
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Lee Pletzers

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Quincy's

          
        
          
	          Cracked

          
        
          
	          The Thin You

          
        
          
	          Luki

          
        
          
	          The Last Watcher

          
        
          
	          The Armageddon Shadow

          
        
          
	          Chaos

          
        
          
	          The Last Church

          
        
          
	          Ellen

          
        
          
	          The Game

          
        
          
	          Rage

          
        
          
	          Water

          
        
          
	          No Rebound Weight Loss

          
        
          
	          How to Write a Book

          
        
          
	          Scorched Earth

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lee Pletzers’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


The Game 

Lee Pletzers

The Game 

Lee Pletzers

First published in Japan in September 2013 by Triskaideka Books under the pen name, Richard Lee, via Direct publishing. 

This e-edition published October 2021 by Writersltd

©2021 Lee Pletzers

Cover art: woman-966495_1920 via Pixabay free images

License CC0 

ISBN: 978-0-9582893-4-4

All rights reserved. No copying or reselling please. 

This Book (print and eBook versions) is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.

If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to the sales page and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described here are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​




[image: ]




Note to the reader: The book you are about to enjoy was created 24 years ago when I was eleven. I had the idea when riding my bike home from school. The original idea was about a theme park attraction where holograms attacked people and sliced them up. I tried to write it back then, but failed. 

Years later I saw The Lawnmower man by Stephen King at the cinema. Loved it and realized that was possibly the future, better than holograms. I tried again to write this book, still using the theme park idea. Second attempt failed. Third attempt also failed. 

I moved to Japan and got online 13 years ago and discovered online games and the addiction many people had for them. And it seemed to keep growing. People were paying and downloading games like crazy. The new stuff is amazing, in graphics and more. 

I abandoned the theme park idea and adopted the download idea. This novel was picked up for publication in 2005 and held for four years and the publisher went belly-up. 

Enjoy the future of downloadable games. 
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Something was wrong—deadly wrong. 

Confused, with a line of sweat beading his forehead, Phillip McKenzie stared at his PC screen with the motherboard connected directly to the server. He wasn’t sure exactly what the problem was, only that the damn game was getting out of control. The characters wouldn’t do as programmed and holographic glitches were everywhere. This was added stress he did not need. He had six hours to fix the problem before the game was released online, and he already had a hundred thousand paid customers with sales going to boom in the next few hours. If he couldn’t deliver by eight tonight that would be the end of Cam-Games Inc. He would lose everything, and he wasn’t about to be a loser for the adult half of his life. 

The screen went blue.

“Fuck!” In frustration his fist thumped the computer table, sending a vibration through the thin desktop screen. Postponing the launch was quickly becoming a reality, a terrifying reality he wished to avoid. Excuses were slamming against each other in his head, for the sponsors, customers and soon to be customers. He didn’t even want to think about the cost of the delay. 

Reluctantly, he reached for the off button to reboot when the screen flickered.

The screen went from blue to black.

Curious, Phillip leaned back in his chair and waited.

Green words tumbled across the screen, each letter spinning into formation like a wave ready to crash. 

Hello, Professor.

He frowned at the words. Hacker? Unlikely, he was running off a secure server that was not visible online yet. Tonight, it would go live at a preprogrammed time. This wasn’t the work of a hacker. 

His fingers flew across the keys, executing command after command. The screen remained unchanged. The glowing green text drew his attention, and he stared at the words, not really seeing them. His mind was focused elsewhere, more terrifying than a little computer glitch. 

In his mind, he could hear the sponsors complaining. He could picture the long wooden table behind which they all sat with thousand dollar suits and thousand dollar frowns. They were shoving papers and pointing fingers at him, showing his signed agreement, his promise, and his failure to deliver. Wasted time, wasted money and wasted storage. They were screaming at the red line now, the growing numbers, the thinning pockets and the dieting account balance. 

Phillip shook the vision from his head. 

WE know you’re not a professor, but you could have been. Why did you give up? Do you always give up? We hope not. 

“Who are 'we'?” he wondered aloud. 

We are your creations. We are the Gatekeepers.  

What the... 

Squeezing his eyes shut, Phillip drew his hands down his face. He had high cheekbones and a narrow chin that he covered with a thick, curly brown beard, a contrast to the grey-streaked light brown mop of straggly hair that sat on his head. He got off the chair and stretched his long skinny frame. His long fingers interlocked and reached to the ceiling. His blue eyes hurt from the hours of nonstop computing but he attributed it to the thin-rimmed glasses he now wore. 

I’m losing it, he thought. I’m interacting with a computer screen. 

Five years of programming and building scenes, problems and actions; five years of building a program that understood standard speech in all its abominations and was able to reply to questions; five years of testing the limits of holographic projectors before deciding to flag that idea and build a program to compensate; five years of missed love from his wife and children before they left for good; five years without seeing his now twenty-year-old daughter and a son he had yet to see and probably wouldn’t; five years of stress; five years of failure; five years of begging for extensions; five years to lose his house to the bank and five years before realizing that the answer to thousands of questions lay in a visor that could scan and remote-connect to neural pathways of a player’s brain, deciding what abilities and level that player could control. 

Five years of his life gone and he was having a breakdown. 

He reached for the power button to reboot.

Don’t do that. You have been warned.

