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PART ONE: THE QUEST
1: Tark

Tark perched in a tree and waited. He kept his eyes on the path that wound its way through the Forest. He knew it was just a matter of time. All he had to do was wait � and commit highway thievery. He wondered, as he sat on this branch, whether or not the term highway thievery still applied if the perpetration occurred on a path. Pathway thievery? Would that make him a pathwayman instead of a highwayman?
Tark's violet eyes lit up as he saw movement through the trees. He drew his shabby cloak around himself. It may have been old and worn, and had certainly seen better days, but it still had many of its original magik properties. And right now, it was helping him blend in with his surroundings. It also assisted in keeping the morning chill at bay. Tark was a touch on the scrawny side and tended to feel the cold.
The retinue approached, and Tark smiled. It was all so predictable. Stupid princelings seemed to forever be traversing the mid-level paths of the Forest. They obviously believed these paths to be less dangerous than the large highways or the smaller tracks. And they were probably right. Notorious, well-armed highwaymen worked the larger, well-travelled routes. Travellers who looked like they were worth robbing were likely to have at least one attempt made on them during the course of an average journey. And as for the dark, obscure tracks that wound their way through the unforgiving heart of the Forest � well, there were things far worse than highway thievers in the World.
So, in point of fact, there was some sense in the princelings using the mid-level paths. No dark-forest magik, and few thievers. Tark, however, was one of these few thievers, who had carved out for himself his own little thieving niche. It was not a particularly well-paying niche � as princelings with large quantities of gold could afford to hire the protection necessary to travel the highways � but it was regular and, best of all, predictable.
And Tark liked predictable. Predictable princelings meant that he was not at all worried by the size of the retinue that now approached.
�Nice touch,� whispered Tark, watching the two flag-bearers at the head of the convoy as they passed beneath his tree. �But none of this �ere flashy stuff's gonna �elp ya.�
A group of soldiers were next to march below him, two-by-two. Tark counted ten of them and wondered why there were so few. Most illusions had 20 to 30, at the very least.
Then came the princeling's enormous palanquin, carried by four burly men in loincloths. And a second, smaller palanquin followed it � this one floating along of its own accord.
Now that's just stupid, thought Tark. A floating palanquin practically screamed out that the whole thing was an illusion.
Tark ran a hand over the black stubble that covered his head, lined himself up and jumped. His booted feet tore through the canvas canopy, and he landed on the plush, cushioned seat opposite Princeling Galbrath.
The boy looked up at him in bleary-eyed astonishment, having been woken from a light doze. He was young for a princeling � at least a year or two younger than Tark, who at sixteen was quite young himself for such an accomplished thiever. The princeling's round, podgy face, surrounded by an almost angelic halo of golden locks, and wide-eyed stare made him appear vulnerable and a little scared.
�Ullo.� Tark smiled. �Gives us all yar gold.�
The princeling's youthful features hardened.
�I do not possess what you seek,� he said, straightening up his elaborately embroidered clothes. �And even if I did, I would not hand it over to the likes of you.�
Tark wiped the smirk off the lad's face with a short, sharp punch to the jaw.
�It's always gots to be the �ard way, don't it?� said Tark, frisking the princeling. Finding nothing, he glared at him and snarled, �Last chance!�
�Ruffian!� The princeling folded his arms in defiance and spat. A glob of bloody phlegm landed on Tark's boot.
Tark's boots were his pride and joy. Appropriated, only a few days earlier, from a duke taking a short cut along this very same pathway; they were black and polished and relatively newish and a perfect fit. They contrasted to the drab, ill-fitting brown tunic and leggings that Tark lived (and slept) in, and his shabby but useful cloak.
�Ya snivellin� little rodent,� said Tark, grabbing him by the collar of his fur-lined coat. �I is gonna makes ya sorry for that.�
The princeling managed a pathetic yelp as Tark flung him out of the palanquin, into the undergrowth that lined the pathway. Tark then proceeded to ransack the interior of the palanquin, throwing blankets and cushions out the door as he went.
�Where's the gold?� muttered Tark, as the palanquin came to a sudden halt. �Mayhaps it's in the floatin� one?�
Tark jumped through the door, to come face to face with a group of murderous-looking soldiers.
�Morning boys,� he said with a curt nod. He then turned his back on them and walked over to the second palanquin.
The soldiers looked at one another, puzzled at the thiever's lack of fear and cavalier attitude. Then the captain signalled his men and they followed Tark.
Tark yanked a curtain from the second palanquin's doorway. He expected to see a small chest of gold, or at least a sack or two of silver. Instead, there was a wizened old man in flowing purple robes.
�Who in hell are ya?� asked Tark.
The old man turned his head slowly to face Tark. His lips parted as he drew in a rattling breath. �Windamore the Mighty,� said the old man, a dry rasp catching his words.
�Ya don't looks all that mighty ta me,� quipped Tark.
Windamore climbed out of the palanquin and straightened up to his full height, which was a good thirty centimetres taller than Tark.
Tark noticed the jewelled sword hilt protruding from a scabbard, belted around the man's waist.
�I am Court Mage to the Principality of Galbrath,� he announced, his voice seeming to take on a stranger, deeper, more sinister tone. �I am guardian to Princeling Galbrath. I am undefeated champion of the Death Tournaments. I am rated with a level thirteen in magik. And I am unaccustomed to being challenged. Now who, in the name of the Designers, are you?�
�Um �� began Tark. �Someone who's mades a bit of a mistake.� Tark smiled, bowed to the mage, and turned � only to be faced by the point of a sword, held by the captain of the soldiers.
�I don't suppose ya is an illusion, are ya?� asked Tark. He reached up a finger to touch the end of the sword. It was sharp. Very sharp. He pulled his hand away quickly. �Didn't think so.�
Tark silently cursed his bad luck. Princelings travelling the mid-level paths always had illusions, and maybe one or two real guards at most. They weren't supposed to have ten soldiers and a mage. This was not regular. Tark's face lit up as his mind made the connections. This princeling must have more money than most � that or something worth protecting.
Behind the soldiers, Tark saw Princeling Galbrath staggering out from the bushes. His coat was torn, his hair bedraggled and his lower lip was dribbling blood. He did not look at all happy.
�What are you waiting for, you moron,� yelled the princeling to his captain. �Kill him!�
Without hesitation, the captain lunged with his sword.
In his line of work, Tark was often at the wrong end of a sword. He was used to dodging sharpened steel and his reflexes were honed to do so. So Tark did not hesitate either. He lithely dodged the blade.
The level thirteen mage Windamore was indeed unaccustomed to being challenged. It had been a very long time since he had been anywhere near a fight, skirmish or even petty dispute that he had not spent days in preparation for. As a result, his reflexes were not what they had once been.
Windamore was skewered by the captain's sword.
�Oh!� croaked the mage, staring blankly at the captain's astonished eyes.
The captain hurriedly withdrew his sword.
Never one to dally, Tark grabbed the only opportunity he saw � the mage's sword. He pulled it from its scabbard as the mage fell dead to the ground and almost dropped it in surprise.
Blinding light burst from the sword's blade. It was a sword o� light!
Tark shielded his eyes with one hand as he tried to hold on with the other. It felt as if the sword was alive � alive and trying to escape. It moved about in his grip, first pulling one way and then another, as if unsure as to its intended direction.
The captain fell to his knees. His soldiers dropped their swords and did likewise. The palanquin bearers lowered their vehicle and hid behind it.
The sword made a definite movement, over the heads of the soldiers, to where Princeling Galbrath stood. The princeling's face went white.
�Oh crap!� gasped the princeling, realisation dawning on him. Without Windamore to keep it in check, the sword o� light would follow its own instincts. And the princeling wasn't the sword's favourite person at the moment, for the blade knew where he had been heading and to whom he had intended to sell it. The princeling turned and fled into the undergrowth.
The sword tried to follow. Tark closed his eyes and used both hands, and still he could only barely keep hold of it. But hold onto it he did, for he knew the rarity and worth of a sword o� light.
After much struggling, the sword appeared to give up, relinquishing control to its holder. Tark pointed it towards the mage. The sword started moving towards the scabbard. Tark let it. Once it was sheathed, he removed the belt from the dead mage, and put it around his own waist.
The soldiers still cowered on the ground. Well, thought Tark, no sense in wasting an opportunity.
�Rights!� he called, pulling a small burlap pouch from under his cloak. �All of ya are gonna puts yar valuables in this �ere bag.�

2: Princeling Galbrath

Princeling Galbrath ran through the undergrowth of the Forest. He ran and ran and ran, until he could run no further. He fell to his knees, panting like a dog, sweating like a pig and groaning like the unfit person he was.
�Blast!� he yelled. Startled by the noise, a flock of birds took to the air from one of the trees. A small furry creature with round, watery eyes hopped out from a nearby bush, its curiosity getting the better of it. Galbrath backhanded it, sending it flying into the trunk of a large tree.
�Ow!� whined the princeling, rubbing at his hand, tears threatening his eyes. He felt like hitting something again. He looked around, but if there were any more small furry animals around, they were staying hidden. He shouted instead. �Ahhh!�
He was furious! More furious than he had ever been in his short but eventful life. His grandfather's sword o� light was lost, before he could sell it. And after all the trouble he had gone through to get it. He had poisoned three siblings and a parent in order to inherit that damn sword, and had been set to sell it for a king's ransom in gold � enough gold to buy him years in Designers Paradise. He slammed his fist onto the grassy earth.
�Damn the Designers,� he screamed, as tears finally welled up in his eyes. Then in a quieter voice, as the tears cascaded down, he sobbed, �Why is my life always so difficult?� He raised his face skywards. �Designers have pity on me. Give me some sign that you have not forsaken me.�
And then he remembered! He remembered something important. He had not lost everything, after all. Yes, his mage was dead, his sword o� light stolen, his soldiers and retinue gone. But he still had something. He still had the item that he had used the sword o� light to obtain.
He carefully put a hand into his pocket and pulled out the key. Images of a better life floated through his mind, broken up by sizzling grey emptiness. The key shone with an inner light. The princeling raised it skywards and called out at the top of his voice:
�Praise be to the Designers!�

