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The Arrival of Neon Abyss
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Tommy Mitchell gripped his BMX handlebars, his fingers sticky from the cherry slushie he’d gulped down too fast. The hot August sun baked the blacktop of Sunset Hills Mall’s parking lot, filling the air with the sour tang of spilled soda, hot tar, and cheap perfume. His Walkman bounced against his hip, the headphones crooked around his neck blasting Duran Duran’s Notorious.

“Dude, you’re late,” Jake "Jinx" Miller groaned, flicking his mop of brown hair out of his eyes. He kicked his skateboard up into his hand, frustration thick in his voice. “We were supposed to meet before the arcade opened. I’ve got high scores to crush.”

“Relax, Jinx,” Tommy grinned, rolling his bike to a halt. “Pixel Palace ain’t going anywhere. It’s like, permanent.”

Rae Dawson rolled her eyes from beneath her oversized aviators, a thick black ponytail falling over one shoulder. “Permanent like your math grade, Mitchell? C’mon, let’s get inside before Jinx loses his mind.”

The mall doors hissed open, and a wave of cool, conditioned air hit them like a blessing. The smell inside the mall was something else: cinnamon pretzels from Auntie Anne’s, hot cheese from Galaxy Pizza, and the faintest whiff of stale popcorn from the movie theater two wings down.

“Okay, bet you guys five bucks I hit the top score on Pac-Man today,” Tony Lopez said, adjusting the strap of his dad’s old VHS camcorder on his shoulder. The thing was clunky and awkward, but he refused to leave it behind. “And if I do, Rae has to admit Back to the Future is better than Ghostbusters.”

Rae shot him a withering glance. “Dream on, Spielberg. You couldn’t beat Pac-Man if your joystick had cheat codes.” Jinx snickered, giving Tony a playful nudge as the group strode toward their haven: The Pixel Palace.

The neon sign over the arcade flickered, buzzing faintly. Inside, the world seemed to come alive with the steady hum of machines, the clatter of quarters dropping into coin slots, and the bleeps and bloops of endless 8-bit games. Kids huddled around cabinets like disciples at church, each lost in pursuit of digital immortality.

Jinx cracked his knuckles and zeroed in on Galaga. Rae veered toward Centipede, her fingers itching for the familiar glide of the trackball. Tommy stood still for a moment, taking it all in—the strobing lights, the glowing screens, the faint, acrid scent of burnt plastic.

And then, like a big bright neon distraction he saw it. In the back corner, where no cabinet had been before, stood a game unlike any Tommy had ever seen. The machine's screen glitched and swirled with colors too vibrant to belong to the real world—neon greens bleeding into pinks, like the Northern Lights trapped inside a CRT monitor. Above the screen, the title blinked in jagged letters: NEON ABYSS.

“Whoa,” Tommy whispered, stepping closer.

The cabinet hummed as if it were alive. The joystick twitched slightly, almost imperceptibly. It was calling to him—like the siren song of forbidden treasure. He didn’t know how, but he could feel it: This game was different. “Guys, check this out,” he called over his shoulder. Jinx skated over, dragging his board behind him. “What the—? I don’t remember this game being here yesterday.”

“No one does,” added Rae, narrowing her eyes. “It’s not even on the high-score list.” Tommy pressed his face closer to the glass. The screen blinked, pixels rearranging like pieces of a puzzle—random patterns coalescing into strange shapes, twisted cities, and eyes staring back. He shivered, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

“Okay, this thing is creepy,” Tony said, lifting his camcorder. The red recording light flicked on. “Neon Abyss... looks like a bad dream.”

“Or an awesome one,” Jinx grinned, slamming a quarter into the slot. “Watch this, suckers. High score, here I come.”

The game booted with a strange, warped jingle—a chime that started high but ended in a low, vibrating hum that Tommy swore he could feel in his bones. Jinx grabbed the joystick, and the screen flashed to life.

Level One.

A low-resolution cityscape scrolled across the screen, populated with flickering shadows and static figures. Jinx moved his avatar—a neon-blue figure with a jagged, glitching outline—through the streets. Strange creatures—half-animal, half-machine—leapt from the alleys, and the game demanded split-second reactions.

“Dude, this is unreal!” Jinx whooped, twisting the joystick. His face was lit by the glowing screen, his eyes wide and unblinking. “I’ve never seen graphics this good.” The others crowded around him, captivated by the hypnotic swirl of colors and motion. The sound effects were unlike anything from other games—whispers layered over synth tones, like fragments of a distant conversation just out of reach.

“Do you hear that?” Rae whispered. Tommy nodded. The game wasn’t just making sounds—it was speaking. Or at least, it felt like it was. Jinx leaned further into the machine, his hands glued to the joystick, eyes flickering with every pixel shift. As the level progressed, the creatures on screen grew more unsettling—faces that seemed too human, hands reaching out through the static.

“Almost got it... almost...” Jinx muttered, his voice distant, as if he were slipping into the game itself. The glow from the screen deepened, casting long shadows across his face. And then—without warning—the screen glitched violently, flashing bright white. Jinx’s hands jerked away from the controls. The machine powered down with a low hum, as if exhaling. For a moment, the air felt thicker, heavy with static.

“What the hell?” Jinx muttered, rubbing his eyes. He swore under his breath and gave the cabinet a frustrated slap. “That... was weird,” Tommy said, his heart racing. He didn’t know why, but something about the game felt wrong. The way it ended, the way it pulled at Jinx—like it had almost swallowed him whole. Tony adjusted his camcorder. “Got all of that on tape. Something tells me this thing isn’t exactly... normal.”

“Normal is overrated,” Jinx scoffed, though there was a nervous edge to his voice. “I’m coming back tomorrow. I’m gonna crush this thing.” Rae crossed her arms. “I don’t know, guys. This game... it’s giving me the creeps.”

“Creeps or not, I need that high score,” Jinx said, slapping Tony on the back. “You can film my victory.”

Tommy couldn’t shake the feeling that the game had been watching them—that it was waiting for them to come back.

As they left the arcade, a pair of eyes followed their retreat—the glowing red security monitor perched above the door. And somewhere in the shadows of the mall, Phil the security guard adjusted his belt, a knowing smile playing across his lips.
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