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Chapter 1

“Ladies and gentlemen…” the announcer at the front of the cramped conference hall said. “Are you ready to crown your new Regional Champion of Celestial Vixens?”

Nearly three-quarters of the crowd in the room applauded, while the other fourth sat there looking like they’d just sucked on a lemon. I assumed those were all people who’d come here with the same hope I had, only to have their dreams dashed by the bitter taste of defeat.

Surely some of the ones now cheering had been in the same boat, but they apparently had taken their losses with grace. The ones not clapping sat there with their arms crossed, while others scrolled on their phones or recorded the festivities on the stage.

I’d never really been one for all the pomp and circumstance, especially when it came to Celestial Vixens. I understood why people liked all the ceremony, but I personally just wanted to sit down, play through my match, and then move on to the next one.

However, there was no next one after this.

Right now I was standing on the stage in front of a ridiculously overcrowded event space, ready to play for the Regional Championship.

My opponent, Lauren Williams, stood on the opposite side of the table as we both waited for the prompt to take our seats, and she looked just as over the ceremonies as I was. Both of us were residents of St. Louis and were big in the Celestial Vixens scene, so our paths had crossed a few times before at game stores and the occasional casual CV Night event, but we’d never actually faced off before.

From what I’d heard from other players, Lauren played with mostly an Ethereal Deck with a few Solar Magic-type cards thrown in, which normally would be an excellent counter to my own well-balanced Elemental Deck.

Still, I’d beaten plenty of people with Ethereal Decks before, and I could easily do it again.

“Alright, Lauren Williams and Parker Wilson,” the MC said. “Shake hands, take your seats, and we will get this final round underway.”

Lauren extended her lower lip and blew a bit of her green-tipped, blonde curtain bangs out of her eyes, then she pushed her circular glasses up her nose. Her baggy blue cardigan flowed like a cape around her as she briskly made her way across the stage and met me halfway.

Her blue eyes remained locked on mine like a lioness stalking her prey, but I just brushed off the attempt at intimidation like I did with everyone who tried it.

I’d been playing this game long enough that I’d seen it all; from death glares to vocal battle cries to even some dude who intentionally wiped his nose with his hand before he shook mine. Nothing phased me because I was here for one reason, and one reason only.

I was here to win.

I remained stone-faced as I shook Lauren’s hand, all the while, she continued to stare into my soul, and then we released and went back to our opposite sides of the table.

As we sat down I observed the gaming mat, called the Universe, that was splayed out before us. It was a common feature of professional CV games that was essentially a giant, navy-colored mat with a few pictures of random planets and a backdrop of stars and six blank spots on each side for cards in play. There was also a spot on both sides for the player’s face-down deck and their discard pile, which were known as the Forge and the Abyss, respectively.

Lauren kept her deck in a pink vinyl box that was attached to a strap across her chest, but she kept it tucked away inside the right side of her cardigan.

She dramatically flipped her cardigan out of the way, and in three quick motions, she unsnapped the lid of the box, removed the cards inside, and placed them on the table. Lauren then closed the box, picked up her cards, and began to shuffle them furiously.

I would have laughed at the frivolousness of it all if I didn’t think laughter would break my concentration.

Instead, I just picked up my monogrammed, gray, leather deck box, opened it, and removed the cards before I placed them on the table. I’d been using my main Elemental Deck for the entire tournament, and it had gotten me this far, so I saw no reason to switch it up now.

I placed the deck face-down in my hands so the purple, star-covered back of the cards was up, and I began with my lucky shuffle.

When I glanced up, I noticed Lauren was still staring daggers at me, and I would’ve been lying if I said her devotion to the bit didn’t take me slightly aback. Still, I ignored her stare, finished the shuffle, and placed my cards into the Forge to prepare for the game.

Lauren mirrored my actions, and then she finally looked over at the MC as she awaited his signal.

“Are we good?” she asked the man with the mic.

“What do you think, audience?” the man asked the crowd.

Resounding cheers rang out in the room, so the man looked at us both one final time before he tried to pump up the crowd for the main event.

“Just get on with it,” Lauren sighed. “I want to get going.”

“You heard the lady,” the man announced. “Just a quick reminder of the tournament’s rules… We’re playing by standard CV rules, which means you can only have six cards in play on the board at any given time, you may have no more than seven cards in your hand, and fifty energy to begin.”

As he said the words, both of our names appeared on the projector screen on the wall, with the words “Energy: 50” underneath.

“Now, the moment you’ve been waiting for, everyone,” the MC said proudly. “I will now flip the Celestial Coin to determine who goes first. Parker, you have collectively lost fewer energy points over the course of this tournament than your opponent, so you get to call it.”

“Nebula,” I said.

The man flipped the coin with his thumb, watched it tumble end over end, then caught it in his palm.

“It landed on supernova,” he said. “Lauren gets to go first.”

“It’d be my pleasure.” Lauren grinned.

The crowd clapped and cheered. Then the MC stepped back so he was positioned at the center of the stage between the display of our names and energy.

Meanwhile, Lauren and I both drew our first seven cards, and I fought back a smirk when I saw the selection I had in my hand. Before me were three being cards, two power cards, a retaliation card, and an instant summon card.

I didn’t know what Lauren had in her hand, but I was sure that whatever awaited me, I’d be able to counter it.

Meanwhile, Lauren’s eyes grew wide as she looked over her own cards, and the edges of her mouth twisted up into a devilish smile. I could practically see the gears in her mind running together to formulate her first strategy, and she continued to concentrate until the MC finally cleared his throat.

“Lauren?” he said. “I believe it is–”

“I know, I know,” Lauren sighed. “It’s my turn. I’m just thinking of all the ways this can play out.”

“You’ll never know unless you pick one,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Fine,” Lauren chuckled. “I’ll play Cosmic Nymph to start off, and then I’ll give her a little boost with Red Dwarf, which increases her overall power by one hundred points for three turns.”

As she spoke the words, Lauren placed two cards face-up on the mat. The first was of a dark green-skinned woman with an elongated head dressed in a tattered, skimpy tan wrap that barely covered her torso and didn’t cover her rear whatsoever. She held a staff in her hand as she looked over her shoulder and gave the viewer a seductive glare.

The other card was a bit simpler, and it was just a massive drawing of a red star shining brightly with the instructions listed at the bottom.

“And after those three turns, the card is sent to the Abyss,” I reminded her.

“I know what the card does, thank you,” Lauren scoffed. “I’m also going to place this third card into the field of play, face down, and that will end my turn.”

Thankfully, unlike in some of the other card games I’d played, there was no way to attack an opponent directly. All points were scored through the direct destruction of beings or special spell cards, and players can’t attack on the first turn. That meant there would be no combat for the entire first round, which also meant I had a full round to plan out my strategy.

It was already pretty clear Lauren didn’t have any instant summon cards, or she would have played it to give her Cosmic Nymph another power boost to make it near-unstoppable.

Now, it was my turn, and I already knew how I was going to counter her nymph. Though I didn’t know for certain what the third card she’d played face-down was, I knew it was a retribution card, and I got the sense it would be something that would activate when I tried to attack her being.

So I decided to bide my time and bolster my defenses instead.

“I’m going to play Fire Spirit,” I said as I slapped the card down on the table.

It was a fairly common card that was pretty middle of the road, but Fire Spirit was a handy card for drawing out my opponents and seeing what sort of firepower I was dealing with.

The card featured a nude woman with flaming hair, and her feet and hands were on fire with strategic smoke that billowed up and covered up anything that would make the card X-rated. Her armor rating was only two hundred, while Cosmic Nymph’s power was five hundred thanks to her boost, so without any modifications, Lauren could take my being out on her next turn.

Though I had an instant summon card in my hand, it was for an aquatic-type being, so I couldn’t use it for the moment since I didn’t have an aquatic-type in play.

I’d already played the one being card for my turn, which meant my only option was to play one of my remaining allotted cards. Every turn I was allowed to play three cards total, unless a power card allowed me to take an additional action. I didn’t have a power card of that sort at the moment, but I did possess in my hand the card Shield of Thorns, which would give a one-turn boost of one thousand to a being of my choosing.

“Just so you don’t get any ideas,” I said. “I’m going to play Shield of Thorns, which increases my spirit’s armor to twelve hundred throughout my next turn. Then I’m going to lay this card face down and end my turn.”

The hidden card I’d chosen was Chaos Eruption, which could be activated at any time to clear the board of all beings on both my side and Lauren’s without either of us losing any energy points. It was basically a kill-all I could use if I thought things weren’t going my way or something I could flip over and activate after Lauren had laid down her strongest or most rare beings.

Something in the back of my head told me she wouldn’t go on the offensive just yet because she was going to play cards that would bolster her army to power levels I could never even dream of defending against.

On Lauren’s next turn, she drew from her deck to return to the required seven cards, and she chuckled to herself when she saw what she’d picked up. Sure enough, Lauren held off on attacking my spirit and instead opted to play another face-down card, a power card that made her nymph’s attacks do radiant damage, and then another being card entitled Avenging Angel.

Much like all the other beings in Celestial Vixens, the Avenging Angel card featured the image of a scantily clad, cherub-like woman wrapped in white cloth that clung to her body like a wet sheet. The angel’s wings were made of pure white energy, and she held a bow in one hand and a glowing arrow in the other as she took aim at an invisible enemy out of sight.

Lauren ended her turn, and all hell started to break loose.

My Thorn Shield had to be sent to the Abyss because its effects were deactivated, but as I drew my hand back up to seven cards, I already knew what I was going to do next. One of the cards I’d drawn was Hydro Queen, so I played her face-up and then played the instant summon card I’d been holding onto.

“It looks like we’ve got our first instant summon of the game, folks!” the MC said excitedly. “This could give Parker the boost he needs, depending on how his deck was shuffled and how much luck smiles upon him today.”

The instant summon card allowed me to draw from my deck until I got to another aquatic being, which I then had to play face-up on top of my Hydro Queen. The two of them would then be bonded to each other, and their power levels would be combined.

Unfortunately, the armor of these beings did not get merged, which meant I’d basically be in possession of a glass cannon that could deal a lot of damage but not take much.

I started to draw from my deck, and it only took five cards before my Yeti Girl appeared. She was always one of my favorites, with her fur-covered boots, gloves, and hat, but the character didn’t wear much more than her furry accessories. Yeti Girl wore a white, fluffy sports bra-style top as well as a matching loincloth, and her cheeks were red with a blush from the cold as she stood there playfully swiping her claws at the players.

“It looks like I’m combining Yeti Girl with Hydro Queen,” I said. “Which gives them a combined power level of eighteen hundred. I think you know what happens next; I’m going to attack your Avenging Angel.”

“Ohhhhh!” the MC gasped. “That’s gotta hurt. Lauren’s angel only has an armor of one thousand, which means it’s blasted off the mat and Lauren loses five energy points for having a being snuffed out.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Lauren’s energy points suddenly changed to forty-five. Meanwhile, Lauren grumbled as she pulled her angel off the board and placed it into her Abyss.

“I’m not done yet,” I said. “Now I’m going to play Stone Fortification, which will give a two hundred-point armor boost to all of my beings on the field. Then I’ll end my turn.”

Even though a two hundred-point boost wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, I had to prepare myself for what I figured Lauren was going to do next. Thanks to her Red Dwarf card, her nymph was going away at the start of her next turn, and I assumed she was going to wipe my Fire Spirit off the board with her one allotted attack. Sure enough, she attacked my spirit, and even with the boost of armor, it wasn’t enough to survive.

I lost five energy points for the loss of a being, and then Lauren flipped over the card she had face-down to reveal a Star Flower card. It featured the picture of a blonde woman, completely naked, surrounded by the ethereal energy of a flower-shaped star that twisted around and covered her breasts and other unmentionables.

I already knew Star Flower had a special ability in which it regenerated five energy points for every being it killed, so I needed to take it out before she had a chance to make her move.

Even then, I predicted she was going to make that impossible with some sort of preventative card like Blinding Supernova, so I needed to adjust my strategy a bit.

“I already know what you’re planning to do,” Lauren said. “And I’m not gonna make it easy for ya. Soooo… I’m going to play Blinding Supernova, which creates a blinding flash of light so intense that all of your beings can’t attack on your next turn.”

“I knew you’d do that,” I chuckled to myself.

That wasn’t hyperbole, either.

Even though I’d practiced my ass off before every tournament and had been playing this game since I was eight years old, I always had this strange habit of predicting my opponent’s next move before they did it. I wasn’t sure if I just had really good instincts, or if I had just been playing Celestial Vixens long enough that I knew every strategy inside and out. Either way, it was something that annoyed the hell out of my opponents and helped me stay one step ahead of them.

And, in true fashion, that was exactly the way the rest of the match went down. Lauren was really, really good, and even with my well-honed instincts, she kept me on my toes and kept going tit-for-tat with my strategies.

However, I mostly lost energy points in strategic sacrifices that set up bigger moves, and before long, the scoreboard had me at thirty and her at ten, and it was Lauren’s turn.

“You think you’ve got me on the ropes.” Lauren grinned. “But I’ve got a little something up my sleeve–”

“It’s White Giant, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Wh– How did you–” Lauren sputtered as the smile drained from her face. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter because you’re about to experience the full power of my rarest card!”

Lauren laid down her White Giant card, which was the image of a massive woman towering over an ancient city with hair as white as snow and a powerful glow of bleached light radiating off her entire body.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, boys and girls…” the MC said. “We have our first legendary card of the game on the table!”

The White Giant was one of the most powerful and rare cards at an Ethereal Deck-player’s disposal, and it had more armor and a higher power level than most cards in the entire game. It required either the joint power of an instant summoning or a well-timed retribution card with an effect that would do extra damage to her being.

Which is exactly what I had waiting for Lauren. My Chaos Eruption card was still sitting on the mat, face-down, right where it had been since I played it all the way back at the beginning of the match.

I knew Lauren was going to bust out her signature card eventually, and I’d been able to counteract any attempts she’d made the whole game to take my hidden card out of play.

Now, it was going to be her undoing.

Still, Lauren had ten energy points left, and taking out her White Giant would only bring her down to five. It wouldn’t seal the game completely. I had to wait until she had at least one more being on the table, even if that meant I had to let her think she’d gotten the upper hand on me.

My intuition told me she was going to bolster her White Giant with a power card like Shining Light or Raw Power before placing a defensive retribution card down as a contingency plan, but that was fine. As long as I didn’t play and lose six beings before she had another one of her own on the table, I had this match in the bag.

“And just in case you get any ideas,” Lauren added as she placed another card on the table. “I’m gonna increase my White Giant’s armor with Raw Power, which temporarily adds another six hundred armor points to my being.”

For all intents and purposes, it was a good play.

With that power boost, her being was going to be indestructible for the next two turns, and if I wasn’t already two moves ahead of her, it just might have given her the upper hand.

Sure enough, Lauren placed another card face-down onto the playing field, and she said she was going to attack my Rock Gnome with her White Giant. Even with the power boosts I’d given her in my previous turn, the poor little gnome woman didn’t stand a chance, and my energy points were dropped down to twenty-five on the screen.

“Not bad,” I admitted as I drew back up to seven cards. “But now I’m going to play Thorn Maiden and then give her a bit of a defensive boost with Elemental Dome, which doubles her armor for the next two turns.”

The Thorn Maiden card had always been one of my favorites art-wise because it featured a fae-looking woman with pointed ears, green hair, and crude wraps around her torso, arms, and waist. What really made it my favorite, was the fact that she was using her powers to create a makeshift iron maiden torture device out of thorny vines, and it was open and waiting to pull her opponents inside.

“Too bad that power card also holds the being in place and doesn’t allow it to attack,” Lauren boasted. “You’re trying to outlast me, and it’s not going to work.”

It was going to work, just not the way Lauren expected it to go.

As bait, I also laid down a being card entitled Magus Elven. It was a lower-level card that featured a pale-skinned elvish woman with a gemstone-encrusted tiara, a staff in her hand, and glowing purple orbs all around her body.

“That ends my turn.” I nodded.

“I’m not sure what your play is here, Parker.” My opponent’s eyes narrowed.

“You said it yourself,” I lied. “I can’t take out your White Giant this turn.”

Lauren looked over the table, and for the first time, she seemed to be hesitant to make her move. I could practically feel her eyeing the two face-down cards I had on the table, and I was certain she understood that I wanted her to attack me.

Of course, that’s why I had two retribution cards in play, one as a decoy and one as my final dagger.

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll bite. I’m going to attack your Magus Elven with my White Giant.”

“You sure about that?” I asked.

“I’m sure.” Lauren nodded.

“Well, then,” I said in a confident voice. “It looks like it’s time for a bit of retribution. By attacking my Magus Elven, you activate Mirage, which allows me to divert your attack to another being of my choosing. I choose Thorn Maiden, which will make your attack worthless.”

“Ohhhhh, no you don’t.” Lauren shook her head. “Because I’m gonna activate a retribution card of my own. Ever heard of Misfire?”

I’d known that was what she’d planned, but I still had to pretend to be surprised and that she had me on the ropes.

“What?” I gasped in fake outrage.

“That’s right!” Lauren declared. “Misfire calls upon the super-duper celestial forces of the universe to shut down any retribution or power card of my choosing. And I choose– Hmm… Let me think… Oh, I choose Mirage!”

“Damn,” I grumbled under my breath.

“Oh!” the MC shouted. “And with that play, Parker is now down to twenty energy points, and his Magus Elven is taken off the board. Are we witnessing an epic comeback right before our very eyes?”

“I’ll just go ahead and play Lightbringer,” Lauren said as she set down another card. “Which, by the way, has an ability that says as long as it’s on the board, I can do a second attack with any of my beings. Soooo… I’m gonna play the power card Solar Mitosis, which doubles the stats of a being for one turn.”

“Let me guess,” I said as I baited my opponent. “You want to double the stats of your White Giant?”

“That’s right,” Lauren said in a sing-song voice. “And then I’m going to use my second attack to take out your Thorn Maiden.”

“Wow!” the MC said. “Just when you thought Lauren was down and out, she’s started to mount a comeback for the ages.”

“Don’t be so sure about that,” I said to the man with the mic. “Did you forget about this little guy here?”

I tapped on my face-down card, and Lauren just rolled her eyes.

“No,” she admitted. “I just know that nothing can stop my White Giant.”

Lauren spoke with the same cockiness that she always had, but then the color drained slightly from her face.

“Oh, I think this can.” I grinned. “Chaos Eruption. A retribution card that wipes out every being on the board for both players in an explosion of mutually assured destruction.”

Several people in the crowd gasped and murmured, and then some of them began to cheer when they realized what that meant. It must have finally dawned on Lauren, too, because the blonde woman hung her head until her eyes were completely covered by her green-tipped bangs.

“I can’t believe it, folks,” the MC said. “That means that both of Lauren’s beings are eliminated, as is Parker’s Thorn Maiden, and both players lose their respective energy points. Which means that Parker Wilson wins, with a final score of fifteen to zero! Parker Wilson is the Greater St. Louis Celestial Vixens Champion!”

Most of the crowd erupted in cheers and chants of my name, but a handful of the other competitors just sat there scowling.

Meanwhile, Lauren and I got up from our chairs, met halfway behind the table, and shook hands once more. This time, Lauren’s blue eyes looked anywhere but at mine, and I could tell she was wallowing in disappointment.

“Hey,” I said. “I might have won, but you still played a hell of a game.”

“I know that,” Lauren said plainly. “You just got lucky.”

“We’ll call it that.” I nodded.

I knew Lauren was going to need a few minutes to calm down, and I didn’t want to make her feel bad or escalate the situation any further, so I turned and walked toward the MC.

The man went back behind one of the black drapes behind the stage, and a few seconds later, he came back with a simple purple-columned trophy with a faux gold Celestial Vixens card at the top. On the bottom was a plaque that read “Greater St. Louis Champion” on it, right above the date.

As much as I appreciated the trophy itself, I was way happier with the other prize, which was twenty-five thousand dollars cash.

I’d spent the last year going around to smaller tournaments with winnings in the hundreds, but when I’d heard the amount of money the regional tournament was offering, I just about passed out.

Even better, winning this tournament today punched my ticket to the state competition, and most likely to several national invitational tournaments, as well. All of those would have even more money up for grabs, but I didn’t want to count my chickens before they hatched and think about how much I could make if I finally could turn my hobby into a full-time cash flow.

Maybe I could finally quit my job at Magioni’s if I ever got that big, but that was still far off.

Several of the tournament sponsors and organizers started to come out onto the stage, which led to my least favorite part of these tournaments. I spent the next few minutes posing for pictures with various people, my trophy, and a giant fake check for twenty-five thousand dollars with my name on it.

“So, Mr. Wilson,” the MC asked as he held the microphone in my face. “What are you going to spend your winnings on? Down payment for a new car?”

“This is my rent for a few months,” I said. “So I’ll probably toss most of it into savings and use it to pay that. Oh, and travel expenses to the state tournament and some cards I’ve had my eyes on.”

“There you have it, folks,” the MC chuckled. “The ever-humble Parker Wilson.”

The people who’d stuck around clapped, but the crowd had thinned out quite a bit since the end of our match.

“Obviously this isn’t the real prize money,” a woman holding the check said. “If you’d kindly go out into the hallway, there are some chairs out there you can sit in while they tear down in here and we gather up all the paperwork for you to sign.”

“Sounds good.” I nodded.

I gathered up my cards, put them back into my deck box, and carried it all out into the east hallway of the building. The St. Louis Convention Center was the biggest in the state, and our event had been in just a single exhibit hall. As I sat down in the hallway, a few people walked by with business suits and lanyards, as well as a few teens who looked like they were dressed for some sort of soccer event.

“Hey, Parker!” a familiar voice called.

I glanced over and saw Lauren marching toward me with a scowl on her face.

“Lauren?” I asked. “What are you–”

“I know you cheated, Parker,” she cut me off.

“What are you talking about?” I scoffed. “You lost, fair and square. I get that you’re upset, but there’s no need to come out here and throw accusations at me.”

“You knew what I was going to play before I even played it,” Lauren countered. “You had somebody in the crowd looking at my hand and then relaying the information, James Bond-style, didn’t you?”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “I didn’t know for a fact what you were going to play, I just made a bunch of educated guesses.”

“Right,” Lauren said. “I’m sure all of those ‘educated guesses’ were spot-on every single time. I know I struggle to keep my emotions in check, especially when it comes to this game, but I’m not that predictable. I’m a five-time champion in local tournaments, and I made it to the finals of this one, for crying out loud.”

“Nobody’s denying you’re a great player,” I said. “But I didn’t cheat. I would never do something like that. Besides, if I was going to cheat, why the hell would I have let myself get down to fifteen energy points? Wouldn’t I have wanted it to be a bit more decisive?”

“To cover your tracks, obviously,” the blonde woman retorted. “For the exact reason you mentioned… So it looked realistic and nobody would question it.”

“I don’t cheat at Celestial Vixens,” I said firmly. “I’ve been playing this game since I was a kid, and I’ve basically dedicated my entire adult life to studying its different strategies and lore.”

“I have, too,” Lauren said. “But I’ve never been able to guess my opponents’ moves before they made them. Also… I looked into your record. You’re undefeated.”

“In official play,” I chuckled. “I’ve lost matches before, especially when I was first learning, but none of those were at tournaments.”

“Even with all my talent and dedication,” Lauren continued. “I’ve still lost official matches.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” I shrugged. “Other than we’re both the two best players in the region, and one of us had to lose, and it was unfortunately you. But I would never soil the integrity of the game by cheating.”

“I’ve played a lot of good Celestial players in my time, Parker,” Lauren said. “But none of them have ever been able to do what you do.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a woman approaching us.

She was tall with her dark hair pulled back in a tight ponytail that put her Mediterranean features on full display. Her eyelashes were made even more noticeable by the obvious dark mascara she had on, and it paired well with her plump, pink lips. She was wearing a pair of gray dress pants, high heels, and a button-up navy shirt with a matching gray blazer.

What really stuck out to me, however, was the badge that hung from the lanyard on her neck. I couldn’t make out what it said from where I was, but it clearly was a leather piece with an ID badge, and the quality of it told me she probably wasn’t somebody with the tournament.

“Parker Wilson?” the woman asked in a firm tone.

“Wait your turn,” Lauren huffed and raised a finger. “I’m not done with him yet.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” the woman said. “But I need to speak with Parker privately. It’s of the utmost importance.”

Lauren and I both looked over and saw that the woman was holding up a badge that clearly read “FBI.”
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Chapter 2

“As you can see,” the mystery FBI woman said. “This is official government business, so I’m going to need to ask you to give us a few minutes.”

“Government, smoverment,” Lauren said with a wave of her hand. “You spooks can wait your turn to talk to him because, right now, we’re dealing with something way more important than whatever you’re here for… The subject of Parker being a lousy cheater.”

The FBI woman pursed her lips and raised an eyebrow, and she didn’t seem phased by Lauren’s sassiness.

“Bold choice to speak that way to an agent of the U.S. Government,” the FBI woman scoffed. “But very well. I’ll talk to Parker in your presence, too.”

“Just wait until I’m done,” Lauren said.

“Please, don’t.” I shook my head. “At this rate, you’ll be here for another two hours watching us go in circles.”

“My name is Agent Calista Galanis,” the dark-haired woman said. “As I said before, I am with–”

“The FBI,” Lauren said. “Yeah, yeah, get to the point, so I can get back to grilling him.”

“I’m here at the request of my superiors,” Agent Galanis said. “The Bureau has been watching you for quite some time, Parker, and we’ve been impressed by your talents.”

“My talents?” I asked. “What, like in the game?”

“Don’t trust his talents,” Lauren interjected, and she made finger quotes for effect. “I’m pretty sure they boil down to just a dude with a camera, a microphone, and an earpiece.”

“For the last time,” I grumbled. “I don’t cheat at this game.”

“We can confirm he doesn’t cheat.” Agent Galanis nodded her head. “It’s his special gift that makes him so formidable.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “There’s nothing special about me, other than the fact that I practice and study this game a lot, so I know how to counter popular strategies and all that.”

“No, Parker,” the FBI agent said. “We have reason to believe you are one of a kind, due to a special ability that we don’t fully grasp yet.”

“Alright,” I chuckled. “Is there another convention down the hall somewhere? That cosplay you’ve got on is totally working, but I think you might be getting a little too deep into the roleplay aspect of it all.”

“I assure you, this is serious,” Agent Galanis said. “Some of my colleagues in the psychic unit of the Bureau have watched footage of your victories, and they believe that you have what they call Sight.”

“Huh?” Lauren asked with a completely confused expression.

“Foresight…” the FBI agent continued. “Premonition… flash forward… Whatever you want to call it in layman’s terms.”

“I think you’ve got me confused for somebody else,” I chuckled. “I don’t have any psychic powers. I’m not Professor Xavier.”

“Those are telepaths,” Agent Galanis continued. “A completely different thing. Parker, you may not understand the extent of your abilities, but you most certainly have them. Don’t you ever wonder why you can see your opponent’s moves happening before they occur?”

“I don’t see them,” I scoffed. “It’s not like I’m seeing a video clip of the future playing in front of my eyes or something. I just know the best strategies of the game, and my brain works overtime to figure out what’s most likely going to happen next.”

“Look, Mr. Wilson,” the FBI agent said. “I was skeptical to believe it at first, too, but once I actually sat down with the people who knew what they were talking about and they explained it more in depth, I came around. Just like I know you will.”

“Wait,” I gulped. “I’m not under arrest, am I?”

“Of course not,” Agent Galanis said. “This isn’t an arrest, Parker, this is an opportunity… My superiors have instructed me to offer you a job at the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

I shook my head, and I tilted it to one side as I tried to figure out if I’d just heard her correctly.

“That can’t be right,” I said. “I’m definitely not FBI material.”

“Believe me,” the agent said. “None of us are when we first start out.”

“I think your colleagues got it wrong.” I shook my head. “I’m not some sort of superpowered person. I just have mad Celestial Vixen skills and a bit of luck.”

“Domino’s superpower is luck,” Lauren said matter-of-factly.

“Deadpool would disagree strongly,” I chuckled despite myself.

“The Sight has nothing to do with luck,” Agent Galanis sighed. “Though we aren’t certain where it comes from; whether or not it’s simple genetics or a freak act of science–”

“I’m not taking an experimental pill like Limitless or anything,” I said. “Though I have been told a few times that I look like Bradley Cooper.”

For the first time, I noticed that one of my comments made Lauren smile as well. However, the second that she noticed I was looking at her, the blonde woman went stone-faced once more.

“For all we know, this entire ability could be of alien origin,” the FBI woman said.

“You hear that?” Lauren chuckled. “Agent Scully here is trying to recruit you as her Mulder.”

“I understand this is hard to believe.” Agent Galanis frowned. “And even harder for you to take seriously, but this is a serious offer, Parker. My superiors at the FBI want to employ your talents, and they’d be willing to pay handsomely for exclusive access.”

Even though I was making light of the situation, mostly because of the shock of it all, it was an insane opportunity.

I had no formal training in any sort of law enforcement, nor did I even hold a college degree, but now I was being offered a role at one of the most prestigious agencies in the world? I would have pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming but reconsidered when I realized that, if this really was a dream, then I hadn’t really won the tournament.

“I don’t know.” I finally shrugged. “If I’m working for the FBI, how am I gonna have time for all my tournaments? Sometimes they take days at a time, and I doubt the FBI is gonna give me unlimited PTO or let me call off whenever I want like my current job does.”

Lauren and Agent Galanis both exchanged a confused glance with each other, and when they looked back at me, their expressions contorted into polar opposites. The FBI agent had both her eyebrows up in shock, and her lips were twisted into a deep frown. Meanwhile, Lauren looked amused and even a bit relieved.

“Am I hearing this right?” Agent Galanis asked. “You don’t want to take a job at the Federal Bureau of Investigation, full-time, full benefits, and very well paid because it might interfere with your card game?”

“It’s not just a card game,” I scoffed. “Celestial Vixens, the ultimate contest of strategy, skill, and lore…”

“And scantily-clad women,” Agent Galanis noted. “If the cards I saw you playing up there were anything to go by.”

“Those pictures are modern art,” I explained. “The company that developed the game has used the same artist, Antonio Malave, since the first edition came out in the 90s. He hand-draws every single one, and they’re gorgeous.”

“I’m sure he’s a modern-day Michaelangelo,” Agent Galanis said as she looked at Lauren.

“He’s not wrong,” Lauren admitted. “I know some of the pictures can get racy at times, but Malave is an incredible artist.”

“That’s not the point,” Agent Galanis sighed. “The point is, I’m offering you the opportunity of a lifetime right now. Don’t you agree… I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“Lauren.” The blonde woman nodded. “Gee, Miss FBI agent, I would have figured you’d have an entire dossier on me.”

“No offense, Lauren,” the agent said coyly. “But Parker is the one we were watching. None of his opponents were on our radar at all, even the ones who made it far in the tournament. My point still stands, Lauren. If your roles were reversed with Parker right now, would you choose your game over this job?”

“Fuck no,” Lauren said excitedly. “I work at an ice cream shop in the mall right now and just barely make my rent every month. I’d be on this job like flies on shit.”

“You’d give up your dream of being a champion?” I asked in utter disbelief.

“Of course not.” Lauren shook her head. “I’d just put my Celestial Vixens hobby down my list of priorities for the time being, and I’d find ways to play when I wasn’t working.”

“No offense, Lauren,” I said. “But that sort of mindset is why you’re not winning more tournaments.”

“Excuse me?” Lauren huffed.

The blonde woman put her hands on her hips, cocked them to one side, and narrowed her eyes. I swore she was a split second away from snapping her fingers and saying “oh, no you didn’t,” but instead, she just furrowed her brow and gave me the stink eye.

“Celestial Vixens isn’t a hobby to me.” I shrugged. “It’s my life. That’s why I’m undefeated, not because of some silly magic power I don’t have.”

“It’s not magic,” Agent Galanis interjected. “At least, none of our offices have been able to prove the existence of magic, so it’s unlikely it is.”

“Dude,” Lauren said. “I love Celestial Vixens as much as the next person, and I live, sleep, and breathe this game, but the government spook is right. This is a huge opportunity.”

“Wait a minute…” I said with a knowing grin. “Of course you’d say that! If I take the job and don’t get to participate in as many competitions, then you’ll be the best player in the region.”

“Please,” Lauren scoffed. “Unlike some people, I don’t need cheap tricks or manipulation to win. Believe me, Parker, I don’t want you to step aside from the game because then I’ll never get a chance to beat you in a rematch.”

“As if,” I said in a challenging tone. “Maybe we’ll get another rematch, but the result is just gonna be the same.”

“We’ll see about that.” Lauren curled her lip in an expression between a smile and a snarl. “I never use the same strategy twice.”

“Which is also why you’re not undefeated,” I reminded the blonde woman.

“Ohhhhhh.” Lauren scowled. “Low blow, dude.”

“Hmm,” Agent Galanis hummed. “I’ll admit, my superiors all thought this was a foregone conclusion and that you’d accept on the spot without hesitation.”

“I haven’t said no yet,” I reminded the FBI agent. “It’s just that this is a lot to take in. Like, twenty minutes ago, I won the regional tournament and more money than I make in two full months of work, and now I’m being offered jobs and getting accused of cheating all at the same time? And told I have some sort of power? My brain is honestly on autopilot mode right now, and I really just need to go home, get some rest, and focus on the State Tournament that’s coming up in a few weeks.”

“That’s right, Mr. Automatic Bid,” Lauren chuckled. “I can’t wait to see you there… so I can beat you in front of an even larger crowd!”

“You’ve already gotten an invite?” I asked.

“Nope.” Lauren shook her head. “But it’s a foregone conclusion. The competition committee would be stupid to leave out somebody of my talents, so it’s only a matter of time before I get my invite. Hell, I bet I’ll have it sitting in my inbox by the time I get home tonight, after the performance I put on at this competition.”

“So what I’m hearing is that you need time to think it over?” Agent Galanis asked. “And you can give us an answer when your head is more clear?”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “I never make any major decisions directly before or after a match, mainly because I’m so pumped up on adrenaline. I need to sleep on it, preferably for at least a few days.”

“Look, Parker,” the FBI agent chuckled. “I was just told to approach you and offer the job, not to force you into anything. If you need time to think it over, you’re more than welcome to have it.”

The FBI agent reached into the back of her leather ID holder, produced a small card, and handed it to me. Upon it was the FBI Emblem, along with her full name of Calista Galanis, her title of Field Agent, and her phone number.

“Giving him your digits, I see,” Lauren joked.

“For professional business only,” Agent Galanis said emotionlessly.

“I’m just messing with you,” the blonde woman snorted.

“Whenever you make up your mind,” the FBI agent said. “Or if you have any questions, you call or text me, okay?”

“Is there a time limit on when you need an answer?” I asked. “Because I’m gonna probably be doing nothing but working and practicing for state for the foreseeable future.”

“I wasn’t given a timetable.” Agent Galanis shook her head. “But I wouldn’t sit on it for too long, Mr. Wilson. If the FBI has been watching you, then surely other parties have been, as well.”

“Is the CIA gonna come after him next?” Lauren chuckled. “Or Homeland Security? Oh, maybe Space Force?”

“Just be careful,” the FBI agent warned. “Not all parties interested in your talents will be so patient.”

“Am I… in danger?” I asked.

“Not that I’m aware of,” she answered. “Though in this world, that could change in the blink of an eye. Think about it, and be in touch. Goodbye, Parker and Lauren. Enjoy your victory.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but Agent Galanis had already pivoted one-eighty on her high heels and walked away.

Lauren and I both just watched her as she strode confidently down the hall and disappeared around the corner.

“What in the actual fuck just happened?” Lauren asked with a bit of a laugh.

For the first time ever, Lauren looked at me like another human being and not her mortal enemy, and I smiled as I tried to process what had just gone down.

“Well, from the sound of it,” I said with sarcasm. “The government wants me to be their Chuck. If you’ve ever seen that show–”

“Of course I’ve seen Chuck,” Lauren interjected. “Damn, it’s even right down to the sexy woman agent trying to recruit you. Maybeeee if you agree, the two of you will fall in love just like Chuck and Sarah.”

“Doubtful,” I said. “I don’t have time for relationships right now, and I definitely don’t have time for a job like that, which would take up all that time I could be using to perfect my Celestial Vixens game.”

“So you’re seriously going to turn them down?” Lauren asked.

“Probably.” I nodded. “I wasn’t lying when I said I needed to think about it, but I’m definitely leaning toward no. Also, what the hell was that about me being Limitless or whatever? Did you actually believe that?”

“Not at all.” Lauren shook her head. “I still think you cheated to beat me, and I’m gonna prove it. Right after I beat you.”

Immediately, the blonde woman’s expression returned to something more aggressive as she apparently remembered the reason she’d cornered me in the first place.

“You can keep trying to prove it all you want,” I said. “There’s nothing to prove. And if you keep playing like you did today, there’s no way you stand a chance of beating me.”

“We’ll see about that,” Lauren said as she leaned in close. “I’ll be watching you, too, Parker. And the next time we see each other, it’s gonna be me holding that trophy at state! Have fun practicing, and don’t get too caught up with the government in the meantime, Bradley Cooper.”

With that, Lauren turned around and strolled away while cackling loudly to herself.

“Huh,” I said aloud after a few more seconds of standing there in silence.

“Mr. Wilson!” a familiar voice cut through my silent pondering. “Thank you for being so patient with us.”

When I glanced over my shoulder, the woman who’d told me to wait in the hallway was walking toward me, and she was carrying a clipboard and pen in her hand.

“Oh, yeah,” I said as I came back to reality. “No problem.”

“Is everything okay?” the woman asked. “You look troubled.”

“Nope.” I shook my head as the pleasantness of my reality returned to me. “Everything’s perfect. I’m the regional champion, and now I get some prize money to go along with this awesome trophy. What more could I want?”

“That’s what the competition committee loves to hear,” the woman said. “Especially since this is the first time we’ve hosted a tournament on this scale.”

“I had a lot of fun.” I smiled. “Now, what do I need to sign?”

The woman and I spent the next few minutes going over the legal documents, where I signed a bunch of waivers, did tax forms, and gave them the information for my checking account so the money could be deposited directly into it. After all the paperwork was finished, I handed it back to her, and she shook my hand.

“Congratulations again, Parker,” she said. “And good luck at state.”

Finally, I picked up my trophy and began to head back to the parking garage across the street so I could find my car and go home. Along the way, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and turned it back on, which revealed to me that I had two missed calls. I always kept my phone turned off during competitions because I didn’t want to have any distractions while I was preparing, even though it always annoyed my parents.

Sure enough, there was a missed call from my mom, and I noticed a voicemail from a number I didn’t recognize. I went to the voice mailbox app, tapped the message, and held my phone up to my ear so I could listen.

“Hello, Parker Wilson,” a chipper woman’s voice said. “I’m Natalie Olsen with GameTech Industries, calling on behalf of my boss, Alex Randall. Mr. Randall is a huge fan of Celestial Vixens as well, and he has been following your professional career. He’s a huge fan, and he’d love to meet you sometime. Please give me a call back at your earliest convenience, and we can work out the logistics. Thank you.”

“GameTech Industries?” I murmured in amazement.

That was a company all the way out in Silicon Valley. It was nowhere near St. Louis or Kansas City or anywhere in Missouri or the surrounding states. But, the way the woman spoke, she made it sound like I could just go and meet Alex Randall over coffee this afternoon. Then again, I supposed when someone was as rich as Alex Randall with an entire video game and technology company under their thumb, they could probably just jump on a private jet and fly almost anywhere at will.

Still, this was another distraction and one that I really didn’t have time for. I had no clue why all of a sudden people were showing so much interest in me, after years of just playing through the smaller competitions without any fanfare, but it was kind of annoying.

I put GameTech’s message on the back burner for now but decided I should give my mom a call back ASAP. I tapped the button to call her back and listened as it rang on the other side.

“Parker?” Mom’s voice answered with her trademark Southern drawl. “Hi, hon.”

“Hi, Mom,” I said as a smile crept across my face. “Sorry, I was in a competition, or I would have answered.”

“Oh!” Mom gasped. “Did you win?”

“I did,” I confirmed. “I won a trophy and twenty-five thousand dollars.”

“That’s incredible!” Mom screamed so loud that she just about blew my eardrum out. “Dear, it’s Parker. He won twenty-five thousand dollars playing that game of his!”

“Way to go, Parker!” my dad’s voice called in the background.

“It’s just one tournament,” I chuckled. “The bigger deal will be if I do well at the state competition.”

“We’ll be rooting for you,” Mom said. “We’d love to watch, but it’s not on TV…”

“You can stream it live on YouTube,” I explained.

“You know I don’t know how to operate any of those fancy apps,” Mom said. “We might not be able to see you live, but we’ll be cheering for you anyway. But that’s not the reason I was calling.”

“I figured,” I chuckled. “What’s going on?”

“I just wanted to ask you about your friends who stopped by earlier,” she said.

“Friends?” I asked. “Mom, I don’t have any friends down in Arkansas.”

“Well, three people stopped by and were asking for you,” Mom continued. “Two men and a woman… They said they were your friends and thought you lived here.”

I stopped walking and leaned up against the wall as I tried to figure out who she was talking about. I’d moved from Arkansas to St. Louis only a few months after high school graduation, and I hadn’t really kept in contact with anyone I went to school with. My life was here in Missouri now, and I wasn’t really the type of person to have a lot of friends at any given time.

“What did they look like?” I asked. “Maybe they’re people from one of the competition committees? I think a lot of places don’t realize I’ve moved since I’m subletting, so they still default to your place as my home address.”

“The men were tall and had very black hair, kind of greasy and slicked back,” Mom said. “So I’m guessing they were Italian.”

“Mom!” I gasped. “You can’t say things like that.”

My mom just ignored my words and kept right on describing the mystery people.

“Then there was the woman who looked like she stepped outta that one movie with the guy from Bill & Ted,” Mom said.

“The Matrix,” Dad said from afar.

“That’s it!” Mom declared. “She was wearing black leather, like the people in that movie.”

“Mom…” I trailed off. “I’ve never met anyone like that in my entire life. Did they say why they were there?”

“Nope,” Mom said. “They just showed up, asked for you, and then left when I told them you didn’t live here anymore.”

“Did you tell them where I moved to?” I asked.

“I said you lived in Missouri now,” Mom said. “But I didn’t give them your address or anything. I know better than to give out personal information like it’s a Tic Tac. I was just calling to let you know they stopped by.”

“I appreciate it,” I said. “It’s probably nothing, so I wouldn’t worry about it.”

I continued to talk to my mom and dad all the way back to my car, and the entire time, I couldn’t help but wonder who exactly had the audacity to show up, unannounced, at my childhood home in Arkansas and ask for me by name.

And, even though I had no evidence one way or the other, I worried these people might be one of those interested parties Agent Galanis had warned me about earlier.
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Chapter 3

My conversation with my parents continued all through my drive back home, and Mom enlightened me on the shows she’d been watching, how things were going at work, and even caught me up on some of the gossip going on in our little suburb. Eventually, I pulled onto my street, so I told my mom I needed to let her go so I could get some rest and celebrate my victory.

“Alright, hon,” Mom said. “Don’t party too hard.”

“It was a game of CV,” I chuckled.

“I don’t know what goes on at those sorts of events,” Mom laughed. “For all I know, they could be giant sex parties, going by the pictures on some of those cards.”

“I promise, Mom,” I said. “These are the exact opposite of sex parties.”

“I wouldn’t judge you if they were,” Mom said. “Just as long as you always use protection. I want grandbabies some day, but not before you’re ready.”

“Mom!” I rolled my eyes. “On that note, I’m about to pull into the parking lot, so I’ll talk to you later.”

“Let me know if you ever find out about those Italian guys and that Matrix girl,” Mom said.

“I will, Mom,” I said. “Goodbye.”

Mom said bye back to me, and we hung up as I approached my current dwelling. I pulled up to the alley behind my apartment building, straight up to the metal gate that was used to keep out non-residents and employees, and I punched in the code on the keypad.

The sound of rusty metal scraping on rusty metal filled the air as the gate’s pulley system slowly pulled the chain-link panel open, and then I drove my trusty black 2010 Honda Civic through its maw. The parking lot was mostly full of cars belonging to the employees of Dungeon Crawler, and I recognized my neighbor Martin’s minivan among the other vehicles.

Thankfully, my second cousin, Darren, had moved to a nicer place in the city a few years ago, right around the time I’d been looking for apartments in St. Louis.

Since I was right out of high school and didn’t have a great job or much time to build up my credit, he’d agreed to just keep the lease for this place under his name and sublet it out to me. Mr. David Carney, the man who owned the building, was completely fine with that arrangement, and I’d basically been handed a place smack-dab in the Gateway to the West.