3: Zyra

Zyra watched from the bushes as a perimeter drone whizzed by, microwaves scorching the ground below it. A low-swooping swallow burst into flame as it passed below the grey, flying, metal box.
�Stupid bird!� whispered Zyra, as she noted that it had been exactly three minutes and four seconds since the drone last passed.
Zyra wore gloves, boots and a neck-to-ankle, plasti-alloy, microfibre jumpsuit. A balaclava with mirrored lenses completed the ensemble. It wouldn't do much to stop a bullet, but it was perfect protection from the razor-sharp leaves that surrounded her. These fancy houses on the Hill had all manner of weird security, but razor bushes were easy enough to get through if wearing the right clothing. And Zyra prided herself on always wearing the right outfit for the occasion.
She peered up at the perimeter wall through the leaves. It was a metre in from the surrounding bushes and looked like traditional bluestone. The sort of wall you'd find surrounding a prison or an orphanage. But in her line of work, Zyra knew never to simply accept the obvious. That's why she was taking the time to reconnoitre the property before planning the break-in. For all she knew, the wall could be encased in an electro-static barrier, or criss-crossed with invisible laser beams, or even -
Not a real bluestone wall at all!
As Zyra watched, a portion of the wall shimmered.
Damn! she thought. Some beggar's workin� me turf.
The stones seemed to bulge and distend, then they dispersed in a burst of static as someone walked through. As that someone stepped out onto the scorched gravel between the wall and the razor-bush surround, the stones reformed behind him.
The Cracker chuckled to himself as his shifty eyes looked from right to left. Dressed in a drab grey suit and overcoat, he looked very much like he was on the way to some boring office job. But, of course, he wasn't. In one hand he held a pencil-shaped device. He adjusted the settings on the device and then waved it at the section of razor-bush directly in front of him. The leaves and branches went limp.
�Toys,� spat Zyra under her breath. �That filthy toe-rag always gots �em toys.�
Zyra reached into her boot and pulled out a throwing star. It was the last one that she had with her and she didn't want to waste it. Carefully, she used the sharp star to cut three leaves from the bush she was hiding in, then returned it to her boot. She sprang, flicking one of the leaves as she emerged from the bushes.
The Cracker hardly had time to gasp before the sonic override device he was holding was sliced in two by the spinning leaf. He turned angrily to see Zyra poised before him, a leaf held gracefully between the index and middle finger of each outstretched hand. She knew she had struck a perfect pose. Any old sewer-rat could commit acts of violence. But wherever possible, she attempted to do so with style and flair.
�What?� screeched the Cracker, dropping what remained of his toy and slowly shaking his weasellike head. �No, no, no, no, no, nooooo. Back off! My job! My score! You is tooooo late.�
�Hands it over,� demanded Zyra.
�Zzzzzyra, my pretty,� said the Cracker, recognising her voice and smiling an oily, gap-toothed smile. �I shoulds �ave known it was you. All covered up, but still such a pretty-pretty thiever.� His tongue darted out to wet his lower lip as his eyes worked their way up and down Zyra's tall, sleek frame. Slowly, he cracked the knuckles on his right hand, one by one, as he continued speaking. �I could gets you lots and lots of coinage for one of your talents. Coppers. Silvers. Even golds! All you've gots to do is speak the word.�
Zyra threw one of the razor leaves. It whizzed past the Cracker's ear, nicking it as it went.
�Next one takes ya ear off.�
The Cracker wiped the drop of blood with a grubby finger and brought it to his lips. His tongue flicked out again, cleaning the blood away.
�I takes that as a no.� He smiled and shrugged. �Your loss.�
He reached his left hand into his shabby coat.
�Slowly,� demanded Zyra, waggling her remaining razor leaf.
�Oh, of course,� said the Cracker, slowing down to an exaggerated extent. In the distance Zyra could hear the perimeter drone coming around again.
�Comes on,� she encouraged. �Not that slow.�
�Is plenty of rich houses up here on the Hill,� he continued, ignoring her attempt to hurry him. �Theys all has keys. Go gets your own. Go now, and I'll forgets this ever happened.� His eyes narrowed. �I'll even gives you a tip. Fat Man's away. House is easy target.�
Zyra moved her hand as if to throw the razor-leaf.
The Cracker shrugged. �Don't says I didn't gives you a chance.�
He carefully extracted his hand, holding up a plastic card. It was the size and shape of a standard credit card. Metallic blue with an embedded microchip, it had no markings save the Designers Paradise logo. It shone gently in the shadow of the wall, as if it had its own power source.
�Praise be to the Designers,� whispered the Cracker.
Zyra breathed in sharply, all her attention focused on the card. This was what she was after. A key! The ability to gain entry to Designers Paradise and escape the World, at least for a little while. She held out her free hand and took a step forward, indistinct images and memories playing at the corners of her mind.
As she did so, the Cracker clenched his right hand, the constriction of the muscles activating a device concealed in his right sleeve. A pellet shot from his coat sleeve, hitting Zyra between the eyes. The pellet burst apart in a spray of acid. She would have been blinded were it not for her balaclava.
Zyra whipped it off before the acid had a chance to eat its way through, revealing her short red Mohawk and numerous piercings. She tossed the balaclava at the Cracker. It hit him in the face, spreading just enough acid to burn his cheek and cause him to yelp. Over his shoulder, Zyra could see the approaching perimeter drone. Knowing she had to move fast, she leapt at him, throwing him against the wall, which fizzled and tingled but felt solid enough. As the Cracker clutched his face with one hand, Zyra smashed his other hand, the one that held the key, against the wall. With a sickening crack, and an accompanying scream, the Cracker let go of the card.
Zyra caught the card, let go of the Cracker and hurled herself down the path the Cracker had created in the razor-bush. As she ran, she heard the perimeter drone, but didn't stop to see if the Cracker made it out alive.

4: The Cracker

The Cracker's eyes focused on the approaching perimeter drone and widened in terror. With hardly a second to spare, he jumped. His right shoe burst into flame as he tumbled through the limp section of razor-bush.
He fell to the ground on the other side, smothering the flames in the grass. He scrambled to remove the smouldering shoe. As he threw it aside, he looked down at his hands. The middle finger of his left hand was bent back at an impossible angle and both hands were covered in small cuts from flailing about as he tumbled through the razor-bush. The limp area was quite narrow and in his eagerness to escape being roasted alive, he had not been careful enough.
He took a moment to lick the wounds clean. He then clutched the bent finger with his right hand and yanked it back into place.
Crack!
He winced with the pain, but made no sound.
His gaze then lifted to see the distant figure of Zyra disappearing down the immaculately manicured streets of the Hill. He brought a hand up to his face, to gently stroke his burnt cheek.
�Oh Zyra, my pretty-pretty.� He cracked the knuckles of his right hand, sharply, deliberately, one by one. �You has crossed the wrong thiever. This ain't over yets. Not bys a long shot.�
Slowly, a truly ugly smile spread across his pockmarked face.

5: The Plan

�I gots this lot from a princeling's guards,� said Tark, as he held up a small pouch.
Zyra raised a heavily pierced eyebrow as if to say, big deal. Tark ignored the expression and headed to a corner of the dilapidated basement. He carefully prised a brick from the old wall, and then reached in, searching for something. Finding the concealed switch, he flipped it with his finger and stood back.
A substantial section of the old rotted floorboards sank several centimetres, then slid aside, revealing a shining metallic surface. Tark knelt down and placed the palm of his right hand onto the surface. A light flashed from within the metal, scanning his palm-print.
Tark looked up at Zyra. �Comes on, ya turn.�
Zyra sauntered over and put her hand next to Tark's, almost touching it. They briefly looked into each other's eyes with a yearning that went beyond words. The light flashed again. As they removed their hands, the metal sheet slid back. Out of the deep darkness below, a battered old chest rose up on a pedestal.
The chest was made of dark wood, cornered in brass, with strips of patterned leather studded across its rounded lid. A heavy metal padlock with two keyholes secured the lid to the body. Tark and Zyra fished out their keys from beneath their clothing and, in unison, inserted and turned them in the lock.
Tark took a deep breath and lifted the lid. Inside the chest was a varied collection of coins and jewellery � everything from coppers and silvers, to rings and necklaces; from a few gold pieces, to three rubies and one diamond. This meagre treasure was the result of months of thievery. Tark's eyes almost glazed over as he stared at the stash. It was their future. The chest was only about half full, so they still needed more.
�Every little bit �elps,� said Tark as he emptied the contents of the pouch into the chest.
He watched intently as coins of silver and copper, as well as a few bronze rings, tumbled into the chest. He gave a deep sigh, then tossed the empty pouch to one side. He looked across at Zyra and a grin spread across his face.
�Wot are ya grinnin� at?� she demanded.
�I also tooks this �ere weapon.� He pulled back his tattered cloak to reveal the sheathed sword.
�Big deal,� huffed Zyra, exerting her superiority. She was three centimetres taller and a month older than Tark, and usually lauded it over him. �Ya gots yaself a sword.�
�Oh Zyra,� said Tark, rubbing at the scar that cut a path through the dark stubble on his head. �This �ere ain't no normal sword. This �ere is a sword o� light.�
Zyra's green eyes narrowed to cat slits, her piercings glinting around them. �Wot's some snivelling princeling doin� with one of �em?�
Tark shrugged. �Dunno. Probably nicked it. Don't care.� An uncharacteristic thoughtfulness crossed Tark's face. �Scared of it, �e wuz. Hads himself a mage to looks after it. Dead now!� But then the thoughtfulness was gone and he laughed. ��Course ya know wot this means?�
�Gold!�
�Yep!� He patted the sword hilt. �With one of these babies I'll be able to go a dragon and wins its stash.�
�Well I's gots news, too,� said Zyra, putting hands on hips, striking a pose and looking very satisfied with herself. She reached into her boot and pulled out the plastic card.
�A key!� gasped Tark. �Ya gots a key already! How'd ya do that?�
She casually flicked the card.
Tark watched it sail through the air and land in the chest. One key, allowing one visit to Designers Paradise. Would they be able to get another? Thoughts of a better world, a better life, flitted through his mind and were gone before he could grasp them.
�I liberated it from the Cracker, rights after he liberated it from that skinny rich dude who lives up the Hill.�
�They is all rich dudes up there,� said Tark. �And the Cracker's dangerous. Ya shouldn't be messin� with �im.�
�Yeah, well I is dangerous too,� said Zyra, turning her back on him and walking away. Then suddenly she whirled around, baring her metal studded teeth, a knife in each hand. She spun one of the knives between her fingers and then threw it. It thudded into the floor at Tark's feet. As he looked down at it, she sprang. In seconds, he was pinned against the wall with a knife to his throat.
Tark swallowed hard. �Ya've mades ya point.�
�I luvs ya, Tark,� she said, in a low voice that was almost a growl.
She leaned in, as if about to kiss him, then stopped, their lips bare millimetres apart. Tark closed his eyes and savoured the feel of her breath on his skin. He desperately wanted to kiss her, to cast aside her knife and take her in his arms. But he couldn't. The World in which they lived, and the Designers� rules prevented him. And if they broke the rules, access to Designers Paradise would be denied them. He and Zyra were strays � street-rats, without title or birthright � and the Designers� rules were heavily weighted against them. Sometimes it felt like an invisible scorecard hanging over their heads, with a black cross just ready to be inserted in the appropriate box the moment a rule was broken. They were free to thieve, fight, even kill � in fact, as thievers it was expected of them � but a simple kiss was against the rules.
�The Cracker's dangerous!� Tark reiterated, opening his eyes and bringing his focus back to the matter at hand.
Zyra stepped back, and within seconds the knives were concealed again.
�That slimy weasel wuz workin� me turf again,� she said. �I'd been staking out the skinny rich dude for over a week. It wuz me job! Not �is.� A smile spread across her features. �But I taughts him a lesson he won't be forgettin�. Cracked one of �is fingers for �im.� She laughed. �Guess �e really is the Cracker.�
�Oh Zyra,� said Tark. �Ya shouldn't �ave done that. Now �e'll be out revengin�.�
�Don'ts ya worry about me,� she said, serious again. �I'll keeps an eye out for �im.�
Tark didn't look convinced.
�I also gots some info from the Cracker,� said Zyra, tugging at her earrings.
Tark raised an eyebrow.
�I knows where to gets us anotha key.�
Tark reached for Zyra, running a hand through her Mohawk. �I luvs ya.�
�Let's get to it then,� said Zyra, pushing him back. �Gots ta move fast. Before the Cracker.�
Zyra was hoping the Cracker got fried by the drone, but she wasn't sure and she didn't want to take any chances.
Tark closed the chest and clamped shut the lock. Zyra flipped the hidden switch and replaced the brick. They watched the chest descend into the floor, the protective metal slide into place, and the concealing floorboards replace themselves.
�I thinks I needs a bit extra for this job,� said Zyra, walking over to her closet.
It concealed a hole in the wall next to where her grubby old mattress lay on the floor. Zyra tugged at the shabby door with one hand, while bracing it with the other. It was tricky to open. She looked warily over her shoulder at Tark, then began rummaging through the contents.
Tark busied himself by examining the collapsed section of wall. The basement they lived in was not at all stable. The building above it had long ago collapsed, concealing it beneath a huge pile of rubble. Hidden from the world above, it made the perfect headquarters for a couple of thievers. The basement still looked pretty much as it had when Tark and Zyra first made it their hideout, although Tark couldn't quite remember how long ago that was or where he had lived prior to that. The only difference was the collapsed section of wall. It had fallen in about two weeks ago during an earthquake, dirt and rubble tumbling into their home, and threatening to crumble even further with just the slightest encouragement.
�Done!� announced Zyra, startling Tark out of his musings.
He turned to see her securing a belt and pouch around her slim waist.
�Ya know,� he said, turning his attention back to the wall in an attempt to distract himself. �We shoulds fix this.�
�We has gots betta things to do,� said Zyra, heading for the steps.
Tark nodded and followed her.
The pair made their way onto the streets of the City. They moved carefully through the rubble of ruined buildings, over cracked pavements and roads, amongst the urban desolation of the once-great metropolis. Everywhere they went, eyes watched them from the shadows and scuttling movements followed them.
Their journey eventually took them under a concrete walkway that connected two partly standing buildings. Once upon a time they may have been shopping malls, but now they were just empty shells, used as shelter by other thievers, scavengers and mutants. They stood tall and imposing, the largest remaining structures in the City, casting long, wide shadows.
Tark's eyes darted to meet Zyra's. She gave the slightest of nods.
He shivered as they stepped into the shadows between the buildings. They took a risk every time they passed. Singletons, duos, even trios, weren't a threat. But the gangs, they were another matter. The gangs could be dangerous. But even they were preferable to some of the other horrors that the crumbling City concealed. The best thing to do was keep their heads down and try to look as if they weren't worth ambushing. It usually worked.
But not today.
Nine shapes stepped out of the shadows. A gang of large, burly youths towered over Tark and Zyra. Dressed in a mishmash of leather and denim, their disarrayed clothes actually seemed like a uniform. This appearance was assisted by their matching mirrored sunglasses and bald heads. Each of them carried a length of chain.
One of them stepped forward and swung his chain above his head. His face was bruised, bloated and misshapen, as if suffering from the after effects of a severe beating. His sneering lips revealed a mass of blackened teeth that had been filed down to sharp points. The rest of the gang started swinging their chains, mimicking their leader.
Zyra moved. Within seconds, one of her knives thudded into the gang leader's chest, and the other was held at the ready. As the gang leader fell to the ground, the rest of the gang continued to advance, unperturbed.
Tark pulled back his cloak and put a hand to the sword hilt. But before he could draw the sword o� light, he found a chain around his neck pulling him backwards. His hands clawed at the chain in desperation, trying to stop it from choking him. He glanced over to Zyra, but saw that she had troubles of her own. She had just knifed the gang member who had grabbed her from behind, but was now being advanced on by four more.
Tark was no stranger to a fight where the odds were stacked against him. When confronted by an opponent of greater size, as was often the case, he used his attacker's strength against him. Instead of struggling, he launched himself backwards. His attacker stumbled back and fell, letting go of the chain. Tark tumbled over him, landing hard on the pavement. Struggling to his feet, ready to draw the sword, he was grabbed and thrown back against a wall. Ugly faces, sharp teeth and rank breath filled his senses as two gang members pinioned him. Then a third stepped forward, twirling his chain. Wide-eyed and helpless, Tark watched the lethal length of chain draw nearer.
The metal links were centimetres from his face, when his attacker collapsed, Zyra's second knife in his back. As he fell, his chain caught the arm of one of the gang members who held Tark against the wall. Tark cast a brief look towards Zyra, in time to see her kick one opponent whilst simultaneously punching another. With no further hesitation, Tark used his free hand to draw the sword o� light.
He never got the chance to use it.
As soon as the gang saw the light cutting through the shadows, they ran, shielding their eyes as they went. They melded back into the shadows, disappearing completely. Tark sheathed the sword, a little disappointed.
�And I never even gots ta use me stars,� said Zyra, patting the little pouch that was attached to her belt.
Tark knelt down and searched the nearest gang members. Nothing!
�Comes on, let's go,� said Zyra, retrieving her two knives. �Before somes other gang decides ta try anythin�.�
�Hangs on.� Tark stopped by the gang leader's body. �He mights have somethin� worths takin�.� He crouched down and rifled through the man's wretched pockets. He was disappointed to find nothing of value. Determined not the leave empty-handed, he removed the gang leader's mirrored sunglasses. The small eyes beneath were wide open, revealing the pink irises and tiny pupils.
�Guess ya won't be needin� these.� Tark smirked, tucking the sunglasses into his belt.
�Moves it!� said Zyra, walking off as if ready to leave him behind.
Tark straightened up and followed her.
They weren't bothered any further, and it wasn't long before they reached the Crossroads. They stood back to back in the centre, looking in opposite directions. They each could see their destinations in the distance.
�See ya,� said Zyra, heading off in the direction of the Hill � an Eden of mansions and gardens and walls, rising up out of the surrounding devastation.
Tark nodded. �Times to slays me a dragon.� He headed towards the Forest � a seeming haven of greenery on the edge of the City.

