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The Internet was making fun of me.


I couldn’t blame the Internet, honestly. Things were going very badly. I had been on some disastrous arena runs, double 1-3 records, and the commentariat was letting me have it. That’s what happens when you’re losing while streaming to an audience on Twitch. Then again, it’s also what happens when you’re winning. The Internet, as a rule, just likes making fun of things.


This did not bother me so much. I mean, it bothered me in a global sense, as in: Internet, I See This Is Why We Can’t Have Nice Things. But it didn’t unnerve me.


What unnerved me was the tip jar, which suddenly had $500 dollars in it.


Grief I expect. Money I do not.


Let’s be clear. I am not a major streamer. I’d only even started it a month ago when money from my last case meant I could afford a computer nice enough to stream without lagging. And while I’m sure there are big-shot streamers who wouldn’t be all that surprised by a $500 donation, I’m no big shot. As my double 1-3 records would attest.


“Wow,” I said. “That’s super nice of you, Doctor XXX. Thanks for the cash.”


The donor’s name was Doctor XXX, incidentally. I’m not redacting to protect anybody. Nobody in this adventure gets protected.


“kool,” typed Doctor XXX.


What the Fuck, said the rest of Twitch chat. What the actual fuck. I’m summarizing, because there were probably fifty guys in the channel typing away like spider monkeys, but this was the gist of it. Everyone could see the tip jar—there was actually a little animation of an oinking piggy bank that played—and the question of the moment was “Who the hell would tip $500 to me—a noob with a 1-3 record?”


Honestly, I was a little with Twitch chat on this one. Let’s consider:




1. Some people on the Internet are Creepers.


2. People who give you large sums of money for no apparent reason probably have a reason.




Creepers be real, y’all. I don’t want to hit this point too hard, but the two questions I’m asked most on Twitch are: “Do you have a boyfriend?” and “Where do you live?”


As it happens, the answers are “kind of,” and “St. Louis,” although when I answer this for Twitch, I round the “kind of” up to a “yes, definitely, he’s very strong,” and Missouri.


So I tried to play the $500 thing coolly, like this was the kind of thing that happened all the time. Oh, another five hundred bucks from a nameless stranger? Cool, I guess. Thanks for watching.


But Twitch chat did not play it coolly, because cool is not a part of the Internet’s wheelhouse. How to explain Twitch chat, really? It’s a bit like if the mouth breathers who wrote YouTube comments could type really fast and were also dangerously caffeinated. Dangerously caffeinated. Like Trish’s maniac boyfriend on Jessica Jones, but after the mind-altering drugs.


Anyway, Twitch was all like: Doctor XXX wants some action. Romantic action, was the implication, because why else would anyone suck up to a girl with a 1-3 record, or so went their reasoning. Although, they conveyed this idea with considerably more lewdness than I just managed. It was moments like this that made me generally glad that Twitch didn’t know my name.


My handle on Twitch is Sunkern, named for my second-favorite Pokémon. My favorite Pokémon is Jigglypuff, but I didn’t want to run a channel with the word “Jiggly” in it, and even “Puff” suggests a marijuana-themed production that I do not have the funds or endurance to provide. So: Sunkern.


“Ha ha, you guys, let’s start another arena run!”


Go hang yourself, said Twitch chat.


“Could I message you privately?” asked Doctor XXX.


And I thought: Oh lord, here it is. Creeper City.


“Let’s not,” I said, trying to sound cheerful and bright. “Just type whatever you want to say in front of everyone. Now, what class should we choose for the next run? Shaman, Warrior, Priest?”


Burnt! said Twitch chat—I’m paraphrasing—Dahlia Done Stole ALL your money. Only they didn’t say Dahlia, because I am secretive. In fact, I’ve even “slipped” on the channel and accidentally used my “real name,” which as far as they know is Louise.


“I’m opening the voting right now,” I told the chat.


“I know this is going to sound forward,” typed Doctor XXX, “but I was wondering if you could come to the Endicott Hotel in St. Louis tomorrow.”


Um, no, I cannot. This is not The Vanishing, Doctor XXX. But I did not say that aloud, I just smiled at the votes, which were all for Priest—the worst possible class—because these guys were fucking with me. Every last one of them.


“Gosh, I don’t know, Doctor XXX,” I said, trying to sound positive and not at all concerned. “I have a plan for tomorrow.”


This was true, in that my plan was not to be drugged and murdered in a hotel.


Meeting someone named Doctor XXX at a place I had never heard of was so obviously a bad idea that even Twitch was against it. DON’T DO IT!!! said Twitch chat, with all caps and exclamation points and Kappas, which are these screaming disembodied heads that are hard to explain because they don’t make a lot of sense out of context. Actually, now that I think about it, they don’t make a lot of sense in context. But no matter.


Even a Twitch chatter whose name was—and I’m not making this up—The Grim Raper—typed:


“Louise—I hope you’re not seriously thinking of going to this hotel.”


