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Prologue

Fall of 2014

 

"If a man loses pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured, or far away. "

 -  Henry David Thoreau

 

Diana Webster was the last one off the school bus, just like always. Her older brother, Alex, was walking with his right arm around Liz, his girlfriend, paying no attention to his younger sister.

And why should he?

He was seventeen, almost eighteen and a super jock in his senior year at Woodrow Wilson High School. Add to that the fact he was going steady with the equally popular femme fatale of WW High, Elizabeth Nolan, made him the real deal of the family.

Alex and Liz were perfect for one another. That was obvious to Diana, just as much as it was obvious to every other student and faculty member at the high school.

Both carried themselves with confidence, because the only thing they had lacking was insecurity. They had looks, status, popularity, acceptance, and intelligence--everything most teens found partially or completely lacking during their formative years.

High school could be brutal.

Especially to a sophomore.

In particular, to Diana Webster, a tenth grade loner who lacked all of the positive attributes her older brother possessed and then some. 

What was even worse was that Diana knew that in two more years, by the time she was a senior in high school just like her brother was now, nothing would have changed that significantly. She was almost sixteen. She should've been a junior, but she'd been held back a year when she'd contracted a bad case of mono while in the sixth grade and missed eight weeks of school.

Totally a social outcast as a result.

She knew it.

Her parents knew it.

And if Diana had any friends, they would have been blunt enough to tell her as much. No use in her having any illusions of grandeur. Sometimes the plain truth was best accepted.

Her parents needn't have sprung all those thousands of dollars on braces for her. Perfect teeth weren't going to open any more doors for her socially; nor would they automatically garner the self-confidence her parents knew she was lacking. They tried so hard to promote her self-confidence with their constant compliments on what a beautiful young woman she was morphing into almost daily.

She knew it was bullshit. Everything in her mind assured her of that, and if it didn't, her social status at school confirmed it. Aside from the braces, she had attempted to remove everyone's focus away from her face by dying her hair purple. The problem was, it was a home dye job that had gone horribly wrong, and the purple looked more like a putrid shade of grey. 

Diana didn't put forth any effort to change that. Why should she? These were the same students she had gone to school with since moving to Reedsville, Idaho when she was in the second grade. Apparently, they still hadn't come to accept her. It was because she was different and she knew it. She didn't pretend to be anything else.

Being different wasn't something she did intentionally; it wasn't some attention-grabbing mechanism that she had employed to appear as some unique prodigy or enigma. It was simply who she was, and she wasn't about to change for anything or anyone. If that meant she remained a loner? Then so be it. 

Her mother always reminded Diana that she "walked to the beat of a different drummer," and while there was nothing necessarily wrong with that, it might be nice for her to at least make an effort to reach out to her classmates in order to cultivate friendships. It was funny, Diana had never considered that being different or keeping to herself was a bad thing -- not until her mother had mentioned that whole different drummer thing.

The truth was, Diana enjoyed the company she kept, even though it seemed to stress out her parents because she wasn't living up to what they thought was normal teen behavior for their only daughter. They wanted her to be popular--like Alex. To have friends, maybe even a crush or two on boys in her class.

But Diana wasn't into boys - at least not the ones in her sophomore classes. They were so immature with only one thing on their minds--sex. 

It wasn't as if Diana was even noticed much by her male classmates. She was quiet; kept to herself most of the time, keeping busy with her sketches and drawings during Study Hall. Diana was artistic, and her passion outside of gaming was creating characters she hoped to someday sell for interactive games she would create. She'd heard there was big money in that, and it would be a perfect way to earn a living by doing the very things she was passionate about. 

Gaming was Diana’s other guilty pleasure once homework and chores were done each day. She escaped to the solace of her pink-walled room, powered up her laptop, and joined the community of friends she had never met. It didn’t matter though, because her online friends never judged her, nor could they tease her relentlessly for being different. 

Because they were different too. 

She found comfort in her anonymity, and instead of her normal bashful persona, she found that she could easily chat and blend in with the others. Online, they were all equals. There was a mutual respect among them. It was one of the chat room requirements that everyone show respect and manners while gaming or chatting with one another. No harassment or bullying was allowed. And so far, she had not encountered anything but friendly banter and newly made friendships.

She went to her room and sat at her desk, opening her backpack and pulling her books out. The sooner she finished her homework, the sooner she could escape into the gaming world and chat rooms that provided the social interaction she found most rewarding.

Her mother would be home from work by six o’clock, with whatever takeout she felt like picking up for dinner. 

