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Chapter 1
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“Sir, do you hear me? I want to know the balance on my credit card!”

Del’s head was pounding. His pain was compounded by the ridiculous microphone he had to wear when he answered phone calls. 

Del said, “Sorry sir, we’re having computer problems.”

“You sound stupid and drunk! I want to know my balance. You have it wrong.”

Del looked at his computer screen. The screen and pictures looked fuzzy as if somebody placed a veil over his eyes. He felt vomit rising from his stomach.

His phone headset felt heavy. He swayed in his seat. Del clamped down on his jaw and turned away from his desk. He took off his phone gear and stumbled toward the restroom. His coworkers gawked at him. Del ran into the nearest bathroom stall and vomited into the toilet. He felt better, but when he tried to stand his stomach screamed with intense pain. He bent down again and spewed another blast of vomit. 

He knelt on the porcelain floor and waited until his stomach pains abated. Del could have called out sick today, but he was already in trouble for calling out sick last week. He placed his hand on the rim and then flushed the toilet. 

“Hey Del, are you ok in there?”

“Yes,” he said. He couldn’t recognize the voice. Shakily, he stood. Standing in the restroom was John, his best friend. 

Del said, “I had a rough night.”

John looked downwards. “I’m sorry Del. But I was instructed to take you to  Larry.”

“Larry is here? I thought he was in a manager’s meeting today?”

“No, he’s back. He saw you running into the bathroom.”

Shit Del thought. “I should get back to my phone call. I was talking to somebody.”

“I took care of it,” John said. “It’ll be fine. You better clean yourself up.”

Del nodded. He knew he had too many drinks last night when he awoke in an alcohol haze and next to him was a sleeping bar waitress he knew. Before he came to work, he drove home and changed. 

John said, “We need to talk afterwards.”

“Yes,” Del said. He moved to the nearest sink and turned on the faucet. Looking into the mirror, he saw his sandy brown hair was all in disarray. His chin was unshaven. 

John said, “What happened to you last night? You got the high score in the game and then you disappeared.”

“I was drunk when I did that and then I left to the Bottoms Up bar,” he said. “I don’t quite remember anything after that.”

Del splashed water on his face and then grabbed a few paper towels. His mouth tasted like ash and cigarettes. 

John looked at him with concern. “You finally got the divorce papers.”

“Yes, I got the divorce papers yesterday. All I need to do and sign them and it will be over.”

John said, “I always thought you would be with her.”

“I thought so too. But she was seeing somebody else. I don’t know who but I will find out.”

***
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DEL STOOD IN FRONT of Larry’s office door. He knocked. He heard his boss say to come inside. Del grabbed the handle and opened it. He was surprised to find Carol, the HR manager, inside. Larry sat behind his desk and Carol was sitting next to him. 

Larry said, “Please sit Del. We have something to discuss with you.”

His boss was short and fat with a paunch that overextended his pants. Del never like Larry not because he was a bad manager but because he was just one of those bosses who liked to bully people. Del walked into the room and sat on the chair across from him. Larry looked at him with a little distaste.

Larry sat back in his chair and looked at Carol. Del’s stomach made a loud gurgling sound. He hoped he wouldn’t barf on Larry’s desk. 

Larry cleared his throat. “Del, you have always been a good employee. We have overlooked a few things since you started here at Century Capital Cards.”

Del was getting nauseous. He was getting fired. He had been with this company for almost a decade and he blew it because he came to work with a bad hangover. He waited.

“But your friend, John, told us of your recent personal problems and we think we’ll only suspend you for two weeks,” Larry said. 

Del said, “I’m sorry. It has been rough. Thank you.”

He stood and walked out of the office before they could say anything to him. Del went to his desk and turned off his computer and grabbed his car keys and was about to walk out toward the exit when his friend John came toward him 

“What happened? Are you fired?”

“No, thank God, because of you I still have a job. I’m suspended probably without pay for two weeks.”

John said, “Hey are you playing Strike Blast tonight? You did awesome last night.”