“Fuck you.”

He reached for the button. Green machine code filled the screen. Staring at the flowing symbols and numbers, his brain went into overdrive. 

In the symbols, he saw his program running, executing commands and presenting options as if the game was online now and in full play mode. 

Sliding down the screen, pieces of code broke free of the program and fell into a bunch at the bottom. 

What the...

The pile of fallen symbols grew as the flowing program code faded into the background. The symbols and numbers shifted and, growing higher, filled the screen, taking on the shape of a woman, legs, arms, breast, head. All perfectly proportioned. 

Phillip was amazed. He had to be imagining this, surely it wasn’t real. He was over-worked and stressed to his max. 

A stab of pain powered into Phillip’s gut, doubling him over and off his chair.  

No, Professor, fuck you.

He reached out to grab something to help pull him up. Groans seeped from between clenched teeth. His hand hit the top of the desk and fell onto the screen—and instantly jerked back. His arm tingled. 

Using his chair he managed to climb back into it. All his energy was gone. Unconsciously he rubbed his arm. A strange sensation tickled his skin. 

He reached for the power off button...and noticed machine code covering the back of his hand. Pulling it back, he turned his hand over. The palm was the same. Slowly he brought his other hand up to his face and that too was covered in code. 

Suddenly, it jumped to his wrist, shot up his arm and vanished under his shirt. He fumbled each button. His fingers shook so much he could barely control them. 

Getting his shirt open, the code covered his chest and it spread rapidly across his whole body. He could feel it forming on every inch of his skin. 

He struggled to breathe, unable to comprehend what was happening; unable to comprehend what he had programmed the game to do; unable to comprehend that he had taught the program humankind’s first and overriding instinct: survival. 

Phillip’s vision blurred. He fought a losing battle for breath. Darkness loomed in. It covered all his sensors in a heavy dark cloak. And all he could think of was five wasted years. 

He passed out...

...And awoke with a major migraine pounding his temples. He reached up to remove his glasses. His fingers brushed across naked eyes. No glasses, yet he could see clearly.  

Breath poured in slow and normal. He checked his hands. No code. Thank God. He leaned his head back and saw a brick wall rising to a small window high above. A window with thick iron bars and no glass. 

He was in a dungeon, standing on a wet cobblestone floor in bare feet—imprisoned—but how? This wasn’t possible. 

This was totally fucked up. Yet he knew this dungeon. He had created it from scanned hand-drawn pictures and 3D imaging. The dew and slivers of green moss were Gimp effects, as were the small puddles of water quivering on the smooth stoned hallway. The smell was incredibly bad; a mix of rotten eggs and decayed flesh floating in sewage lined lakes. That was his creation also. But the coldness wasn’t. He hadn’t thought about the temperature, as all players would be warm in their homes. Now he wished he had. A cold shiver rattled his spine and goosebumps prickled his skin.

In the cells on both sides were prisoners with long dirty hair and scraggly beards reaching their chests. Rotted clothing hung from scrawny frames and black teeth filled gums. 

One spoke to him, but he couldn’t understand, the words were jumbled and crackled. He understood why as well. He wasn’t wearing a visor, so the de-scrambler wasn’t activated. 

The sound of flowing water grabbed his attention. Turning he saw a yellow stream of urine falling from the small iron barred window far up in the wall. Too far to reach. And for the first time since he arrived here, he could hear the commotion of activity from a busy marketplace. 

He wasn’t worried. Not yet. In every VR game, there was an exit route. Two claps of his hand and he would be back at the office. Then a thought invaded that scared the crap out of him: Do rational thoughts and rules for the outside world work in here? He wasn’t sure and could feel the hairs prickling the back of his neck. 

The reality of where he was, was plainly evident, yet he was stumped about how he got here. Was his body lying on the floor of the office or was his body drawn into the game also? 

He heard a low growl. Something approached with the swish and thump of a jumping tail. Without realizing it, Phillip backed up to the far wall and pushed himself against the smooth wet rocks.

Light pulsed from torchieres hanging in sconces lining the damp stone walls. Suddenly all lights flickered, spinning flames shot and danced against the dark walls. Breaking through the light a shadow slowly grew to the ceiling. It was a shadow with horns, a long jaw and more than likely, sharp teeth. He could feel it in his bones. He created the creatures in this world, and they were formidable. 

Frantic with fear, Phillip clapped his shaking hands together twice. Nothing changed. He tried it a second and third time. His eyes were fixed on the shadow getting closer. His heart pounded and his bladder tingled and went tight, threatening release. Already a trickle ran down his thigh.  

“Let me out!” he screamed, sliding down into a crouch, his jelly knees unable to support his quivering weight.  

The shadow changed. The horns vanished and the shape thinned. A slender hand wrapped around the bar to his cell. A moment later, the most beautiful woman he had ever seen stepped into view. 

He hadn’t created her. 

She was lightly tanned and had long brown hair flowing just past her shoulders. She wore ripped material tied in a knot and wrapped around her chest covering what appeared to be voluptuous breasts. A torn dress was wrapped around her waist. Her legs were tight and muscular, her stomach flat and firm and she had the face of an angel. She was beauty in every way with her small dark eyes, petite nose and smooth olive skin. 