6: Dragon Slaying

Tark peered through the undergrowth at the cave. All seemed peaceful and quiet. But appearances could be deceptive, especially in the Forest.
Tark had never taken on a dragon before. He'd never even seen one. He was just a common thiever and dragons were well out of his league. No one below a knight, second class, would attempt such an encounter. And yet, here he was.
�Oi!� Tark shouted as he approached the cave. �Dragon! Ya in there?�
Silence.
�Bring outs yar gold. I is �ere ta takes it from ya.�
A deep rumble came from the cave. Suddenly Tark wasn't so sure about what he was doing. A wisp of grey smoke escaped from the mouth of the cave. Tark quickly drew his cloak up around himself. A small burst of flame shot from the mouth of the cave, right at him. Tattered though it was, his cloak had enough power to protect him from the heat.
As Tark peered out from behind the folds of material, the dragon emerged. It was a lot smaller than he had expected. Tark had imagined a gargantuan beast with smouldering eyes, smoking nostrils and enormous bursts of fire spewing from its mouth.
But this dragon was only about twice Tark's size, and Tark was not all that tall. Its eyes were round and blue; its scales, azure and shimmering; its snout, short and somewhat squishy-looking. It was hardly what he would call fierce. �Cute� seemed a more apt descriptor.
�Wot kind of a dragon is ya?� asked a puzzled Tark, lowering his cloak.
�What kind of a knight are you?� retorted the dragon, slowly shuffling along towards Tark.
�I ain't no knight. I is a thiever.� Tark puffed out his chest proudly.
�Lords of Fire preserve us,� sighed the dragon, rolling his eyes and coming to a halt three arms-lengths from Tark. �What has our little forest realm come to, when a common cutpurse with delusions of grandeur comes to steal from a mighty dragon?�
�Yeah well,� said Tark, hand taking hold of the sword's hilt under his cloak. �Ya don't looks too mighty from where I is standin�.�
�You're not standing, you're cowering,� said the dragon. �There is a difference.�
�Where's yar bag o� gold?� demanded Tark, straightening and trying to stand taller.
�Where do you think it is, you moron? It's in my cave.�
The dragon shook its head and swung back onto its hind legs. It suddenly looked a lot larger. It raised one front paw and flexed it. Three razor-sharp talons popped out like catclaws. The dragon grinned widely, revealing a double row of yellowed, pointy teeth.
�I'm bored now,� the beast growled.
Tark flung back his cloak to reveal the sheathed sword.
�Oh lookie,� taunted the dragon. �The cowering little cutpurse has a pointy stick. Didn't your mother warn you about playing with sharp objects? You could quite easily find yourself impaled on one, if you're not careful.�
�Hangs on just a tick,� said Tark, taking the sunglasses from his belt. He put them over his eyes and smiled. �Much betta.�
�You're really rather annoying,� said the dragon, taking a menacing step towards Tark. �I think I shall enjoy devouring you.�
Tark drew the sword. Dazzling light erupted from the blade. With the sunglasses protecting his eyes Tark could concentrate on holding the sword. But the sword o� light had a mind of its own.
�Hold on a moment,� said the dragon, sounding concerned for the first time. �You're not meant to have one of them. They're � �
But the blade, with Tark in tow, had found its target, embedding itself deep in the dragon's chest. Tark looked up at the dragon's surprised eyes and then down at the sword hilt protruding from the beast's body. An intense light spilled out from beneath the scales, as the blazing heat spread through the dragon's body.
�Oh bother!� the dragon managed to say, its voice tinged with a sad resignation, as it was engulfed in blistering radiance.
The dragon burned away from the inside till only a few charred scales remained.
�Woah!� breathed Tark, still holding on to the sword.
He looked down at what remained of the dragon and gave the charred scales a good kick.
�Now who's cowerin�, ya snot-rag.�
Tark then shifted his attention to the sword. The encounter with the dragon seemed to have depleted its power. Its previous glory had diminished to a faint glow. Tark sheathed the blade, assuming it needed time to recharge.
�Rights,� he said. �Now for the bag o� gold.�
Tark marched over to the cave, entered the darkness and promptly tripped over the first stalagmite he came across. Picking himself up, he drew the sword o� light. The glow was faint, but it was enough for Tark to be able to navigate through the cave � until, that is, he came to a cul-de-sac. The sword's light waned.
�Comes on,� coaxed Tark, looking around wondering where the bag o� gold would be. �Gimme more light.�
Instead of granting Tark's wish, the sword o� light went out.
�Damn!�
Tark returned the sword to its scabbard and looked up to find that he could still see � just. Where was the light coming from? He backtracked a little. Flickering light seemed to be coming from a rock wall to the side of the cul-de-sac.
Tark tripped over another stalagmite in his hurry to get to the source of the light. He stumbled forward into the wall. Throwing up his arms to protect himself from the impact, he instead stumbled right through it. An amazing sight greeted him when he regained his footing.
He had somehow entered an enormous stone chamber lit with burning torches held in ornate sconces. The stony ground was covered in luxurious rugs and animal skins; the walls were hung with exquisite, albeit mismatched, tapestries; a crystal chandelier with dozens of candles hung amongst the stalactites from the centre of the rock ceiling; and two massive wooden bookcases were filled to overflowing with leather-bound manuscripts. Two large floral-patterned armchairs with footrests sat in front of a roaring fire, a low table between them boasted a bone china tea set.
But Tark's eyes focused on only one thing � the bag o� gold. It rested on a stone pedestal in the centre of the chamber. Grinning from ear to ear, he rushed forward and grabbed the bag, almost toppling over with the weight. It was only then that he considered the rest of the chamber, and what other valuables it might contain. His eyes roamed greedily, his mind ticking over with the possibilities.
�Honey, I'm home!�
The shrill voice echoed down through the cave and into the chamber.
Tark's eyes widened. Another dragon? It had never even occurred to him that the dragon might have a mate. He had to get out of the cave without this second dragon seeing him. Without the sword o� light, Tark didn't stand a chance against a dragon.
His eyes scanned the chamber. There didn't seem to be any other way out. Given he had entered through a fake wall, it was conceivable that there were others, but he didn't have time to go searching for them. The cul-de-sac was his only hope, if he could get to it in time.
Tark slipped through the fake wall and quietly inched his way along the rock wall, trying hard not to jangle the bag of gold coins. No sooner was he concealed in the cul-de-sac, than he heard heavy footsteps shuffling along the cave. He risked a quick peek around the corner. In the dim light he saw a large shape disappearing through the wall, sniffing noisily as it went. Tark hefted the bag o� gold onto his shoulder and crept out of the cave.

