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Chapter One







Graham advanced and crouched behind a burned-out car. He stopped and listened. Hearing nothing, he poked his head out, surveying the street ahead. It was empty. In a crouch he ran for the next burned-out car. He listened for a second longer and peeked through the empty windows scanning the street ahead of him. Papers blew in the wind, skittering across the street. He brought his rifle up, looked through the scope, again scanning the surrounding buildings and cars for movement. Nothing. Another burned out wreck ahead. 

Darting out from behind the car he ran for the next burned-out automobile. Halfway there a shot rang out, he was hit. He fell forward gracelessly and died on the spot. 

“Who did that? Who shot me?” he yelled into his headset. 

“Zing, man! It was me,” a girl responded. “Sorry.” She giggled.

Graham scanned the names of the players on the side of the screen. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

“Guerillagurl,” she responded, “which one are you?”

“Tapdat.”

On the screen, his man stood. Graham’s attention swung back to the screen. He had two more lives to go. He hadn’t been past this point before, and he was excited to explore new territory. “I gotta go,” he said. 

“I’ll go with you,” Guerillagurl said. 

“Okay,” Tapdat said. “Just don’t shoot me again!”

It didn’t take him long to get back behind the burned-out car. He had been here before. This was his fifth attempt at trying to get past this point. He sprung out from behind the car, running to the next vehicle carcass. Guerillagurl appeared at his side. Together they crouched behind it. 

“We gotta go into that building,” Tapdat said. 

“I know,” Guerillagurl said. 

“You ready?” Tapdat asked. 

“Locked and loaded,” she responded. 

“Let’s go,” he said. 

“Balls to the wall!” she shouted. 

They stood and started running. They passed a hardware store, approaching an intersection. Suddenly a horde of zombies came storming out of the side street. They stood side by side mowing down zombies with their machine guns. A zombie came up behind them, grabbing Tapdat. 

Tapdat, punched his controller again and again, trying to throw the zombie off. He broke free and attacked it using his machine gun as a club. In the meantime, Guerillagurl emptied her machine gun. She had to wait two seconds to reload. Two seconds would cost her her life. 

“Tapdat!” she yelled. “I’m out!”

Tapdat stomped the zombie’s head, killing it. He turned and unloaded on the dwindling zombies. The two seconds expired. It seemed like ten minutes. Guerillagurl reloaded and together they finished off the horde. 

“That’s what I said,” Tapdat crowed. 

“Yeah, eat lead,” Guerillagurl added. 

They played for another two hours advancing, killing zombies, dying, watching each other’s backs. They chatted while planning their next moves, where to go and how to solve puzzles. They both loved video games, didn’t mind school and had seen the latest blockbuster in the theatre. Another voice came over Tapdat’s headset. 

“Graham, dinner’s ready.”

“Just a minute, Mom,” he said. 

“Graham, your mother told you to come to the table,” a male voice responded. 

“Dad!”

“Never mind. Turn that thing off, dinner’s ready.”

“I gotta go,” Tapdat said. “Maybe we can play later.” 

“Sure,” Guerillagurl said. 

Graham logged out. Guerillagurl, having lost her partner, logged out too. She would look for Tapdat next time she was online. He was kinda funny, and they played well together. She had homework to do anyway. She plugged in her controller to charge before she went to her desk and opened her backpack, pulling out her books.




• • •




Two days later Guerillagurl logged on, looking for a game. Scrolling through the levels and players, a message popped up on the screen: 

Tapdat: That u?

Guerillagurl: Yeah, where u at?

Tapdat: Level 4. Sewer System. You comin?

Guerillagurl: On my way.

Guerillagurl found him quickly. They teamed up and worked their way through the sewer system. They reconnoitred, finding weapons, ammunition and medical supplies.

Ahead of them was a short ladder descending into a pool of water. A short distance away was another ladder leading out of the water up to a small platform and a door. 

Tapdat: We gotta get to that door. 

Guerillagurl: Yeah. It’s been pretty quiet so far, I bet something big is coming. 

Tapdat: Could be. We should see if there’s more ammo. 

Guerillagurl: Yeah. A machine gun would be nice. 

Tapdat: Only if we find some ammo too. 

Guerillagurl: Roger that. 