What was even better was the fact my apartment was on the second floor of a four-story building. The first floor was a store, the second and third floors were individual apartments, and the fourth floor was a storage room. That meant I had this entire floor to myself, but I’d sometimes hear Martin lumbering up or down the stairs to his apartment, and every now and then, I’d hear Mr. Carney as he headed to the fourth floor.

Personally, I thought he was nuts for keeping his stock on the fourth floor, but I didn’t have to deal with hauling things up and down.

Living above a game store meant I had a place where I could hang out after work or a tournament and meet people with similar interests as me. I’d had many interesting conversations with other CV players, as well as with Mr. Carney himself, and a few times I’d even participated in competitions in the game room portion of the store.

Plus, with Mr. Carney being both the owner of the store and the landlord, I had an inside hookup for any new Celestial Vixens cards or merch that came into Dungeon Crawler.

I parked my car, grabbed my deck box and the jacket I’d worn to the tournament, and headed for the back door. I unlocked the heavy metal door with my key, pulled it open, and then slipped inside and straight into the backrooms of Dungeon Crawler.

The way the building was laid out meant that Martin and I had to go through a small hallway with a staircase at one end, and the door that led to the back of the store whenever we came home. I remember it being a laugh a minute when I’d first moved here, and the movers had to carry all my boxes and furniture through the little hallway.

I made my way up the stairs until I arrived on the second floor, used another key on my ring to unlock the deadbolt, and pushed the door open.

I stepped into my tiny little kitchen unit, which was set up galley-style with the oven, dishwasher, and fridge on one side and the cabinets and sink on the other.

Once I was through the kitchen, my apartment opened up to the living room, where the walls were covered with massive posters replicating the artwork of some of my favorite CV cards. I had a brown leather couch, a small dining table, a TV atop an entertainment center, and a bookshelf, but otherwise, everything else in the space was devoted to my one and only passion.

The bookshelves were full of strategy guides, lore books, and figurines from Celestial Vixens, including this badass, limited edition statue I’d gotten of Thorn Maiden when I was at a game store on the north side of the city.

It cost me a pretty penny, but with how awesome she looked sitting on my shelf, it had been well worth every single cent.

I placed my deck holder onto its special hanger with the others, which was just a wooden coatrack that I’d found a few weeks back, and I stretched as I placed my wallet and keys into the bowl on the table for safekeeping.

Even though the regional tournament had taken up most of my day, it was only eight o’clock, and my stomach rumbled intensely as it demanded sustenance.

I thought about cooking something fast, but I’d eaten nothing but ramen and mac and cheese the last few days while I’d prepared for the tournament. I’d come home from work every night, sat down on the couch or at the table, and then spent hours upon hours working out my strategies, refreshing myself on the rulebook, and watching CV-related videos on YouTube. I’d been so hyper-focused on my mission that I’d barely remembered to eat, which was where those ramen noodles had really come in handy.

Unfortunately, now that the haze of tourney prep was over, I wanted some real food.

I briefly thought about using my twenty-five percent off discount at Magioni’s, but that was several miles away, and I didn’t feel like going out again. Sure, I could have had it delivered, but my bosses made it very clear that employee discounts only counted for sit-down or carry-out. Besides, Magioni’s pizza wasn’t worth the price anyway, even if a whole lot of the St. Louis metropolitan area felt otherwise.

I ended up ordering some Mexican food through one of the food delivery apps on my phone, and I headed to my bedroom to change into more comfy clothes while I waited.

My bedroom was somehow even more bare than my living room, and all it had was a full-size mattress resting on the floor, a black dresser I’d picked up from IKEA, and a desk I’d found for free out by the dumpster. The RX57 gaming chair was probably the most expensive piece of furniture I owned by far, but it got so much use that it’d probably already paid for itself multiple times over.

I changed into a pair of black sweats and a blue T-shirt with the CV insignia on it before I went back into the living room to check my phone.

When I looked at the app it said that my food wouldn’t arrive for nearly an hour, so to kill time, I decided to head downstairs to Dungeon Crawler to see if they had anything new or interesting.

They normally got new shipments in on Tuesdays, and I’d been so focused on tournament prep that the last time I’d even had a chance to check out the store was over a week ago. So, I slid my shoes back on, locked up my apartment, and headed down to pay Mr. Carney and his employees a visit.

The store was open until nine on weekdays, but there had been plenty of times when Mr. Carney had let me hang around and browse either before or after business hours. Even though our relationship was mostly one of landlord-renter and salesman-customer, we both loved talking to each other and nerding out about all things geeky.

It wasn’t just Celestial Vixens, either, but there was a hearty dose of that in every conversation. We talked about recent movies and games that came out, new tabletop and card games we’d played recently, and upcoming tournaments and competitions we were preparing for.

David played a bit of Celestial Vixens himself, but his interest was strictly casual, and he never got very far in any competitions he participated in.

“There he is,” David’s gruff voice declared as I stepped onto the floor of the game store. “Everybody give it up for the Great St. Louis Celestial Vixens Champion!”

A few of the customers inside the store began to clap, while others just looked over their shoulders nonchalantly, shrugged, and went back to searching the shelves or talking to their friends.

“So you heard already?” I chuckled as I walked up to the owner. “The contest just ended a few hours ago.”

“I get news alerts from my St. Louis Gameplayers App,” David chuckled. “There must have been somebody from the website there because it went live the second you won.”

David Carney stood in front of a wall full of tabletop miniatures, which he was replenishing from a small metal cart full of miscellaneous items. He was a short, stocky dude in his forties, and he’d once told me he practically came out of his mother with a love of all things nerdy.

He’d been around in the early days of TTRPGs like D&D and Warhammer, so he knew just about every board and card game that had ever existed in modern history. He was wearing his standard uniform for Dungeon Crawler, which was just a black polo shirt with the store’s logo on the left breast, complete with khaki pants and a belt that was a bit too tight and showed off the shape of his rounded belly.

Mr. Carney’s beady eyes looked at me, and he wore a massive smile on his face, just underneath his thick, graying mustache. Unfortunately, the brown hair on David’s head wasn’t quite as thick, and it was thinning at the front and starting to create the infamous horseshoe pattern that so many of us men dreaded. Still, Mr. Carney had the aura and energy of a much younger man, which is why so many people seemed to love him.

“It’s not that big of a deal,” I promised. “Winning at state is where my journey is really gonna get going. Then I get to maybe go to the really big national tournaments, and then a few international ones.”

“I just hope you’re not traveling all the time.” David frowned as he stuck a Mindflayer on the shelf. “I’d hate to never see you around here anymore.”

“Are you asking me if I’d still be paying my rent?” I joked. “Because these tournaments all come with prize money, you know.”

“You’ve never missed a rent payment,” David said. “And even if you did, I’d just go and harass Darren to get it. I’d even bring my Keyblade replica for intimidation if I had to.”

The mental image of the balding, middle-aged dude attacking my cousin with a Keyblade made me crack up, and I couldn’t help but start to laugh uncontrollably right in the middle of the store. When I finally regained my composure, I shook my head and tutted.

“I’ll keep paying my rent,” I said. “And I’m definitely going to keep hanging around. Even when I win a bunch of tournaments and become a millionaire.”

“Awww.” Mr. Carney frowned. “I guess if that happens you’re gonna leave for good, aren’t you?”

“I’m just a subletter, David,” I said. “You knew this wasn’t permanent. I’ve got a long way to go before I’m even close to thinking about that.”

“Praise Crom,” David said in a horrible Arnold accent. “You and Martin have been the two most chill tenants I’ve ever had. I don’t know what I’m gonna do when you both move away. If I have to go back to tenants like I had before…”

“Wait,” I scoffed. “Wasn’t my cousin one of those people?”

“Darren never gave me any problems,” David said as he picked up a small stack of elven figures from the cart. “Now the couple that lived in Martin’s place? Oof. You shoulda seen the amount of stuff I had to fix after they moved out. It was thousands of dollars worth of repairs, including all new carpet and repairs in the ceiling and the drywall, plus a bunch of new fixtures… How does somebody clog a freaking washing machine, anyway?”

“Well, you’re in luck,” I chuckled. “Because I only won twenty-five thousand, minus taxes, from the regional tournament, and that’s nowhere near enough to buy a fancy house or even a condo. Also, you know I’m not gonna go anywhere until that Demonous Inquisitus Ember card is mine.”

As I said the words, I pointed across the store, and even though the display case was all the way on the other wall, I could picture the card perfectly in my mind.

It was a beautiful holographic being card, one of only twelve in the entire world. It was made exclusively for the participants of an invite-only tournament in Norway back in the early 2000s.

It was a card that melded my love of Elementals with the badassery of cards found in Celestial or Occult decks, and it featured a gray-skinned woman with four horns protruding out of her head; one set curved upward and another downward. The horns were made out of pure red flames, while she had all sorts of occult symbols tattooed on her body, which was, of course, on full display.

The demonic woman was naked, but the artist covered up some of her exposed parts with a well-placed ember here or there, and beneath her was a massive occult symbol drawn into the ground with fire. She held a metal cat o’nine tails weapon in her hand. The tips were also aglow with flames, and the demon held it at the ready as if daring anyone to come at her.

Mr. Carney had come into possession of the card roughly nine years ago, and he said it was one of the proudest moments he’d ever experienced as a business owner. It was inside of a locked glass cabinet made out of bulletproof glass, and the card itself was surrounded by thick, anti-UV plastic to keep it from fading.

Sadly, I could also picture the price tag, which was a whopping half a million dollars.

“You know,” David chuckled. “If you keep winning these contests at this rate, you might get to a point where you have to make a decision… Buy your own place outright, or buy that card.”

“I’d pick the card every time,” I said without hesitation. “That’s like the Holy Grail to me, David. Owning it is probably the second-most important thing I want to accomplish, next to becoming the greatest CV player of all time.”

“Great goals,” he said. “Not sure how realistic either of those dreams are, though, considering that card’s been sitting here for almost a decade.”

“That’s because the universe knows it belongs to me,” I said. “So it’s not gonna move until the day I triumphantly walk outta here with it in my deck.”

“You’d actually use it?” David gasped.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “It’s a Celestial Vixens card that’s been sanctioned by every competition committee in the country and has a mention in the official rules, so why not?”

“Because it’s more valuable than most houses,” David said. “It’d probably get worn down if you keep it in your deck and shuffle and play it during games. That’s not to mention the fact that as soon as people see that you have it, you’d be at risk of getting mugged.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” I said without much concern. “It would be the most powerful card in my deck, by far.”

“You’re undefeated, aren’t you?” Mr. Carney asked. “It doesn’t sound like you need a card like that to enhance your deck.”

“I’m always looking to enhance my deck,” I reassured him. “Besides, I think the artwork is some of the most badass in the whole CV franchise, and that’s saying something.”

“To be honest,” he said with a shrug. “I think it’s ridiculous that a playing card is worth that much, even if it is super rare.”

“Sooooo, I’m hearing you’re willing to go down on the price?” I asked with a wink.

“Not a chance, kid,” David chuckled. “I may think it’s ridiculous, but I’m also a hardcore believer in the power of the free market. I don’t get why people would pay that much for a trading card, but if they’re willing to pay that much, I’m not gonna stop them.”

“It was worth a shot.” I smiled. “Anyway, do you have anything new and interesting in the store? I haven’t been in for a while.”

“Just the usual,” Mr. Carney explained before he readjusted a few dragon figures. “A new shipment of booster cards, some board games fresh from Kickstarter, and a bunch of secondhand items.”

“Boosters for Celestial Vixens?” I asked with a hopeful raise of my eyebrows.

“How long have you been coming to this store?” David asked rhetorically. “You know damn well I have CV card boosters. There’s a whole new box over with the rest of ‘em in the trading card area.”

With that, I left David to finish his restocking work, and I went over to check out the booster packs. As I walked toward the counter filled with several display boxes of card packs, I passed by the glass case that contained my future beloved Demonous Inquisitus Ember card. I stopped in my tracks, turned so I was right at eye level with the rare item, and then placed my hand against the glass with probably more drama than was strictly necessary.

“Some day,” I whispered to the inanimate object. “Some day I’ll take you home.”

I left the Demonous Inquisitus Ember for now and went over to the booster packs, and I began to sort through them. They were all blind bags, covered with foil packaging that featured the game’s logo in front of a beautiful night sky dotted with stars.

Of course, instead of a vibrant dark blue, the sky was an eerie and mysterious crimson. I had a superstition that I thought the packs at the very top were always the worst ones, so I rifled through the box and picked a few out from the middle and bottom at random. I figured, since I had some prize money on the way I could splurge a little bit more, so I grabbed six packs instead of my usual two.

I spent the next few minutes walking around the store checking out new arrivals, sales, and casually observing the other patrons of the store. There was a lot of cool stuff, but I didn’t see anything I absolutely needed to have, so I just went up to the front, paid for my cards, and headed back to the staircase. Along the way, I said good night to Mr. Carney, and then I proceeded back up to my apartment.

When I checked the food delivery app, my food had been picked up, and it was only about ten minutes away. So, I sat down at my dining room table and began to open up the booster packs to see what cards the Celestial Vixens gods had bestowed upon me.

Some of the packs had cards I didn’t own, but most of them were either duplicates, common cards, or cards that wouldn’t fit with my Elemental playstyle. Still, the thrill of opening a bunch of blind packs was more than enough to keep me occupied until I heard a faint knocking at my door.

The delivery guy was gone by the time I got to the door, so I grabbed my food, brought it to the couch, and then started a YouTube video by my favorite CV strategist.

After I had finished eating, I hung out in the living room for a little longer. Then I headed off to my room, and I played a game for a while and looked for any Celestial Vixens tournaments in the local area that might be coming up.

There were actually two different competitions between now and state, which made me think maybe I could get a bit of hands-on practice before I went off to Jefferson City. I signed up for an unofficial competition that was at a comic book store a few blocks away and scheduled for tomorrow night. Then I closed my laptop and hopped into bed.

I was out in a flash, and the next day I awoke, got out of bed, showered, and got ready for work. I’d taken a whole bunch of days off because of the tournament, and my boss had threatened that if I wasn’t back the first day it was over, I was in danger of being fired.

So, I tossed on my Magioni’s uniform, went downstairs, and jumped into my car before I headed off. Thankfully, today I was working the day shift, which meant there were way fewer people ordering pizza, and I only had to make a handful of deliveries.

The people I ended up delivering to were all incredibly good tippers, so the day ended up being at least half-profitable by the time I clocked out and headed back home. I tried to keep myself distracted during my shift, but the events of the previous day kept creeping back in.

The entire drive back to my apartment, my mind couldn’t stop thinking about the things Agent Galanis had said about me, and how Lauren thought with all of her heart that I’d been cheating at the game. Perhaps if we really did get our rematch, and I beat her again, she would drop all the accusations.

Who was I kidding? This was Lauren, and if I beat her again, I was positive she’d just get more paranoid and angry.

When I finally made it back to my apartment, I stripped down and showered to get the funk of mozzarella and marinara off my body, then I got dressed again and gathered up my Celestial Vixens gear.

I was all smiles as I headed down the stairs and then out the back door, and I whistled a happy tune as I meandered through the city streets of St. Louis with my deck box in hand.

It was about a twenty-minute walk to get to the other comic shop, but the weather was so nice that I didn’t mind one bit. I made it to the store, looked around a little bit before the tournament started, and then went back to the Gamer Lounge, which was where the contest was set to begin.

I absolutely dominated every single one of my opponents, to the point where people were actually intentionally losing so they didn’t have to play me at all. When all was said and done, I stood atop the pile of fallen players and emerged victorious.

My record was still untarnished, and I received a cash price of one hundred dollars before I decided to return home and veg in front of the TV for the rest of the night.

I slipped the hundred dollars into my wallet, as well as the cards that declared me the victor, and I bid everyone farewell and started on my way back home.

But the victory wasn’t nearly as sweet as yesterday’s.

“Damn,” I sighed to myself.

There were some decent players in the tournament I’d just participated in, but none of them were anywhere near my level. That begged the question as to whether I’d actually gotten any experience or not, but I always figured that the larger the number in the win column, the better, no matter how I ended up there.

It was fairly dark outside with only a few random streetlights illuminating my way. So, it was a bit jarring when a pair of super bright headlights appeared behind me, and when I glanced over my shoulder, they were getting closer by the second.

The vehicle suddenly sped up until it was only a few feet in front of me, and it lurched to a stop. Before I even realized what was going on, the back doors of the white cargo fan flew open, and two tall dudes with mustaches jumped out.

“Told you that’s him,” one of the guys said with a thick Russian accent.

“What the fuck is going–” I started.

Before I could finish my sentence, one of the men tossed a dark black bag over my head and grabbed my arms. No matter how hard I flailed or attempted to break free, it was no use.

A sudden flash of pain struck me in my stomach as one of the men punched me, and I doubled over.

The next thing I knew, I was being lifted into the air by my armpits. I was thrown into the back of the van, and then I heard the sound of slamming doors followed by the screeching of tires.

I didn’t know who these people were or what they wanted, but one thing was now abundantly clear to me as my body shifted with every turn of the van.

I’d just been kidnapped.
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Chapter 4

“Are you sure this is the guy?” a woman’s voice asked.

The female voice also had a thick Russian accent straight out of an old James Bond movie, and I would have laughed at the absurdity if I wasn’t very much getting kidnapped. Then it hit me.

Three people, two men with thick mustaches, and a woman, who’d been searching for me.

These were the people who went to visit my parents.

I was momentarily amused by the fact that Mom had thought they were Italians when they were very clearly Russian, but the voice of one of my kidnappers brought me back to reality in a snap.

“It must be,” one of the Russian men said. “He looks like the one in the picture from that game tournament over in Franz Park.”

As he spoke, he locked my arms behind my back with a plastic zip tie, and once he was finished, his footsteps echoed through the van as he walked away.

I’d been at a CV tournament a few weeks ago that had been held near Franz Park, but it still didn’t make any sense as to why I was being taken.

“Excuse me?” I chuckled. “I don’t know who you think you just nabbed, but I promise; I’m nobody of interest.”

“I assure you, friend,” the other Russian man said. “Ivan makes no mistakes. You are Parker Wilson, correct? The man who wins all those card games?”

“Yes, but–” I started.

“Aha!” the man declared, and he stomped his foot against the van floor for emphasis. “I tell you it really was him. I never wrong!”

“Of course I knew it was him,” the other Russian man said. “You think I’m stupid enough to grab random man off street?”

“You want me to answer that?” the woman asked. “Because you won’t like the answer.”

“Just admit Ivan is right, Nikolai is wrong,” Ivan declared. “I want hear you say it.”

“Should we be saying real names in front of target?” Nikolai asked.

There was a moment of silence between my three kidnappers, and then the woman spoke up.

“As I said,” she chuckled. “You are both a bunch of duraki. I suppose it does not matter. He is going to know our names eventually. We may as well take the bag off his head, too.”

The Russian woman spoke fluent English, like she’d used the language most of her life, but she still had a fairly thick accent when she spoke. The other two both spoke with much more broken, crude English.

“Please take the bag off,” I said. “I’m claustrophobic.”

“You’d fit right in back in Russia,” Ivan said. “We have laws against that sort of thing there.”

“Claustrophobic,” the woman’s voice grumbled. “Afraid of small spaces.”

“Oh,” Ivan said. “Forgive me, friend. I only get here few months ago.”

“Yebat, Ivan,” the woman sighed. “Why don’t you just go ahead and tell him your whole life story while you’re at it?”

“It all start when I am little boy, growing up in Krasnoyarsk…” Ivan chuckled.

The sound of flesh slapping flesh hit my ears, and it was followed by Ivan letting out a loud “yeow.” Then, fingers wrapped around the bag atop my head, and I was temporarily blinded by the light rushing into my eyes as they pulled the fabric away.

My vision was blurry at first, but I could make out the shape of three figures in front of me inside the back of an empty cargo van. Their features became clearer as my vision returned to normal, and I saw two mountainous dudes whose heads brushed the top of the van and a woman in skin-tight black leather.

Both of the men had mustaches and slicked-back, black hair that was so filled with product, I assumed it would burst into flames if it ever got too close to a match. One of them had several thick, jagged scars across his cheeks. The other one showed off a gold tooth when he bared his teeth at me and laughed. The guy with the scar wore a brown leather jacket, a black shirt, and had a gold necklace, while the other wore a navy-blue tracksuit with an oversized silver chain around his neck.

As for the woman, she had on knee-high black leather boots, which exposed the tan flesh of her legs for a few inches before the bottom of her solid black dress started. She had a golden belt around her waist to break up the block of color, and to say the dress was low-cut didn’t do it justice.

It was hard to believe the woman could even move around in her dress, considering her massive breasts were on full display, and the fabric was so tight that I could practically see everything.

She either had a whole lot of body tape under there, or she was constantly one wrong move away from having a wardrobe malfunction. To complete her outfit, the woman had a massive leather coat that draped all the way down to her shins, but it was left open and did little to hide her many assets.

She had plump lips with a dark purple shade of lipstick, as well as makeup that made her tan skin look even tanner and slightly hid her high cheekbones. The woman’s lashes were coated in a thin layer of mascara, and it made her bright green eyes pop like a pair of emeralds in the darkness. Her eyebrows were thin, to the point where I assumed she had them waxed regularly, and the dark hair atop her head was wrapped up into a messy bun. Some of it cascaded down over her shoulders like silky ribbons.

She was kinda giving me Bayonetta vibes, and I couldn’t say I hated it.

“Wakey, wakey, sunshine,” the man with the gold tooth chuckled.

“He wasn’t asleep,” the woman grumbled. “That joke only works if he was unconscious.”

“I don’t know what the hell is going on here,” I said as I tried to maintain my composure. “But I’m literally just a pizza delivery boy, and I play Celestial Vixens on the side. I’m nobody.”

“You are not nobody,” the woman scoffed. “You are Parker Wilson. My name is Sasha, and these two duraki are Ivan and Nikolai.”

“Why do you keep calling them Dothraki?” I asked. “Didn’t George R. R. Martin make that culture up?”

I knew she hadn’t actually called the two men Dothraki, but I was trying to stall for time so I could think of a way to get out of this situation.

I wasn’t sure why exactly they’d bound my hands. I wasn’t any kind of physical threat to either of these mountainous men. Still, I’d watched enough YouTube videos of escape artists to know that all I needed was a bit of force in the right spot to snap the zip tie.

“No, no.” Sasha shook her head. “Duraki. It means ‘fool’ in your language, but it sounds oh so much better in my native tongue.”

Much like with my CV matches, it was gonna take a perfect blend of planning, skill, and a little luck to get out of this one.

“I’m not gonna beat around the bush here any longer,” I said. “Who are you, and why did you kidnap me?”

“So forward,” Sasha purred. “I love that in a man.”

The Russian woman leaned forward to show off her breasts as she smiled intensely, but I just ignored her suggestive actions.

“We are– how you say?” Ivan sighed. “Peons. We work for much, much bigger fish, who also work for much bigger fish.”

“But this little fish has interest in you,” Nikolai said. “We find your address online, but only parents are there. Alansi not very happy with that.”

“Thanks, by the way,” I lied. “My mom was scared to death.”

Mom had been anything but scared, but I hoped they’d be distracted by my irritation.

“You hear that, Ivan?” Nikolai gasped. “We scared lady!”

“Hell, yeah, brother!” Ivan said as they high-fived. “Hope for to become full mobsters yet.”

“So… Alansi is your boss?” I asked.

“You ask a lot of questions,” Sasha said with a half-smile. “Curious, talented, and handsome? That’s the full package.”

“So what,” I said as I tried to stall for more time. “Does your boss want me to teach him how to play Celestial Vixens? Or is he just dying for a pizza in thirty minutes or less?”

“And funny!” Sasha declared, and she looked over her shoulder. “Boys, I think I’m in love.”

“Just tell me what you want,” I sighed.

“All in due time, Parker,” Sasha said. “You will soon meet our boss, and he will tell you everything you need to know.”

“Just know he love what you do,” Ivan said.

“He ask for you specifically by name,” Nikolai added. “That special privilege, my friend.”

“You know,” I said as I leaned back and tried to find something hard to slam the zip tie against. “If your boss wanted to talk to me, he could have just sent me an email or a text. You didn’t need to kidnap me in the middle of the night to get my attention.”

“Alansi like to do things a bit more… dramatic than this,” Ivan chuckled. “He know you not want to work for him, given his reputation.”

“I don’t even know who you’re talking about.” I shook my head. “So his reputation must not be that good.”

“Sure you do,” Sasha said with a devilish grin. “Surely you’ve heard of the Kansas City Mafia?”

“I know of them,” I confirmed. “Not any single one personally, though.”

I glanced up toward the front of the van and looked out past the driver, and I noticed that we were coming up on the interstate fast. The city was fairly dead this time of night, which meant once we got there, I’d have nowhere to run.

Even if I managed to escape my bonds and the van, I’d just be on a large, open stretch of road without any cover. They’d be able to catch me again easily. If I wanted any chance to really get away, I needed to get out of here while we were still downtown.

“The Flayer of Kyiv?” Sasha said. “You know him, correct?”

My heart sank as I realized where I’d heard that name before. A year or two ago there had been reports all over the news about a gang war in Kansas City. The worst occurrence being an incident where a bunch of Mafia members were found butchered in their homes with their skin literally flayed off. To make matters worse, the killer used the blood of his victims to sign “Love, the Flayer of Kyiv” on the wall.

The fucking Flayer of Kyiv wanted to talk to me? This was way more serious than I ever could have thought.

“I take the expression on his face as a yes,” Nikolai chuckled.

None of this made sense at all. I was about as straight-arrow as a person could possibly get. I’d never even cheated on a test in school or shoplifted, let alone done anything involving the mob. Why did one of the most infamous killers in Kansas City history want me?

“So you’re taking me to Kansas City?” I asked. “That’s a pretty long drive from here.”

“Don’t worry, darling,” Sasha purred. “We will stop for bathroom breaks. I’ll even hold it for you, if you want.”

“This might be a stupid question,” I said as I tried to think of any way out of this mess. “Do you think whatever he needs me for will be done in a week? Because I have the state competition coming up, and I really can’t miss that.”

All three of the Russian mobsters looked at each other, and then they burst out laughing.

“You’re sitting here in front of three members of crime family,” Ivan said, “and all you worry about is card game?”

“A man’s gotta keep his priorities in order,” I said.

I glanced around to see if there was anything I could use for leverage, and that’s when I saw it.

Not too far up the road, there was a speed bump. The driver must not have seen it because we were still going well over the speed limit.

That was my chance to escape.

Now that I was up against the wall, I could feel the tire well behind me, and I knew that would work perfectly. All of the videos I’d watched told me that if somebody wanted to break out of zip ties, all they had to do was smack their bound hands against something hard and pull their arms out in opposite directions.

Obviously, I’d never tried it before, but the concept seemed simple enough to pull off.

If I did it right before we hit the bump, they would all be surprised, and probably make a move toward me. Then, when we hit the bump, they would get thrown off balance, and I’d have a few seconds head start on them to get to the door. Once I was out of the van, I could make a break for it or try to find a public space where I could lose them in the crowd or hide until they gave up pursuit.

“You know, I always wonder what that game about,” Nicholai said. “I not have experience, but maybe you can teach me, eh?”

I pulled my hands up against my body and prepared to whip them back right before we hit the speed bump. Then I held my breath as I began to count down silently. My heart was hammering like a war drum, and I prayed to every deity I could think of that the people in those YouTube videos hadn’t faked it.

“You’re being awfully quiet,” Sasha chuckled. “Cat got your tongue?”

I let out an overexaggerated cough before I answered, mainly for dramatic effect.

“I’m just a little dry-mouthed,” I said with a fake raspy voice. “Do you have any water?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Sasha said. “Besides, that means you’ll have to go sooner, and I’ll finally be able to see what’s going on down there…”

I wanted to roll my eyes at Sasha’s strange comments, but I just smiled and gave her a nod so she’d fall for my ploy. Sure enough, she stood up and started toward the front of the van, to speak to the driver while the two goons sat there staring at me.

That was when I slammed the zip tie against the tire hump as hard as I could, pulled my arms in opposite directions, and the plastic snapped. I jumped to my feet as my hands flew free, and Ivan and Nikolai let out a gasp of shock.

“He broke binds!” Ivan yelled.

They both rose to their feet, and Sasha turned around to grab me.

Then we hit the bump.

Sasha was tossed off her feet and to the ground, and Ivan and Nikolai both let out a gasp as they fell to the floor. Meanwhile, I rushed to the back door and tossed it open in a flurry.

“Der’mo!” Ivan gasped. “He’s trying to run!”

I didn’t know if my pursuers had guns, and I didn’t want to wait to find out.

Without another second’s hesitation I leaped out of the moving van, hit the ground hard, and rolled with my momentum. My head was spinning when I finally came to a stop, and my legs and arms ached like mad, but I was so hopped up on adrenaline, I just pushed through it all and got to my feet. As I began to run, the van screeched to a stop.

Then I heard the sound I feared most.

A gunshot.

I dove behind a nearby car as a bullet whizzed through the air. I had no clue if it was close to hitting me or not, and I honestly didn’t want to know.

“No guns!” Sasha yelled. “He’s no good to Alansi dead.”

“You don’t trust my shot, eh?” Ivan asked.

“No, I don’t,” Sasha scoffed.

I slowly stood up and peered through the windows of my cover.

Ivan and Nikolai had exited the van, and Sasha still stood up inside it. She looked back over her shoulder at the driver as she shouted something in Russian and pointed down the street, and a second later, the van’s wheels squealed as it shot forward. Meanwhile, the two mustached Russian dudes were walking toward me like sharks circling their prey.

“Come out, little card man,” Nikolai taunted. “You heard Sasha. We not hurt you.”

“No, no,” Ivan corrected. “We not kill you. We may hurt you just little bit.”

There was an alleyway about half a block away from me, and using the distance and how fast I could run, I calculated I could make it there before either of them could catch up to me. They were both fairly large, which would make them slower, and I would have the element of surprise on my side. So, I sprang to my feet and ran.

“Aha!” Nikolai yelled.

The man said something in Russian to his partner, but I was already halfway to the alley and didn’t even attempt to process what they were saying. I made it into the alleyway, but as I ran to the other end, I realized the Russians would most likely split up and try to box me in.

There was a ladder that led up to the rooftop as well as a few doors that led into the buildings along the alley. The ladder would have been the most obvious choice, but I noticed that one of the doors had been propped open by a small chunk of wood. So, that’s where I went.

As I tossed open the door, I was met with the glare of an employee carrying a bag of trash, but I just ignored him and darted inside.

“Hey!” he gasped. “You can’t go in there, sir!”

“Sorry!” I yelled as I pressed onward.

I was now in the back of a restaurant, and there was a dishwasher and a couple of sinks to my left and a hallway with walk-in freezer doors to my right. I decided to go down the hallway with the freezers, and as I ran, a loud, angry Russian voice erupted behind me.

“Sir, you can’t be–” an employee protested.

The smack of a fist striking flesh cut off the employee’s protest, and it was followed by a thud, but I didn’t dare slow down to see what had happened to the guy.

Instead, I just kept running, and eventually, I made it to the door of the bar section of the restaurant. The employees and customers alike let out gasps and gave me strange looks as I ran across the floor, but I skidded to a stop when I saw Ivan entering the restaurant through the front door.

A woman at the hostess stand tried to greet Ivan, but he just walked on through, and she raised a finger in protest.

I quickly did an observation of the bar, and that was when I noticed another door that led to an outside dining area.

“Anyone seen little man?” Ivan asked loudly. “Very skinny, tall, blond? Very good at sexy women card game?”

I made a mad dash for the outdoor seating area and nearly knocked over a server as she came around the corner, but I saw her coming just in time and sidestepped out of the way before I kept moving. I tossed open the door, rushed outside, and leaped over the little fence that separated the dining area from the sidewalk in a single bound.

I’d lost my bearings by that point, and I only had a moment before Nikolai and Ivan would realize where I was and come after me. I had to use these precious seconds to my advantage, so I darted down the sidewalk and out of sight of the restaurant’s windows.

My legs ached, and my heart was thumping in my eardrums as I ran, but I didn’t dare stop.

I turned down another alleyway, then another, and another before I finally stopped to catch my breath.

I peeked out from my cover and looked around for any street signs that might tell me where I was, but I wasn’t stupid enough to keep myself exposed for long.

Right as I pulled my head back there was the sound of screeching tires barreling toward my position.

There was a loading ramp for semi trucks nearby, so I ran over to it, climbed up, and jumped into one of the large, empty cardboard boxes sitting against the wall. I closed the flaps enough to cover my body, and I made sure to leave them open just a sliver so I could see outside.

A vehicle rolled to a stop nearby, and the doors opened before the sound of footsteps reached me.

“Anything?” Sasha asked.

“Ivan and Nikolai lost him in some restaurant a few blocks away,” another man said. “He can’t have gotten far.”

Much to my surprise, this mystery man’s voice wasn’t Russian, but rather it had a slight Southern twang to it.

Their footsteps started to move around the alley, and I held my breath and tried to remain as silent as humanly possible to avoid detection.

Sasha whistled as someone opened up the dumpster in the alley. Then someone’s footsteps came up to the loading dock.

Out of the sliver in between the box flaps, I could see Sasha as she climbed up the ramp, and my eyes went wide as every muscle in my body tensed up.

Then, someone honked their horn.

“Come on!” a man yelled. “You can’t block the alley like that. Some of us got deliveries to make!”

Sasha scowled, and she quickly looked over the area one more time before she turned and jumped back down.

I still didn’t dare breathe regularly as I listened to her and the driver as they walked back to their van.

“Sorry, friend!” Sasha called out. “We were just looking for our lost dog, and we thought he might have come down this way.”

“Park on the street next time,” the trucker huffed. “I got a quota to make.”

Finally, the van doors closed, and then it pulled away. I let out a long sigh of relief as I relaxed, and I carefully peeked my head out of the box and looked around to make sure the coast was clear.

There was a semi that was now backing up to the dock, and the Russians were nowhere to be found.

I wasn’t about to take a chance on walking home, so I pulled out my phone and ordered an Uber a few blocks away. I moved off the dock and out of the alleyway like I was walking on eggshells until I finally reached my destination.

The driver came and picked me up, and the entire drive home, I kept my head on a swivel just in case the white van full of angry Russians appeared again to follow us. Thankfully, the van never appeared again, and I arrived home without more trouble.

I thanked my driver, jumped out of the vehicle, and headed to the back of the building. Once I was safely inside and out of sight, I made sure to give him a five-star rating.

Never in my life had I been so relieved to be home, and I practically darted up the stairs like a jackrabbit until I reached the second floor. When I got to the top of the steps I froze in my tracks.

A woman was standing there in front of my door.

“You seem a bit rattled, Parker,” Agent Galanis chuckled.

“Oh, thank God,” I said as I let out a sigh of relief.

“I’ll admit,” Agent Galanis said. “That wasn’t the response I expected. Are you surprised to see me?”

“Yes,” I said. “But this is actually a really great coincidence because you’re just the person I needed to see.”

“I am?” the FBI agent asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “You’re not gonna believe what just happened to me.”
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Chapter 5

“We probably should go somewhere more private to talk about all this,” I said. “Mr. Carney and Martin are cool and all, but this is gonna be classified information.”

“You had no issue with Lauren hearing the previous ‘classified information,’” Agent Galanis pointed out.

“I mean, you met Lauren, right?” I asked sarcastically as I pulled my keys from my pocket. “I wasn’t about to tell her ‘no,’ were you?”

“If I really wanted to press the issue, I could have.” The FBI agent shrugged. “Our conversation wasn’t anything top-secret, just a bit… complex and unbelievable.”

“I’ll say,” I said. “It’s not every day the FBI comes up to you and tells you that you’ve got powers.”

“Still not sure if they are powers per se,” Agent Galanis said. “Or if they are simply part of a higher brain function than a normal human experience.”

I slid my key into the lock, turned it and the knob, and pushed the door open. Agent Galanis gave me a small nod as I held the door open for her to go inside. I walked in after her, shut the door, locked it, and then ran over to the light switch on the other side of the kitchen.

“Sorry if the place is a little messy,” I said. “I didn’t know I was going to have company today.”

I flipped on the lights and expected a visceral reaction from Agent Galanis, but it never came. I never really had anyone over, especially women, but thankfully all the prepping I’d been doing for the tournament meant I didn’t have time to do anything that would make the apartment messy.

“This isn’t bad at all,” Agent Galanis said. “You should see some of the houses I’ve done investigations at. A few of them would put the houses on that old Hoarders show to shame. This looks like the apartment of a single young man who didn’t have time to clean.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Have a seat at the table or the couch– Oh! Did you want anything to drink? I don’t have a lot right now, but I think I’ve got some Sprite and a few packages of Gaming Nectar flavors, plus regular water.”

“I’m fine, thank you,” Agent Galanis said as she sat down at my dining table. “Now please… We have a lot to talk about.”

“No shit,” I said as I pulled out the chair across from her and plunked down. “Wait until you hear my story. I think I was literally just nabbed by the Russian Mafia.”

“That’s because you were,” the FBI agent confirmed.

“Wait, how did you–” I began to ask, and then realization hit me like a ton of bricks. “You were watching me, weren’t you?”

“One of my colleagues was,” Agent Galanis said.

“Then why the hell didn’t anyone step in?” I asked. “That situation could have been way worse if I hadn’t escaped.”

“No offense, Mr. Wilson,” she said. “But as far as the Bureau’s priorities go, you’re pretty far down the list.”

“So you would have just let them take me?” I scoffed.

“Yes,” Agent Galanis confirmed. “In fact, having them take you back to Kansas City would have been a major breakthrough in another case. We could have gotten The Flayer of Kyiv on kidnapping charges, complete with rock-solid proof.”

“Well, sorry for throwing a wrench in your investigation, then.” I rolled my eyes. “Next time I’ll let the mobsters take me to the other side of the state.”

“When my colleague told me you’d escaped, I was impressed,” Agent Galanis admitted. “How did you manage that, anyway?”

“Speedbump,” I explained. “We were all in the back of the van, and when the driver hit the speedbump, it knocked them off-balance long enough for me to make a break for it. It took me a while to lose them, but I did.”

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence, Parker,” Agent Galanis noted. “I think part of it was The Sight.”

“You know,” I chuckled. “I could have just escaped because I came up with a clever plan, and not because of some mystical brain force that tells me what to do.”

“How did you know when to move?” she asked. “You were in the same van, which hit the exact same speed bump, and yet you didn’t get knocked off your feet?”

“I saw it,” I said. “The driver was going so fast, and he wasn’t paying attention to the road.”

“Yet you knew exactly when to make your move.” Agent Galanis smirked. “You were helped by The Sight.”

“If you say so.” I shrugged. “That’s beside the point. Now, can you please tell me why I just got kidnapped by mobsters working for the freaking Flayer of Kyiv?”

“I wish I could,” Agent Galanis sighed. “But I don’t know, and neither do any of my colleagues on either of these cases. Did they give you any indication as to why?”

“They didn’t give me much,” I said as I leaned back in my chair. “Just that Alansi wanted to see me because he was a ‘big fan.’”

Agent Galanis sat forward suddenly, and her eyes narrowed as she cocked her head to the side.

“Alansi?” she asked. “As in Alansi Sokolov?”

“I have no idea.” I shrugged. “Just that one of the big Russian dudes said they were taking me to see Alansi.”

“Alansi Sokolov being the Flayer would make so much sense,” The FBI agent said. “Damn. Are you sure you don’t want that job at the Bureau? Because you’ve just handed us some information that might help us finally nab a perp we’ve been chasing for two years.”

“I still haven’t decided,” I said. “Life has kinda thrown me a curveball, so thinking about my career is actually the last thing on my mind. I mean dang… They found my parents’ house. You don’t think they’re going to–”

“We already have agents watching your parents’ home,” Agent Galanis said. “They will not bother them again. Though that begs the question, how did they not know where you live?”

“Because I’m subletting,” I explained. “This isn’t my legal address, so if you look me up in any database it still shows my parents’ house.”

“And these Russians didn’t say why they wanted you specifically?” Agent Galanis asked. “Other than the fact they were fans, apparently?”

“I wish I knew,” I said. “They wouldn’t tell me and just kept saying I’d find out when I got there. I’m just as confused as you are, considering the only things I really know how to do are play CV and deliver pizzas. They did mention they’d been watching me at some of my tournaments.”

“It’s The Sight,” Agent Galanis said. “If they’ve been watching you, then they must know something about your abilities, too. Perhaps they think they can use you to gain some advantage over their rivals?”

“I don’t know how,” I chuckled. “Unless their rivals want to challenge them to a CV game, I’m not sure how I’m gonna help them get ahead.”

“We will get to the bottom of this,” Agent Galanis assured me. “Though that brings me to my original reason for coming to your apartment today… The Bureau wants to keep a closer eye on you, given the circumstances of the last few days, and in all of their wisdom, they’ve assigned said task to me.”

“Great,” I said. “So you’re going to be spying on me even more than you already were.”

“Not spying.” Agent Galanis shook her head. “More like chaperoning. My superiors want me to stay at a nearby hotel and keep tabs on you at all times, as well as accompany you to these tournaments you’re always participating in.”

“So you’ll just be following me around everywhere and keeping tabs on me,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “I hate to break it to you, but that’s pretty much spying.”

“I’ll tail you in my car while you’re doing deliveries for work,” the FBI woman explained. “And obviously, at the end of the day, I’m not going to be staying in your apartment. But anything you do outside of work or this dwelling, I’m going to be right there with you.”

“That might be tricky, considering there are times I’ll need to, like, go to the bathroom,” I said. “Or get up on the stage at the competition.”

“I don’t have to be right next to you at all times,” Agent Galanis explained. “You’re not in danger of being assassinated while on the stage or drowned in the toilet or anything of that nature.”

“That’s a thing that actually happens?” I asked.

“For high-profile persons of interest? Yes,” she said. “Or I should say, the threat of it happening is real enough that we are not allowed to leave their side for even a moment, including the scenarios you listed. Thankfully, the danger posed to you is that of capture and potential torture, not murder.”

“Great,” I said sarcastically. “So lucky. I think I already know the answer to this question, but I’ll ask it anyway. Do I have any say in this whatsoever?”

“I’ve been given a mission, which is to keep you safe,” Agent Galanis said in a firm tone. “I’m going to complete that mission whether you like it or not. Right now I’m simply being transparent by informing you and giving you a chance to make it much, much easier on the both of us.”

“I figured as much,” I sighed. “Just promise you won’t be looking in my windows at night or anything.”

“I will do no such thing,” she said. “All joking aside, we must proceed with caution. If I know anything about Alansi Sokolov, it’s that he is anything but patient. Once word gets back to him that his cronies failed to capture you, he will surely try again, and almost certainly more boldly than before. That’s why I wanted to be transparent about this because the Russians could come back at any given time, and it’s best if we’re on the same page.”

“I think I can do that.” I nodded. “Not that I have any other options, really.”

“Excellent,” Agent Galanis said. “I’m going to need to remain undercover while I accompany you to these tournaments and to stores and restaurants.”

“Yeah…” I trailed off. “Walking around flaunting your FBI badge while looking like Agent Scully doesn’t scream ‘incognito’ to me. You’ll stick out like a sore thumb, especially at these competitions.”

“Then help me blend in,” Agent Galanis said. “Teach me as much as you can about this game of yours, the people who play it, the terminology, the lore… Everything.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve got the state competition coming up in less than two weeks, and that’s gonna take up most of my time.”

That wasn’t an excuse, either. Just as I did for most of the tournaments I participated in, I planned to take the full week off of work so I could do nothing but sit at home and prepare.

I sat in my apartment studying the game, going through my deck, swapping out any cards that could give me a better chance at victory, and watching strategy guides on the internet. The only thing that would possibly get me out of my apartment during my prep time was the prospect of playing in another competition, but even then I only stuck to small ones I knew I could dominate in.

“Please, Parker,” Agent Galanis chuckled. “I’m a quick learner. Surely you can teach me the basics without it affecting your performance at the state competition.”

Celestial Vixens wasn’t that difficult of a game to learn, but there was so much to the strategies and lore behind it that I didn’t know if I could even scratch the surface in two weeks. Besides, it would cut into my prep time, which was always no bueno.

Still, I needed Agent Galanis’ help, especially with the Russians out there looking for me. They would almost certainly be present in Jefferson City at the competition once they realized I was participating, and the last thing I wanted was for Agent Galanis’ identity to be compromised. Of course, any deal worth a damn required a little bit of give and take, and I wanted to see if I could get a favor or two in return.

“Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll show you the ropes of CV if you help me with one little thing.”

“Name it,” Agent Galanis said.

