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      Kelsie stared at the TV, the screen displaying the much dreaded ‘game over’ notification. This was at least the tenth attempt—or possibly more, as she’d lost count long ago—at this stupid secret boss, which she couldn’t beat for the life of her. No matter how much she leveled up her party of beautiful women, she still struggled to win.

      She briefly considered hurling the controller in frustration.

      She never expected to stoop so low as to use cheat codes, but here she was, searching for them on a shady video game forum. The game’s intricacy demanded hours of her time, which gradually wore her patience; she had only hoped to witness the elusive true ending. She meticulously entered the codes, diligently followed the instructions, yet nothing happened.

      No enhanced stats, no hidden skills … nothing.

      She kept trying to do as the poster said for two hours. Glancing at the clock, she sighed when she realized it was almost 3 AM. She didn’t have work tomorrow, but surely her sleeping schedule was going to be wrecked. Deciding to quit for the night, she shut off the console and retired to her bed.

      Kelsie flopped onto the mattress and buried her face into her pillow. Closing her eyes, she thought of the game’s characters. The playable cast comprised stunning ladies from a fantasy kingdom. Adrianna was the royalty, while the other three were her loyal bodyguards. To say that Kelsie had a major crush on each of them was an understatement; part of her was ashamed of being attracted to pixels, but half the Internet seemed to proclaim their love for fictional characters daily, so it wasn’t entirely abnormal nowadays.

      The ending was within her grasp, and she felt disheartened to have wasted so much time on that useless code. Vaguely, she wondered if the poster was full of shit and made the entire thing up. But it wasn’t like she could verify its authenticity; she possessed little coding knowledge, leaving her uncertain of what was possible. Pushing the thoughts back into her head, she rolled over and switched off the lamp. The light of the moon flowed through the curtains, easing her nerves. She soon found herself drifting off into a peaceful dream, eager to take another crack at the boss tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kelsie jolted awake. She shot up, unsure how long she’d been sleeping before this point. Rubbing her eyes, she scanned her surroundings, unsure where this sudden sense of urgency came from. Perhaps she had a bad dream? Or worse, maybe someone had broken into her house! Sweat trickled down her back as she tried to make sense of things.

      She blinked, her vision refusing to come into focus—when someone put a hand over her mouth. She screamed, her heart hammering a thousand miles per minute as the perpetrator tugged her backward. Now fully alert, she bit down on those digits. A yelp and curses came from behind her as the hand moved.

      Kelsie hopped off the bed, nearly tripping as the blankets wrapped around her feet, and quickly turned on the lamp. The room illuminated—and her jaw fell slack. On her bed was Juniper, a character from the game. But was that possible? It must be a convincing cosplayer, she thought, reaching behind her back to grab the baseball bat she kept as a security measure.
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