Chapter One: The Game

I met him on my first day in my new role. I have just been promoted to Manager for inbound operations in a robotic warehouse. I was nervous, proud, and still finding my footing.

Chris was a third-party contractor who worked in maintenance. I didn’t know him yet, but I’d soon learn that he had a way of making even the most ordinary moments unforgettable.

That day, another manager and I were playing Pac-Man for the first time during our break. I was terrible at it, laughing, missing turns, and getting caught by the ghosts every few seconds. Chris walked by, noticed, and by the time I gave up, he took over the controls. Within minutes, he beat the top score on the machine.

Then he turned to me, grinning with that mix of pride and teasing I’d come to know so well.
“Hey,” he said, “I got a higher score than you.”

I rolled my eyes, pretending to be annoyed. “Whatever,” I said, and walked away.
“I’m Christian!” he yelled while I was walking away
“Claire” I yelled back and left the break room.

He thought I was drop-dead gorgeous, though I didn’t know it then. I had short, curly brown hair, green eyes, and my favorite leather jacket, the one that made me feel untouchable. I had a style people noticed, sharp and different, and I guess that caught his eye.
But to me, he looked so happy, too full of light for someone like me. I was in a dark place back then, and his energy almost made me uncomfortable. I didn’t want to stand too close to it, afraid it might expose how broken I really was.

The next day at work, someone walked in. He was tall, broad-shouldered, carrying himself with the kind of confidence that turns heads. He had a motorcycle helmet on, so I couldn’t see his face, but something about the way he moved made me stop.

Damn, I thought, who the fuck is he?

I couldn’t help watching as he set the helmet down and ran a hand through his hair. When he finally looked up, my heart did a weird little flip. It was Christian.

So the happy, smiling guy from yesterday rode a motorcycle? Maybe I’d been wrong about him. Maybe there was more to him. A darker, more dangerous side that matched mine.

I went back to work because work never ends. But he stayed on my mind. Every time he walked by, I caught myself watching him. That image of him walking in with the helmet, the quiet confidence, the way he carried himself kept replaying in my head like a loop I couldn’t turn off.

God, why do I sound like I’m obsessing? I needed a break from work, from my thoughts, from him. So, I stepped outside for some air.

I was outside, leaning my elbows on the fence, watching the beach. Someone came and stood next to me, close enough that his left arm brushed against my right arm. We touched skin to skin.

I immediately moved my arm and turned to see who it was. It was Christian, smiling.
“Hi,” I said.
“Hi,” he replied.

A motorcycle was parked by the fence where we stood.
“Is this your motorcycle?” I asked.
He shook his head. “No, I don’t have a motorcycle.”
“But I saw you coming in with a helmet,” I said.
He grinned. “Aha! I knew you saw me, but you pretended you didn’t. You didn’t even say hi.”
I smiled. “I believe whoever comes into the room should be the one to start the hello. If they don’t say hi to me, I assume they don’t want to be talked to.”
He looked straight at me and said, “I always want to talk to you.”

I felt my face warm. “So, it is your motorcycle then?”
He laughed. “Yes. Do you want to come for a ride with me?”
“Hell no,” I said, laughing. “That thing looks scary.”

“My break’s over,” I added. “I need to get back to work.”
“The offer still stands if you change your mind,” he said with a wink.

I smiled and walked away, pretending not to look back.

The next day, I got a message from him on our work chat. It was just a single rose emoji.
“What’s with the rose?” I typed.
“Just a hello,” he replied.
“Hehe, hello!” I answered.
“Sorry,” he wrote, “I’ll get you better ones,” and then sent a bouquet emoji.
I smiled at my screen.
“Thank you,” I typed.
“I don’t have your number,” he said, “so this was the only way to get a hold of you.”
“Is this you asking for my phone number?” I teased.
“Yes?? No??” he replied.
“510-285-7872,” I messaged back.

He had my number, but he didn’t really use it. One day he came to work while I was standing at the front desk with my process assistant, Jane. She was about to head home when Christian walked in. He joined our conversation right away, asking if everyone was okay. I told him I was fine, but Jane started grinning. I didn’t know it then, but he’d been telling her he thought I was cute, but she never told me.

So now, with all three of us standing there, she decided to have some fun. I told him I was upset because he didn’t complete a reset on one of the devices I asked him to fix. Jane jumped in, laughing. “You should take Claire out and apologize, Christian.”
He looked at me, smiling. “I would go to Mount Everest and yell ‘I love Claire’ from the top.”

I froze. My face went red. Jane loved every second of it.
After he walked away, I whispered to Jane, “Do you think I should date him? He’s not like anyone I’ve ever been with.”
She smiled. “Why not? You should try.”

Later that day, he finally texted me.
Christian: “Where would you like to go?”
Me: “VR gaming place.”
Christian: “Are you a gamer?”
Me: “Isn’t that obvious?”
Christian: “I’m impressed and yes, I’ll take you wherever makes you happy.”

We planned a date, and I freaked out and cancelled. He did not respond to my cancelation text. I thought it was for the best. I was too broken to be with someone specially someone who is so happy while I have been struggling for a really long time.
The next day I saw him at work. He came over to talk to me and I wanted to be honest with him. I told him, “Christian, I’m sorry I cancelled our date. You seem like a very happy person with a simple life. I don’t want to come into your life and bring you darkness.”
He replied seriously, “Remind me to tell you a story later,” and walked away.

Later that day, he found me again. “I was in a motorcycle accident about a decade ago,” he said. “I have long-term memory loss and can’t remember anything from before my accident. Not all people who smile are happy, Claire. If anything, I think I have severe depression that I mask with my smile.”

I stood there, shocked. Could I have been wrong about him all this time? Could he be dark just like me?

The next day was our day off. I texted him to see if he was free. He said he had picked up an overtime shift.
“What time do you finish?” I asked.
“By 4:30 a.m.,” he replied.
“I’ll be up by then,” I said. “Do you want to grab a cup of coffee with me?”
He said, “I’d love that. Where?”
I sent him the address of a coffee shop fifteen minutes from my house.

That night, I barely slept. It was October 28th, 2024. I put on dark jeans, a gray rock band T-shirt, a black puffer jacket, and black combat boots. I looked good. At 4:45 a.m., I walked through the cold, quiet streets to meet him.

He was ten minutes late. Then I saw him pull up on his motorcycle, take off his helmet, and smiled.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi,” I replied.

We went inside. I ordered black coffee and a chocolate croissant. He got a vanilla frappe.

“Have you ever done porn before?” he asked suddenly.
I laughed. “No.”
He smiled. “My biggest fear is finding the one and then finding out she did porn.”
I laughed harder. “Well, I went to acting school and did some scenes where I had to touch people.”
“That doesn’t count,” he said.
“It was an intimate scene,” I teased.
“You had all your clothes on,” he grinned.
I laughed. “You looked me up?”
“Well, yeah,” he said. “I’m trying to find the one I’ll end up with.”
I smiled. “Well, I looked you up too.”
“You won’t find anything,” he said.
“I didn’t,” I laughed.

When we walked out, he asked, “Do you want a ride?”
“Never on a motorcycle,” I said.
“Then I’ll get you an Uber,” he smiled.
As the car pulled up, I turned to him. “I had such a good time with you.”
“Me too,” he said.
I grinned. “Are you going to kiss me or what?”
He looked surprised, then pulled me close by the back of my neck.
Our lips met, and it felt like I’d kissed him before... in another life.
That kiss changed everything.