“Lauren,” I said. “I need some help getting her off my back.”

“We’re not… going to kill her for you, if that’s what you’re suggesting.” The FBI agent frowned.

“What?” I gasped. “No! God, no. But she seems really riled up about her loss, and she’s going to totally file complaints with the competition committee saying I cheated. Even though it’s not true, I could totally see how somebody might think that, and if even a few of the committee members are swayed, they could decide to invalidate some of my victories. If that happens, my record wouldn’t be perfect anymore, and I’d be ruined.”

Agent Galanis paused for a moment as she seemed to ponder my words, and then she nodded.

“Done,” she said. “I’ll make sure Lauren never formally accuses you of cheating to the committee.”

“How?” I asked.

“We can find a way,” Agent Galanis said. “Perhaps we’ll pay her off, or maybe we’ll send some of our more intimidating agents to give her a stern talking to, or maybe we’ll even offer her a job. Surely there’s something she’s talented enough to do for a living that the Bureau could utilize for its benefit. Make no mistake, though, Parker… If you agree to cooperate with me and the Bureau on this one, we will make sure Lauren’s accusations never see the light of day.”

“Then let’s do it.” I nodded. “I’ll show you the ropes of the game to help you blend in, and you keep Lauren at bay.”

“And the Russians,” Agent Galanis reminded me. “I’d be more worried about them, personally.”

“Right,” I chuckled. “Them, too. But Lauren is a bigger threat to me at the moment, Agent Galanis.”

“Please,” the FBI agent said. “If we want to keep my cover, you can’t go around in public calling me ‘Agent.’ Just call me Calista.”

“Alright, Calista,” I said. “When should we get started?”

“We can start right now if you want,” she said nonchalantly, but there was a hint of a smile on her face. “Unless you think you need some time to come up with a lesson plan.”

“Please.” I waved my hand dismissively. “I’ve been playing this game since I was in elementary school, and I know just about every card and strategy like the back of my hand. How much time do you have?”

“I’ve officially taken you on as my assignment,” Calista explained. “Sure, I’d like to catch a few episodes of Criminal Minds on the hotel TV before I fall asleep, but otherwise I’m just supposed to focus on keeping you safe. I have all night.”

“Let me grab my starter deck,” I said. “Make yourself comfortable because we’re about to take a deep dive.”

I stood from the table, headed over to my shelf full of different CV books and deck boxes, and rifled through them until I found one of the starter decks I’d picked up from Mr. Carney’s shop. It was a newer release, so I hadn’t even used it much, but it contained the exclusive Bone Spikes retribution card, and I’d really wanted it. Sure, I could have picked up the card secondhand on eBay or tried to trade with one of the customers who came through the game shop, but it was so much easier just to buy the entire starter pack. Afterward, I’d promptly taken Bone Spikes, put it into my deck, and then placed the rest of the package on the shelf, never to be touched again.

Until now.

I picked up the starter deck, carried it back over to Calista, and set it down in front of her before I went over to the opposite side of the table and plunked down.

“I’m somewhat of a visual learner,” Calista said. “So you might have to show me what’s going on as you explain it.”

“I can do that.” I nodded. “Feel free to look through the cards on your own, and ask any questions that come up.”

Calista opened the deck and began to pull out cards, and her brows narrowed as she looked each one over carefully. After a few seconds, her brows raised in surprise, and she let out a slight chuckle.

“Are all of the images on these cards scantily clad women?” she chuckled.

“Not all of them,” I said. “Just the being cards. The game is called Celestial Vixens, after all. What did you expect?”

“This suddenly explains why my nephew is so obsessed with this game,” Calista said.

“Your nephew plays?” I asked. “Maybe I’ve seen him at a tournament?”

“He’s thirteen,” she said. “I don’t think he’s old enough to be playing in tournaments yet, and his parents certainly don’t know much about the… content of these cards, that’s for sure. Also, we don’t live in St. Louis–”

Calista’s eyes suddenly raised to reach mine, then she snapped her mouth shut like a bear trap. Her pupils dropped back down to the cards in front of her, and she went silent as a stone.

“I’m sorry if I ask too many questions,” I said.

“That’s not it.” She shook her head. “I’m on the clock, and I almost just revealed sensitive personal information to a professional asset. Let’s get back to business, shall we? I see there are different types of cards, based on the color of their outline and the little denotation in parentheses.”

“Yep.” I nodded. “There are four types of cards in Celestial Vixens. Being cards, power cards, retribution cards, and instant summon cards. The celestial being cards are the bread and butter of the game because they’re the cards that can actually attack.”

“And that’s how you score points, right?” Calista asked. “By defeating other beings?”

“Kinda,” I said. “In a standard game of CV, both the players start out with fifty energy points, and every time you lose a being, you lose five points. The first player to hit zero loses.”

“That seems simple enough,” the FBI agent said. “How do you determine who wins between beings?”

“That’s simple, too,” I explained. “You see the numbers next to the word armor? If the attacking being has a higher power level than the armor level of the one it’s attacking, it wins.”

“So these other cards assist in that core mechanic?” Calista asked.

“In different ways,” I continued. “Let’s start with the instant summon cards, which always do the same thing no matter what. The stipulation for playing an instant summon card is that you have to have a being with the same symbol, or type, played face-up on the table, which is called The Universe in this game. If you do, then you can draw from the deck until you find another being of that same type, play it instantly, and combine its power level with the power level of the being already on the table.”

“To make a singular being that’s double the strength.” She nodded.

“Yes,” I said. “As for the power cards, you just have to read the instructions on each individual card to see what they do. Generally, they do things like take cards out of play, boost the strength of a being’s power or armor level, or sometimes temporarily make them invulnerable. Things like that. Then there are the retribution cards, which can only be played face down and only get activated when your opponent’s being is attacking yours.”

“Not too complicated,” Calista said. “Though I’m sure some of those cards, if played correctly, can sway the momentum of the game.”

“You’ve got that right,” I chuckled. “I don’t know if you actually watched me and Lauren’s match, but it was a retribution card that got me the victory.”

“I did not.” Calista shook her head. “I was waiting for you out in the hallway, and I knew your victory was practically a foregone conclusion.”

“Well, damn,” I sighed. “You didn’t get to witness something truly epic, then. Anyway, do you have any idea about how cards are played, or your hand or the piles?”

“Nope,” Calista said. “Pretend I know nothing about the game, like you’re teaching a toddler.”

“So you’ve got three main spaces…” I began. “You’ve got The Universe, which is the field of play that’s usually represented by an official CV mat you can buy. Then you have The Forge, which is the term used for your deck, laying face down to your left. Finally, you have The Abyss, which is where a being card goes when it’s defeated or one of the other types of card goes when it is out of play.”

“Are there any special stipulations as to how you play these cards?” she asked. “Or can you just play your entire hand all at once and then attack?”

“There are definitely stipulations,” I explained. “You only get to hold seven cards in your hand at any given time, unless you play a power card that temporarily stipulates otherwise. As for how many you can play, you’re only allowed to play three cards per turn–”

“Do they have to all be different types?” Calista interjected.

“Not at all,” I said. “You can play three beings if you want, or two beings and a power card, or one being and two retribution cards, or any combination. Just as long as you don’t play more than three. Unless–”

“Unless a power card or retribution card has an effect that allows you to,” the FBI agent interjected.

“See?” I asked. “You’re already getting the hang of it. Also, because of the scoring system, you can only attack once per turn, even if you’ve got multiple beings in play. Oh! And there can only be six cards on your side of The Universe at any given time.”

Calista and I went over the rules a few more times, just to make sure she had the hang of it, then I started to go through the decks and tell her about the different playstyles and types of decks that existed in the game.

“I always play with an Elemental Deck,” I said. “But there are several others. Ethereal, Occult, Extraterrestrial, Necromancer, Elven… that’s just scratching the surface.”

“What’s the advantage of choosing one type of deck over the other?” Calista asked.

“Isn’t that the question of the hour?” I chuckled. “It mainly just means you have a certain card type in your deck, but you can mix in whatever you want. For example, since I mostly play with an Elemental Deck, most of my beings and power cards have to do with the elements. Air, earth, fire, water. Lauren was using an Ethereal Deck, so her beings and spells were mostly space and angel-related. After you’ve played for a bit, you’ll learn what sort of deck best fits your style, but it’s not something you just pick at the start and then stick with forever.”

We went through a bunch of cards individually until finally the sun started to go down and Calista said it was time for her to depart.

“I think I have a basic grasp on the game,” she said as she stood from the chair. “Though I’ll admit, I’m intrigued to learn more. What does your schedule look like tomorrow?”

“I’ve got to work until four-thirty,” I said. “But otherwise, I’m just going to be here planning for the state competition.”

“Then I will be here, too,” Calista declared. “Even if you don’t teach me anything further, I’m interested to see how you prep for such a tournament, and I still want to see The Sight in action.”

“There’s a local competition coming up,” I explained. “In three days, actually. There’s nothing on the line other than a gift card to the comic book shop it’s being held at, but it’ll give me some hands-on practice.”

“Perhaps I should join this competition, as well,” Calista pondered. “That would give me experience against real players, rather than just listening to hypothetical game scenarios.”

“If you want.” I shrugged. “It’s free admission, you just gotta email the organizer and let them know you want in.”

“I do.” Calista nodded. “In the meantime, I will require a bit more training from my– What do you even call a person who’s training you in this game? A sensei? A master?”

“Just call me Parker,” I laughed.

“I will require more training from Parker,” the FBI agent said. “In the meantime, try not to get into any dangerous situations.”

“I’m not planning on it,” I said.

I stood up and walked Calista to the door.

“And remember, Parker,” she said with a half-smile. “I’ll be watching.”

With that, the FBI agent headed toward the staircase, and I closed the door and locked it immediately. Just for good measure, I propped one of my dining chairs underneath the doorknob, and then I propped a bunch of heavy boxes on the chair. I also closed all of my blinds and kept the apartment as dark as possible, but if the Russians found me that wasn’t really going to matter.

It had already been a weird couple of days, and I had a sneaking suspicion that it was about to get weirder. I just hoped that all these distractions didn’t dull my focus on what really mattered: the state competition.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 6

The next few days flew by quickly, even if I was a bit more jittery than normal due to the combination of being watched by Calista at all waking hours of the day and waiting for the other shoe to drop with the Russian Mafia.

Still, I went to work, made my deliveries like normal, and then returned to my apartment. Like clockwork, Calista appeared at my door about ten minutes after I got back, and we’d spend the rest of the day talking about Celestial Vixens strategies, watching YouTube videos about the game, or sifting through my cards and going over how each and every one of them worked.

Thankfully, the days passed by without incident, and the more we practiced, the more Calista seemed to enjoy the game. She even decided she was going to be an Occult Deck player, and she told me it was mostly because she’d gone through a phase when she was younger where she was obsessed with Buffy the Vampire Slayer and thought the cards featuring vampires, imps, and witches were awesome.

Just as before, Agent Galanis stopped talking once she realized she was getting too personal, but it was nice to learn those little nuggets of information about the woman who I was going to be spending a lot more time with for the foreseeable future.

The best part of it all was the fact that having Calista around was actually helping me. When she’d first made the suggestion for me to teach her the game I’d been skeptical because I thought it’d be a distraction. But, she’d caught onto the game way quicker than I ever could have imagined, and now it was like I was a boxer who was actually sparring with a partner instead of just punching a bag. Whenever I started to talk about one of my strategies, I’d ask Calista what she might do to counter it, and sure enough, the FBI agent always had some sort of outside-the-box idea.

Of course, she was still pretty inexperienced, which meant some of her solutions weren’t legal moves or she didn’t fully understand how a card’s special abilities functioned, but overall, it gave me insight into the mind of a casual player.

By the time the CV competition at Comix and Beyond came around that next Tuesday, I was actually looking forward to playing against Calista in a real match.

I’d just gotten back to my apartment from work, taken off the baseball cap of my uniform, and tossed it onto the table when I heard a rhythmic knocking at the door.

“It’s just me,” Calista said from the other side. “Not one of the big, bad Russians.”

I chuckled at her dry attempt at humor, walked over, and pulled open the door.

Calista wasn’t wearing her normal work outfit. Instead, I was greeted with the sight of the FBI agent wearing a pair of tight high-waisted jeans, brown flats with little flower patterns on them, and a loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt that was a gradient of dark blue into teal up near the collar.

I did a double take when I saw her hair wasn’t in a ponytail but rather a middle-part, and her dark, choppy ends cascaded down and draped over her shoulders.

“Are you sure it’s really you?” I joked. “You look like a totally different person out of your uniform.”

“That’s the whole point of going undercover, isn’t it?” Calista asked as she stepped into my kitchen. “Also, it’s not like I wear a pantsuit and dress shoes while I’m hanging around my hotel room at night… I do have other clothes.”

“I never doubted that you did,” I said. “It’s just jarring to see when that’s all I’m used to.”

Calista’s eyes narrowed, almost as though she couldn’t tell if that was a compliment or not, and then she started to look me up and down.

“Are you going to the contest in your work uniform?” she asked.

“Of course not,” I said. “You’re just being a bit of an eager beaver today, and you got here like, ten seconds after I walked in the door.”

“Sorry.” Calista shrugged. “I just don’t want to be late.”

“You know,” I said. “For somebody who claims not to really care about Celestial Vixens, you’re pretty eager to go to your first competition.”

“I may not love the game like you, Lauren, or my nephew do,” she said. “But I am incredibly competitive, and it’s been a while since I’ve had the chance to show off my skills at, well, anything.”

“Easy, now,” I said. “You’re still new at this, and there’s gonna be people at this competition like me, who’ve been playing most of their lives. Don’t just assume you’re gonna walk in there and wipe the floor with people.”

“Maybe not,” Calista said. “My competitive instincts never listen to logic. I was told by several of my peers that I was too small and weak to ever make it out in the field, but here I am.”

“I love the confidence,” I said. “I gotta go shower and change, or else the car ride over isn’t going to be fun for either of us. It’ll be like a hot box of garlic and cheese grease.”

“Go shower.” Agent Galanis nodded. “I’ll prep my deck in the meantime.”

As I walked toward my bedroom, I couldn’t help but feel a bit of pride at how much initiative Calista was taking in regard to Celestial Vixens. In just a few days, I’d shown her the ropes and gotten her ready for her first real match, and she’d been a complete clean slate when we met. This must be how Obi-Wan felt when he saw how powerful Anakin had become.

Before he turned to the dark side and killed a bunch of children, at least.

I grabbed a clean change of clothes from my room, took them into the bathroom, and jumped into the shower. The water was warm and soothing after a long, stressful day of delivering pizza, wings, and pasta, and if there hadn’t been a competition tonight, I probably would have just hung out in the shower until my skin turned pruny.

I got out, dried off, and combed my hair haphazardly before I tossed my clothes on and went out to meet Calista.

The FBI agent was still at the table with a stack of cards face-down on her left and several more scattered out face-up in front of her.

“I’ve got forty-eight cards in the deck right now,” Calista said. “And we can only have fifty, right?”

“Those are the rules.” I nodded. “I mean, at a casual competition like this one, nobody’s gonna check, but it’d be a dick move to break the honor system.”

“Is it always this hard to choose which cards you want to play with?” she asked.

“Now you’re really starting to sound like a CV player,” I laughed. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but it only gets harder the more you start to understand the nuances and strategies of the game more in-depth. Which ones did you narrow it down to?”

I stepped over to see that Calista had two being cards, one power card, and a retribution card before her. The first being was Knightmare, which was a black-armored, scantily-clad woman with red eyes riding atop a Hellhound, with an armor level that was insanely high. Then there was Blood Golem, which was a lumbering construct of stone and metal that was held together by sticky red blood in every one of its creases. Of course, atop the beast stood a woman in a chainmail bikini with black auras around her hands that indicated she was controlling the golem.

The power card Calista had chosen was Sixth Finger, which allowed the player to hold eight cards in their hand for as long as it was in play. The image on the face of the card was an orc woman’s hand with green flesh, slender fingers, and pointed purple nails wrapped around the hilt of a sword. As the name suggested, the hand had a sixth finger jutting out from right beside the pinky, which was raised as the rest of her digits held onto the weapon.

The retribution card was one called Shadow Bind, which caused any attacking being to instantly become engulfed in a veil of shadow that cut its power level in half.

“See?” Calista said. “It’s hard to choose.”

“I guess it all depends on your playstyle,” I said. “Are you more offensive, or defensive?”

“Definitely offense.” Calista nodded. “Always offense.”

“Then I’d say Knightmare is out,” I said. “It’s got fantastic armor, but its power level is pretty meh.”

“That’s fine,” Calista said as she placed it into a box with the others. “I mostly picked that one because I thought it looked cool. I’m going to keep the Golem, then, because I want to load up on beings more than the other types of cards.”

“Personally I don’t think Sixth Finger is that great of a card,” I explained. “I’ve always told myself that if I can’t win with the seven cards I have, I probably don’t deserve to win anyway.”

“Understandable,” the FBI agent said. “But that might make all the difference in a live match. For instance, what if I’m down to my last ten energy points, and my opponent is poised to take me out next turn? Having an eighth card might give me that one last gasp of breath that it takes to make a comeback.”

“I think you’ve already made up your mind,” I chuckled.

“Sixth Finger it is, then,” Calista said.

The dark-haired woman took Blood Golem and Sixth Finger, put them in her deck, and picked it up off the table before she began to shuffle it.

“If you’re gonna go to a competition,” I said as I held up my finger. “You’re gonna need a deck box.”

“You don’t have one with a giant ‘C’ on it, do you?” Calista asked as she gestured to my own box.

“Do you have any idea how much my deck box cost?” I chuckled. “It was custom-made, and it’s one hundred percent crocodile leather.”

“That must have cost a pretty penny,” Agent Galanis said.

“Basically one full paycheck,” I said. “So it’s definitely the only one I have, and I’m not getting another one any time soon. I’m sorry, Calista, but you’re gonna have to live with one of the boxes I keep for my auxiliary cards. They’re still decent, but they’re about ninety percent cheaper than the monogrammed leather one I’ve got.”

“It’s only temporary.” She shrugged. “I don’t intend to keep playing after this job is finished, so as long as it keeps the cards from getting scattered or damaged, that’s all I care about.”

“Do you have a favorite color?” I asked and then reconsidered. “I mean, if that’s not breaking the rules and giving me too much personal information, that is.”

“My favorite color is silver,” Calista said. “I don’t think anything bad can come of somebody knowing an agent’s favorite color.”

“Huh,” I said.

“Do you not have a silver box?” she questioned.

“Oh, I do,” I said. “I’ve just never met anyone whose favorite color was silver.”

“Don’t make me regret telling you.” Calista frowned.

“I’m not making fun of you,” I promised. “I think it’s really interesting. If you don’t mind me asking, why silver?”

“Honestly,” Calista said. “There’s no reason… I’ve just liked it since I was a little girl. Maybe it’s just because it’s sparkly or because it’s the color of most jewelry, but I always choose silver when I have the option.”

“Then one silver deck box coming right up,” I said. “Well, silver-colored… It’s not actually made of silver, though that’d be really freaking cool.”

I went to my collection of Celestial Vixens cards and memorabilia, found the thick plastic deck boxes that held all of the cards I didn’t play with, and looked until I found the one that was silver-colored. I picked it up, carefully emptied out the cards that were inside of it, and took it back over to Calista.

She took it in her hands, looked it over for a split second, and nodded with approval. Calista unfastened the snap that held the lid in place, opened it up, and placed the deck she intended to use inside.

“I think we’re all set,” she said. “Is there anything else we need to bring with us? Do I need to have the Bureau wire us money for an entrance fee?”

“Entry is free,” I reassured her. “It’s just a friendly competition with a gift card as the prize. I’m sure the shop owner is going to get plenty of business just from the fact so many people are gonna be in their store. All we need is our cards and our happy, smiling faces.”

“Is it really a ‘friendly’ competition?” Calista asked. “Lauren seemed to be anything but friendly with you.”

“That’s just because we’re both die-hard competitors,” I explained. “And there was a big cash prize and bragging rights on the line. Also, the whole ‘she thinks I cheated’ thing didn’t make her any less angry, so I guess all of that combined into her little blowup after the competition. Most people I play with are pretty chill at these sorts of tourneys, and they’re usually just there to have fun.”

“We should get going,” Calista said. “The first round is supposed to start at seven, correct?”

I looked at my phone and saw that it was six. It was only a fourteen-minute drive to Comix and Beyond, and I wasn’t worried about traffic at this time of the day, but there was nothing wrong with being early.

“Do you want me to drive?” I asked. “Or do you have a cool FBI vehicle we can take?”

“Neither.” Calista shook her head. “I’m going to call us an Uber. The last thing we need is for the Russians to identify your vehicle, follow it back to your apartment, and learn where you live. If we want to be smart about this we’ll have an Uber pick us up a few blocks from here and have a different car drive us back. I’m going to call it on my phone, too, just on the off chance they’ve hacked yours.”

“They never touched my phone when I was in the van,” I said.

“No, but they could have done so remotely,” Calista explained. “Or with a phishing app or link or… The point is: better to be safe than sorry.”

“And that’s why you’re the FBI agent,” I said. “Always thinking two steps ahead.”

Calista pulled out her phone and fiddled around with it for a few seconds as she called our car. Then, we exited my apartment, headed downstairs, and went out into the parking lot behind the building. We both kept our heads on a swivel as we walked down the sidewalk, and we went three whole blocks before we came to the spot where we were supposed to be picked up. A red Prius pulled up a few minutes later, and then we were off.

Traffic was slightly worse than I’d expected, but it didn’t put us that much further behind. Our car pulled up to the front of Comix and Beyond around six-thirty, and when we got out, I could already see several people inside waiting for the competition to start.

I’d only been to this store a handful of times, since it was a smaller establishment and only carried the basics in regards to CV, but it was still nice.

The sign matched the vibe of the place, and it was a simple white rectangle with the words “Comix and Beyond” written on it. The “X” in “Comix” was abnormally large for some reason, while the word “Beyond” was written in bright red. To the side of the store name was a generic superhero that looked like it was made out of Clipart, but that only added to its charm.

I opened up the door for Calista, and the two of us walked inside. Immediately, we were greeted by a woman in a yellow shirt with the same Clipart superhero on its front and a name badge that read “Carol.”

“Welcome to Comix and Beyond!” the employee said. “Are you here just to browse, or are you here for the Celestial Vixens competition?”

“The competition,” I said as I pointed to the deck box on my chest. “And, I don’t know if this is okay or not, but my friend here is new to the game, and I was wondering if we could play each other first?”

“Are you sure you’re not just trying to get an easy win?” Carol giggled.

“Excuse me?” Calista asked in a deadly serious tone. “I may not have as much experience as some of these players do, but I can promise you I’m not as bad as you might think I am.”

The Comix and Beyond employee’s eyes became as wide as saucers, and she began to stumble over her words as she realized she’d just put her foot in her mouth.

“That’s not what I’m saying at all,” Carol said with a nervous look. “Anyone can be a good CV player, no matter their experience level. You know what? The two of you can play each other in the first round… Let me just grab the sign-up sheet.”

Carol hurried away, and I looked at Calista with an amused expression.

“I think I saw that woman’s life flash before her eyes,” I said. “Or, at least, her job.”

“I know you’re far superior when it comes to this game,” Calista said. “And I know that, with your Sight, my chances are slim to none… but she didn’t have to be so rude about it.”

The employee in yellow hurried back with two small packets in her hand, and she placed them onto one of the glass countertops. She extended a pen to each of us, and I took it with a lot more enthusiasm than Calista, who simply gave Carol a stony look.

“I’ve already talked to my boss,” she explained. “And he says it’s perfectly fine for the two of you to play the first round against each other.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“In the meantime,” the employee said. “You both need to fill out these forms, just to make it official. When you’re done just leave them on the desk here, and I’ll come back to collect them.”

“Thank you.” I nodded.

The woman walked away, and Calista and I got to work on the forms. They were about as bare-bones as possible, and they basically went over the rules of the competition and made us agree not to cheat if we wanted to participate. We signed them quickly and placed them back on the counter.

“Well, well, well,” a familiar voice scoffed. “It wasn’t enough to cheat your way through the regional tournament… Now you come to this little nerd store, ready to cheat us out of a gift card? Where does the shame end, Parker?”

I turned around to see Lauren standing there in an oversized Dragon Ball Z sweater and jeans with a mischievous glare in her eye.

“For the millionth time,” I sighed. “I don’t cheat.”

“Who’s your friend, here?” Lauren asked as she pointed at Calista. “Somebody you picked up… Wait… Aren’t you–”

“Don’t say a word,” Calista hissed, and she leaned in so only Lauren and I could hear. “I’m undercover right now, and if you say anything that blows that cover? Well, let’s just say you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

“Fine.” Lauren raised her hands in defeat. “I won’t say a word. It’s not like I care, anyway, considering I’m only interested in having a rematch with this one here.”

“That rematch is gonna have to wait,” I said. “It’s already been decided that I’m playing Calista in the first round.”

Lauren’s eyes narrowed as she pursed her lips, and she looked at me, then over to Calista, and then at the deck box in her hand.

“You’re playing?” she asked. “I thought you didn’t know anything about Celestial Vixens.”

“The last time we met, I didn’t,” Calista said. “Parker has been teaching me over the last few days, and now we both feel I’m ready to play in a real match.”

“Huh,” Lauren huffed. “You two have been seeing a lot of each other lately? Are you hoping he can win a bunch of tournaments and be your sugar daddy? Or is it the other way around? Parker wants you to be his sugar momma so he has unlimited access to the things he needs for CV?”

“I assure you; our relationship is strictly professional,” Calista said. “I cannot tell you any more, for security purposes.”

“Fine then, keep your secrets.” Lauren winked. “I’ll just have to get my rematch against Parker in a later round. Toodaloo, I’ve got some losers to beat!”

Lauren did a full one-eighty on her heels, and she strolled down one of the comic book aisles and out of sight.

“Of course she’s here,” I sighed. “I should have known.”

“It won’t matter,” Calista said. “She’s not going to beat you, especially at a contest with such low stakes.”

“I don’t think the stakes ever matter for Lauren,” I said. “She wants to win at all costs, just like me. To her, this little competition matters just as much as the regional one did.”

“I look forward to seeing your rematch,” Calista said.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I said. “She might lose before she even gets to me. The competition is held in the game room, so we should probably get back there.”

I led Calista through a doorway that opened up into a larger room full of folding tables that had been set up at the center. The walls were covered with shelves of merchandise, but the room was very clearly put together with the intention of tabletop gaming events in mind. There was even a screen at the very front that had a projection on it that said “Welcome, Celestial Vixens Players!” with a few images of the cards posted on top of it.

I counted thirty-seven people in the room, but I figured some of them were people who were just here to cheer on their friends and family members. Calista and I wandered around the perimeter of the room as we looked at a variety of toys, games, and other nerdy goodies until Carol went up in front of the room with a microphone in her hand.

“Alright, players,” she announced. “Welcome to Comix and Beyond’s monthly Celestial Vixens competition! We’ve got a whopping thirty-four players signed up, and we’re going to do this bracket-style. As you can see, your opponents have already been chosen as well as the table you will be playing at.”

As Carol spoke, the screen changed to show two sets of brackets, with the names of the competitors and a number I assumed corresponded with the table. Calista and I were assigned to table number seven, so we both walked over and sat down.

“Excited yet?” I asked the FBI agent across from me.

“Excited to get pummeled?” she countered. “Not really. But I am interested in seeing if I’ve learned anything.”

“We’ve got a few Comix and Beyond employees walking around to act as judges,” Carol continued. “Though we’re not going to be able to monitor every game at every moment, so an honor system will be in place. Good luck, and you can begin whenever you’re ready!”

“Let’s do this,” Calista said with a half-smirk.

A Universe mat had already been laid out on the table, so all we had to do was remove our decks, shuffle them, and place them face down in the Forge pile. As for our energy points, we were given a whiteboard and dry erase marker to keep track, so we scribbled down the number fifty before we began. Then, we each drew seven cards, and I picked up the coin to decide who would go first.

“Since you’re the newbie here,” I said. “You call it. Nebula or Supernova?”

I picked up the CV coin and placed it so my thumb was just underneath it, and I flicked it up in the air.

“Supernova,” Calista said as it tumbled end over end.

I snatched it out of the air with my left hand, slapped it down onto the back of my right hand, and slowly moved my hand to reveal the image of a supernova star.

“Looks like today is your lucky day,” I said. “You go first.”

“With pleasure,” Calista said. “I think I’ll lead by playing Half-Moon Sorceress, and then I’ll use a power card, Blood Seal, to bolster her armor.”

Calista placed her being card into The Universe, and I saw the image of a woman wrapped in tight white fabric with a crescent moon shining brightly behind her. The other card, Blood Seal, was one that gave the being a two hundred-point boost in armor, and it would increase by another hundred every time it destroyed another being.

Calista placed a card face down, and it had to be a retribution card because it would be foolish to leave her beings completely exposed. Having trained with Calista, I knew that it was going to be a card that boosted her being’s power level, since she liked to play offense.

“Not a bad opening move,” I said. “I’m going to keep things a little closer to my chest… I’m going to play these two cards face-down.”

The cards in question were both being cards, though I knew she would think they were both retribution cards, and that would make her hesitant to attack.

The first card was Salamandar, a scantily clad reptilian woman with big, yellow eyes and an inhumanly long tongue that trailed suggestively out of her mouth. Inside the woman’s open mouth was a hint of flames, since she was a fire type, and she was the definition of a glass cannon. Her power level was off the charts, but her armor was one of the worst in the game.

The second card was one called Mud Sprite, which featured a woman with translucent fairy wings, and she was naked and covered in mud. Of course, the mud covered anything that would have made the image X-rated, and the sprite winked playfully as she looked at the viewer.

For my final card, I announced that I was playing the power card Celestial Life, which gave me a boost of ten energy points.

Then, as Calista sat there with frustration on her face, I ended my turn.

“You’re not fooling me, Parker,” Calista said. “You want me to attack so you can activate your retribution card. So, how about I play this instead?”

Calista laid down a power card called Card Thief, which forced me to place all of the cards currently in my hand into the Abyss and then re-draw. My hand at the moment was pretty shitty anyway, so there was no bitterness at the action.

“You sure you don’t want to attack?” I asked as I drew seven new cards.

“Maybe,” she said. “But first I’m going to play this card face-down. Then I’ll have my Half-Moon Sorceress attack that card on the left.”

I flipped over the card on the left, which happened to be my Mud Sprite. Her armor was significantly lower than Half-Moon Sorceress’ power, so I put my card into The Abyss and deducted five from my energy points.

“First blood,” I said. “Too bad for you, I’m the Bruce Lee of the Celestial Vixens world.”

“I– I don’t understand?” Calista admitted.

“Enter the Dragon?” I stared at her. “There’s that really famous scene where Bruce Lee gets cut and bleeds, then he wipes up the blood, licks it, and gets super pissed.”

“I’ve never seen that movie,” she said. “I assume Bruce Lee wins the fight afterward?”

“Of course he does,” I said. “Just like I’m about to do here.”

For the next several rounds, it was like a game of cat and mouse. Perhaps it was because Calista was so inexperienced, or maybe it was because of this mystical Sight she claimed I had, but I was able to predict pretty much every one of her moves.

She was only able to take out two more of my beings the rest of the match, while I handily removed being after being from her side of the board until she was down to only five energy points.

“Alright,” she said. “I know I’m pretty much doomed, but at least I’m going to go out with a bang. How about this?”

Calista played an instant summon card to bind two of her vampire beings together into one, which she then used to attack my Yeti Girl.

“Sorry, Calista.” I shook my head. “But that just so happens to trigger my retribution card, Impenetrable Fortification, which gives my being a one thousand-point armor increase against any attack.”

“Wait,” the dark-haired woman said. “What happens when you attack a being whose armor is higher than the attacker’s power level? I don’t think we went over that rule.”

“The attacking being is taken off the board,” I said. “Which means…”

“I lose my final five energy points,” Calista sighed.

The woman put her being cards into The Abyss, and she picked up the whiteboard and wiped it clean.

“Don’t feel too bad,” I said. “You did really well for a first-timer.”

“I know I did,” Calista said. “Congratulations on the win, Parker. Maybe sometime down the road, I’ll be able to actually put up a fight.”

“If you keep playing and practicing, sure,” I said. “You were right about one thing, Calista: you’re a fast learner. I don’t even think I caught onto the game this quickly when I was starting off.”

“You still need to practice for the state competition,” Calista said. “So I will get to play you again, and maybe–”

Calista looked up and suddenly froze, and then her eyes narrowed for a split second before she lowered them back to the table.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is Lauren giving us the stink eye?”

I started to turn around to see if my budding rival was staring at us, but Calista shook her head furiously to pull my attention back to her.

“Don’t look, Parker,” she said. “Try to act normal.”

“I am acting normal,” I protested. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t be?”

“That man over there,” Calista said. “I’ve seen him before in the Bureau’s files. He works for Viktor Sokolov.”

“I’m assuming that’s some relation to Alansi?” I whispered.

“It’s his cousin,” she said. “Viktor is the head of the Sokolov crime family.”

“Did my escape piss them off badly enough to send things up the chain of command?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Calista said. “But I don’t think he’s here because of his love of the game. It’s blatantly obvious that he’s watching us.”

Wonderful. Now, the actual head of the Russian Mafia in Kansas City had his goons looking for me.
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Chapter 7

“What the heck do we do?” I whispered. “Should we call the cops?”

“And tell them what?” Calista scoffed. “He hasn’t done anything illegal yet, unless there’s some law I’m not aware of that says watching a game of Celestial Vixens is illegal.”

“But you know he works for the mob,” I said.

“We know he works for Viktor Sokolov,” she said. “Believe me, if we had proof that he’d done anything illegal, his ass would be in prison right now. That’s how these guys work, Parker… They have their peons do all the illegal stuff so their hands remain squeaky clean.”

“So what,” I sighed. “Do we just sit here and keep playing?”

“Absolutely not,” she said. “We need to try and sneak out of here as quickly as possible before he decides to make a move.”

“And leave a tournament?” I gasped. “I’ve never abandoned a tournament.”

“Seriously?” Calista snorted. “This man could have already identified you and called all of his friends to come and kidnap you again.”

“That’s why you’re here,” I said. “To protect me, right?”

“To the extent that I can,” she said. “The man I’m looking at right now is huge, Parker. Sure, I could bust out my combat skills or use my gun against him, but that would draw way too much attention to us, and innocents could be caught in the crossfire. Our best option is to try and escape, and if he starts to tail us or gets violent I can call for backup.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. “Lauren is gonna be so smug if I leave now…”

“Parker.” Calista snapped her fingers to get my attention. “You said it yourself, this isn’t an official tournament. Even if you get up and leave right now, it’s not like it goes on your official record. You’ll still be undefeated, and you’ll live to fight another day. If the Sokolov Family captures you, your chances of actually participating in the state tournament are going to be next to nothing.”

“Damn, you’re right,” I said. “Maybe we should get out of here.”

“There’s a door over by the bathrooms,” Calista explained. “I spotted it when we came in… We can get up, pretend we’re stretching our legs, and book it out the side door before the Russian knows where we went.”

“Welp,” I said loudly, in my best attempt at acting. “I think I drank too much soda on the way over. My bladder feels like it’s gonna burst.”

“You don’t have to make it so obvious,” Calista chuckled under her breath.

The two of us stood up, put our cards back into our deck boxes, and then proceeded toward the main part of the store. She took the lead, mostly because I didn’t know who we were trying to avoid, and we took an obnoxiously long path to the opposite wall.

When I happened to glance across the room, it was obvious who Calista was talking about.

There, on the other side of the game room, stood a man at a towering six foot five. He looked to be in his forties with a receding line of brown hair, a crooked nose that had obviously been broken before, and a simple tan leather jacket over his red button-up shirt.

“I think I just made eye contact,” I whispered as I put my head down.

“It doesn’t matter,” Calista hissed. “We need to keep moving.”

We quickened our pace as we reached the main room, and Calista led me to the door that was on the other side of the bathrooms. She pushed it open quietly, and we both exited into an alleyway and closed it behind us.

Calista looked around hurriedly, walked over to a few nearby trash cans, and started to push them in front of the door.

“Is that really gonna stop him?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “But it might slow him down for a moment, and it’d give us a heads-up if he follows us. Come on.”

We started down the alleyway, and right as we exited, I heard the last thing I wanted to hear.

“Are you seriously that afraid of me?” Lauren scoffed.

The blonde woman was standing there with her hands on her hips and a sassy, confident look on her face.

“Now’s really not a good time, Lauren,” I warned. “We have to go.”

“You’re running away!” the blonde woman declared. “You know I’m gonna beat you this time, and you want to spare yourself the embarrassment.”

“This has nothing to do with your stupid game,” Calista growled. “This is serious FBI business, and we don’t have time for this.”

“Wow, Parker,” Lauren scoffed. “I thought you said she was actually starting to enjoy the game?”

“Move,” Calista warned.

“Why don’t you make me, Miss FBI?” Lauren scoffed.

“We need to keep moving,” Calista said as she looked at me over my shoulder. “Before–”

There was a loud bang as the door we’d originally come out of was thrown open, and all of the cans in front of it went skidding across the alleyway as the massive Russian man appeared.

“Who the fuck–” Lauren started.

“No time to explain now!” I declared. “Run!”

“Not until you tell me what’s going on!” Lauren demanded.

“Come on!” I yelled as I grabbed Lauren’s hand, and I took off in a full sprint.

She let out a protesting gasp when our hands touched, but she didn’t give much resistance before she started to run alongside us.

“Will you please tell me what’s going on?” she demanded.

“Russian Mafia,” I explained. “They want to kidnap me.”

“That makes no sense,” Lauren said.

“Tell me about it,” I said.

“We’re trying to figure it out, too,” Calista said. “In the meantime, I’m trying to keep Parker alive and in St. Louis.”

“You’d better,” Lauren huffed. “I don’t want him to die before I can kick his ass in our rematch.”

“This is Agent Galanis requesting immediate backup,” Calista spoke into her phone as we ran. “I’m with Parker Wilson and a female bystander. We’ve got a known associate of Viktor Sokolov in pursuit. We’re going to stay on the move, so just keep tracking my location.”

I glanced behind myself to see how close the Russian guy was, but he was nowhere to be found. He must have broken off in an attempt to cut us off.

“Stop running,” I warned. “He’s coming around the corner.”

“No way is he fast enough to cut us off,” Calista said.

Sure enough, the Russian dude skidded out from a nearby alleyway, and he immediately held out his right arm parallel to the ground. Calista ducked underneath his clothesline at the last second, but her sudden movement caused her to stumble into a nearby wall, fall, and tumble across the ground. At least that was probably less painful than slamming face-first into the Russian’s brick wall of a body would have been.

“They send tiny woman to protect you?” the man scoffed as he looked at me and Lauren. “Why they insult us like that?”

“Leave her alone,” I said as I pushed Lauren behind me. “You want me, and here I am.”

“The brave little card player,” the man chuckled and shook his head. “No worry… Even I not stupid enough to kill government agent. Now this midget blonde one, on other hand? She come with us.”

“Ex-fucking-scuse me?” Lauren growled.

Lauren started to take a step toward the Russian man, and it took all of my strength to hold her back.

“Short girl feisty,” the Russian man said.

“I’ll have you know that five-three is a perfectly normal height for the women in my family,” Lauren said.

“Come on,” I hissed as I gave her arm a yank. “We don’t wanna mess with these people.”

“You can say that again, cardplayer,” he said as he took a step toward us. “Now come. Boss wants to talk to you.”

The Russian man reached into his waistband and pulled out a gun, and my heart froze in place.

In one quick motion, Calista rolled up into a crouched position, unholstered her gun, and pointed it at the Russian man’s back.

“Drop it, asshole!” Calista demanded.

The Russian man tutted, and he pointed the gun at Lauren and me.

“You have no leverage, Miss Agent,” he said. “Why don’t you put down gun, or I shoot them?”

“I know you’re bluffing,” Calista said. “Your boss wants Parker alive.”

“Card boy, yes,” the Russian man chuckled. “Short girl? Not so much.”

“You’re not taking her anywhere,” I said as I pulled Lauren behind me.

“Then I shoot you in legs,” the Russian said. “Then I shoot her. It not hard.”

I noticed a flicker in the man’s eyes, which told me he was bluffing. He wasn’t about to shoot either of us, but he probably did plan to disarm Calista and try to take her out.

“I’ll drop you before you can get a second shot off,” Calista said.

“Alright, alright,” the Russian man sighed and held up his arms. “I put gun down.”

“Don’t listen to him,” I warned. “He’s going to throw his pistol at you as a distraction.”

“You are everything boss say you are,” the Russian man said with amazement in his eyes.

I couldn’t see how. It just made sense that’s what he would do.

“Turn around,” Calista said as she rose to her feet. “Slowly.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” I asked. “He’s going to–”

Before I could finish my sentence, the Russian man hurled his pistol at Calista, who ducked out of the way right before it could hit her. At the same time, the Russian man made a mad dash for Lauren and me, and I pulled her out of the way of his leap before we took off down a nearby alleyway with the blonde woman in tow.

I knew Calista couldn’t get a shot off without risk of hitting me or Lauren, so I figured this would be the next best thing we could do to try and escape.

I suspected Calista’s backup wasn’t very far away, so if we could just keep this Russian dude occupied for a bit longer, we’d be home free. Then again, I didn’t know if he’d called for backup of his own at that point. If Sasha and her goons appeared, I didn’t know if I could evade them again.

“How is he so fast?” Lauren gasped as she looked back over her shoulder. “He looks like he smokes ten packs a day and washes it down with a case of beer.”

Lauren and I emerged out onto a main street, which was fairly busy for this time of day.

“Come on,” I said. “We can lose him in the crowd.”

Lauren and I banked right, and we started to follow the flow of people walking down the street. Most of them were wearing St. Louis Cardinals attire, so I figured they were either headed for a game or had just left. I didn’t give a damn about baseball, so I didn’t know anything about its schedule, only that traffic was a pain in the ass when there was a game.

I looked back over my shoulder and saw the Russian man looking desperately for us. He was a full head taller than anyone else on the sidewalk, and that made him incredibly easy to pick out.

“What exactly is the game plan here, Parker?” Lauren asked. “Just keep him searching until the other FBI agents arrive?”

“That’s the best I got,” I said. “Maybe if he’s captured by Calista’s friends, they can interrogate him and figure out why his boss wants me so badly.”

Something about the way the crowd around us was moving urged me to start walking faster, and sure enough when I looked back over my shoulder, the Russian man now had eyes on us, and he was pushing people out of his way like a bull in a China shop.

Lauren and I attempted to push through the crowd, too, but we didn’t quite have the muscle of the Russian mobster to do so. I realized he was going to catch us in a matter of seconds, so I finally let go of Lauren’s hand and gave her a gentle shove.

“What the fuck?” she gasped as she stumbled away.

I was pretty sure I could hear the mobster breathing right behind me, and I immediately jumped forward. The air whooshed past me as his hands just barely missed.

“You are evasive, like squirrel,” the Russian man spat. “Hold still.”

I turned around right as he came at me again, but I figured he was going to try and sweep my leg out from under me.

I caught the movement in his hips first, and I jumped as his leg passed beneath my feet, and when I landed he looked at me in disbelief.

At that point, running wasn’t an option, since he’d close the gap on me in no time flat. My only chance was to keep from getting nabbed until Calista or her FBI backup arrived.

If she was right, and I really did have The Sight, now was the perfect time to try it.

The Russian man dug his right foot into the ground, which telegraphed that he was about to lunge. Sure enough, he threw his entire body toward me and spread out his arms in a massive wingspan, but I was more than ready.

I jumped to the right, and instead of catching me, the Russian man tossed his arms around some random dude.

“What the fuck, man?” the guy in Cardinals attire yelled.

The sports fan shoved the Russian guy off of him, and I saw the Russian’s left hand tighten into a fist. He was going to come around swinging to strike me with that meaty fist, so I ducked down as his entire body twisted around like a windmill. His fist swung over my head harmlessly, and the only logical next move was to try and knee me in the face. I leaped to the right just as his knee came up, and he looked at me with pure rage on his face.

“Hold still!” he snarled.

He swung at me again, and once more I was able to read his move beforehand and dodged it easily. The Russian man now seemed to be in a complete rage, and he let out a roar of frustration as he jumped forward like an angry, coked-up gorilla.

“Freeze, asshole!” Calista demanded.

Several people in the crowd screamed and dispersed when they saw Calista striding forward with her gun at the ready. The Russian guy made one final attempt to grab me, probably to use me as a human shield, but I saw his move coming from a mile away and stepped out of the way at the last second.

“You gotta be faster than that, dude,” I chuckled.

