more than most.

Rumors surrounding your Silver Comet restoration have circulated privately for months.

Machines connected to The King’s Court often appear together.

Eddie frowned.

He had never posted anything about Silver Comet publicly.

Another message arrived.

Some machines attract each other.

A cold sensation moved slowly down Eddie’s spine.

He typed carefully:

Who told you about my machine?

Long pause.

Then:

Collectors talk.

The machine talks more.

Eddie stared at the screen uneasily.

Behind him, Silver Comet chimed softly.

He nearly jumped out of his skin.

The machine remained dark in the corner.

Yet the sound had been unmistakable.

His computer pinged again. May I visit?

Bernard Vale arrived the following evening in a black luxury sedan that looked absurd parked outside Eddie’s apartment complex.

Rainwater reflected across polished chrome rims while the engine idled quietly beneath gray skies.

Eddie watched from his apartment window feeling suddenly embarrassed by the building itself.

The stairwell smelled like mildew and cigarettes.

The hallway lights flickered constantly.

Paint peeled from the walls near the mailboxes downstairs.

Then Bernard Vale stepped from the car looking like he belonged somewhere else entirely.

Tall.

Silver-haired.

Perfect overcoat.

Leather gloves.

The kind of wealth that looked effortless.

He carried no umbrella despite the rain.

By the time Eddie opened the apartment door, Bernard already looked fascinated.

Not by Eddie.

By the machines.

“My God,” Bernard whispered softly.

His eyes moved slowly across the apartment.

The dismantled cabinets.

The parts.

The wires.

Then finally—

Silver Comet.

The older man stopped moving completely.

The machine sat dark beneath the apartment lights.

Yet something about it seemed sharper now.

More awake.

Bernard stepped inside carefully.

“You actually have it.”

Eddie crossed his arms. “It’s a pinball machine.”

Bernard smiled faintly.

“No,” he said quietly.

“It’s a door.”

The apartment suddenly felt much smaller.

Bernard approached Silver Comet with the reverence of someone entering church.

“You’ve restored it beautifully.”

“I haven’t restored anything.”

“Not physically.”

Bernard knelt beside the cabinet slowly.

His reflection stretched across the old playfield glass.

“Do you know how many collectors spend their entire lives looking for connected machines?”

Eddie frowned. “Connected?”

Bernard looked up smiling.

“The machines aren’t random, Mr. Mercer.”

The way he said it made Eddie uncomfortable immediately.

“Machines like this...” Bernard continued softly, “...they gather around attention.”

Silver Comet chimed quietly.

Bernard closed his eyes.

Like he was listening to music.

Eddie’s stomach tightened.

“You hear that often?” Bernard asked.

Eddie didn’t answer.

Bernard smiled wider.

“I knew it.”

The machine lights flickered softly beneath the glass.

Blue inserts pulsed once.

Then again.

Bernard leaned closer.

His breathing slowed visibly.

“The loops...” he whispered.

Eddie stepped backward instinctively.

Something about the apartment air felt heavier now.

The machine lights shifted from blue to gold.

Bernard’s pupils widened.

“Oh,” he breathed.

Recognition spread slowly across his face.

Not excitement.

Devotion.

Eddie suddenly understood something terrible:

Bernard Vale was not a collector anymore.

He was addicted.

And Silver Comet knew it.
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Chapter Four - 

Free Play
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Bernard Vale stayed inside Eddie’s apartment for nearly two hours.

Most of that time passed in near silence.

The older man circled Silver Comet slowly while the machine pulsed softly beneath the dim apartment lights. Occasionally Bernard would stop moving entirely, staring through the playfield glass with the same expression gamblers wore sitting before slot machines at four in the morning.

Hungry.

Hopeful.

Empty.

Eddie watched him from the kitchen pretending to clean beer bottles that didn’t need cleaning.

Something felt deeply wrong now.

Not dangerous exactly.

Familiar.

Like Eddie was finally seeing where obsession eventually ended.

Bernard rested one gloved hand against the cabinet.

“You feel it, don’t you?”

Eddie frowned. “Feel what?”

“The attention.”

Silver Comet chimed softly.

