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Chapter One

Here Comes A New Challenger
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Sam Cochran was looking for a challenge. He was twenty-four years old and undefeated in every game of skill and chance he had played. Most considered him lucky, some doubted the veracity of his record, and according to Sam, he was just that good.

He loved games. It started as a family tradition when he was just a kid. Every Saturday, he and his two parents and three siblings would get together to play Monopoly, Battleship, and Settlers of Catan. Over the years, friends and neighbors started joining in on the weekly gaming tradition. These new people brought new games. Including ones he'd never heard of before.

Ticket to Ride. Rise of Augustus. Secret Hitler. And more.

When he was young, he wasn't that good. But Sam hated losing. He was a competitive guy, even from an early age. During the week, he'd study rules and go online to learn winning strategies. He'd practice playing with his friends after school. By the time he was a teenager, he started winning more and more. Eventually, he learned the core concepts and main strategies that would apply to nearly any game, regardless of genre or type. He mastered those skills. Started entering competitions.

Friendly competitions. Most people who participated didn't even really consider them “competitions.” More like, “hey, let's all get together with other skilled gamers, see who's the best, and the winner gets a gift certificate to the local comic book and gaming store.

Sam lost a few of those, but he always came close to being #1. And falling so short of victory just drove him to push himself even harder, practicing and studying more, getting better and better.

Sam loved to win. It gave him a rush. A feeling of power, accomplishment, victory... It brought him more and more attention, especially from all the pretty girls at school. They knew he was going places. Sam was a winner. It was board games today, but who knew – perhaps tomorrow, it'd be the board room, at some Fortune 500 company... Everyone wanted to be near Sam. Girls wanted to date him. Guys wanted to be like him.

He was an average-looking fellow. Not overly handsome or anything, but decent enough. “Cute” in his own way. But his drive, his determination, his lust for victory at all costs – that's what really got the girls horny and wet all over him.

He lost his virginity at age 15, after winning his first regional game competition.

And when he was old enough, he started entering real games with real money on the line. Poker tournaments. Casino marathons. Games of chance and luck, that skill alone couldn't account for.

And, admittedly, his near-perfect winning streak became a little less perfect in these games of chance... but even those had some strategy, some choice, some control... and once Sam understood and mastered those, he got better and better, and soon started ranking high in national tournaments.

On an individual game, he couldn't guarantee success. But he knew about probabilities, and risk management, and made sure to put the odds in his favor. Over time, over a bunch of different games, he always came out ahead.

All totaled, he had won about $250,000 – a quarter of a million dollars – in the past five years. His parents were a bit concerned he was so focused on gambling and winning, rather than getting a safe, secure degree from some university. But Sam thought school was a waste of time. They didn't teach him anything of value, he felt, at least not anything he'd end up using in his personal life.

“I found something I'm really good at,” he tried explaining to his dad. “Why can't you just be happy for me?”

“Sam,” his father sighed, “you can't count on this winning streak to last forever. Sooner or later you're gonna need a real job.”

“This is a real job,” he defended. “How much have you made in the last year?”

His father thought about it, but didn't answer. He didn't need to. They both knew his annual salary was only about $48,000 a year... Honest, decent, respectable. Not great, but not bad.

“I've already made $60,000 so far this year,” Sam said. “And most of that was just from the one tournament in Vegas. I could literally take the rest of the year off, and still had made more than you.”

Ouch. A little harsh, but true.

His father collected himself. His tone shifted. “But you won't, will you?”

Sam chuckled. “Of course not.”

“Because you love playing. You love winning,” his father said.

Sam nodded. “I was born to win.”

His father relented. “Well, it's your life to live. You know where I stand, but it is your choice... You're an adult now.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“So... what's next for you? Going international?”

“Probably. There isn't anything scheduled for a while though. But I need to find something. These games... I'm starting to get bored. There's no real competition anymore.”

“You've gotten too good.”