7: Safecracking

With seemingly little effort, Zyra scaled the brick wall, back-flipped over the razor wire that topped it, and landed cat-like on the lawn � poised and ready for anything. Within seconds she sprinted to the first of the topiary gargoyles that dotted the expansive grounds. It was huge, at least three times her size, and quite grotesque. She checked it carefully for tech. These Hill people loved their tech (everything from robotic sentries to lethal vegetation), and she didn't want to be caught unawares. But the plant was clean. No embedded technology that she could see. The Fat Man simply had a weird taste in landscape design.
Zyra slowly made her way to the mansion, gargoyle by gargoyle, making sure to avoid the ground-level trip-lasers that criss-crossed the lawn. One false step and she could lose a foot.
Reaching the mansion, she found three human guards armed with machine guns (crude, noisy weapons that lacked style, thought Zyra) patrolling the exterior. Zyra smiled and reached for her pouch.
Three shuriken throwing stars whizzed through the air with barely a whisper. Three guards fell to the ground, their guns dropping to the manicured lawn beside them.
Zyra desperately wanted to retrieve her stars before proceeding, but she couldn't risk the extra time it would take out in the open. With two pieces of wire she swiftly picked the lock on the servants� entrance and slipped inside the mansion. A heavy saucepan made short work of the cook and butler, and her beloved knives took care of the two interior guards.
She tiptoed up the stairs and crept into the museum room. Zyra gazed around the opulent, wood-panelled room � at the portraits on the walls, at the red velvet drapes through which she caught a glimpse of metal, at the artefacts behind glass cases, each with its own specially designed security system. The challenge of stealing each and every piece in the room held a great deal of appeal for Zyra. Lots of very valuable stuff � custom-made weapons, one-of-a-kind gems, bespoke jewellery � but much too difficult to fence. And the challenge in itself was not enough of a drawcard.
Where would he keep the key? wondered Zyra, as her gaze roamed the room. And then she saw it. The portrait. Not just any portrait, but a portrait of the Fat Man himself. Everything she knew about the Fat Man, which was not much in the larger scheme of things, suggested to Zyra that he would be vain enough to choose his own likeness to conceal the key.
Zyra cautiously approached the painting and ran her gloved fingers along the gilt-edged frame. As she touched the concealed switch, the painting slid aside. She removed her gloves and put her hands on the revealed safe � the fingers of one hand gently holding the tumbler, the fingertips of the other resting a couple of centimetres above. She took a deep breath, concentrating on the feel of the safe, and oh-so-carefully turned the tumbler � left two, right five, left one, pause, left one again, right three. Click!
�Damn, I is good.� Zyra smiled as she swung the safe door open. She reached in and grabbed the key.
A heavy hand came down onto her shoulder and spun her around.
She was face to face with a large, extraordinarily fat man in a black suit, with a red cravat concealing the fleshy folds of his neck. The Fat Man from the portrait.
�Well, well, well,� wheezed the man with difficulty, sounding decidedly unhealthy. �Lucky me for listening to a snitch's tip-off.�
Zyra winced at the garlic breath, and went for her knives.
Despite his bulk, this guy was lightning quick. One doughy hand suddenly had her knife arm pinned to the wall and another tightly clasped around her throat. Zyra's free hand desperately clung to the card-like key.
�You're so fragile,� said the Fat Man, his triple chin waggling as he spoke, his dark eyes flashing with barely concealed excitement. �It would take so little effort to clench my hand into a fist and crush your pretty little throat.�
He tightened his grip, making Zyra gasp for air. A grey haze washed over her vision. Unconsciousness was seconds away.
In desperation Zyra flailed out with her legs, kicking the Fat Man in the groin. He immediately let go and doubled over in pain. Zyra gave him another kick for good measure and then, with the key in hand, she ran down the stairs and out of the house, gasping for breath as she went. As she skipped over the trip-lasers in the grounds, the Fat Man stuck his head out of the top-storey window. Unintelligible words boomed across the grounds and the topiary gargoyles rustled into life.
�Magik!� said Zyra, still gasping. �I didn't know this fat guy hads magik.�
She increased her pace, dodging around the lumbering shrubbery, and wishing she had knifed the Fat Man before running off. After a few moments of confusion in which they came to terms with their sudden animation, the gargoyles gave chase. Four of them came afoul of the trip-lasers, reduced to mulch in seconds flat. But the remaining two continued the pursuit.
Zyra reached the wall and was at the top in seconds. But the leaves and branches of a pursuing gargoyle were suddenly wrapping themselves around her ankles. Zyra hacked at them with one of her knives, and then flung herself over the wire, leaving the gargoyles to get tangled. But she landed awkwardly and stumbled.
�Not quites so nimble this time, are we � my pretty-pretty thieving wench?� said a familiar voice.
Zyra looked up into the beady, bloodshot eyes of the Cracker and the point of a loaded crossbow.
�You takes from me after I've fairly and squarely appropriated. And now I takes from you after you've appropriated.� The Cracker chuckled. �And I gains the trust of the Fat Man for ratting on a fellow thiever.� He took a menacing step towards her, cracking the knuckles of his free hand, one by one. �Almost even! Just needs to break a few fingers first. And maybe spills a bit of acid.�
Thunk!
Tark hit the Cracker over the head with the dragon's hefty bag o� gold.
�Told ya �e wuz dangerous,� declared Tark. �Lucky I polished off me dragon nice an� quick.�

8: The Fat Man

The Fat Man watched from his window as Zyra escaped.
�Run, run, run,� he breathed. �Run as fast as you can and as far as you like. In the end, it will achieve little more than sport for me.� He smiled to himself. �And I do so like a good chase � so long as I win in the end. And I always do!�
The Fat Man turned from the window. He slowly walked over to the safe and closed it, replacing his portrait over it. He then crossed the room to the drapes. At the snap of his fingers they drew back to reveal a large metal door. He reached a hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out another key. He turned it over and over with his podgy fingers as if preparing to perform a card trick, then held it up, its faint glow reflected in his oh-so-dark eyes.
�Time to put matters into play,� he said. �Hail to the Designers.�
The door opened.

9: Inheritance

�Wait!� hissed Zyra, holding up a hand to stop Tark from entering. �Somethin's not right.�
They carefully peered into the gloom of their basement hideout. The place was a mess � well, more of a mess than it usually was. The mattresses had been torn apart, their belongings strewn across the floor and Zyra's closet had been tipped over. The place had been ransacked. Their eyes immediately went to the far corner. The floorboards had been pulled up, the metal shielding torn apart, and the open chest rested on the floor beside the gaping hole.
Tark rushed forward to check their stash, still clutching the bag o� gold. Zyra followed more cautiously, knives drawn.
�I don't gets it,� said Tark, staring into the chest. �Why breaks into our stash, but not takes any of it?�
�That's a real easy-like question to answer,� said a shrill voice from the hole in the floor. �What I was looking for wasn't in there.�
As Tark and Zyra watched, a large shape started to climb up from under the floor. As the shape squeezed itself out of the hole, they could see that it was a woman � albeit a very large woman.
She was a head taller than Zyra, with shoulders broader than any warrior either Tark or Zyra had ever met. A good padding of fat added to her bulk, and copious amounts of hair, gathered up into an untidy bun on the top of her head made her appear even taller.
�Well now,� she said, smoothing out her voluminous green and yellow, floral-patterned dress and adjusting her cream lace-edged apron. �Pleased to meet you all. The name's Vera.�
Copious bangles and bracelets jangled on her chunky wrists and several strings of pearls hung around her thick neck. She batted her eyelids, her false eyelashes flapping about like demented moths against the bright blue eye-shadow. Her lips were slathered with way too much lipstick, and her ample cheeks over-rouged.
She cast her eyes around the basement. �I like what you've done with the place, but it could use a decorator's touch. If you all ever need a hand just you let me know. Be happy to dispense a little advice. I've had lots of experience, I have. Made a cold uninvitin� cave into a cosy home, I did.�
�Do I knows ya?� asked Tark. He was sure that he had never laid eyes on this bizarre looking woman, and yet she seemed vaguely familiar.
�We've not actually met, not official-like,� said the woman, sniffing at the air around her. �But I do believe I recognise your smell.�
�Wots ya doin� in �ere?� demanded Zyra.
�Straight down to business,� said Vera, nodding. �I can respect that, I can. I'm here because I believe that you all have something that belongs to little ol� me.� She looked straight at Tark. �Hand it over and I'll be on me way, real peaceful-like, back to my own home sweet home.�
Tark clutched the bag o� gold tighter to his chest as his eyes narrowed. �You wuz in the dragon's cave.�
�That I was,� said Vera. �As were you. Took the bag o� gold but left your scent. Yes, you did. It's going to take me some time and effort to deodorise the place.� She held up a placating hand, the bangles jangling. �No offence meant, it's just that your aroma lacks any real appeal for me.�
�I wons this �ere gold fair �n� square,� said Tark.
�I would hardly call using a stolen sword o� light, fair �n� square,� Vera tutted, putting her hands on her hips. �My poor Edgar didn't stand a chance. No, he didn't.�
�It's still mine!� said Tark, taking a step back. �Combat is combat, and the dragon lost.�
�Combat may indeed be combat � but it's no never-mind in this here case.� Vera reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a scroll of parchment. �This here is my Edgar's last will and testament.� She unrolled the parchment and studied it. �And in it he bequeaths, and I quote: �all my worldly possessions to my beloved wife�.� Vera stopped reading momentarily and looked up. �That'd be me.� Then she continued. ��Furthermore I bequeath to her my body, which she may partition, sell and do with what she will�.� She rolled up the parchment and replaced it in her pocket.
�Do you all realise just how valuable a dragon's body is? Highly sort after are certain internal organs by alchemists and apothecaries � and collectors. You all could say I married old Edgar for his body.� She chuckled to herself momentarily. Then her features hardened. �Edgar was elderly. He would have kicked it naturally in the next year or two. I even had a buyer lined up. But no, you all had to go and burn him up with your sword thingy. All you left me was a few charred scales.� She glared at Tark. �Not real happy about that.� She took a step forward. �And then you all go and steal his gold. My gold.� She took another step forward. �Not real happy about that either. So hand over my inheritance.�
As Vera took another threatening step forward, Zyra threw one of her knives. It embedded in Vera's left shoulder.
�Ouch!� exclaimed Vera. �Why did you have to go and do that?� She looked at the knife in her shoulder, a patch of red forming on the floral pattern around it. �That wasn't very nice. Now I'll have to kill you as well as take back my gold.�
Zyra launched herself at Vera, her second knife slashing for Vera's throat. But Vera swatted her aside like a fly. As Zyra thudded to the floor, Vera pulled the knife out of her shoulder, briefly studied the blood dripping from it and then threw it at Zyra. Luckily, her aim was not as developed as her strength. The knife clattered to the ground beside Zyra.
Vera turned back to Tark. Still clutching his bag o� gold, and hoping against hope, Tark drew the sword o� light.
�Oh, I don't think that'll be working no more,� said Vera, still advancing. �Not after dispatching a dragon. Takes a lot of energy to do that. So unless you all knows how to recharge it, and I'm guessing here that you don't, it's not going to do you all that much good.�
Tark considered using the unlighted sword o� light simply as an ordinary sword, but then he thought better of it. Instead, he started backing away. Vera lunged. Tark sidestepped. She lunged again. He sidestepped again. She might be huge, but fast she was not.
Suddenly Zyra was on the hideous woman's back, arm wrapped around Vera's throat. But Vera merely tossed her aside again, sending her crashing into the hole in the floor where the chest had been. As Tark dodged Vera yet again, he got an idea. He sheathed the useless sword and edged his way around to the collapsed section of wall. Vera charged him yet again. He stepped aside. She went crashing into what remained of the wall. Tark ran to the other side of the basement as the support beam and brickwork collapsed around Vera. Seconds later an enormous mound of rubble came crashing down from the remains of the building above.
Dust filled the air as fragments of stone and brick and mortar scattered through the basement. Tark watched as bits of rubble continued to fall, adding to the huge pile that had crushed and buried Vera. He sighed with relief, then coughed up a lungful of dust.
�Good thinkin�,� said Zyra, as she pulled herself out of the hole, waving dust from in front of her face.
�Nots a problem!� said Tark with a smirk.
�She aints no normal woman,� said Zyra, retrieving her knives.
�Normal people don't marry dragons,� said Tark.
�I meants �er strength,� said Zyra.
�Maybe she's a ogress in disguise?�
�Maybe,� agreed Zyra. �Anyways, we's betta gets out of �ere.�
Tark went over to the open chest, dropped the bag o� gold into it and closed the lid. He started to lift it awkwardly.
�Hangs on,� said Zyra, standing next to her overturned closet. �Gives us a hand with this.�
Tark helped Zyra lift the closet back into its spot against the wall. Zyra reached out and yanked at the door without using her other hand to hold it in place. The door fell off its hinges, revealing a rack of clothing on old hangers and a box of assorted old weapons � everything from rusty daggers to empty pistols.
Zyra reached in behind the clothes and pulled out a shopping cart. It was the old-fashioned, vinyl-covered sort that old women usually pushed around. She shoved it at Tark.
�Puts it in �ere,� she instructed.
Tark nodded and went to load their stash. As he did so, Zyra reached into the closet and pulled out her leather travelling coat. Well-worn and dark red in colour, this was her signature piece � the one bit of clothing that meant more to her than any other, the coat which she looked best in, the coat that swayed and swished as she walked, the coat with a great many pockets in which to conceal a great many weapons. She loaded up those pockets with some extra knives, a pair of tarnished brass knuckles and the last of her stars.
With the cart loaded and Zyra dressed for the occasion, they headed for the exit.
�Wot wuz that?� asked Tark, whirling around.
�Wot wuz wot?� asked Zyra, nervously.
�That sound,� said Tark. �Like shifting rubble.�
They both looked towards the pile of rubble. Nothing moved. Everything was silent.
�Ya don't suppose,� started Tark.
�No way!�
�Comes on,� said Tark, turning away, deciding it was best not to think about what he thought he might have heard. �We betta go.�
�Yeah,� agreed Zyra. �Let's go sees the Oracle.�

