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**

Dedicated to The Man Who was
Thursday…

**

Man’s Last Night

“Michael Coleman! Get off
that game and get the door!”

Michael sighed, muttering about a hot
place where his mother should go. “Just a sec, guys. Real life.
Hold things down,” he said into his headset. He removed it after
setting his controller down. Onscreen, his soldier hid behind a
bullet-riddled wall, safe for the moment.

He walked up the basement stairs and to
the front door. “Hold on!” he snapped at the persistent raps. “Who
is it?”

“Open up, Michael,” answered
an unfamiliar, feminine voice. Michael rubbed a hand down his faded
green T-shirt: a little wrinkled, but he could live with it.
Besides, he actually showered today. He’d smell acceptable for a
little while.

He pulled on the doorknob, revealing
the visitor. She stood a little taller than himself: that wasn’t
saying much, considering Michael barely reached five and a half
feet. Her bangs fell forward in a pink-tinged skater cut, while the
rest of her scalp had been sheared to the skin. A pair of thick,
squared glasses sat on her diminutive nose. Her curvy, attractive
figure was clad in a tie-dyed T-shirt predominantly shaded in pink
and a pair of jeans shredded and tattered with fashion-inspired
cuts

Her familiar facial features resonated
within Michael, and his mouth fell open. As she walked past him and
into the hallway, he still couldn’t bring himself to say her name.
Not until she turned around and confirmed her identity with her
question: “So where’s your console?”

“You’re her!” He finally
blurted out. “You’re KraZeeKat!”

“Congratulations,” she
replied flatly. “Are we gonna do this or not?”

“But… but where have you
been?” Michael asked. Her calm demeanor did nothing to placate his
shock.

“Michael! Who’s
there?”

He looked at the door muffling his
mother’s voice, then back at the visitor. “Ah… nobody, Mom!” he
cried. “Pizza guy. Had the wrong address!”

“Oh, so I’m a nobody now?”
the girl quipped.

“Better not be one of your
friends, Michael!” the disembodied voice
warned. “I don’t want people over when I’m
not home.”

“You don’t want people over
when you are home,”
he mumbled. A little louder, he said “Wasn’t a friend of mine,
Mom!”

KraZeeKat folded her arms while blowing
a strand of stray pink hair from her face. She looked at him with
an impatient frown. “What?” Michael asked, careful to keep his
volume down.

“Let’s get this over with,
Michael. I’ve come a long way to take you on, and I really don’t
want to waste it standing around here.”

She pointed toward the descending
staircase. “You play down there?” she asked.

“Wait a minute. Wait a
minute here,” he said, shaking his head. His hands came up in a
gesture of surrender. “What’s going on. You… you haven’t been heard
from by anybody in or out of the gaming community in nine months,
and now, all of a sudden, you show up at my house? I don’t even
know you personally!”

“Is your console downstairs
or not?”

“Well yeah, but—”

“Then let’s get to it, shall
we?”

Michael’s already open mouth dropped
even further down. “Get to what?”

“Get to your challenge,” she
answered as she walked toward the stairway. She stopped and looked
back at him in frustration. “You did
challenge me the other night, right?” she asked.
“Said it to your friends while you were playing Man’s Last Night. You told them that
you wished you could’ve met me before I disappeared. Told them that
you could beat my game record, the one I set on Nightmare Four
level.”

Michael could feel his face morphing
into a perplexed scowl. “How could you know that?” he demanded. “I
was in a private game with my friends!”

“From what I heard, you said
it loud enough and often enough that gamers in China could’ve heard
you. Matter of fact, you were being pretty cocky about it. Or was
it angry?”

A soft, teasing smile crossed
KraZeeKat’s lips. A mixture of combustible heat and embarrassment
bubbled up within Michael. The shock and awe related to the sudden
appearance of this girl that nobody had heard from in nine months
was taking a backseat to resentment at her challenge. Here she was,
no longer missing, and now, all of a sudden, she had the gall to
challenge him? Who did she think he was?