Bernard smiled immediately.

“It listens.”

Eddie crossed his arms tighter. “It’s a machine.”

“No,” Bernard whispered.

His reflection stretched across the glass beneath the flickering inserts.

“It stopped being just a machine a long time ago.”

The apartment lights flickered overhead.

For one brief second, Eddie thought he saw another reflection standing beside Bernard in the playfield glass.

Tall.

Dark.

Watching.

Then the lights stabilized.

The reflection vanished.

Eddie’s pulse quickened.

“You ever hear of synchronized systems?” Bernard asked suddenly.

“No.”

“You will.”

Bernard slowly removed one leather glove.

His hands trembled faintly.

Collector’s hands.

Soft skin layered over compulsive habits.

“You know what casinos discovered decades ago?” he asked.

Eddie stayed silent.

“People don’t become addicted to winning.” Bernard smiled faintly. “They become addicted to almost winning.”

Silver Comet’s inserts blinked faster now.

Blue.

Gold.

Blue.

Gold.

Bernard’s eyes followed them instinctively.

“The lights matter,” he whispered.

“The sounds matter.”

His voice softened further.

“The repetition matters most.”

Eddie suddenly remembered something Mr. Dobbins once said years earlier while replacing flipper coils.

People don’t really play pinball for scores.

They play for rhythm.

Bernard leaned closer to the cabinet glass.

“You know why arcades disappeared?”

Eddie shrugged uneasily.

“Home consoles?”

“No.”

Bernard smiled without humor.

“Because arcade machines learned too much.”

The sentence sat heavily in the apartment.

Silver Comet chimed again.

This time the sound felt different.

Sharper.

Eager.

Bernard’s breathing slowed further.

“The King’s Court understood something before anyone else did.”

His eyes never left the machine.

“It understood that attention is nourishment.”

Eddie forced a laugh.

“That sounds insane.”

Bernard finally looked toward him.

“No,” he said quietly.

“It sounds modern.”

The apartment fell silent except for the rain tapping softly against the windows.

Then Silver Comet powered on by itself.

The machine lights exploded alive beneath the glass.

Mechanical reels clacked violently.

The score display spun through random numbers too fast to follow.

Bernard inhaled sharply.

“Oh...”

The machine display flickered.

WELCOME PLAYER

Eddie stared.

The power cord still lay unplugged beside the wall.

He could see it clearly.

Yet the machine hummed louder now.

Alive.

Bernard stepped closer.

Almost reverently.

The display shifted again.

FREE PLAY

Bernard began laughing softly under his breath.

Tears filled his eyes.

“You found me,” he whispered.

Eddie’s stomach dropped.

“Bernard—”

The machine lights suddenly shifted fully red.

The apartment temperature seemed to drop instantly.

Silver Comet’s flippers snapped downward violently.

CRACK.

Bernard flinched hard.

Then smiled wider.

“What does it want?” Eddie asked.

Bernard stared into the glowing playfield.

“It wants to be played.”

The machine launched a steel pinball by itself.

The silver ball rocketed through the empty playfield at impossible speed while no hands touched the controls.

It ricocheted between bumpers violently.

The machine screamed with electronic applause.

JACKPOT

Bernard laughed harder.

The sound unsettled Eddie immediately.

Not joy.

Relief.

Like an addict finally getting a fix.

The ball accelerated.

Faster.

Faster.

Too fast for physics.

The reflections beneath the playfield glass no longer matched the apartment around them.

Eddie realized that slowly.

Horribly.

The machine reflected rows of arcade cabinets stretching endlessly into darkness.

Not his apartment.

Somewhere else.

Bernard saw it too.

His breathing became ragged.

“Oh my God.”

Silver Comet chimed.

The display flickered rapidly.

PLAYER TWO DETECTED

The machine lights shifted toward Eddie.

For one impossible second, he felt something enormous notice him.

Not a person.

Not intelligence exactly.

A system.

Watching.

Evaluating.

Hungry.

Eddie stumbled backward instinctively.

The machine reacted immediately.

Tilt warnings flashed across the display.

WARNING

WARNING

WARNING

Bernard turned toward Eddie suddenly.