“I’ve got you on assaulting an FBI agent,” Calista warned. “If you try to run, I am authorized to use lethal force.”

The Russian man’s eyes darted back and forth, and I knew he was weighing his options. I didn’t know Calista that well yet, but after nearly getting clotheslined and then having a gun thrown at her head, I was sure she was more than ready to drop the guy if he so much as tried to run.

He was also probably thinking of what his boss would do to him if he was captured by the police. A lot of times in mob shows or movies, a captured member of the mob family got one of two treatments: they were either killed in prison to keep their mouths shut, or the higher-ups in the family went all out to get them freed by the best lawyers money could buy.

Given the fact this guy seemed to be a low man on the totem pole, I had a sneaking suspicion that it was more likely going to be the first option.

The man’s body language was rigid with fear, and his feet were flat on the ground instead of dug in and ready to move. I could see the sweat beading on his upper brow as his eyes darted through the crowd in search of any slight chance of escape.

He definitely wasn’t going to run.

Then, the Russian man let out a long sigh, and dropped down onto his knees. He put his hands up above his head, and Calista was right at his back with the gun placed firmly between his shoulder blades as she pushed him forward.

The second the Russian man was flat on the ground on his stomach, Calista had out a pair of handcuffs, and she closed them around the guy’s wrists before she took a step back and pulled out her phone.

“Okay,” Lauren said in a firm tone. “Is somebody gonna tell me why there’s a big Russian dude trying to kidnap Parker?”

“We would,” Calista said. “But we’re not exactly sure why, either. But I’m hoping some of my friends at the Bureau might be able to help with that.”

“You think I scared of FBI?” the Russian man scoffed. “I’ve dealt with KGB before! They make you Americans look like puny Barbie doll.”

Calista kept her gun trained on the man with her right hand, while she raised her phone up to her ear with the left.

“Perp is secured,” she said. “No, I’m not injured.”

She paused for a second while whoever she was speaking to said something.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“This is insane,” Lauren said as she looked over the scene.

“You don’t have to tell me,” I agreed. “All I wanted was to be left alone so I could focus on CV…”

“Well,” Calista said. “Now you’re one step closer. Once my colleagues at the regional office are through with this guy, he’ll be begging us to let him speak.”

“Do your worst, American pig.” The Russian spat.

“I hope you’re happy,” Calista said. “All this over a guy who’s good at cards? Come on… You gotta think this is just as ridiculous as the rest of us do.”

“I no ask questions,” the Russian man said. “I just do what I told.”

A few seconds later, an unmarked black SUV came rolling up, accompanied by two regular police cars, both with their red-and-blue light bars flashing brightly. Two agents, a man and a woman, jumped out of the SUV with their hands on their holstered guns, but when they saw Calista had things under control, they eased up. The cops exited their vehicles, as well, though they mainly stood back and let the FBI take the lead while they went around and tried to manage the crowd.

“He’s Russian Mafia,” Calista explained. “From over in Kansas City, I think.”

“You know,” the male FBI agent said. “Your bosses really should know better than to send somebody after a target that they’ve already let escape once and had a chance to alert the authorities. That’s like, mafia one-oh-one.”

“I say nothing ‘til I get lawyer,” the Russian man said in a monotone voice.

“We’ll take him down to the station,” one of the cops said. “You can come and talk to him there.”

“With lawyer!” the Russian mobster reiterated.

“Yeah, yeah,” the cop sighed.

The two cops helped the man back to his feet, and then they walked him over to a squad car and shoved him into the back.

“Oh, shit!” Lauren gasped. “Calista, you didn’t read him his Miranda Rights? Are you gonna lose your badge?”

“That’s a common misconception,” Calista chuckled. “FBI Agents technically don’t have any authority to arrest people. We mostly just do the investigating and espionage, and we carry firearms in case things get hairy like they just did. Besides, you don’t need to read Miranda Rights if you’re detaining somebody. Only if you’re placing them under arrest.”

“Huh,” Lauren huffed. “You learn something new every day, I guess.”

“Do you really think you’ll get him to talk?” I asked. “Because I really want to go back to my regular life. I can’t miss the state tournament.”

“Don’t worry, sir,” the male FBI agent said. “Now that the Russians know you’re under our protection, they’d have to be complete idiots to try a stunt like this again. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’re gonna go see what information we can shake free from that guy. Keep us updated, Agent Galanis.”

“Let me know the second he says anything useful,” Calista said.

With that, the two FBI agents headed back to their SUV, and then all three of the vehicles took off down the road.

“That was not the way I saw my night going,” Lauren chuckled. “I’m glad he didn’t nab you, Parker… I’d hate to have to wait for you to be rescued before we got our rematch. Speaking of which, should we go back to Comix and Beyond?”

“At this point, our entries have been invalidated.” I shook my head. “They’ve probably gone on to the next round and everything.”

“You’re probably right,” the blonde woman sighed. “Oh, well. I’ll just have to beat your ass another time. Calista? Can I go home now?”

“I’m not your teacher,” Calista said. “You can go whenever you want.”

“Let me rephrase that…” Lauren said. “Is it safe for me to go home now, or is another crazy Russian dude going to try and attack me along the way?”

“The Russian Mafia has no interest in you.” The FBI agent shook her head. “You can go about your night as if none of this ever happened. And, remember, for security purposes, it didn’t. If you tell a soul–”

“Yeah, yeah.” Lauren waved her hand dismissively. “Bad things happen. I’ll see you at state, Parker. I really hope you don’t get kidnapped before then!”

The blonde woman flipped her green-tipped bangs out of her eyes for effect, and then without another word, she began to whistle and walk down the sidewalk.

“She’s taking this all very well,” Calista said. “Most people would need to go to therapy after everything she just went through.”

“If you haven’t noticed, Lauren is a bit… out there,” I said. “But enough about that. What do I do now?”

“I agree with my colleagues,” Calista said. “I think now the worst of the danger is over, and you can go back to living a semi-normal life.”

“I don’t like that term,” I admitted. “Why can’t I just go back to regular normal?”

“Because the threat isn’t gone completely,” she said. “I’m still going to be watching you, and you should still take precautions when coming and going from your apartment.”

“And what about the state competition?” I asked. “I need to start making my reservations and figuring out how I’m getting to Jefferson City and all that.”

“We can talk about that soon,” Calista said. “For now, we should get you home.”

Calista and I walked a few blocks away so we could get out of the commotion and away from any potentially prying eyes. Then we hailed an Uber and took it back to my place. Just like before, we stopped a few blocks away and then walked the rest of the way, though we went our separate ways before we actually got back to my building.

As I made my way up the stairs, I tried to put tonight’s chaos out of my mind. I’d wanted to hone my Celestial Vixens skills by playing some real players, but instead, everything went sideways.

But now I could focus on the state competition, and hopefully, nothing further would get in my way.
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Chapter 8

I still had a bit of an adrenaline high from running through the streets of St. Louis and trying not to get captured by a Russian mobster, so I didn’t go to bed right away when I got back to my apartment.

Instead, I changed into some much comfier clothes, went to my couch, and watched a couple of Celestial Vixens strategy videos on YouTube.

After a few hours of watching a guy go over the different ways to play an Elemental Deck, my eyelids started to get heavy, and the next thing I knew, I snapped awake and saw that it was two in the morning. I made my way over to my bedroom, climbed under the covers, and passed out for the night.

The next day, I awoke to the soft, trilling tone of the alarm on my phone, so I sat up, smacked my lips, and rolled out of bed to start the day.

After I’d showered, grabbed some breakfast, and gotten dressed, I left my apartment and headed down to the parking lot. When I opened the door and stepped out into the alleyway, I found Calista already standing there waiting for me, and her sudden appearance caught me off guard.

“Holy crap,” I gasped and put my hand over my heart. “Warn a guy next time.”

“Where are you off to?” Calista asked. “Do I need to call you an Uber?”

“I gotta go to work,” I explained. “Considering I’m a delivery driver, I don’t think an Uber is gonna cut it. I know it’s not as safe, but I’ll need to take my car today.”

“Alright.” Calista nodded. “I’m going to follow right behind you, and we’ll need to figure out a plan of attack for the drive back.”

“Sure thing,” I sighed. “But I don’t think the Russians are gonna be following me around to every delivery I go to.”

“Nonetheless,” she said. “I will be right behind you.”

Calista walked across the street to what I assumed was the black SUV the FBI had given her, then she jumped in, started the engine, and waited for me to pull out of the parking lot.

Sure enough, the second my wheels hit the street and started heading south, her vehicle began to follow. Calista kept far behind me as I drove, and if I hadn’t been looking for her, I probably wouldn’t have even known she was there.

That was a prospect that was both scary and comforting, all at the same time.

Eventually, I pulled up in front of Magioni’s with its horrifically outdated sign. It was starting to fade from the thirty-some years it’d been exposed to UV light and was tattered around the edges. Still, the image remained of the stereotypical Italian chef, complete with his toque, a giant mustache, and potbelly. He was holding a slice of Italian sausage pizza with cheese so stringy it looked like it could be hot glue.

My boss always got angry when we referred to the company’s mascot as Magioni, mainly because he looked nothing like the company’s founder.

In fact, Tommy Magioni, the son of the original owner of Magioni’s, looked nothing like the man on the sign. He had brown eyes and dirty-blond hair that was short and choppy, to the point that a lot of us referred to him as Dolph Lundgren behind his back. He was a short man who was constantly “living in his father’s shadow,” which no doubt contributed to his Napoleon complex of angry outbursts at the drop of a hat.

I just found it funny that he thought a little quick-service Italian place was big enough to cast such a long shadow.

Then again, everything I’d heard about the original Mr. Magioni had been positive. Everybody loved him, and he apparently did a lot of volunteer work in local St. Louis neighborhoods. Unlike a lot of the stories, he was still alive and well, just in his seventies and enjoying retirement instead of running around like a chicken with his head cut off trying to operate all the logistics of a restaurant. I’d met him a few times, and he certainly seemed a lot more quiet and friendly than his son.

I glanced back over my shoulder as I put on the baseball cap for my uniform and headed into the restaurant. As I walked toward the door, I saw Calista’s vehicle parked two blocks down the road. Then, I turned back to the storefront, took a deep breath, and decided to get the day underway.

“Heyyyyy!” Mr. Magioni’s voice called out sarcastically from the kitchen the second I walked in. “Everyone look alive because the Champ is here!”

“It was just a regional tournament,” I said. “I’ve still got a long way to go before I can call myself a champion. How’d you even find out about that, anyway?”

“You think you’re the only one in this restaurant who follows that card game?” Mister Magioni asked without looking up from the pizza he was working on. “Terry was there, and she told me you kicked some ass. I’m happy for ya, but I’m even more happy for the sorta business boom we might get from promoting that shit. People who play Celestial Vikings–”

“Vixens,” a loud male voice said.

“Vixens, sorry,” Mr. Magioni said. “They like pizza and pasta and all that, right?”

“Who doesn’t?” I shrugged.

“Perfect,” Mr. Magioni said. “Maybe we start off with a little post on social media letting the world know the regional champ works here, and then we build from there.”

I was immediately uncomfortable with the idea of being used as a marketing prop for the place, but then I also realized that putting my face and place of employment out there as public knowledge would be a genuinely terrible idea and a major safety risk. It’d be like hanging a bucket of chum out over the water right above a hungry shark, and the Russians would surely find me.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said.

“Why?” Mr. Magioni scoffed. “You camera shy?”

“Of course not,” I said. “But you gotta understand that Celestial Vixens isn’t for everyone… It’s more a game for young dudes, even though plenty of women and older guys play it, too.”

“So?” Mr. Magioni finally looked up at me through the window. “Young dudes eat a shit-ton of pizza.”

“But we wouldn’t want to alienate other potential customers,” I said as I thought up a quick excuse. “Like, there are plenty of people out there who think Celestial Vixens is just a form of porn.”

“Really?” Mr. Magioni frowned. “You’re playing porn games out there?”

“No, it’s not porn.” I rolled my eyes. “There’s just some really bad misinformation out there about it that, like, Mom groups are spewing all over the internet. Oh! Like you were around in the 80s, right?”

“I don’t like how quickly you assumed that,” Mr. Magioni chuckled. “But yeah, I was.”

“Remember how some people went around calling Dungeons & Dragons satanic, and if you let your kids play it you were damning them to Hell?” I asked. “It’s the same thing with CV. People who’ve never played a game in their life seeing the pictures on the cards, hearing things through the grapevine, and claiming that nobody should play it because it’s ‘just porn.’ Obviously it’s not true, but do you really want to take that risk? I could see a bunch of Karens commenting on the page saying stuff like ‘disgusting, never eating here again,’ or ‘I didn’t know Magioni’s was about corrupting our children.’ They’ll flood Yelp.”

“They’d really say that sort of thing?” My boss raised an eyebrow.

“And worse,” I said. “I appreciate the thought, but I don’t want you to lose business over it.”

“Attaboy, Parker,” he declared. “Lookin’ out for Magioni’s like it’s your family. Now, go ahead and clock in… It’s one of those new federal holidays today, which means that kids are out of school all around the city. We already got a whole lotta pies that have been ordered, and it’s only gonna increase as the day goes on!”

“Right away, Mr. Magioni.” I nodded.

What I’d said was only partially a lie.

Obviously, I didn’t want my face plastered on my work’s marketing materials while I was still actively being pursued by the Russian Mafia, but I also wasn’t lying when I said people got weird about Celestial Vixens.

One time when my aunt came to visit from out in the middle of nowhere in Arkansas, she’d found out I was playing the game. She went off on a giant rant to my parents about how she’d heard about the game at her local church group and how they shouldn’t let the game “corrupt my mind” and “turn me into a degenerate.”

Thankfully, my parents were smart enough to just let her talk and then completely ignore her ramblings, and still let me play the game anyway.

Likewise, I’d seen comments on plenty of YouTube videos or social media posts condemning the game, both because of its racy artwork and because they somehow thought it was equated to witchcraft or satanism or whatever the panic of the month was at the moment.

At this point, I actually thought it was hilarious because anyone who actually played Celestial Vixens knew that it wasn’t any more racy than a PG-13 movie, and it actually was rooted in history, folklore, and astrology rather than witchcraft. Even the Occult Deck that Calista liked so much was just a bunch of stuff taken from ancient and medieval folklore and not devil worship.

I chuckled to myself as I thought about the possibility of a bunch of middle-aged women and their husbands protesting outside the state competition of CV. In the meantime, I approached the computer behind the main counter of the store, pulled out my employee ID card, and swiped it so I could clock in. Almost immediately after I was on the clock, one of the other employees slid a stack of pizza boxes up through the window, and he dinged the bell.

“Order up!” he called out.

That was my cue. I snatched one of the insulated to-go bags out from a cabinet, shoved the pies inside, and zipped it up as I looked over the receipt. I picked up the bag, headed for the exit, and typed the address into my GPS, and when I got to my car, I put the pizzas in the back.

I popped my trunk, removed the little car topper with the Magioni’s logo on it, and got to work. Like clockwork, Calista followed me in her SUV as I drove to my destination, then back to the store, and then again when I went to the next one.

The entire time, I just drove around listening to the audio of last year’s Stars Align event. It was a Celestial Vixens tournament held in France that featured some of the best players in the entire world. A significant portion of the audio was spoken in a different language, but I was able to still catch on to what was happening based on the names of the cards they were playing and the emotions in the players and MCs’ voices.

After my sixth delivery of the day, I pulled back into the restaurant parking lot, parked my car, and got out to go in for the next one. Before I could reach the door one of the other Magioni’s employees, Renaldo, stepped in front of me and gestured for me to follow him.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“I don’t want to sound paranoid or anything,” Renaldo whispered once we were near the wall. “But I think somebody is following you. When I was coming back from my last delivery, I saw a black SUV a few cars behind you, making every turn that you did, and now it’s sitting down the street.”

“I appreciate you looking out for me, Renaldo,” I chuckled. “But it’s not a stalker or serial killer or anything. I promise.”

“You know the person in that car?” he asked. “Why are they following you like some sort of government agent?”

I snorted at his comment, but I didn’t dare let him know that he was correct, and I actually was being tailed by an FBI agent.

“I think she’s from the competition committee,” I lied.

“Like, for your card game tournaments?” Renaldo asked.

“Yeah,” I said as the tall tale started to take shape in my head. “It’s a crazy story… That girl I beat in the final round of the regional tournament was pretty pissed, and she accused me of cheating. Apparently, she must have lodged a formal complaint or something because that tournament person has been following me off and on for the last few days.”

“Is that legal?” Renaldo asked.

“It’s a bit overkill,” I said. “But as long as she’s not trying to kidnap me or rob me or break into my home, it’s not illegal. Sure, I could have the plug pulled and threaten a stalking charge if it starts to cause me emotional distress or whatever, but I actually think it’s kinda funny. Especially since I would never cheat, especially at something as important to me as CV, and I want them all to know that.”

“That’s weird as hell,” Renaldo said. “But I guess as long as they’re not bothering you, I’ll leave it be.”

“Thanks for looking out for me, Renaldo,” I said as I patted him on the shoulder.

Renaldo and I went back into the restaurant where I grabbed my next few orders and set out toward the cluster of destinations. The drives to these deliveries were fairly uneventful, but after the last one, I didn’t go back to my car.

Instead, I walked down the street to where Calista was sitting in her parked vehicle. Her eyebrows furrowed when she saw me approaching, but she obliged when I gestured for her to open her window.

“What part of ‘incognito’ do you not understand?” she asked.

“Well, one of my coworkers asked me about the black SUV that was following me around,” I said in a playful tone. “So I don’t think you’re really one to talk.”

Calista’s eyebrows raised slightly in surprise, but the rest of her expression remained as stone-faced as usual.

“Perhaps I should be driving something more inconspicuous,” she admitted. “Or maybe I shouldn’t be driving at all… I could keep eyes on you even if I travel by foot.”

“I don’t think you’re gonna be able to catch up to my car by running,” I said. “Unless the FBI gave you some major bionic enhancements.”

“I’m just thinking aloud,” she said. “I’ll try to be more careful. Thank you for pointing it out.”

“Don’t be harsh on yourself,” I said. “Renaldo noticed you following me because he’s really smart at recognizing shit that’s out of the ordinary. He’s going to school to be a CSI investigator, after all.”

“A noble career.” Calista nodded. “But still, if a college student was able to notice me, then a professional would certainly be able to, as well. That’s on me.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it.” I shook my head. “I just wanted to swing by and see if you were doing alright.”

“What do you mean?” Calista asked. “I don’t look like I’m deathly ill, do I?”

“Not like that,” I chuckled. “I was just wondering if you needed anything, like a bottle of water or a snack. From what I’ve heard, stakeouts are hard work, and I don’t want you to pass out from low blood sugar or anything.”

Calista looked at me like I had a third eyeball, but I just smiled at her and tilted my head for emphasis.

“I’m okay,” she said. “Thank you for asking… How much longer is your shift today?”

“Another three hours,” I said. “Are you sure you don’t want me to grab you anything?”

“I’m an adult, Parker,” Calista chuckled. “If I get hungry or thirsty, I’ll grab something for myself.”

“I just thought I’d ask.” I shrugged. “I guess I’ll see you back at my place later.”

“Why would I go back to your apartment?” Calista asked. “I know how to play CV now. At least, well enough to blend in when you go to your tournament in Jefferson City.”

“Oh,” I said. “I just assumed you wanted to keep learning more about Celestial Vixens with me. It’s fine if you don’t want to, though, my brain just jumped to that conclusion since that’s what we’ve been doing the last several days.”

Calista pursed her lips, sat back in her seat, and crossed her arms.

“Okay, you twisted my arm,” she said. “It beats sitting in my hotel room alone, watching schlocky TV shows on cable. On one condition, though… I might not be hungry right now, but I’m sure by the time your shift is over, I will be. If you want me to come over, then maybe we should plan to have dinner together, too?”

“We’d probably have to order something,” I said. “Unless you want rice and beans, mac and cheese, or hotdogs because that’s all I really have right now.”

“Ordering something sounds great,” Calista said. “Perhaps now that I have some actual game experience under my belt, you can start to teach me more about the lore and the more advanced strategies you know.”

Even though Calista was talking about learning more about Celestial Vixens, part of me could tell she wasn’t being fully transparent. I wasn’t sure why anyone would lie about wanting to learn more about a game just so they could come over to my apartment, so I brushed it off as a glitch in my people-reading skills.

“What do you like?” I asked. “I’m pretty much down for anything, other than pizza or pasta, but that’s just because I’ve been around it all freaking day.”

“What’s the best place that delivers to your apartment?” she asked.

“Honestly?” I chuckled. “I usually either eat what I have at the apartment or I order from Taco Shop or The Grind. Most of my money goes into paying rent and my deck, so I’m not a big spender when it comes to food.”

“What’s The Grind?” She asked.

“It’s a sub place,” I explained. “Pretty sure it’s named after a grinder sandwich.”

“A sub sounds lovely,” Calista said. “It’d be less messy than tacos, too. I’d hate to get hot sauce on one of your rare cards or leather deck box.”

“Believe me, Calista,” I said. “I don’t let anyone handle my rare cards but me. It wouldn’t happen.”

“It’s a date then,” the FBI agent joked. “It’ll give us both something to look forward to after the crazy week we’ve had.”

“Great.” I nodded. “You can look over the menu while I’m doing these deliveries, then text me what you want so I can put it in ahead of time. That way, we don’t have to waste even a second, and we can get right into CV.”

Calista raised an eyebrow like she was confused, and her lips pressed together. Finally, she let out a chuckle and shook her head.

“Go finish your deliveries.” Calista smirked. “I’m sure your boss is wondering where you are right about now.”

“For the record,” I said. “I finished this last delivery in record time, so I’ve still got a few minutes to kill before I need to head back.”

“True,” Calista said. “Though the faster you are, the more deliveries you can complete, which means more tips. And more tips mean more money for your Celestial Vixens cards.”

“You got me there,” I said. “I’ll see you later.”

With that, I went back to my car, and I drove back to Magioni’s to get the next order. I chuckled when I looked in my rearview mirror and saw Calista following way further behind me than she had before, but she was still clearly visible.

I spent the next few hours running back and forth delivering pizzas and pasta dishes with Agent Galanis right on my tail. I only stopped once to refill my gas tank and grab a snack, and before long, I looked at the clock on my dash and saw that my shift was over.

I finished the deliveries I already had in my car, and I went back to the restaurant, clocked out, and returned the insulated bag. As I was walking to my car, Calista pulled up and rolled down her window.

“I’ll text you my order,” she said. “I need to go back to my room for a little bit, just to freshen up and change out of my work clothes.”

“That’s perfect,” I said. “Because I’m gonna need to do the exact same thing. What about the drive back? Didn’t you say you wanted to be cautious, in case the Russians are watching?”

“I’ve been thinking about it all day.” Calista shook her head. “And I think it’s just going to be a risk we have to take. I promise I’ll follow you and keep an eye out for any suspicious-looking vehicles, and I’ll call you if I see anything.”

I gave her a nod before I headed off to my car, then I jumped in, turned the key, and drove back to my apartment.

Thankfully, Calista didn’t call along the way, so I was in the clear to proceed as I normally would. I pulled through the gate of my building and into the lot, and then I killed the engine and exited my vehicle.

Afterward, I went up to my apartment, headed inside, and placed a delivery order for The Grind after Calista texted me what she wanted. I took a quick shower, dressed in something comfortable, and went back out into the dining room, where I began to get out everything that was needed for CV.

A few minutes later, my phone pinged, and it was the delivery app telling me the order was on its way. Eventually, there was a dainty knock at the door that I assumed was Calista, so I ran over to open it up. When I opened the door, I was right.

Calista was standing there, but she wasn’t wearing anything like what I was used to seeing her wear.

Her dark hair draped down over in front of her shoulders, which were entirely exposed since she had on a red top with spaghetti-straps. The shirt itself was cut all the way down to the top of her breasts, and it was so tight, that it hugged them like a second skin. The shirt was a bit short, which left her navel exposed just above her tight, brown corduroy pants. Most surprising of all, was the fact that she was clearly wearing makeup.

I wasn’t sure what Calista was thinking, but she definitely wasn’t dressed like she was here to play Celestial Vixens.
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“Oh, wow,” I mumbled as I looked at Calista in the doorway. “I’ve never seen you in that sort of clothes before… Just your normal work outfit.”

“I need to do laundry.” Calista shrugged. “This was the only thing I had in my suitcase that was clean, and I wanted to change out of my work clothes, so here I am.”

Again, there was something in the back of my mind that told me Calista wasn’t being completely honest, but I couldn’t imagine why. For a brief second, I wondered if she was lying about her laundry, considering she’d be shit out of luck if she didn’t have any clean clothes for work tomorrow. Either way, she was here, and we could get down to our training. I stepped aside and gestured for Calista to enter, and once she was inside, I closed the door.

“According to the app,” I said. “Our food will be here in, like, twenty minutes. I hope you’re not too hungry.”

“I grabbed a granola bar out of my bag when I was getting ready,” Calista said. “So that should hold me over.”

“Great.” I nodded. “Because I was thinking about teaching you some of the advanced moves for the Occult Deck, which would be useful for you to learn and for me to learn how to counter.”

“Grab those decks,” Calista said. “You’ve got a lot of practice to do.”

I gave the FBI agent a nod of confirmation, and I headed over to the shelves to grab my cards and to get the loaner deck she’d been using this whole time.

“By the way,” I said as I glanced back over my shoulder. “Have any of your colleagues gotten anything out of the Russian guy?”

“When I called them this morning,” Calista said, “I was told he still isn’t talking. Which means he’s either been trained to withstand our interrogation methods or he really doesn’t know anything. Do you want to know the funny part, though?”

“You know I do,” I said.

“Remember how he kept going on about how he wasn’t going to talk until he got a lawyer?” Calista asked. “Well, he still doesn’t have one, and he keeps denying the public defender because he thinks his lawyer is going to be there soon.”

“So basically the Russian Mafia hung him out to dry,” I said.

“It’s looking that way,” she said. “Which also means that it’s only going to be a matter of time before he realizes the cavalry isn’t coming, and then he’ll sing like a canary.”

“That’s rough,” I said. “I would have thought one of his bosses would at least try to help him out.”

“This happens more often than you’d think,” Calista explained. “Unless they’re high-ranking members of the family or somebody who knows enough to pose a threat to the family’s existence, they’re just left in jail to rot. It’s easier that way because then there’s no direct connection law enforcement can make between the criminal and anyone in the family.”

“I really hope he knows something,” I said as I carried the cards back over. “Or else we did all that cardio the other day for nothing.”

I placed Calista’s borrowed deck in front of her, and as she reached for it, her hand brushed the top of mine. Her eyes darted up to look at me, and I could have sworn I saw a hint of a glimmer in them before they went back to the table.

“Alright, then, Parker,” Calista said. “Show me these wonderful Occult Deck secrets you’ve been hyping up.”

“I figured we could set it up kind of like we were playing a real game,” I suggested. “I’ll draw seven cards into my hand at random, and then I’ll get out the cards I want to show you… That way, I can do a practice round and try to defend against it.”

I spread out The Universe pad on the table, and I placed my deck face-down in The Forge. I drew the first seven cards from the deck, gave them a quick glance, and set them down so I could work on Calista’s deck.

“Good cards?” The FBI agent asked playfully.

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “It all depends on how this round plays out. First, I’m gonna teach you how to do a little move called Vampire Drain that’s really popular with Occult Deck players.”

“I already love the sound of it,” Calista said.

“Basically, players who have Occult Decks have a whole lot of vampire-type cards,” I explained as I looked through Calista’s deck for the right cards. “Any Occult starter pack worth a damn also comes with a power card called Blood Leech, which allows you to drain one point from your opponent’s energy points every single turn that you have a vampire-type card in play.”

“That sounds incredibly useful.” Calista nodded.

“It gets better,” I said. “The player gets to drain a point from their opponent every turn, equal to the number of vampire-type cards that are in play. So, one strategy a lot of Occult Deck players use is to play that card and then fill up the rest of their open spots with vampire beings.”

“That would be five points of energy lost per turn.” Calista smiled devilishly.

“Exactly,” I continued. “And that’s on top of any damage you do from attacking your opponent’s beings. If you play your cards, you can wipe out thirty points of energy in one single turn.”

“But only if your opponent has five beings in play, correct?” Calista asked.

“Exactly,” I said. “Which is a very rare occurrence in this game. Still, I saw it happen once, on a YouTube video of the 2017 Oregon State Competition… This player apparently wasn’t familiar with the strategy because he didn’t notice his opponent playing all these vampire-type cards and kept adding more beings to his side of the board. Then, when his opponent finally played Blood Leech and successfully attacked three of his beings, he lost twenty points in one turn, which was more than enough to knock him out of the game.”

“How do you even counter something like that?” Calista asked.

“You don’t let your opponent get five vampire cards on the board, for starters,” I chuckled. “But that can be easier said than done. Obviously, my preferred way would be with Chaos Eruption, though it’s a crapshoot if I’ll have it on me at any given time. There.”

I took the Blood Leech from Calista’s deck, placed it face-down on The Universe, and then found five different vampire-type beings to put into her hand. She rounded off her hand by drawing two cards from her deck at random, and then it was time to put our ideas into motion.

“Wait,” Calista asked. “You can put power cards face-down, too?”

“You can put any type of card in that position,” I explained. “Dang, did I not mention that in our initial sessions?”

“You did not,” the FBI agent said with a coy look. “Now I see why you beat me so handily before… You withheld information!”

“Honestly, I thought we talked about it,” I said. “Or maybe it was one of those things that I thought was common knowledge, so I didn’t think I needed to go over it at all. Either way, I promise it wasn’t intentional.”

“I know it wasn’t.” Calista smiled. “I’ve had to do training sessions with the Bureau before, and it’s very easy to leave out things that are already second nature to you. But, since it’s come up now, perhaps you could explain the advantage of placing a non-retribution card face-down in The Universe?”

“There are a few reasons,” I explained. “But the biggest one is you simply have a card in your hand that you don’t care about and want to get rid of without just playing it, so you put it facedown and hope that either your opponent wastes an attack against it, or that it just sits there or gets removed from the field of play by another power card’s effect.”

“What happens when an opponent attacks a power card or instant summon?” Calista asked.

“It goes into The Abyss instantly,” I explained. “But there’s no negative effects on either player. It’s kinda like using a decoy.”

“If there’s no negative effects, then why would anyone waste their time attacking a face-down card?” the FBI agent pondered aloud.

“Because if it does turn out to be a being card,” I said, “and its armor is weaker than the attacking being’s power, it gets destroyed and you lose five energy points. It’s a calculated risk for the attacker in most cases, but you want to know the genius part about it? The designers of this game have several retribution cards or being cards that specifically have designated effects for when they are attacked while face-down. It’s a brilliant game mechanic, if you ask me.”

As I spoke, Calista looked at me with a weird, faraway look in her eyes, and I wasn’t even sure if she was listening.

“Hey,” I said with a snap of my fingers to regain her attention. “You good?”

“I heard everything,” the dark-haired woman said.

For the first time since I’d met her, Calista’s cheeks seemed to flush with a bit of red, and I raised my eyebrow curiously.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked. “You’re acting kind of weird right now.”

“Let’s just continue on with the practice.” Calista cleared her throat. “In this scenario, who’s going first?”

“You can go first,” I said. “And, for the sake of fairness, I promise I won’t attack the face-down card to get it out of play, since I already know what it is.”

“You would have known what it was, anyway,” she said. “With your Sight and all.”

“I would have made an educated guess,” I said. “Based on your playstyle and the deck you were using.”

“Right…” Calista trailed off. “What about the rest of the game up to this point? How many energy points do we have, or are we starting fresh?”

“If you had the time to get five vampire-type cards in your hand, there’s no way we’d be at the very start of the game,” I explained. “Unless your luck was some of the best in the history of Celestial Vixens. Let’s say we both have thirty, just for shits and giggles, and we’ll just say the board was wiped clean last round, save for your face-down power card.”

“Alright, then,” Calista said. “I’m going to use all three of my cards this turn to play beings. Let’s see… Here’s three good ones!”

Calista laid down three of the five vampire-type cards in her hand, and I was impressed that she chose the three that were the most powerful. That was definitely the right play, considering if she’d played any of the ones with weaker armor I would have just taken them out on my next turn with one of the beings in my hand. The cards now sitting before me were Mistress of the Night, Vampiric Horror, and Blood Vixen.

Mistress of the Night had an image that looked like it was ripped from a legitimate horror version of Elvira, and the woman in the artwork stood in a forest on a rainy night with a castle in the background. Her hair was up in a high, black bun, and she displayed her vampire fangs in a snarl as blood dripped down from their tips.

In true CV fashion, the woman’s fangs weren’t the only thing on display, and she wore a red dress with a deep V-cut down to her bellybutton, and her massive pair of breasts were fully visible. To make things even more seductive, the rain from the storm came down and drenched the figure on the card, which made the dress stick to her like a second skin.

As for Vampiric Horror, it was definitely one of those cards that attempted to be both scary and seductive at the same time. The woman on that card had massive bat-like wings that sprouted out of her back and were full of tears from previous battles. She was naked in the sense that she wasn’t wearing any clothes, but she was clearly a different species despite her humanoid features.

Her skin was a light purple color, and the Vampiric Horror was turned away in a position that put her wings and her bare ass in full view. She looked over her shoulder and gave a sly grin to the viewer, which allowed her jagged canines to stick out from her lips ever so slightly.

The final card, Blood Vixen, was more of a vampiric sorceress. She had pointed ears, as well as fangs like any other vampire, but her hair was spiky and blood-red, and her clothes were quite literally made out of blood. The crimson liquid was pressed against her fit body in a thin layer from her neck all the way down to her toes, and it looked like she was wearing a liquid latex bodysuit. The Blood Vixen had tendrils of blood twisted up both her arms as she outstretched one toward the viewer, and a few more tendrils of blood twisted in the air behind her.

“Don’t forget to activate your power card,” I reminded Calista.

“You can activate a card after you’ve played three?” the FBI agent asked.

“Yep.” I nodded. “You’re only limited to playing three cards from your hand and attacking once, but you can activate or flip over anything that’s already in play as a bonus move.”

“Oh,” she said. “In that case, I’ll activate my power card, Blood Leech, which allows me to drain an energy point from you equal to every vampire-type being I have in play. Then, I’ll end my turn, and I assume you lose three points?”

“Bringing me down to twenty-seven,” I confirmed. “Now, for my turn, I’m going to play two beings: Rock Gnome and Plague Maiden.”

I laid down the Rock Gnome card as well as the Plague Maiden, which featured a woman in a skimpy dirndl-style dress that pressed her breasts together to form a massive line of cleavage and came down to just above her knees. The woman stood with one leg curled up behind her body in a playful pose, while she held a glass bottle in her left hand that was filled with a glowing green substance. For even greater dramatic effect, the woman’s blonde hair was pulled back into two pigtails, and she wore a full-coverage gas mask over her face.

“Is that… a German girl with a gas mask?” Calista asked.

“It’s Plague Maiden,” I chuckled. “Who, just FYI, has a passive effect that spreads a plague to every one of my opponent’s beings in play. It makes them disoriented, so every time they attack they have to flip the celestial coin to determine if the attack lands or not. Supernova is a hit, Nebula is a miss. Oh, and I think I’m gonna go ahead and attack your Blood Vixen with my Rock Gnome.”

The Rock Gnome had a higher power level than the Blood Vixen’s armor, which meant that it beat her outright. Calista had gotten greedy and used all three of her moves last turn to get her beings out onto the playing field, which meant that she didn’t have any moves left to play a retribution card or to fortify one of them with an instant summon card.

Sure, I’d lost three points, and I was certain she’d play the other two vampire-type cards she had in her hand on the next turn, but now that would only do four damage instead of five. Also, it meant that she’d only be able to play one card, and I was positive it was going to be something that would bolster the armor of one or more of her beings to keep them in the field of play.

“Wow,” Calista chuckled. “Too bad your Plague Maiden isn’t strong enough to defeat either of my other beings.”

“Yep.” I nodded. “But I’m gonna go ahead and play this card face-down and end my turn.”

The card I’d played was a retribution card entitled Sandstorm, which would create an impregnable veil of sand across the battlefield and prevent any attacks from landing. Then, on my next turn, I’d make sure to take out as many of Calista’s beings as I possibly could.

“Hmmm,” Calista sighed and stared at me from behind her hand of cards. “I wonder what you want me to do, here? Attack maybe?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged and tried to play it cool.

“I think I’ll play the other two vampire cards in my hand,” Calista said. “The Bloodthirsty Horde and Countess of Chaos.”

The Bloodthirsty Horde card was basically every man’s dream because it was filled with a giant group of naked female vampires with their arms and legs covering up anything too personal. They were huddled in a group, and their bodies were smeared with the blood of their latest victim.

It had a very high power level and somewhat weak armor, but it was the card’s special ability that made it so useful. Because it was a horde of beings instead of a singular being, the card had to be defeated twice before it was removed from play.

The second vampire card, Countess of Chaos, was a woman standing in front of a swirling black void behind her with her Dracula-esque cape billowing in the wind. Other than the cape around her shoulders, the woman wore only a leather top that looked like a bikini, a matching set of leather bottoms, and knee-high leather boots with stiletto heels.

“And then what?” I asked with a half-smirk. “I know you’ve got something up your sleeve for the next play. Let me guess… Something like Dragon Rune?”

“Damn,” Calista said. “The Sight is really working its magic, huh?”

Calista laid down a card in her hand, and sure enough, it was the power card Dragon Rune, which was an occultist symbol that could be placed on a single being card and made them immune to any retribution cards for one turn. The FBI agent gently tapped my Plague Maiden to indicate she was going to attack.

“You still have to flip the coin first,” I explained.

“What?” Calista frowned. “I thought Dragon Rune made it immune from retribution cards?”

“Retribution cards, yes.” I nodded. “Not power cards or special abilities, which is what this is.”

Calista sighed, and then she picked up the coin, flipped it into the air, and watched it spin. When it landed, it was Nebula-side up.

“Damnit,” Calista grumbled and hung her head. “I guess I’ll go ahead and try to attack the Rock Gnome with Mistress of the Night, even though I know you’ve probably got a counter.”

“You know me so well already.” I smiled. “Say hello to Sandstorm, which prevents all of your beings from attacking mine for this turn.”

“Low blow, Parker.” Calista pouted. “I guess I’m done for now, but you lose another four energy points.”

I was now at twenty-three points while Calista remained at twenty-five, but that didn’t matter. I’d already identified the cards I needed in my hand that would get me the win, so I put my plan into motion.

She currently had four beings in play, and I had two. If I could take out all four of them she’d lose twenty energy points, which would bring her down to five and just one step away from losing.

However, I didn’t want to wait another turn, and with my power card, Formed from Clay, I wouldn’t have to. It allowed me to create clay doubles of every one of my opponent’s beings, and when the real being was destroyed, my opponent would lose double the energy points. Now, all I had to do was take out three of her beings, and victory would be mine.

“I’m gonna play Frost Giant first,” I explained as I laid down my being card.

The Frost Giant was a massive, blue-skinned woman with ice horns, who was wrapped in scraps of white fabric that draped off her body suggestively. She had a massive silver staff in her hand, and the metal was frosted over. Naturally, the background was a massive, swirling snowstorm.

“Uh-oh,” Calista said as she looked down at the card. “I see lots of extra writing on there…”

“That’s because Frost Giant attacks with her staff, which is fifty feet long,” I explained. “So the card gets to attack two targets at once.”

“Go for it,” Calista chuckled. “You’re not gonna believe what I’ve got in store for your next turn.”

“There isn’t going to be a next turn,” I said confidently. “Because I’m going to play Formed of Clay, a power card that creates a duplicate of every being on your side of The Universe, and makes their destruction cost double the points.”

“Oh.” Calista gulped.

“Now I’m going to attack with all three of my beings,” I declared. “Frost Giant will take out Mistress of the Night and Vampiric Horror, and if my eyes don’t deceive me, they both have way less armor than the Frost Giant has power.”

“That’s right,” Calista sighed and pulled both the cards off the playing field. “So now I’m down to five energy points, and I know what happens next.”

“Sorry.” I winked. “I’m gonna take out your Countess of Chaos with my Rock Gnome, which will be worth ten energy points lost and be more than enough to bring you down to zero.”

“Still.” Calista shrugged. “That was useful to learn because now I know what not to do… Specifically: have all these beings in play without anything to protect them.”

“I would have tried to spread it out over time,” I explained. “My strategy is to play the long game because usually when somebody tries to get too overzealous, they end up leaving themselves wide open for a devastating blow.”

“Well, I hope you found it useful, too,” Calista said with a smile. “What other Occult Deck strategies do you want to go over?”

I started into my next lesson, which was focused on the Celestial Vixens equivalent of min-maxing, where a player used an instant summon to create a being so powerful that it could take out any single being in the entire game, even with power card-enhanced armor. The only downside to that strategy was that the beings would be incredibly vulnerable to attack, which meant they basically could attack once, destroy any one being, and then were promptly taken out the next turn.

About a quarter of the way into that spiel, our food arrived, so I went to the door, brought it inside, and then the two of us sat down on my couch and started to enjoy our meal while we watched a thirty-minute video essay about CV’s occult lore.

Afterward, we got back to work, and Calista caught onto the technique fairly quickly, even if she admitted she would never personally use it.

We spent the next few hours going over other techniques, which helped me immensely in terms of practice and also seemed to give Calista a bit more variety to her game. I’d seen her smile and give me strange looks all night, more so than she ever had before, but I just assumed she was happy to be building her CV skills so quickly.

“Oh, damn,” Calista blurted with shock. “It’s nearly eleven. Do you work tomorrow?”

“I don’t.” I shook my head. “So if you want, you can come back over, and we can keep practicing all day.”

“You know?” Calista pondered. “That would be nice.”

“Just promise you won’t be knocking at my door at the crack of dawn,” I chuckled. “It’s my day off, so I’m gonna want to sleep in just a little.”

“So you wouldn’t be happy if I appeared at six in the morning?” she asked.

“Was that a joke, Agent Galanis?” I asked in a playful tone.

“Nope,” Calista said. “I’m dead serious.”

She looked at me with a completely cold, stern expression, but the edges of her mouth twisted up, and I could tell she was trying to hold back a smile.

“You’re messing with me,” I said. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

“I can be funny, you know,” she said. “I just have to keep my guard up at all times, given my place of employment. You start getting too personal or connected to your targets, and bad things start to happen.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Calista seemed to perk up as if she was hearing them for the first time. The FBI agent’s eyes widened as she took a deep breath, and she stood up from the table so fast, she nearly knocked the chair over. Before I could even stand up myself, she was halfway across the room.

“Calista?” I asked. “Is something wrong? I thought your joke was really funny!”

“I’m fine,” she said without even looking back. “I just– It’s late, and I need to leave before I do something completely unprofessional. Goodnight, Parker.”

“Here,” I said as I hurried behind her. “Do you at least want me to, like, get the door for you, or–”

“I’ll be fine,” Calista said.

The FBI agent turned around and gave me a warm smile, but I could tell from the way her eyes were glazed over and a bit watery that it was fake.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you downstairs?” I asked.

“I took a hit from a beefed-up Russian man,” she said. “I think I can handle walking back to my hotel.”

“If you’re sure.” I nodded. “Just call me when you’re ready to come over tomorrow. I’ll be here all day, but it’s always nice to get a bit of warning, so I’m not sitting around in my underwear when you get here.”

“I’ll let you know,” Calista said. “And I promise it won’t be before ten A.M.”

“Thank you,” I sighed.

“Good night, Parker,” Calista said as she pursed her lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night.” I smiled.

There was a slight awkward pause as Calista and I locked eyes, and I could have sworn, for a split second, she was going to lean forward.

However, she just gave me a nod before she unlocked the door and stepped outside.

The second she was gone, I locked everything back up, and I put my chair and all of my heavy boxes back into place in case somebody got the bright idea to come and find me in the middle of the night while I was sleeping.

Then, I headed back to the table, packed up all the cards we’d been using, and carefully placed them back onto my shelf. After that, I headed off to get ready for bed, and when I finally climbed under the covers, it felt like the weight of the whole world had been lifted from my shoulders. I turned on some fantasy music ambiance for background noise, and I was out like a light in a matter of minutes.

The next day, I awoke without an alarm, which was always the greatest feeling in the world, and when I looked at my phone I saw it was only nine A.M. I laid in bed messing around on my phone for a little bit before I finally got up, stretched, and moved over to my computer to do my usual morning news check-in.

I was on every Celestial Vixens email list known to man, and I had my desktop set to send me any alerts about tournament announcements, new cards that were coming out, or just the game in general. However, when I opened up my email, I noticed I had a message from the online CV forum called Players of The Universe.