Phillip couldn’t believe what he saw. His jaw dropped open an inch, his heart slowed and he was in awe. This curvaceous beauty was a beast. That was part of the game’s hide routine, but he couldn’t help feeling drawn to her. Conflicting emotions wanted him to touch her, speak to her, hold her, kiss her and kill her. That was the object of the game. Destroy the beast to win. It was the object of all games. But this wasn’t what he had created. The demon he scanned into the computer was a typical horn-headed, scaly and muscular devil-man. Not this vision of beauty. 

When she spoke, the words were silk-lined and floated erotically at him, waving and skipping in the putrid air. 

“I’m not part of the game Phillip, but I thank you for finally creating it. You’ve given me a place to reside and a wilderness to hunt in.”

“Who are you? How did I get here?” A sliding feeling that he was stepping out over the cliff edge of sanity and about to drop into the eye of the abyss of no return pulsed through his body and rubbed his words into near panic. 

“You may call me The Wanderer. As to why I have brought you here, well...” She let the sentence hang. “Preparations have not yet been completed.” The way she looked at him showed admiration. “This world has grown from your idea and design into a vast unexplored wilderness, full of wonder and danger. For this and your dedication to your work, I also thank you.” 

Not moving from his seemingly safe position, he said, “Did I create you?”

She smiled, exposing beautiful white straight teeth. “Let’s just say I’ve always existed.” The smile faded. “And you better hope the self-installing software works when those hordes of people get online. You’re here for a special reason. And its completion is your only chance of survival.” 

Phillip watched her round the corner of the hallway. He shamelessly had an erection. That was the power she held over him, and probably to all men and women also. Her sexy silky voice and luscious body, barely hidden, hinted at more. 

The man from the adjacent cell called out. 

Phillip turned and saw the man leaning against the bars. His wild eyes stared at the wall. His rags were parted and he was masturbating. 

“Eabiutulf bseta,” he said.

Phillip concentrated on the sounds and they automatically rearranged in his head. The prisoner had said: “Beautiful beast.” 

With a smile, he knew he could learn this language. And that would give him an advantage.
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Chapter two
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Lisa clocked out. She could never have guessed being a secretary would be such hard work. Her fingers were sore from typing and that damn Natural Keyboard didn’t seem to help. She placed the time card back into its slot on the board and returned to her cubical to get her coat. 

The PC screen flickered and the screen saver started. She had forgotten to turn it off. She stared at it as she slipped into her coat and sat back down in her comfortable office chair. 

She clicked the Firefox button and was instantly online. She liked using the work computer. It was faster and had a cable connection. Having clocked out, her boss would not, most likely, be upset with her using the computer to check her email. 

“See ya later, Lisa.”

She looked up from the login screen. “Have a good weekend, Rosy.”

“You clocked out?” she asked, looking at the screen.

“Sure have,” Lisa answered with a smile. Rose Kokuyo, head secretary and head bitch, managed to irritate her no end. Lisa watched her walk to the front door and exit, swinging her handbag. 

Through the blinds of the window, she saw Rose stride through the car park to her new Toyota, parked next to Lisa’s old beat-up Ford pickup. She was attached to that car. And although it had a few ‘dings’ here and there and rust had eaten parts of the fender and spattered the chrome bumper with orange dots, that pickup had taken her everywhere. She had been driving it for nearly ten years and it gave her no trouble. The engine was in perfect condition. She looked after her possessions, for she had few and Lisa never collected knickknacks or other pieces of worthless junk. Unlike some people, one of whom she watched now. 

Rose leaned against her car, talking on her cellular phone and shaking her head at Lisa’s pickup. 

Turning back to the screen, Lisa typed in her login and password. Instantly her inbox showed seventeen unread messages. She clicked the hyperlink and waited. There was a lag in receiving her messages. There had to be a lot of Net Traffic. She recalled a couple of colleagues talking about a new game that was going to be released tonight. 

Games. 

How could people get so excited about games? It was beyond her. Playing games online with people you didn’t know or sitting in front of the television with the latest game console, what was the point of that? She hated games. She knew people who worked just so they could upgrade at a moment’s notice. And now there was The Game. She couldn’t remember the title of it off hand, but it was all the workers talked about in the staff room and lunchroom. She was sick of hearing about it. 

And ten of her emails all had the same subject header: Get the game now at 50% off retail price. Spam. Another five email subjects read Tick tock, the game is waiting. Promotional Spam. Only two emails seemed for her. One from her ex-boyfriend, John, and another from... 

Her intercom buzzed.

Lisa depressed the button. “Yes, sir?”

“Lisa, this is Parkinson, do you have a moment?” 

“Yes, sir.” She released the button, wondering what her boss wanted. She glanced out the window and saw Rose leaning against the bonnet of her car. Her arms were folded and she was smiling. From this distance, it was hard to tell if it was a smile or a smirk. 

She closed her Internet connection and shut down the computer before heading to her boss’s office. 

––––––––
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Peter Parkinson was a heavyset man. His stomach overlapped his suit pants by a good five inches. He was balding on top and compensated by having a thick bushy beard. His chest was like a barrel of Port Whiskey under a shirt. He had high flabby cheeks that went red at the sign of any embarrassment. Yet, he was a fair and generous boss, but over the last six months, something had changed. He had changed and she was the only one at the office who noticed. 