His pupils looked enormous now.

“You shouldn’t resist it.”

The sentence terrified Eddie more than the machine itself.

Silver Comet launched another pinball violently.

The steel ball ricocheted off the playfield hard enough to crack the glass.

A jagged fracture spread outward.

And from somewhere deep inside the machine—

Something knocked back.
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Chapter Five - 

Tilt Warning
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The knocking sound came again.

From inside the machine.

Eddie stumbled backward so quickly he nearly tripped over a milk crate full of spare parts.

Silver Comet vibrated violently against the apartment floor.

Another steel ball launched itself across the playfield.

CRACK.

The fractured glass spread wider.

And from somewhere beneath the machine’s internal mechanisms, something heavy struck upward against the underside of the cabinet.

Bernard Vale stepped closer instead of away.

Tears streamed openly down his face now.

“Oh my God,” he whispered.

The machine lights flashed blood red.

PLAYER TWO ACTIVE

Eddie pointed toward the unplugged power cord lying beside the wall.

“How is it doing this?”

Bernard barely heard him.

“The synchronization started faster than I expected.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

The older man slowly turned.

For the first time since arriving, Bernard actually looked afraid.

“Mr. Mercer...”

Silver Comet chimed loudly.

Bernard flinched.

“...how long have you owned this machine?”

Eddie swallowed.

“Since I was a kid.”

Bernard closed his eyes.

“That’s bad.”

The machine launched another ball.

This one moved impossibly.

Not ricocheting.

Hunting.

The steel sphere slammed repeatedly against the underside of the cracked playfield glass like an insect trying to escape.

Each impact spread the fracture wider.

CRACK.

CRACK.

CRACK.

Eddie backed toward the kitchen.

“You need to leave.”

Bernard shook his head immediately.

“No.”

“You’re clearly not okay.”

“You don’t understand.”

Silver Comet’s mechanical score reels suddenly began spinning so fast the numbers blurred together.

The machine noise filled the apartment.

Clacking.

Grinding.

Laughing.

Because Eddie realized with growing horror that the machine no longer sounded electronic.

It sounded excited.

Bernard stared into the cracked playfield glass.

“You’ve been feeding it for years.”

“What?”

“Attention.”

The word landed heavily.

“Games like this...” Bernard whispered, “...they were never really about entertainment.”

The machine chimed approvingly.

“They’re loops.”

Another impact exploded beneath the glass.

This time the playfield cracked open completely.

Jagged shards burst upward across the apartment.

Eddie threw both arms over his face.

Something wet struck the wall beside him.

Not oil.

Blood.

He stared.

Tiny droplets of fresh blood ran slowly down the wallpaper beside the television.

Bernard didn’t seem surprised.

In fact, he looked relieved.

“It’s opening.”

Eddie’s voice cracked.

“What’s opening?”

Silver Comet answered.

The machine display shifted slowly.

WELCOME BACK

Then:

THE KING’S COURT

Every machine in the apartment powered on simultaneously.

The sound was deafening.

Cabinets roared awake one after another.

Lights exploded across the walls.

Flippers snapped violently.

Old speakers crackled with distorted arcade music.

Eddie stared around the apartment in absolute disbelief.

Machines he hadn’t repaired in years suddenly flashed alive.

A broken cabinet missing half its circuitry screamed with electronic applause.

Another machine began launching pinballs despite having no glass installed.

Steel balls ricocheted across the apartment like bullets.

One embedded itself into drywall beside Bernard’s head.

He barely reacted.

The lights grew brighter.

Rhythmic.

Hypnotic.

Eddie suddenly felt dizzy.

The flashing patterns across the apartment walls began synchronizing.

Every machine blinking together.

The same rhythm.

The same pulse.

Like one giant nervous system.

Bernard whispered softly:

“Don’t stare at the lights.”

Too late.

Eddie looked directly into Silver Comet’s shattered playfield.

And for one impossible second, he saw beyond it.

Not wires.

Not gears.

Not machinery.

An arcade.

Endless.

Rows of glowing machines stretching forever through darkness beneath red and gold lights.

And standing between them—

Shapes.

