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To my love, Jen.

Also, to my friend Scott and anyone else who helped make Philly my home.

And to you, for reading this.







PROLOGUE

1989

In the minutes before the horrific accident that would end his unspectacular life, Robby Asaro was engaged in one of his favorite activities. He was making a pizza.

The frozen dough arrived shrink-wrapped, looking like pale Frisbees. There were twenty to a case, ten in each stack, packed double-wide and weighing about fifty pounds. Inside the plastic wrap was a preportioned bag of cheese and another of sauce.

To aid in pizza preparation, a set of instructions came stapled to the inside of every lid. Robby went through the boxes and tossed the directions in the trash before loading the pizzas into the walk-in cooler.

The company wanted to make you think prep was idiot-proof, but there was still an art to making an edible Funcave pizza, something that you couldn’t be told via step-by-step instructions.

And Robby Asaro went beyond making them edible: he had elevated these pizzas to an art.

He liked to tell people that it was his Italian heritage, his grandmother’s kitchen voodoo filtering down through the bloodline, but it was really just a decade of trial and error.

Robby had been in the pizza-thawing business since 1980, a year after Funcave had opened its doors. Over the last decade he’d learned nothing about women through a marriage and a divorce, but he’d learned when to ignore the instructions and when to trust the oven.

Eddie Harmon, the owner of Funcave and Robby’s boss, liked to describe the oven as “automated,” but Robby had never seen Mr. Harmon try to work the thing.

The appliance was big enough that it took up half the kitchen. A piece of machinery that large was never simple.

Robby washed his hands, toweled off, and then dusted his palms with a bit of flour. He set aside the sauce and cheese and gave the dough a layer of flour too. The instructions didn’t call for flour. That was all Robby.

The tomato sauce was best applied with a spoon, the contours of the utensil allowing for organic peaks and valleys in sauce distribution. Robby only used three-quarters of a bag, any more than that and you’d have a soggy pizza.

Robby sprinkled the cheese, tossing in a bit of parmesan powder for flavor. That didn’t come in the box—he had to order it separately and bill it as something else so Eddie wouldn’t catch him. Paying more for the pizzas than the owner deemed necessary was a one-way ticket to a patented Mr. Harmon chew-out.

The oven was built like a long conveyor belt. A machine that might have been more at home in a quarry, rocks and sand moving across it, than a video arcade. But here it was.

The belt’s tread was made of a fine metal grating that moved the pizza under the heating coils. The metal of the tread itself heated up, giving each pizza a crispy bottom as it traveled through the oven. By the end of a rotation, this metal mesh was well over 400 degrees.

The machine had been sold to businesses as the economical, no-muss alternative to a traditional pizza oven. But simple, the oven wasn’t. There were separate settings for each of the three heating coils and the speed of the belt, and the coils could be lowered and raised above the track.

After years of tinkering, Robby had the oven just the way he liked it, but that didn’t stop the day-shift assholes from tampering with it.

From outside the kitchen, the sounds of the arcade floor entered through the order window. Robby put the finishing touches on the pizza while listening to the constant clatter of skee balls dropping into their troughs. When there was a lull in the radio, Robby could hear the distant electronic beeps and simple music of Galaga ’88 and Spy Hunter.

Robby Asaro smiled to himself, content with his place in life, feeling at one with the zen of the arcade. He lifted the cold dough with two hands until it was eye level. Dressed in sauce and cheese, it was a thing of beauty.

For most of his thirty-eight years, Robby had worked with his hands. Road crew, landscaping, even a brief stint as a field hand. None of those jobs were as tough on his mitts as prepping pizzas at the Funcave. The backs of Robby’s hands were crisscrossed with scars, the patterns matching the cross-hatching of the conveyor belt.

Carefully, to keep his fingers away from the hot belt, he dropped the pizza on and watched as it slowly rolled away, the hot orange glow of the heating coils stinging his eyes.

The assemblage of dough, sauce, and cheese began its journey. By the time it reached the end, it would no longer be these distinct elements, but would instead be united as a pizza. A Funcave pizza.

“Hey, Rob,” Seth yelled from the order window. Robby only half listened to him, his eyes still fixed on the pizza as it inched down the conveyor belt into the orange maw of the oven. “Now they say they want sausage and peppers on that. Don’t throw it on yet.”

It took Robby a moment to decode the words, and he was upset when he did.

Fucking kids, Robby thought. Grow a pair, Seth. They should have to pay for two pizzas if they’ve already ordered. That was what he thought, but he was not that kind of guy, so he shoved both hands into the conveyer belt to remove the pizza.

“Got it!” he yelled back.

Robby was two fingers deep into the rapidly congealing dough. He gripped at the outer edges, the not-yet-crust of the pizza, and yanked it up from the metal grate. Amazingly, he had not burned himself, but he could feel the heat on his forearms through his chef’s whites.

The last thought to cross Robby Asaro’s mind that wasn’t tinged with abject terror was how much he was going to sweat into his shirt and how he would have to do laundry later.

That was right before his sleeve snagged on the belt.

[image: ]
Seth rounded the corner of the kitchen doorway, responding to Robby’s cries just in time to watch the older man’s Reeboks disappear into the mouth of the oven. The sneakers made a sizzling sound with each crash against the metal grating, plastic vaporizing on contact.

The smell of burning rubber mingled with burning hair as he stepped inside the room, and it was impossible for Seth to tell which was which. Or which was worse.

Located on a sparsely populated stretch of commercial road in Ashville, New Hampshire, Funcave was ten minutes from the closest EMT dispatch station. This is also about the same amount of time that it takes for a pizza to complete its roll through the oven.

By the time the paramedics arrived on the scene, most of Robby’s clothes had burned away and his skin had taken on a rosy hue. Even though the flesh was the color and texture of expertly prepared pepperoni, Robby Asaro was not around to appreciate it.