“I need a real challenge – something new, something exciting, something hard. Something I've never done before. It's the only way I can keep growing as a player. I need something that'll really push my limits, really test me to the core. I don't want to get soft. The minute I get comfortable, the minute I stop pushing myself to be the best, is the day I start losing.”

“Well, I admire your drive. I dunno, have you thought about game shows?”

“You mean like Family Feud?”

“Yeah, or any of them, really. I know they're usually more trivia based, but not always. It could be something fun and different for a while, while you're waiting for your international competitions to open up.”

Hmm. Sam started thinking about it. He hadn't really considered those before. For one, he'd probably have to live in LA. He lived in Austin, in the great state of Texas, so... that'd be a bit of a commute. Of course, that didn't stop him from flying out to Las Vegas, New York, or Chicago for contests. Why would LA be any different?

Game shows usually had decent prize money too. Some even as high as a million! In one game, he could make more in just one day, than it took playing all those countless games over the last five years. Game shows would be something new and different too.

He was already pretty good at trivia. He started memorizing facts, figures, and dates when he was only 13.

Some game shows, on the other hand, relied on strength, speed, agility, and physical skill. He was in pretty good shape already, but admittedly he wasn't as focused on that as he should be. Most of his time and energy went towards the mental side of games. Reading people, mastering strategies, planning several steps ahead... That sort of thing.

This would definitely give him something new to work towards and challenge himself with. Be in both peak mental and physical shape at the same time. Yes... That was a worthy challenge. Exercising more would probably further enhance his mental focus as well too. It was win-win. And Sam loved to win...

“Dad, you're a genius,” he said. “I know exactly what I'm gonna do!”
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Chapter Two

Ready Player One
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Sam rented a small studio apartment in Hollywood. He moved out there, but not fully. Just the basics – his TV, computer, some of his favorite strategy books and memoirs from other famous players over the years. A bunch of clothes. But most of his stuff he left back in Austin. He wasn't planning on staying in LA forever.

But getting onto game shows required more than just paying an entry fee and signing up. He had to audition. An actor, he was not. But these game show casting offices all said they were looking for “real people,” and if you were an actor, they didn't want to hear it. Truth be told, most of the other people he auditioned with were actually aspiring actors. But they all said they were something else – engineers, teachers, stay at home moms, whatever. Just “something” unique and interesting, for the game show host to talk with them about while the cameras were rolling.

But apparently, he was surprised to learn, most people who appear on these game shows were LA locals, even if they “said” they were “from” somewhere else... and a great many of them were hopeful actors, just waiting for their big break.

Sam was a gamer, not an actor. He had no dreams or ambitions to be an actor or do anything artsy or creative, really. Nothing wrong with it, that just wasn't his specialty.

Still, it was pretty cool to be part of the Hollywood system and see how things worked behind the scenes.

He half expected to walk onto big, brightly-lit, glamourous movie sets when he auditioned. But most of the time, these game show auditions were held in some small office building, away from the studio lots. Parking was never easy to find at these places. Then once inside, he sat in a small room, waited his turn, and then finally got to audition alongside a bunch of other strangers.

Some of these people – most of them – just sucked. They had bad answers, no skill or talent whatsoever, and had the most boring, lifeless personalities. The casting people even said to “be alive” and have “high energy,” and they didn't care if you gave an obviously wrong, nonsensical answer – as long as you were entertaining and having fun.

As expected, Sam did well on the game portion of the audition. He gave smart, quick, accurate answers in trivia games. He demonstrated good physical endurance and a strong sense of balance on the physical tests. He did his best to be fun, lively, and entertaining all the while. But, alas, he never got booked on any game shows.

Many of them wanted him to be part of a themed team. Like him and a bunch of co-workers, family members, or even fellow church goers. Unfortunately, Sam was brand new to LA and didn't know anybody. Even if he did, it was going to be hard finding players he felt were good enough. He didn't want to leave anything to chance. He was here to win. And he didn't want to lose just because of his teammates.