No way, he thought. No way this little
wench shows up and tries to make him look like a fool. Michael
didn’t care where she was all this time, or why. Nor did he care
that one of his buddies blabbed his boasts to the rest of the
gaming world.

“Yeah, I did,” he stammered,
then repeated it with more anger than trepidation. “So I said it.
So what? I said I could beat you. And you know what? I
can beat you! I don’t give
a rip about your ‘legendary’ performance or your unbeatable record
you set just before you vanished from society. Matter of fact, I
think you cheated.”

“Cheated?” she asked. “How
do you figure?”

“I don’t know. Some hack I
don’t know about.”

“I don’t cheat, Michael. I
never cheat.” She looked away from him, toward her feet. “Truth is,
even if I wanted to, I can’t cheat.”

Michael snorted. “I don’t buy that,” he
countered.

KraZeeKat’s eyes rose to meet his. The
serenity reflected in her sent a pulse of unease through him. “So,
you going to stand here and debate me about it, or do you want to
go down to your console and prove it?” she asked. “I don’t have all
night.”

Michael glanced at the basement stairs,
then looked back at the door dividing him from his mother. She’d be
gone soon anyway; probably for the night, if all went
well.

“Alright,” he muttered.
“You’re on,”

**

Michael sent her down and instructed
her to keep silent until his mom had left. He walked into the
kitchen and extracted a pair of root beers from the fridge. As he
dumped a bag of nacho cheese flavored chips into a bowl, Mom
appeared, dressed in her usual bar-hopping attire of clothing that
left little to the imagination. After a stern warning with
alcohol-saturated words about not eating them out of house and
home, Mother strolled to the front door, red high heels in hand. A
moment later, after an abrupt slam and the departure of the car,
Michael headed into the basement.

“Interesting mom you have,”
KraZeeKat remarked as he set the food between them. “Sure loves her
nights out.”

Michael grunted as he opened his
drink.

“She coming back anytime
soon?”

“Depends on if she has to
come home alone or gets lucky,” he answered after a swig. “Either
way, I stay hidden ‘til noon.”

“Sounds like a cousin of
mine. Great girl when she was sober, before she met her loser
friends from college. We used to hang out a lot for family stuff.
Especially Christmas. That was the best.” She nodded as a wistful
smile filled her face. “We went to Uncle Rich’s house. He never
married or had kids, so he spoiled us all with stuff. Loved seeing
our faces when we opened presents. We liked seeing the disapproval
on our parents’ faces, ‘cause we knew they didn’t like it. We
didn’t care.”

Michael pressed a stud on the top of
his black console. The television came to life with a tidal wave of
emerald green, followed by the pixellated manifestation of the
company logo.

“Matter of fact, Uncle Rich
got me Man’s Last Night for my birthday. My mom took him into the kitchen, where they
were supposed to be cleaning up. She wasn’t too happy about me
getting it, and said so loudly. Don’t think I ever heard her argue
with somebody that much outside of my dad before they divorced. So
I guess you could say he’s the one responsible for bringing me
here.”

“Great,” Michael
murmured.

A series of preliminary game company
logos and accompanying graphics flashed across the screen before
the monitor returned to blackness. From the speakers came a low and
unpleasant cacophony of strings playing a discordant melody.
Michael held his place, resisting the urge to lower the volume.
Something about that otherworldly prelude tingled his back, worse
than fingernails on the chalkboard. Still, KraZeeKat held her
ground, showing no ill effects from the introduction. He wasn’t
about to let her get any pleasure or psychological advantage from
seeing his apparent weakness.

A moment later, the black gave way to a
shaky first-person perspective: running past abandoned houses,
overturned cars, and random fires. Heavy breathing mixed with hasty
footsteps filled Michael’s ears. The view shifted backward every
few steps, revealing an oncoming horde of bipedal pursuers dressed
in clothing as tattered as their flesh. Lidless, bloody eyes stared
incessantly at the fleeing, preprogrammed victim, meant to place
the player in the shoes of the target. With each backward look, the
pursuers came closer, until another forward look and a rounding of
a building corner placed the runner and the observer face-to-face
with another monstrous pursuer. The scene ended there as an open,
fang-filled mouth coupled with bony, claw-tipped fingers reached
for the screen. The picture abruptly cut to black, followed by
multiple screams from male and female voices.