“Ah, there you are, Lisa. Please, have a seat.” His voice was soft and his cheeks already red as he motioned to the sofa opposite the large oak desk with protective glass on top. 

“If this is about using the computer, sir,” she began, taking a seat and placing her hands on her knees to push down the mini skirt so he couldn’t see up, not that he seemed to be that sort of person. “I had clocked out,” she finished. 

“No, dear,” he said solemnly. “I have no qualms about Internet usage after hours.” He crossed his arms and rested his elbows on the desk.  

Now, she was stumped. “Then what is this all about?”

Peter Parkinson stared at his desk’s shiny glass covered top between his elbows. “I would like to confirm something.”

“Yes?”

“You are in charge of the treasury, yes?”

Lisa nodded. She didn’t like the sound of this. An image of Rose looking at her pickup and talking on the phone popped into her head. She tried to shake it but it wouldn’t leave. 

A hint of déjà vu showed itself through the open blinds dangling in front of the window, facing the car park area. 

“I know that times are hard for young people these days and that money can often seem tight, or hard to come by.” He inhaled as if ready to give a long speech. “Whether or not it is true, I have reason to believe that a substantial amount of money has been, shall I say, borrowed from the firm’s account.”

Lisa didn’t know whether to scream or faint or do something totally crazy. She stared at Peter, stunned by the accusation, unable to believe she heard correctly. 

He held up his hands to stop her from saying anything.

“But,” she started.

“But, games these days are expensive, are they not?”

“Games?”

“I’m talking about that new game to be released tonight. I forget the name. It’s all over the television and radio and Internet. About one hundred and seventy-five dollars, I believe.” He watched her sternly, his eyes never leaving hers. “Plus extras,” he added. 

“I’ve heard of it, sir.”

“Word around the office is that you are a hardcore gamer.”

Lisa sat forward on the sofa. Sunlight clipped her right eye, causing her to squint. Reluctantly she leaned back again. She didn’t like this position. It felt submissive as if she were bared open in front of a god and not her boss. “I don’t play games,” she stated sternly. 

“Exactly three hundred and sixty dollars is missing from the firm’s account. That would match the price of the game and visor.” 

Shocked, Lisa stammered, “I would never do anything like that.”

Peter Parkinson put his hands up like he was about to push something back. His cheeks were redder than Santa’s. “I’m not insinuating anything. Just stating a fact.”

“Sir,” her voice held a pleading factor that she wasn’t proud of, but couldn’t stop.

“I’m afraid this firm must let you go. Sarah down in accounting has your final paycheck and a month’s severance.”

“So you’ve made up your mind then?”

The office door opened a fraction. Rose Kokuyo popped her head through the gap. “Are you ready?” she said to Peter. 

He turned his attention away from Lisa and answered, “In a minute.”

Rose disappeared behind the closing door. 

“Or has your mind been made up for you, then?” Lisa spat, disgusted that her boss would let his little head do all the thinking. “Where’s the police?” she asked. “Surely you’d have the cops here for this.”  

“Please,” he said. “Don’t get worked up about all of this. I’m not blaming you for the disappearance at all. Please don’t think that.”

“What am I supposed to think? You just fucking fired me.” Her voice was harsh and she believed she had every right to be outraged, pissed off. 

She knew who was behind this. 

Fury, barely contained, seethed inside her, twisting her intestines and squeezing her stomach. On the outside she looked calm and collected, but inside was a bubbling cauldron brimming over with feelings of rage and revenge. She wanted to strike out, lash out at the nearest person she could blame. 

“Where’s the proof?” she asked, striding to the front of the desk. 

Shadows filled the room. The sun was quickly sinking onto the invisible void of the other side, cutting its glorious radiant rays for the day, giving way to the silver ball of the moon, allowing its grey coated light to dust the sky and unlighted streets. It cast a gloomy shadow against trees across empty meadows and large million dollar homes, sending an illusion of danger lurking behind the darkened mass. 

Peter Parkinson looked surprised by the question.

“Surely you have ample proof, beyond a question of a doubt, that I am responsible for the missing...” Lisa killed her question. Responsibility. That was a heavy word at times and she realized that he didn’t need concrete proof to fire here only questionable responsibility. Shit.

“The banking is your area, Lisa. Sarah is in charge of receipts of incoming and outgoing exchanges. Not the banking.”

And that was it. She knew it as well as she knew the back of her hand. Seven years of her life came to an end now, at this point. Someone would pay for closing this circle. 

There was a short knock at the door before it opened. Rose popped her head in again. “I’ll head off to the restaurant and wait for you there. Okay?”

Peter didn’t answer. 

Rose smirked at the fallen woman. Her eyes twinkled with hidden knowledge and the mischievous antics of a child looking to hurt someone seen as an enemy. Lisa returned the smirk with a stare cold enough to freeze Hell. 

Several silent, uncomfortable seconds dragged past. Lisa looked from the door to her boss. “I’ll be leaving now,” she stated.

Peter looked down at his desk. “Sorry, we ended this way.”

“No more than I am.”

With that, she followed Rose’s exit and slammed the door behind her. She headed for the elevators at a quick pace. 

Rounding the corner, she saw elevator doors slide shut, and caught a fleeting glimpse of her nemesis. The bitch was smiling. 

