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1 — SOUL CALIBUR

 


 


Nemesis

 


It’s
unreal.

The power. The
control. The lightness of the weapon in my hand. I soar
across the valley and land with the softest of footfalls. No one
hears me. No one sees me until it’s too late. I am the Angel of
Death descending upon my enemies.

I run, a frenzy
of running, my fingers twitching over the twin triggers; I leap
across a narrow stream and wait. But there’s no one else here, not
even him. They’re hiding. They’re afraid. I hear panicked gunfire
in the distance and smile, wondering if the killing has already
begun. I glide toward the sound on feet of air — and I am in the
zone now. My whole being shrinks to hands that bond with the
buttons they press, eyes that see only a landscape of rocks, trees
and crags. I am absorbed by this world, it wraps me in wonder, it’s
like being a child again, nothing else matters. And I surrender
myself gladly. I am at ease here, in this place of birdsong and
water and death.

First
blood!

One of my
opponents has made the kill. I know it’s him, I don’t need to bring
up the stats. He always follows the same pattern: he wipes out the
others, then he comes for me. It’s a way of demonstrating his
superiority; worse than that, it disturbs my concentration. Instant
reflexes, minor muscle adjustments and the ability to learn and
analyse your enemy’s behaviour are vital to a killer’s armoury; but
without a cool, efficient mind, they’re useless. I sense the
inevitability of defeat… But perhaps this time will be different,
this time I’ll win. If I can attack when he’s distracted, or
find a secure place to deliver the one shot that will defeat him —
the fatal head wound — I can be the last man standing after
all.

More gunfire;
then silence. There are six of us left now. I climb the slope of a
long green valley and hide in shadow at the base of a rock archway.
I exchange the BioRifle for the Lightning Gun. The sniper’s weapon.
I can pick him off whenever I want. I’ll wait for him here. I’m
safe. He won’t even see me.

That had to
hurt! — his habitual taunt, and quickly, in an intense rattle
of gunfire, two more fall. Their screams echo across the valley.
He’s drawing closer. I can feel him.

I raise the
Lightning Gun and scan the far ridge. The world is empty and at
peace. I relax and lower it to the stream I have just crossed — and
I don’t believe my eyes. A woman is standing in the water with her
back to me. She’s wearing a pink swimming costume. I know who she
is. I zoom in with the scope to the nape of her neck and see her
tattoo again. I’m too far away to make out the detail, but the
shape is unmistakeable. It’s a comfort to me in this deadly
place.

Burn, baby!

The momentary
distraction was all he needed. I realise too late that he has
altered his strategy, and his taunt is followed by a sickeningly
familiar hum. I look up, and through a swirling stream of green
plasma I see Nemesis standing at the top of the arch.

You have lost
the match.

Every game ends
in death. This one is no different. But one day, very soon, I’ll
destroy him.

 


 


We will be
married

 


So.

So it’s not
like I’m this great gaming nut or anything, I’m not one of
those Twin Galaxies gods who can crack Super Mario Brothers in five
minutes, or those manic MARPers who notch up ten million on Gradius
before breakfast, and I’m definitely not one of those
wannabe-l33t teen fanboys who claim GTA rox0rz because it’s got
swearing in it... No. I have friends, I have a job, I have a life.
I don’t think about games all the time, like I did when I was
younger. I’m more grown up now. More real.

So I have a
life. But when I examine it, which isn’t often because poking a
stick into a wasps’ nest is more appealing, I see just how much
time I’ve wasted. You hear all the clichés, you think you know what
they mean, but you never realise how short life is, or how
precious, until something shakes you and wakes you from your sleep.
If I think hard enough, I might discover how it was that I woke
now, in my fourth decade. If I’m lucky, I might even work out who I
am.

You can call me
Flynn.

I was born in
1967, the year Ralph Baer invented the first videogame. Baer
created the world’s first console too, the Magnavox Odyssey — which
is just one of the systems I own. Well, so what? I’m a guy who owns
some obscure gaming hardware. Big deal. But the fact is, many of my
fondest memories are connected to games. I remember beating my
brother at Boot Hill; zoning Robotron on the way to a seven-digit
score; playing two-player Space Invaders with dad on my Atari VCS;
and weeping at the end of Ocarina of Time, the best game I’ve ever
played —

I’ll start
again.