Human once.

Maybe.

Watching him.

Waiting.

A violent pain exploded behind Eddie’s eyes.

He staggered backward clutching his head.

Blood ran instantly from his nose.

The machines cheered.

PLAYER TWO READY

Bernard grabbed Eddie’s shoulders violently.

“Listen to me.”

Eddie could barely focus.

The flashing lights made his thoughts feel slippery.

“The King’s Court isn’t unique,” Bernard said quickly.

“It’s the center.”

Another steel pinball launched from Silver Comet.

The ball struck Bernard directly in the mouth.

The impact shattered teeth instantly.

Blood sprayed across Eddie’s face.

Bernard staggered backward choking.

The steel ball exited through his cheek trailing broken enamel and strips of flesh.

Yet somehow Bernard still smiled.

Actually smiled.

Blood poured down his chin.

“It noticed you,” he gurgled.

Then Silver Comet’s cabinet split open down the middle.

Not mechanically.

Organically.

Wood panels peeled apart slowly like separating ribs.

Inside the machine, something moved.

Breathing.

And Eddie Mercer finally understood that every strange story on the collector forums had been true.

The machines were alive.

And they were hungry.
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Chapter Six - 

Detective Torres
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Detective Lena Torres hated arcades.

Not because she disliked games.

Because arcades were loud.

And loud places made people stupid.

King’s Arcade sat wedged between a pawn shop and a shuttered movie rental store on the edge of Fredericksburg like a relic too stubborn to die. Half the neon sign no longer worked. Rainwater streaked the windows in greasy lines. Posters for fighting game tournaments curled beneath fading tape inside the glass.

Torres stood beneath the buzzing sign holding stale coffee while uniformed officers dragged another body bag through the rain.

“Third one this month,” Officer Grady muttered beside her.

Torres watched the bag disappear into the ambulance.

“What happened to this one?”

“Security guard found him inside around four.”

“Cause of death?”

Grady grimaced.

“You should probably see it yourself.”

That answer usually meant bad.

Torres ducked beneath the yellow tape and entered the arcade.

The smell hit immediately.

Copper.

Burned wiring.

Something rotten underneath both.

Arcade machines flashed softly through the darkness while old speakers crackled distorted music overhead. Half the building remained powered despite multiple breakers supposedly failing during the night.

Torres hated that too.

Machines weren’t supposed to behave unpredictably.

The body sat near the back wall beneath a broken racing cabinet.

Male.

Mid-thirties.

Massive trauma to the head.

At least what remained of it.

Torres stopped walking.

“Jesus.”

The victim’s skull had partially collapsed inward like crushed fruit. Blood and fragments of bone spread across nearby machines in wide dark streaks. One eye hung from the socket by connective tissue against the man’s cheek.

Yet somehow that wasn’t the worst part.

Steel pinballs surrounded the corpse.

Dozens of them.

Some coated in blood.

Others lodged inside the body itself.

One protruded visibly beneath the skin of the victim’s throat.

Another bulged through his stomach.

Like they had been forced inside him.

The arcade machine beside the body chimed softly.

Torres looked toward it immediately.

The cabinet displayed:

HIGH SCORE

Officer Grady rubbed the back of his neck uneasily.

“Weird thing is...” he muttered, “...there’s almost no blood trail.”

Torres crouched beside the body carefully.

The victim’s hands looked destroyed.

Bones flattened.

Fingers bent backward unnaturally.

Like someone had repeatedly crushed them beneath something heavy.

Flippers.

The thought appeared in her head instantly.

And for some reason, that frightened her more than the corpse itself.

“What’s his name?”

“Ryan Elkins.”

Torres nodded slowly.

“Any witnesses?”

“Not really.”

“That means no.”

Grady shifted uncomfortably.

“Couple kids outside claimed they heard cheering around three in the morning.”

Torres frowned.

“Cheering?”

“Like a crowd.”

The arcade speakers crackled overhead suddenly.

A distorted burst of applause echoed briefly through the building.

Both officers looked upward immediately.

Then silence again.

Torres stared at the machines surrounding them.

Most sat dark.