It was from Lauren Williams.

It wasn’t surprising she was a part of that community as well, but she’d never reached out to me before. I logged into the forum, went to the messages tab, and clicked on the one from Lauren.

“‘Parker,’” I read aloud. “‘You and I need to meet. Today. I’ve finally got the evidence I need to prove to the committee that you cheated, but I wanted to give you one last chance to explain yourself first. Meet me at the abandoned strip mall over by the Terrance Glenn apartments on the city’s west side. If you don’t respond to this message, or you no-show, I’m going straight to the committee!’”

Well, that wasn’t exactly the way I wanted to start my day off.
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Chapter 10

I blinked a few times as I stared at Lauren’s message, mainly to make sure I was reading it correctly and wasn’t hallucinating or something.

It was all very odd, but then again, so was Lauren. I wouldn’t put it past my blonde rival to be so bold as to hunt me down on a Celestial Vixens forum just to send me a threatening message, but something about the situation felt off.

Lauren might have been bold, but this message read a whole lot more like the sort of message found in a spam email, like the one where someone claiming to be the Director of the FBI accused me of tax fraud. It had said they were going to send me to jail if I didn’t Venmo “The Bureau” half a million dollars immediately.

Still, the fact that Lauren had accused me of cheating and already told me she was going to talk to the committee made me hesitant to just dismiss the message completely.

I tried to think of what this so-called evidence would even look like, if it even existed at all. I’d never cheated at CV, so it’s not as though she had videos of me slipping cards out of my sleeve or listening to somebody with a tiny earbud in my ear. Even if Calista was right, and I had some sort of foresight abilities, that would be impossible to actually prove.

I thought this whole thing reeked of bullshit, but I wanted to talk to Calista first to see what she thought.

Instead of worrying about it any further, I just went out to the kitchen, poured myself a bowl of Froot Loops, and sat down in front of my laptop so I could watch some more CV tournament videos while I enjoyed my breakfast. Afterward, I got dressed, brushed my teeth, and went out to the living room so I could get things organized for when Calista finally came over.

Around ten-thirty, my phone started to vibrate, and I saw a number I didn’t recognize on the screen. I assumed it was Calista, so I went ahead and picked up, and sure enough I heard the agent’s voice on the other side.

“Good morning,” Calista said in a soft tone. “Is this late enough for you, or did I wake you up?”

“The joke’s on you,” I said. “I’ve been awake for at least an hour. Actually, I’ve got something I want you to look at when you get here.”

“Something CV-related?” Calista asked. “Or something about the case with the Russians?”

“It definitely involves CV,” I said. “But if my hunch is correct, it might also be about the Russians.”

“I’ll be right over,” Calista said, and then she hung up on me.

Over the phone, Calista had sounded a bit more blunt, similar to how she’d sounded when we first met. She’d been softening up to me over the last week, but apparently, whatever happened last night had sent her straight back to square one.

I still was trying to figure out what I’d done wrong, or if I’d done anything wrong at all. Either way, it had been clear that something had been bothering Calista last night, and her comment about leaving before she “did something unprofessional” had been hanging in my head all morning. It was strange to me that she’d lied about her lack of more casual clothing, as well, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.

To me, it just felt like the two of us were having a blast training with each other, even if Calista claimed she didn’t care that much for Celestial Vixens. The fact that she continued to come over, even after we’d played our first match together and she had all the information she really needed to blend in at the state tournament, told me she was enjoying herself more than she cared to let on.

I honestly couldn’t think of any other reason somebody, especially a woman with little interest in the game, would want to hang around me all the time.

Or maybe, just maybe, I was slowly converting her into a fan of the game.

I cleaned up what little mess I’d made between last night and breakfast, but it was mostly a few paper plates, some napkins, and crumbs from my breakfast. Eventually, there was a knock at the door, and I hurried over to make sure it was Calista before I opened it.

“Don’t worry,” Calista said from the other side. “I promise it’s just me.”

“Hold on…” I trailed off. “I forgot to move some of my fortifications.”

I hurriedly pushed the chair out of the way, opened the door, and gestured for Calista to come inside. Today she was back to her regular agent attire, but she had on a red dress shirt underneath her blazer instead of a black or blue one.

“Those must have been quite the fortifications,” Calista said as she looked over at the chair.

“They’re not much,” I admitted. “They make me feel just a little bit safer, so I keep putting them there. I see you were able to do laundry last night after you left?”

Calista cocked her head to the side, and then her eyebrows raised as if she’d just understood what I was talking about.

“Oh, right,” she said. “I didn’t get to do laundry, but I found an extra shirt and some pants that must have fallen onto the floor when I was pulling things out of my suitcase.”

I noticed the slight twitch at the corner of her mouth when she spoke, as well as how she rubbed her index finger and thumb together. The little gesture made her look nervous, but I couldn’t figure out why.

“Calista…” I looked at her. “Why are you lying? Is this about last night? Because if I did something or said something–”

“No, Parker.” Calista shook her head rapidly. “It wasn’t you. Let’s just not bring it up, okay? I was exhausted, so I was going through some stuff. I promise it has nothing to do with you, and it won’t happen again.”

“I just wanted to make sure you’re okay,” I said. “Do you want me to take you to the hospital to get looked at? If you got a concussion from fighting that dude, you really shouldn’t be driving.”

“I’m fine,” Calista said firmly. “You said you had something you wanted to talk to me about, which might be related to our encounter with the Russians. What is it?”

I gestured for the FBI agent to follow me, and I led her across the living room and through the short hallway to my room. Once we were inside I opened up my laptop, typed in my password to unlock it, and pulled out the chair for Calista to sit down. She plunked down in my gaming chair and narrowed her eyes as she began to read the message on the screen, and it didn’t even take her a full minute before she let out an amused chuckle.

“I’m guessing my hunch was right, then?” I asked. “This is definitely a fake message?”

“I’m ninety-nine percent sure it is,” Calista said. “First off, if this really was Lauren, it’d have way more profanity. I don’t think I’ve ever had a conversation with that woman where she didn’t throw in several fucks, damns, or shits.”

“It feels like one of those emails my grandmother would have fallen for,” I chuckled. “Asking her for her credit card number to unfreeze a Nigerian prince’s bank account.”

“This is totally fake,” Calista confirmed. “Do you know the second reason I’m so certain? Because Lauren wouldn’t dare break our agreement.”

“So you really are trying to get her off my back,” I said.

“Not me personally.” Agent Galanis said. “One of my colleagues recently met with Lauren and told her that if she drops her accusations, there may or may not be a monetary reward in it for her.”

I whistled. “Damn. The FBI wants me so badly, they’re willing to pay somebody to not slander me? Maybe I should have stipulated I need an extra half of a million dollars so I can finally buy Demonous Inquisitus Ember.”

“Don’t push your luck, Parker,” Calista warned. “Even now, after all we’ve been through together, you haven’t given me an answer on whether or not you want to work with us.”

“Working with you I have no problem with,” I explained. “It’s the fact that I’m pretty sure I’d be working for you that I don’t like. Also, the time constraints.”

“I’m sure we would find a way to let you keep playing CV,” the agent said. “But we need to get over this current hurdle before we try anything else.”

“What should we do?” I asked and pointed at the screen. “I just planned on ignoring it, honestly.”

“I think we should agree to meet them,” Calista said. “These people will think they’re getting the jump on you, but in reality, they’d be walking right into my trap.”

“The ol’ Uno reverse card,” I said. “Not a bad idea.”

“I have some equipment in my hotel room that we’ll need,” Calista explained. “If we want to do a real sting operation and catch these bastards red-handed, you’ll need to wear a wire to record them, as well as a micro earpiece so I can keep in contact with you at all times.”

“Some real James Bond-type stuff, eh?” I joked.

“He was MI6,” Calista said. “But more or less.”

“It’s gotta be the Russians, right?” I asked.

“That’s what I’d bet on,” the FBI agent said. “But there is a chance we could be dealing with a new, third party who might be interested in your skills.”

“The absolute last thing we need right now,” I said. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I really hope it is the Russians.”

“I’m going to go back to my room to get those items,” Calista said. “In the meantime, write back to fake Lauren and tell her you’ll meet up with her. Make sure you sound panicked, angry, and confused, too. Oh, and make sure you use a VPN so they can’t track your IP address.”

“Calista,” I chuckled. “I’m Gen Z. I have a VPN running on my laptop at all times. Not even for the reasons you’d think, either… Mainly because that new streaming service, Celestial Vixens+, only streams local tournaments in the countries they’re hosted in. So I change my VPN to show I’m in Germany and, voila! I can watch the annual Stuttgart competition.”

“I’ll be right back,” Calista chuckled and stood up from the chair. “Just be sure not to say anything that’ll compromise us.”

I walked Calista to the door so I could lock it behind her, and once she was gone, I hurried back to my room to reply to the message.

At first, I thought of just writing back with a simple “okay, we can meet,” but I tried to put myself in a headspace of if I had really thought Lauren was going to the committee with proof of cheating. There was no way I’d be that calm, considering how much I loved the game and how much my record meant to me, so I clicked on the reply button and started to type out what I would have actually said in such a situation.

“Listen, Lauren,” I spoke as I typed. “For the millionth time, there was no cheating going on. I don’t know what sort of ‘evidence’ you have on me, but I’m sure it’s fake. Please don’t go to the committee until you’ve talked to me. I’ll meet you face-to-face, and we can work this out like rational adults. Please, please don’t go to the committee before we can talk.”

I chuckled under my breath at how well I was able to roleplay the situation, and then I hit and watched the message appear in a red text bubble underneath the original message. I figured it’d take the person at least a few minutes to respond, so I got up from my chair, went out to the kitchen, and grabbed a strawberry Pop-Tart from my cupboards. I unwrapped the pastry and began to enjoy its sugary goodness as I walked back to my room, and much to my surprise, there was already a message waiting for me when I got back.

“‘Get here ASAP,’” I read through a mouthful of Pop-Tart. “‘I’ve been sitting on this evidence for a long time, and if you don’t get here soon, I’m going to send it.’”

I rolled my eyes at the horrific attempt at extortion, and I sat down and started to write out the next message. I asked if they could give me the exact address of where we were meeting, but that was mainly so I could give it to Calista. I also tried to make myself sound worried by asking what evidence she had, and what I needed to do to make it go away. Not five minutes after sending my response, I got another one.

“‘Don’t worry about what I have,’” I read aloud. “‘Worry about what it’s going to do to your reputation as a player. I’ll be at the location at three today. Can you be there?’”

It didn’t sound like I had much of a choice in the matter, and I expressed that in my message back to the mystery person. A few minutes later, I received a follow-up message that just ominously said “You don’t. Come to the strip mall at three, or I go to the committee. Don’t be late, and come alone.”

I didn’t really know how to respond at that point, so I just let the conversation die and tried to mentally prepare myself for whatever was about to happen when we met this person at three. The idea that I was going to wear a wire and an earpiece and go all mafia rat was a bit intimidating, especially because I knew if this was the Russians again they would be beyond pissed at me.

Even though they’d apparently been instructed to take me alive, they also didn’t seem to be concerned about getting me to their boss in one piece. They could easily bust out my kneecaps, break my spine, or tear out my fingernails one by one for sheer pleasure, all without damaging my ability to use my brain.

I still couldn’t figure out why, but from everything I’d heard, Alansi wanted me for my skills. I assumed that meant they somehow knew about The Sight, but that did little to narrow down what the Russians actually wanted me to do with it. My thoughts were interrupted by a loud banging on my door, so I rose to my feet and went over to open up.

“What’s the password?” I asked jokingly.

“The fuck if I know,” the voice of Martin, my neighbor, answered.

“Oh, dang,” I said as I frantically unlocked the door and opened it. “Sorry, Martin. I thought you were somebody else.”

My upstairs neighbor was a single man in his late thirties, with coke bottle glasses, tattoos all over his exposed arms, and a black wavy-top haircut that complimented his stubble. He had nickel-sized green gauges in both his ears, as well as a stud on the right side of his nose. I always gave him crap about being an OG hipster because of his piercings and the way he usually dressed, but he always took it in stride.

“Did you think I was that girl you’ve been bringing around?” he asked with a laugh. “Don’t think I haven’t been noticing, Wilson.”

“Okay, yeah,” I admitted. “She’s supposed to be here any minute now, so I did think you were her.”

“Shit, man, my bad,” Martin said. “I won’t take too much of your time. I just wanted to stop by and congratulate you on your big win the other day. Also, I know that means you’ll be going to the state tournament, so if you need me to watch the apartment or anything while you’re gone, just say the word.”

“Thanks, dude,” I said as I shook his hand. “It was just the regionals, but now the real test begins.”

“You’re saying that like it’s nothing major,” Martin said. “I’ve never won a competition before in my life.”

“That would be because you don’t play CV,” I chuckled.

“I’m not even talking about the card game,” my neighbor continued. “I mean ever. At anything. My whole life. I’ve been in like, those stupid competitions that we did back in elementary school, but I never gave a shit about those and always came in like, twentieth place or whatever.”

“I’m sure you could win a competition if you really tried,” I said. “Especially if you figure out what you’re good at and practice like the devil, like I do. Anyway, was there anything else you needed to talk about–”

“No, no.” Martin raised his hands. “If you’ve got a hot date, I’m not gonna hold you up. I just wanted to check in on you and see how you were doing.”

“I appreciate it,” I said. “I’ll see you around.”

Martin gave me a final congratulations, and then he headed toward the staircase and started up to his own apartment. As I was about to shut the door, I heard Calista approaching from downstairs.

“That was your neighbor, I assume?” she asked.

“He lives upstairs.” I pointed to the ceiling for emphasis. “Were you standing there watching the whole time?”

“I saw there was a man at the door when I got to the top of the steps,” Calista said. “I just wanted to make sure he wasn’t a threat before I revealed my position.”

“He’s a harmless Millennial hipster,” I chuckled. “But I think a double-shot mocha latte might cower in fear when it sees him coming.”

“Careful, now,” Calista warned playfully. “I may be on the younger side of that demographic, but I’m still part of it nonetheless.”

“And do you like lattes?” I waggled my eyebrows.

“No comment,” Calista said.

I could tell by the way she pursed her lips and the way her eyes sparkled under the hallway lights that she was trying not to smile, so my joke must have landed after all.

Calista came into my apartment, and after I’d locked the door, I took her back to my room and showed her the messages she’d missed while she was gone.

“How’d I do?” I asked. “Did I sound panicked and worried enough?”

“Not bad,” Calista said as her eyes flitted over the messages. “You may have some FBI-level talent beyond The Sight, Parker.”

“Any Celestial Vixens player worth their weight is going to have a good poker face.” I shrugged. “Wearing your emotions on your sleeve is the quickest way to telegraph your every move.”

“Let’s see…” Calista said as she glanced at the clock on my laptop screen. “We’re supposed to meet at three, and it’s about a thirty-minute drive to that part of town. That still gives us a few hours to prepare, and to get you ready for whatever might be waiting for us when we get there. But first? Let’s get you set up with some tech.”

Calista pulled something from her pocket that appeared to be an earbud case, but the little black box was only two inches tall and equally as wide. She placed the box on its side, popped it open like she was proposing, and revealed the tiny cylinders inside. There were five cylinders in total, each one a different color that was supposed to coincide with a different skin tone.

“Are those earpieces?” I asked.

“Only the newest and most discreet, courtesy of our research and development branch,” Calista explained. “Isn’t this amazing? You can literally shove it into your ear, and as long as nobody’s going in there with an otoscope they’re not going to notice it.”

“What the heck is that?” I asked.

“That scope doctors shove in your ears at a checkup,” she explained. “This thing will sit a few millimeters inside your ear canal, so you can’t even see it from the outside.”

“If it’s gonna be in my ear and not visible from the surface,” I began. “Then how the heck does it come out when we’re done?”

“Tweezers,” Calista said. “Very, very small tweezers.”

“Do I even want to ask where the wire is gonna go?” I chuckled.

“Your shirt,” she continued. “We’ll need you to change into a button-up before you go, or else this thing will stick out like a sore thumb.”

Calista reached into her pocket again, and this time, she pulled out what looked like just a little black shirt button.

“That’s what wires look like nowadays?” I asked. “I mean, I know we’ve come a long way from wearing those big clunky things from old movies, but that’s actually kinda freaky.”

“It’ll record audio and video,” Calista explained. “Now go and change your shirt, and then I’ll get both of these onto you, and we can test them out.”

Calista left my room so I could change, and I went through my closet for a minute before I found a blue button-up shirt with a pattern of a bunch of medieval weapons drawn all over it in light brown. It was a Hawaiian-style shirt with black buttons that looked like a close match, so I pulled my T-shirt off over my head, tossed it to the side, and then put on the new one. When I went back out to the living room, I found Calista leaning over the table as she fiddled with her gadgets.

“You think this will work?” I asked as I tossed my arms out to the side.

“Close enough,” she said. “Also, that shirt is one hundred percent on-brand for you.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled. “I think I got it off of Amazon forever ago.”

“Let’s get you suited up,” the FBI agent said. “Then I can go over some strategies of how we can proceed, but this time I’ll be the teacher, and you get to be the student.”

Calista walked over to me, inspected each of the buttons on the front of my shirt carefully, and then grabbed one that was up near the top. With a quick, simple twist of her hand she snapped the button from the shirt, and she tossed it off to the side.

“Hey!” I gasped. “I actually liked this shirt.”

“It’s one button,” Calista said like it wasn’t important in the slightest. “If you really want it back, I can sew it on for you later. For now, we need to get this in place…”

Calista showed me the back of the wire, which had an incredibly tiny safety pin device on it. She slid one hand into the flap of my shirt to hold the fabric in place, and she carefully unfastened the pin and stuck it into place, right where the regular button had been before. She finished quickly, and when she finally stepped away, I looked down to see that the fake button blended into the rest of my shirt fairly well.

“It’s slightly off in terms of the shade,” I said as I squinted. “But I don’t think it’s noticeable enough to stick out.”

“Unless somebody has The Sight like you do,” Calista said. “They certainly won’t notice. The only way you’d get caught is if for some reason they did a pat-down, but even then, they’d need to know what they were looking for. Let me just open the recording app, and we can make sure everything is in order.”

Calista tapped at her phone, but she held it so I could see the screen as well. She opened an app that I wasn’t familiar with, and the interface was just a plain black background with a handful of buttons, as well as a small line of text at the top that read “syncing…” Calista touched the button that said “Start Recording,” and a split second later, her screen showed the image of her own chest.

“Sorry!” I gasped as I took a step away. “That’s just where the button was aimed when I was leaning over to look at the screen.”

“It’s okay, Parker,” Calista mused. “Turn your body toward different parts of the room.”

I made a slow circle, and when I faced Calista again, she gave me a thumbs up. Obviously, now that I was facing the FBI agent, she was the only thing I could see on the screen, and when I leaned in to get a closer look the camera pointed down at her legs.

“That’s awesome,” I said.

As I spoke, I heard my voice through the speaker of Calista’s phone, which then reverberated as feedback over the camera in a shrill echo. Calista immediately pressed the “Stop Recording” button, and then she slid her phone back into her pocket.

“Now let’s try the earbud,” she said.

Calista lifted the insert that held the earbuds out of the box to reveal some small, pointed tweezers underneath. She set the case down on the table before she picked up the tools and a flesh-colored earbud, and she raised up another set of tweezers to its edge. The FBI agent inserted the tip of the second pair of tweezers into the end of the earbuds, and once she pulled them out, she gestured for me to come closer.

“This is gonna feel weird, isn’t it?” I asked.

“A little,” she admitted. “I promise it won’t hurt.”

Calista moved the tweezers up to my ear canal, and there was a strange sensation as she slid it inside. It was an uncomfortable feeling, similar to sliding in a Q-tip, but before I could feel any further unease the sensation stopped.

“That’s it?” I asked.

“Go into the other room,” Calista said. “I’ll open up the app and see if we can talk to each other from afar.”

I rushed over to my bedroom, closed the door tight, and went over to the wall furthest from where Calista had been standing.

“Can you hear me?” I whispered.

“Loud and clear, Parker.” Calista’s voice was in my ear. “Can you understand me?”

The woman’s voice was clear as day, and the volume was so intense that it felt like she was right over my shoulder.

“I think it’s working,” I said. “You want me to come back out?”

“No need,” Calista said. “I’ll come to you.”

A few seconds later, Calista opened up my door, and the FBI agent was all smiles.

“Soooo,” I said. “Should we try to go over some more CV strategies to pass the time before we leave?”

“No, Parker.” Calista shook her head. “Unfortunately today is going to be focused on this sting operation. You may have the proper tools now, but there’s still a lot we need to go over.”

I went back out to the living room, and for the next several hours, Calista talked to me about things I should avoid saying during a sting, how to get the best camera image and audio recordings without looking suspicious, and in general how to act when faced with people we were trying to fool. For the most part, it was all stuff I knew, since it applied to my CV tournaments, as well.

Then, Calista looked at her phone and frowned.

“Is it time?” I asked.

“It’s two-fifteen,” she said. “We need to get a move on if we want to make it there before three.”

We both stood up, and my heart seemed to drop into my stomach. Even though we’d been talking about this all day, the fact that we were now about to meet these people face-to-face made it feel all the more real.

It was time for us to go and find out who was behind the fake messages from Lauren.
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Chapter 11

“Don’t be nervous,” Calista said as we started for the door of my apartment. “I know this is your first time doing a sting, but it’s not the first or even the second time you’ve dealt with a high-pressure, potentially life-threatening situation.”

“I deal with high-pressure situations all the time,” I chuckled. “Think of all the competitions I’ve been in. Those are about as high stakes as anything can possibly be.”

“Sure.” Calista smiled. “We’ll go with that. The point still stands: you’ve dealt with the Russians twice now, and you’ve walked away unscathed both times. Hopefully, you’ll just have to do it one more time, and then we can arrest these assholes and really get to the bottom of their scheme.”

“I freaking hope this is the last time,” I said. “This is a whole day I’m wasting that could have been spent practicing for the competition.”

“I’ve seen how you play multiple times now,” Calista said. “With The Sight on your side, I don’t think it’s even possible for you to lose.”

“It’s definitely possible,” I explained. “I lost plenty of matches when I was first starting out… It’s only since I’ve started playing professionally that I’ve gone undefeated.”

“Most likely because The Sight has become more refined as you’ve gotten older,” Calista said. “Also, you were still learning the game and its strategies at that time, so even The Sight wouldn’t be able to help you pull off strategies you didn’t know.”

“Still,” I said. “I’m not about to test out your theory. The only way to be the best is through practice and dedication, and every second I can squeeze in more CV is a second that ensures my victory.”

“You really do take this seriously,” Calista mused.

By that point, we were on the first floor, so we walked down the hallway and out into the parking lot. It was a bit windy outside, but the sun was shining its warm rays down on us as we walked.

“I’m assuming I’m driving my car?” I said.

“And I’ll follow behind you.” Calista nodded. “This time, I’ll make sure I stay far enough back that nobody can figure out I’m tailing you. The app will work anywhere as long as my phone has a connection, so I’ll find an empty lot down the street to hang out at while you’re talking to whoever’s impersonating Lauren, but I won’t be far if anything starts to go south. Now, for the last time before we hit the point of no return… Are you ready?”

“I’m ready to get this over with.” I nodded.

“Just remember what we’ve talked about,” Calista said. “Get them to talk as much as possible, and see if you can get them to confess to anything. The second they even start to get aggressive or admit to committing a crime, I’ll call in the local police, and we’ll get there as soon as possible.”

With that, we both jumped into my vehicle, and I drove Calista over to the parking lot of the hotel where she was staying. I waited for her to get into her own vehicle and start it up before I headed toward the abandoned strip mall where I was supposed to meet up with the person impersonating Lauren, and along the way, I drove in relative silence.

Normally, I would have tried to listen to a podcast or audio from a CV tournament, but all I could think about was how dangerous this might end up being, especially if it was the same three people from before. The thirty-minute drive felt like a dreadful hour, all while my mind raced with the possibilities of how things could go wrong.

I chuckled to myself when I realized my anxiety was actually a good thing, considering I was supposed to show up acting terrified that my reputation as a CV player was going to be ruined.

“You’re almost there, Parker,” Calista said through the com device in my ear. “I’ve already got the video recording, and I’m about to turn down this alley and park.”

Sure enough, when I looked in my rearview mirror, I saw Calista’s SUV turn to the left and disappear down an alley, and I was left all alone to approach the old strip mall. I wasn’t that familiar with this area, but it was definitely a place that had been abandoned for quite some time.

All around me were buildings with “For Sale” signs out front, and they were in various states of disarray with trash piled around their property.

Eventually, I came to the strip mall in question, and the façades were completely bare, but there were remnants of old signs faded into the crumbling concrete. Several of the windows had been busted out, and the parking lot was full of potholes that looked like they were on the verge of becoming sinkholes.

“I don’t see any other vehicles in the lot,” I said loud enough for Calista to hear me. “Further indication that this was a setup from the start.”

“Just park somewhere and get out of the car,” Calista said. “They’ll come and find you shortly, I suspect.”

I pulled my car to a stop in front of one of the broken façades, killed the engine, and stepped out of the vehicle. The sound of my closing door hadn’t even finished reverberating through the air when the noise of squealing tires took its place.

Suddenly two unmarked white vans shot around from the back of the strip mall in a single line, separated, and both pulled perpendicular to my own vehicle. One blocked me from the front, while the other blocked my car from the rear, and the back doors flew open in a flurry.

“Ehhhh, little man!” Ivan declared as he and Nikolai stepped out of the van behind me. “Long time no see.”

The back doors of the second van popped open, but Sasha didn’t step out as I’d expected. Instead, it was another man, but he was a bit shorter than Ivan and Nikolai. He had slicked-back blond hair, a bulbous nose, and a face that was full of tiny, circular scars, like he’d had a horrific skin condition. He was much more put-together than the other Russian mobsters, and he wore a tailored black suit with a blue tie and shoes that looked like they cost more than my monthly rent. He had gold and silver rings on just about every finger, and his dark brown eyes glistened with rage as he cracked his knuckles.

“Oh, my god…” Calista trailed off in my ear. “Don’t panic, Parker, but that’s Alansi Sokolov.”

Despite what Calista had just said, it was really hard not to panic as I was surrounded by three Russian Mobsters with no escape in sight.

“No Sasha?” I asked with an awkward chuckle. “Did she think my charm was going to help me escape again?”

“Sasha wanted to come,” Nikolai said. “Bossman say this time, it no place for lady.”

“Yeah,” Ivan chuckled. “Things could get very, very messy.”

“And who’s this guy?” I asked as I pointed to Alansi. “Another goon sent by your boss to kidnap me?”

Even though Calista had confirmed his identity for me, I wanted to hear the man say it himself for the camera.

“You show some respect,” Ivan spat. “You insult Mr. Sokolov again, I smack you upside head.”

“Easy, Ivan,” Alansi said. “Not everyone knows what I look like… I like to keep it that way.”

Alansi’s accent was much more like Sasha’s, where he spoke fluent English but still had a thick accent over the top of his words. He took another step toward me, and I held up my hands in faux defeat.

“I’m sorry I don’t know who you are,” I lied. “I was just here looking for Lauren–”

“Hahahahaha!” Nikolai laughed bombastically. “I tell you he fall for anything with little green-haired girl. You see way she always look at him?”

Was this guy really trying to imply that Lauren liked me? Because if so, he was more of an idiot than I’d originally thought.

“So I’m assuming it was you who sent this message?” I asked. “To lure me here to try and kidnap me again?”

“Who say anything about kidnap?” Ivan asked. “Bossman just want to have talk with you, that all.”

“Indeed.” Alansi cleared his throat.

“You’re Alansi, then?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. “The Flayer of Kyiv?”

Alansi’s mouth twisted into a large grin when he heard his serial killer title, and his eyes widened as a hint of insanity glistened behind them.

“I am Alansi, yes,” he said. “And you are Parker Wilson. I’ve had my boys looking for you for a long time.”

“So maybe you can answer a question for me that your people never seem to be able to,” I growled. “Why are you trying to kidnap me? How could somebody like me possibly be of any use to the Flayer of Kyiv?”

“I’ll be honest with you, kid,” Alansi said. “After that little incident in Kansas City, everybody was afraid to do business with me. They all think I’m some sort of bloodthirsty killer, when in reality there has never been an ounce of proof that I did anything wrong.”

“Bullshit,” Calista sighed in my ear. “But I guess that’s what happens when you have friends on the K.C.P.D. who can tamper with evidence.”

“Still, everyone outside my family starts to treat me like a leper, see?” Alansi continued. “Everybody turned away in fear when they saw me on the street, they don’t want to do business with Alansi… And most importantly, nobody wanted to loan me money. They said it’s ‘dirty,’ as if the rest of their money doesn’t come straight from the pigsty. So boys, what did Alansi do?”

“He borrow money from Jimmy Tornollo,” Nikolai said. “Lot of money.”

“He must really have been fucked, if he went to Jimmy Kneecaps Tornollo for a loan,” Calista whispered. “If you couldn’t tell by the name, he doesn’t take too kindly to people who don’t pay him back.”

“Let me guess,” I sighed. “You got in with loan sharks, and whatever you invested it in didn’t pay off? So now he wants his money.”

“With interest.” Alansi nodded.

“That still doesn’t answer my question,” I said. “What does any of this have to do with me?”

“A few weeks ago my nephew, Viktor, starts talking about this man who plays cards like he’s psychic,” Alansi continued. “A man who never loses, and seems to know exactly what card is going to get played next every single time.”

“Also say man can win lots of money at competitions,” Ivan added. “But he not want you to play stupid sexy woman card game.”

“Poker where it at, baby!” Nikolai declared.

“Poker?” I scoffed.

“My brother Damien hosts high-stakes poker every Thursday night,” Alansi said. “It would probably take a few weeks, but if you’re as good as my nephew claims you are, it should be a piece of cake.”

“Yeah…” I trailed off. “That’s not going to work for me. Poker is boring as hell, to the point that I never even learned how to play. Also, a few weeks? I can’t just leave my job for that long, and I’m sure as shit not missing the CV state competition.”

“There you go again with your stupid little game.” Alansi rolled his eyes. “Look, Parker, you seem like a smart man. Even if you don’t know how to play poker, I’m sure you can learn quickly, eh?”

“I don’t think so.” I shook my head.

“And I don’t think you understand this situation,” Alansi growled. “You get into one of these vans and come back with us to Kansas City, or else we break your legs like toothpicks, throw you in, and roll you up to the poker table in a wheelchair when we get there.”

“Why break legs?” Ivan chuckled. “We just kneecap him with bullet. One shot should more than do trick.”

As Ivan spoke, he pulled out a pistol from his waistband and pointed it at my legs. I turned to face him and made sure the camera button was facing him, and Calista let out a soft gasp.

“And there it is,” Calista said. “That’s definitely enough to get the cops involved. I just called the S.L.M.P.D., and they’re sending a squad over right now. Whatever you do, don’t let them get you in that van. Stall for as long as you can, and for the love of God, don’t do anything that’s going to get you shot.”

I appreciated the sentiment, but what Calista had just suggested was way easier said than done. So, I immediately jumped to the one thing I knew how to do.

“Tell you what,” I said. “Why don’t we make a little wager? We play a quick game of Celestial Vixens, standard tourney rules… You win, I go with you to play your poker games, no questions asked. If I win, you leave me alone and go back to Kansas City.”

The three men looked at each other for a brief moment, and then they all burst out laughing.

“I tell you he funny guy,” Nikolai guffawed. “None of us know how to play sexy woman card game.”

“No,” Ivan admitted. “But I do have many of them on my wall at home. They very, very good to look at.”

“I appreciate your gusto, kid,” Alansi said. “But you are in no position to make any demands or requests. Now, are you going to come with us quietly, or does Ivan need to use that Glock on you?”

“You want him to use his what on me?” I gasped and pretended to play dumb.

“Glock.” Alansi rolled his eyes. “G-L-O-C-K.”

“Get your head out of gutter, little man,” Nikolai scoffed. “I think sexy woman card game make you have one-track mind.”

Ivan started to take a step toward me, but I just held up my hands.

“Wait!” I shouted. “I know you think I’m the right guy for this job, but are you really gonna base this entire decision off of what your nephew told you? I’m good at Celestial Vixens because I’ve been playing it most of my life. I don’t think that success is going to translate well to other card games, especially ones that I’ve never played before.”

“Pardon my French,” Alansi said. “But you are bullshitting right now. My nephew says you know what cards other people play before they play them, and one of my men confirmed that just the other day.”

“The one who’s in jail right now?” I chuckled. “I bet he’s spilling his guts about your whole plan.”

“If he tells cops boss’ plan,” Nikolai said. “Then we spill his guts. He knows this, so he say nothing.”

“And now we’ve got them for witness intimidation,” Calista whispered through the earpiece. “Even better.”

“You guys really think I’m psychic?” I asked in the most perplexed tone I could muster. “Come on, you can’t actually believe in that metaphysical crap, do you?”

“I know what I saw in the footage he showed me.” Alansi shrugged. “And what my men and ladies tell me… They say you knew exactly how to escape from them before.”

“That was a combination of luck and watching way too many random YouTube videos and action movies,” I said. “It had absolutely nothing to do with psychic powers. Like, I can’t read your minds, and if I knew what was going to happen ahead of time, then I wouldn’t have fallen for your trap, would I?”

“He make good point,” Ivan said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nikolai’s hand curl into a fist, and his right heel dug into the ground in preparation for a sucker punch. I saw his attack coming from a mile away, but if I really wanted to make them doubt my abilities, I was gonna have to pretend like I didn’t.

This was gonna hurt like a bitch.

“Think fast, little man!” Nikolai declared.

The Russian man swung his fist at me, and I only slightly turned right as it connected with my face. A jolt of pain echoed through my entire skull as I let out a gasp of pain, and I fell backward to really sell the attack. When I landed on the ground, the metallic scent of blood appeared in my nostrils as two warm streams ran down to my lips.

“Seriously?” Ivan asked.

“I thought he would see it coming!” Nikolai protested.

“I– I told you I wasn’t a psychic,” I said.

I weakly pushed back to my feet, and Alansi crossed his arms over his chest and gave me a scowl.

“Perhaps you’re not psychic,” the Flayer said. “But I know you’re good at cards.”

“Try me,” I said.

“Maybe we should try him, boss,” Ivan said. “To me, he not looking so talented.”

“How many fingers I hold up behind back?” Nikolai asked as he stuck his left hand behind his body.

I could tell by the way his muscles and tendons rippled underneath his flesh that he was holding up everything but his thumb, which meant the answer was four.

“How the hell would I know?” I asked.

“Let me ask this time,” Ivan growled, and he pointed his gun at me. “How many fingers?”

“Three!” I blurted. “Right?”

“Bossman,” Nikolai sighed and looked at Alansi. “I not so sure he as smart as little Viktor say he is.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Alansi said. “I bet he’s lying so we don’t take him… I say we take the chance. If we’re wrong, we shoot him and leave him in a ditch somewhere.”

“Have I ever told you I like way you think, Alansi?” Ivan chuckled.

“They’re coming around the block, Parker,” Calista said. “Stall these assholes for just a few more seconds.”

“Okay, fine,” I said. “I want to keep my kneecaps, and I don’t want to end up in a ditch somewhere… I’ll come willingly. But before I do, I just need to know the answer to one question. Can you at least humor me in that?”

“Fine.” Alansi shrugged. “Just make it quick.”

“You’re part of the mafia,” I said. “Even if you’re in deep with loan sharks, why can’t you just go to other members of the family for money?”

“You really don’t know how the hierarchy goes, do you?” Alansi chuckled, and he held his right hand up above his head before moving it down to his waist. “Head of the family is all the way up here, and Alansi is all the way down here. I don’t make much money, which is why I needed a loan in the first place. And to ask any of the high-earners for money as a favor? I would lose my position completely.”

“So you’d rather risk death or life in prison than admit you made a bad choice?” I asked. “That’s kinda messed up.”

“It doesn’t matter, now,” Alansi said. “Because soon you will win back everything–”

The sound of police sirens erupted from just around the corner, and suddenly six squad cards whipped into the parking lot and surrounded us.

“Yebat!” Ivan gasped. “Police!”

“You son of a bitch…” Alansi growled.

“Yeah,” I tutted. “It sucks to get set up, doesn’t it?”

“I’m going to flay the flesh from your bones and feed it to you!” Alansi snarled.

The Russian man reached down, pulled out a large bowie knife from his waistband, and charged at me. With the pace of his run and the way the muscles in his right arm tensed up, I calculated that he was going to take a stab at my stomach in less than two seconds.

I waited until the very last second before I leaped out of the way of his attack. Alansi’s knife instead plunged into Nikolai’s ass, and Nikolai let out a yelp that would have been over the top for a cartoon character.

“Drop your weapons!” one of the police officers yelled as he stood behind his car door.

“Ivan not going to prison,” Ivan declared. “If I go out, I go out in blaze of glory.”

Ivan began to open fire on the police officers, and immediately his body was riddled with bullets. Blood splattered onto the ground as several quarter-sized holes appeared in his body, and his tracksuit was stained with crimson as he wobbled, dropped his gun, and fell to the ground.

“Ivan!” Nikolai yelled.

“Put your hands in the air!” the cop ordered again. “And get on the ground. Now!”

Nikolai and Alansi both stood there for a moment, seemingly frozen in fear, before they put their hands in the air.

“Can I at least take knife out my ass?” Nikolai asked.

“Leave it in,” the cop said. “We’ll have our medical team take it out.”

“You think you won, Parker Wilson?” Alansi asked as he dropped to his knees. “This is not over… You’ve just made an enemy out of the Sokolov Family, and you have just signed your own death warrant.”

“Keep making threats, pal,” another cop said as he approached Alansi. “It gives the prosecution more evidence to use against you.”

The group of cops came up to Alansi and Nikolai with their guns drawn, and once the two Russians were on the ground, they cuffed them. The cops then proceeded to raise the men to their feet and took them over to their squad cars, and I got one final dirty look from Alansi before his head disappeared into the police cruiser.

“Parker!” Calista yelled, and her voice was no longer in my ear.

I turned and saw the FBI agent rushing toward me, but her expression was stony and concerned. Before I could even open my mouth to say anything, she tossed her arms around me in a tight embrace, and I was left speechless.

Finally, after a few seconds of the bear hug, Calista let me go and stepped away. Her face was beet-red, and she started to shake her head furiously.

“Calista,” I said with a stern expression. “Don’t you dare say anything about being unprofessional. I might be your assignment, but we’re friends now, too, and friends hug each other all the time.”

“I’m just happy to see you alive,” Calista said. “That was quick thinking, to make them doubt your abilities.”

“It hurt like hell,” I said as I pointed at the drying blood on my upper lip. “Though I guess a bloody nose is a whole lot better than broken kneecaps or a knife through the Achilles.”

“Come on, Parker,” Calista said. “Let’s get you home so we can get you cleaned up, and then perhaps we can celebrate.”

“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

“Something very, very special,” Calista said. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

“And Alansi?” I pointed to the squad car. “He seemed pretty pissed off.”

“I don’t blame him,” she said. “Judging by everything you caught on tape, he’s going to be facing several consecutive terms in a high-security prison. That Nikolai guy, too.”

“Not Ivan,” I sighed. “At least he got to go out in his blaze of glory, like he wanted.”

“There’s nothing glorious about what happened to him,” Calista said. “Unless you think getting turned into bloody Swiss cheese is glorious.”

The ambulance for Ivan’s body pulled up right as Calista and I were about to leave, as did the tow truck that was sent to impound the vans.

I got into my car, and Calista got in hers, and the second the tow truck had removed the front van, I started my vehicle and hit the road.

The cops had told me I’d need to give a statement, but for right now there was nothing I wanted more than to go back to my apartment, hang out with Calista, and play some CV.

Also, I couldn’t wait to find out what Calista’s little surprise was going to turn out to be.
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Chapter 12

The drive back to my apartment happened in a blur, and the entire way I couldn’t stop thinking about what had just happened as well as what might be on the way in the future.

Even though Alansi seemed to only be the ringleader of this small group of Russians and pretty insignificant in the grand scheme of things, I couldn’t help but wonder if there would be retaliation down the line from other members of the Russian Mafia. After all, I’d just helped put away three of their own and had directly led to the death of another, and if I knew my crime movies, I knew they normally didn’t take that sort of thing sitting down.

Then there was the fact that Sasha was still out there. For whatever reason, she hadn’t been present at the confrontation with Alansi, so she hadn’t been arrested and could come for me at any time. At the very least, she was capable of going back to her bosses, reporting what happened, and helping them plot revenge.

Still, it seemed like Calista had no intention of abandoning me any time soon, so I’d have her protection and backup if the Russian Mafia decided to strike again.

For the life of me, I couldn’t understand why Calista wanted to be around me so much, nor could I imagine what sort of surprise she had planned for when we got back to the apartment. All I could come up with was that she liked Celestial Vixens more than she let on, and she didn’t want our training sessions to end just because she’d learned the basics of the game.

Eventually, I pulled up to the gate of my apartment building and pulled into the first empty parking spot I found. As I got out of the vehicle, I saw Calista already walking around the building, and she made it to the back door before I did.

“Man,” I said as I walked up. “You got here way faster than I did! You really must be eager to get back to our training.”

“I just wanted to put the rest of this day behind us,” she said. “You did something really brave, Parker… Something you didn’t have to do, and something that a lot of people wouldn’t have seen through to the end, especially when the guns came out.”

“I wasn’t worried about their guns,” I chuckled. “I was more worried about getting whisked away to Kansas City for weeks and missing out on all the awesome opportunities I would have in the meantime. I mean, come on, I can’t just let Lauren win the state championship like that.”

“You really think she has what it takes to win it all?” Calista asked as we stepped through the door. “If I understand how these tournaments work, the talent pool is going to be much stronger for the state competition than it was for the regional one.”

“It’s hard to tell,” I said. “I know Lauren was the toughest player I faced at the regional tournament, so she definitely has a shot at going all the way, if she plays her cards right.”

“No pun intended?” Calista asked as she raised an eyebrow.

“I guess not,” I laughed. “I didn’t even realize I made a joke.”

Calista giggled at me, and as she laughed her hand came over and rested on my shoulder. We made our way up the stairs, where I unlocked the door and ushered her inside before I closed it and locked it once more.

“Are you going to stop barricading the door now?” Calista asked.

“Not quite yet,” I said. “Sasha is still out there.”

“I’m assuming you’re talking about Sasha Popov?” Calista asked. “I did a bit of research on her after you mentioned that she was present at your first kidnapping attempt, and there was surprisingly little about her in our databases. I’m assuming that means she’s newer to the family, which would make sense given the fact she was working for a low-level mobster like Alansi.”

“But do we need to worry about her coming back?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Calista admitted. “That all depends on how much allegiance she had for Alansi and those other two men who were with her.”

“I don’t think she had much love for Ivan and Nikolai,” I said. “She kept insulting them in Russian, and she was more annoyed with them than anything.”

“It’d still be safe to assume we haven’t seen the last of her,” Calista noted. “But I’m not certain what that’s going to look like, especially– Oh, hold on, I’m getting a call from Agent Darius.”

“Don’t mind me,” I said. “I’ll go hang out in my room if you need some privacy.”

Calista gave me a nod, so I quickly slid off my shoes and tossed them into the corner before I headed over to my bedroom and shut the door. I dropped down in my computer chair so heavily that it swiveled from the force, and I chuckled to myself as I spun around slowly.

The forums where the Russians had messaged me were still open on my laptop, so as soon as I stopped spinning I jumped into looking over the website. I reported the account for being a spam account before I read and interacted with some of the newer posts, which were mostly just a combination of complaints about rumored rule changes, fanart, and memes. After a few minutes of messing around online, there was a gentle knock at my bedroom door, so I jumped up and opened it to reveal Calista.

The woman had taken off her blazer, so she was now just wearing a form-fitting, red, button-up shirt that had been tucked into her navy-blue pants and cinched off with a simple brown belt.

Calista was all smiles when I opened the door, and I wondered if she was in another happy mood like she’d been in yesterday.

“I’ve got some great news for you, Parker,” Calista said. “Agent Darius, the other FBI agent who showed up to arrest your attacker, just called to tell me our guy suddenly had a change of heart.”

“Really?” I asked. “Isn’t that too little, too late? We’ve already arrested Alansi, who was the mastermind behind it all.”

“Yes, but the Russian we arrested worked directly for him,” she continued. “Once we told him that his boss had been arrested, he agreed to tell us everything in exchange for entry into witness protection… Including Alansi’s involvement as The Flayer of Kyiv. Do you know what this means, Parker? The two of us just helped put away a guy we’ve been chasing for years!”