I first met the
woman in the pink swimming costume eighteen months ago. She was
standing with her back to me at the pool. I wasn’t drawn to her
hair, or her skin, or the shape of her body: the first thing I
noticed was the tattoo. It lay on the nape of her neck, just below
the hairline. I recognised it immediately. And what could I do? I
was swept away in a torrent of emotion, a flood of memories and
associations, I was completely out of control, confused, and I
couldn’t help myself or the crazy thoughts that flashed through my
mind, I wanted her, I wanted to speak to her, to see her face...
And beneath all this disorder and noise I heard a small, determined
voice, which persisted, which said:

I am Link, you
are Zelda, we will be married.

Don’t get me
wrong. I’m not clairvoyant, and this wasn’t the first time I’d ever
fallen in love — I fall in love with any woman who pays me even the
slightest attention, I’m hopeless that way — but this was different
somehow. The tattoo attracted me, but when she turned around I was
smitten, and when she spoke I predicted a mutual future of
marriage, children and a whitewashed cottage in the country... But
this is all I can take right now. I don’t want to think about her,
it’s too painful, it’s still raw. Why did she have to send that
letter?

I need a drink.
But I have to stay focused. The first game of the new season starts
today, and I want the money.

I should
explain. Once a year I play a tournament with my three oldest
friends. Their names are Snake, Reana and Hal. We play four games
over four consecutive weekends, usually in the autumn. It started
at university, so we’ve been an inseparable quartet for sixteen
years now.

Why do we play
games? Because we enjoy them. Some people take pleasure in drink,
or drugs, or shagging their best friend’s husband every Saturday;
we do those things too, but we combine them with Monkey Bowling and
Quake. The argument that gaming is the exclusive domain of geeks,
closet murderers and men is dishonest and trite. Everyone is a
gamer: they just don’t know it yet.

I have to be in
London in two hours. I get dressed and pack some clothes and soap
into an overnight bag, then I unlock my games room and select the
joystick for this weekend’s competition. I own around a hundred
controllers, which isn’t particularly impressive by the standards
of some collectors, but they’re all in perfect nick. Today’s weapon
of choice is an official Dreamcast arcade stick, a sturdy
controller with a cream and grey finish, lime green joystick and
matching buttons. I imported it from Japan around the time I first
saw Zelda at the pool, and apart from my X-Arcade it’s the most
robust home console stick I own. I place it carefully in my
shoulder bag, along with my crystal blue Wonderswan, and head for
the station.

I buy a return
ticket and wait on the platform. The train is late, and I’m about
to play a game when I hear loud laughter from behind. I turn around
and see a posse of Neanderthals lounging by a wall. One of them — a
wiry, rat-faced man with keen blue eyes and too much jaw — stares
at me coolly. I feel Hylian blood stirring within me, it flows
through my muscles, readies me for battle; and though he opens his
thick Moblin lips to beg for mercy, the decision has already been
made. I draw my Master Sword from its leather sheath and with a
single swing hack him in two from head to groin; he collapses
meekly, like a sacrificial calf, and his companions scatter in
panic. The train arrives, I climb on board. We crawl the forty
miles to London, stopping outside Didcot for thirty minutes to
marvel at the cooling towers and creeping through Reading because
it’s raining and the engine doesn’t like getting wet. I pass the
time playing Panda Gunpey on the Wonderswan. We sneak into
Paddington almost an hour late, alive but bored.

It takes
another hour on the tube and on foot to arrive at Snake’s place in
Stoke Newington. It’s a good location for not getting burgled: a
large three-bedroomed flat on the fourth floor of a house
containing three other flats, all identical. The view from his
window is pleasant, when it’s daylight, and not raining, and you
haven’t just been elbowed by seven million people.

I ring the
bell. He buzzes the main door open, I climb the stairs. He’s
waiting for me at the entrance, and the sight of his big, bearded,
bear-like frame always makes me feel like I’m coming home.

‘Nice to see
you, you old fart,’ he grins.



 


 


Greetings,
programs

 


People are
ruder now. Everyone knows it, no one does a fucking thing about it.
If you’re not rude, you’re a loser. Personally, I blame computer
games — along with the armies of ninja ants using short wave radios
to control the underclass. Whatever. I shake Snake’s hand and say
hello. His hand is round, pasty and flat. It feels like shaking a
pancake.

He invites me
in. I take off my shoes. The floor of his apartment is entirely
covered with rough coir matting, so walking barefoot is agony if
you have nerves in your body. I keep my socks on, but still feel
the fibres stabbing through the soles. We open a bottle of wine in
the living room, where he explains that the matting is made from
one hundred percent white coir, the purest form known to man, and
that his coir was extracted from coconut husks soaked in a
tropical stream for a whole year. It’s not the first time he’s told
me this, and it won’t be the last. I love this amnesic quirk of his
character. He wouldn’t be Snake without it.