There was a lot of uproar. For a group of people who tended to complain about white knights—Twitch chat was being positively paternal.


Take his money and mute him, said Twitch chat. Take all the money.


But Doctor XXX just kept on typing.


“There’s going to be a tournament there tomorrow. For Dark Alleys? Kind of a big deal. The winning team is going to take home $20,000.”


“Yeah,” I said. “I’d heard about that, but I don’t really play a lot of fighters.”


This was a sort of a lie, because I had gotten slightly obsessed with Skullgirls for a while, but this was a detail Doctor XXX did not need to know. Besides which—being good in one fighting game doesn’t mean you’re going to be any good in another. The sports equivalent is sort of like: oh, I heard you like soccer, so I’d figured you’d be great at ice hockey. Yes, the two sports are, very broadly speaking, similar, but the devil is really in the details, as you’ll discover when you break your legs as you try to run across a sheet of ice.


“Some serious stuff is going to go down at that tournament,” said Doctor XXX.


“Sounds like a fun day,” I told him, right-clicking to bring up the mute option.


“And I think that there should be a detective on hand.”


And that stopped me cold, because who was Doctor XXX to be aware of the Dahlia Moss, Geek Detective phenomenon? As far as Twitch chat knew, my name was Louise NoLastName, and the only mysteries I’d ever solved for them were Nancy Drew Hidden Puzzle games, which I actually struggled with a lot.


Doctor XXX knew who I was.


“Why do you think there should be a detective on hand?” I asked, with as much disinterest as I could feign.


“I don’t want to say in chat,” typed Doctor XXX. “But if you showed up, I could tell you in person. I’ll be wearing a green hat if you do. I hope you do.”


Girl, don’t, said Twitch chat.


I don’t know why I’m making Twitch sound like my gay best friend, because that is fundamentally not their vibe.


You better just take that money and forget this scrub. *swooshy hand* *finger snap*


See? I keep doing it.


But I listened to Twitch, actually. I know that seems out of character—actually taking someone’s good advice. But with all those Kappas and exclamation points, how could I not? I clicked Mute on the drop-down menu and said: “All right; let’s start another run.”


I even went 7-3; and I made $500, so I was having a pretty good night. But that’s just it, isn’t it? Things are always great until the bodies start piling up.
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My roommate, Charice, has this theory about curiosity killing the cat. People always throw that line out at you as though the cat has gotten into something he shouldn’t have. Right? There was a mysterious noise that he shouldn’t have investigated, or a scent that he shouldn’t have tracked down. The implication is always that the cat looked for something evil, and the terrible thing he discovered bumped him off.


The moral is: Don’t be curious.


Charice’s theory, on the other hand, is that the cat never investigated the noise, never tracked the scent. He died from curiosity the way a young lover might die from pining. He yearned to find out what was around the corner, but could never check. He wasn’t eaten; he wasted away.


Isn’t that a great little idea? Okay, maybe not great, but it’s a solid thing to tell yourself when you’re contemplating doing something crazy.


And it’s what I was telling myself while I sat at our dining room table and learned about the tournament Doctor XXX suggested I attend. Or it’s what I was telling myself until I was interrupted by Charice’s man candy of the month.


“Hellor there, Dahlia,” said Daniel.


“Hello there,” I said.


Although you may be wondering what’s going on with me and Nathan—I’m here to report that the only major relationship upgrade of late has been on the Charice front. Point in case now: Daniel was standing in our kitchen, as he often did, partially naked.


I’m rounding down here, to be sure, as he was wearing short cutoff gym shorts and a tank top. But I had seen him in this kitchen wearing significantly less, and so I’m inclined to round toward clotheslessness. Daniel—whom you may remember as “Jesus Christ” or simply “a hot guy with abs” basically lived with me now, as he and Charice had formed some sort of sex alliance, the exact nature of which I did not understand. They were obviously dating, and Daniel slept over here constantly. Although, seriously—it was an alliance—the kind you would see on a reality television show. Their affair seemed to involve an awful lot of whispering and also bizarre physical challenges. Last week they went through Forest Park on a tandem bike.


“Hellor, Dahlia,” said Daniel again. This time I noticed his weird pronunciation.


“Are you trying to do an accent?”


“I’m Australian,” said Daniel. “An Aussie. I’m from Brisbane.”


“It needs work,” I told him.


“Yeahr,” said Daniel. “That’s why I’m practicing it. I don’t go around practicing the accents I can already do.”


This was not entirely true, because Daniel faked a British accent plenty, although he was usually being egged on by Charice. I could have reasonably asked him why he needed to learn an Aussie accent, but I was busy learning about Dark Alleys, and this tournament, which I was not going to attend, no sirree, because that would be crazy, and I am known for reason and clarity.


“What are you looking at?” asked Daniel.