“Well, crap,” I chuckled. “Make sure you highlight that in your performance review. That’s definitely a promotion-worthy accomplishment.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” Calista said.

“I just acted as the bait.” I shrugged. “That’s like congratulating the worm for catching a fish.”

“Don’t refer to yourself as a worm, Parker.” The FBI agent frowned. “You’re a great part of this team, and I know we can do so much more good together if you decide to take the Bureau’s offer.”

“I’m still considering it,” I hedged. “To be honest, it’s mostly so I have an excuse to hang around you more. Despite all the life-or-death situations that have come up since we’ve met, I’m actually having a lot of fun practicing CV with you.”

“I’m having a lot of fun being around you, too, Parker,” Calista sighed, and there was a look of longing in her eyes that didn’t make sense to me.

“Okay, I gotta ask,” I said abruptly. “What’s going on here? You’re acting the same way you were last night, right before you ran away.”

“I’m not going to run away again,” she said.

“Was it something I said?” I asked. “Because if so, I want to make sure I don’t do it again.”

“Parker…” Calista leaned her right arm against the doorframe. “I’m just going to come out and say it, and hopefully that doesn’t change anything between us. I left last night because I thought I was going to act upon my feelings for you, and that would have been very unprofessional. But seeing you out there today, putting your life on the line to help me out? That was incredibly brave, and that solidified things.”

“What things are you talking about?” I asked.

“My feelings for you,” Calista said bluntly. “I don’t think I can hold them back any longer.”

Holy shit. This entire time, I’d thought Calista had been interested in spending time with me so she could be better at her job, but apparently it was way more than that.

I’d thought Calista was beautiful since the moment we’d met, but I figured a guy like me had absolutely no chance with a woman like her. She was tall, fit, and had the looks of a Greek goddess chiseled out of marble, plus she was a badass FBI agent to boot. Yet, somehow, she was attracted to a twenty-one-year-old pizza delivery driver who’d dedicated his life to a card game.

“If it makes any difference,” I said nervously. “I have feelings for you, too. I just held them in because I thought I never stood a chance.”

“You’ve done a good job at hiding them,” Calista laughed. “Because I didn’t have the slightest idea.”

“Who wouldn’t have feelings for you, Calista?” I chuckled. “You’re a certified badass. Also, you like to use the Occult Deck, and I’ve always thought that was the sexiest deck to play.”

“Now you’re just trying to flatter me,” the FBI agent chuckled.

“Is it working?” I asked.

“Very much so.” Calista nodded. “I just… don’t want things to get weird between us, and I really don’t want to affect your decision about joining the FBI.”

“Even if I decide not to take the Bureau up on its offer,” I said, “that doesn’t mean I’d want to stop seeing you. I’ve actually really, really been enjoying your company, and I want that to continue no matter what happens in our professional careers. In fact–”

Before I could finish my sentence, Calista took a step toward me, took my face in her hands, and pressed her lips up against mine.

At first, I was so taken aback, all I could do was stand there, wide-eyed, and let her kiss me. Soon I closed my eyes and let my hands gently caress her arms as we continued to kiss, but Calista pulled away and gave me a shy smile.

“I definitely just crossed the professional line,” she said.

“Maybe,” I said. “But I really liked it.”

“Are you sure?” Calista asked. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re being pressured. I know you’ve got a lot going on right now, and the last thing I want to do is to take advantage of you.”

“What exactly were you planning on doing just now?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Whatever you’d let me do,” Calista cooed.

The woman’s hands slowly moved up her body and to one of the buttons on her blouse, and she fiddled with them for a few seconds as she gave me a sultry look.

“You know,” I said. “I still need to take this fake button off my shirt.”

“Why don’t you just take the whole shirt off?” Calista suggested.

My heart started to race as I realized she wasn’t teasing me. Calista really wanted me, and now she was demanding that I undress in front of her. The fabric of my jeans tightened as my manhood slowly sprang to attention.

“Is that an order, Agent Galanis?” I asked playfully.

“That depends on whether you want it to be or not,” Calista countered.

I reached up, unbuttoned my shirt, and pulled it open before I let it slide down my shoulders and off my back. As I stood there half-naked in front of Calista, the woman’s eyes kept looking up and down my chest.

“Well?” I asked. “Isn’t it your turn now?”

“So it is.” Calista nodded. “And I’ll do you one better.”

Calista unfastened the buttons of her shirt one by one, and as the fabric fell in opposite directions, her bra came into view. It was a lacy black number, with frills along the top edge, and it pushed together her large, supple breasts to create a firm line of cleavage.

Her stomach was flat and toned, and I knew if I touched her, I would probably feel the strength of her abs underneath. Calista slid her shirt down her arms and tossed it onto the floor before she reached down and began to unbuckle the belt around her waist.

Then, she slid her pants down onto the floor and revealed the matching black panties she had on underneath. I marveled at Calista’s long, Amazonian-like legs as she playfully kicked her shoes off, removed her pants completely, and took a firm stance as she locked eyes with me.

“Wow,” was all I managed to say.

“You’re not too bad yourself,” Calista purred. “You know, for somebody who delivers pizzas and plays card games most of the time, you’re in really good shape.”

“I’m not Jason Momoa or anything.” I shrugged. “But I try to take care of myself the best I can. Plus I inherited my father’s metabolism, which basically lets me eat anything I want and not gain any weight.”

“It takes more than a fast metabolism to get a body like that,” Calista said.

“And what’s your secret?” I asked. “FBI training?”

My eyes moved up and down Calista’s gorgeous body, from her narrow hips to her long, smooth legs, and the lean stomach just above the waistband of her panties.

“I’ll never tell,” the woman teased. “Also, I’m starting to feel a bit more naked than you are…”

“I can change that.” I nodded.

With that, I reached down, unfastened the button on my jeans, and pulled my pants and underwear down in one fell swoop. Calista let out a gasp when my dick sprang to attention, free of its fabric prison, and her eyes lit up with glee as they raked over my lower half.

“You one-upped me,” Calista purred. “I guess that means it’s my turn now.”

The beautiful goddess of a woman reached behind her back, unfastened the hooks of her bra, and let the lacy black undergarment fall free from her body. Her breasts were massive and full, but still perfectly rounded, and her erect nipples were a mouth-watering shade of pink. Seeing her bare breasts made my cock even harder, and she bit her bottom lip when she noticed it twitch.

Calista slid her thumbs into the waistband of her panties and started to shimmy them down her legs. She bent over as she did so, which caused her perfect breasts to fall forward and swing enticingly.

Within seconds, the dark-haired woman had her panties off, and my cock twitched excitedly when I saw her delicate flower. There was a small, well-trimmed tuft of hair above her tender slit, and her lips were already glistening with the wetness of her arousal.

Now that there was nothing standing between our bodies, we came at each other like wild animals.

I pressed my lips against Calista’s, and our tongues explored each other’s mouths as our hands got to work caressing one another’s naked flesh.

Calista had one hand on my side and the other firmly on my ass, while I returned the favor by fondling her supple breasts with one hand and gently rubbing her face with the other.

After several minutes of making out, Calista’s hand drifted downward and wrapped firmly around my erection. It’d been quite some time since a woman had touched me like that, and the sensation of her long, slender fingers around my shaft sent a jolt of pure ecstasy through me.

“This feels so, soooo right,” I whispered into Calista’s ear.

“It really does,” she purred.

Calista shifted her head and started to gently kiss my neck, and at the same time, she slowly stroked my cock in a slow, rhythmic fashion.

I let out a soft moan to let her know how much I was enjoying her touch, and that seemed to make her go even faster. I could feel a warm tension start to build in my abdomen as my balls grew tight, and honestly, I might have exploded right then and there if not for the sheer power of will I exhibited.

I ran my fingers over her hair, found the band that held her ponytail in place, and pulled it down the length of her dark hair. Once I got that off, her hair cascaded down her back like a curtain of silk, and I held her tightly as I stroked the back of her head and soaked in all the pleasure she was giving me at the moment.

Calista suddenly stopped, and I gave her a confused look.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“No, Parker.” She shook her head. “I just– I can’t take it anymore. I want you inside of me, now.”

“Straight to the point, eh?” I winked.

I leaned back in and started to kiss Calista once more, and this time, I placed my hands on her hips and carefully turned her so her back was facing my bed. We continued making out as I started to gently move her backward, and once we hit the side of my mattress I gave her a gentle push.

Calista giggled as she fell over on the bed, and her beautiful breasts jiggled with the impact. They were practically hypnotic, and my eyes were locked to their rounded form as my dick somehow grew even harder. The beautiful woman inched up the bed toward the headboard as I climbed onto it, and I followed her until we were both up at the top.

Then, I ran one hand along Calista’s face as we both stared longingly into each other’s eyes for a moment before we went back to our passionate kisses. This time, she raised her legs up and wrapped them around my waist, and I positioned the head of my cock so I was right up against her velvety tunnel.

I slowly moved my hips forward, and Calista’s warm, wet tunnel swallowed me whole. My eyes rolled back in my head as ecstasy washed over me like a tidal wave.

Calista whimpered as I kept moving forward until I felt myself bottom out against her cervix, and her inner walls quivered around me as she adjusted to my girth.

“Oh, Parker…” Calista whimpered. “That feels amazing.”

“We’re just getting started,” I promised.

I gently nibbled on Calista’s neck as I pulled myself about halfway out, and then I slowly pumped back into her.

Both of us seemed to melt into each other’s arms as I went back in, and my balls were now so tight, they were practically up inside my body. Still, I held myself together and began to pump in and out of the gorgeous FBI agent until I found the perfect rhythm.

“Ohhhhhh,” she moaned. “You’re filling me up so perfectly, Parker.”

I kissed my way down Calista’s chest, stopped at her full breasts, and gave each of her nipples a gentle suck between my lips.

She moaned and whimpered as I teased her nipple by playfully tracing it with the edge of my tongue, and then I sucked on it before I moved on to the other one. All the while I continued the rhythmic bucking of my hips, and her pussy felt so good, I was getting close to the edge already.

Still, I wasn’t about to let go just yet. I still had work to do.

I repositioned my head so I was even with Calista’s, and our tongues found each other once more. This time, I reached down, placed my arms underneath the woman’s knees, and carefully raised her legs up so I had better access to her slick pussy.

When I thrust forward the next time, I went even deeper, and both of us let out a groan of erotic bliss in response. Calista’s pussy spasmed around me wildly as we made out, and when I started to buck my hips again I went just a little bit faster.

“You fit me like a fucking glove,” I moaned as her wetness slid over my erection.

“F-faster, Parker,” Calista whimpered. “I want you to go faster!”

I pressed my lips more firmly against Calista’s as I granted her wish, and a split second later, the sound of my balls slapping against her echoed through my room.

Her pussy was so wet, and I was gliding in and out of her without a hint of resistance. Every single time I re-entered her, she let out a sensual gasp. Soon, Calista’s breathing became more hurried, and her moans came from lower in her throat.

As for me, my balls were now throbbing with anticipation, and the warm coil in my stomach was so tight that I knew it was only minutes away from snapping.

My eyes darted back and forth between the sight of Calista’s breasts as they bounced in time with my thrusts and her beautiful face. Calista’s lips hung open as her eyes flared with desire, and they suddenly rolled back in her head as she let out a long, low moan.

Then, her entire body tensed up, and I knew she was at the mountaintop.

“Are you ready for it?” I asked.

“Y-yes, Parker!” Calista whimpered. “If you keep doing that I’m going to cum, and then I want you to fill me up.”

“You cum first,” I growled. “Then I’ll show you what I can do.”

I moved Calista’s legs so they were draped over my shoulders, and I resumed my rhythmic thrusting. Every single time I reentered Calista, it felt like I was about to explode, but I clamped down on my self-control to hold myself back as I pounded her fast and hard.

“Parker, I’m– I’m about to– to…” Calista gasped. “Ohhhhhhhh, Parker!”

Calista’s velvety tunnel spasmed around me as her cries of pure ecstasy rang in my eardrums, and then her sweet, hot juices began to gush out around me like a tsunami. Her chest became flushed with a hint of red as she moaned intensely, but I didn’t dare stop.

I continued to buck my hips as her calves squeezed my head, and she stared deep into my eyes as a few soft groans escaped her mouth.

Then, it was my turn.

“Oh, fuuuuuuck!” I groaned as my will finally gave out.

The hot coil in my abdomen snapped, and the room around me started to spin as every muscle in my body was flooded with oxytocin. I shoved my cock as deep into Calista as I could go, tossed my head back, and moaned as I went over the edge.

My balls pulsed as they began to spray my hot seed straight into Calista, and I painted the walls of her womb with my semen as my whole body shuddered. There was a brief, intense tingling sensation in my lower half, but it only lasted for a split second before a powerful jolt of pleasure hit me like a ton of bricks.

I enjoyed the longest orgasm of my entire life as I continued to shoot my seed into Calista until finally everything just seemed to give out at once.

I fell forward on top of the FBI agent, who let out a squeal of glee as she wrapped her arms around me and held me tight against her naked body.

We kissed softly as we both continued to come down from our carnal highs, and for a moment, it felt like our bodies had melded into one.

Finally, after I was sure that we were both back on Earth together, I pulled myself out of Calista and moved to lay on my back next to her. Calista immediately scooted closer and rested her head on my bare chest, and I reciprocated by running my hand through her black locks.

“I– I can’t believe we just did that,” Calista said. “Not in a bad way… Like, I just never could have imagined this happening when we’d first met.”

“Me, neither,” I chuckled. “Honestly, I was fully prepared to stay celibate until I won the international tournament, since I figured I was too busy to have a girlfriend, and I’ve never really been into one-night stands.”

“So does that mean we can do this again sometime?” Calista asked.

“Fuck yes, we can,” I said. “Maybe this is how we end our training session every night from now on.”

“I wouldn’t be opposed,” Calista said, and she danced her fingers over my bare chest. “You’re an incredible lover, Parker.”

“You’re gonna make me blush,” I said as casually as I could manage.

“You made me blush,” Calista chuckled. “That’s for sure.”

We laid there in silence for a few more minutes, and we cuddled, caressed, and gave each other an occasional kiss.

As I laid there, a sense of certainty came over me, and I decided to be more forward with a woman than I’d ever been before.

“Calista?” I cleared my throat. “Why don’t you stay here tonight?”

“You mean that?” she asked.

“You’re already here,” I said, “and we’re both as comfortable as we possibly can be. Plus, your mission is to watch me and keep me safe, and what better way to do that than by staying right next to me?”

“I’d like that.” Calista smiled. “In fact, I’d love it.”

“Just as long as you’re not gonna get reprimanded by your bosses or anything,” I said.

“They don’t give a shit,” she said. “Besides, they don’t need to know what’s going on between us. If they ask why I wasn’t at my hotel last night, I’ll just say we got tired practicing CV, and I fell asleep on your couch.”

“You’d lie to the FBI for me?” I asked in a playful voice. “Damn, you must really like me.”

“I do,” Calista said before she gave me another kiss. “You’re one of a kind, Parker.”

“Ditto,” I said. “It’s not every day you get approached by a hot FBI agent who takes an interest in your hobbies and wants to sleep with you.”

“To be fair, I didn’t want to sleep with you or play CV when we first met,” Calista chuckled. “But you really won me over with your charm and determination.”

We snuggled for a bit longer before another wave of curiosity overtook me, and I rolled over onto my side so I could look Calista in the eyes when I talked to her.

“I’m assuming your ‘no personal information’ rule is out the window now, right?” I asked.

“I think so.” Calista nodded. “Fire away with your burning questions.”

“They’re not anything too crazy,” I said. “I was just wondering about how you got here. Like, you’re fairly young for an FBI agent of your status.”

“Well, that’s your first mistake,” Calista chuckled. “I’m not that high up on the totem pole. Hence why they assigned me to watch the guy they thought had psychic abilities.”

“I don’t think they work too well,” I said. “Considering I didn’t see this coming at all.”

“Sure you did,” Calista said. “All those strange behaviors of mine you were picking up? That’s because I wanted this yesterday, but I was too nervous to make a move.”

“I’m glad you changed your mind.” I smiled.

“But back to your question,” the dark-haired woman said. “I’ve been an agent for eight years now… I started off at a local police force in Virginia, but eventually, I wanted to advance my career further and do more than just push pencils and pull over speeding drivers, you know? So I joined up with the FBI, did all of the required years of training, and now here I am.”

“You’re from Virginia?” I asked. “I would never have guessed.”

“That’s because we Virginians don’t really have much of an accent,” she explained. “Well, most of us at least. Which is great because a lot of my colleagues with accents had to train themselves to lose it, so they could blend in better and didn’t give away any personal information. You, on the other hand…”

“I know, I know,” I sighed. “You can still hear the Arkansan in me, even if it’s gotten better through the years. But you probably already knew all that from my FBI file, didn’t you?”

“I did.” She nodded. “I know you were born and raised in northern Arkansas, and moved to St. Louis right after high school.”

“What else is in that file?” I chuckled. “I’d love to see it someday.”

“As much as I trust you,” Calista said. “I doubt my bosses would let a civilian see a confidential file.”

“It’s my file,” I argued playfully. “What information could possibly be in there that I don’t already know?”

“I don’t know.” Calista shrugged. “But they’re not going to let me show it to you. Unless you become an employee and get the proper clearance, of course…”

“I’m still thinking about it,” I said. “But you’ve just given me a hell of a good reason to keep working with the Bureau.”

I slid my arm under Calista’s body and pulled her against me, and we rested in each other’s arms until we both eventually fell asleep.

The next morning, I woke up before Calista, made her some breakfast, and then we joined together in conversation over some eggs I scrambled up and made into an omelet. Afterward, Calista went back to her hotel room to shower and get fresh clothes, and I just plunked down on the couch and stared out the window.

For the first time in forever, I didn’t feel the need to throw on a Celestial Vixens video or podcast to fill the void. All I could think about was the night I’d spent with Calista, and how I hoped there would be many more like it.

My daydreaming was cut short by the sound of my phone pinging, and when I looked at my notifications, I had a marketing email telling me to book a hotel room in Jefferson City for the competition. Thankfully, I’d already booked my room days ago, but now I thought I might be sharing it with Calista.

Still, the reminder did its job, and I suddenly was brought back to the here and now. The state competition was only days away, and I’d be leaving for Jefferson City in less than a week.

The most intimidating thought of all was that, by this time next week, I’d either be a champion, or my dreams would be destroyed.
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Chapter 13

The next few days were a total blur mainly filled with delivering pizzas, going over Celestial Vixens strategies with Calista, and a handful of passionate lovemaking sessions in my apartment. The day before we were supposed to leave for Jefferson City was probably the most hectic of all, but that was mostly because I couldn’t quite figure out what I needed to pack beyond my clothes and my main CV deck.

Calista didn’t understand why I would even need anything else, but I explained to her that around the tournament was a big convention that was going to have vendors that I could sell or trade with, as well as appraisers who could actually grade things onsite.

In the end, I just decided to take a few extra decks along, one of which was the Occult Deck that Calista had been using, and then I zipped up my suitcase, placed it out in the kitchen, and went to cuddle on the couch with Calista for the rest of the night.

She eventually went back to her hotel room to pack her bags, and I could barely sleep that night because I was so excited. In time, my body must have gotten exhausted enough to overwhelm my adrenaline because I passed out cold.

The next morning, I woke up before my alarm even went off, and I hurried through my morning routine so I was ready to head off before it was even ten A.M.

The drive to Jefferson City was just a little over two hours, and I wanted to get there by the early afternoon so Calista and I would have time to explore the convention before I had to focus on the tournament. At ten-twenty there was a knock at my front door, and when I opened it, I found Calista standing there with a rolling suitcase in hand.

“Are you ready for a road trip?” I asked.

“It’s not that far of a drive,” Calista chuckled.

“Still,” I said. “It’s not like this is just across town… Are you sure you’re okay with being the one to drive?”

“I’m supposed to keep an eye on you and protect you,” the FBI agent said. “If the Russians suddenly show up along the way, I want to be the one behind the wheel. It’d increase our chances of escape, even though you’d probably fare well with The Sight.”

“Wait,” I pondered aloud. “Do they train you for high-speed car chases, like in the movies?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Calista said with a coy smile. “Let’s hope we don’t have to find out. Also, we don’t know if the Russians know what sort of a car you drive, so it’s easier to blend in if we take the SUV, and there’s no way in hell a civilian is allowed to drive FBI property.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “I promise I’ll be good company.”

“I figured we could listen to some CV tournaments along the way,” Calista said. “You’re going to need to cram all the strategies you possibly can in the next twenty-four hours.”

Was I dreaming? Not only had Calista and I started to be physically intimate, but now she wanted to listen to Celestial Vixens tournaments on a road trip to help me hone my craft?

Calista was quickly starting to sound like marriage material.

We took our suitcases out into the hallway, I locked the door, we headed down to the first floor, and out to the parking lot. Calista had parked her SUV along the street in front of Dungeon Crawler, so we loaded our stuff into the back before we jumped into the SUV and started on our long journey.

As Calista had promised, we ended up listening to the audio of CV tournaments along the way, specifically the 2023 Chubu Regional Tournament of Japan and the 2019 Lappland Regional Competition in Sweden. Both of them featured some unconventional playstyles, including one player in Japan who refused to commit to a single type of deck and played with nothing but cards that he personally enjoyed.

Normally, that was something only amateurs did, but somehow this guy made it all the way to the semifinals before he was defeated.

In the Lappland competition, there was a woman who played with an Elemental Deck like I did, but she specifically only used earth-type beings in her matches. She didn’t fare anywhere near as well as the guy in Japan, and she lost in the second round of the competition. Still, it gave me some good insight into how I could use earth-types in unconventional ways.

“If you don’t mind,” Calista said as she looked over at me from the driver’s seat. “Could you find somebody who plays with an Occult Deck? I’d love to learn more about their strategies.”

“What’s the matter?” I asked the FBI agent. “You don’t trust the education I’m giving you?”

“It’s not that,” Calista reassured me. “You said it yourself, you’re an Elemental Deck player first and foremost.”

“Been playing that deck since I was in high school,” I said proudly.

“Exactly,” Calista said. “So even though you know just about everything there is to know about CV, you don’t have the practical experience in terms of the Occult Deck. You can teach me everything you know, but listening to somebody who plays that deck consistently is going to give me a new perspective.”

“If I didn’t know any better,” I said with a smirk, “I’d say you wanted to perfect your own playstyle… Almost like you want to keep playing CV outside of work.”

“I’m not quite there yet,” she said. “But I will admit, I’m having more fun than I thought I would, especially with the deck type I chose. Also, now that I’ve gotten a taste of an actual match, I want to at least keep playing until I win one.”

“There you go.” I smiled as I looked through the selection of videos on YouTube on my phone. “Now you’re really starting to sound like a real CV player. But if you want to beat me in a match, it’ll probably take some time.”

“I’ll settle for beating anyone,” Calista said. “But defeating you would be the pièce de résistance, especially because I’d get to rub it in Lauren’s face.”

“Sheesh,” I chuckled. “One full game, and you’re already planning your revenge? What is it with you ladies and your need for vengeance?”

“It tastes the sweetest,” Calista said. “Besides, maybe I just want an excuse to stick around longer after the other night.”

“Then you’d better get used to it,” I said. “Because it could take you years to get good enough to beat me, if you ever do.”

“Then I’m fully prepared to spend many, many days training with you,” the FBI agent said, and she gave me a sultry smile. “And even more nights.”

My heartbeat quickened as I thought back to the sight of Calista’s naked body underneath me, her luscious lips against mine, and the way she felt around me. Celestial Vixens was the last thing I’d ever thought would get me a woman, but now I was traveling to Jefferson City with the mortal equivalent of a Greek goddess, who wanted nothing more than to learn more about my beloved game and spend all of her free time hanging out with me.

I’d put off dating altogether to focus on my CV skills, but now I was starting to wonder if maybe, thanks to Calista, I could have my cake and eat it, too.

The universe had a strange way of making things happen.

We stopped at a roadside diner around the halfway point of the trip, and we got some delicious food and enjoyed a nice little break from CV before we continued to the state capital.

Along the second half of the trip, we listened to the audio from a tournament in the Fort Worth, Texas region between an Occult Deck player and a Magik Deck player in which the woman with the Occult Deck completely smoked the dude with the Magik Deck while only losing ten energy points in the process.

“See?” Calista said. “The Occult Deck is not one to be fucked with.”

“To be fair,” I chuckled. “She was playing somebody with a Magik Deck. That’s the equivalent to bringing a gun to a knife fight.”

“The Magik Deck can’t be that bad,” she scoffed.

“It’s not ‘bad,’ per se,” I explained. “It’s just that it’s made up primarily of sorceress, magician, shaman, and conjurer beings. All of them are great on their own, but they generally have subpar stats since their real strength lies in their special abilities. So they’re excellent to have in the other types of decks, but you have to really know your shit to actually win a game with a deck primarily filled with those beings.”

“Why would the company that makes CV even have that as an option?” Calista asked. “It seems like they’re setting up players for failure.”

“Because they didn’t create it as an option,” I explained. “The game was originally designed to be a free-for-all, where you just picked out the cards you liked and built your deck as a giant melting pot of being types. But over time, some players figured out they had a preference for a specific type of card, so they started to create unofficial deck types. It blew up to the point where the different types are now recognized by the company itself and all the different competition committees, and you can buy official merch dedicated to each type, but a lot of casual players just play the original way.”

“So I didn’t have to choose the Occult Deck at all?” she asked.

“No.” I shook my head. “But you wanted me to teach you, and as your instructor, I’m telling you the best way to win is to have a deck type and playstyle you’re comfortable with. Nobody who plays the original way goes far in tournaments, ever.”

“I know you use the Elemental Deck,” Calista said. “What does Lauren use? She seems to always get pretty far in tournaments, too.”

“When I played her, she used an Ethereal Deck,” I noted. “So most of her beings were either angel, holy, or cosmic types.”

“Isn’t there a Celestial Deck, too?” the FBI agent asked. “I would have thought the cosmic beings would be used in that.”

“They are,” I explained. “Ethereal Deck is basically a variation on Celestial Deck where angel and holy type beings replace the actual celestials, the players still keep the cosmic types. Think of it as sort of like metaphysical versus science-type decks.”

“Whatever they are,” Calista said, “she seems to think they’re the best option for defeating you.”

“Technically she’s not wrong,” I admitted. “The Ethereal Deck and the Celestial Deck are theoretically the best counter for an Elemental Deck, I just know how to get around those advantages.”

“What are the decks I should be looking out for?” the FBI agent asked. “Specifically, which ones are good against the Occult Deck, and which one is my deck best against?”

“Hold on there,” I chuckled. “‘Your deck?’ They’re still my cards, you know.”

“Well, yes,” she said with a grin. “You said there was more to this competition than just the actual tournament though, right? Are there going to be people selling CV cards?”

“Oh, Calista…” I tutted. “There’s a giant vendor hall that’s filled with every CV-related thing you could possibly imagine. There’ll be people selling and trading cards, merch, deck accessories… You name it, and it’s probably there.”

“Then maybe I’ll use this opportunity to start my own deck.” Calista shrugged. “Back to my original question”

“An Elven Deck is the one you need to watch out for,” I explained. “The elven beings tend to be more defensive in nature, and they often have special abilities that boost them when facing dark magic, which is obviously what the Occult Deck is made up of. As for what you’re good against? The Necromancer Deck is fairly weak against an Occult Deck, mostly because those rely on undead beings who are incredibly weak but have abilities that allow them to return into play or appear in large numbers. The only problem… Well, as you know, the Occult Deck is filled with creatures that can make attacks on multiple enemies at once, which makes it a good counter to the Necromancer Deck. Keep in mind: just because you have a deck that’s a good counter, that doesn’t mean victory is guaranteed. Just ask Lauren.”

“I’m sure we’ll be hearing it from Lauren herself,” Calista said. “She’s going to be there, right?”

“I’m positive she is.” I nodded. “I got an automatic bid in the state competition just like all the other regional champions, but I guarantee she got an invitation for one of the at-large bids. Lauren might not be able to beat me, but she’s still one of the best players in Missouri, if not the country. She’s actually come closer to beating me than anyone else I can remember, and I know she’s going to get her rematch one of these days.”

Calista and I continued talking and listening to CV videos for the rest of the trip, and soon the skyline of Jefferson City appeared on the banks of the Missouri River to greet us. Unlike some other state capitals, Jefferson City wasn’t littered with skyscrapers and wall-to-wall traffic, but rather its skyline was filled with modest office and government buildings, including a few that were nearly two hundred years old.

“You know,” Calista chuckled. “I spend a lot of time out in D.C., so I’m always visiting places like Baltimore, Richmond, and places like that. I never would have imagined a capital city would be so… quaint?”

“I’ve been here once or twice,” I said. “It’s a nice place, but there’s definitely way more stuff going on in Kansas City or St. Louis, which is why I ended up living there.”

Calista followed our GPS through the streets of Jefferson City until we finally arrived at our destination: the Capitol Plaza Hotel and Convention Center. It was one of those places that made things extra convenient by hosting events, conferences, and conventions on the lower levels and then also giving attendees the opportunity to stay overnight in the very same building. It was a bit more expensive than staying at a Holiday Inn or Motel 8, but since Calista’s job was footing the bill, we decided to splurge a little bit and stay in the convention center hotel instead.

The hotel wasn’t much to look at on the outside, and it just appeared as a large limestone-colored concrete building with a bunch of balconies and darkened windows.

Calista parked the car before we exited, grabbed our luggage, and wheeled it in through the front door. The inside of the building was the polar opposite of the exterior with vibrant blue carpets dotted with sunbursts of red, orange, and purple and an architectural style that was reminiscent of something old, but with the same white, sleek aesthetic of a lot of modern buildings.

The center of the building was open, so we could both stand there, look up, and see all the way to the very top of the building. The barriers of the interior hallways stretched around the perimeter of every floor, and hundreds of people walked along them as they made their way in and out of their rooms. There was also a small water feature over by the elevator with a series of increasingly large waterfalls on the wall above it and a light purple light that illuminated the hotel’s logo.

“Not bad,” Calista admitted as she looked around. “It’s no Hilton, but I love how unique it looks.”

The lobby was packed with people, many of whom I assumed were here for the CV competition. Several of the people we walked past had deck boxes strapped around their bodies like a satchel or protective card booklets in their hands, while others were dressed up in attire with either the CV logo or artwork from the cards themselves. Some guests were seated at the tables off to the left of the main lobby, and they played amateur games of Celestial Vixens against each other out in the open.

“I feel like I’m finally around my people,” I chuckled. “Look around… Everybody I see is a fan of CV.”

“I don’t think that guy is,” Calista said.

The woman pointed to a man passing through the lobby who was wearing a properly tailored business suit. He had a leather satchel slung across his body and carried his phone in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, and he had a look of pure disgust as he navigated through the crowds of people in the lobby.

“Okay, maybe not everyone,” I said. “But most of the people here are CV fans, and most of them will be watching the later rounds of the contest.”

Calista and I went to the front desk to check in, and we were greeted by the woman working the desk with a warm smile.

“We have a reservation under Galanis,” Calista said as she reverted back to her professional tone. “It should just be one room.”

“One room?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Work wasn’t going to pay for two rooms,” she said coyly. “So we’ll have to share for the next couple of days.”

I was totally fine with that.

The woman took Calista’s information, and she handed us a small envelope with two key cards inside. It was on the fourth floor, so we headed over to the fancy elevator, pressed the call button, and waited for it to come and meet us. When the door opened, it was packed to the brim, so Calista and I had to step out of the way to let the small mob of people off before we were able to get inside.

“So,” I asked. “Was this whole one-room thing a new development after the other night, or did the FBI really not want to give us money for two separate rooms?”

“Both.” She smiled. “They didn’t want to give us money for two rooms, but I was more than willing to fight them to get it before, well… the other night. Also, this tightens up security even more than if we’d been given rooms on opposite sides of the hotel, and I can put that on my official report if I have to.”

“Just as long as you’re not putting everything that happens in that room on the report,” I teased.

The elevator’s bell dinged a second before the doors slid open, and Calista and I walked past the group of people waiting to get in before we beelined to our room. When we got there, Calista held the keycard up to the door and opened the lock mechanism, and after the satisfying sound of the clicking bolt, she opened it up, and we stepped inside.

Though I was sure it cost a pretty penny, the room wasn’t anything outrageous. It looked a lot like any of the other hotels I’d stayed at before with a single king-sized bed at the center across from a small TV, a desk, and a dresser on the other wall. There was a sliding glass door that led to the outside balcony, as well as a bathroom near the entryway door. The decor was fairly bland, and it was just a few pictures of modern artwork full of colorful shapes and well-blended backgrounds. There was a single loveseat next to the bed, and out on the balcony, there were some plastic lounge chairs.

“When is your first match?” Calista asked.

“Not until seven,” I said. “So we’ve got a few hours to explore before I need to come back up here and prepare.”

“How much prep time do you think you’ll need?” the FBI agent asked.

“I’ve been prepping extensively for the last week,” I explained. “I need to go down to the main floor, register, and see who my opponent is. After that, I’ll probably only need an hour or two to mentally prepare.”

“Then we don’t have any time to waste,” Calista said. “Let’s put our stuff away and then see what awaits us downstairs.”

Calista and I put our suitcases on the loveseat and pulled out our essentials, and once we had everything in order, we headed out of our room and back toward the elevator.

“You look good in CV attire,” I chuckled.

“Is that supposed to be sarcasm?” Calista asked.

“Not at all,” I said. “It’s a nice change of pace from your work clothes.”

Calista wore a simple pair of jeans, which were skin-tight and hugged every curve of her body perfectly. She also wore a black shirt with a plunging V-neck and sleeves that barely came down past her shoulders, upon which was the symbol of the famous CV being Sorceress of the Damned. Despite my offers to lend her one of my shirts, she insisted on purchasing one that was more fitting of her preferred deck. She’d claimed it was all about “keeping our cover,” but I suspected Calista may have just wanted a cool shirt that was paid for by her employer.

“Occult Deck forever!” some random dude called out as we walked past.

“Thank you.” Calista nodded.

“See?” I said. “You’re already fitting in.”

We took the elevator down to the first floor and followed the throngs of people as they headed for the hall where the competition was being held. Calista and I followed the signs until we eventually arrived at a room designated for registration, which is where we split apart temporarily.

“Don’t get out of my sight,” Calista said. “I’ll be right over there in line if you need me in the meantime.”

Calista went over to pick up her general admission pass, while I walked over to the contestant table to get myself registered.

“Good afternoon,” a man in a red quarter-zip and a lanyard greeted me warmly. “Are you a contestant?”

“I am.” I nodded. “Parker Wilson.”

“Let’s see, Parker Wilson… Parker Wilson…” the man whispered under his breath as he dragged the tip of his eraser down the page. “Aha! There you are, Mr. Wilson. It looks like your first competition isn’t until seven, and you’re going to be playing against Carson Deckard.”

The man thumbed through a bunch of manilla envelopes on the table, pulled out one that I assumed had my name on it, and handed it to me. I immediately opened it to find a welcome packet for the competition, as well as a pass attached to a lanyard that had my name and region written on it. I thanked the man before I went back over to Calista, who had barely moved at all in the line.

“They’re a lot more efficient for the contestants, I see,” Calista chuckled.

“That’s because there aren’t as many of us,” I explained. “I think there are only sixteen people from across the whole state who get to compete, since there’s four rounds.”

“Only sixteen?” Calista gasped. “I would have assumed there were way more, considering how many people are here.”

“There’s a lot of CV fans in Missouri, I guess.” I shrugged. “This isn’t that big of a convention center, so it probably makes the crowd look a lot bigger than it really is.”

“I’m still surprised they didn’t host the tournament in St. Louis or Kansas City,” Calista noted. “Though I suppose the optics of hosting a state competition anywhere but the capital city would be less than optimal.”

Slowly we moved through the line until we finally got up to the front and Calista was able to get her pass. Afterward, we decided to go and check out the rest of the convention center to get an idea of where I needed to go for my matches, and for Calista to scope out the space and learn where any exits and potential security threats might be located. As we headed for the main area, Calista gave me a quick signal to stop.

“It’s my boss,” she said as she pulled out her phone. “I need to take this someplace more private… I won’t be gone very long, so promise you won’t run off?”

“I won’t go anywhere,” I said coyly.

“I’m serious, Parker,” Calista warned. “I haven’t had a chance to scope out this place yet, and for all we know, there could be other undercover agents of foreign governments ready to kidnap you the second you let your guard down.”

“I doubt I’m that valuable,” I said. “But I promise, I’ll stand right here by this wall, and I won’t move until you get back.”

“I’ll be right back,” Calista said, and then she pressed the answer button on her phone. “This is Agent Galanis.”

Calista went down a nearby hallway and disappeared from sight, and I was left all alone in the lobby. Almost instantly after Calista was gone, a soft hand touched my shoulder.

“Long time no see, Parker Wilson,” a sultry Russian accent whispered.

My eyes went wide, and I didn’t even need to turn around to see who it’d come from.

It was Sasha, the woman from the van.
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“Agent Galanis is right around the corner,” I said, and I focused on keeping the sudden tension from my voice. “All I have to do is call for her, and you’re in a world of trouble.”

Sasha had taken me by surprise, and her hand dug into my shoulder harder at the mention of Calista’s name.

“That woman who arrested my comrades?” Sasha whispered. “She is weak. I’m not afraid of her.”

“Those words would have a lot more meaning if I knew what they actually meant,” I scoffed.

“Sorry, sorry,” Sasha said from behind me in a tone that sounded entirely unapologetic. “I’m used to talking with people from our motherland who know my native tongue. She is, how you say… Weakling? Pushover? No threat.”

“I think your comrades would say otherwise,” I said as I sucked in a breath to yell.

Before I could shout, Sasha’s hand slapped over my mouth from behind and cut me off. The Russian woman pressed her body up against my back, and her hot breath fanned over my ear as she gently stroked the side of my face with her free hand.

“No need to call for the FBI woman,” Sasha purred. “I’m not here to harm you. Or kidnap you. In fact, none of my bosses know I’m here, and I plan to keep it that way. Now… If I remove my hand from your mouth, will you yell, or will you be a good boy?”

I grumbled under my breath, but I nodded slowly to let her know I would be quiet. It was hard to trust the woman who’d been part of my attempted kidnapping, but she sounded sincere. If Sasha had wanted to nab me or kill me, she’d already had the perfect chance to do so without any warning. Instead, she sounded like she just wanted to talk, so I’d give her a chance.

Besides, staying in the same spot would improve the chances of Calista being able to find me if anything went wrong.

But I’d only give her one chance, and I was gonna make sure to keep my wits about me.

Sasha removed her hand, and I immediately turned to look at her face-to-face. Much like Calista, Sasha appeared to be trying to blend in, and she wore skintight black leather pants and a tan shirt with the phrase “Baba Yaga is my bae” written in a creepy, red font. On top of it all, she still wore her large black coat, which somehow didn’t look as out of place as I would have thought.

“Agent Galanis will be back any second,” I warned. “And I don’t think she’ll be quite as understanding as I am.”

“Relax, Parker,” Sasha scoffed, and she gestured to her outfit. “I look good, right? I never knew Baba Yaga was a character in your sexy woman card game, but when I saw this shirt, I knew I had to have it. She’s always been my role model.”

“I’d usually make a joke,” I said. “But I think that comment is a conversation better suited for your therapist. What do you want, Sasha?”

“I wanted to see you, that’s all,” she promised. “I hear all this about how well you play cards, almost like a well-oiled, unstoppable machine, and I wanted to see it for myself, in person.”

“Likely story,” I snorted. “Agent Galanis and I completely messed up your plans and got your boss and friends arrested. And Ivan was killed.”

“Eh.” Sasha shrugged nonchalantly. “They were all a bunch of morons anyway, and they treated me like a joke because they thought a woman shouldn’t be part of the hit squad. They always said I was short and tiny like a sable, not a big ox or bear like they were.”

“Then why the hell were you working with them?” I asked as curiosity got the better of me.

“Because the big boss loves me,” she said. “Alansi and Nikolai can rot in prison for the rest of their lives, if they even make it that long. We Russians have a lot of enemies on the inside, especially in this state…”

“The KC Mafia is probably already plotting their revenge on Alansi.” I nodded.

“And whatever that moron gets in prison, he deserves,” Sasha said. “He was always a loose cannon waiting to blow up at anyone he could for any stupidest reason. He might have been the bossman’s family, but he was more trouble than he was worth.”

“So your bossman…” I said. “He didn’t send you for revenge?”

“Bossman couldn’t care less about you, Parker,” Sasha chuckled. “No offense. Alansi was the only one stupid enough to think he could earn back money by kidnapping a person and making him play poker.”

“Why would I be offended?” I sighed with relief. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in days. So the Russian Mafia isn’t after me anymore?”

“After you?” Sasha purred. “No. However, the bossman is… intrigued by your skills, which is why I came here to see you play.”

“You just said nobody in the family knows you’re here,” I reminded her.

“They don’t,” she said. “My big boss has expressed curiosity and intrigue as to why Alansi would go so far as to risk life in prison for your talents. So, I came here of my own free will to see if they are truly as good as he said.”

“And if they are?” I asked.

“I do not know.” Sasha shrugged. “Then maybe I tell my bossman to assign me to watch you further, which would be a treat for me, to always be spying on a seksual’nyy man like you. Perhaps I’ll even see you getting out of the shower one day or maybe in bed with that FBI woman of yours.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked with as much cool as I could. “Agent Galanis was assigned to protect me, that’s why she’s always around me.”

“Mhmm,” Sasha cooed. “I bet she loves your assets. I know I do, just from the one or two glances I got when you were running away.”

“So what I hear is that I’m not free of you guys, after all,” I sighed.

“You are free of danger,” Sasha said. “But I’m telling you right now, Parker Wilson, that no matter what happens, you will never be free from me.”

“And what’s to stop me from telling Agent Galanis about this when she comes back?” I asked.

“Nothing.” Sasha shook her head. “In fact, I want you to tell her. It will make this little game of cat and cat more fun.”

“Not sure what the phrase is in your country,” I said. “But here, it’s called ‘cat and mouse.’”

“I know the phrase,” the Russian woman chuckled. “I call it ‘cat and cat’ because both Agent Galanis and I will be chasing. As will that stubborn blonde woman with the green tips, I’m sure.”

“Why is everybody saying that?” I rolled my eyes.

“Your friend is coming,” Sasha said. “Farewell for now, Parker.”

I glanced over my shoulder, and sure enough, Calista was hurrying toward me. When I looked back toward Sasha, the Russian woman was nowhere to be found. I looked around at the crowd to see if I could catch sight of her ponytail or black coat, but all I saw were enthusiastic fans hurrying through the lobby.

“Holy shit,” I sputtered. “She just Batmaned me.”

“That was good news,” Calista said. “My boss just called and said another team is taking over the case for Alansi and Nikolai, and with our combined forces we could actually get an inside track into more arrests within the Russian Mafia. If we make all the right plays, we could bring down one of the biggest organized crime families in the country.”

“Speaking of the Russian mafia,” I sighed. “You’ll never guess who was just here.”

Calista’s eyes narrowed, but a twinge of fear flashed in her eyes, and the corners of her lips curled down.

“Damnit,” Calista huffed. “I walk away for five minutes and you get spotted by an enemy.”

“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said. “It was just Sasha, and she swore up and down that she wasn’t here to hurt me.”

“And you believed her?” she asked. “Because I wouldn’t trust her further than I could throw her.”

“I don’t really trust her, either,” I said. “But she had every opportunity to try to take me away or assassinate me right here in the lobby… But she just talked to me and then walked away.”

“About what?” Calista continued. “She wasn’t trying to intimidate you, was she?”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “All she told me was that she was here to observe my skills firsthand and then report back to her ‘bossman.’ She also made several very, very suggestive comments.”

“Assumedly one of the higher-up members of the Sokolov family,” Calista said. “If that’s the case, I’ve got a bad feeling we’re not as much out of the woods as I originally thought… Still, this might be a good opportunity for all of us.”

“You’re planning to use me as bait again, aren’t you?” I chuckled.

“Hopefully not,” she said. “But maybe if you can stay close to Sasha, and stay on the Sokolov family’s good side–”

“They already know I’m working with an FBI agent,” I said. “I don’t think being a mole is really an option for me.”

“Not as a mole.” Calista shook her head. “More like leverage. It’s clear this Sasha woman is infatuated with you, and that could be useful down the line. If you’re willing to work with us long-term, that is.”

“I’ll give you an answer after the competition is over,” I confirmed. “I promise. Just let me get through all this craziness, and then I’ll figure out what I want to do.”

“If it helps sweeten the deal,” Calista said. “You’ll be able to spend a lot more time with me if you say yes.”