I drink the
wine, then check my watch. ‘I have a bid in ten minutes.’

‘No problem.
Use the lappie in the bedroom... What is it?’

Snake owns
every desirable gaming-related item on the planet, so the eBay
paranoia that sometimes forces me to lie to prevent others bidding
against me doesn’t apply here.

‘Nothing
special. Soukyugurentai.’

‘But you
already have that.’

‘I lost the
spine card.’

He smiles in
sympathy. ‘Do you want something to eat?’

‘No — but don’t
let me stop you.’

He ambles to
the kitchen. I hear him preparing the snack; it sounds like he’s
wrestling an ox. When he returns he’s carrying a sandwich the size
of a clown’s shoe. He’s changed his T-shirt, too. The design is
instantly recognizable to a Saturn shooter fan like me: a black
background with a red spaceship and white lettering. He’s probably
wearing it to distract Reana, so she won’t give him a good kicking.
Or maybe he doesn’t think that way any more. The League’s
pseudo-psychological warfare has meandered from subtle to crass and
back again so many times over the years it’s impossible to say
who’s trying to do what to whom and why.

‘Has your
Wonderborg arrived yet?’ he asks.

‘No. I think
the guy sent it by submarine.’

He grunts. Then
he savages a sizeable chunk out of the sandwich. ‘I’ll wait in the
lounge. Come and join me when you’re ready.’

I enter the
bedroom. The bed linen is entirely black, which matches the
old-style Dell laptop in the corner. I perch on the end of the bed,
log on to My eBay, then click on the auction link. Just over five
minutes left. I feel the thrill of the bid in the pit of my
stomach. I refresh the screen almost immediately, even though I
won’t be bidding until the last few seconds. It shouldn’t be
difficult. The only other interested buyer is a newbie with a
feedback score of less than ten. An amateur. To pass the time I
read the illiterate text accompanying the game:

 


Dont miss this
a fantastical vertical-scroll shooter. Its one of teh two greatest
shooters for the Saturn. U can use Nights analogue controller! As
shoters go, its a must-buy!!! BID NOW TO AVIOD DISSAPOINTMENT!!!,
no reserve. Mint, you wont find a beter —

 


The front door
bell briefly interrupts my concentration. Two minutes to go. It’s a
ludicrously low price: £4.99 plus £2.50 P&P. I already own it,
along with the inferior PlayStation version, and several backups of
both — but I want this one. It’s mint and complete.

Refresh.

One minute now.
Raised voices in the hallway. Time to make a move. I click on Bid
Now, enter a token amount, but wait to confirm. My heart is
pounding. I’m going to leave it too late. I check my watch: twenty
seconds to go. I don’t want it. Spine cards can double the resale
value of a game; but that’s unimportant. Completism drives me. And
I should have entered a higher maximum. I don’t want to go through
this again. But it’s too late now. Ten seconds. My fingers hover
over the mouse button, I feel the pulse beating in my throat —

‘Was it
you?’

I look up.
Reana is standing in the doorway, looking like she’s eaten a bag of
nails. Her arms are folded, her head is tilted to one side like
she’s been karate chopped in the neck.

‘Because Rich
said it wasn’t him, and it would hardly be Rob, would it? So I
figured it must be you.’

‘What are you
talking about?’

Her face
switches abruptly from rage to cynicism. ‘Oh, forget it. You never
were very good at lying.’

She leaves,
Snake enters.

‘Well? Did you
win?’

‘Didn’t even
bid.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘I know. Beaten
by a noob.’ I refresh the screen, and sigh inwardly: £4.99, and I
missed it. ‘So what’s up with her?’

‘She says
somebody told her husband. I said it wasn’t one of us. She said it
had to be...’ He shrugs. His expression is peculiar, I can’t read
it at all. ‘Maybe she’s just trying to wind us up ahead of the
game.’

‘Could be.’ I
fell for her anger. I’m a sucker for feelings. ‘Has Rob arrived
yet?’

‘I expect he’s
tied up somewhere, don’t you?’

He laughs at
his own joke and we walk into the hallway together, just in time to
hear a quiet but persistent knocking. No one else knocks with such
polite firmness, and when Snake opens the door it’s no surprise to
see Hal standing on the threshold. He shakes our hands and gives
his traditional start-of-season welcome, a phrase he lifted from
one of my favourite films:

‘Greetings
programs.’