I always found it very easy to talk to Daniel, largely because he usually wasn’t listening to me. Even now, for example. Was he really asking questions, or was this just him practicing sound?


“I’m looking at a tournament that’s happening tomorrow,” I said. “Twenty-thousand-dollar prize. Split two ways.”


“That sounds like a right good time,” said Daniel. “An honest hoopla.”


Yeah, Daniel was practicing sound.


“I was thinking about going,” I told him. I never would have mentioned this to Charice, or even Nathan, because they would have freaked out, Charice with enthusiasm, Nathan with concern. But talking to Daniel—at least Daniel in practice-an-accent mode—was a lot like talking to ELIZA or some old chat bot. There was no through line. No development. He just reacted to the last thing you said.


“You should go,” said Daniel. “It’ll be a zinger of a time.”


I don’t think “a zinger of a time” is the sort of thing an Aussie would say, but Daniel made it sound strangely plausible. That was the troubling thing about Daniel. He was actually pretty good. I kept expecting him to disappear—not just because Charice’s boyfriends always disappeared—but because he seemed like someone who was destined for New York or Los Angeles. Twentysomething actors as good as Daniel don’t stick around the American Midwest.


“I want to go,” I said. “But I’m thinking that it’s probably a terrible idea. You should tell me that I shouldn’t go.”


“Why?” asked Daniel, who must have been interested, because he didn’t throw any extra Aussie verbiage into the question.


“Well,” I told him, a little surprised that he was listening, “a guy who watches my stream gave me five hundred bucks and wanted me go there. He made it seem mysterious, like something was going to happen.”


“Something detective-y?” asked Daniel. “Charice told me all about this.”


“That’s what he made it seem like.”


Daniel nodded. He was thinking. Probably he was doing that in an Aussie accent too.


“And you don’t want to go because you think the guy could be crazy?”


“I think there’s a reasonable chance.”


Daniel sat down at the dining room table across from me. Charice’s Max Beckmann self-portrait scowled down at us, as though he could see where this was going and did not like it one bit.


“Would you like some company?” asked Daniel.


“Nah,” I told him. “I’m just going to read a bit and go to bed.”


“Not now,” said Daniel. “Tomorrow. I could accompany you. I could be your Aussie bodyguard.”


This offer surprised me nearly as much as the $500, because Daniel had not taken a lot of interest in my comings and goings. Mostly it was just accents and tandem bikes and couples lacrosse.


“You realize the tournament’s for a video game. It’s not polo or mountain hiking or whatever Danielian nonsense you like to partake in.”


“Yearh,” said Daniel. “I figured. And for the record, mountain hiking isn’t a thing. It’s either mountain climbing or just hiking.”


“Why would you want to go?” I asked, with just the sort of suspicion that had helped me solve my last case. “You don’t spend time with me. And answer in your real voice, because I want to be able to tell if you’re lying to me, and I find that accent distracting.”


I really don’t know what kind of answer I was looking for. I certainly didn’t think that Daniel was romantically interested in me, because he was completely all-in for Charice. I’d seen the evidence. In his pants. But I also knew that he wasn’t into geek culture, and so what else was left?


“Charice suggested that you and I ought to spend a little time together,” said Daniel. And he did use his normal voice, which was actually pretty great, deep and authoritative, and yet still pretty friendly. You could see how he would get cast as Jesus.


But this answer made me anxious.


“Why would Charice want that?”


“She’s a little worried that you don’t like me. She wants to make sure that you and I get along.”


There were a lot of things wrong with that sentence. For one, it had both the words “Charice” and “worry” in it, and those were things that should be paragraphs apart, if not entire pages. Possibly books. For another, the whole premise was dumb. I liked Daniel fine. I wished he would put on pants when he got up in the middle of the night, but this was a minor and ultimately solvable problem.


But mainly, it was scary. Something was happening to Charice and Daniel. I had a terrible feeling that it might be adulthood. Even more alarming was the idea that Charice and Daniel were going to couple up forever, and then they would both disappear to New York or Los Angeles, or wherever actors who could plausibly say dumb things in Australian accents went, and where would that leave me?


Anyway, this thought sounds very rational typed out like that, but in the moment I didn’t type it out, even emotionally, and it hit me all at once, like the words were on top of one another and also they were maybe written in Wingdings.


“I don’t want to go anywhere with you,” I said quickly, and loudly, like a crazy person. And then I instantly followed it up with:


“No. Yes, I’m sorry, please come along.”


Honestly, there was no time between those sentences. You’d have to measure the pause in quantum units, like the ones physicists used to discuss the beginning of the universe.


“Are you sure?”


I wasn’t sure at all. I felt weird. Insecure, almost, although I couldn’t have told you why. As exasperating as Charice was, I didn’t want her changing. I had just gotten the hang of being a single twentysomething—just now!—and now friends were already leapfrogging into other stages of life.


I didn’t say that, however, because that would be a monstrous and inhuman answer. I didn’t even really think that answer. I just felt it.