“Now who’s infatuated with me?” I joked.

“Come on,” Calista said. “We should go explore the rest of the convention to make sure there aren’t any other Russians spying on us, and to get a general feel for the layout. This time, I’m not going to let you out of my sight for even a few seconds.”

Calista wrapped her arm around mine as she emphasized the last few words, and we proceeded to walk side by side through the lobby and to the main area of the convention center.

When we entered the main hallway of the convention center, we were immediately greeted with two sets of open doors that entered the exhibit hall. Posted on either side of those doors were large signs that read “matches held in Jefferson A-C and Truman A-C,” with arrows pointing left for “Jefferson” and right for “Truman.”

“The guy at registration said I was competing in Truman C,” I said as I pointed to the sign. “So I guess when the time comes I gotta go this way.”

“We should go and see the room first,” the FBI agent said, “while it’s still empty, and I can scope out any of the exits or potential risks in there.”

I gave Calista a nod, and we headed to the right and down the hallway toward Truman C. When we got there, the door was open, and there were a handful of people rushing around inside setting up the stage, placing chairs around the room, and testing out AV equipment.

The room itself had the same blue carpet as the lobby, but the ceilings featured massive bubble-style chandeliers and dark wood accent beams. Smaller accent beams ran down the walls, as well as light sconces every few feet. There were divider walls set up to separate the space from the other Truman rooms and the main expo floor, which made the room feel somewhat small given the occasion.

Still, it all made sense, considering there were going to be sixteen matches that needed to happen today, the first round and then the quarterfinals. The semis would be tomorrow morning, and then everything would conclude with the final round tomorrow evening.

“Okay,” Calista said as she looked around. “This isn’t bad at all. There’s only two entrances to this room.”

“Great,” I said. “Because that means we can go check out the exhibit hall, which is always my favorite part of these tournaments.”

We walked arm in arm back to the main halls, which were open into one massive space. There were vendor tables as far as the eye could see, and it was like I’d died and gone to a little slice of heaven in Jefferson City, Missouri.

Calista and I spent the next few hours exploring the exhibit hall where we met with other players and discussed our playstyles, favorite cards, and strategies. I also picked up some accessories for my decks, like some specially-made, acid-free, individual card sleeves that would help keep my cards from wearing out over time.

I was somehow able to talk a vendor down from his original price on a first edition Groundswell power card, which was a card that I only had in its modern iteration. I got my hands on a hardback of the newest Celestial Vixens book at a great price, which I fully intended to read once I’d finished my tour of CV competitions and had more time.

As for Calista, she mostly spent the time building up her own Occult Deck. She bought many of her favorite cards from the deck I’d been letting her use, and she also found some she’d never heard of before that she felt she needed to have. Calista picked up a few other pieces of merch, and eventually, I looked at my phone and saw it was five.

“I’m gonna need to head back up to the room,” I said. “I need to put all my stuff away and do some last-minute practice, just to make sure I’m on my A game.”

“If you beat your first opponent, when is the second round?” Calista asked.

“At nine,” I explained. “So there’s not much turn-around time between the first two rounds, which is intentional. If you really are the best player in the tournament, then you should be able to win two games back to back, especially in the lower levels of competition. Now, there’s a lot more time between the semifinals and the finals tomorrow, but that’s because, by that point, it’ll be the four best players in the state.”

“Then we’d best get practicing.” Calista nodded.

The two of us went back up to our room, and the entire way, I was looking around and searching for any sign of Sasha. The Russian woman was nowhere to be found, nor were any other potential threats, and soon we made it back to our hotel room.

I started off by trying to find out anything about Carson Deckard that I could. All that came up were a few social media posts from local tournaments, but I was able to put together from the pictures of the cards on the table behind him and the interviews he’d done that he was primarily an Elven Deck player.

Then I had Calista pretend she was playing with an Elven Deck as we practiced, and even though she had no idea how to optimize that type of playstyle, she was able to put up a good fight.

At around six-thirty we headed down to the lobby again with my deck in hand, and we went to Truman C.

Most of the chairs were already full by the time we entered the room, so Calista ended up standing up near the front so she could observe me from a safe distance. I made my way to the stage, shook hands with my opponent, and got into position behind my chair. Then, after the MC had gone through his spiel about the rules, our battle got underway.

Much to my surprise, it was an absolute bloodbath.

In only thirty minutes, I had knocked Carson out of the competition, while he had only taken five energy points away from me. The poor guy looked absolutely humiliated when his energy points on the screen behind us dropped to zero, and I almost felt bad for him when the MC had me stand up and declared me the winner.

Then again, he was supposed to be one of the best in the state, but he carried himself like an amateur, so I couldn’t feel too bad.

Since it was just the first round of the tournament, there wasn’t much fanfare for my victory, other than a moment of cheering from the crowd. When I met Calista again afterward, she gave me a long, happy kiss, and for a split second, nothing else mattered.

The next round, however, was a bit more tricky. My second opponent was Ella Morris, who played with an Occult Deck and who I’d heard about from several local CV players. Ella gave me a bit more of a run for my money, but when all was said and done, the final score ended up with me at thirty energy points to her zero.

“You’re dominating, Parker,” Calista said with admiration when she approached me on the stage. “If you keep this up, you’re gonna cakewalk your way to the championship.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I cautioned. “This is gonna be where things get tough.”

“Not with The Sight, it won’t be.” Calista shook her head. “You’d already be the frontrunner with that alone, but with all that prep work and research you do beforehand, you’ll be unstoppable.”

“You know,” a familiar voice scoffed. “I always figured there was more going on between you, and now that I hear the tone of Calista’s voice it all but confirms y’all are fucking.”

Calista and I looked over and saw the smirking face of Lauren standing there with her arms crossed over her chest. Her hair was in the same curtain-banged style that it usually was, and she wore a baggy cardigan with jeans that flared at the bottom. Her arms were over her chest, but I could see she was wearing a shirt that bore the same artwork as her favorite card, White Giant.

“That’s a bold assumption to make,” Calista said. “I’m just congratulating him on his win.”

“And I’m just stating the obvious,” Lauren countered. “I’d tell you both to get a room, but I’m pretty sure you already have one, so the joke doesn’t work.”

“So,” I said as I tried to change the subject. “How is the tournament going for you so far? I’m assuming you’re here as a player and not just a spectator, right?”

“That’s extremely offensive.” Lauren pouted. “Of course I got an at-large bid, and I’ve dominated both of my opponents.”

“Join the club,” I said. “Neither of my opponents put up much of a fight.”

“Well, you’re in luck, then,” Lauren said as her mouth twisted into a massive smile. “Because your next opponent isn’t going to be anything like that.”

“Wait…” I glared at her. “Is it–”

“It’s me!” Lauren cackled and bounced up and down on her feet. “Our rematch is finally happening, and this time, I won’t even let an act of God himself get in the way! You’re going down, Parker.”
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“Aren’t you excited?” Lauren giggled and clapped her hands. “You and me, it’ll be a match for the ages… I just wish our brackets would have been different so we could have played in the finals, where the stakes couldn’t be higher.”

“I think they’re plenty high enough,” I chuckled. “Knowing the two of us, whoever wins our match will probably go on to win the whole thing.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Lauren’s face suddenly fell. “The other side of the bracket has Devon Satos. Have you been following that guy?”

“I haven’t.” I shook my head. “But he can’t be better than either of us.”

“I appreciate the compliment,” Lauren said. “But he’s running through his side of the bracket like he’s prime MJ.”

“What does Michael Jackson have to do with any of this?” I raised an eyebrow.

“I believe she’s referring to Michael Jordan,” Calista clarified. “The basketball player who was dominant in the 90s.”

“Do I look like the kind of person who watches sports?” I asked. “I’ll take your word on how dominant he was. Do you think Devon actually stands a chance against you or me?”

“He’s only lost a total of five energy points this entire tournament,” Lauren explained. “And that was because he baited his opponent into attacking and then used the Penance retribution card to take out his opponent’s last five energy points.”

“I’m not too worried,” I said. “We’ve got the best of the best here. Besides, I’m not gonna make the mistake of falling for your tricks.”

“I’m not trying to pull any tricks.” Lauren frowned.

“Sure you are,” I said. “You want me to focus on facing Devon in the championship so much that I completely neglect preparing to face you.”

“That would actually be genius,” Lauren said. “But it’s not what I’m trying to do. I’m just warning you that things are not going to be smooth sailing from here on out… Not that you need to worry about it, since by this time tomorrow, you’ll be out of the tournament completely.”

“Now who’s getting cocky?” I asked. “If I recall correctly, the last time we played, I beat you pretty handily.”

“I was complacent last time.” Lauren shook her head. “This time, I’m more than ready for you, Parker.”

“We’ll see about that,” I scoffed.

“Anywhoooooo,” Lauren sang. “I’ve been so focused on my own matches that I’ve just been prepping all day, and the expo floor is calling my name. Until tomorrow, soon-to-be semifinal loser!”

Lauren whistled happily as she hurried past us both, and Calista and I just watched her skip away and around the corner.

“What is she planning?” Calista asked.

“I can’t tell,” I admitted. “I did catch that mischievous smirk and the way her eyes were twinkling as she spoke… She’s got some sort of a trick up her sleeve for our match tomorrow, that much is certain.”

“Then we should practice more tonight,” the FBI agent said. “Did you bring cards to simulate an Ethereal Deck?”

“Of course I did.” I nodded. “But I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that’s not the deck she’s going to use.”

“Lauren, abandon her precious Ethereal Deck?” Calista asked. “That’s her bread and butter.”

“And it’s also how I beat her last time,” I explained. “She’d have to be a complete idiot to just do the exact same thing and hope it works differently this time.”

“So no Ethereal Deck, then?” Calista asked.

“We can practice with it,” I said. “Since I’m sure there’s at least a few beings from there that she wouldn’t abandon, even if she was switching things up.”

It was now nearly ten o’clock, and the match with Lauren was to take place tomorrow at eleven in the morning. That meant we only had a few hours to prepare before we needed to go to bed if we wanted to wake up at a decent time and grab breakfast before the big match.

So, Calista and I headed back up to our hotel room, and once we got there, we immediately got out our decks and started to practice.

Calista struggled to do anything with the Ethereal Deck, mostly because she wasn’t familiar with any of the cards in it. Instead of playing a real match, we went through and played out scenarios of moves I thought Lauren might try to pull.

I was able to counter everything Calista threw at me, but in the back of my mind, I understood there would be much fewer controlled factors during the actual match.

We practiced until we both grew so tired we could barely keep our eyes open, and it was only then that we packed up the cards and placed them over on the desk in preparation for tomorrow. Afterward, we both stripped down to our underwear, turned off the lights, and climbed into bed where we cuddled in each other’s arms as our eyelids began to grow heavy.

The hotel alarm clock blaring like an air-raid siren woke me up in the morning. I sat straight up, slammed my hand onto the off button to silence it, and succumbed to a full-body stretch.

Calista stirred beside me, but she remained half asleep.

She looked so peaceful that I decided to let her sleep in just a bit longer, and I carefully crawled out of bed before I slipped some comfy clothes and shoes back on.

I opened the door as silently as I possibly could and then headed down to the lobby to snag some continental breakfast before it was all gone. There was a small alcove off to the side of the lobby that housed the breakfast buffet, and even though it was six-thirty in the morning there was a huge crowd huddled around the area.

I fought my way through the other guests, grabbed two plates, and picked out anything I thought Calista might like as well as some of my favorites.

Then I carefully proceeded back through the crowd, across the lobby, and to the elevator, and somehow I managed to keep both plates balanced all the way back to our hotel room. It was a tad tricky to get the door open with my hands full of food, but when I finally got it open and slid inside, I was greeted by a scowling Calista.

“I was worried about you,” she sighed. “I woke up, and you weren’t here. Then I saw you’d left your phone on the nightstand, and I started to assume the worst.”

“I wanted to surprise you with breakfast,” I said as I held up the plates. “Sorry for making you worry.”

Calista gave me a deep frown, but it slowly reversed when she looked over all the delicious morsels I’d brought for her. Within seconds, the FBI agent’s face twisted into an expression of gratitude, and she stepped toward me before she gave me a playful slap on the shoulder.

“I appreciate it,” Calista said. “But please, please do not disappear on me again.”

“I promise.” I nodded. “Now, why don’t you wash down some of your concerns with these incredibly delicious-looking Danishes?”

We spent the next several minutes enjoying our food, which was surprisingly good for a hotel continental breakfast before we began to get ready for the day.

After a soothing warm shower and a fresh set of clothes, I felt like I was ready to face anything that came my way, including Lauren. I made sure everything was in order, then I watched a few more strategy videos in preparation before it was time to head down to my match.

“It’s ten o’clock right now,” Calista said. “We should probably go down and take our places. Plus, I don’t want to miss out on snagging a seat. I have a feeling this match is going to be a very well-attended one.”

Once we were all ready, I picked up my deck box, and we left the room. The crowd of people at the competition seemed even larger today, which told me Calista was probably right about the number of people who would be watching my match against Lauren.

It made sense that the first day wasn’t as well-attended as the second because now the competition was whittled down to only the best of the best, and everyone wanted to see the show.

When we arrived at the Truman Halls, I saw it was no longer three separate rooms. Instead, the dividing walls had been folded away to create one massive rectangular space with a stage that had a table at the very front and at least a hundred chairs, most of which were already filled.

“I guess it’s just about go time,” I said to Calista.

“Good luck.” The FBI agent nodded. “You won’t need it, though, since you’ve got the experience, the practice, and the skills.”

Once again, Calista decided to sit at the back of the room so she could keep an eye on the whole place while I played. Meanwhile, I headed to the front of the stage, where Lauren and the MC were both already waiting.

“This feels like déjà vu,” Lauren said with a coy smile.

“The stakes are a little higher this time,” I said. “There are no at-large bids for the national competition, after all.”

“Exactly.” Lauren nodded. “So whoever loses here today loses their shot at being the national champion for at least another year. Are you ready to be crushed?”

“Who won our last match, twenty-five to zero?” I taunted. “Oh, that’s right… Not you.”

“For the record,” the announcer chuckled. “I’m loving this trash talk, but it’s just about time to begin. Is there anything I can clarify for you?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “I just want to get this match underway.”

“Alright, then.” The MC nodded, then he turned to the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen… Are we ready for some Celestial Vixens?”

The crowd responded with resounding cheers and applause, and the environment was much more electric than the one at the regional competition had been.

Lauren and I were standing on opposite sides of the table, and when my eyes caught hers, she lifted her finger and slowly dragged it across her throat with a slightly insane smile on her face. The woman turned to the crowd, raised her hands in the air, and tried to amp up the crowd even more, but they only gave her a regular smattering of applause.

“Come on, everyone!” Lauren yelled. “That was weak as shit!”

The crowd cheered louder, and the MC cleared his throat into the microphone to try and get them to settle down. Once they took the hint and the clapping ceased, he continued his commentary.

“This is the moment you’ve all been waiting for,” he declared. “The two finalists from the Greater St. Louis Regional meet again in a high-stakes battle of wits that is sure to be entertaining. It’s Lauren Williams versus Parker Wilson! Players, please shake hands.”

Lauren and I both leaned over the table, took each other’s hands, and shook firmly. As we sat down and began to take out the cards from our decks, the MC went over the rules, which were the standard ones for any of the professional CV tournaments I’d ever been to. As he spoke, the screen behind him lit up, and both of our names appeared with fifty energy points designated underneath each.

“It’s not too late to back out, Parker,” Lauren teased. “Nobody would blame you for running away, given the ass beating you’re about to get.”

“Just focus on yourself,” I said as I got in the zone.

The MC had me call the coin flip in the air, and I lost the opportunity to go first.

“It looks like Lauren is starting us off!” the MC declared. “Good luck to both of you, and may the best Celestial Vixens player win.”

Lauren started off with a fairly standard move, and she played her Star Flower being card, then an instant summon card to call forth the being Supernova Spirit and merge their powers together. She placed a single card face-down, which I assumed was going to be a retribution card that would punish me for attacking.

On my first turn, I laid down the power card, Foresight, which featured a picture of a sexy Romanian woman with her fingers at her temples, Professor-X style. It allowed me to pick the first three cards up from the Forge and then replace any cards in my hand, so I picked out two of the three, sent one to the Abyss, and discarded two of the weaker cards that were already in my hand.

“Alright,” I said. “Now I’m going to play these two cards face-down, and that’ll end my turn.”

One of the cards in question was a being card called Water Siren, while the other was the retribution card Iron Maiden, which instantly halved an attacking being’s power level and trapped them for the next turn. Of course, my plan was to confuse Lauren and bait her into revealing her own scheme, and judging by the look on her face, she was annoyed by my move.

“Seriously?” Lauren sighed. “You’re going to pull out this old trick? I wasn’t born yesterday.”

For Lauren’s turn, she placed a card face-down before she played the power card Revelation, an aptly-named card that let her pick a face-down card from her opponent’s side and flip it over. If the chosen card was a being it was just left face-up, while if it was a power or retribution card then it was instantly sent to the Abyss. But nothing that was currently in play even mattered.

Because, currently in my hand, were several cards that were going to hammer away at Lauren’s energy points like a chisel through ice.

Lauren reached over, grabbed my Iron Maiden card, and flipped it over with a celebratory exclamation

“And Lauren destroys Parker’s retribution card!” the MC declared.

“Let’s see, then…” Lauren’s eyes looked over her cards. “I think I’m going to play Dwarf Knight next.”

I did a double-take when I heard Lauren’s words. Surely she’d misspoken. The Dwarf Knight was a being that was generally used in Golem Decks, which were mostly full of rock, earth, and dwarven beings.

However, when my opponent laid down her card, it was definitely Dwarf Knight. The card featured a short, curvy woman in a fur loincloth and bra with a massive battleaxe held casually behind her head. The woman also wore a steel helmet, and her large, anime-style eyes were on full display as she winked at the viewer.

“Huh,” I muttered to myself.

“Now I’m going to attack your other face-down card with my Dwarf Knight,” Lauren said. “Let’s see what you got.”

I flipped over the Water Siren card, which had a slightly lower armor level than its attacker’s power level.

“Lauren draws first blood!” the MC declared. “Parker’s Water Siren is eliminated, and he loses five energy points!”

“How about that?” Lauren fist-pumped. “That’s the end of my turn, obviously.”

Lauren had cleared the Universe of all my cards in a single turn, and that was drastically different from anything she’d been able to do in our previous match. Still, I was confident it was just a temporary setback, and once I got a sense of Lauren’s new strategy, I would make a comeback.

“Alright,” I said as I looked over my cards and tried to hide my smirk. “I’m gonna play this card face-down.”

The card in question was actually one of my being cards, Volcanic Vixen, a beautiful woman rising out of a large pool of magma. She was almost nude, and the lava hardened around her body at the top and created a dark, stony bikini top while the parts around her lower body were still glowing white-hot.

Volcanic Vixen was by far the weakest card in my deck in terms of power and armor level, but that wasn’t why I used it. The card actually had a special ability that, when it was attacked in a face-down position, it exploded into a miniature volcanic eruption and took out all enemy beings in play.

I also had my trusty Salamandar in my hands, which I played face-up and used an instant summon card to combine her with another fire-type being. I only had to draw four cards out of my deck before I found the ‘being’ card Embers of Passion. It featured a scantily-clad woman standing atop burning coals, with one in her hand. She beckoned for the viewer to come and join her on the hot coals as she blew a kiss, and she was a fairly middle-of-the-pack card in terms of power and armor. However, combined with the already powerful glass cannon that was Salamandar, it created a nearly unstoppable force.

I used the newly-formed combination to attack Lauren’s Dwarf Knight, which was no match for my being, and it took Lauren down to forty-five energy points to even up the score.

Lauren’s face-down card wasn’t activated when I attacked, which told me it was a being, and I put that in the back of my mind for later. When I ended my turn, Lauren just nodded and looked at me blankly.

“You are aware that instant summons don’t combine armor levels, right?” Lauren taunted. “Because that thing you’ve got in play right now is incredibly weak.”

“I know how my own cards work,” I grumbled.

“But do you know how my new deck works?” she giggled. “I think I’m gonna play The Grays as my next move.”

As she spoke, she set down a card on The Universe that featured several nude women with gray skin and big, black eyes, like the kind that were normally reported by people who’d been abducted by aliens. The background of the card was futuristic, and several of the ladies held probes in their hands as they grinned.

“An alien card?” I raised an eyebrow. “Really getting out of your comfort zone today, I see.”

“You know what the best part is?” She grinned like a mad woman. “Because there are so many of them, they count as two beings in one play! Which means I can attack twice and wipe the board of your cards once again… But first, I’m going to play Elven Bard, and then the power card Sixth Finger.”

As Lauren placed the Elven Bard down on The Universe, I realized what was going on. She had now played three being cards in a row, none of which fit with her usual Ethereal Deck. However, none of them fit together thematically into a different recognized deck, either, which could only mean one thing.

“You’re playing without a deck style,” I gasped.

“Ding ding ding, winner!” Lauren nearly shouted. “You seemed to beat me pretty badly last time, so I thought I should change things up, you know?”

“That’s… a choice,” I snorted. “Playing through an entire tournament with no deck type?”

“Not the whole tournament,” she said. “Just this match.”

As Lauren spoke, her eyes narrowed, and she leaned forward into a sort of Kubrick stare, complete with an evil grin.

Her choice of deck was going to make it a bit more difficult to figure out what she was going to do next, but now at least I knew the direction she had taken.

I still knew enough about the game that I was confident in my ability to recognize her strategies, after all, she was still the same player I knew from the regional tournament. She still had the same tells she had before, and so far, her playstyle had been similar, even if she was using different cards now.

“Wow!” the MC declared. “Did you hear that, folks? Lauren Williams has decided to change her entire deck in an attempt to avenge her previous defeat by Parker! Now that’s some dedication.”

“Now that we’ve got all that out of the way,” Lauren said as she drew her eighth card courtesy of her Sixth Finger card. “I’m gonna attack your Salamandar creature with The Grays.”

Sure enough, she was able to take out my joint being, and I dropped down to forty energy points. In true Lauren fashion, she decided she couldn’t resist attacking my face-down card with her second attack from The Grays.

“Lauren, Lauren, Lauren…” I tutted. “Once again your ambition is your downfall. The card you just attacked is Volcanic Vixen, and since you attacked her while she was face-down, you activated her special ability.”

There were some gasps and whispers through the crowd, most likely from players who were familiar with the card.

“Well played,” Lauren huffed.

“And you know how The Grays count as multiple beings?” I asked. “I hope you read the fine print because that also means they count as two beings when defeated, too.”

“Shit.” Lauren’s mouth fell open in horror.

“A major blow for Lauren!” the MC declared. “With this misstep, she loses a whopping fifteen energy points in one turn, which brings her down to thirty and puts Parker back in the lead.”

For the next several rounds, the two of us went back and forth trading verbal barbs, going blow for blow, and countering each other’s attacks with power-ups and retribution cards.

Lauren’s newfound deck definitely gave her a bit more of an advantage than the last time we’d played, but every now and again she’d slip up, and I’d be able to read her like an open children’s book before I countered appropriately. Eventually, I was able to chip her down to her last five energy points, and she’d gotten me down to fifteen.

It was the same amount of energy points I’d had in our previous match, and I gave kudos to Lauren for putting up such a good fight. But now, she was on her last legs, and it would only take one good move on my part to finish her off.

It was the start of Lauren’s turn, and I could see the fear in her eyes as she looked over her cards. She’d gotten a whole lot quieter in the last few rounds of the match and far from her normal cocky self as she realized things were taking a turn for the worse. Still, she tried to play it cool as she held up a card from her hand, smiled, and let out a scoff.

“You think you’ve got me on the ropes, Parker,” she chuckled. “You don’t. Not when I’ve got Ancient Astronaut on my side.”

Lauren placed her being card down on the table. It was an alien-type card with the image of a gorgeous woman standing in front of the wall of a Mesoamerican temple with the image of one of their gods carved into it. The woman had on a tight silver space suit that hugged her ample curves, pale skin, and red eyes. The shape of her head narrowed at the back and came to a cone-shaped point, which was covered by short brown hair.

“It looks like Lauren is bringing out an oldie but a goodie,” the MC declared.

“And in case you didn’t know,” Lauren said. “Ancient Astronaut avoids any attacks that are under one thousand power level, so good luck hitting her. Especially when I play the power card Demonic Possession, which allows me to take one of your being cards and make it my own until it’s destroyed. Let’s see… I think I’ll take your precious Thorn Maiden.”

“Ohhhh.” I shook my head. “That’s low, Lauren.”

“I know it is,” Lauren said. “But she’s mine now. To finish things off, I’ll play this card face-down, and then I’ll attack your Mud Sprite with your own Thorn Maiden.”

“Not so fast,” I chuckled and flipped over the being card I had laid face-down. “Your attack triggers the special ability of my Royal Guardian.”

The Royal Guardian was a woman with a golden tiara on her head, a matching gold breastplate that left her midriff exposed, and a pristine piece of white fabric that draped down from her waist to her feet. She held a jewel-encrusted polearm in her hand, and her special ability was essentially acting like a human shield for incoming attacks without losing any energy points.

“Lucky save by Parker Wilson!” the MC said. “Because of the special ability, he loses no energy points from the successful attack.”

I pulled Royal Guardian off the playing field and deposited her into The Abyss, and Lauren gave me a look like she was a tiger and I was a raw steak. Lauren must have thought she’d done something, but little did she know I was already two steps ahead of her.

“Okay, fine,” Lauren grumbled. “I guess I’ll try again with an attack from Ancient Astronaut.”

“And again, it fails,” I said in an easy tone. “Because your attack triggers my retribution card, Death’s Door.”

Death’s Door allowed me to alter an attack from an incoming being that was going to do mortal damage to one of my own. Instead of destroying my being, the attack just knocked it down to one single armor point, which put it at death’s metaphorical door for the rest of their time in play. It was a stop-gap move, but it bought me the time I needed.

“Oh, well.” Lauren shrugged. “I’ll finish him off next turn.”

There wasn’t going to be a next turn for Lauren.

I drew the right amount of cards to get my hand back up to seven, but I didn’t need the newcomers to seal my victory.

“I’m going to play Cloudhopper,” I declared as I played the being face-up.

This was the first wind-type card I’d played in this match, and there was no time like the present to use her. The artwork showed a woman with clouds around her feet as she flew through the air, and the skimpy dress she was wearing blew up from the wind. She held it down with one hand as she smiled at the viewer like Marilyn Monroe, but in her other hand she held a powerful, miniature tornado.

The thing I loved about this being in particular, was the fact she had a special ability that let her boost the attacks of my other beings by two hundred power points.

“Oh, no,” Lauren taunted as she raised her hands mockingly. “A glorified windsurfer.”

The way she was acting told me Lauren was counting on her face-down card to save her, but I’d already prepared for that.

“Next, I’m going to play Frost Giant,” I said as I laid down my powerhouse of a card. “And then? I think I’ll play this card face-down and attack your Ancient Astronaut with Frost Giant.”

“Too bad I’m one step ahead of you, Parker,” Lauren said proudly, and she flipped over her retribution card. “Confused Flail causes confusion in your being, who then attacks one of your beings instead!”

I just tutted, and I flipped over the retribution card I had in play.

“You’ll be familiar with this card, Lauren,” I said with a grin. “You love to use it, after all…”

The color seemed to drain from Lauren’s face when she saw that I’d flipped over the retribution card Misfire, and her eyes darted back and forth between the card, my face, and her own hand.

“Wait,” she sputtered. “I might have something to counter…”

“Misfire nullifies your retribution card,” I reminded the blonde woman. “Which means that my attack lands, and if I’m reading these cards correctly, Frost Giant with her power boost from Cloudhopper is more than enough to defeat Ancient Alien.”

“It… It is.” Lauren hung her head.

The blonde woman frowned as she picked up her Ancient Alien card from The Universe and transferred it into the Abyss. Meanwhile, the screen next to us dropped her energy points down to zero, and the crowd began to cheer.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the MC declared. “With that, Lauren is out of energy points, and the match is over. Parker Wilson wins the rematch, and advances on to the final round of the state championship!”

Many of the people in the crowd rose to their feet as they cheered, and I stood up and gave them a slight bow.

Lauren, on the other hand, remained seated at the table, and she wore a thousand-yard stare as she looked at the cards before her. She remained there as people started to filter out of the room, and the MC bid us farewell so he could get to the other semifinals match, which was apparently happening in the next thirty minutes on the other side of the convention center.

As people left the room, I saw Calista start toward me, but I held up my hand and shook my head to tell her to wait.

I walked over to the defeated-looking Lauren, who didn’t even look up at me.

“I changed my whole strategy for this match,” Lauren muttered under her breath.

“And you did one hell of a job,” I said. “You got me closer to a loss than anyone has in… Well, since I started playing competitively, that’s for sure.”

Lauren slowly turned to look at me, and I thought for a moment that I was about to get the chewing-out of a lifetime. But I noticed the usual fiery spirit behind her eyes wasn’t present, and instead, she looked like she was wearing a mixture of curiosity and sadness.

“Parker?” she asked with pursed lips. “I can’t believe I’m about to ask you this, but– but do you think you could teach me how to be a better CV player?”

“You don’t need my training, Lauren,” I promised the woman. “You’re already one of the best I’ve ever played against.”

“That’s not good enough.” Lauren shook her head. “I want to be the best. Period.”

“Are you sure you’re not just trying to steal my secrets?” I asked.

“I’m still going to play my way,” she said. “But I want to know how you do it, and I want to get even better, in case we ever have another rematch.”

“You know what?” I mused. “I think I can do that. As long as you don’t mind hanging around with Calista, since she’s gonna be partnered with me for the foreseeable future.”

“I can manage,” Lauren said. “I’d be more worried about what she thinks of being around me, to be honest… I know I can be a bit of an acquired taste, especially to fuddy-duddies like her.”

“She’s not as much of a fuddy-duddy once you get to know her,” I chuckled. “She just likes to act professional when she’s on the clock.”

“So you will help me?” Lauren asked.

“We’ll call it a mutual partnership.” I nodded. “I help train you, and you help me practice for whatever I’ve got coming up.”

“Deal,” Lauren said.

The blonde woman stuck out her hand, so I reached down and shook it firmly.

It was a strange feeling to stand up there and shake the hand of the woman who was probably my biggest rival. Not to mention, I still hadn’t fully processed the fact that I was moving on to the final round of the state competition to face whoever won the next match.

Soon I would know who my final opponent was, and by that evening, I’d either be State Champion, or I’d suffer the bitter taste of defeat like so many others.

Only one match remained between me and ultimate victory.
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Chapter 16

After Lauren and I made our verbal agreement, I gestured to Calista that it was good for her to come over. As the FBI agent approached, she wore a perplexed expression on her face.

“Do I even want to know what you two were just talking about up here?” she asked. “Lauren, I hope I don’t need to remind you about your arrangement with the Bureau…”

“Not at all.” Lauren shook her head. “I lost fair and square. Honestly, at this point, I’m just happy I did a little better than last time… At this rate, I’ll have a chance at beating Parker after a few more matches.”

“You’re not going to beat me,” I said. “Especially once I have more time to analyze your playstyle and understand your favorite strategies.”

“Unless I change them up again,” the blonde woman countered.

“Which would be detrimental to your training,” I reminded her. “There’s a reason there aren’t any players out there who use a different deck and style every match. At least, none that are successful, that is.”

“There’s always a chance I could be the first,” Lauren said in a sing-song voice.

“Does this mean what I think it means?” Calista asked.

The FBI agent crossed her arms over her chest and frowned, and even though I couldn’t read her mind, I had a good sense of what was going through her head.

“I hope you don’t hate me as much as your expression says,” Lauren said, and her cheeks flushed. “Because you’re going to be seeing a lot more of me moving forward, Age– er, Calista.”

“That’s what I thought.” Calista nodded. “And for the record, Lauren, I don’t hate you… Far from it. I’m just concerned about adding another factor into the mix, in terms of security.”

“Why does it matter?” Lauren asked. “You’re here to protect Parker, not me. I could get Bonnie and Clyde-ed for all you care, and as long as he was safe, your mission would be successful.”

“Technically true,” Calista chuckled. “But I’m not a heartless bastard like some of my colleagues are. Just like back at Comix and Beyond, I would protect you as if you’re equally as important as the asset, should you be around when danger strikes.”

“Which we hope isn’t going to happen again any time soon,” I said.

“There’s no guarantee,” Calista sighed. “Even though the threat of the Russian Mafia has lessened, that doesn’t mean there won’t be other interested parties with big ideas on how to use you and your gift. The more you win, and the bigger the competitions you enter, the bigger the target on your back will become.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” I said. “I want to be the best Celestial Vixens player, come hell or high water.”

“Me, too,” Lauren said. “I’m not afraid of some Russian himbos like that guy back at our last competition.”

“If both of you are up to the challenge, I won’t object,” Calista said firmly. “Is that what I’m hearing right now?”

“I’m not afraid,” Lauren said.

“Good.” Calista nodded.

“No, no.” Lauren rolled her eyes. “You’re supposed to say ‘you will be… You will be…’ in an old, froggy voice.”

“I was never one for Star Trek.” Calista shrugged.

Lauren’s mouth fell agape, and she looked back and forth between me and Calista in pure shock.

“Oh, boy,” she sighed. “How many pop culture references am I going to have to teach her?”

“I know pop culture,” Calista protested. “I was just never into sci-fi. Or fantasy. Or tabletop games… Or video games.”

“Soooo like, half of pop culture,” Lauren said. “No worries, I’ll put on my best teacher hat and train you in the ways of nerdom, Calista san.”

“I have seen Karate Kid and Cobra Kai,” Calista chuckled. “I’m not completely pop culture illiterate.”

“As much as I’m enjoying this banter,” I interrupted. “I kind of want to see the other semifinal matches, so I can get an idea of who I’m going to be playing later.”

“Good idea.” Lauren nodded. “Last one to the Jefferson room has to buy the winner a booster pack!”

Before Calista or I could respond, Lauren took off running toward the edge of the stage, leaped off, and landed without losing her footing. The short blonde woman dashed across the conference room with the speed of a gazelle.

“I won’t say this in front of her,” Calista chuckled. “So you obviously shouldn’t repeat this, either… But I’m really glad you’re the primary mission and not her. She’s so energetic and headstrong, it would be a nightmare trying to keep up with her all the time.”

“Should we race her to the other room?” I asked.

“I’m afraid we’ll owe her a booster pack,” Calista said. “Courtesy of the FBI, of course.”

“They’re not going to second-guess the fact you’re buying CV cards with their money?” I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s to keep Lauren happy,” she said. “So nope, it’s just a mission expense. I’ve purchased all of the merch for myself with my own money so far. That would be a major conflict of interest otherwise.”

“That’s the spirit,” I chuckled. “The other match is about to begin, and I want to get over there to see if this Devon Satos guy is as good as Lauren is hyping him up to be, or if he’s all just talk.”

“Just stay with me,” Calista said. “We don’t need Sasha getting hold of you again.”

The two of us made our way off the stage and headed for the main door of the Truman room, back out to the hallway and toward Jefferson. When we got there, nearly all the seats in the room were taken, but Lauren flagged us down and pointed to the two seats next to her that she’d saved.

“It’s like you didn’t even try,” Lauren sighed.

“That’s because we didn’t,” I said.

“Oh, well.” The blonde woman shrugged as we sat down. “More cards for Lauren!”

This room was set up exactly like Truman Hall, with the same carpets, sconces, chandeliers, and foldable walls. The only difference was that everything was mirrored from the hall we’d just been in, so the permanent walls and sconces were on the left side of the room instead of the right. Otherwise, everything down to the pattern on the floor was a perfect match.

Up at the front of the room was a stage where the same MC from our match was now standing with two other men. The first one was a larger dude with thick-rimmed glasses and a receding hairline. He looked to be in his late thirties and well over two hundred pounds, and his outfit was certainly chosen for its comfort level as opposed to style.

He had on a red T-shirt with the artwork for the CV card Centauress on the front, which was basically a centaur whose human half was a gorgeous woman in nothing but a leather bra with two battle axes. He also wore a pair of teal athletic shorts and white tennis shoes along with a leather deck box that looked similar to my own.

The other player was a squirrely-looking string bean with wide-brimmed glasses and black hair that hung down the back of his neck and curled at its ends. He had a thin nose, almond-shaped eyes, and freckled, thin cheeks. He wore a simple button-up green shirt without any images and a pair of tan slacks. The deck box he placed on the table was metal, and it made an audible clanking sound as he set it down on the surface.

“That’s Devon Satos,” Lauren whispered. “The one with the metal deck box.”

“I don’t even want to know how much that cost him,” I said as I gestured down to my own box. “This thing was a pretty penny, but that was nothing compared to the metal ones I looked at and decided I couldn’t afford.”

A few minutes later, the MC took the microphone and began his entire spiel about the rules, introduced the competitors, made them shake hands, and then did the coin flip to start the game.

What followed was a bloodbath on par with The Battle of Stalingrad. Within three turns, Devon had his opponent down to thirty energy points, all while he hadn’t lost a single point. It seemed like he had an answer for every retribution card or being with a special ability that his opponent played, to the point where his opponent was visibly sweating from how stressed out he was.

It quickly became apparent that I was going to be facing Devon in the championship, so I switched my focus on the match itself to studying my future opponent.

From my vantage point, it was almost impossible to see any of his facial or hand tells, but I did notice that he seemed to tap his right foot slightly whenever he had something up his sleeve and was excited about his next move. I was also able to tell from his own announcements and the MC’s comments that Devon played with an Extraterrestrial Deck, and he was a ruthless player who bided his time and took out his opponent’s energy points by ten or more in one play. It wasn’t until the sixth round of the game that he even took any damage, and it was only five energy points. The match was over in thirty minutes, with a final score of forty-five to zero, and Devon Satos was declared the winner.

“Holy shit,” Calista gasped. “You’re going to be facing that guy next?”

“I am.” I nodded and gave her a confident half-grin. “I already have a strategy in mind.”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the MC announced. “We have our final match of the competition set! At eight o’clock tonight, we will see Devon Satos face off against Parker Wilson in a match for the ages in the main exhibit hall. Make sure you get there early because I have a feeling it’s going to be even more packed than this!”

“So that gives you about six hours to practice,” Calista said as she looked at her smartwatch. “Do you think that’s enough?”

“It’s gonna have to be,” I chuckled. “Because come eight o’clock, I’m gonna be up there on that stage across from him, and I need to be prepared.”

“Oh, oh!” Lauren shouted in a giddy tone. “Can I help you train, too? I’ve always wondered what goes into your prep work.”

“I’m going to need all the help I can get.” I nodded.

My phone began to vibrate in my pocket, and when I pulled it out, I noticed it was the same number that had left me a message during my regional match.

“Who is that?” Calista asked in a stern tone.

“I think it’s GameTech Industries,” I said. “I’m gonna take this real quick.”

I tapped the green button to answer the phone before I raised it up to my ear, and the same chipper, female voice that had left me a message a few weeks ago spoke.

“Good afternoon, Parker Wilson,” the woman said. “This is Natalie Olsen of GameTech Industries. Congratulations on advancing to the finals of your state tournament, by the way.”

“That just happened less than an hour ago,” I said. “How do you know about that already?”

“Mr. Randall has been livestreaming all of your matches in the competition,” Natalie said.

“None of these matches are publicly livestreamed,” I said.

“No, but Mr. Randall has sent one of his employees out to the competition,” Natalie explained, “specifically so he can watch your competitions from the comfort of his home.”

“That’s… really creepy, actually.” I shuddered. “Look, I don’t have to tell you I’m kinda busy right now, since I’ve got another match in a few hours here. Why do you keep calling me?”

“This time, Mr. Randall just wanted me to congratulate you,” Natalie explained. “And to ask, after the tournament is over, if you’d be willing to meet with him to discuss Celestial Vixens further. Mr. Randall is a massive fan of your playstyle, since he plays with an Elemental Deck as well, and he’s dying to pick your brain.”

“I guess it all depends on how the next few hours go,” I said. “If I win this whole thing, I’m gonna be sent off to the national competition, so I’ll need to dedicate all my time to preparing for that.”

“Then perhaps if you lose, it would be an option?” Natalie asked in a sheepish tone.

“For starters,” I scoffed. “I’m going to win. Second, if I somehow do end up losing this final match, I won’t get the prize money, so flying or driving out to talk to Mr. Randall wouldn’t be an option for me. Honestly, I’m not sure I’d want to spend my prize money on that anyway.”

“Don’t worry about that, Mr. Wilson,” she chuckled. “Of course Mr. Randall would either have you flown out to him on his private plane, or he would come to St. Louis to meet you on your terms. It would all just depend on how busy his schedule was at any given time.”

“You know,” I said. “He could just call me and talk like a normal human being.”

“Mr. Randall doesn’t believe in phone calls,” Natalie said. “That’s what I’m for.”

Even though her tone remained happy and playful, I caught the slightest hint of sarcasm and annoyance in her voice as she made her comment. I was sure that being an assistant to one of the most prolific businessmen of the twenty-first century wasn’t an easy task, especially if the rumors of Alex Randall’s eccentricities were as accurate as people made them seem.

“Well, I hate to tell Mr. Randall that he’s probably gonna have to wait,” I said. “No offense, but he’s pretty far down my priority list right now.”

“I understand,” Natalie said. “But I can guarantee you, Mr. Randall will be having me reach out again, probably fairly soon. Patience has never truly been his strong suit.”

That was about as backhanded a comment as she could give her boss, and I laughed softly to let her know I understood what she was getting at. Alex Randall was by all accounts a rich, spoiled nepo baby, so I could only imagine him throwing a tantrum when he found out I told him no again.

“I’ll look forward to it,” I lied. “Thanks for reaching out, Natalie.”

“Good luck, Mr. Wilson,” Natalie said and then came the sound of the phone hanging up.

“Did I hear you talking about Alex Randall and GameTech?” Lauren asked.

“The one and only,” I sighed.

“What did he want?” Calista asked.

“The same thing he wanted a few weeks ago,” I explained. “He wants to talk to me about Celestial Vixens.”

“Parker!” Calista gasped. “Alex Randall has been reaching out to you for weeks now, and you haven’t told me?”

“No…” I trailed off. “I told him I wasn’t interested right now, so I didn’t think it was important.”

“That would be one of those ‘other interested parties’ I mentioned before,” the FBI agent said with a heavy sigh.

“I don’t think GameTech is in the business of kidnapping or threatening people,” I said.

“I don’t think so, either,” Calista said. “But keep in mind that Alex Randall has– Well, let’s just say he’s currently being observed by several of my colleagues due to a few of his international business deals.”

“I bet he wants you for a bit of corporate espionage!” Lauren declared.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Calista said. “Perhaps like the Russians, he sees your skills with CV and maybe even The Sight as something he can use to his advantage.”

“Or he’s just a giant nerd like me and wants to pick my brain about CV.” I shrugged.

“I don’t think he’d be this aggressive if that was the case,” Calista said. “A request for a casual conversation could be made over email or a text that you could answer at your convenience.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Lauren said. “Alex Randall is known for being a bit of an entitled snob who’s used to having everyone around him kiss his ass. He’s probably not used to getting blown off like this.”

“That, too,” Calista said. “Either way, it’s a situation that needs to be monitored closely. If they call you again when I’m not around, please tell me immediately so we can document it in his case file.”

“Sure,” I said. “But right now, I really want to focus on winning this last match.”

“That reminds me,” Lauren said. “You said you had a strategy already in place for beating Devon. Do you mind sharing it, or is it so super-secret that it can’t be revealed until you actually play him?”

“It’s not that complicated,” I said. “He’s playing with an Extraterrestrial Deck, and he’s what I like to call ‘slow-burn aggressive.’ He builds up his moves on top of each other until eventually, they deliver a massive blow in a single strike. So, the best way to disrupt his strategy is to knock a few blocks out of that structure until the whole thing comes crumbling down. Normally in this game, you’d want to keep two steps ahead of your opponent, but for that guy? I’m gonna be playing two steps behind him on purpose.”

“I– I don’t understand,” Calista said.

“He’s going for the foundational pieces instead of the freshly laid ones,” Lauren said. “Devon is going to be expecting Parker to attack the new cards he plays and completely ignore ones from previous rounds, but Parker’s saying that he’ll focus on the old ones because Devon uses those to make such massive hits.”

“He’s less likely to have a counter for that,” I explained. “And maybe, just maybe, I can stop one of his nuclear strikes before it even has a chance to get off the ground.”

“We should go and test out that theory,” Calista said. “Lauren? Do you mind coming back to our hotel room?”

“Your room?” Lauren emphasized the first word with a snicker. “I knew there was more to your relationship than meets the eye.”