It wasn’t that Diana was too young to cook, or unwilling to cook, her mother simply didn’t trust her in the kitchen. One near disaster with dripping grease onto a burner and then trying to pat out the flames with a cotton dish towel wasn’t the smartest thing to do. Her mother didn’t want her near the stove unless she was right there next to her to supervise her every move. That part about her mother really sucked.

Diana's father, on the other hand, was totally laid back, or maybe it just seemed that way because he traveled on business and was gone days and sometimes weeks at a time. Maybe that was why her mother felt she needed to pick up the slack for his absence by overly exerting her parental authority. The truth was, Alex was the one who looked out for her the most. And Diana felt closer to Alex than she did her parents.

Diana focused on finishing her homework, and once she was finished, she dutifully placed everything back in her backpack so it would be ready and waiting the following morning. She went into the kitchen where Alex was nuking some popcorn and carrying on a conversation with Liz on his cell. She rolled her eyes as she opened the fridge and grabbed a cold soda. She couldn't, for the life of her, figure out why her brother couldn't go ten minutes without talking to Liz.

“You’re going to spoil your dinner, Alex,” she warned as if that would matter to him. “Just sayin’.”

“Hey shrimp, I forgot to tell you,” he said moving his mouth away from his smart phone, “Mom’s picking up Dad at the airport. They're having dinner on the way back, so it'll be after eight when they get home. We lucked out, I’m ordering pizza for us."

She shrugged heading back out of the kitchen, “Pepperoni and mushrooms,” she hollered over her shoulder. 

"Yeah, yeah, you think I don't know that by now?" her brother called after her.

So, their father was coming home tonight. She hadn't even been aware of that. It was the norm to be kept in the dark about his schedule. Diana couldn’t count the number of birthdays and Christmases he had missed over the years. And she didn’t know a whole lot about his job because they weren’t supposed to know about it. He worked for the government. All she knew for sure was that he traveled to other states, and sometimes to other countries, for unspecified amounts of time to ensure national security.

Period.

But Diana was okay with not knowing more than that because if she did, she was pretty sure she would spend most of her time worrying about him. 

Just like her mom did. 

Oh, her mother tried to not let it show, but Diana didn’t miss the occasions when days or weeks went by with no word from her father. Her mother would mope at first, and then become easily agitated with her and Alex, and then she would spend more and more time holed up in the den, sipping glasses of wine and reading books. They weren’t to disturb her during those times. They had both learned that by now.

Once her father would surface, either by phone or in person, it would take a few days for her mother to get back to normal. Diana figured the only reason her mother got a full-time job a year ago was because she was bored playing the waiting game for her father. Things were often tense between the two of them, and though she had never heard loud arguments, sometimes the silence between them was deafening.

She had asked Alex one time if he thought their parents still loved one another. He had told her it was a stupid question, but he hadn’t really answered it.

She powered up her laptop, and put on her wireless headset. She went into Creepy Pasta, assuming her handle: D-10. She quickly studied the screen to see who else was in there. 

There he was. 

Dastardly Damned. 

They had met months ago in a Creepy Pasta chat room. An artist after her own heart with his awesome three dimensional sketches of Slender Man and his cohorts which DD had invented straight from his own imagination. She was actually envious of his creativity. 

Diana was no slouch at sketching both on paper and online, she even received a great software program called Open Canvas for her last birthday, and she used it all the time to put her visions to form, but nothing she had created came close to DD’s creations. His were way bolder, more vital, and eye-catching; creatures that only a beautiful mind could create for sure.

Diana sighed and typed a private message. 

Hey DD--wanna play?

She waited, but only for a moment, when his reply beeped up on her screen. 

Are you sure D10? Aren’t you tired of getting your but kicked?

Cocky as always, Diana thought and smiled as she replied with a return message.

I believe there are two t’s in BUTT.

His reply came back immediately.

Smart a$$. Let’s go in search. Going audio now.

She immediately pulled up their current favorite survival game: In Search of Slender Man.  She donned her headset with the attached microphone which they both used, when playing interactive. Diana's computer voice sounded like Ariel from The Little Mermaid. Dastardly Damned's computer voice sounded similar to Cyborg from Teen Titans. 

And yes, Dastardly Damned was a pro for sure. He had annihilated her five times in a row, but what he didn’t know was that she’d been practicing up on it, and had found a forum where other gamers had shared tricks of the trade for this particular game. She was ready to go to the next level today.

She was ready to take him down.

♥

 

Four weeks later . . . 

 

This was it. Shit was about to get real. Diana was finally going to meet Dastardly Damned, whose real name she still did not know. But then again, he didn't know hers either. They had agreed not to divulge those until they met in person. 