 


 


The
League

 


It all began in
1989. Snake and I were the comprehensively-educated pinheads who,
due to administrative incompetence, stole into Oxford University;
Reana and Hal were the public school brainiacs who underachieved
and ended up at the poly.

I met Snake
first: I’ve known him since I was a teenager. We endured most of
our secondary education together. He used to wear floral print
shirts at school, partly because it was the eighties but mainly
because he wanted girls to talk to him. They didn’t; but total
strangers sometimes felt the need to punch him in the face. At
university the beatings stopped, which only encouraged his floral
tendencies. Under the guise of studying, we managed to attend
several parties a week, where he would appear dressed in white
linen trousers, white slip-ons and a flowery blouse. He took up
smoking too, which he claimed gave him a rakish air. I thought he
looked like a burning bush; but it seems I was the only one,
because he got plenty of attention from both sexes, and plenty of
sex, too. I got nothing but drunk.

So. It was our
final year, and we were at a party. It was out of town, in some
hired pub room that the landlord didn’t mind being wrecked by
people in cardigans. The crowd was a mix of poly and university,
though you’d have needed DNA tests to separate them. The usual
suspects had come: a couple of goths paying homage to The Cure,
several woollen jumpers, some ra ra skirts, a meerschaum, and a
large collection of jeans. Unfortunately, we stared at the
meerschaum just long enough for him to smile back. He was
accompanied by a very tall woman in a baggy black sweatshirt who
was so pale she might have been dead. They both looked like they’d
been having a very deep conversation — about as deep as the bottom
of his pipe.

The woman came
over first, gliding through the crowd like she was on castors. She
smiled prettily and introduced herself.

‘I’m Jessica.
Nice shirt.’

‘I’m Rich,’
said Snake. ‘I’ve got a dozen like it.’

‘This is Rob,’
she continued, turning to the meerschaum.

‘And I’m
James,’ I said, feeling ignored.

She looked at
me curiously, and I felt my cheeks burning beneath her gaze.
‘You’re very short, aren’t you?’ she said.

It was a poor
start, but I’m a Scorpio, I’m used to getting stamped on. That’s
the way it works. Normally I respond with a sting, but before I had
the chance the meerschaum gave me a faraway stare and said:
‘They’ve got a Galaga cabinet in the bar. Are you any good?’

‘I’m shit,’ I
lied. ‘Do you want to put money on it?’

He took a
lingering puff on the pipe. ‘How about a tenner each?’

‘Yeah. How
about it?’

Ten pounds
means little to me now, but back then it was the kind of money to
make a hand twitch at just the wrong moment. It was the price of
ten pints, or three bottles of wine, or one long and very anguished
phone call to that new girlfriend you haven’t seen for the past
hour and a half. But I couldn’t back down, particularly when Rich
volunteered to join, which dragged in Jessica, which made a nice,
expensive foursome.

So Galaga was
the first game in the League, even if that was a title we hadn’t
given ourselves yet. It was a tough setup: three fighters, only two
extra ships, with the second at 80,000; and after a couple of
practice runs it was clear that the difficulty level was cranked up
to Hard. This didn’t stop Rob achieving 110,000 on his first
official attempt, or Jessica almost topping it with 98,000 — scores
that had shoot ’em up hustler written all over them. Rich
tried a few psychological tricks before his go, cracking his
knuckles and claiming he was going to ‘kick the game’s ass’, before
amassing just over 16,000 points. That left me with the chance to
win £40 with a score much lower than my all-time high of
320,000.

I failed
miserably.

Rob pocketed
the money slightly slower than the time it takes lightning to
strike. ‘You’re right,’ he said, patting me on the back. ‘You
are shit.’

 


 


Hello
Kitty

 


Hal — Rob — is
sometimes offensive, but never malicious: he just tells the truth
as he sees it, and whether you like it or not. It’s easy to take
him the wrong way; and sometimes when we haven’t seen each other
for a while, we do. He prods Snake softly in the chest and
says,

‘Radiant
Silvergun. Did you do it yourself?’

‘Jess is in the
games room,’ Snake replies. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t arrive
together.’

‘We’re not
joined at the hip, Rich... Anyway, aren’t you going to offer me a
drink?’

‘I’ll bring it
in. The usual?’

‘That would be
lovely. Thank you.’
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