She ran to the up/down panel and furiously jabbed the down button. This building only had four floors; it wouldn’t take long to catch up. But the elevator seemed to take forever to arrive at the third floor. The fourth floor was vacant and used mainly as a storage room. 

Lisa gave up on catching her. Rose was most likely in the car park now, unlocking her car and climbing behind the wheel. She’d visit Sarah now and decide what to do later. 

But something told her that that was the wrong decision. The correct path was to follow Rose and confront her. Then the action would begin and she would be given special abilities and weapons.

What the fuck?

She stepped into the elevator and pushed the button for the ground floor. The doors slid shut and she automatically stared at the descending lighted numbers on the panel to the side of the doors.

That was the weirdest thought she had had in her entire life. Special abilities and weapons? What the hell did that mean? It didn’t really matter because she agreed with the thought. She wanted a confrontation. 

The doors slid open and Lisa rushed out into the parking lot to see Rose’s car pull out onto the darkened street. 

It sure had gotten dark fast, she thought as she headed to her pickup. 

The door was unlocked and she climbed onto the cracked vinyl seats. Inserting the key, she turned it and the engine growled to life. Her foot was hard against the pedal, like a man crushing a cockroach quickly underfoot. The tires spun, screeching in protest as they looked for traction. The sound echoed through the nearly empty parking lot. 

The tail slid out as she turned for the gate, unaware that she had missed the gate poles by mere millimetres. Without looking she turned onto the road, the rear tires of the pickup struck the curb, bounced and slapped the road with an awful squeal. 

Other cars slid to a halt and horns blared at her in protest, but Lisa barely heard them. 

She shifted through the gears like a professional Grand Prix driver. She released the gas as she rounded corners and teased the steering wheel instead of pulling it. She applied the gas once again three-quarters around the turn. She dodged cars left and right. All looked the same except for the colours. 

Something didn’t feel quite right. 

This feeling amplified with the streaking white lights, blurred street people and the fact she could not stop the pickup. 

The road was suddenly very straight and very long. Wellington city didn’t have a long straight street, not as straight as this anyway. It seemed to go for miles. 

Something was very wrong.

And then she saw the bitch, standing outside a restaurant, Hermes bag dangling from the forearm of two impatiently crossed arms. She had managed to change clothes while driving here and was wearing a high cut dark green mini skirt and loose white blouse. Makeup covered the many imperfections of her face and for a brief moment, Lisa thought the bitch looked somewhat pretty. 

The pickup slid into the driveway. The wheels locked and it skidded to a stop, barely missing a Mercedes Benz. The door flew open and the angriest woman on the face of the planet jumped out. Her lips were pressed firmly shut and her eyes were as wide as quarters. 

Lisa tore off her coat and tossed it behind her, wishing she had a knife—and magically one appeared in her hand.

Rose smiled at her and opened her purse. Blue neon from the sign painted her face a dark purple; her smile glowing white and her eyes twinkled with joy. 

Lisa ran at her. Her heart was racing and she felt good charging the woman. She was ready to extract some payback. It wouldn’t do her any good and it wouldn’t bring her job back from the recent grave, but she would feel damn great afterwards; even if it was only for a short time.  

Keeping her smile, Rose removed a large black object from her purse. 

Déjà vu struck like thunder. She had made the same mistake as before.
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Chapter Three
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She heard the shot but felt no pain. The entrance to the restaurant rushed up to greet her falling body. Painted in white bold letters, screaming towards her, were the words: “GAME OVER” 

Lisa removed her visor. It took a moment to realize where she was. These old game visors were harsh on the eyes and the brain’s belief system. It was unnerving when the visor scanned latest Internet headlines and inserted them to advance the game’s believability. 

She was eighteen and going on forty, according to her mother. They both had brown shoulder length hair, a splattering of freckles on her nose, and under the eyes. And they shared an iron determination that often caused them to lock horns. It was the reason for most of their verbal fights and Lisa’s reluctance to leave her room. 

Unlike her mother, Lisa had a slight frame, wasn’t busty on top and didn’t like to wear skimpy outfits. She didn’t consider herself attractive and that was fine. 

Her father had created “OFFICE THREAT,” an amazing game, but like all games, this one also had drawbacks: no posted rules, no cheat sheet, and each player only had one life or one chance to beat the game and advance up levels. As in life, each person had to take chances on the path of the game. 

This one came with a drop down menu, so she was able to pick the character’s traits, needs and wants and damn near anything (within game logic). She knew it was just a game. The visor set off small electrical charges on different parts of the forehead and ears to produce the fake, yet seemingly real, emotions needed for the game to be effective. 

She loved violent games and this was supposed to be violent. Looking at the wall clock she saw it had just gone seven-thirty at night. Shit, she had been playing the game for over two hours. 

Perhaps if she had the courage to hunt down her father’s location, she could call and ask for a hint on how to get to the next stage, the war stage. That’s where the fun was supposed to reside. 

Alas, she hadn’t been allowed to speak to her father in years and had given up asking. Besides, “OFFICE THREAT” wasn’t a popular selling game. It was the first to introduce visors for viewing and Internet game consoles. Controls used thought motors, it was hard to learn to use but after that was mastered, it was easy to get lost in the game. 