It was Halloween and there was a special costume party to celebrate Diana's favorite holiday. She always loved Halloween. She liked the fact she could assume a costume of any type, and adapt herself to that character. Over her childhood, she'd gone through stages of costume choices. Early on she'd been a princess, Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz, or whatever popular kid's show character of the era. Lame, right? 

But for this event, she was determined to have the perfect costume. One that Dastardly Damned most likely would know was her: Slender Man. The whole point of the costume party at the Game Cave was to allow gamers who might not have previously met, to find one another. There would be a contest for best gaming costume, with giveaways for game tokens, and, of course, refreshments would be served. Diana had been so excited about it she'd been working on her costume for weeks.

She was trying to imagine what costume Dastardly Damned would be wearing. He actually had a thing for Bloodborne. Maybe he'd show up as Abhorrent Beast. That would be quite the costume. He also liked Dark Souls and Final Fantasy. There were a multitude of characters from those games. He had refused to give her any hints whatsoever. There were several main characters in that game. Maybe he would be dressed as Egon or Solaire. Or maybe he'd go with something totally different to throw her off. She smiled at the thought.

Her mother had shown some reservations about her attending the Halloween party, saying she wasn't at all sure going somewhere with everyone in costume at her age might not be the safest thing to do.

She'd finally convinced her mother that at sixteen, she absolutely should have fewer restrictions on her social life. After all, she should be driving at her age the way her parents had allowed Alex to drive at sixteen.

Her mother had finally relented; Diana knew how to spin a guilt trip. The truth was, Diana could have applied for her learner's permit months ago, but she figured why bother since she'd still have to fight with Alex and most likely lose, to get access to the car. 

But she had managed to get Alex to drop her off at the Game Cave once she was ready. He was hanging with his best friend, Brian Rutherford, watching college football like they did every Saturday afternoon.

"So," she said, waltzing into the living room where they were both glued to the game, "how do I look?"

She'd taken one of Alex's black dress suits he'd outgrown years ago, put on a white dress shirt, borrowed a black tie from her father's closet, and bought a white nylon knee high stocking to put over her head.  She found a man's black top hat at the Goodwill Store which made her costume complete.

"Who the hell are you supposed to be?" Alex asked, shoving a handful of popcorn into his mouth with a smirk.

"Wait, wait," Brian said, "I know who it is. You're the Mummy's Bride!" he announced proudly, giving her a smile and a wink. Her brother burst out laughing and high-fived his buddy.

"Ha, Ha. You're so silly Brian," Diana replied. "I'm Slender MAN," she announced giving him an eye roll. " And I'm ready to go to the Game Cave Alex, remember, you said you'd take me?"

"Yeah, yeah," he grumbled. "Can you wait until half time?"

"Alexxxx," she whined, "I don't want to be late, c'mon."

"Hey chill there doll," Brian spoke up, "I'll be happy to give you a ride if your lazy ass brother can't tear himself away to give his cute little sister a lift. I gotta be heading home anyway. Hey, heard you have a couple classes with my little brother this year?"

"Thanks, Brian," she replied, "But cute isn't exactly the word I'd use to describe myself, and yes, I have two classes with Danny. He's pretty chill." She felt herself blush underneath the already sweaty nylon head stocking. Danny Rutherford was one of the hot bad boys in her class. Too cool for school, but he'd always been nice to her. He didn't game though, and that was the draw for Diana.

Brian gave her a playful smack, pulling his car keys from his jeans pocket, and held the front door open. "By cute I meant without that crazy costume. Aren't there any pretty or sexy game characters you could've gone as? It's a shame to hide such a pretty face and sexy body," he teased as he clicked the remote to unlock the car doors of his newer model Mustang.

"Like who?" Diana asked getting into his car. She doubted very much Brian was into gaming. Alex thought it was a waste of time.

"Well, I think you'd make an awesome Lara Croft. She's pretty hot."

Diana did a double take. "You're actually into Tomb Raider?" she asked, her voice muffled by the stupid stocking she had over her head. 

He laughed good-naturedly, "Sure. It's been a while, but hell, it's a classic. And you know, I don't think you're going to be able to do much socializing with that damn stocking stuck over your head. Plus, how are you going to enjoy the refreshments they're serving?"

Diana thought about it. He was right. Dastardly Damned would think she had a speech impediment at the very least, or was hiding a deformed face. It was if Brian had read her mind.

"Hey, I have an idea," he said, as he pulled into the parking lot of the Game Cave and shut off the engine.
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