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CHAPTER 1

The Game






You’re
dead!

Paul’s finger
didn’t have the strength to push the restart button, he’d been
playing since he got home from work. Food and sleep now, and in
that order. The pizza app brought up on the left screen and his
usual order placed. Shop reopens in 4 hours, but they had to
wait until he’d entered the very last digit before telling him.
Another instant noodle box chosen from the pile by the sink, satay,
his favourite, then the red cardboard box dropped in the microwave.
Two minutes to wait. What time did that pizza place close anyway, I
thought they opened all Friday night.

The aroma of
the hot meal filled the room before the ding of the machine. At
least the packet came with a plastic fork to save the washing he
thought as he ripped the top flaps off the hot box to make it
easier to eat.

Back at the
screens and the game still telling him he’s dead. Country of the
Living Dead. “You should try it,” gamer_chick747 said.
“It’s only single player yet, the co op will be a few more weeks,
but good to practise before the big battles.” Her voice so cute in
the headphones but she never turned on the camera, but then neither
did he. Sometimes it was better not to know. She was right though,
it was a great game and even though he’d never much liked zombie
movies, this game was so good.

Saturday 6:22am
the bottom of the main screen read. He’d been playing for more than
twelve hours. Not a record, but for a game like this, close enough.
Bed was only a few steps away and he didn’t bother turning off the
game.






Stop using the
pick, it often caught in their skulls and took too long to get free
and that’s when the rest of the horde could get me. That sleep had
really cleared his mind and he knew what to do now, just had to
take stock of where he was.

Total
Zombies killed – 1833. Lives used – 42. Average 43.6 undead per
life.

Not a
great achievement. Must do better.

Maybe I should
start the laundry first, she was often there Saturday. Thinking of
her as he collected the dirty washing had his mouth watering. I
should order food first he thought, then he keyed an order for
pizza, supreme with extra olives this time. Delivery in thirty
five minutes the app said. Plenty of time to get the washing
started and wait for the delivery man.

She was there,
he knew it. “Going to the protest later?” Her voice so steamy he
was ready to go too.

“What’s it
for?”

“You need to
get out more.” She was leaning against a washer. Just some old
jeans and ripped top, but he’d marry her instantly. “It’s against
the war.”

“What war? Last
I knew we weren’t in a war.”

“The one they
want to start. You feel it, don’t you? All that talk about the East
invading.”

“You want
someone to come with you?” It was worth a try.

“Max is calling
for me at three.” That was the brainless jock she fawned over. He
could hardly string two words into a sentence but he was able to
bash other people on the football pitch. “You should come. We need
more people so the government know we don’t want them forcing us
into another war.”

“I’ll see,” he
said still wondering what a gorgeous bright chick like her could
see with an idiot like Max.






His washing
left circling in the drier when the pizza arrived. Better to eat it
hot. She was gone when he went back to the laundry to check. He
couldn’t think of much worse than going to a pointless protest. The
government will take no notice. They never do.

- - -

It worked
perfectly. Instead of the pick, he grabbed a length of pipe and
poked it straight through their skulls, right through the brain.
Everyone knew that the only way to kill a zombie for ever was to
pierce the primitive part of their brain, the part right in the
middle. That’s why you need a long pick to penetrate right through
the top of the head, or this pipe to poke up their chins through to
their brains. It worked good through their open mouth too. That
stopped their hissing! He was past that hard section and powering
along until he lost his length of pipe while clambering over a
chain wire fence, a hundred undead behind him. That pipe now lying
on the ground over the fence beyond his reach. It would have been
perfect to poke the horde through the fence and reduce their
numbers, but all he could do was run off and try to find another
weapon to use.

A beep had him
pause the game. One hundred sixty two zombies for this game life so
far. New record, but there was an incoming message to check.

“Tried
that zombie game yet?” gamer_chick747

“Playing
it now. Great game.”

“Can
hardly wait till the co op so we can fight side by side.”
gamer_chick747

“Me too.
I prefer the pipe so far.”

“Sword.”
gamer_chick747

“I’ll
try that next.”






Much as he
tried, he couldn’t find a sword to use in the game. He acquired a
long knife and that worked well, but every business he looked to
loot had all the swords taken. When he paused the game to collect
the dried washing he heard next door leave to the protest. All this
zombie killing had him hungry again so he splurged on another
pizza. He was supposed to be saving for a house deposit, but house
prices increased more each week than he managed to save and that
goal seemed forever beyond reach.