Del said, “I don’t feel good. I’m still hung over. But I might later.”
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Chapter 2
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Del drove his beat-up Honda Accord to his motel room in the bad area of San Pedro. The place was called Budget Maui Gardens. Before he went home, he went to a liquor store and bought a pint of rum, a six-pack of Diet Coke and a packet of Twinkies. He didn’t care about his waistline or trying to be healthy. Marion, his soon to be ex-wife, was not here to nag him. He had been living here for the last six months since he separated from her. 

The motel room which he could barely pay was dirty and dingy. Any hotel named Maui or Budget was always grimy and old. When he opened the door to his room, he saw the scraps of paper wrappers and takeout food on his desk table and floor. The maid service was spotty at best. The cleaning crew came once a month and when they did vacuum and pickup, it was lackluster. He tried to tidy up the best he could, but he gave up. His keys jingle as he closed the door. 

Del knelt and place his hand underneath the bed. His stomach lurched a little, and he had to wait a few seconds. But he was relieved to find the box was still hidden there. His laptop was inside the nondescript box. He had placed biohazard stickers and tape all over the container to ward off any thief. He took it out and placed it on his bed. He opened it and took out his laptop. 

Del could have kept his computer inside the trunk of his accord but he didn’t want it sitting inside his car with the heat of the LA sun beating against his automobile.

Del placed the laptop on the table next to the bed. He had Wi-Fi service because he paid premium service through his cell phone provider so he could play his video games. It was the only thing he splurged his money on besides a subscription to his games. He had played games since he was a kid. He played everything from Final Fantasy to World of Warcraft to Halo. He especially like the games that were role-playing as well shooting games. His wife, Marion, never liked his side hobby. She would always tell him that it was childish and he should stop since he was a dad. His daughter, Jenny, like playing games with him, video games, board games anything that had puzzles and action.

Del took out a plastic cup that he had on his table poured himself some diet soda and mixed it with a good amount of rum. He took a drink, and he instantly felt a better. He heard the best thing for hangovers was to drink alcohol. He was not sure about that but drank.

Del wished he had a bottle of aspirin but he forgot to buy it. He plugged in his laptop booted it up. His laptop was state-of-the-art with all the bells and whistles with the fastest GPU and CPU. He placed the gaming mouse and keyboard on the table next to the laptop. He typed in his password at the prompt. 

His avatar in the game, Strike Blast, was a big muscular Marine who took no shit from anybody. He was about to log-in and play another round of games but the stomach convulsed and he had to rush to the restroom. He vomited into the toilet. 

Del shook his head. He cannot play like this. He was still hung over. Del looked to the table next to the TV. He saw the divorce papers inside a yellow envelope. He shook his head. He should sign the papers and get it over. His wife was not going back to him. 

Del was so exhausted he went to his bed and without taking his clothes off fell down on his bed and fell asleep. He heard a buzzing sound in his head. He didn’t want to wake up. He was dreaming about old times with his wife and daughter, good times when they went to dinner and watch a movie together. He missed those times. 

Del wondered what happened. Why did everything had to change? It was like when he was a kid and his parents were having problems. His parents got divorced when he was only thirteen. He always hated going back and forth from his divorced parents homes. 

The buzzing noise kept going. He opened his eyes and saw his cell phone on the table next to him vibrating like a mad hornet. He shook his head. He didn’t remember placing his cell phone on the table or even having it on vibrate. He should have turned it off altogether. 

His head pounded and moaned as he looked at his cell phone. It stopped vibrating. Del always had a problem with his drinking but last night was the worst. The divorce paperwork was stuck in his motel room door jamb when he came home from work the night before. He broke opened the seal with a plastic knife and peered inside looking at the papers slowly one by one. He thrusted it back into the envelope and placed it on his drawer next to the TV. 