What I said was “Sure.”


“Banger!” said Daniel.


Because this book is titled Astonishing Mistakes, I will be honest with you and tell you that I did absolutely no other preparation for the tournament. I plugged the hotel into Google Maps, but that was about it.


I figured it would all work out. Probably Doctor XXX wouldn’t even show up, and if he did, I’d have a fake Aussie bodyguard to protect me. What could possibly go wrong?
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There are many things to admire about Daniel, aside from his abs, his actually-pretty-good acting skills, and his apparent ability to make Charice happy.


One of those things is his car, which totally functions. Yeah, that’s a low bar to clear, but in terms of speed and functionality, my car rates somewhere between a pangolin and an elderly horse. So Daniel’s ride—an old Ford Focus with a dangerous amount of miles—was comparatively amazeballs. Hell, he even had working heat. Heat! Truly, the vehicle of champions.


We thus got to the Endicott Hotel right on time, and were warm, even. Despite the Endicott’s regal name, it looked less like some historic artifact of Old St. Louis and more like a Days Inn. That’s not to say it was shabby—it was just nondescript in the way that hotels are carefully designed to be nondescript. A big, cavernous lobby with beige wallpaper and gold trim. Maroon-and-black-damask carpeting. It was nice, but you could have been anywhere.


Someone had put white plastic letters on a black sign that informed Dark Alleys players where to head for registration, although they needn’t have bothered, because the direction and flow of gamers was pretty obvious.


In a few minutes, I would make the time to start getting nervous, but initially I was taking it all in. The people, I mean, not the place. I had never actually been to a fighting-game tournament before, and I was curious. I had watched some highlights videos here and there, but the thing about them is that you saw the gameplay but rarely the crowd.


Surveying the place, I could see why the crowd would not be a selling point.


There was nothing wrong with these guys, but they looked boring, businesslike, anxious. At PAX, or Comic Con or Zoth, these folks would have been exuberant and luxurious, decked out in costumes with makeup and hats. I got it; there was $20,000 on the line, and so it made sense to leave the wigs at home and bring your game face. But for an outsider, it was a little disappointing. Nothing much to look at. Although, at least I didn’t have to worry about being attacked by a guy in a mask.


“So how is this person going to find you?” asked Daniel, back in Aussie mode. “Are you supposed to be wearing a carnation in your lapel or something?”


With ridiculous suggestions like these, you could easily see how Daniel might be a good fit for Charice.


“No,” I told him. “He watches my stream, so he knows what I look like. I just can’t identify him. He’ll come up to me. Although, he did mention that he was going to be wearing a green hat.”


We scanned the crowd together. There was no one with a green hat, although there was a lanky black kid with improbably green hair. I don’t think he was cosplaying—he just had green hair.


“I’ll go look around,” said Daniel. “If I find a guy with a green hat, I’ll tackle him.”


“Don’t do that.”


“I’ll break his legs.”


“No.”


“Maybe just one leg.”


Daniel wanted me to negotiate violence with him, but I was mostly worried about being left alone.


“What am I supposed to do if he shows up while you’re gone?”


“You’re in a crowded public place,” said Daniel. “What could he do?”


“He could pull a gun on me,” I said, which only sounds nuts if you haven’t had a gun pulled on you in a crowded place before, which I have.


“Well, if he has a gun, there’s not much I can do to stop him,” said Daniel, with altogether too good a humor. “So it wouldn’t make any difference if I was around. Besides which,” he said, tugging at the brown leather totally-not-Australian hat he was wearing, “I’m going to see if they have some kind of buffet here.”


And, of course, no sooner did Daniel get out of sight than a guy with an olive toboggan cap entered the hotel. He was a huge guy, black, probably twice my weight, and very muscular. Or possibly fat. I don’t know, he didn’t take off his shirt. He looked like a linebacker, regardless. Or, at least, a linebacker who was slumming it, because he was a wearing a tatty black T-shirt that I guessed had to be lucky somehow, because otherwise it would have been thrown away or burned.


I came up to him quietly.


“Doctor XXX?” I asked.


He gave me just the sort of look a stranger would give if an unknown person came up to them and said “Doctor XXX?” Imagine right now, that as you are reading this, a person comes up to you and says “Doctor XXX?” Consider the look you would give them. That’s precisely the look I got.


And because I like doubling down, I repeated it.


“Doctor XXX?”


“Is that supposed to be some kind of code?” asked the green-capped man.


“It’s supposed be your username in Twitch chat.”


“My username in Twitch chat is Mike3000.”


I actually had heard of Mike3000, or at least run across his name in my extremely cursory searching about the tournament.


“Oh yeah,” I said. “You’re really good, right? You’re, like, a favorite to win this.”