Two hours
delay for delivery the app said. He’d never seen that much
delay before. Saturday 11.02pm. Maybe everyone wants pizza too. I
can wait.

He found a
sword. Not the best sword, but it did work enough to show how a
good one could work well. Wham! One slice and a zombie’s head was
opened and his infected brain sliced in two. Definitely his current
favourite weapon. Maybe I should get one for real, be a great
talking piece, but I’m sure it won’t be allowed. Our government
don’t allow citizens weapons of any type. Even buying a carving
knife was difficult so swords would be a prison sentence. And no
point complaining, people thought they lived in a free country, but
really anyone with half a brain knew it was a police state where
normal people had no power at all.

Two hours meant
a whole heap more zombies to kill, and they weren’t going to die
without him. Fighting left and right and with a horde forever
ambling behind, waiting for him to stay still too long so they
could sink their infected teeth into his neck. Axe and hammer he
bashed them, picking up a long stick at places to stab them from a
further distance. The pizza delivery guy had to pound on the door
to make him hear over the headphones. One hissing biter got him
before he could pause the game. Dead again!

“It’s crazy out
on the roads,” the delivery man said as Paul handed him a tip.
“Thinking of calling it a night.”

“The
protest?”

“Maybe. There’s
people running everywhere and no one knows what’s happening. No
cops in sight either.”

The pizza was
hardly warm, the cheese all congealed and the base like cardboard.
He ate it anyway. A zap in the microwave and it really wasn’t that
bad.

Refuelled, he
attacked the horde with enthusiasm, looting a long machete from a
fallen and using that to slash, always aiming for the head, but
accepting any hit that stopped their advance as a good hit. It did
leave the top part of their body still biting, but it certainly
slowed their advance.

Even through
the headphones he heard next door return, then a little later there
was a lot of loud moaning. Max was certainly getting lucky
tonight!

Paul went back
on the attack, but he’d lost interest thinking about next door.
That should have been him. The next time he died he didn’t restart,
lying on the bed and thinking about her. If I had gone with her
silly protest would I be getting laid right now? Who would know?
They must be really going for it, the moaning hardly stopped.






He dreamt of
her. Peering deep into her blue eyes while he was kissing her rose
red lips, his right hand sliding underneath her jeans to gently
touch the smoothness of her bottom.

“Make love to
me,” she purred, and they were naked on his bed. “I love you,” he
whispered.






Noises next
door woke him. Maybe Max had fallen off the bed and broken his
neck, the noises felt like that. Part of him wanted to go to her
door and ask if she was alright, but then again he didn’t want to
give that loser a chance to flaunt his conquest. Instead he
attacked the game again and he was on fire. Every zombie was Max
and he needed to be dispatched as painfully as possible. Slashing
his thick head into two from ear to ear. Sometimes slicing his legs
off so he was down to being half a man before cleaving his head in
two, straight down the middle, his pitiful brains split open for
all to see. He’d killed him so many times Paul lost count, slashing
him every hurtful way he could imagine, and he was imagining very
well. The good bit was he never was killed himself. Maybe it was
all the practice, or maybe he needed the motivation to make good.
The screen said Sunday 8:22am when he finally hit pause. Another
twenty four hours and he was due at work. Maybe time to get some
more sleep now to replenish his motivation.

Still moaning
coming from next door as he laid down. That had been a very long
time and he wondered how Max managed to keep it up that long.
Lulled to sleep by moaning, and when he did wake there was a
flashing message box on the main screen. He lay watching it flash.
There really was nothing urgent to attend to, but he was hungry and
that had him up glancing toward the message, enough to see it was
gamer_chick747, but he’d read it better with food. With a hot box
of microwave noodles in hand, he sat in front of the screen again
and clocked her message.

The world
has gone crazy outside. It might be an invasion. I don’t know what
to do. Can you help? Cathy. 157 Oak Hollow Road, Everglade.

No one ever
used their address. She’d used the name Cathy before but an
address! Straight to the map program and then street view. One
fifty seven was a normal looking house. Stucco and shingle. One of
hundreds similar lining most streets, but that city was right
across the country, thousands of miles away.

Then he turned
to the video sharing sites, they had the news first, usually before
the government deleted what they didn’t like, searching for
Everglade and invasion.

Whoa! Hundreds
of short cam captures. People screaming and running from an
advancing group. No sign of weapons on either side, but then no one
was allowed to own any sort of weapon in this free country. There
were so many videos it couldn’t be a hoax. One video left playing
while he quickly replied to her message, he even gave her his real
name and address.