“Love that intro,” Michael
said. That was a lie; he loved the game but hated the intro. It
gave him nightmares more than once when he first started
playing.

The title flowed down in oozing red
pixels. “You ready to do this?” KraZeeKat asked.

“Are you?” Michael
challenged.

She looked at him, narrowing her eyes.
“You’re the one who challenged me, remember? I’m just making sure
you really want to put your money where your mouth is.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

KraZeeKat licked her lips before
responding. “How confident are you that you can beat me, Michael?
Do you really think you’ll win?”

“Well, yes… yes!”

“Confident enough to bet on
it?”

A twinge of apprehension tickled
Michael’s stomach. “What, you mean like money?”

“No, something else.
Something a little more crucial.”

The invitation to begin the game
continued to blink on the screen. Michael glanced at it, then back
at KraZeeKat. “Then what?”

She let out a slow sigh before giving
her terms. “How about your life, Michael? How about your very
soul?”

The twinge turned into an all out
bowling ball. “Life or death? Over a game!?”

“Over a game, Michael.”
KraZeeKat pulled her head back, opening her eyes wide in mock
surprise. “What? What’s the big deal? You just said you were sure
that you could beat me, right? Then what does it matter what the
stakes are?”

“But it’s just a
game!”

“Yep, just a game. Just a
thing in this life, like any other petty matter that people have
died over, right? But I don’t get why you’re so scared, all of a
sudden. You said you were better than me. You think the online
gaming community should be shelving my achievements and trophies in
favor of yours, don’t you?”

The bowling ball rolled away, down a
lane of resurfaced anger. “Yeah, I do!” he growled.

“You called me a… what was
it? A ‘has-been’? Second best? Weren’t those a couple of the things
you said to your friends? Didn’t you complain to your buddies that
nobody was noticing you, nobody was giving you the respect you
thought you deserved because I had become a ‘game goddess’—your
words, Michael—to the other players?”

“You’re worshiped by
everybody else!” Michael snapped. “Just because
you’re….”

“Because I’m what,
Michael.”

“Because you’re a
girl! There, I said it! My
friends, they all think you’re hot! That’s why you’re so
immortalized!”

“And not because I set a
record on one of the toughest survival horror games ever created?
You think my body and my chromosomes are the only reasons why I’m
so loved?”

“Not the only reasons, but
they’re up there. You ever see some of the fan art done about
you?”

A wry smile filled KraZeeKat’s face.
“I’ve seen a little of it, yes. Some of it is a bit…
flattering.”

“Well I hated it! I
hated you! I hated
that you were still at the top, even after I beat your record! All
anybody wanted to talk about was you and how great you were! Never
mind that I did it better than you. The gaming community just
didn’t care about that; they had their little idol named KraZeeKat
and bowed at your feet, night and day! And then you just up and
disappear for months without saying a word to the rest of the
world, and that only makes you even more of a legend! How can I
compete with that? All I heard from others was about how I had to
have cheated, used a glitch or a code and somehow did it
unfairly!”

“Did you?”

“No!” Michael cried,
pounding a frustrated fist into the carpeted floor. “I’ve
never used anything like
that. I didn’t care whether or not it meant making the game harder.
What’s the point in using cheats like that? Any idiot can use a
glitch or a cheat. Real gamers do it by playing clean!”

“And you did it clean,
didn’t you. Just like me.”

“I did!”

KraZeeKat turned toward him. “So then
you’ll take me up on my wager?” she asked. “One game for a
soul?”

Michael blew a despising puff of air
through his mouth. The initial fear that was pressing down on him
had nearly dissipated, giving way to his shortening temper. “Not
like you can collect on it anyway,” he muttered. “Bring it
on.”

“So we’re square on it? You
win, I disappear from history and you’ll be seen
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