His marriage was over; he knew it. He wanted to see his daughter again and tell her how sorry he was. He promised her that he would be back home. This was not right. He wasn’t going to be like his own parents. He grabbed the phone and was about to turn it off when he looked at the screen. He saw several text messages. One message was from his best friend, John. The other message he couldn’t recognize and hope it was not the girl he was with last night. The last text was from Marion. She wanted to know if he received the divorce paperwork. He turned off his cell phone and went back to sleep.

Yet, sleep eluded him. Images of his wife and his daughter going to Disneyland with him and having fun came to him in torrents of old memories. He wished he knew when things changed. He knew his drinking didn’t help. He knew he should have worked on his marriage before he got separated instead of going to the nearest bar and drinking the next beer. His dad was an alcoholic as well as his mom. It was inevitable that he would become an alcoholic. He should have gone into Alcoholics Anonymous as soon as got separated but he didn’t. He now regretted that decision. 

He opened his eyes and stumbled into the restroom and took a leak. Del kept pissing, going like a flood; it was odd that he didn’t realize he had to go so bad. His kidneys must be screaming at him and his body probably hated him as well.

Del finished up in the restroom. He washed his hands vigorously in the sink. He was mad at himself and looked at his reflection again in the mirror and all he saw was an angry man turning gray.

Del was only 30 years old. But he felt like 65. The only thing that made him feel good was drinking alcohol or playing games. He was somebody else when he did those things he was super Del he was a man who had his life together. Drinking made him think he could do anything like being a being a millionaire. And playing games made him see himself as a badass, a man who could get things done. He was unstoppable. He was a fighter. 

Del was still dressed in his work clothes and he changed into shorts and a T-shirt. His breath smelt like garbage. He grabbed his soda and was about to drink it but knew it was warm but he didn’t care. He opened it and chugged half the can and then belched. It didn’t taste good. It was awful. 

He should get some ice but all he wanted to do was get to his computer to play a few rounds of Strike Blast. He had a makeshift gaming table and chair that he had from the hotel which was workable but not the greatest. At his home he had the best of everything: a leather chair, a mahogany red table, a fast desktop and flashy computer lights. 

He sat on the rickety chair. He realized he left his laptop on and at screen was already at the log-in prompt; it was just in hibernation mode.. 

Del typed in his password. He was about to click on the icon for the game then he realized he didn’t check the Internet for Archie. Archie Wickham was the game’s creator of Strike Blast.  He had been missing for almost 2 years. He wondered why the Billionaire would leave if he had the number one game in North America and Europe. Millions of people logged all over the world to play this game. 

He clicked on the Internet icon and searched on any news on Archie’s disappearance to see if there was any new developments. He also checked all the computer gaming Internet sites and there was nothing. Del wondered where Archie could have gone too. He could get lost wherever he wanted too. Del wished he was Archie with all his wealth and knowledge. He found a site which showed Archie’s office desk. He saw pictures of his office—it showed a mahogany desk table like the one he had at home and a gigantic computer screen. The police report said that everything was on when they got there from Archie’s computer and his lights. It was as if he just left to go to the bathroom. 

The police did a thorough search of Archie’s home and business. He had disappeared without anybody noticing. Del shook his head sat back in cheap rickety chair that he’s in now. He had two weeks off and he had a crazy idea he could find Archie and they would play a game or work on a new game together. Del smiled. He he shook his head and click on the icon for the Strike Blast. 
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Chapter 3
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Strike Blast was a first-person point of view fighting game against monsters from outer space attacking civilian planets. Del’s character was a Space Marine in 3050 AD. The world had been fighting against the insectile monsters for almost a century since they evaded Earth’s remote colonies. The Space Marines was given the task to defend the civilians and fight against the insectile aliens. Del had been playing this game for several years and he was an elite status in the Strike Blast game. Del’s character was named Zonig5. 

He moved his character, Zonig5, toward the military barracks. Del saw the back of his character in third person point of view. He wanted to know what was on the mission for tonight. He saw the usual other Marines moving about and a few of them nodded to him knowing who he was. Del’s character could beat anybody here man-to-man in a tournament fight but he liked playing against the alien creature.