The message
bounced. Service congested. Re-sending in 5 minutes.

Back to the
videos, but now there were hardly any to be seen. Censors got them.
It was so common these days that most people used other services in
other countries, but as he tried to get to his favourite it was not
connecting. That told more than trying to find more videos. If they
were censoring that hard, it must be bad. Back to her message, he
printed a copy and then back to the map program and took screen
prints of the house, then back further and further, taking prints
each step as a record of how to get there. He got enough views
before that program crashed too. It seemed most of the internet was
gone now. His hand reached for the LAN cable and ripped it from the
socket. It wasn’t beyond the government to brick user’s
computers.

Leaning back in
his black and red custom gamer chair he thought about what was
happening. Her message was still on the centre of the main screen
and he now knew what he would do. Never in his life had he had real
purpose before. Sure there was things that might be nice to do.
Good jobs to aim for. Find a wife. Nice house and then children.
All the usual stuff, but no real concrete purpose. Something that
had meaning and challenge. Something that had heart and passion. No
one had ever really asked for his help with something serious, and
though he didn’t really know her, they’d worked many times together
with games and they always worked as a perfect team together. Why
not in real life?






Still sitting
in front of the dead computer he tried to take stock. His life
moved between work and the apartment. Five days he endured a third
of his life unchallenged at work, then another third he slept, and
then for the rest, he gamed. He didn’t even own a car, just the bus
to work and shopping. But now he had a real quest and he wasn’t
sure what was needed. If it really was an invasion then air
transport was out, most likely bus and train the same, but it was a
mighty long way to walk.

Every quest had
to start somewhere, nothing proceeded without a beginning. All good
questers needed supplies and a bag to carry those supplies, then
provisions for the trip that they added to as the quest continued.
Food and water. Snacks. Clean clothes. Money. Weapons and cyber
recovery. Pen in hand he began writing a list, but then realised he
had hardly anything on the list anyway.

Beginning with
food. Mainly noodles and a couple of cans of beans, that should do
to start. A bottle of water and two of beer. A change of clothes
and extra undies. “Always wear clean underwear,” Mom said. Money?
Two cards and a handful of coins. Not ideal for a long trip, will
need to get more on the way. Weapons? What Weapons could he use?
The best knife from the kitchen and two long screwdrivers, and his
USB recovery stick, it held all his passwords and details to
rebuild a life.

Looking at the
small pile he thought it was more than most game quests had to
start, but he couldn’t help but think it was not enough for a real
life adventure. Tipping his old school backpack upside down he
replaced the books and disks with the supplies from the pile. There
was room for a little more, so he added more socks and another
thicker top. His work boots completed the outfit. It would win no
prizes for style, but it should work.

One more look
at the computer and her message still on the main screen. He
reached down and reconnected the LAN cable and watched the system
come back to life. No more messages. Hardly any sites accessible,
and those that seemed to connect didn’t load fully in the time he
gave it. Sunday 4.13pm the screen said before he turned the main
power off and the screen died. He felt part of him inside die
to.


CHAPTER 2

Next Door






Loaded backpack
in his left hand, Paul opened the apartment door, the corridor
ahead empty but still noises from next door. He decided to knock
and see if she was OK, thinking of asking her to keep an eye on the
apartment for an excuse, that reason seemed safe enough. As he
rapped on the door the noises inside came louder and seemed to be
coming closer. Not words, more moaning like he’d heard all night.
They couldn’t still be at it!

“You OK?” His
voice a little hesitant.

Still no words
from inside but the moaning was real close and then there was
banging on the door, like fists on the wood.

“Do you need
help?” he said with as much confidence in his voice as he could
muster.

The banging got
worse. He was no hero, but he couldn’t leave her with that brute if
he could help it. The door knob turned by hand and he felt the
latch click free letting him press the door open a little. The
banging stopped but the door was heavy to move.

“It’s only me,”
but his throat was dry and the words struggled to be heard.

Paul pressed
harder and had enough space to see into the room a little, enough
to see the links of a gold security chain stopping the door opening
much more.

“You need any
help?” he croaked.

His feet flew
back a step without him willing it. It was a man’s hand poking
through the gap in the doorway, the fingers splayed out and forcing
the door further apart and making a loud moaning sound. But that
wasn’t all. The hand. His hand. That hand was covered with dark
congealed blood, and then there was a pale almost white eye higher
in the gap with a mouth that was spitting toward Paul as it
hissed.

Zombie!