After several months of this, he was beginning to feel a little despair and exhaustion from the grind. He was wasting perfectly good money on an over-priced studio apartment in Hollywood, just to be “near it all,” but so far all he was doing was sitting in traffic and going through the fruitless motions of one dead-end audition after another.

Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe he should go back to what he did best. Table games. Poker tournaments. Board game conventions. Casino challenges. Even just another Saturday weekly game session with his friends and family, like old times. Just for the fun of it.

But no. That felt like giving up. And giving up was the same as losing.

This was his challenge. It wasn't a “game” in the traditional sense, but maybe he could view it like one. He had limited resources: only so much money budgeted for his apartment, food, and gas... He had opponents: casting directors he needed to convince to choose him over everyone else for their next game show episode. The map of Los Angeles was the “board” he played on. And he himself was the game piece moving around on it.

So what was his next move? Obviously, team-based game shows were out. He couldn't risk depending on others to win. And he didn't know anybody anyway. So he needed to focus on solo shows. Like Jeopardy! or Survivor. Maybe even The Bachelor could be fun. But shows like Top Chef or America's Got Talent would definitely be ruled out, because Sam could neither cook nor did he have any creative talents worth mentioning.

He needed to focus. In most games, a player didn't win by attempting all paths or all options at once. No, they focused their efforts and strategy. They had a clear, specific, targeted plan. They didn't let themselves get distracted or diverted along the way.

Sam was here to win. To get on a game show. To face the next big challenge in his legendary gaming career.

He never really got into e-sports. He enjoyed video games as much as anyone else, but those typically were more about having a super fast reaction time and mashing buttons furiously. Also, the internet was kinda slow at his home. But maybe, after he won some TV game shows, that might be his next challenge, after this.

Hmm. A lot of the physical challenge game shows would allow him to be his own star. Whether or not they put him on a “team,” he was still really playing himself verses all the other players.

He'd been exercising a lot more lately too. Ever since he moved to LA. He needed to be in peak physical condition, after all, for whatever he might need to compete it. He paid for a customized, structured, guided workout plan designed for him personally. And he followed it to the letter. Part of that included a strict diet. He followed that perfectly too. And after a few weeks, he started seeing and feeling results.

Now, several months into his new workout and fitness routine, he was doing and feeling great. More energy and vitality than ever before. He was already in decent shape to begin with. But now his body was toning up really nicely. Fit, slender, toned, defined. He looked and felt sexier than he ever. Maybe he should continue this workout routine, even after he'd finished with his game shows, he thought.

And then his phone rang. An unknown number.

It could be a casting office.

“Hello?” he answered.

“Hi, may I speak with Sam Cochran, please?”

“Speaking.”

“Hi Sam. This is Anita Phillips from Player One Casting. Do you have a moment?”

A casting director was calling him! Of course he had a moment! “Absolutely! What can I do for you?”

“I saw your audition tape for Too Hot to Handle—”

Which one was that again? Oh yeah, something about a bunch of good-looking single people who meet and interact with each other, but can't have sex if they want to win the big cash prize. What a dumb concept.

“Uh huh,” he said. Sam had excellent self-control. If they wanted him on this show, he was gonna win for sure.

“Unfortunately we're not able to cast you for that one, but I liked what I saw and was wondering if you might be interested in another show, a new one called Bender Games, that my office is casting for.”

“Bender Games? I mean, probably. What kind of game is it?” Did he have to bend things, or something? Was it a contest of physical strength? He'd been working out, yes, but he was no where near that strong. A lot of dudes were way bigger and stronger than him.

“It plays with gender stereotypes and roles. I think it's gonna be a big hit. The grand prize is ten million dollars.”

Did she say ten million? He tried to play it cool. “I'm listening.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
There's More Than One Way to Win

SCiFaNTasTiCa.corM





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