10: Where to Go

Tark and Zyra looked up at the imposing building. Although still crumbling, attempts had been made to patch it up. Dried mud held old bricks in place and wooden beams supported leaning walls. The enormous windows on either side of the double doors still had a few pieces of stained glass in place. The remaining sections were covered over with cardboard, wood and even old newspapers. The yard around the building was neat and cared for, something unheard of elsewhere in the City.
Above the double doors was a wooden beam with words carved into it: �The Temple of Paths�.
��Ere goes,� said Tark, striding up to the front of the building, shopping cart in tow. He pulled the chain by the double doors.
�Hopes we gets an easy path,� said Zyra.
�Yeah, like that'll happen!�
Easy paths were not assigned to thievers like them. The Designers� rules set out certain types of paths for certain classes of people. The best they could hope for was a path that wasn't too life-threatening.
The door creaked open to release the sound of chanting from within. Brown robes and a cowl concealed the identity of the monk who had opened the door. A small Designers Paradise logo, the letters DP in an intertwined silver and gold swirl, hung around the hooded figure's neck on a long piece of twine.
�In the name of the Designers,� said Zyra, �we seeks the wisdom of the Oracle to shows us the way to Paradise.�
The monk inclined his head and stepped back to allow them entry. Tark and Zyra stepped into the gloom. The building was all one room, with a high vaulted ceiling. The interior was in much better condition than the exterior. The walls were lined with a row of television screens on sconces, each displaying the image of flickering candles. More screens hung from the ceiling joists, these displaying nothing but static. The combined screens, along with the streams of sunshine entering through the few remaining pieces of stained glass, gave the room an eerie quality.
Just below the ceiling joists, a set of four booths protruded from each of the longer walls. They had the appearance of opera boxes, except that each of them had a Designers Paradise logo stencilled onto its rounded front. Tark wondered if distinguished people sat in them during important ceremonies, while ordinary people stood on the stone floor below.
Monks in hooded robes knelt on the flagstone floor, chanting and occasionally prostrating themselves.
A monk in red robes stood silently at a raised altar. Brocaded drapes of bronze and purple adorned the wall behind it. The monk that had shown them in indicated to Tark and Zyra that they should go forward. They walked quickly up the aisle of chanting monks, Tark still pulling the cart containing their stash.
�Place your keys onto the altar,� boomed the red monk's deep, gravelly voice. �So that the Oracle may see if you have permission.�
Zyra placed the two stolen keys onto the smooth stone surface of the altar. It lit up from within, the top glowing a pearlescent pink.
�Place your palms onto the altar,� continued the monk, �so that the Oracle may see if you are worthy.�
Zyra took a deep breath and placed her hand, palm down, onto the altar next to the first key. Tark hesitated, wondering if his thoughts about Zyra were enough to make him unworthy in the eyes of the Oracle. Thoughts were not against the Designers� rules, he told himself, only actions. Zyra glared at him sternly. He hastily reached out his hand and placed it onto the altar, next to the second key.
The colour of the light segued to green.
�You are worthy,� said the monk. �The Oracle will speak to you.� Then he turned his back to them and knelt.
Tark sighed with relief and snatched his hand back. Zyra also withdrew her hand. An image of their faces appeared on the stone surface of the altar.
�Identity confirmed,� said a soft, androgynous voice. The voice did not seem to have a point of origin, rather it echoed from all around. �Base level contenders. Appropriate pathway being assigned.� There was a brief pause, during which Tark and Zyra looked at each other expectantly. �Pathway assigned. Entry point allocated. Door 162. Location: City area designation � �
Suddenly the Oracle stopped speaking. Different colours flashed across the surface of the altar.
�New information being downloaded and assessed. Please wait!�
�Huh?� said Tark.
Zyra noticed the red monk move slightly, inclining his hooded head to one side. Was something wrong?
�Additional elements required for contenders. Pathway reassigned. Entry point allocated. Door 323. Location: sewage tunnels.�
�Crap!� said Tark.
Zyra elbowed him to be quiet and respectful. If they antagonised the Oracle, they may be given an even worse pathway � although Zyra found it hard to imagine something worse than the sewers.
�Displaying pathway now.�
A map appeared on the surface of the altar, just as a loud crashing sound shattered the calm ambiance of the Temple.
Tark and Zyra whipped around to see the Temple doors torn from their hinges, a dishevelled Vera standing in the opening, fragments of rubble and dust caught in her hair and clothing.
�Not happy!� she screeched, as she began to advance up the aisle.
The red monk stood and turned.
�The Temple of Paths is home to the Designers� Oracle,� boomed the monk. �It is not a place of conflict.�
�Quick,� hissed Tark to Zyra. �Memorise the map.�
As Zyra turned back to the altar and studied the map of the sewers, Vera took another step forward and bellowed, �Gold. Mine. Take. Now!�
�Why's she chasing us for one lousy bag o� gold?� asked Tark. �With �er strength, she coulds smash �er way into a treasury and runs off with a king's ransom.�
�Dunno.� Zyra shrugged without looking up from the map. �Sentimental value?�
As the red monk nodded, the other monks all stood. As one, they moved to block Vera's path.
�Do not defile the Designers� Temple,� said the red monk, his voice booming through the temple.
Vera answered by backhanding the nearest monk. With the jangling sound of bracelets and bangles, he was flung back into one of the television screens. Sparks erupted, smoke billowed from the broken screen and the monk fell to the stone floor � dead.
The red monk nodded again. The monks all threw back their robes. Beneath they were dressed in clinging black, with swords, daggers and tasers strapped to their bodies. Additional monks brandishing crossbows appeared in the booths along the walls.
�You have been warned,� called the red monk.
�Gots it,� said Zyra, grabbing the keys from the altar. The map disappeared, and the light within the altar was gone.
Vera backhanded another monk. Pandemonium broke out as the monks attacked.
�Don'ts suppose there's a back way?� Tark asked the red monk hopefully.
The red monk flung back his robes. Dressed like the others, he had but one weapon. As he drew the scimitar o� light, he inclined his head to the drapes at the back of the Temple.
�The crypt has an entry to the sewers.�
�Thanks,� said Tark.
�Praise be to the Designers,� added Zyra.
�Praise be to the Designers!� boomed the monk, as he walked purposefully towards the fight.
�Comes on,� said Zyra, as she dashed for the drapes. Tark followed, pulling the cart and glancing over his shoulder. Vera, crossbow arrows sticking out of her fleshy arms and torso, looking like an enraged bull, was flinging monks in all directions as her dress and apron swished about her bulk. But she was outnumbered. The monks swarmed over her like ants.
Zyra pulled back the drapes to reveal steps disappearing down into darkness. Between them, she and Tark carried the shopping cart down into the crypt.
It was a long narrow cellar. Cubicles lined the stone walls on either side from floor to ceiling. In front of each opening hung a small television screen with an image of a solemn monk with a haze of static behind him. In the darkness beyond each of the screens, Tark glimpsed brown robes. In the floor at the end of the crypt was a rough hole, which looked as if it had been hand-carved in a hurry by an inexperienced stonemason with a hammer and broken chisel.
�This musts be it,� said Zyra.
�Pew!� Tark sniffed the air. �Smells likes a toilet, nots a crypt.�
�Maybes it's both,� suggested Zyra. �The �ole does lead to the sewers.�
�Oh great,� said Tark. �This just gets betta and betta.�
From above, they heard an almighty crash. Without further hesitation, Zyra jumped into the hole.
There was a splash, then Zyra's voice echoed up:
�Throws down the stash.�
Tark pushed the cart into the hole, waited for the splash and Zyra's voice calling �Gots it�, then, holding his nose, he followed.