Paul’s shaking
legs calmed a little while that withered mouth continued its
hissing and the hand continued to reach out. Too many games. That
had to be it. Or a bad dream. He often had dreams about the games,
it was part of the fun. Am I awake or asleep, and how would I know?
If it was a dream what would I do? Easy. I’d stab that zombie and
save the day, how many thousands had he already dispatched. And if
it was real, what should he do? The same was the only answer he
could think.

Making the
decision calmed his racing mind, turning him to gamer mode and he
knew exactly what to do now. Backpack on the floor and open and
with one of those long screwdrivers found and gripped in his right
hand, he approached the door again. No need to think. Blade
straight through the half dead eye. It was harder than in the game,
there seemed much more resistance to his stab and that bloody hand
was reaching to grab his. When he pulled his stabbing hand back,
the zombie’s eyeball popped out with the screwdriver. Yuck. Again
he speared the screwdriver into that eye socket. This time the
screwdriver went right in to the plastic handle, the edge of Paul’s
hand touching the shrivelled hissing face, but the zombie was still
moving.

In the middle
of the brain he remembered, he was sticking it too much to the
side. With that grasping hand still feeling his arm, Paul wrenched
the screwdriver back and drove it forward again, this time aiming
through the left nostril and up into the brain. Instant success,
the zombie’s head now a dead weight on the screwdriver, the chain
arresting his fall with Paul still holding that screwdriver up the
zombie’s nose. When he pulled the weapon out, the zombie’s body
fell noisily to the ground, pushing the door closed with his
weight. It didn’t bother Paul, he was too busy leaning against the
wall shaking.

When his legs
became solid enough to stand unaided, he went back to the door
concerned for her, but he wasn’t pleased to still hear moans coming
from inside. Softer, sweeter moans. Of course that brute would have
infested her. That thought gave him power and he pushed against the
door, pressing that dead weight away, the gold chain fully extended
and her head in the gap. The rose red of her lips replaced with
blood. Her adorable blue eyes now pale and diseased. Her perfectly
manicured fingers now reaching out to him. It gave him no pleasure
when the screwdriver went in through her nose, her fingers leaving
bloody hand prints on his sleeve.

Paul was able
to unhook the chain and push the door hard enough to force both
their bodies away so he could enter the room. The stink had him
retching, but he managed to shut the door behind him, keeping the
gore inside and giving him a chance to take in the room in relative
safety. Simple one-room apartment like his but this one had blood
everywhere. Looking down at her she still looked attractive,
looking as though a good clean and she would be the same woman he
dreamt about every night. I can’t leave her like this, he thought,
so bending down and lifting her with hands in her armpits, he
dragged her to her bed. She had no top, and he could see what had
happened. That brute must have been infected first, most likely at
that stupid protest. There would have been an hour or so while the
infection worked throughout his body, and in that time she’d
brought him home and maybe been ready for some serious cuddling.
He’d turned and then bitten her right boob, the bite marks were
clear. From then on, it was only a matter of time until she joined
him amongst the undead.

Paul’s eyes
wouldn’t leave her. Not the infected bits, but the part of her that
was still there untouched. He wanted to mourn her. To tell how much
she had affected him. “Farewell my love.” Maybe tears would come
later, but now there was a quest to continue. Maybe there were
supplies in here to add to his bag.

Chocolate. He
loved chocolate and she must have too. Then biscuits and some bags
of sweets. Flavoured mineral water, a carving knife and some
packets of add-water-and-heat meals. Searching her wardrobe he
found another backpack. Of course it was pink and had flowers all
over it, but he easily filled it.

Money. Her
bedside table gave some coins and a drawer found notes and her
underwear. He forced the tears away. Now was not the time.

That brute must
have a car, and if he did, the keys must be in his trousers. Paul’s
nose now used to the stink and he was able to drag Max around to
investigate all his trouser pockets. His wallet brought a generous
amount of notes and a photo of him standing in front of a white
sports car, not a modern one, more like an old classic machine. The
keys were in the other side pocket, and his shirt revealed another
wadge of cash and a fancy cellphone that Paul pocketed. Better to
use his ID than mine.

With two
flicks, the lights went dark. Still some daylight filtering through
a partly open door that Paul assumed would be the small bathroom.
The tiny window high up gave plenty of light for him to make an
attempt to clean some of the blood from his sleeve as well as the
screwdriver and then give his hands a good wash with soap. Nothing
much there other than half a roll of paper to add to his
supplies.