Del walked down the pathway. He was also looking for John’s avatar. He wondered if his friend waited for him or if he was already gone on a mission without him. Del almost used his chat option to talk to John, but he decided to walk around. He was feeling a little peevish and sad. Del decided to go to the front of the barracks to see the Battle Sergeant. This character was the main NPC who gave out the missions and also any news about new weapons or gear. Del won in the battle last almost a million space bucks and he can spend it any way he wanted. Yet, he already had the best gear and the best weapons. He walked up the barrack and moved through the doorway.  It was squat green building and saw a soldier behind the desk.

The soldier said, “Hello Del, are you here for purchasing or missions?”

Del clicked his cursor over the weapons. On the right side of his screens he saw another question - weapons or armor? Del checked both sections, scanning if there was anything new. He didn’t see anything that he didn’t already had. He scrolled through each type of weapon and armor; he saw a flame thrower, but it’s the same weapon he already had except this one shot faster and had more ammo and easily reloaded, so he purchased it. He equipped his new weapon and didn’t see anything else promising and left the weapons screen.

Del was about to press on the storyline section but he saw a chat response; it was from John.

The message read, “I didn’t think you would be playing today?”

Del typed back. “I’m better. I’m a little hung over but I could beat anybody on this field.”

John said, “You want to play team battle against some people or do you want to play in story mode?”

Del hesitated and was thinking he didn’t really want to fight anybody at this time; he wanted to blast monsters.

Del typed, “I want to just fight against creatures.”

John said, “Lets do it.”

“Sure.”

Del brought up the holographic map of the Helios space galaxy.

John wrote, “Where do you want to fight?”

“I feel adventurous today. Let’s go over to the Queen’s home solar system. we could fight against the aliens there.”

John replied, “Hey wait a minute, I’m not sure. I don’t have enough armor and weapons.”

“Chicken! Do I have to hold your hand? I need you to watch my back,” he blurted.

“I can hold my own. You know I can, I could beat your sorry ass in a duel if I had too.”

“Ok. We’ll take the ship there.”

Del brought up the coordinates to the Queens space system and clicked on the fastest pathway. They both were shown on a spaceship flying through space. His screen on his laptop showed a view of space and then they went into warp drive. The stars streamed into lines.

Suddenly the view changed, and he saw several planets in different colors of dark reds, oranges and browns. And marked on each planet surfaces were several red flags marking the battle areas they could choose from.

Battle Sergeant appeared. He said, “Hello Marines! We need brave soldiers to fight off these insects. We need to take this planet. We can be closer to win this war.”

The screen changed. Words appeared: Please choose your Battle.

The chat box appeared. John wrote, “Hey let’s pick the final battle.”

“Are you sure? I can start with something lower. If you want something easy.” Del teased.

“No, I came here to battle.”

Del choose the planet on the far right. It was the color of tan and it was called Verona. He clicked on the flag that read final battle.

The screen changed and showed the back of the spaceship; it opened to  sand dunes and next to him was John’s avatar, a burly marine with a flattop holding a large gun in front of him and a smoking cigar clamped to his mouth. He already had guns pointed forward. They floated above the planet’s surface.

The Battle Sergeants voice said, “Are you ready?”

Del readied his weapons and ran out toward the sand.  John was behind him. They jumped out of the back of the ship and landed on the ground. Del held his laser cannon pointed forward. He took a broad sweep around the area. All he saw was sand dunes. More marines of the earth’s confederation appeared next to him.

Del saw a chat from John. “Get you headphone on.”

Del almost forgot. His head was still tender, but he was excited for this battle ahead. He grabbed his headphone and place it over his head. He heard Johns voice.

“Yo, this fight is going to be amazing. we have to fight underground.”

“I’m ready,” Del said.

There were several large holes before them in a rocky outcrop. Sand flowed around them. John moved to the first hole. Del stopped John.

He said, “Wait.”

Del held his laser cannon and pointed it at the hole and shot inside.  An explosion rocked the sands.