11: Underground

Tark and Zyra wheeled their treasure trolley through the ankle-deep, foul smelling sludge. The darkness of the sewage tunnels was oppressive, but not complete. The rounded walls were dripping in phosphorescent green slime. Rats scurried about in the sludge and sat on stone ledges that dotted the walls.
Tark and Zyra walked for ages in silence � around bends, down ladders, through narrow connecting tunnels. Always Zyra leading the way, the Oracle's map burned into her brain.
�I don't likes this place,� said Tark.
�Me neither,� agreed Zyra.
�I don't likes the way the Oracle tolds us,� continued Tark.
�Me neither.�
�I don't likes the stink.�
�Me neither.�
�I don't likes the way them rats is watching us.�
�Me neither.�
�Ya noticed some is different. The way their eyes is glowing?�
�Yep.�
�Same green glow as the slime on them walls.�
�Yep.�
�Ya thinks maybe � �
�Shuts up!� yelled Zyra, her voice echoing along the tunnels. �Let's just gets to the door. Okay?�
�Okay.� Tark kicked at one of the rats in frustration.
As his foot connected with the animal, an eerie howl echoed through the tunnels. Tark looked at Zyra, but said nothing.
They proceeded in silence for a while.
�Ya knows,� said Tark, breaking the silence again. �The further we go, the more rats there are.�
Zyra glared at him.
They continued for another few minutes before Tark spoke again. �I don't likes rats.�
�They're not all that fond of you either,� said a mysterious, squeaky voice out of nowhere.
Tark and Zyra stopped and scanned the tunnel. The rat horde stared back at them, some with phosphorescent slime reflected in their dark eyes, others with a glowing greenness all their own.
�Don't says nothin�,� said Zyra, holding up her hand to stop Tark.
Tark nodded and they kept walking along the tunnel. But Tark couldn't go for long without saying what was on his mind.
�Ya don't thinks the rats can talk, do ya?�
Zyra glared at him.
�It wuz a squeaky kinda rat-likes voice.�
Zyra didn't respond.
Under the watchful gaze of the rats, they finally came to a fork in the tunnels.
�Which ways?� asked Tark.
Zyra indicated the left-hand tunnel.
�But the other way is much more interesting,� said the mysterious, squeaky, rat-like voice, echoing around the sewer.
Ignoring the voice, Zyra headed down the left-hand tunnel, Tark following.
�Not willing to take advice,� said the voice. �No matter! This is my domain. And all tunnels lead to � me!�
�Are ya sure we is goin� the rights way?� asked Tark.
�Yes!� hissed Zyra.
Suddenly the rats were scurrying forward. No, not scurrying, thought Tark, running forward, as if trying to escape something.
Tark glanced nervously over his shoulder, hoping that there wasn't anything chasing the rats � and them.
But there was.
Tark yelled loud enough to make Zyra stop in her tracks and turn around to see a wall of fire whooshing down the tunnel towards them.
�Run!� she yelled, grabbing Tark with one hand and the trolley with the other.
As they ran, the sludge at their feet seemed to become thicker and stickier, slowing their progress. Tark chanced another glance over his shoulder. The fire was almost on top of them. In his fear and panic, he never stopped to ponder the fact that they could feel no heat. As the fire bore down on them, Tark pushed Zyra to the tunnel floor and threw himself on top of her.
After a few seconds, Tark realised that he was not being roasted alive. He warily raised his head. His eyes widened with surprise.
�Woulds ya get off a me,� gurgled Zyra through a mouthful of sludge.
Tark rolled off and sat up.
Zyra got to her feet, wiping green slime from her beloved coat, ready to yell at Tark. But then she looked around.
They were in a cavernous space, a juncture where a dozen tunnels met. And they were surrounded by rats, thousands of them. The rodents were glaring at them and gnashing their pointy little teeth. Some were even foaming at the mouth as they scuttled about in a frenzy.
�Why is they hangin� back like that?� wondered Zyra.
Tark shrugged.
Then some of the rats started to walk forward. They didn't run or scurry or make any type of rat-like movement. They walked, on their hind legs � slowly, determinedly and with purpose. There were thirteen in total, and they were big. They stopped in front of Tark and Zyra and arranged themselves like a team of acrobats on each other's shoulders. Three along the bottom, then another three on top, then three rows of two, and the final one perched on top.
Tark scrambled to his feet and stood beside Zyra, eye-level with the top rat.
The rat smiled at them.
�Welcome,� it said in the mysterious squeaky voice that had been following them through the tunnels.
�I tolds ya it wuz a rat,� said Tark.
The talking rat's eyes glowed brighter and brighter. The acrobatic rats seemed to melt into one another, until there was only one rat � a very large rat; an almost human-looking rat.
�I am the rat-mage of the sewers,� it said. �And I am here to tempt you away from Designers Paradise.� And then it spat a large glob of green phlegm.
�Oh, yeah,� said Zyra. �That's real temptin�.�
The rat-mage smiled. �Things are not always as they appear.� It waved a paw, and suddenly Tark and Zyra were standing in a field of poppies, the blood-red flowers wafting in a gentle breeze.
As Zyra reached out for a flower, the scene dissolved into a no-man's-land of mud, razor wire and dead bodies. Rats gnawed on the corpses. Rats flooded out from the trenches, engulfing the landscape. And then Tark and Zyra were in the sewer again, facing the rat-mage.
�The tunnels are my domain,� said the rat-mage. �In the world above, I am vermin. But here below, I am master. I can give you anything your hearts desire. So long as you stay within the boundaries of my domain.�
The rat-mage waved a paw, and silver platters laden with food, were brought before them on the backs of scurrying rats. Fruit, cakes, puddings, even ice-cream.
Tark's eyes widened.
�Wot's this all abouts,� demanded Zyra, barely even looking at the food. �Who in the name of the Designers are ya?�
�I am the discarded child of the Designers,� said the rat-mage, voice harsh with hatred, eyes blazing. It spat another glob of phlegm at the very thought of the Designers. �A mistake. A failed experiment. Banished down here, away from those who quest for Paradise.� It drew a long, deep breath and calmed itself. �But down here, I am in control, away from the prying eyes of the Designers.� It spat again. �Down here you may do as you will. Without them knowing. Without repercussion. The only rules that matter down here are mine.�
�But the Designers see all,� said Tark, as if reciting a well-known passage from a much-read book.
�Not down here,� assured the rat-mage. �And I know what it is that you want. Your heart's most intimate desire.�
The rat-mage waved a paw, and the sea of rats parted to reveal a bed. A luxurious, four-poster bed with sheets of silk, posts of carved mahogany and drapes of the finest embroidered fabric trimmed in gold.
�Oh yes,� intoned the rat-mage, its irritatingly squeaky voice becoming silky and smooth and seductive. �I know about the rules. Those unfair rules that prevent people of your station from acting on your feelings.�
The fingertips of Tark's hand brushed Zyra's.
�Oh yes. Those with higher station may do as they will. May even pay for the likes of you, if they so desire. But you may not.�
Tark and Zyra gazed at each other. Their surroundings melted away. The rats were gone. The sludge and the tunnels were gone. Only the bed and the food remained. All else was an indistinct blur. And then there were flowers.
Zyra picked a flower and held it out to Tark. He smiled. His hand found hers and clasped it tightly. His heart quickened. His eyes closed. He breathed deeply as he leaned towards her. He felt exhilarated. He felt foggy. He felt as if he were about to be lost in a dream.
The flower Zyra held out brushed against his cheek.
Tark's eyes snapped open.
�It has no smell,� he said. �The flower.�
Zyra looked confused.
�The fire,� he remembered. �No heat. It ain't real. It's all fake.�
He snatched the flower from Zyra's hand and held it up for her to see. It was a brittle, dead twig. He scooped up a handful of ice-cream.
�Smell it,� he demanded, holding it up under Zyra's nose.
Zyra took a sniff and gagged at the stench. Tark had a handful of green sludge.
All around them, the food was revealed as rotting and decayed scraps on discarded pieces of wood. The bed turned into a cage. And then the rats were back.
�Oh dear,� said the rat-mage, its voice an irritating squeak again. �You could have stayed here and been oh-so happy. But now you will stay and be oh-so miserable.�
The rats parted to form a path to the cage.
�In you get,� said the rat-mage, conjuring up a ball of fire in its outstretched paw.
Zyra drew her knives and struck a fighting pose.
�I could force you in,� said the rat-mage.
�No ya can'ts,� said Tark. Then he added to Zyra: �It's illusion. Just like the princelings use, to fools the thievers. None of it's real. He ain't gots no real power. His fire ain't gots no heat.�
The rats all started squeaking and scurrying about.
�My powers may be that of illusion,� said the rat-mage. �But my rats are very real and they have sharp, sharp teeth, eager to tear flesh from bone.�
The rats began to slowly advance towards them.
�Give up now,� said the rat-mage, smiling, �and they won't hurt you.�
Tark drew his sword and skewered the nearest rat. The rat-mage screamed in pain and staggered back. The rats stopped advancing.
�How dare you?� screeched the rat-mage, recovering from the shock.
The rats regained their purpose and again started to advance on Tark and Zyra. The two closest leapt at Zyra. She slashed both with her knives.
Again the rat-mage screamed in pain, this time doubling over, and the swarm of rats lost their sense of purpose.
�They is nuthin� without him controllin� �em,� shouted Zyra triumphantly.
Then with a quick nod to each other, Tark and Zyra went on the attack, slashing, stabbing and skewering rodents.
�Stop,� screamed the rat-mage. �You're killing me.�
�That's fine by us,� said Tark, as he slashed three rats with one downward sweep of his sword.
�Let's get out of �ere,� said Zyra.
Tark nodded. He grabbed the cart and pulled it behind himself as he cut a path through the rats with the sword. Zyra followed, stabbing and slashing as many rats as she could.
Without the rat-mage's control, the rodents scattered, disoriented, offering little resistance to Tark and Zyra as they hacked and cleaved, rat innards splattering everywhere. The tunnels echoed with the dying squeals of rats, and the green sludge was soon tainted red. The rat-mage collapsed into the sludge, flailing about helplessly.
�Which way?� asked Tark.
Zyra indicated a tunnel that was free from rats. With a cacophony of squealing ringing in their ears, she led the way at a jog. Even though they saw no sign of the rat-mage or its minions, the thought that they might be in pursuit was enough to speed them on. Although Zyra did insist on a brief stop when they came across a pipe gushing relatively clean water. She washed her face and hands, and did her best to clean the muck off her travelling coat. Tark considered cleaning his boots, but since they were still ankle-deep in sludge, it seemed pointless to him.
They made good time on the rest of their journey through the sewers, until finally they reached a dead end � a seamless wall of stone.
Zyra put her hand onto the stone surface. Nothing happened. She nodded to Tark, who placed his hand on the stone as well, one of his fingertips gently touching hers. The stone wall immediately lit up. They pulled back their hands and watched as the wall shimmered and then dissolved to reveal a large metal door. It was twice their height and wide enough for them and their cart to enter side by side. Despite being in a sewage tunnel, it gleamed with untarnished beauty. In its surface they saw all their hopes and dreams as untouchable reflections.
Zyra dug the keys from her coat. She handed one to Tark, and held on to the other. Then in perfect unison, they held up their keys and chanted.
�Praise be to the Designers.�
The door swung open.

