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  *~*~*


  Serious Gaming


  The bass in the man’s voice boomed and filled the auditorium with a pleasant echo. Every wooden seat at the premiere was filled with overly anxious fans. It was such a memorable occasion for everyone. Everyone except Devon. He hated this part of his job. You know, the part where you have no choice but to face your fears.


  He could feel the familiar creeping knots that seem to crawl from his stomach to his throat. His body shook involuntarily and sweat trickled in small streams from the pours in his forehead. Agoraphobia. What part of this didn’t Giraffe Gaming get?


  Devon closed his eyes and breathed deeply, talking himself out of the episode that is threatening to steal his big moment once more. He could hear the booming voice ring in his ears. He was a virtual rock star in the gaming world, creating the best selling platform games the world has ever seen.


  Agoraphobia. The word keep racing through his mind. After all, isn’t this why I went to college for Game and Simulation Programming? So that I wouldn’t have to do this? Devon paced back and forth behind the red velvet curtain. The monster has been let out and he knew it. He could feel the clench in his chest, his vision was invaded by the familiar red aliens, the stars that fall upon the black canvas of his eyelids. The argument has begun.


  “I can just leave right now! I don’t have to do this! Why do I have to do this?”


  His pace quickened, the tiny thuds of his shoes against the wooden floor resonated quietly in the air. Devon felt his lip start to bleed. Nasty grooves formed where his teeth used to be. A nervous subconscious habit that he never could break.


  His brain ached. His voice quivered. Behind the curtain he waited patiently to do what needs done.


  “Without further introduction needed…here is the man, the legend, the Godfather of games…Devon Stewart!” came the booming voice.


  Suddenly he was in the spotlight once more. The safety of the curtain all but disappeared. The sharp intrusion of florescent lighting seemed to burn directly into his pupils. The roar of the crowd was deafening and his knees barely held his weight.


  “I hate my life” he whispered to himself.


  His gaze never lifted from the four inch pre-written index cards. His voice was little more than an epileptic mouse, shaking and quivering at barely audible levels. The audience didn’t seem to mind though, you could hear little “ooh’s and aaw’s” splashed amongst the gamers.


  He could feel the wind leaving his lungs and the knot restrict his diaphragm as he flipped to the very last index card. For this meant Devon would have to look up into the crowd and answer questions. He hated this so hard!


  “The good people at Giraffe Gaming will continue to provide a top notch gaming experience and I hope be a part of that for another decade. Thank you all for your support.” He finished and swallowed hard. The deafening roar of applause slowly subsided and his eyes struggled to look up.


  Like a large wave smashing a rock, the sheer number of people in attendance washed up fresh anxiety. He slowly grabbed the microphone and closed his eyes for a brief minute before continuing.


  “I will now take a few questions” he stammered.


  Through the sea of raised arms and anxious faces, Devon looked for the most harmless and unintelligent person he could find. Hoping for a quick and simple question, he picked out an older lady wearing a red blouse and holding a book. Safe. That is what he was hoping. After all…She is old enough to be his grandmother. How much can a woman of that age know about modern gaming?


  His theory was as washed up as his own self-esteem. Within the first sentence, Devon knew he had made a mistake. The lady opened her book and withdrew her own neatly written four inch index card.


  “This question is for my grandson Michael. He is your biggest fan.” She started.


  “On level six of Demonic Vengeance, You had introduced the first Minotaur of the game and though the graphics where very impressive and the level was thoroughly challenging, Michael wants to know why the movements where so unrealistic?”


  Devon sighed, he knew this was going to come up at some point in his career. He was ashamed of it, but what could he do? After all, he was on a deadline and didn’t even begin to know how to research how a mythical creature walked. Devon looked into the eyes of the old woman and felt his own eyes burn. Eye contact. Yet another thing Devon hasn’t perfected yet.


  “I am sorry.” He flatly stated.


  “During the making of Demonic Vengeance, I was still new in the industry. We haven’t perfected Motion Capture techniques, nor had I any clue on how to do research on the natural movements of a fictitious beast. But for my fan Michael…I assure you, Everything I put out from now on will be smooth and lifelike.”


  He felt his heart skip a beat. He could hear the roar of the crowd once more and see the satisfaction splashed across the woman’s face.


  “I have time for one more question.”


  He scanned the crowd once more, letting natural selection choose the man in the bright orange Atari shirt and the thick black horned glasses.


  “Are you working on anything new? What can we expect in the near future?” The man spoke with a mousy intelligent voice, a nice mix of self confidence and humility. It was nice to see proper nerds still exist! Devon thought to himself.


  “I am working on a dark psychological thriller that is sure to quench your thirst for action. You will play as the serial killer trying to outwit a world renowned detective.”