Mike clearly liked being recognized but shrugged anyway. “Thanks,” he said. “But we’ll see. I’ve got a talent for coming in at second.” He had a body that was somehow naturally good at modesty. Whenever I try to play off being really good at something, it feels false and off-putting. Mike was a prodigy at half smiles and shrugs.


“Is Doctor XXX supposed to be your partner for this event?” asked Mike.


This was not exactly it, but it was a very reasonable guess. Dark Alleys was a two-on-two game, which was unusual for fighters, and so lots of people would be looking for their teammates. There were probably other people there who had never met their partner in real life before. Which was good, because this meant that I didn’t seem especially weird.


I lied to Mike, just because it was easier than the truth, and said yes.


“Is he a black guy?” Mike asked, probably curious why I had singled him out.


“Green hat,” I told him.


“This hat is ocher,” he told me, which is not a turn I was expecting the conversation to take. He also said it to me in a way that sounded vaguely offended. Thankfully, I didn’t have to do anything, however, because he kept talking.


“He’s probably waiting for you at the registration table. That’s where my partner is. If I see him, I’ll tell him you’re out here. What’s your name?”


I could have said Dahlia, but on Twitch chat I had been telling people my name was Louise, and if he told the guy Dahlia was waiting for him, maybe he would be confused. But I didn’t really want to go around all day pretending to be named Louise, either, because the St. Louis geek community isn’t _that_ small, and it was entirely possible that I’d run into someone I knew. I split the difference and told Mike that my name was Miss Moss-Granger.


“That’s very formal of you,” observed Mike3000.


If I had known Mike better, I might have suggested that he was the person splitting hairs between green and ocher, but with his slightly crabby forehead and Biff McLargeHuge body, I skipped that particular snark.


“In formal situations, I prefer to be called Dame Moss-Granger,” I told him. Which I realize now is not much less snarky.


But Mike3000 liked the answer, because he flashed a toothy smile at me. “I’ll tell him. Good luck in the tournament today, my lady.”


“Yeah,” I said. “Same to you.”


Mike3000 lumbered off, and I was feeling a little more confident. I hadn’t been drugged and murdered yet, and I had talked to a stranger and been here for nearly five minutes. This clearly meant I had an aura of invulnerability, and so I stopped worrying so much and headed into the main room.
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Like the gamers themselves, the main room was disappointing.


I mean, it looked like a hotel ballroom. In contrast to other geek events I had attended, there were no giant inflatables or enormous banners. To be fair, it was a serviceable little ballroom—with a crystal chandelier and everything—but it wasn’t particularly geeky. I was honestly a little let down. Were fighting-game players so competitive they couldn’t spring for any tomfoolery? A chiptunes band? A black light? Something?


I was wading through the crowd of people, keeping my eyes peeled for anyone with a green cap—or for that matter, Daniel, who had completely vanished—and while I didn’t see anyone I knew, I did spot a face I recognized.


“Sunkern,” he called out.


And I figured that, even capless, this had to be the guy.


“Nice Guy Kyle,” I responded in kind, chat name for chat name.


To be clear, I did not know Nice Guy Kyle at all. I had never met him before, and I honestly hadn’t even seen his Twitch channel in several years. Ages ago, I used to watch him stream StarCraft, back when I was into StarCraft, and I couldn’t believe that he knew my name.


I had two primary reactions to Kyle: one was being a little starstruck, because I spent a lot of time watching him stream way back when. The other was a dawning awareness of the passage of time. Kyle was one of those people who had once had if not boyish good looks, at least boyishly rugged looks. But he now appeared to have suddenly hit some aging avalanche. There was a TA in college I knew who did the same thing. She went abroad to teach in Germany for a year, leaving the United States as a young maiden of twenty-seven. And when she came back, she looked forty-four.


We all assumed that she had an amazing time in Germany.


I hadn’t seen Kyle stream, in wow, okay, five years, but yikes, it looked like he had an amazing time in Germany. Also he had left about half of his hair there, although he appeared to have traded it in for an extra chin.


Despite all this, my main reaction was: starstruck.


“It’s nice to meet you,” I said. “I can’t believe you know who I am! I’m a huge fan of your stream.” I hoped that there would be no follow-up questions, given that I hadn’t seen much of it in the past five years.


“Oh, thanks! My wife has started watching you. You make losing badly at Hearthstone look like so much fun.”


This could be interpreted as a burn, but I chose to take it a compliment. Besides which, losing at Hearthstone was a lot of fun, at least the way I did it, which often involved gin. I had more fun losing at that game than most streamers did winning.


“What are you doing here?” I asked. “You don’t—” and I was going to say “play fighters,” but, again, I hadn’t actually seen his stream in five years, so who knows? Maybe he did play fighters. “You don’t usually stay in hotels.”


That was my plan B answer. You don’t stay in hotels. What can I say, I think fast on my feet.


But Nice Guy Kyle didn’t seem to mind. “You gotta go where the money is,” he told me. “And diversify. I can’t just keep playing StarCraft forever. I’ve got mouths to feed.”