12: Confrontations

Tark and Zyra stepped into a vast, disorienting whiteness. The door slammed shut behind them. There was no discernable floor, ceiling or walls, but it was solid underfoot. The metal door through which they had stepped, and pulled their cart through, was now just one of hundreds that dotted the blank landscape in a vague pattern of expanding circles. The doors were freestanding, with simple frames but no walls supporting them. They seemed pointless. They couldn't possibly lead anywhere. And yet they did. Each door was an entry point into this white limbo. Tark circled the now closed door through which they had entered.
�There!� Zyra pointed to a pedestal in the distance. It protruded from the nonexistent floor in the centre of all the doors.
They walked between the doors, leaving a trail of green sludge behind them.
�We mades it,� Tark said, as they approached the metal plinth.
�Not quite,� said a familiar voice.
Tark and Zyra looked up to see Princeling Galbrath step out from behind a nearby door, where he had been waiting.
�I believe you have something belonging to me,� he announced. �I shall have it back. And I shall have your money as well, as compensation for all my troubles.�
�Who's the annoyin� squirt?� asked Zyra.
�The princeling I tooks the sword o� light from,� answered Tark.
�Sods off,� called Zyra to the princeling. �Or I'll breaks ya face.�
�Oh, I think not,� said the princeling, smiling broadly. �May I introduce to you my new mage, Skurgebroth the Undefeated.�
A purple-robed figure stepped from behind the door on the opposite side to the princeling. He had flowing locks of curly gold; a long, disproportioned face with a squat nose and copious pimples; round, wire-rimmed spectacles; a wand of entwined gold, silver and bronze, ending in a flurry of platinum filigree; and he looked all of about thirteen years old.
�Lets me guess,� said Zyra. �He's undefeated �cause he's too young to have beens challenged yet?�
�Lay down your arms and surrender,� said the pimply-faced mage in a cracked voice, as he raised his wand. �Or I'll turn the both of you into toads.�
�I didn't thinks mages used wands,� said Zyra conversationally to Tark.
�No,� agreed Tark. �Wands is used by apprentices who don'ts has enough of their own powers.�
�So it's kinda like trainin� wheels, really,� said Zyra.
Tark nodded.
�Stop it!� whined the young mage, the end of his wand sizzling with power as he raised it above his head.
�Well, what are you waiting for?� demanded Princeling Galbrath. �Toad them!�
Skurgebroth threw his hand forward, pointing the wand at Tark. Sparks shot from the end, elegantly flew through the air for several metres, and then dropped to the ground and fizzled out of existence.
�Real impressive,� Zyra said.
�Crap!� said the princeling.
�Hold on, hold on,� said Skurgebroth, holding up his hands. �I've done this before. I can do it. I know I can.�
He raised the wand again, concentration contorting his face.
�Betta be safe than sorry,� said Tark, drawing the lightless sword o� light, and holding it over his shoulder like a club.
Skurgebroth flicked his wand. Sparks shot from the end, this time heading for Tark with greater force. Still, by the time they reached him they were slowing. Tark swung his sword like a bat, easily hitting the ball of sparks, which streaked straight back to the mage with far greater speed than they had left him.
Skurgebroth tried to duck, but alas he was too slow. With a yelp and a puff of purple smoke, he demonstrated the validity of his spell by turning into a toad.
�Crap!� said Princeling Galbrath.
�Croak!� said the mage as he hopped out from the pile of robes and over to the princeling, jumping up into his hands.
�You have not heard the last of me,� said Princeling Galbrath, holding up the toad and shaking it at Zyra and Tark. The toad's eyes bulged. �I shall return!�
And with that, he turned tail and ran.
�Star?� asked Tark.
�It'd be a waste,� answered Zyra, as the princeling ducked out of sight behind a door.
Tark nodded.
�Well, that wuz entertainin�, but,� said Zyra, �backs to the matta at hand.� She approached the pedestal and reached out a hand.
�I'd waits if I was you,� said a voice from an opening door.
A figure stepped into the whiteness, slowly cracking the knuckles of his right hand.
�Nots again.� Zyra sighed theatrically. �I thought we gots rid of ya.�
�Don'ts ya eva learns?� said Tark.
�Oh, I learns plenty.� The Cracker chuckled.
Straining to see, Zyra thought she caught a glimpse of red drapes, wood-panelled elegance and glass display cabinets, before the door slammed shut behind him.
�Seems ya gots more learnin� to do, yet,� said Tark in his best menacing voice.
Zyra's hands moved like lightning, producing and throwing three stars in quick succession. With equal speed, the Cracker raised his right arm. The stars froze in mid-air, a centimetre from the back of his hand.
With his other hand, the Cracker pointed to a watch-like device strapped to his wrist.
�Magnetic field.�
With a flick of his wrist, the stars were flung aside.
�Toys,� Zyra said.
�Yeah, well,� said Tark, stamping his feet and looking down at his boots. They still had splatters of green sludge on them. �I coulds just kick the crap outa �im.�
The Cracker's eyes fell on Tark.
�Well, well, well,� he said slowly, tongue darting across his lips. �Aren't we the pretty-pretty boy.�
�Wot?� said Tark, glancing at Zyra, who rolled her eyes upwards.
�You must be Zyra's pretty-pretty boy,� continued the Cracker, eyes examining Tark from top to toe. �My, my, my. A thief for hire. The thoughts of potential coinage verily doth gives me the dizzies.�
�Wot?� snapped Tark, louder now, glaring at the Cracker. �Wot's ya on about?�
�You, my pretty-pretty,� explained the Cracker. �There is peoples who'd pay handsomely for a thiever the likes of you.� He then shifted his attention to Zyra. �Of course, the two of you. Together. Now that's would be some serious coinage.� He stroked the back of his hand across his burnt cheek. �Says the word, and I woulds be willing to forgets past grudges.�
The muscles in Tark's face twitched. �We works for no one!�
�Sods off!� snarled Zyra.
�Haves it your way.� The Cracker shrugged and reached into his coat. He pulled out a glove made of shiny black fabric, inlaid with silvery wires. It crackled and sparked with energy as the Cracker pulled it onto his right hand.
�Nots more toys,� grumbled Zyra. �Where, in the name of the Designers, does ya gets �em all.�
�Froms me employer, o� course,� said the Cracker. �And he wants you out of the way.�
�Ya has an employer?� asked Zyra.
��Course I does,� said the Cracker flexing his gloved hand. �I freelance as well. But alls the big jobs is for the Fat Man.�
Zyra's eyes narrowed. �Ya works for that tub o� lard?� she spat.
�Now, now, now, my pretty-pretty,� said the Cracker. �Name callings will gets you nowhere.�
�I can help you,� called a voice from the whiteness.
Princeling Galbrath dashed out from behind a door.
�Why woulds ya wanna �elp us?� asked Tark, surprised.
�I have no intention of helping you,� snarled the princeling. �I meant that I could help this fine gentleman, who is in the employ of my potential benefactor.�
�Wot?� asked Tark and Zyra together.
The Cracker also raised a quizzical eyebrow.
�The sword o� light,� explained the princeling. �The Fat Man is my buyer. I was on my way to sell it to him when you,� he pointed an accusing finger at Tark, �stole it.�
�Shoulds �ave used a star when ya hads the chance,� said Tark to Zyra.
�I believes I have the matter in hand,� said the Cracker to the princeling, lifting his gloved hand and cracking his fingers, one by one.
Tark drew the sword o� light. �It mays have lost its shine,� he said, threateningly. �But it's still a sword. And I knows how to use it.�
The Cracker suddenly clenched his fist and thrust it forward. A bolt of white-hot energy discharged from the glove and blasted the sword from Tark's hand. Tark yelped and clutched his hand, which tingled and stung as if it had just been set upon by a swarm of bees.
�Watch it, you moron,� yelped the princeling. �That sword is worth more money than you'll ever see in your pathetic lifetime.�
The Cracker rounded on the princeling.
�A dead sword o� light ain't worth all that much,� said the Cracker, flexing his gloved hand threateningly. �And you'd better watch your mouth or I'll shut it for you.�
�The sword is not dead,� said the princeling. �It just needs ��
His voice trailed off.
�Fine,� said the Cracker. �Then I'll be takin� it to the Fat Man and getting all that coinage.� He turned back to Tark and Zyra. �But first, I needs to be getting rid of these two.�
The Cracker punched the air in front of him and a bolt of energy sizzled towards Zyra. She jumped, rolled and sprang back to her feet with the ease of someone sitting down to tea. Meanwhile, Tark dashed for the nearest door and hid behind it.
�Stands still my pretty bint,� said the Cracker, all his attention focused on Zyra.
In response, Zyra flung two of her throwing stars at him.
As she did so, Tark slipped out from behind the door and raced to the next, working his way around to the Cracker.
The Cracker held up his gloved hand, palm out. The stars disintegrated in a crackle of energy.
�Nice try,� he said. �My turn.�
He pulled back his gloved fist, ready to punch another energy bolt at Zyra. Zyra cartwheeled across the whiteness, a spinning streak of red, and flung herself behind one of the doors.
The Cracker threw another energy bolt. It exploded on the door Zyra was hiding behind, but with no visible effect.
Princeling Galbrath watched as Tark slipped out from behind his current door and edged towards the former mage's robes and wand. The princeling dug in his pocket and pulled out the toad.
�You may yet be of use to me,� he whispered.
�Croak,� answered the toad.
The Cracker was about to shoot off another bolt at Zyra, when he noticed movement from the corner of his eye. He whirled around and hurled a bolt at Tark instead.
Tark dived for the wand and the energy sizzled past him. He grabbed the wand and staggered to his feet as the Cracker took aim again.
The princeling also took aim and threw the toad. The former mage landed on the Cracker's head with a wet plop, distracting him from Tark. As the toad slapped a webbed foot into the Cracker's eye, the Cracker grabbed him and held him aloft, ready to dash him against the nearest door.
But Tark now had the wand, and although he had no idea how to use it, he raised it high and flicked it in the direction of the Cracker. Sparks shot from the wand and hit the toad. With a croak and a puff of purple smoke, the toad turned back into the mage and flattened the surprised Cracker.
As the smoke cleared, Tark, Zyra and Princeling Galbrath approached. The Cracker lay unconscious in a crumpled heap, the naked mage, also unconscious, beside him.
�Now there's a sight I hope I never have the misfortune to see again,� said the princeling. �For the sake of the Designers, someone cover him up!�
Zyra shuddered her agreement.
Tark scooped up the mage's purple robes and threw them down over the former toad.
�Me thanks to ya,� said Tark to the princeling. �But the sword's still mine.�
The princeling eyed Tark and then sprinted for the sword. Tark flicked the wand again. It fizzled, but did little else. He dropped it and gave chase.
The princeling dived for the discarded sword o� light. His hand closed around the hilt as Tark landed on top of him, bringing his elbow down hard on the princeling's arm. The princeling shrieked and let go of the sword. But he also bucked and threw Tark from his back. Scrambling to his feet, the princeling made for the sword again. It was almost in his grasp, when a sizzling bolt of energy burst right next to him. He looked up to see Zyra, wearing the Cracker's energy glove and a self-satisfied grin.
�Gives it up, snotling! The only reason ya ain't dead already is �cause yar toad-flinging saved Tark.�
Princeling Galbrath snarled, then hung his head in defeat.
�Rights,� said Tark, elbowing the princeling in the back of the head as he strode past. �Times to enter Paradise.�
Boom!
The noise reverberated through the whiteness. Tark and Zyra froze.
Boom!
The door that Tark and Zyra had entered through shook violently.
�Ya don'ts suppose?� asked Zyra.
�Nah!� said Tark.
�What?� asked the princeling.
Boom!
A large dent appeared in the door.
�Quick,� ordered Zyra. �Hides the stash.�
Tark hastily concealed the shopping cart behind another door.
Boom!
The metal door buckled and twisted, then flew off its hinges. Vera stood framed in the doorway, the sewage tunnel visible behind her.
�Run!� hissed Zyra, and the three of them dashed for cover behind the doors.
Vera stepped into the whiteness, trailing sludge and spitting a rat tail from her mouth. She was covered in wounds and dripping blood, her pearls gone, her make-up smeared, her clothes stained and tattered. Two of the monks� crossbow bolts still protruded from her broad back.
�Come out, come out, wherever you are,� she shrieked, an odd quaver to her voice.
�Doesn't nuthin� stops that woman?� said Tark.
�It ain't no ordinary woman,� replied Zyra.
�Who is she?� asked the princeling, eyes boggling. �What is she?�
Tark and Zyra ignored him.
�Wots are we gonna do?� asked Tark.
�We needs the sword o� light,� said Zyra, turning on the princeling. �How do we recharge it?�
�I'm not about to tell you that,� said the princeling, crossing his arms. �I'll never get it back.�
�If ya don't tells us, we is all done for,� hissed Tark.
The princeling turned his back on them.
�Why, ya little � � Zyra raised her gloved fist.
�The glove!� said Tark, excitedly. �That might slow her down.�
�A whole temple full of armed monks couldn't stop her. Do ya thinks this glove's gonna do much?�
�It's all we's got.�
�Well, I thinks we just hides,� said Zyra.
�Peek-a-boo!� screamed Vera, looking around the side of the door at them.
They nearly jumped out of their skins, but regained their senses and ran. Vera lumbered around the door.
�I've got plenty of time,� shouted Vera, toying with them. �I might even destroy the access console!�
�Wot's that?� asked Tark.
�The pedestal that gives you entry to Designers Paradise,� said the princeling. �Don't you know anything?�
�Well, I guess we has gotta fight,� said Zyra, stepping out in plain view.
Tark nodded and followed her.
�Speak for yourselves,� said the princeling, crouching lower.
�All rights,� shouted Zyra. �Ya wanna fight? Well heres we are.�
Vera stalked towards them.
Zyra took aim with the glove and fired three bolts of energy in quick succession. They hit Vera square in the face. The first stopped her in her tracks, the second made her stagger back, and the third knocked her off her feet.
Zyra and Tark looked at the fallen dragon's wife, then at each other.
�Didn't expect that to work,� said Zyra with surprise.
Princeling Galbrath joined them as they approached Vera. The flesh on her face was charred and hanging in tatters, revealing a face-shaped metal casing.
�Wot in Designer's Paradise are ya?� whispered Tark.
�Vera 919,� answered Vera, without moving her metal lips. The voice was distorted, with an electronic twang. �Cyborg. Wife model. Inbuilt retrieval prerogative. Special order for Edgar. Constructed by Fat Man Inc.�
�The Fat Man has got a finger in every pie,� said Princeling Galbrath knowingly.
�Complete retrieval,� said Vera.
Her hand shot up and grabbed Zyra's arm. She sat bolt upright, then stood shakily as Zyra attempted to break free.
Tark jumped back and drew the sword o� light.
�Tells me how to recharge it,� he yelled at the princeling. �Or we is all dead.�
Vera lifted Zyra off her feet, tore the glove from her hand and enveloped her in a slow, crushing bear hug. Zyra kicked and punched and thrashed about, but Vera's arms slowly constricted, crushing the air from her lungs.
�Not a chance,� said the princeling, attempting to make a dash for the nearest door.
Tark grabbed him and dragged him towards Vera and Zyra.
�Let me go,� demanded the princeling. �What are you doing?�
�This �ere is our employer,� said Tark to Vera. �We has only been doin� wot we has been told.�
The princeling started to protest, but Tark gave him a sharp punch to the mouth.
�The snotling gaves us the sword o� light,� continued Tark. �He tolds us to do in Edgar and takes his gold.�
Vera dropped Zyra, who fell to her hands and knees, gasping for breath.
Tark shoved the princeling towards Vera.
�It's not true,� yelped the princeling, as Vera wrapped her crushing arms around his podgy body.
�Tells us,� demanded Tark, �or ya dies first.�
�The hilt,� gasped the princeling. �Panel � open � button.�
Tark fumbled with the sword hilt, pressing at it with his fingers, until a small section clicked inwards and slid aside, revealing a red button.
�Ya means � that's all?� said Tark.
The princeling nodded, gasped and lost consciousness.
Tark pressed the button.
The sword flared into brilliant life. Tark tried to shield his eyes as it sprang from his hands, streaked through the air and embedded itself deep within Vera's side, missing Princeling Galbrath by a hair's breadth.
Vera immediately dropped the princeling, threw back her head and released the most inhuman howl either Tark or Zyra had ever heard. Light spilled from her eyes, nose and mouth. Her flesh and her clothing burst into flame, turning to ash in seconds. Her metal skeleton glowed white-hot, then disintegrated.
The sword clattered to the ground, spent and lightless. Tark sheathed it absently, his eyes fixed on the smouldering metal fragments scattered about the room.
Zyra staggered to her feet and shook Tark from his reverie. �Comes on,� she said.
They made their way past the unconscious princeling to where Tark had left the cart. They slowly wheeled it over to the pedestal. Zyra fished their keys from a pocket and placed them on the pedestal. Then they put their hands, palms down, beside the keys.
�Access granted,� said the same disembodied androgynous voice as the Oracle's.
Tark withdrew his hand. On impulse, Zyra pocketed the keys.
And then everything around them melted away.