CHAPTER 1

2014

It was hard to concentrate on your game of Ms. Pac-Man when five feet away someone was calling you a “chink” under their breath.

Tiffany Park knuckled down, leaned into the machine, and let her fist fuse with the joystick until plastic and flesh were one.

The orange ghost was giving her trouble, had been the whole game. There was an unpredictability to Ms. Pac-Man that many classic games didn’t possess. In this particular session, the orange ghost, Sue, was the embodiment of that randomness.

The decision to go for the warp tunnel proved fatal for Tiffany. Ms. Pac-Man spun onto her back in her death throes. It was less graphic than the death of Mr. Pac-Man—splitting at the middle and disappearing into himself—but not by much. The sight of Ms. Pac-Man on her ass, her ruby lips and beauty mark pointed to the sky, was beyond sad.

“No kill screen that time, Tiffany,” Chris said, walking up behind her. “You would dishonor your family like that?” he added in a Mr. Miyagi accent.

Chris Murphy liked his metal nu and his stereotypes broad.

Tiffany had not achieved a kill screen in Ms. Pac-Man, not yet. Chris never would, but guys like Chris didn’t care about shit like that.

Chris probably only knew the term kill screen because it included the word kill in it. The kid fit into the category of “hateful suburban white boy” so snugly that it may as well have been his race, ethnicity, and religion, too.

He took a step closer, reaching a hand over so that he almost touched hers. She pulled her fingers back from the cabinet, and he flicked the joystick.

“I’ve got next,” he said. “Don’t you see the token?”

There was no token, at least not pressed against the screen where it was supposed to be. It was pinched between two of Chris’s dirty fingernails as he waved it in her face.

Chris was not fat or excessively tall, but he towered over Tiffany. He edged his way in front of the machine, the mass of his body pushing her away from the cabinet without ever touching her, the mysterious force like the wrong end of a magnet.

From this close, Chris smelled like cigarette smoke and grease. At least she hoped it was cigarette smoke. Back in elementary school, Chris would boast to the other boys about spending his weekends torching stray cats.

“Let a man show you how it’s done, China Girl.”

It was hard for Tiffany to tell whether she was being bullied or hit on. There may have been some overlap between Chris’s definitions of both terms.

Was she supposed to stay and watch him play Ms. Pac-Man? The idea disgusted her. She looked down both ends of the aisle. They were alone. The classic game room wasn’t very popular, so it was quite possible that they were the only two people on the second floor of Funcave.

From downstairs she could hear the infrequent crash of pins from the bowling alley. It was a Tuesday afternoon. The local kids only swamped the place on weekends, and the old-timers who spent their nights trying to one-up each other’s scores in Tempest and Marble Madness had not yet left their minimum-wage nine-to-fives.

Chris yanked the joystick. His wasn’t the tight, professional grip that Tiffany tried to maintain, but the insane throttle of a man trying to break Ms. Pac-Man into submission.

The grip wouldn’t work for the later levels, was real amateur-hour stuff, but he was competent enough to get through the first two stages without dying. He missed the first set of cherries, though.

Violent as his play-style was, watching him game, his strategy, was enough to quiet Tiffany’s original fears about being alone with the Murphy boy. It was possible that he was one of those bullies whose rage stemmed from a desire to be befriended, so maybe this was his way of reaching out to someone, anyone.

Ms. Pac-Man found herself boxed into a corner without a power pellet and the ghosts descended upon her.

“Fuck! Stupid whore didn’t go left.” Chris screamed and Tiffany felt angry at herself for trying to humanize him. The circumstances didn’t much matter: Chris Murphy was ugly, inside and out.

“There was a wall there,” Tiffany said.

“Don’t you think I know that? I wasn’t yelling at you, was I





































































Praise for 
ZERO LIVES REMAINING


“Saying Adam Cesare is one of the best new voices in horror is getting old because he has a great body of work to his name, so it’s time to drop the ‘new’ and declare he’s now one of the best voices in horror.”

—Gabino Iglesias, award-winning author of The Devil Takes You Home




“I’ve yet to read an Adam Cesare novel that didn’t (a) immediately reach up from the page, grab me by the Dennis Rodman lapels, and pull me face-first into the story, or (b) get me to fall head over heels for this world before I’m even a quarter of the way through the book.”

—Stephen Graham Jones, author of The Buffalo Hunter Hunter




“Adam Cesare solidifies himself as the Herschell Gordon Lewis of horror lit with Zero Lives Remaining, a dizzying fizz of kinetic energy, corn syrup blood and guts, and an added dab of pathos to warm our eviscerated hearts.”

—Clay McLeod Chapman, author of Devil Inside




“Cesare is a true master of fast-paced, fun, balls-out, over-the-top fear fiction, and those narrative talents are on full display in this video arcade–set gore-o-rama ghost novel.”

—Fangoria




“The victims in Zero Lives Remaining are different—far from being the typical, lost, wide-eyed fodder; these outcasts and obsessives quickly catch on to the truth of their awful situation and come to battle armed in their own strange ways… enough to leave every joystick of the arcade drenched in blood.”

—Rue Morgue




“While Video Night is an exceptional novel, the wistfulness in Cesare’s latest, Zero Lives Remaining, is twice as thick, the monsters a tad more gooey and intelligent, and the pacing even more insane. The result is a narrative that oozes a bizarre kind of melancholy while celebrating the classic video games and music of a different era while crushing bodies with more speed, creativity, and ease than most current best-selling horror authors put together.”

—Horror DNA




“Cesare is on the top of his game and delivers possibly his best story yet by unleashing a fountain of energy to keep you turning pages and enough horror to make you think twice about touching another arcade game.”

—Splatterpunk
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