I liked Nice Guy Kyle, then and there. I mean, I liked him before, but I was reminded exactly why I had gotten addicted to his channel in the first place. Yes, he looked a bit like Jabba the Hutt, and was wearing a sickly blue T-shirt that was easily two sizes too small, but he was a friendly Jabba. He was like an enormous plush toy—a Tickle Me Jabba—and even if he looked like he belonged on the training poster a nightclub would use to keep out undesirables, he was one of the good undesirables. He was one of us.


“So, what’s it like at the upper tiers of Twitch royalty? Are you making crazy money?”


Kyle sighed and somehow looked even older. The question alone seemed to make him bald a little.


“Making money on Twitch is hard. Never gets any easier.”


“Really?” I asked. “But the scene has gotten so much bigger.”


“Yeah,” said Kyle. “But so has the competition. There’s always somebody younger coming around the corner, with faster reflexes and better ideas.”


“You’re losing your edge,” I told him. This was not an insult so much as a reference—Kyle, as I remembered him, played a lot of LCD Soundsystem.


“I’m losing my edge,” he said, smiling. “Hey,” he said. “You should meet my wife.”


At which point I was sort of clobbered by this pear-shaped woman who looked like she was auditioning for Miss Hannigan in a terrible production of Annie. Not physically clobbered, mind you, she just sort of thundered onto the scene. It was more of a psychic clobbering.


“Salutations,” she said. I got the impression that this was out of habit, the way she always began conversations. Because the next line was spoken with a real glimmer of recognition. “Hey, it’s that lady who always loses!”


She had a voice like a cartoon villain. Broad, is what I am saying. She frankly wasn’t any less weird-looking than her husband, but I had had years to become inured to Kyle’s weirdness, and this lady was coming at me all once. Peculiar face, tight blond ringlets that were decades out of style. And it was less that she was fat, and more she collected fat in odd places—she had tremendous thighs and no buttocks at all. She was perfectly matched to Kyle—so much so that creationists could have plausibly used her as a case for intelligent design.


“I don’t always lose,” I told her. “Last night I went seven and three.”


This is, in case you don’t play Hearthstone Arena, technically still losing, but it’s at least losing with dignity, which I don’t always manage.


“Good for you,” she said. “You’ll get there eventually!”


“This is Tricia,” said Kyle, then pointing to a baby carrier that I had somehow failed to spot in my first assessment of her, “and that little harlequin next to her is Undine.”


“Call me Dahlia,” I said. How could I not? I was so among my people now—baby Undine was wearing a onesie with a Magikarp on it, which is really the perfect shirt for a creature that can’t do anything.


“Oh. My. God,” I said when I saw their baby, which is the normal human response to a tiny baby. And this kid was tiny. So tiny that it struck me that Tricia’s body shape was probably because she had recently given birth.


“How many days old is she?”


“Twelve?” Kyle wasn’t entirely sure on this point, and Tricia didn’t volunteer an answer. This was fine, because I was involuntarily cooing. I don’t even like babies; just cooing.


“Oh. My. God.” What can I say? You don’t run into a lot of twelve-day-old people. It’s not a big demographic.


“Do you want to hold her?” asked Tricia. “I can take her out of her carrier if you want to hold her.”


In retrospect, it does seem a little weird that Tricia was going to risk waking up her baby so that she could hand her over to a stranger. But certain ladies could be real pushers about babies. They’re like coke dealers, but for infants. You like this cocaine? No? How about you hold it for a second? How about this: smell the cocaine. Breathe it in deep.


Anyway, I did not want the cocaine. Or a baby, although I could understand the appeal of each. Separately, not together, although who knows?


“Maybe later,” I told her. By this I meant “absolutely not,” but it sounded softer. I coo at babies, as a normal person does, but that’s where I draw the line.


“You seem like you’d be great with children,” said Tricia, pusher.


“I’ll let you ladies talk,” said Kyle. “I’ve got to go register and find my partner.”


“Oh God,” said Tricia. “Don’t get me started on his partner.”


Kyle took off and I asked:


“What’s wrong with his partner? Some kind of prima donna?”


“Nah,” said Tricia. “I mean, I hope not. He’s just a kid. He’s, like, fourteen. It’s just depressing to get paired up with someone that young.”


“Why?” I asked.


“Kyle used to be paired with the very best players—he used to run in the big leagues.”


“I guess this fourteen-year-old is not in the big leagues?”


“No,” said Tricia. “He’s not even in the little leagues. He bid for a chance to be Kyle’s teammate in some kind of auction.”


“Wow,” I said jokingly. “Tacky.”


“Yeah, well,” said Tricia. “You gotta get that dolla. Am I right?”


Tricia, weird though she may have been, was right, and I told her so.


“Listen,” she said. “I’m picking up that you’re not super keen on spending quality baby time with Undine—”


This was true—I liked babies, but I liked them in the way that I liked heart transplants. It was great that they existed, and yet I positively did not require one now, which is what I told Trish.