They approached the ladder. Tapdat stepped down onto the first rung. The water beneath them started to boil with activity. 

Tapdat: What the…

Guerillagurl: I got your six Tap.

Guerillagurl brought her gun into firing position. Tapdat stepped down another rung. The water churned faster. 

Tapdat: I got a bad feeling about this. 

Guerillagurl: Just go. Run as fast as you can when you hit the water. 

Tapdat jumped off the rung, landing in the water. Rats started popping out of the water, swimming toward him. Hundreds of rats. Tapdat started shooting. Guerillagirl landed with a splash beside him. She emptied her gun, grabbed another clip and slapped it in. 

Guerillagurl: Run! 

Tapdat ran, Guerillagurl hot on his heels. More rats popped out of the water ahead of them. Rats climbed their pants onto their backs, each bite decreasing their lives. Running and shooting they made it to the next ladder and quickly scaled it. On the landing, they shook themselves off, grabbing rats and throwing them back into the water. For good measure, they each drank a bottle of medicine, replenishing the life they lost from the rat attack. 

Guerillagurl: If Mr. Whiskers were here this would NOT have happened. 

Tapdat: That’s hilarious. You have a cat named Mr. Whiskers? Hahahahahaha. 

Guerillagurl: Laugh all you want, he’s a killer. No rats in this house. Let me guess, your cat’s name is Rambo. 

Tapdat: We don’t have a cat. Just old Cooper. He’s a mutt.

In the game, Tapdat reached out and tried to open the door. It was locked. 

Tapdat: Shit! 

Guerillagurl: Try shooting the door!

Tapdat aimed at it and emptied his gun. The lock held. 

Guerillagurl: Here, let me try. 

Tapdat stood back. Guerillagurl came forward and kicked the door. She took out her gun and shot at the lock. She pulled on the handle. The door would not open. 

Tapdat: Now what? There’s no where else for us to go. We’ve checked all the other rooms. 

Guerillagurl: Yeah. Do you think there’s anything under the water? 

Tapdat: Too shallow. It came up to our knees. We would have seen a hatch or something. 

Guerillagurl: Okay. Let’s look at the walls then.

They turned to face the way they had come. They scanned the walls. There were no other ladders. Nor were there any niches or handholds of any sort. 

Tapdat: So that’s a no. 

Guerillagurl turned back toward the door. 

Guerillagurl: Look over the door!

She jumped up in front of the door, grabbing onto the jamb. She put one hand up above the jamb, her view changed. Just out of sight and within reach was a rung. 

Guerillagurl: There’s another ladder up here. 

Tapdat: Excellent!

They climbed the ladder, Guerillagurl first, followed by Tapdat. At the top was a storage room with some lockers and broken furniture. They split up, Tapdat heading for the lockers, Guerillagurl checking behind the furniture. 

Tapdat: Gurl, your six!

Guerillagurl spun around. A zombie! She brought her gun up. Head shot! The zombie went down. 

Guerillagurl: Thanks, Tap. Nothing here. You find anything? 

Tapdat: Not yet. 

Tapdat went to the last locker and opened it. It was empty. He walked past it into a beam of light that they hadn’t noticed. Behind the row of lockers was a hole in the wall that they had been unable to see.

Tapdat: There’s a hole in the wall. We’ve gotta move these lockers. 

He leaned against the lockers and pushed. They didn’t budge. Guerillagurl appeared at his side. Together they put their shoulders on the lockers and shoved. Metal scraped on the concrete floor as the lockers moved an inch. They pushed again—another scrape and again, another scrape. One more push and they could see through the hole. They could also hear the moaning of zombies. 

Tapdat: You ready? 

Guerillagurl: Locked and loaded. 

Tapdat: Let’s go.

Guerillagurl: Balls to the wall.




• • •




And that is how it started, two twelve-year olds on opposite sides of the country, gaming their way into a friendship and a tight zombie-killing machine.




Chapter Two







Two years later, Guerillagurl raced along a mountain track in a Ferrari. The clock was ticking. She was headed for first place. A Lamborghini appeared out of nowhere, nipping at her rear fender. She swerved to block him. 

“No fair,” Tapdat said. 

“All’s fair in gaming bro,” Guerillagurl said, laughing. 

Tapdat, squeezed by on her right. She gritted her teeth, “I don’t think so, Tap.” 