Del was about to go inside the tunnel but the Battle Sarge came up and said, “Hello Marines! This is going to be a tough mission. Go down there and take out all the eggs. Do not let anything stop you. Use your navigation tools. We cannot see all the tunnels down there, so be careful.”

Del said, “I’m coming inside. Save me some monsters.”

He went down the hole while a group of marines followed him. It was dark inside and he turned on his lights. The walls of the cave were ultra smooth, and the path moved steadily downwards. The tunnel was large. It could fit a small tank. Del looked at his navigation map. His sensors didn’t pick up any movement.

Del had on his right hand a submachine gun which could shoot thousands of bullets and on his left he held a pistol, powerful enough to kill an insect creature in one shot but it has to be close. His laser canon was strapped to his back. Del scanned his ammo and shields. It was good. They walked downwards. Del was leading the way.  His helmet flashlight barely penetrated the dark gloom. The tunnel opened wider into a main cavern which connected to other tunnels.

Del wondered why it took so long to fight. His sensors didn’t pick up anything. He was getting a little nervous. Scanning each of the tunnels, Del wasn’t sure where to go. He was about to asked another of the Marines but realized they were only non-playable characters and wouldn’t give him help. 

John said, “Which way?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

John said, “Let’s looked at each cave then we’ll decide.”

“Okay, let’s try that.”

They walked close to each tunnel. It was cold because Del could see his breath in the air. This game was very lifelike   he thought. He stopped and for some reason looked upwards. Del saw large beetles sleeping along the walls.

John said, “We need to find the eggs. We need to pick a tunnel.”

Del heard a chittering sound. The beetles awoke and started to stream downwards at them.

Del said, “Let’s rock-and-roll.”

He pointed his pistol at the nearest beetle and shot it point blank. Guts and blood shot around them. He was about to shoot another insect when they stopped moving all together. Their antennas were moving. A squealing sound came from a far cave.   

A large beetle shot out of a tunnel and killed two of the Marines who was standing there.

Del said, “Use your flamethrowers.”

John was already firing his weapon hitting the large beetle’s body, but the bullets were not doing any damage. The large beetles mandibles shook. Razor sharp needles flew at them hitting their shields. Most of the NPC marines were killed. Del and John were lucky that their shields held, but Del noticed his shield went down to fifty percent. He couldn’t survive another attack.

Del switch his guns to a flamethrower. It was in his inventory. The weapon had limited use, but he had to use it. He positioned himself right in front of the large beetle.  John was still shooting at the large insect distracting it. Del pointed his weapon at the creature’s head. He knew he was too close and could hurt himself or John, but he didn’t care. He sprayed his flamethrower in a wide arc across the large beetle’s head and body.

The creature suddenly caught on fire. The flames shot high above the cavern. The large beetle screamed in agony. It rushed toward him. Del knew this was going to happen, so he had his pistol ready. He shot the insect, blasting it destroying its face and body. Viscous blood and entrails hit the walls behind it.  The large beetle fell to the side with flames rising upwards.

John said, “I need a little help here.”

Del turned upwards and saw the smaller beetles swarming toward them. John was in the corner fighting off a bunch of alien beetles. Del shot his laser canon and quickly picked off the creatures. They destroyed all the remaining alien insects in the cavern. The flames of the creature lit up the cave with enough light to see all around. The dead beetles were left all over, strewn in the cavern. When the battle was over, all the carcasses disappeared. They were left alone in the cavern.

“That was close,” John said.

The Battle Sergeant came up on the screen and said, “Congratulations Marines for clearing out this area. We equipped you with Quasar Bombs. You need to take out the nest.”

Del checked his inventory and saw the bombs in there. John inspected the different pathways and stopped at a tunnel at the far right; it was glowing with an intense green light.

“I think we need to go there,” John said.

They raced inside down the tunnel until they got into another large cavern. The cave was round. Del saw hundreds of glowing green eggs embedded into the walls. He  heard a different sound. It was the rumble of excreting noises.   Alien insects started to spawn around them. 
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