“We’re not Transformers,” I said. “It was much cheaper for us to stay in the same room for security reasons.”

“Right…” Lauren said with heavy disbelief in her voice. “Maybe if you count extensive use of handcuffs as ‘security.’”

“I don’t know what you’re suggesting,” Calista said with a cool expression.

“Keep telling yourself that.” The blonde woman winked. “But sure, I’ll come up to your room and practice. Just don’t make me sit on the bed because I’m sure there’s a lot of stuff that’s gone down on it that I don’t want to know about.”

I just rolled my eyes at Lauren’s comment, and then Calista and I led her out of the room, through the lobby, and to the elevator.

“We’re on the fourth floor,” I said. “Where did you end up staying?”

“Oh, I’m not staying on-site,” Lauren said. “I’m at the Motel 8 down the road. It’s waaaay cheaper than this place.”

“This wasn’t too bad,” Calista said. “A little pricier than I would normally stay at, yes, but not anywhere near any of the luxury hotels you’d find in the big cities.”

We arrived on the fourth floor, headed to our room, and once we were inside, we locked the door and started to set up the table for CV play. The three of us ended up ordering a pizza to our door so we didn’t have to leave, and we could focus solely on training for my big match tonight.

I spent the next several hours alternating between playing against Lauren and playing against Calista in a variety of scenarios involving cards that people often used in an Extraterrestrial Deck. It was probably one of my least favorite deck types, mainly because it was more based in sci-fi than fantasy or folklore, and because they were beings that were mostly mindless killing machines with the occasional intelligent creature. That meant the majority of the strategy came not from the special effects of the beings themselves, but the way the player strategically used retribution and power cards.

Regardless of those facts, it felt like a productive afternoon, and during our lunch break, I took the opportunity to look up some of Devon’s previous matches. They were all at smaller venues and were thus filmed from somebody’s cell phone in the crowd, which meant I once again struggled to see any of his tells. He played with a similar playstyle in each match, and I could see what Lauren meant when she mentioned that he was thought to be unbeatable.

Too bad for him, that word wasn’t even in my vocabulary.

Eventually, I looked down at my phone, and the clock read seven-twenty.

“It’s time,” I sighed. “Shall we head down to the main exhibit hall?”

“Do you think you’re ready for Devon Satos?” Lauren asked, and she deepened her voice to sound more serious at the end of her sentence.

“I know his strategy, and I have a counter for it,” I said. “Once I’m up close with the dude, I’ll be able to read his facial expressions and figure out his tells. I’m as ready as I can be.”

“Then it’s time for the match of the century!” Lauren declared.

“Let’s try ‘match of the day,’” I chuckled. “Remember, if I win this, I still have nationals to win… If anything, that’s where we’ll have the ‘match of the century.’”

I gathered up my cards into my deck box, and the three of us left the room. When the elevator dinged and opened into the lobby, there were so many people present that it was almost elbow to elbow as we pushed our way through.

Eventually, we made it to the main exhibit hall, and we found that every single divider wall had been removed, and all of the vendors had been moved out of the way. That left the two main conference spaces full of nothing but seating, and up at the far end of the room was the main stage.

It was the same type of stage we’d used before, which I assumed was because that was about how much room was required to play a simple card game match. There was a camera now hanging over the top of the table and three massive screens along the back wall. The one in the center showed a live top-down view of The Universe, while the other two each had one player’s energy point total listed underneath our names. There was also a huge purple banner with the words “Missouri State Championship Match” written in the same font that was on the logo for Celestial Vixens, as well as a skirt all around the stage to make it look more official.

“This is definitely bigger than any match I’ve ever played before,” I noted as I looked around the room at the already-filling chairs.

“Which just means your victory will be bigger than any you’ve had before,” Calista reminded me. “We’ll be right here cheering you on.”

“Yeah,” Lauren said. “If I can’t win, then the guy who beats me better win it all. If not, that makes me look really bad.”

“I’ll do you both proud.” I nodded.

I turned around and started toward the stage, and as I walked, I started to feel like I was being watched. At first I thought it might be Sasha again, but a quick glance around the crowd told me she was nowhere to be found. When I looked up at the stage, I found the eyes I’d felt boring into me.

It was Devon Satos. He stood there and stared at me with an emotionless expression, like a lion sizing up his prey. The almost robotic way Devon carried himself sent a chill down my spine, and for a second, I wondered if he played with an Extraterrestrial Deck because he himself was not human.

None of that mattered, and I pushed the thought away.

Today was the day I finally went further than I’d ever gone before. Today, all of my training and dedication was going to pay off. Devon was the only thing standing between me and the championship, and I was going to finally put a crack in that impenetrable armor he called his record.

It was time to become the champ.
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Chapter 17

Devon kept his stone-cold stare on me as I continued toward the stage, and instead of turning his head to keep following me, the man pivoted on his heels like he was standing atop a Lazy Susan.

I was certain it was an attempt to unnerve me, and while it succeeded in making me uncomfortable at the beginning, by the time I stepped up onto the platform, it was more comical than intimidating.

I walked up to my side of the table, placed my deck box down, and turned to wave at the crowd as they applauded.

Lauren and Calista rose from their chairs and gave me a standing ovation. Lauren even began to pump her fist in the air and make a whooping sound, but she quickly ceased when nobody else joined in.

“This is the moment you’ve all been waiting for,” the master of ceremonies declared. “After eight hard-fought matches, featuring the sixteen greatest Celestial Vixens players in the state of Missouri, it all comes down to this… Parker Wilson versus Devon Satos. May I remind you what is at stake, folks? Not only does the winner get to own the title of Missouri State Champion 2024 and the bragging rights that come along with it, but they also will receive a cash prize of one hundred thousand dollars and an automatic bid in the CV National Championship!”

“Gooo, Parker!” Lauren screamed from the crowd.

“Gentlemen, if you are ready to get this game underway,” the MC said. “Please join me on this side of the table, shake hands, and return to your seats to set up your decks.”

I went around the table and met Devon halfway, and when we shook hands, his grip was as limp as a dead fish. His eyes were completely devoid of all emotions as he looked into mine, and his lips rested in a neutral state.

“Good luck,” I said to my opponent. “And congratulations on making it this far.”

“It was expected,” Devon said without any emotion or inflection.

With that, he released my hand and returned to his side of the table. I went over to the opposite side, popped open the snap on my deck box, slid out my cards, and put them into position on The Universe. Once we both had our decks ready, the MC picked up the coin and held it up for all to see.

“Alright, gentlemen,” the man said as he looked between us. “Because Devon has lost the fewest energy points during his run to the finals, he will call the toss. Call it in the air, Devon.”

The MC flipped the coin, and it hadn’t even left his thumb before Devon let out a quick, emotionless grunt.

“Supernova,” he said.

The announcer caught the coin, slapped it down onto the back of his left hand, and looked down.

“It is Supernova!” he declared. “Devon gets to go first! And now… it’s time for the final match of our competition. Parker, Devon, begin!”

The crowd roared with excitement as Devon and I both drew seven cards, and I began to formulate my first strategy as I looked over my hand.

When I took a glance at Devon, he remained completely expressionless. His eyes flitted across the cards he held, but there was no emotion to be found behind his green irises or upon his face.

Even the little tells I normally noticed, like a slight twitch of the mouth or wrinkle in the forehead, weren’t present in Devon’s face. My heart sank as I looked over the man, and the more I tried to read him, the heavier the concern weighed on my soul.

For the first time I could remember, I was struggling to read my opponent. Maybe Devon really was an extraterrestrial or a robot. He was devoid of pretty much any sort of emotion that a regular human would possess, and that was going to make this match so much harder for me.

Even if I couldn’t read Devon as easily as my other opponents, I still had my strategy and years of CV practice and knowledge on my side. I might not cakewalk my way to victory on this one, but the odds were still in my favor.

“I’m going to start off by playing three cards face-down,” Devon said, and he placed three cards onto The Universe. “That ends my turn.”

“Devon goes bold,” the MC said. “Not playing any cards face-up, and not using a single power card.”

I already knew what his plan probably was. Devon wanted me to play a game of Minesweeper, where I attacked his face-down cards in the hopes of hitting one of his beings and not a retribution card. It was a bait tactic that probably worked on a lot of lesser players, but I knew the best way to counter such a move was to not attack at all.

Eventually, that meant either Devon would get impatient and attack, or I’d simply bide my time until I drew a power card that forced him to reveal the cards in question.

“I’m going to start off by playing Burning Jinn,” I said.

I placed the being card down into The Universe face-up. It featured the image of a woman emerging from an old oil lamp in a fiery, red spectral aura. She wore a tan wrap around her chest and had a high ponytail with jewelry all through her hair. Her nose and mouth were covered by a thin veil of red, orange, and yellow flames, and smoke billowed out of her fingertips as she held them out toward the viewer.

The Burning Jinn had a decent power level and fairly weak armor, but what made her a useful card was the fact that she could return to her lamp once every other turn, which tripled her armor level and made her nearly impossible to defeat.

Of course, she couldn’t attack while she was in her lamp, but that was a small price to pay for a nearly indestructible being. I followed up the Burning Jinn by placing Plague Maiden face-up and followed that move by placing the retribution card Mirage face-down.

“Interesting strategy!” the MC declared. “It looks like Parker is trying to go for magic over might.”

“To end my turn, I’m going to activate Burning Jinn’s special ability,” I said. “Which places her back into her lamp and triples her armor.”

Devon just looked at me blankly before his eyes drifted down to his own hand, and he started to flit over them back and forth like a typewriter churning out words.

“You’re trying to bait me,” he said in a soft voice. “It’s not going to work.”

“That’s the pot calling the kettle black,” I said.

Devon didn’t even react as he took a card from his hand, looked it over one last time, and placed it down on the table face-up.

“I’m going to play Fire in the Sky first,” Devon announced. “Which immediately obliterates all face-down cards in The Universe without activating their abilities or causing players to lose energy points.”

Damn, that was a good move. He may have removed all three of his cards from the playing field, but he also got rid of Mirage on my side and made it so I couldn’t counter his inevitable attack.

“There go four cards off the table,” the MC explained to the crowd. “And Devon’s side is wiped completely clean.”

“Next I’m going to play Death Worm,” Devon announced. “And then I’ll give him a bit of a power boost with the power card Laser Lock-On before I attack your Plague Maiden.”

The first card, Death Worm, was an image of an attractive woman in a skintight space suit riding atop a grotesque worm with reins in its mouth. The worm itself looked like a saggy gray cigar with no eyes and a circular mouth surrounded by several rows of jagged, razor-sharp teeth.

The Laser Lock-On card was one I’d expected him to play later in the game after he’d gotten a sense of my own play style and thought he could use it as a finishing blow, but alas, there it was.

The power card was one that allowed an attack to bypass all special abilities because it made the being lock on to its target. That meant my Plague Maiden’s special ability was now moot, and his attack took her off the board and made me lose my first five energy points.

“Devon draws first blood!” the MC declared, and the crowd cheered.

Even with his first step toward victory, Devon just sat there with an expressionless face as he waited for me to make my next move. His dead eyes seemed to stare at my cards like he had X-ray vision, and there was some irrational voice in the back of my head that wondered if he really could see my cards.

If I kept simmering on the issue, I’d end up getting inside my own head and hurting my performance. So, I took a deep breath and got to work dismantling Devon’s seemingly infallible strategy.

“I’m gonna start off by using an instant summon card on my Burning Jinn to get her power level up a bit,” I said.

I placed a fire-type instant summon card atop Burning Jinn before I began to draw from my deck, and it only took five cards to get to the next fire-type, which was my beloved Fire Spirit.

I placed the Fire Spirit on top of the Jinn as I did a quick calculation to determine that the combined being now had a power level of seven hundred.

“Now, I’m going to attack your Flying Worm with the combination,” I said. “Which should be more than enough to defeat it.”

Devon didn’t react, he simply gave me a nod before he picked up his being from The Universe and placed it into the Abyss. His energy points went down to tie with mine, but he didn’t seem nervous or upset whatsoever.

“I’m going to place this card face-down,” I explained. “And that will end my turn.”

The card in question was the retribution card entitled Déjà Vu, which was a very powerful and rare card that allowed the player to completely redo their last turn. It was such a powerful card that there had been much debate as to whether or not it should be allowed in competitive play, but because it was an official CV card, they decided to leave it as is.

I wanted to see what Devon was up to, and once I knew, I would change up my strategy to make sure I didn’t get caught with my pants down again. After my turn ended, Devon once more looked across his hand as though he was doing his taxes or watching a funeral service.

“I’m going to play two cards face-down,” he said. “And then I’ll finish off by playing Reptiloid Girl. That’s it.”

“You’re not going to try to attack?” I taunted.

“Maybe you’ve gotten this far by playing fools who would fall for that,” Devon said. “I am not one.”

Upon first glance, Reptiloid Girl was a fairly middle-of-the-road card, and one that my joint Burning Jinn and Fire Spirit could take out easily. I was positive a retribution card was his ace in the hole, but I could be a bit more brash with my Déjà Vu card as a safety net.

I played my Rock Gnome being face-down, but it was more of a throwaway move that I was sure I was going to change once I used my Déjà Vu. Next, I played the power card Formed from Clay, and I was ninety-nine percent certain I’d be getting it back.

“Formed from Clay creates a second version of your Reptiloid Girl,” I announced. “Which means when she is defeated she counts for double. Then, I’m going to play Servant of Fujin.”

Servant of Fujin was a wind-type being card that featured a curvy, short woman with green skin wearing a white silk ribbon around her neck in tribute to the Japanese god she worked for. The ribbon covered her breasts as both sides draped down, and on her lower half, she wore a short black skirt tied off at the waist with a bright red ribbon that billowed in the breeze. As for her special ability, she was able to blow away one card from the opponent’s side of The Universe each turn, which caused it to go back to their hand.

“That’s one we haven’t seen in this tournament yet!” the MC said with delight.

“That’s because it was a Japanese Con exclusive that I paid a pretty penny for,” I said, and I tried to temper the pride in my voice. “Now, I’m going to have my joint being attack Reptiloid Girl.”

“No, you aren’t,” Devon said as he flipped over a card. “Because my retribution card, Rubber Wall, sends your own attack back at a being of my choice, and I choose your Servant of Fujin.”

“If only it were that simple,” I tutted and shook my head. “Because I’ve got Déjà Vu on my side.”

There were audible gasps in the crowd as I flipped over the card to show I wasn’t bluffing, and for the first time, I saw a hint of surprise in Devon’s eyes. It was just a fleeting glimmer behind his stony pupils, and it disappeared almost instantly.

“Wow!” the MC said in shock. “We’ve just witnessed a true Uno reverse in real-time. For those unaware, the Déjà Vu card allows the player to redo their turn with full knowledge of anything that went down during it.”

I picked up the Rock Gnome I’d played face down as well as Formed from Clay and Servant of Fujin. I gave Devon a knowing smirk as he flipped his retribution card back over. Now I knew what I needed to do to cause some real damage.

“This time, I’ll play these two cards face-down,” I said. “Followed by Embers of Passion.”

The face-down card was Stormfront Siren, a woman who stood atop a large cliff with a black sky behind her and lightning bolts lighting up the backdrop. The rain that came down made her white tunic cling to her every curve, and she held her hands up above her head as though she was controlling the weather herself.

The best part of Stormfront Siren was the special ability she had that was activated when she was defeated. Her armor level might have been mediocre, but whenever she lost a battle, she exploded into pure energy, which could immediately be redirected to any being and was an insta-kill.

The other card was Forged by Clay, which I fully intended to use on my next turn but wanted to get out of my hand for now. Then, I announced that I was going to attack Reptiloid Girl again.

“Seriously?” Devon asked, and he flipped over his Rubber Wall card. “I’m going to send this back at your Embers of Passion.”

“Which activates Mirage,” I said as I revealed my retribution card.

“And?” he asked emotionlessly. “I still get to take out one of your cards.”

“That’s right.” I nodded. “And the card I chose is this one, Stormfront Siren.”

Devon’s eyes narrowed as he realized what was about to happen, but he didn’t say anything.

“Folks, when Stormfront Siren is destroyed, she unleashes her fury toward a being of the player’s choosing,” the MC said. “Kinda sounds like my ex-wife.”

“Reptiloid Girl is gone,” I confirmed. “And we both lose five energy points.”

The score reflected our losses, which put me down to thirty-five and Devon down to forty. My opponent started his next turn by keeping things close to his chest. He played two more face-down cards and a being called The Engineer, which was a sexy female alien who looked to be messing around with human DNA in a high-tech lab.

“Devon is building up to something huge here, ladies and gentlemen,” the MC said. “I can feel it.”

I wasn’t going to let him.

Instead, I placed Servant of Fujin back onto the board, and I put down the power card Double Strike, which allowed me to attack twice in one turn. Most important was the retribution card I put down.

It was a card called Advanced Thief, which let me avoid any and all of my opponent’s retribution cards for one turn.

“And now comes the fun part,” I said. “I’m going to use Servant of Fujin’s special ability to send one of those face-down cards back to your hand. Let’s see…”

Even though I couldn’t read Devon’s non-existent facial expressions or the ticks of his body, I could still look over the cards in play and make an educated guess as to which one would be the most important. The card on the far left of The Universe had a slight bend at the corner, which told me it was one Devon used frequently.

That was gonna be the one to go.

“I’m sending that one back to your hand.” I tapped the card on the far left.

Once more, there was a brief flicker of anger behind Devon’s eyes before he picked up the card.

“Now comes the part you’re really gonna hate,” I admitted. “I’m flipping over Formed of Clay as well as Advanced Thief, which means that none of your retribution cards will work on me this turn.”

Devon remained expressionless, but I saw a bit of color drain from his face, which told me everything I needed to know.

“That means Devon is completely defenseless this turn!” the MC said. “And Parker can inflict double damage!”

“You know I’m attacking The Engineer, right?” I asked. “And since you can’t retaliate, she’s gone.”

The corner of Devon’s mouth twitched with anger as he picked up his being, and pride swelled in my chest when I saw his energy points drop down to thirty.

“My goodness,” the MC sputtered. “You’ve just witnessed two firsts here today, ladies and gentlemen… This is the lowest in terms of energy points Devon Satos has been at in the entire tournament, and this is the first time he hasn’t been in the lead!”

“Fuck, yeah, Parker!” Lauren screamed from the crowd.

Something seemed to snap in Devon’s brain, and he went back into full robot mode. His pupils contracted like a predator about to attack, and I knew things were about to get even hairier.

For the next several rounds, Devon and I played the card game equivalent of a chess match, where each of us attempted to outsmart the other and stay six moves ahead.

Even though I was still in a bit of shock that Devon was able to keep such a great poker face, as the contest wore on, I started to actually appreciate it. This was the first time in years I was playing a CV game the way I’d played it as a newbie, when I was good enough to use my own strategies but also needed a bit of luck to swing my way for a victory. We went tit for tat, and each of us slowly hemorrhaged energy points until we somehow both arrived at fifteen.

Devon had filled up his entire side of The Universe, and I was certain he was setting me up for one big, final blow that would take out the rest of my energy points.

But it was my turn, and based on the number of cards left in the deck and a quick crunch of the numbers from a probability standpoint, I knew my ace in the hole would be coming up soon.

So, I nudged that probability along by playing Foresight, which allowed me to draw the top three cards from my deck and put them in my hand if I thought they were worth anything. Then I discarded an equal number of cards from my hand into The Abyss. The second card I pulled was my golden ticket, and it took every ounce of willpower in my soul to keep a straight face.

It was Polarity, another fairly rare card that’d sat in David’s shop for weeks before I’d scrounged up enough money to buy it. It was a power card that had been produced in a limited run in 2011, but there were still thousands of the card out there in existence, and it wasn’t unusual to see them in professional players’ decks.

What made Polarity so special was the fact that when played, it literally reversed The Universe and all the cards along with it.

If I played this right, I would get whatever cards Devon had in play right now, and he would get all of mine. But first, I needed to play my own hand. I currently had Thorn Maiden in play, but he’d just taken out my Hydro Queen on the last turn, which left me with only one card in play.

“I’m going to play two being cards this turn,” I explained. “First, Magus Elven, and then Salamandar.”

Neither of these beings had good armor, which meant they’d be very easy to destroy. Devon cracked for the first time since he’d dropped down to thirty points, but this time, it was the hint of a smile on the corner of his mouth. He thought he had me dead to rights, but it was just the polar opposite.

“Then, I’m going to play the power card Polarity,” I announced as I slapped the card down on the table.

“No…” Devon sputtered under his breath.

“Yeaaaaaaahhhhhh!” Lauren yelled from the crowd.

“For those of you who aren’t aware,” the MC said. “Polarity quite literally switches players’ sides, which means Devon will get all the cards Parker currently has in play, and Parker will get all the ones Devon has.”

The MC gently placed his hands on the edges of the mat representing The Universe, and he slowly turned the whole thing around so I had Devon’s cards in front of me. Devon and I both moved our respective decks so they were on our side of the board, with the understanding that any cards defeated during play would need to go back to their original owner’s Abyss pile.

“Even better,” I said. “Polarity also means that, since these cards are now mine temporarily, I can look and see what they are and then discard any I don’t want.”

There were two being cards in play, one called Cryptid Maker and another called Women from Venus. Neither of them had any special abilities, but the three cards that he’d played face-down were the real kickers. The first was a power card called Tractor Beam, which allowed the player to choose an enemy being and force it to attack upon play. That paired really well with the other two cards, a power card entitled Cloning Capsule and the retribution card Last Stand.

Cloning Capsule was a similar card to Formed from Clay, and it created a number of clones of a being equal to the total number of beings the player had face-up on their side of the Universe. Last Stand was a card that could only be activated when a player was attacked, and it let the player lash out in retaliation.

He’d laid out a great trap for me, where I would have been forced to attack one of his beings, and then he’d retaliate by using the combination of Cloning Capsule and Last Stand to drop me down to the brink of disaster or directly into defeat. Now, it was mine, and with three cards in play on his side, my victory was at hand.

“Thank you, Devon.” I nodded. “You couldn’t have played into my hands better if you’d tried… I’m going to flip over Tractor Beam and then make Magus Elven attack Cryptid Maker. Oh, and when that happens, I’m going to activate Clone Capsule and Last Stand. And which being in The Universe do I intend to clone? None other than your Magus Elven. I know I don’t need to tell you what Last Stand does, but should I say it out loud for the crowd?”

The silence in the room was deafening, but it was promptly cut off by Lauren letting out a shrill, happy scream.

“Go ahead,” Devon sighed.

“When Last Stand is activated,” I said, “the being that is getting attacked gets to block the attack and then strike back with an attack of its own. Cryptid Maker’s power level is significantly higher than Magus Elven’s armor level, and since you have three beings on your side of The Universe, that means–”

“That means her destruction will count for three beings!” the MC gasped.

“Which means, if my math is correct,” I said. “You’re out of energy points.”

“Ladies and gentlemen…” the MC sputtered, and he sounded like he was still in shock. “He’s right. Devon drops down to zero energy points, and Parker wins!”

The screen on Devon’s side dropped down to zero, and the crowd went wild. The audience kept cheering and clapping as I stood from my chair and held my fist high in victory.

It was over.

I was the state champion.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 18

It all felt so surreal. Even as I stood there looking at the screen that read “Parker Wilson, fifteen,” and “Devon Satos, zero,” I could hardly believe I’d just won. The match had been arguably the hardest I’d ever played, and Devon had the perfect trap setup that could have easily taken me completely off the board.

Of course, I figured he was setting me up, which was why I had kept no more than two beings on my side of The Universe at any given time and had only wavered from that strategy once I could use it to my advantage.

It was the closest I’d come to defeat in my professional Celestial Vixens career and to see it was finally over was a relief too powerful to even put into words.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the MC said. “Allow me to introduce to you for the very first time, the Celestial Vixens State of Missouri Champion of the year 2024, Parker Wilson!”

I stood from my chair, and the MC walked over and shook my hand firmly as the crowd clapped and celebrated. The second I was done, I walked over to Devon to make sure he was alright, and the man rose from his chair to greet me.

“Good game, Devon,” I said as I extended my right hand.

“Excellent game,” Devon said. “Hopefully, we will meet again next year.”

“Speak for yourself,” I chuckled as we shook. “I think for both our sakes, we should hope that somebody knocks the other one out of the tournament in the early rounds. I think I lost half a year off my life from that match just now.”

Then, for the first time since I’d seen him, Devon smiled.

“Then I hope I don’t see you again next year,” Devon said. “But I hope you do well at the national tournament.”

We shook hands for a few seconds longer before he let go, and then Devon gave me one final nod before he gathered up his cards, placed them back in his deck box, and walked to the edge of the stage.

“Give it up one last time for Devon Sato!” the MC said.

The crowd erupted in cheers as Devon gave them a quick wave, but the second he was down the steps, he vanished into the crowd. It didn’t surprise me, given that Devon was an extremely reserved person and probably didn’t want too much of the limelight.

Hell, most of us CV players weren’t exactly social butterflies, and even I felt awkward going through the motions at the end of each tournament. The sheer amount of joy coursing through me at that moment couldn’t be dampened by any social awkwardness.

I was the freaking champion of the entire state of Missouri.

The MC stepped up beside me, placed his arm around my shoulder, and held the mic up to his mouth.

“Is there anything you want to say to the dedicated crowd, Mr. Wilson?” he asked.

“Thanks for coming out to support this awesome game,” I said into the microphone. “Hopefully, we can do it again next year, same time and place.”

As I scanned the crowd, my eyes suddenly caught sight of a familiar face smack dab in the center of the audience.

It was Sasha.

Even though I knew she was here and that she was watching me, seeing the Russian woman set me on edge, and I felt my chest start to grow heavy as my heart rate increased. I had half a mind to call out to Calista and warn her of the potential danger, but I wasn’t sure how she’d even get there before Sasha had a chance to escape.

When my eyes met Sasha’s, she held her hands up high and continued to clap in an over-the-top fashion, all while she gave me a large grin that I didn’t even know she was capable of doing. The Russian woman finally shot me a wink before she started toward the crowd of people who were beginning to flood out of the conference room.

My thoughts were dissolved when I heard the MC’s voice blare through the speakers again.

“Needless to say, folks, it’s been a great competition,” he said. “But like all good things, it now must come to an end. Parker’s journey doesn’t end here. With his victory today, he now joins the ranks of the forty-nine other contestants who will be participating in the US National CV Championship in just a few short months.”

By that point, about half the crowd had filed out of the room, and in the brief moment where I hadn’t been paying attention, Sasha had managed to slip away completely. I tried to locate her dark hair and leather jacket anywhere in the crowd, but there were so many people walking around the main hall, it was like trying to find a needle in a haystack.

The MC continued to ramble on about the opportunities that now laid ahead of me and how much the competition committee enjoyed this year’s tournament, but what finally got me to pay attention again was when the committee actually made an appearance.

Ten people from the front row, nine men and one woman whose ages varied from twenty-something to sixty stood up and approached the stage. A man in his forties finally took the microphone from the MC, and he leaned in and began his spiel.

“On behalf of the Missouri CV competition committee,” the man’s husky voice said. “Let me congratulate you, Mr. Wilson. You not only get an automatic bid in the national tournament, but you also receive a generous cash prize!”

Right on cue, a woman walked out from behind the curtains with a massive check with my name on it and the sum of one hundred thousand dollars. Seeing the total written out in front of me like that made me completely forget about Sasha, the Russians, and everything else.

That sort of money was life-changing, especially since it basically meant I didn’t have to worry about rent for several months now. Without the constant fear of being homeless now alleviated, that meant I might even be able to quit my job at Magioni’s and focus on Celestial Vixens full-time.

If I was good enough to win a state championship that meant I was potentially good enough to win nationals, which would be an even bigger payout and, once I had my name on the map, even more opportunities would open up.

There were obviously international tournaments that might pop up here and there, each one with good payouts, but then there were also sponsorship deals, paid workshops, and social media revenue that might come along with such a victory.

But for now, I was basking in the glory of my victory, and nothing could take that away.

For several minutes, I shook hands, posed for photos, and thanked all the members of the committee before they sent in the legal aide with all the necessary paperwork. It all felt like déjà vu as I signed my name on the documents, and the woman told me the money would be deposited into my account within the next few business days.

Afterward, things began to die down, and the committee and MC left the stage as the rest of the audience left the room. I used the lull to gather up my cards back into my leather deck box, which was right about when Lauren and Calista joined me on the stage.

“I’m glad you won,” Lauren said. “That would have made me look so, soooo bad if I’d lost to the runner-up. That’s like getting the bronze medal, you know?”

“There are plenty of people who would be happy with a bronze medal,” Calista said. “It means that you’re in the top three, and you get to take home an award, after all.”

“Awards don’t mean jack shit to me.” The blonde woman shook her head. “The only thing I care about is winning. Speaking of which, that was a fantastic move, Parker… Using Devon’s own cards against him like that.”

“I got lucky,” I admitted.

“You mean you used The Sight,” Calista corrected.

“Actually no, not this time.” I shook my head. “For whatever reason, Devon was next to impossible to read, so I had to rely on nothing but my skills as a CV player to win this one.”

“Somebody who is impervious to The Sight…” Calista trailed off. “Perhaps I should have some of my colleagues get in contact with Devon. That would be a really useful skill to have.”

“I’m just happy to see my original strategy actually worked,” I said.

“It was like watching Picasso paint,” Lauren said. “Every time he started to build even the slightest bit of momentum, you took away one of his cards or threw a wrench in his plans.”

“I lost way more energy points than I wanted in doing so,” I admitted. “But at least I was only losing them five at a time instead of ten, fifteen, or twenty like some of his other opponents.”

“It turned into a war of attrition,” Calista said. “Thankfully, your skills were better than his, and I don’t think he counted on that.”

“You should have seen the look on his face when you took the lead,” Lauren joked. “It was like this…”

The blonde woman moved her open palm over her face, and as she did so, she changed her expression to be completely cold and blank. Calista and I both laughed at her antics, especially when she feigned a quarter-smirk in further imitation of Devon.

“Call me sentimental,” I sighed and looked at the now-empty hall. “But I’m kinda sad this is all over.”

“It’s not over,” Calista reminded me. “Now you’re on to nationals.”

“That’s not for a few months,” I said. “In the meantime, I won’t get to play any significant matches of CV.”

“Bullshit, you won’t,” Lauren scoffed. “You’re gonna be playing me. A lot. Just because I want to learn from you doesn’t mean I’ve given up my goal of beating you, Parker.”

“You’ll be playing me, too,” Calista said. “I may not be as good of competition as Lauren, but who knows? Maybe by the time nationals roll around, I’ll be half-competent.”

“So that means you’re definitely sticking around?” I asked, and I couldn’t keep the hope from my voice.

“For the foreseeable future, yes.” The FBI agent nodded. “The Russians are still out there, after all, and no matter what that smooth-talking woman tells you, I don’t trust them.”

“She was here,” I said.

“What?” Calista gasped. “You saw Sasha, and you didn’t tell me?”

“I was up on stage,” I explained. “Also, what good would it do? She was just standing there clapping, so it’s not like she did anything illegal.”

“She attempted to kidnap you,” Calista reminded me.

“And we don’t have any proof,” I said. “Unless one of your colleagues has gotten Alansi and his men to spill all the beans, that is.”

“I would still like to have a bit of a chat with Sasha,” the FBI agent said. “Nonetheless, Sasha and the Russians are just one small part of the problem. As word begins to spread of what you’ve done here today, there will undoubtedly be more parties that approach you in search of your skills. GameTech, for instance… He may sound kind, but I do not trust Alex Randall at all. My bosses are going to want to keep you under surveillance for quite some time, Parker.”

“Well, darn,” I said in a playful tone. “I guess you’re coming with me to nationals, then.”

“As long as the Bureau keeps funding my mission,” she chuckled. “I could see the expenses getting out of hand depending on how much travel you end up doing.”

“Just do what I do, and stay at cheap motels,” Lauren said.

“I prefer my rooms to be without roaches and bedbugs, thank you,” Calista said.

“Pfffft.” Lauren waved her hand. “Do you have any idea how bougie you sound right now, Calista?”

“There’s nothing bougie about wanting to avoid an infestation.” The FBI agent shrugged.

“What about you, Lauren?” I asked. “I know I’m still gonna help you train and all, but does this mean you’re done for the year, too?”

“Fuck no!” Lauren scoffed. “My dreams of being state champion may have been utterly demolished, but I’m still going to enroll myself in every little competition I possibly can. Also, if you think you’re going to D.C. without me, you got another thing coming.”

“You want to come?” I asked. “Even though you won’t be competing?”

“Maybe I want to keep an eye on you, too,” Lauren said. “I don’t want you getting kidnapped or killed before I have a chance to finally beat you.”

“There is another matter to talk about, Parker,” Calista interjected. “You told me you wanted to win your CV competition before you made a decision on the Bureau’s offer. Well, the tournament is now over, and you’ve won… Do you have an answer for me?”

“Like you said.” I shook my head. “I’m not anywhere near done yet, so I still don’t have an answer. Is that going to be a problem?”

“Not at all.” Calista smiled. “In fact, I was kind of hoping you’d say that. The more direct of a connection I have with you, the better. Once you agree to take the job, there would be higher-ups and middle managers and all those who’d come between us, and that’d be no fun.”

“I like the direct connection that we have,” I teased.

“So do I,” the FBI agent purred.

“Please don’t make me gag,” Lauren grumbled. “I don’t want my dinner coming back up from listening to you lovebirds cooing over each other.”

“We’re strictly professional,” I lied.

“And I’m the Queen of England,” Lauren said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to my hotel room. I’m so exhausted; I’m about to pass out right here on the floor.”

“You’re tired?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “You seem as peppy as always.”

“You call it ‘peppy,’” Lauren said. “I call it ‘slap-happy.’ I stayed up last night preparing that strategy I used against you, last minute, so I’m currently running on two hours of sleep.”

“Holy shit,” Calista gasped. “Will you be okay to drive back to your hotel?”

“I took an Uber.” Lauren waved her hand. “I’ll be fine. Now as far as practicing goes, what are you thinking?”

“We’ll be heading back to St. Louis in the morning,” I explained. “And as much as I’d love to jump right back in and start training again, we’ve all probably earned at least one day off, don’t you think?”

“Yes!” Calista declared in an unusually enthusiastic tone. “A day off would do us all very well.”

“Then I’ll see you two days from now,” Lauren said. “Do you want me to come to your apartment? Or do you want to meet in a public place, due to stranger danger and all that?”

“Geez,” I chuckled. “I think the last time I had more than one person in my apartment was when I had my parents and the movers there the day I got the keys… But it’s totally fine for you to come over. That’s where I’ve got all my CV stuff anyway, and between Calista needing to borrow cards and all the things I’d need to run test scenarios, it’d be easier to stay home.”

“Then give me your digits,” Lauren said as she pulled out her phone. “And you can text me your address at your earliest convenience.”

“I’m not going to regret this, am I?” I asked. “Has this whole playing nice thing just been an elaborate ploy so you could get my number and blow up my phone with prank calls at every hour of the day?”

“Please,” the blonde woman laughed. “You think I have that much time on my hands? But I can’t promise you won’t get a call from Dixie Normus at some point.”

“I look forward to it.” I smirked.

Lauren already had her contacts pulled up and created a new one for me, so it didn’t take long to put in all the necessary information and then give it back to her. The blonde woman mouthed the number as she read it, and then she looked up at me with a wide grin.

“I guess I’ll wait for your text,” Lauren said. “Unless I get bored, then I’ll probably text you first. Anyway, safe travels back to St. Louis, and I’ll see both of your beautiful faces in two days.”

Even though Lauren was going back to her hotel and Calista and I were headed back to our room in the convention center, we all walked together until we got about halfway through the lobby. Then, Lauren went toward the main doors while Calista and I went to the elevator, and before long, we made it back to our room. The second the door was shut, Calista cleared her throat noisily.

“Look, Parker,” she said. “I know you don’t want to give me an answer about working full-time for the FBI, and that’s fine. But… what if I could convince you to do a bit of consulting work for them on the side? That would help you pay your bills without fully committing you to the Bureau, and you’d still have plenty of time for Celestial Vixens.”

“What are you thinking?” I asked. “Because that seems like it could become a major slippery slope toward full-time employment.”

“It’d only be small things,” Calista said. “And I would obviously need to run these by my boss and get approval and all that, but remember how I said some of my colleagues are looking into Alex Randall?”

“Of course.” I nodded.

“Well, your path is already crossed with his,” she explained. “So it’s not like you’d have to go out of your way to do it or anything. You’d just be reporting back to me what you saw and heard when you were with him, and we could even train you to ask the right questions to get him to reveal the information we need.”

“First off,” I said. “I haven’t agreed to meet with Alex Randall yet–”

“He’s one of the richest men in the world, Parker,” Calista said. “And he wants to meet with you. It’s not a matter of ‘if’ you meet with him, but rather ‘when.’”

“That still sounds an awful lot like working for the FBI, if you ask me,” I argued. “So, I say yes and spy on Alex Randall. Okay, then the Bureau starts asking me to spy on this person and that person, and then before I know it, I have so many missions I can’t keep my head on straight, let alone hone my CV skills.”

“I would be your handler,” Calista said. “I’ll tell my bosses that’s the only way this works. Also, any and all tasks would be done at your discretion, and I’ll be directing the funds into your bank account as a contractor fee, so you won’t be an employee at all. If you decide you’d rather focus on CV for two months and not do a single thing for the FBI, then you won’t.”

“You can promise me that?” I asked.

“You’d finally get to quit Magioni’s and focus on your true calling,” Calista pointed out. “Between your contest winnings and the money you’d be getting from the Bureau, you wouldn’t have to worry about gas or rent or anything.”

That was a very tempting offer. Even though delivering pizzas wasn’t anywhere near the hardest thing in the world, it was far from gratifying as a career choice. As much as I loved getting the chance to listen to Celestial Vixens tournaments or podcasts during my delivery routes, if I did what Calista was suggesting I’d be able to set my own hours and workload, which would allow me to focus on CV and my budding relationship with the FBI agent above all.

Not to mention, it would mean I no longer had to put up with Mr. Magioni and all his annoying crap. I wouldn’t come home smelling like cheese and grease, either.

“You promise it won’t get in the way of CV?” I asked. “And it’ll pay enough that I won’t be homeless in a few months?”

“I promise.” Calista nodded.

“I want to sleep on it,” I said. “But right now you can put me down as a tentative yes.”

“That’s the spirit,” Calista said. “If you decide to go through with it, I’ll start talking with my bosses tomorrow.”

With that, Calista and I stripped down to our underwear, climbed in bed, and cuddled up close. It’d been a long, stressful day, and we wanted to make sure we weren’t too exhausted to drive home in the morning.

I stroked the tall, dark-haired woman’s face as we looked into each other’s eyes and kissed softly, but eventually, her eyes fluttered shut, and she began to breathe deeper.

Having Calista in my arms was incredibly comforting, and before long, my own eyes grew heavy.

I passed out not long afterward, and in the morning the two of us got ready, packed up our stuff, and checked out of the hotel. There were significantly fewer people now that the competition was over, and the guests decked out in Celestial Vixens attire were now replaced by men in button-up shirts and families.

On the drive back to St. Louis, I mulled over the last few days in my head as well as the offer that Calista had presented to me last night.

I also couldn’t help but think back to Sasha and all of her connections, and how she was going to play into things moving forward. She was no doubt a deadly woman, one whose bad side I didn’t want to discover, and working for the FBI might create a bit of a predicament if she ever found out.

In the end, I decided the pros were way better than the cons.

“Alright,” I blurted when we were about an hour from home. “I’ll do it.”

“You’ll work with us?” Calista asked as a massive smile spread across her face.

“I’ll work with you,” I confirmed. “But the second any other FBI member tries to control me or treats me like I’m their employee, I’m out.”

“That won’t happen,” she said. “This is so exciting! We get to work together all through your national competition and then beyond.”

“Careful what you wish for,” I chuckled. “You never know how far my CV career will take me.”

“It’s going to take you very, very far,” Calista said. “I’m sure of that.”

When we were about thirty minutes away from my apartment, I had a sudden epiphany.

“Wait,” I said. “Don’t take me home just yet… Take me to Magioni’s.”

“Are you sure?” Calista asked. “You don’t want to go back and put your suitcase and deck back first?”

“Not going to lie, Calista…” I grinned. “I’m riding on a bit of a high right now, so I want to do this before I have any second thoughts.”

Calista nodded, and I began to lead her toward my place of employment. It was early afternoon when we got there, and I saw several of the delivery vehicles hurrying in and out of the parking lot like it was rush hour in New York City. I had Calista pull into a parking space that was close to the front door, and I jumped out and hurried inside.

The second the bell on the door rang, Mr. Magioni greeted me with a confused expression.

“Wilson?” he asked. “I thought you took the day off because you were in Jefferson City?”

“I just got back,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you about–”

“Look, kid,” Mr. Magioni interrupted. “I’ve told you a million times, I ain’t got any more hours for ya. Maybe I could find some if you stopped taking off every few weeks to do one of your little card games.”

Anger surged in the pit of my stomach at the blatant disrespect from my boss, but that quickly turned into smug satisfaction when I thought about what I was about to say.

“That’s not why I came in today, Mr. Magioni,” I said.

“Well, you’re not getting your employee discount on a day you don’t work,” he grumbled.

“Mr. Magioni,” I said. “I quit. Effective immediately.”

Suddenly, Mr. Magioni looked up from his workstation, and his mouth fell open like a trout. He wiped his dough-covered hands on his apron before he hurried out to the front, but I was already headed for the door.

“Wait, Parker!” he said. “What the fuck are you doing? You can’t just leave us like this.”

I stopped in my tracks, turned around, and looked Mr. Magioni straight in his eyes.

“I can, and I am,” I insisted. “Like you said, you can give all my hours to somebody else.”

“Come on, Parker…” he said as his voice changed into a fake nice tone. “You’re one of my best drivers.”

“And now I was one of your best drivers,” I said. “Sorry, Mr. Magioni, but I’ve got bigger things to do now.”

“Your stupid little porn card game?” Mr. Magioni scoffed. “Get outta here with that shit.”

“Incredible,” I said. “Literally every word you used to describe CV was completely wrong.”

“I can’t believe this,” Mr. Magioni said as his brow furrowed. “You’re leaving an actual job so you can play a freaking game.”

“That ‘game’ pays better than you do,” I said, and my anger was rising.

“I bet it don’t pay consistently,” Mr. Magioni said. “You know what? Nah, I’m not gonna beg you to stay. In fact, I don’t want you here. You’re fired, Wilson.”

“You can’t fire me,” I said. “I already quit.”

“You’d better have your uniform and any Magioni’s property back to me by tonight, or I’m gonna sue your ass,” he snarled.

“You’ll get your beloved hat back,” I scoffed. “I know you’re too cheap to buy new ones for every employee.”

“Why you little piece of–” he began, but before he could finish, the bell on the door rang and a woman walked in with her two kids.

Mr. Magioni’s expression suddenly shifted from rage to a fake cheer, and he greeted them warmly.

“Get outta my restaurant,” my now ex-boss huffed under his breath.

I obliged him, and I held my chin high as I exited the building for what I hoped would be the last time ever. It felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. I’d just done something that couldn’t be undone, and I was gonna have to face the consequences of it either way, but even that fact couldn’t bring down my mood.

Any doubt in my mind vanished when I saw Calista sitting there in her SUV. She smiled at me as I approached, and something excited leaped in my chest.

“I saw him yelling at you,” the FBI agent said as I got into the vehicle. “I’m assuming he didn’t take it well?”

“He’s a dick,” I explained. “He doesn’t take it well when anyone stands up to him. Just promise me again that I made the right move here…”

Calista didn’t say anything. Instead, she turned to me, caressed my cheek with her right hand, and leaned in and gave me a long, passionate kiss. When I finally pulled away, we were both all smiles, and that little shred of doubt I had vanished completely.

Calista put the car into drive, and we started back to my apartment. It wasn’t a long drive, but the entire time, I tried to process the whirlwind of the last few days. I’d gone from just some dude who played cards really well to a freaking FBI asset, as well as somebody who was actively being hunted by the Russian Mafia and mildly harassed by one of the richest men in the world. Now, I completely blew up my life for a girl I’d only met a few weeks ago and the prospect of a job that might actively put me in danger?

And I had absolutely no regrets.

Most important of all, was the fact I’d started this whole affair as a lowly Celestial Vixens fan who played in all sorts of small potatoes tournaments. Now, I was a champion for both the region and the entire state of Missouri.

And I wasn’t done yet.

Soon, I would be the Celestial Vixens champion of the entire United States.

If the mafia or GameTech didn’t get to me first, that is.

End Book 1
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Celestial Vixens! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 300 ratings, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!
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