Concentrating, they lapsed into silence. There was a hairpin turn coming up and then the finish line. Tapdat didn’t brake soon enough. He spun out on the shoulder. Guerillagurl breezed past, making the corner and crossing the finish line. 

“Good job, Gurl,” he said. 

“Yeah, I rule. Where’ve you been? Haven’t seen you for a couple of days.”

“Been doing hard time in detention,” he said. 

“Detention? What did you do?” This was nothing new since his dad left a couple of months ago. Tapdat was such a nice guy, her best friend. She couldn’t understand why he was always getting in trouble. He didn’t seem to understand it either when she asked him why.

“Nothing.”

“Yeah, they put kids in detention at my school for doing nothing too. What did you do?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” On his end, Tapdat couldn’t understand why Gurl was his friend. She was one of those “good girls”. In real life she wouldn’t even look at him, much less speak to him. He treasured her friendship.

“C’mon Tap.” Persistence usually paid off for Gurl. If she kept nagging him, he would more than likely tell her what she wanted to know. 

“Really, I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Well I do. Another fight?”

“No.”

“Skipping class again?”

“No.”

“Hogging the ball in gym?”

“Hogging the ball! What are you talking about?” He smiled. Like he would get detention for hogging the ball! Gurl made him laugh.

She heard the smile in his voice. One more push and Tap would crack. “Just tell me already or I’m going to keep guessing.” 

“Maybe I was ‘disruptive’ in class.” 

“Like talking?”

“Yeah, like talking… back to the teacher, and ‘talking’ really loud.”

“Yelling? You were yelling at the teacher?” This was beyond Gurl’s understanding. To her, teachers were authority figures, and definitely not to be yelled at.

“I told you I didn’t want to talk about it, and I meant it, Gurl. It’s not like I don’t have any homework.” He threatened to end the game and their chat. 

“Okay, okay. Wanna go again?” Gurl knew when to push and when to back off. If this was really serious, Tap would eventually circle around to it, and they would talk about it. Maybe not even today.

“You ready to lose this time?”

“Says who?”

“The mighty Tapdat, that’s who. You ready?”

“Locked and loaded.”

“Let’s go.”

“Balls to the wall.”

 Time flew by as they competed against each other in a private room. They decided to move to another course. As the game segued to the new track, Carly said, “Hey, I am starting to spend more time with Brittany and Melissa.”

“Who?”

“I told you about them before. We’re in homeroom this year. I ran into them in the mall a couple of weeks ago and we have been hanging out since then.”

“Great. What are they like?”

“Probably not your idea of fun. We try different make up and talk about boys and clothes and stuff.”

“You are right about that, Gurl, not my idea of fun. But if you like them I’m sure that I would like them too.”

“Carly, turn that off. It’s time for bed.” Her mother stood in her bedroom door. 

“Mom, just a couple more minutes. It’s Tap and I haven’t spoken to him for a couple of days,” Guerillagurl pleaded. 

“Another 30 minutes, that’s all.” She relented, smiling. 

“You rock,” Guerillagurl said to her mother. “You heard that right,” she asked Tapdat. “I gotta sign off in half an hour.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Hey, wanna give me your email address?” he asked hesitantly. 

“Uh, why?”

“Look, my time’s running out. My card expires in a couple of days. Money’s real tight now that my dad’s gone and my mom can’t afford to buy more minutes,” he explained. “I kinda thought, maybe we could, you know, email and stuff.”

Guerillagurl was shocked by the news, shocked that she could possibly lose a good friend. They spent so much time trash talking, joking and just chatting about things. She didn’t hesitate. “You got a pen?”

“No, can’t afford one. I’ll just slice my finger and write it in blood,” he said seriously. 

“Uh…”

“C’mon! Of course, I got a pen.”

She gave him her email address. She got her first email from Tapdat the next day:

Tapdat: Hey is this you? Just checking. Want to make sure I have the right addy. Mail me back.

She responded immediately:

Guerillagurl: Who is this and where did you get my address? Hahahahaha. Yes, it’s me. Hope you’re staying out of trouble. It’s only been a day since we spoke so I will assume you are good. 

She hit the send button. A second later a chat box appeared on her screen. 

Tapdat: You’re on.