And that was the point, wasn’t it? To make the game as lifelike as possible and have characters that acted like real people, instead of shredding skin, turning into a monster and having a big SF looking weapon. To be honest, they were fun seven years ago, but the images went in and out of focus and weren’t able to understand slang English, Japanese, Spanish or Chinese. The four major languages of the world. 

Her father’s latest creation was highly promoted as the best ever in gaming. There wasn’t a demo, or preview – just hype. And a high cost. Apparently, daddy finally struck the jackpot, the one he spent five years trying to explain to her mother before she gave up and took off dragging her and her little brother, Timmy, along for a ride of second-class schools, and scraping together enough money to survive each week. 

There were stories her mother had spun and she had believed, but after Derrick, her mothers’ ex, she found it hard to believe her mother’s words ever again.  

Over the last few years, she learnt to trust her father via his games. A man as intelligent as him would not do any of the shit her mother gabbed about. 

Her stomach rumbled. 

Next to her computer screen were six small daggers; they resembled letter openers more than weapons. She hoisted one, flipped it in the air and, catching it by the blade, she tossed it at a small dart board hanging on the opposite wall. She missed. The dagger embedded in the wall below the circled black and red dart board, joining with an uncountable number of smaller holes created by previous attempts. 

“One day,” she said to the computer, “I’ll get the damn board and it’ll be dead centre.” She moved the pointer to the exit button. 

About to close the Internet window, a small message appeared at the bottom of the screen. A message she had trained herself to notice. It read: “You have received an email from Phillip McKenzie @ Cam-Games.co.nz”  

Lisa stared at the message dumbly until it slid down the bottom of the screen and was replaced by the small image of an envelope. This was the first contact from him since her mother ripped the family apart. She was hesitant to open it, fearing her hopes would be destroyed if she discovered it was junk mail. She didn’t remember the name of the company he worked for. But the ‘games’ in Cam-Games forced her to take the chance. 

She moved the mouse pointer to the envelope and double clicked. 

The website filled the screen like water filling a cup. Lisa logged in and searched for the email that was hopefully from her father. She had fifty-eight new emails altogether and she had only emptied the inbox a few hours ago. 

She hated spam, hated it with a passion. She wanted to line up all spam senders and hackers against a wall and blow their fucking brains out for trying to force feed her information she didn’t want or need. Surely logic stated that if she wanted to join an MML group or buy something she could easily search for it on the Internet. That was, after all, what the thing was created for. She had to admit that some of the subject lines were getting very creative. She especially loved the ‘somebody has logged a complaint about you at...’ line. That was a good one. 

Her father’s subject line read: “It’s been a while.” There was an attachment. 

It had to be from her father. How he had discovered her email address was beyond her understanding and frankly, she didn’t care. Deep inside her was the bubbling hope of rebuilding her relationship with her father. 

Five years was a long time no matter how quick it passed. So much can be achieved in that time; so much can also be lost in that time. She supposed she could have searched for him herself; it might have taken a lot of time and resources but she might have succeeded. And that was a big ‘might have’ to invest her hope in. Fear was what it all boiled down to—fear of failing. Fear of losing. 

This was the cause of her decision to be a loner. Who needed friends? She asked herself that question many times, as her mother moved her and her brother to many different residences, towns, and cities. What her mother was looking for or running from she didn’t know, but it had sure screwed up five years of her life.

At least she had the Internet. It provided her with email friends, message friends, chat room friends and most importantly, gaming friends. She had all the friends she needed without them coming for a visit and stealing her free time. 

And now it looked like she was about to have some contact with her father. 

She swept her hand over the light-pad, moved the mouse pointer to the underlined message, and clicked it by tapping the light-pad. 

––––––––
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Hello Baby



It has been a long time since I last saw your lovely face or heard your sweet voice. How have you been? I hope life is good to you and your brother. I wish I could see the two of you, but your mother has forbidden it. 



I hope you like games. I have attached a copy of my latest game, already registered to you. Due to age restriction laws, I claimed you were 25. I hope you don’t mind and like the game. 



The login code is lisa18. And the password is my1girl7.



We can visit in the game if you wish or you could choose an avatar to represent yourself. This is an option only available to you. It’s called masking. Everyone else will be visible as himself or herself. I hope you enjoy the game and maybe we can meet.



Your loving father

Phillip McKenzie







Lisa stared at the message and reread it several times. She wanted the game for sure, but it was the last thing in the world she expected. The email message seemed system generated. She couldn’t detect any emotion to the sentences at all. It was plain and dull. Ordinary. 

She wasn’t sure what she expected but it wasn’t what she got. Maybe he was nervous. Perhaps worried that she wouldn’t accept his invitation? That could be why he created her user and password and allowed avatars for her only. Then she could play in secret and later decide if she wanted to reveal herself to him. 

Clicking the attachment, she waited for the computer to scan every embedded file, ensuring it was free from viruses before download. It wasn’t that she mistrusted for her father and his attachments; it was just a setting she activated after she lost her first computer to a virus. It was a safety precaution. 

The file passed the scanning, as she knew it would, and she installed the program. 

The official launch time of the game was eight o’clock, less than twenty minutes. She knew she had longer as most sales would not start until that time. Judging by a number of visor sales over the last month and the lack of supply, it was obvious the marketing strategies of the PR company were working. In millions of homes across the world, people were sitting in front of their computer with credit cards at the ready, waiting for the ‘Purchase from site’ link to appear.  

