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Three, two, one... 

RIIIIIIIING!!!

As soon as the school bell sounded, Melody Mason grabbed her backpack and raced out of class.  She slid down the stairs on the heels of her running shoes, pushed open the main door, and ran across the street without looking both ways.  

Melody couldn’t resist the arcade.  

Sure, the flashing lights made her feel a little dizzy.  Sure, the smashing and crashing of pinball would give most people a headache.  Sure, the teenagers in fluorescent T-shirts and acid-wash jeans made the arcade seem like a three-ring circus.  But Melody wouldn’t have it any other way.

If it wasn’t for parents and teachers and all the other adults who told kids what to do, Melody would play video games constantly.  She’d already spent half the school day on the couch with a controller in her hand.  The night before, she’d snuck downstairs to play after her parents had gone to bed.  She stayed up so late that, when her father woke her up in the morning, she felt like a zombie.  

Melody was so sleepy from staying up late that she lied to her parents. She told them she felt sick when she didn’t.  Her mother even stayed home from work to take care of her.

By lunchtime, Melody’s mom could tell she’d stretched the truth about not feeling well.  Her mother sent her to class and reminded her to pick up her little brother, Andrew, when the bell rang.

But Melody forgot all about Andrew the second school was out.  As soon as she started thinking about video games, she couldn’t focus on anything else. Not homework, not chores, not even her younger brother.  

At the arcade, Melody went straight for her favourite game: MythSeekers, A Search for Fargon. There were knights and elves and warlocks and a brave warrior princess. The high score belonged to MEL—that was Melody’s screen name.  She ruled this game.

Another thing Melody loved about the arcade was all the noise.  It was so loud nobody told her to be quiet when she yelled at the characters onscreen. 

“Get lost!” Melody shouted at the game.  “Come on, you.  I’d like to see you try!  And you—I didn’t see you there, but I’m going to get you too!”

“Well, look who’s back,” someone said right behind her.

Melody screamed and spun around, but it was only Nelson, the arcade owner’s son.

She said, “Nelson, don’t distract me!  You know I can’t talk and play at the same time.”

Melody turned to her game just in time to see her character get crushed by a falling tree.

“Thanks a lot!” she growled.  “I could have defeated that level, easy.”

Melody pulled out another coin, but before she could put it in the slot, Nelson said, “Why do you keep playing the same game if it’s so easy to beat?”

“It’s not easy for everyone,” Melody bragged.  “It’s just easy for me.”

“Because you’ve played it a million times,” Nelson said.  “Anyway, that game is old.  It’s been here almost since the arcade opened.”

“It’s not that old,” Melody said, and rolled her eyes.

“Okay, not really.”  Nelson pointed to a dusty machine in the corner and said, “But that game over there—Dreamland?  It really has been here since my dad opened this place.”

“For real?” Melody asked.

“For real,” Nelson said.

He walked to the machine and blew on the screen.  So much dust flew off that they both coughed and sneezed.  Nelson wiped the buttons with his sleeve, and got his shirt all dirty.  The game hadn’t been played in such a long time that Nelson even had to plug it in.

As soon as the screen lit up, Melody was enchanted.  The graphics weren’t bright or colourful, but that didn’t matter.  The soundtrack reminded her of a music box her grandmother had given her—the kind with the little ballerina inside.

“Who is that?” she asked Nelson when a beautiful girl came onscreen.

“That’s Twyla,” Nelson said.  “She’s the hero of the game.”

“Cool!”

Twyla had purple skin and curly blue hair. Her dress looked like one of Melody’s nightgowns, but that made sense for the hero of a game called Dreamland.
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