  The light faded. The curtains were drawn. The sea of nerds and fans alike faded like the early morning fog on a hot summer day. Devon was relieved.


  The entire trip home was non-stop mental turmoil. He replayed the torturous events, particularly the humiliation of being called out on his horrible unrealistic game. He would never EVER make that mistake again.


  He felt exhausted. His keys, shoes, coat, and the pointless contents of his pockets just lay motionless in the first spot they made contact with. Devon didn’t care. He simply crawled under his blankets and closed his eyes.


  Visions of fake blood and badly drawn weapons plagued his dreams. He remembers using “Game Maker” on his computer early in his college courses. He used the paint program and hand drew the sprites and programmed the objects with simple two dimensional pathways. The movements were so choppy and the graphics so cheesy that the sheer memory makes him quiver. Oh how far has he come since those days!


  He wakes and shows the executives his prototype. Cheesy graphics, corny music. The famous Devon is laughed out of the board room. No money, no job, no house, just a very cheesy video game that makes you queasy when you play it. Slowly ,Devon starves to death. His corpse is discovered on Highway 57 with a cardboard sign strapped to his neck with the words “Starving Artist” misspelled in weak dying ink from a permanent marker.


  He wakes in a pool of sweat. They say inspiration comes from many places, for Devon it comes from the faucet of his broken brain. His dreams, his insecurities, and the realization that his reputation is at stake is his gasoline. The fire of determination burns bright and the day is very young.


  Frantically, He flings open his laptop and pounds on the keyboard. He lets his eyes follow every tiny movement of his finished levels. NOT GOOD ENOUGH!


  The knife, it don’t look right. The flesh, It don’t seem to have the correct depth. Does blood actually spray like that? What does a body truly look like when it becomes a corpse? Does it make a hollow thud as it hit’s the ground? Does it fall straight down in a heap or diagonally like it was pushed?


  The questions were like tiny acupuncture needles penetrating his thought’s one burning sting at a time. He stares blankly at the bright light permeating from his laptops screen. Confused. Where do you even begin to research something like this?


  Lost in thought, Devon did something he never thought he would ever do. He went for a walk. He paid attention to his own feet as he strolled down the sidewalk. The natural movement of his feet, the sound his shoes made as it hit the pavement.


  After thirty minutes of walking, Devon sat quietly on a wooden bench just outside of Morris Park. Watching. Wondering. Researching. Visions of bloodshed was all he could see. An elderly woman in a yellow sundress and matching hat walked her poodle across the lush grass. He knees bent then rose. Her chest inflated then deflated.


  Devon let his mind wonder. A sharp long handled kitchen knife let of a happy gleam in the sunlight as it was thrust into her chest. It rose and sank as the lady struggled for breath. Blood squirted high in the air before trickling from the open wound. Yellow and red mixed in beautiful patterns as the fabric was ripped and the flesh exposed.


  He shook his head and blinked. The poodle squatted and left the ground keeper a nasty surprise on the spotless grass. It still wasn’t right. Something was missing and Devon couldn’t place his finger on it.


  A fat bald man in a stained shrunken white tee-shirt showed his navel to the entire world just beyond the mess the poodle had made. His round stomach seemed to wiggle and tiny tremors of fleshy waves appeared with each step.


  The blade slashed horizontally above the navel, leaving first a neat incision, then blood would trickle. The man would fall to his knees and grab his stomach. Face first he would collide with the ground and blood would paint the grass crimson. NO! that wouldn’t be right either.


  Devon could feel his frustration over take him. Why couldn’t he get it right?


  What was he missing?


  Angles? Instantly an idea formed in his confused brain. The angles would be different. If he took a step…then it couldn’t be a perfect horizontal cut. It would be slightly skewed.


  He replayed it over and over in his mind. Unaware of his own actions. Looking up, Devon realized he had made it back to his front door. He knew why he was there. He knew. It was just research after all.


  Grabbing the large kitchen knife, he securely tucked it under his shirt and headed back to his favorite bench. He scanned the crowd for his “victim”. This time it was a young businessman in a very expensive suit. In his right hand, a brown leather briefcase. PERFECT! Devon thought to himself.


  Watching the man’s body posture, he noticed how his arms swung naturally as he took large strides, the brown leather briefcase twirled slightly inward. His feet seemed to invert slightly as he walked.


  Devon withdrew his blade and closed one eye, holding his weapon out in front of him. Imagining what it would be like for a serial killer. Research.


  He swung the tip of the blade from his left ear to his right hip. He envisioned the man stumbling to the right. The briefcase slamming to the ground spilling the contents. A warm spray of blood from his throat dotting the charts and graphics that blew in the wind. A wet gurgle would escape his throat and a dark liquid would squeeze its way through the mans clenched fingers, running down his wrists and dripping onto the ground in small random drops. Chaos. Random.
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