“I feel you,” she said, in a voice that suggested that she did not feel me whatsoever. “But could you just watch Undine for a couple of minutes? I’ve got a bathroom situation I need to resolve.”


“You can’t just bring her into the bathroom?”


“It’s kind of a complicated situation,” said Tricia. I had no idea what she meant, but there are certain lines of inquiry that are unwise to pursue.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“You won’t even have to pick her up; just leave her in her carrier.”


“What if she cries?” I asked.


“Okay, then, yeah, you have to pick her up. Please? Come on!”


And Tricia put her knees together in a way that suggested she had to pee very badly.


Which is how I became the caretaker of a strange woman’s infant.















CHAPTER FOUR
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For someone who did nothing—and I mean NOTHING—Undine was very good at keeping my mind off the business with my mystery client. She slept for the entire fifteen minutes Tricia was gone, but I kept expecting that she would explode somehow. She’d vomit or shoot poop out of her eyes or whatever dramatic, terrible thing babies did.


None of that happened. Undine slept. She even kept on sleeping when Tricia came back and took her away.


While I was in possession of Undine, I wasn’t nervous at all. People don’t mess with ladies with infants. Even in horror movies—they’re pretty much off-limits, right? In part because it’s unseemly to attack them, in part because people with infants don’t have time for your Freddy Krueger bullshit. Haunt my dreams, Freddy Krueger? Ha, that’s where I’ve got you. Since I had this baby, I no longer sleep!


But I digress. The moment Undine left, I started getting anxious again.


Where was this Doctor XXX, and why hadn’t he found me? I’d been here a while now, and there weren’t _that_ many people around. Maybe the idea of me with an infant had scared him. It had alarmed me a little, so why not?


Anyway, I took care of my own business in the bathroom, probably brought on by anxiousness. Then I continued to scan the crowd, this time not looking for hats, but more with the lens of contemplating who might kill me. Or at least, who might be Doctor XXX.


This was a reasonable enough plan, but not emotionally helpful, because most people, when you’re in the right mood, have a face for murder. There was this shifty-looking kid, who had—I’m not kidding—absolutely no chin and one enormous eyebrow. There was this other guy with, like, thirty skull tattoos. Thirty! Who likes skulls that much? But the person who was really making me anxious was this weaselly-looking redhead. He had a head like a ferret, with a pointed nose and tiny little eyes and weird little fingers that he kept putting in his mouth. He also kept making eye contact with me, which I didn’t approve of. Okay, probably he was doing it because I kept staring at him, but even so. Massively suspicious.


Weasel guy came over. He didn’t have tats, or a particularly menacing body type, but there was something about him. He gave off henchman aura.


“Excuse me,” he said. “This is awkward, but I feel I should inform you that you have toilet paper stuck to your leg.”


I looked down at my leg, which indeed trailed an improbable amount of toilet paper.


“I hope that’s not too toward,” said the weasel.


I told him it wasn’t toward, although it sort of was.


“I would want someone to tell me,” said the weasel.


I agreed with the weasel, who seemed to imagine that this was now somehow going to turn into a meet-cute. I am willing to admit that I was wrong about the guy, because he obviously had no immediate plans to murder me, but neither did I plan to embark upon a romantic comedy with him.


“Thank you for informing me,” I told him. “Now, good day, sir!”


When he was gone, it dawned on me that I was possibly not a great judge of character. Still, it was good that he had come over there—not only for the toilet paper but because it made me realize that I ought to check in with Twitch chat. If something terrible did happen to me, it would undoubtedly be because Doctor XXX was here. I should let Twitch know what was up, because this would provide valuable clues to the police later when they were investigating my demise.


I had brought my laptop, and so I booted up and started my stream.


“Good morning, Twitch chatters,” I told everyone. “Guess where I am right now?”


Oh no, said Twitch chat. Tell me you didn’t go to that hotel.


“How did you guess? Yes, I’m at the Endicott Hotel. I decided I would take Doctor XXX up on his offer.”


This is terrible, said Twitch chat. You will get killed. Although despite saying this, my viewers continued to swell. My getting killed was apparently an attraction. Streamers, it’s all about bringing a unique service to the table. Take that, Nice Guy Kyle.


“I brought a bodyguard, so don’t worry about that. But Doctor XXX hasn’t shown up yet, which is why I’m checking in with all of you. Do any of you good fellows know what he looks like?”


Twitch chat diverged into a useless cacophony of theories, which is basically its natural state. Suggestions posited by Twitch chat:




[image: image] Doctor XXX never was going to show up and was just trolling me.


[image: image] Doctor XXX weighs 500 pounds and is sixty-seven years old and was too intimidated by my beauty to approach me.


[image: image] Doctor XXX weighs 145 pounds and is twenty-four years old and was too intimidated by my ugliness to approach me.