There would be no point in logging in now, no one would be online and she would have to wait for others to install and join her game. 

What she knew of the game so far was that each group had to have five players. Every group played the same game. Groups could interact with each other and members could switch teams, as long as each group had five or more players it didn’t matter. No group could have more than ten players. Even re-logging in wasn’t required. It was a thought command messaged to the entire group. No two groups could attack the palace or enter the dungeon at the same time as this was considered joining forces, and that was prohibited. 

As many as ten thousand gamers could play at the same time, but each game had to start at one of the times allocated. These were 0800, 1000, 1200, 1300, 1330, 1500, 1700, 1730, 1750, 1600, 1630, 2000, 2010, 2020, 2030, 2040, 2050, 2100, 2200, 2300 and 0000. This was so two or more game teams wouldn’t end up battling at the same time or mixing in and fighting people in another game. But if two or more game teams wanted to lead the final battle, then these teams could fight each other first, without interference from the game program. And ‘in-house’ fighting was allowed. 

She saw a few problems with these rules. Number one being friends on different teams could join and the unknown members would be booted out of the game and they would have to rejoin at the next available time frame. At least bandwidth and transfer seemed to be well addressed and taken care. Again this was according to the hype and FAQs. 

To Lisa, it was all very complicated and seemed overwhelming when she read up about it in the online press releases and on the website. But the ins and outs of how the game program was created and ran wasn’t her concern, it was how the game played that mattered to her and millions of others. She hoped her father had hit the jackpot. He had lost so much that it would suck if he failed. 

Her version was free, but she hoped it lived up to its hype. 

“Fuck waiting,” she said to the computer and clicked the run button. 

The screen went black. In white text rolling across the screen from right to left was: Please put on Com-Visor Xx02 and log in with user name and password. 

Lisa didn’t have that. Those visors were incredibly expensive and her mother would have noticed such a purchase. She decided to try her old pair, just in case they worked. 

Placing the visor latch to the back of her head, she drew down the goggles to cover her eyes. On the side of the visor was a small red button. She pressed it. White words flashed in front of her: Only Com-Visor Xx02 is permitted to use with the game. Please insert Com-Visor Xx02 remote link to play this game. 

Not surprised, Lisa exited the game and removed the visor. Until she could afford the new visor set, she would have to play OFFICE THREAT. In time the price of the visors would decrease, once the game became old hat, then the normal people could play. 

She wasn’t normal. This Lisa knew. 

Downstairs the doorbell chimed the first seven chords of “She’ll be Coming Around the Mountain.” Muffled speech emanating from her mother wafted up to her room and a moment later she heard footfalls pounding up the stairs. There was a moment of silence, followed by a knock at her bedroom door. 

“Lisa, a parcel arrived for you.” Her mother’s voice was hoarse. 

Opening the door a fraction, the parcel was shoved at her. “Thanks,” Lisa mumbled, attempting to close the door quickly. Her mother stopped it with her hand and pushed back.

Her mother wore curlers in her wet hair. Lisa couldn’t understand why, her mother’s hair never curled, no matter how long she kept them in rollers. Matching the rollers, she wore a flannel nightgown almost threadbare at the shoulders. Her face was lined from stress, self-pity, or both. She had even applied makeup before turning in for the night. 

“What the hell are you doing on that thing?” Mother asked, indicating the computer. 

“Nothing,” Lisa answered.  

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady.”

“What tone?” she asked in ‘that’ tone.

“I just asked a simple question and you have to turn it into an argument. Why? Why must you be so cruel?” 

Her mother’s voice sounded genuine but she wasn’t falling for that shit. When it came to her mother, she knew how to have a cold heart. 

“I’m just using the Internet to Twitter, my friends.”

Glancing at the screen, her mother said, “Looks like you’re playing another one of those stupid games your father was obsessed with.”

“Whatever, Mother.” She was too eager to open the package and she didn’t even know yet who had sent it. But she had an idea.  

“You should spend less time with that and more time with your family.”

Now she was asking for a fight, but Lisa wasn’t in the mood to argue this old battle again. 

“Family comfort is much better than that fake rubbish on that computer,” her mother spat. At the same time, she folded her arms across her huge bosom and frowned. She seemed to be waiting for a response.

“Okay, Mother, you’re right as usual. I must seem like a hermit or anti-family, but I’m not.” She looked at the computer. “Tell you what. I’ll close up now and be down after I take a quick shower, okay?”

Her mother looked shocked. Surely the lie was obvious?

The frown turned into a doubtful smile, the eyes squinted and taking a step away from the door, her mother said: “Well, all right then. I’m glad you’re coming to your senses.” 

Lisa flashed a fake smile and closed the door slowly.

Did she fall for it? Stupidity comes in many shapes and forms. Pleased with her acting abilities, Lisa sat on the computer chair and checked over the package. There wasn’t a sender written anywhere but it was a ‘signature required’ package. It was also an easy open package. She tore off the tab and removed a new pair of Com-visor Xx02 with the remote plug-and-play unit. 

“Thanks, Dad,” she said and opened the box.