A few blinked lazily beneath layers of dust.

One pinball machine near the back wall pulsed red for half a second.

Then stopped.

She suddenly felt watched.

Not by a person.

By the room itself.

Torres stood.

“Get me surveillance footage.”

Grady hesitated.

“There’s a problem with that.”

“Of course there is.”

“The footage wiped itself around 2:40 a.m.”

Torres rubbed tired eyes.

“Convenient.”

“We recovered fragments.”

Grady handed her a plastic evidence bag containing a flash drive.

Torres slipped it into her coat pocket.

“Anything else?”

Grady looked toward the body.

“The coroner thinks some of the injuries happened after death.”

Torres frowned.

“What does that mean?”

The younger officer swallowed hard.

“He thinks somebody kept putting pinballs into the body.”

Rain hammered the arcade roof overhead.

Somewhere deeper in the building, a machine chimed softly.

Torres looked toward the sound instinctively.

And for one impossible second—

She thought she saw movement inside the reflection of a dark machine screen.

Tall.

Standing perfectly still behind her.

Torres spun immediately.

Nothing there.

Only rows of silent cabinets glowing faintly beneath broken neon.

Grady noticed her reaction.

“You okay?”

Torres stared into the dark arcade another moment.

“No,” she admitted quietly.

“Not really.”

Across town, Eddie Mercer sat alone in his apartment watching blood drip slowly from Bernard Vale’s teeth onto the carpet.

The machines still screamed around them.

Lights flashing.

Pinballs ricocheting.

Electronic applause echoing through the room.

And inside the split-open chest of Silver Comet—

Something breathed back.
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Chapter Seven - 

Synchronization
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Bernard Vale collapsed against the kitchen counter laughing blood into his hands.

The steel pinball had shattered most of his teeth on impact. Fragments of enamel and pink foam dripped steadily from the torn hole in his cheek while he struggled to breathe through the damage.

Yet the man still looked euphoric.

Eddie stared at him in disbelief.

“You need to go to a hospital.”

Bernard shook his head violently.

“No hospitals.”

Blood sprayed across the floor.

The machines surrounding them roared louder.

Every cabinet in the apartment flashed in synchronized patterns now. Blue. Gold. Red. Repeatedly in perfect rhythm.

Like a pulse.

Silver Comet sat split open in the corner breathing softly through exposed chrome rails and pulsing darkness where circuitry should have been.

Eddie could not stop staring at it.

Every instinct screamed at him to run.

But another feeling sat beneath the terror now.

Curiosity.

The machine noticed immediately.

Its lights softened.

Welcoming.

Eddie’s headache worsened instantly.

A warm pressure pushed slowly behind his eyes while the synchronized flashing patterns spread across the apartment walls like moving veins.

Bernard saw him staring.

“Don’t let it lock onto you.”

Eddie looked away sharply. “Lock onto me?”

Bernard staggered toward him clutching the ruined side of his face.

“It learns through attention.”

The machine chimed.

Bernard flinched.

“Stop answering it.”

“I’m not answering anything!”

“You’re looking at it.”

Another steel pinball launched from inside Silver Comet and ricocheted across the apartment ceiling hard enough to punch holes through drywall.

The machines erupted into electronic applause.

JACKPOT

Eddie backed toward the hallway.

“What the fuck is this thing?”

Bernard swallowed blood painfully.

“It’s not the machine.”

“Then what is it?”

The older man’s expression darkened.

“A system.”

The apartment lights flickered violently.

For one horrible second, every machine in the room powered down simultaneously.

Darkness swallowed the apartment.

Then all the machines rebooted together.

The lights returned brighter than before.

The flashing patterns synchronized perfectly now.

Not random arcade lights anymore.

Intentional.

Hypnotic.

Eddie suddenly felt dizzy again.

His eyes kept drifting toward the patterns automatically.

Loops.

Repeating loops.

His breathing slowed.

The machine lights reflected beautifully across the apartment walls.

Somewhere deep in his head, Eddie realized the patterns were beginning to feel familiar.

Comforting.

Like childhood.

Like Silver Comet humming softly in the laundromat while rain hit the windows outside.
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