Two back packs
were too much to carry in one hand so Paul fitted his own over his
back and kept her pink one to carry in his hands with the
screwdriver just inside the opening in case it was needed again
quickly. Peeping through the door and seeing the passage empty
before he pushed it open fully and walked toward the apartment
complex front door, the car keys in his right hand. They weren’t
the sort that had a key alarm button, so he’d need to visually
identify the car from the picture in the brute’s wallet. Cautiously
Paul pushed the main complex door open, expecting crowds of frantic
people with cars collided all over the street but it looked almost
normal. A couple of walkers in the distance and the usual cars
parked on the roadside, but no white sports car.

There was a
parking area along one side of the building and the brute wouldn’t
have wanted to leave a car like that on the street for everyone to
see. Bingo. Blocking another car’s access, a scribbled handwritten
note under the wiper giving someones opinion of the driver’s
parking ability. That paper ripped away and the key tried in the
door. Right car. Both backpacks hurled over to the passenger’s
side, then the key tried in the ignition, once the hole for it was
found. Paul still didn’t have a licence and this didn’t look like
it was an automatic, but the car was cranking.

When the motor
was burbling the next problem was deciphering the gears. Only once
before had he faced a manual gearbox, and that had proved that he
didn’t know how to work one. Trying again like his life depended on
it, attempting to marry the diagram on the gearbox knob with the
movement of the stick. Trying for Reverse and knowing enough
to gently let the clutch out first to make sure it was the right
gear. Everyone around must have thought the car was being stolen
with his attempts, but no one came to check. Maybe they thought
that no thief would be that bad at changing gears.

Success at
last. The car was purring backwards toward the roadway and he even
managed to get it turned while he was backing so it was nearly
ready to drive straight ahead, once he found First.

By the way it
took off, it wasn’t first. Man that car could move! Not sure where
he should go and still trying to get a better feel of working the
car, Paul just drove forward trying to get more at ease. Hardly
anyone around, just a few other cars, and all stopped. No traffic
lights working either and he seemed to be the only one moving.
Learning to scan the gauges on the dash while he drove. Fuel on
half full, that should be enough for a good way, but full would be
even better, especially considering the distance ahead, so he
looked for a convenience store. Fuel and more supplies and maybe
turn some of the money in his card to real spending notes.


CHAPTER 3

Road Trip


24 Hour
Convenience. Perfect, and no one else parked in the forecourt. Not
until the car was stopped alongside the pumps did Paul realise the
practical things he didn’t know like where was the fuel filler and
what sort of fuel? As he got out of the car he realised something
even more important. No power to work the pumps and that meant no
cash from the auto-teller either. At least he could use some of his
notes to buy provisions, more water would be good and maybe more
food, this driving was making him hungry.

The automatic
sliding doors didn’t, they had to be forced open by hand. There
were two people inside and he should have been looking more
carefully before opening the door. Both were infected and both were
ambling toward him and he had no weapon in his hand and the doors
were taking forever to try to pull close.

Abandoning
working on closing the doors and now focusing on searching for
weapons, but the only possible weapons in sight were crates of
large bottles of soda stacked each side of the doorway. They
wouldn’t bash any brains, and his screwdriver was still in the
backpack sitting in the passenger seat. The moaning infected were
through the doorway and ambling toward the car and Paul was running
for the passenger side but that door was locked. Time wasted while
he ran around the car and found the weapon and all he could hear
was the moaning and hissing getting closer. The man was only feet
from him when Paul spun and lunged the screwdriver at the hissing
zombie face, the blade only glancing off his eye and the moaner
wasn’t much deterred. Paul ripped the screwdriver back and stepped
back, the other hissing biter, a woman, was catching up with him.
He couldn’t handle both at once with this weapon so he looked
around for what else he could use. The row of black fuel filler
hoses in the fuel pump grabbed his attention, so he pulled out the
closest filler and held it up. As the man came close Paul pulled
the hose tight across the zombie’s legs and ran alongside him to
trip him. Splat head down on the concrete, sharp bone cracking
sound but the zombie was still moving and the woman was still
ambling closer. The screwdriver speared through her eye aimed
toward the centre of her brain. This time it worked. This time she
was stilling and Paul felt the weight on his hand that eased as he
pulled the weapon back. One down, one to go.

The man was up
on his knees, blood pouring from his face, Paul was sure the moaner
had broken his nose in the fall. Straddling his body like he was a
horse, Paul hammered that screwdriver into the centre of the back
of the zombie’s skull, hard enough this time to penetrate his thick
bone and accurate enough
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