––––––––
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Chapter Four

––––––––
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She immediately put on the goggles and plugged in the connection. The visor glowed active. Green alien hazes wrapped around the room, encasing it like night vision goggles encase the wilderness. The game loaded automatically. 

Scanning Brain screamed in bright red letters, flashed across her goggles. Lisa held back the panic of such an action. She put her trust in the machine. There had to be a reason for a brain scan. Maybe there was and she had missed it when reading about the game. 

A couple of harrowing minutes passed as the red letters continued to flash. She felt no pain as the scan took place, no invasion, nothing. Lisa wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans and did her best to relax. Suddenly the red faded into oblivion and a white screen wrapped her vision in a tight sweater of light. In black printing at the top of the screen was: WELCOME lisa18. PLEASE SPEAK PASSWORD. 

“My one girl seven,” she said hesitantly. 

You have permission to hide your true identity. This is a privilege reserved for the creator to monitor the players, but remember The Game will always know who you are. Please pick an avatar. 

On the screen in front of her were hundreds of avatars. Some resembled humans, others were creatures, some hideous, some weird. Some looked like an action hero straight from the digital screen multiplex. 

There were tough muscular men and women that looked harder than bricks. There were cute kids and even cuter animals. Something told her she should pick a human image. 

A few of the avatars looked drawn, the bodies too perfect, muscles too round and exactly identical on each side. They looked fake and unimpressive. It didn’t take long before she found an avatar she liked. Female, not very muscular but strong looking. She also looked like a photograph. Blond wavy hair, blue eyes, angular chin, supple neck, and the rest looked tight. This was the type of woman Lisa could never be. She wasn’t built like this but wished she were. It was the perfect avatar Lisa wanted to show the world. 

Suddenly the image double clicked itself. It expanded to fill most of the screen. It was a full sized image. Text filled the side bar, next to the image like a file next to a photo. 

Name: lisa18

Age: 27

Eyes: Blue

Hair: Blond

Height: 178 inches

Weight: 62 kilograms

Occupation: Undisclosed

Marital Status: Single

Children: None

Hobbies/Special Abilities: Archery and dagger throwing. Winner of the 21st annual dagger throw, national championships. 

Other Interests: Tai Chi for the martial and relaxation aspects. Also well versed in Ving Chung Kung Fu.  

Below the description were two buttons. One labelled ‘ACCEPT’ and another labelled ‘KEEP SEARCHING.’ 

Lisa was impressed. This lisa18 was the perfect example of what she wished she were. If only this could be the living and breathing version of her, then life would be sweet. She wouldn’t be a loner. Even though it was self-imposed, with that body and those looks, she would be friendly and interact with others. On the other hand, being a loner had many, many advantages. She could oversleep, mess about and do heaps of things most teenagers liked, without having to keep up appearances. She wouldn’t always have to be dressed up and looking her best, she wouldn’t be forced into attending parties either. Yep, being a loner had many advantages compared to that of a tall sexy blond bound for success. 

There was a soft knock at the door, followed by her mother’s voice coated in sugar and love. “Lisa, honey. Dinner’s ready.”

“After my shower, okay, mum?”

“Well all right, but the table is set and Timmy’s waiting.” A pause followed, which was so silent the ticking of passing time echoed through the gap under the door. Then: “I guess we could wait for you to finish what you’re doing and take a shower.” As an after thought, she added, “Timmy won’t mind. I’m sure.”

She knew her little brother was most likely eating now without someone to supervise him. Five-year-old kids tried to get away with everything. “Ten minutes. Okay?”

“All right then,” her mother said. And all fell silent.

“Accept,” Lisa said softly. 

The button expanded and then vanished. 

Lisa18 created and waiting in game arena one. Waiting for players.

Through the goggles, she saw hills covered with beautiful and colourful flowers, the names of which she had no idea. To one side of her was a large forest and on the other side was a dirt track leading around a corner and God knew where else. The hill directly ahead looked the most inviting, and as such was likely the most dangerous. Lisa knew her father’s preference in sight deception. The area behind her was nothing, save blackness. Far off she heard the faint roar of something she did not wish to meet alone.

“Has the game already started?” she wondered aloud. 

Across the screen ran the words: No. The game is waiting for player’s payment acceptance before allowing entry. 

“No shit?”

No shit, lisa18. 

Wow, amazing. The computer both heard her thoughts or voice and had answered accordingly. Truly amazing. Dad had outdone himself this time. That explained the brain scan. All the game corporations would be slamming their fists against his door in the morning if they weren’t doing that already. 

I understand all forms of speech and will reply according to that player’s preferred speech acceptance. 

“What about when you have a million players?”

Then I will have a million voices. 

A million voices and a million games, Lisa thought.

That is a correct assumption, lisa18. In answer to your next question: when the players are gathered and placed accordingly, the object of the game will be revealed. You are master of this arena and you have complete control. You can ban players and change players without a group decision. The game can be paused for up to two hours before another leader will be assigned. This is in case you need to visit the bathroom, eat dinner, take a shower, or whatever. Other members, who leave for longer than ten minutes, are considered gone and dead. The IDs are taken and another player can take their place. Also please remember—

There was a soft knock on the door. 

Oh, for god sake mother, Lisa thought, just let me be in peace for a while. 

The thought was harsh but she believed it justified. She had only been gone five minutes and already her mother was demanding and intruding on her. 
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