[image: image] Doctor XXX weighs 60 pounds and is seven years old, and his mother is too intimidated to approach me.


[image: image] Doctor XXX was waiting in a corner for me with some chloroform.


[image: image] Doctor XXX was waiting in a corner for me with a garrote.


[image: image] Doctor XXX was waiting in a corner for me with a blunderbuss.


[image: image] I have already been killed by Doctor XXX, like in The Sixth Sense, and do not yet realize that I am dead. Spoiler alert, I guess.





Additionally, they provided the physical descriptions of dozens of people. Among them:




[image: image] Charles Manson


[image: image] Hannibal Lecter


[image: image] The Cat in the Hat


[image: image] Aileen Wuournos


[image: image] RuPaul Charles


[image: image] Warwick Davis


[image: image] Dracula




So, they were essentially useless, although I realize now that if I am somehow killed by RuPaul or Warwick Davis, I have set myself up for an ironic death.


“Thanks very much, you guys,” I told Twitch chat. “Your help is really invaluable.”


Are you entering the tournament? they asked, quite reasonably. I was here to watch something “go down,” and if that didn’t happen, I might as well make a day of it. The odds of my winning was pretty low, but it would at least pass the time.


“Nah,” I told them. Because, after all, it did cost money to enter. “I’m just kicking around. But if I do get murdered—which obviously I won’t—”


Don’t be too sure, said chat.


“One of you guys should contact the police. Like, avenge my death, won’t you?”


“I’ve entered us into the tournament,” said Daniel, who popped in out of nowhere. It was a trait that he shared with Charice. Was this a skill that dancers pick up, or was this something he had somehow acquired through their sex alliance?


Yippee, said Twitch chat.


“What, what?” I asked Daniel. “Did you find anyone in a green hat?”


“I didn’t. There was one guy that looked really weaselly, though.”


“I saw him,” I told him. I should have been irritated at Daniel for entering us into the tournament, but mostly I was happy that someone else agreed with my weasel assessment. That guy was weird, even if I did vaguely appreciate him telling me about my TP situation—although I’m sure Twitch chat would have been more than happy to point it out. The sentiment did not last long, though, because I noticed that Doctor XXX himself had joined my Twitch chat channel. Or rather, the rest of the channel noticed, showering him with expletives, Kappas, and threats.


Don’t kill Louise!!!!!!! said Twitch chat.


Doctor XXX did not respond to the abuse of the channel, which is always a good idea, actually, and instead privately messaged me:


“There’s an unlocked storeroom on the second floor. Meet me there, ASAP.”















CHAPTER FIVE
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I did not immediately respond to this message. In fact, I smiled brightly, as though someone had tossed a little money into my tip jar. Because it dawned upon me that this guy—probably this creep—was watching my reaction. I didn’t much care for the idea of being his puppet. Although, on the other hand, I had to admit I was curious about whatever might have been in this open storeroom.


“I’m glad we had this talk,” I told chat. “Maybe I’ll try to interview some players live on the stream later. That’d be interesting, right?”


No, said Twitch chat. It would be shit.


But that’s the kind of thing they always say.


“We need to get to meeting room eleven,” I told Daniel.


“We need to do a lot of things.”


I’d have to brief Daniel on what was going on, but I’d want to do so after the channel was turned off.


“We play a game in five minutes,” said Daniel.


“What, seriously?”


“Yeah, we’re up first,” said Daniel. “I’m lucky like that.”


I closed my laptop and Daniel yanked me toward my first true humiliation of the day.


I had always imagined Daniel as a sort of Lesser Charice, and so I was always surprised when he did not react in a Charician manner.


“So,” I told him, once the stream was entirely off, “this mystery doctor tells me that I should meet him in an abandoned storeroom upstairs.”


This was not precisely the message, but I was embellishing it, because this was the sort of drama that Charice would enjoy. Daniel, however, just continued to walk along without any reaction whatsoever.


“We’re going to be late for the tournament,” said Daniel.


Had I given this piece of information to Charice, she would have combusted with excitement. I’m not entirely sure that I even mean that as a metaphor; she might have gone into Firestarter territory. Daniel didn’t even slow down.


“Why are you pulling me? You don’t even play this game.”


Daniel shrugged, even as he continued pulling me.


“I threw in the cash to enter,” he said. “I don’t want to lose just because we show up late.”


“But you don’t even play! You’re going to get crushed.”


“It will make the day more fun,” said Daniel. “We can root for the people who defeat us.”


“I don’t want to root for them. I want them to fail.”


But I was being lulled into a conversation about gaming, or at least about competing, which was not the point.


“You understand we’re going to have to check out this storeroom, right?” I asked. I couldn’t even believe this was a point of discussion.


“Of course,” said Daniel. “But if this guy really is some kind of creeper, it can’t hurt to make him wait an extra fifteen minutes before he chloroforms you.”
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