Guerillagurl: Yes. You got my email? 

Tapdat: Yeah. What you doing?

Guerillagurl: Homework. Ugh. Got to think up an experiment for science, do it, and then write it up. What are you doing? 

Tapdat: I should be doing homework too but am thinking of heading out with my guys. 

Guerillagurl: You should do your homework first Tap. Do you have a lot?

Tapdat: No.

Guerillagurl: Then why not do it. Shock and amaze your teachers. They’ll never believe that you actually did your homework.

Tapdat: There’s a thought. Annoyance by homework. 

Guerillagurl: Yeah. Make them pass you. Do your homework. Study for tests. They’ll be sorry they ever sent you to detention.

Tapdat: Careful Gurl, you’re bordering on a motivational email. 

Guerillagurl: OMG. Tap if you fail to plan, then you plan to fail. Anything is possible. Dream big. Stop me, please. 

Tapdat: LOL. You make me laugh. 

Guerillagurl: Always there for you Tap. I gotta go, dinner’s ready and my homework hasn’t done itself yet—damn homework!

Tapdat: K. 

Guerillagurl: Mail me later alligator.




• • •




Guerillagurl: OMG Tap, Joe asked me out! 

Tapdat: That guy you think is cute?

Guerillagurl: Not cute! Dreamy! He’s taking me to a movie on Friday. 

Tapdat: You know he’s only after one thing, don’t you? 

Guerillagurl: My superior intellect? Do you think he’s a zombie after my brains? Ahhhhhh.

Tapdat: No, guess again.

Guerillagurl: My flair for fashion? I am more than willing to undress, er dress him.

Tapdat: You are so bad. I never thought of you as a bad Gurl. But, no, guess again.

Guerillagurl: My superb makeup application techniques? 

Tapdat: No, guess again.

Guerillagurl: I don’t get that vibe from him Tap. I think he’s really nice. Besides, I’m not ready for that yet. 

Tapdat: That’s my Gurl. What do your friends think about him? What are their names again?

Guerillagurl: Melissa and Brittany. They think he’s okay. Brittany has history with him. She says he seems nice. Enough with my love life Tap. Tell me about Sammi. You still seeing her? 

Tapdat: I’m seeing a lot of her—hahaha. 

Guerillagurl: Really Tap, and you’re on me about Joe. 

Tapdat: You’re my best friend Gurl, I’m just trying to save you some heartache. 

Guerillagurl: I appreciate that Tap but I gotta live my life and you gotta use birth control. 

Tapdat: Yeah, yeah. I’m being careful. I’m not ready to be a daddy. 

Guerillagurl: Glad to hear it. Wow, look at the time! I gotta go. I’m meeting my besties at the mall in half an hour. 

Tapdat: Okay. Say hi to Melissa and Brittany for me. 

Guerillagurl: Will do. They will say hi back.

Carly logged off, did a quick refresh of her makeup and ran out the door. She hopped in the car and drove to the mall to meet Melissa and Brittany. They met in the food court and talked over French fries and sodas. They were as excited about Carly’s date as Carly was. She told them what Tap said and they agreed that that was a possibility and then offered up advice on what to do if Joe made any moves on her. Their suggestions got more and more bizarre. They ended up laughing over the whole thing. 




• • •




Her date with Joe turned out to be a disaster. 

Guerillagurl: Ugh, he kept trying to feel me up. It was so gross. 

Tapdat: Don’t want to say I told you so, but I told you so. 

Guerillagurl: Yeah, I know. One good thing is I don’t have any classes with him so I don’t have to see him everyday. I know it’s stupid but I thought he was going to be my future. 

Tapdat: We’re too young to be settling down Gurl. There is someone more special than Joe in your future because you deserve it. 

Guerillagurl: Thanks Tap. So what’s new with you?

Tapdat: Got arrested on Saturday.

Guerillagurl: WHAT!

Tapdat: Don’t yell. My mom has been doing enough of that. 

Guerillagurl: What happened? Why were you arrested?

Tapdat: I went cruising with some friends. We stopped to get gas and one of my buds started an argument with some guy in another car. They started fighting. The other guy had some friends with him. and when they ganged up on my buddy, I jumped in to help. Someone called the cops and it turned out the car we were in was stolen. 
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