13: Into Paradise

Static! Grey, crackly, fuzzy, all-encompassing static. It was like being within electronic interference made tangible.
Tark and Zyra were surrounded, encased, in drab, sizzling nothing � suspended in the anticipation of things to come. They could almost feel themselves disappearing, ready to be reformed into something better.
�Payment calculated,� said the voice. �Access to Designers Paradise granted for sixty-three hours, seventeen minutes, three sec � seconds.�
There was pause. Tark and Zyra waited.
�Avatars?� asked the voice.
Tark and Zyra smiled at each other. But before either could speak, the voice announced:
�Avatars. Avatars not necessary. Entry parameters altered. Game Master assigned.�
�Game Master?� asked Tark and Zyra, together.
�Yes,� wheezed a voice. �That would be me.�
The Fat Man coalesced in the static.
�Ya can'ts do this,� protested Tark.
�Yeah,� agreed Zyra. �We's paid for our time in Designers Paradise. We's paid for our choice.�
�I have enough money to do anything I want,� said the Fat Man. �You see, if you have enough money, the rules are different. If you have enough money, you can even make your own rules. If you have enough money, you can control those who do not have enough money.�
�The Oracle,� whispered Zyra.
�Oh yes,� said the Fat Man. �That was me and my money. No one ever gets assigned a path through the rat-mage's domain, unless I pay for it. Actually, I'm surprised you made it through. No one else has. You're more resourceful than you look.�
�Never minds that,� said Tark. �Wots about the Cracker? And the dragon's wife? And the princeling?�
�Yes,� agreed the Fat Man. �The Cracker is in my employ. As for Vera � well, she was another project altogether. She was just responding to programming. I had her made for the dragon. He was very lonely, you know. He was old and would have died soon enough of natural causes. Vera would have inherited his body, which she would have brought to me. Elixir made from the juices squeezed from a dragon's spleen has the potential to extend one's lifespan, you know. But then you had to go and kill him, didn't you. Burnt up his body, didn't you.� The Fat Man took a long wheezy breath before continuing. �As for the pathetic Princeling Galbrath � my only association with him was arranging to purchase his sword o� light for pitifully less than it is actually worth. But then you stole the sword.�
The Fat Man's face grew redder as he spoke. His breath became more raspy and laboured.
�And to top it all off, you steal from me.� He clenched and unclenched his fists. �I do not like to lose. Especially not to gutter-trash like you.� He took another deep, long, wheezy breath. �But luckily, I never lose. I take circumstances and I mould them and I shape them into something of my own design. I turn it into a game. And I do so like games. Games of cat and mouse. Games of chase and capture � and eventual, creatively inspired, demise.�
�We ain't playin� no games,� said Zyra.
�Oh, but you already are. And I have another game for you now, here in Designers Paradise. After all, that's what you came here for � to play games.�
�No,� protested Tark. �We don't comes for games. We comes here to escape. To gets into a betta world.�
�But it's not a better world,� explained the Fat Man, as if he were talking to an idiot. �It's not real. It's a game. Just like our world.�
�Wots do ya mean?� asked Zyra.
�Enough talk,� said the Fat Man with a swish of his arm. �Time to play.�
The static blurred into blackness dotted with pinpricks of light. Then their surroundings solidified. Tark and Zyra found themselves in a room with a door, two chairs, a control panel and a large, curved window. Through the window they could see a vast unending starscape.
�Wot's this?� asked Tark, looking around in confusion.
�Dunno,� answered Zyra, equally mystified.
�Look!� Tark pointed to the window.
A compact, dangerous looking spaceship flew into view. They saw someone waving from its forward portal.
�Ready for combat?� said the Fat Man's voice through the speaker on the control panel. �We are both in identical starfighters. Of course, I've flown one before, dozens of times, in fact. Whereas you? Well, you'll just have to figure it out. Now, the object of this game is to destroy your opponent, preferably in a creative manner.�
Tark and Zyra stared at each other, fear and confusion etched on their faces.
�I can't flies a spaceship,� said Zyra.
�I'm willing to be sporting about this,� said the Fat Man's voice. �I'll let you have the first shot.�
�First shot?� queried Tark, looking around desperately for a crossbow or a gun or something � anything.
The Fat Man's laughter echoed through the speaker. �There's a big red button on the control panel in front of the seats. It fires your weapons.�
�Wot weapons?� shouted Tark, searching frantically.
More laughter. �Your starfighter is equipped with particle-beam weaponry, you silly boy.�
Tark looked at Zyra and shrugged.
�Exit game!� commanded Zyra.
Nothing happened.
Her face fell. �We is trapped!� She slumped into a chair.
�I'm getting a little impatient,� said the Fat Man's voice. �Last chance! Fire your weapons now or I'll launch mine.�
Zyra leapt forward and slammed her hand down on the button. A streak of light extended from their starfighter to the Fat Man's. It scorched the tip of his fighter's wing.
�My turn.� The Fat Man laughed.
As Tark and Zyra watched, the Fat Man's starfighter zoomed out of view. A few seconds later it reappeared, further away, facing directly toward them.
Zyra didn't wait for the Fat Man to shoot at them. She reached forward and hit the red button again, repeatedly. The deadly light streaked forward but was way off target.
�How does ya aim this thing?� mumbled Zyra, her hands hovering over the controls.
�Nice try!� came the Fat Man's voice.
Light pulsed from the Fat Man's starfighter. Tark and Zyra raised their arms to shield their faces. They were thrown to one side as an explosion rocked their ship. The lights dimmed and went red.
�Well, I'd say that your shields have now been destroyed. Next shot should actually do some damage to your ship.�
The Fat Man's starfighter streaked off again. Tark and Zyra watched it through the window, not knowing what else to do. It zoomed way off into the distance, did a loop-the-loop and streaked back towards them.
�He's showin� off,� said Zyra. �Before �e finishes us off.�
�Do somethin�,� yelled Tark.
Zyra randomly started hitting controls on the panel in front of her. With a lurch, their starfighter started to move. They lost sight of the Fat Man's fighter for a few seconds, but then he was back in view, still heading for them.
Zyra repeatedly hit the red button but the deadly bombardment went nowhere near its target.
Light streaked from the Fat Man's starfighter. Tark and Zyra were thrown to the floor and showered with sparks as instruments exploded on the control panel.
�Your weapons are destroyed.� The Fat Man's voice was barely audible as it crackled from the damaged speaker. �One more shot should finish you off.�
The starfighter streaked away, performed a complex set of loops, twists and turns, before zeroing in on them.
�We don't stands a chance!� said Tark, sweat dripping down his brow, panic in his eyes.
�Never dids,� whispered Zyra.
As they watched, the ship slowed in front of them and stopped.
�I've got a better idea,� the Fat Man's voice crackled through the speaker. �A much more creative solution.�
His starfighter manoeuvred alongside theirs. They could just see it through the corner of the window. As they watched, metal arms extended from his starfighter, and with a jarring clang, attached themselves to their ship.
And then they were moving. Fast.
In the distance, a speck of light grew brighter and bigger. It was not long before it filled their field of vision, a huge blazing orb of fire.
�You should start to feel the heat soon,� said the Fat Man's voice. �The nearer we get to the star, the hotter it will become.�
�Exit game!� shouted Tark in desperation. �Exit game!�
�I'm afraid that won't work,� said the Fat Man. �I'm the Game Master. I set the rules. And the rules include not leaving the game till it's over. Oh, and just so you know, if you die in this game.� He paused for effect. �You really do die!�
�Exit game!� sobbed Tark.
�It ain't no use,� said Zyra, her voice weak and shaky. �We is done for.�
Tark ran to the door and tried to open it.
�We can't just go out,� cried Zyra. �We're in space. There ain't no air out there. We'll die!�
Tark opened the door anyway and rushed through it, into another tiny room, with another door. There was a small window on that door, and through the window he could see the Fat Man's starfighter.
Tark uselessly banged his fists onto the window, before returning to Zyra.
�This ain't fair,� said Tark. �If we wuz facin� him, then at least we coulds �ave had a chance.� He patted the hilt of his sword.
�The sword o� light,� said Zyra excitedly. �We still may haves a chance.�
She rushed over to the door. On the wall beside it was a small control panel marked �airlock�.
�I don't knows if this'll work,� said Zyra. �But it's all we's got.�
�Wot?�
�Puts the sword o� light into the airlock.�
�The wot?�
�That room,� said Zyra. �And power it up.�
Tark drew the sword, slid open the panel on its hilt and hit the recharge button. It flared into life. The sword o� light stayed in his hands. For the first time, Tark felt like he really owned it � as if it approved of him. And now he had to let it go. He felt a pang of loss as he put it down on the floor in the airlock.
As Tark stepped out, Zyra slammed the inner door shut and poised her hand over the airlock controls.
�I just hopes this here is the rights button,� she said, thumbing it.
With a whoosh of escaping air, the sword o� light was sucked out of the airlock, straight into the Fat Man's starfighter. It sliced through the fuel tank's outer casing like a knife through butter.
Tark and Zyra reeled with the shock of the resulting explosion.
�Creative enough for ya?� shouted Zyra as she was thrown back.
Their surroundings melted away and then they were once again hanging in the grey, crackling static. And the disembodied voice was talking.
�Payment calculated. Access to Designers Paradise granted for sixty-three hours, seventeen minutes, three seconds. Avatars?�
Tark and Zyra looked at each other, smiles spreading across their faces.
�Tina Burrows.�
�And John Hayes.�
�Game environment?�
�Suburbia.�
Tark reached out and took Zyra's hand.
Memories came flooding back � friends, family, school, shopping � ice-cream. As these experiences solidified in their minds, it was as if they had always been there � had never been taken away.
The static dissipated � as did Tark and Zyra.

PART TWO: SUBURBIA
14: An Ideal Life?

John Hayes and Tina Burrows were standing side by side in the most mundane of suburban surroundings � uniform, weatherboard houses with neat front yards and white picket fences, clear blue sky, the scent of spring flowers on the gentle breeze, birdsong in the distance. Perfection!
�We made it,� said Tina.
�Yes,� agreed John with relief. �We beat the Fat Man at his own game.�
�Oh, I hope so John. I really hope so. But I can't help worrying. After all, it was his game. What if he had a way out? What if ��
�Shhh.� John put a finger to her lips. �He's gone. It's all gone. We're here now. And this is what's real. At least for the time being.�
He stroked the back of his hand gently down her cheek as he gazed at her � with her long blonde hair cascading around her shoulders, her pale green eyes, her smooth unblemished skin, and the absence of any piercings. He pulled back his hand and ran it over his own face and through his thick, wavy hair. No scars. That's what he liked best about his appearance in Suburbia. No scars. That, and the fact that he was just a little taller than Tina.
Their old lives were just distant memories. Suburbia felt like their true home. It was as if John and Tina were their true selves, whereas Tark and Zyra were merely avatars.
Tina giggled as she twirled on the spot and looked down at her clean, beautiful, fashionable clothes � a white blouse, a pale blue skirt, knee-high white socks and black leather shoes with silver buckles.
�How do I look?� she asked, smiling.
�Gorgeous,� answered John, with a laugh. He was just happy that his jeans, T-shirt and runners were clean and without holes. �Absolutely gorgeous!�
John smiled and leaned forward until his lips gently pressed against hers. How he had longed for this moment. A simple kiss! Something they were forbidden from doing in their own world.
They slipped their arms around each other and hugged.
Beep, beep!
The school bus pulled up alongside of them, its yellow doors swishing open.
Holding hands, John and Tina climbed aboard. There were calls of �Hello�, �Hi� and �How've you been?� as they walked down the aisle past the other teenagers. They sat right at the back of the bus. There, with their arms around each other, they gazed out of the window as their bus drove through the perfect suburban streets, until it reached their perfect suburban school.
Grey brick buildings with colourful murals. Happy students, chatting, walking, running and playing in the school grounds.
John and Tina got off the bus and went straight to their first class, Maths, with Ms Waverly, one of their favourite teachers. She was short, round-faced and always wore a warm smile. They contentedly spent the next forty-five minutes discussing algebra, their hands shooting up into the air whenever Ms Waverly asked a question, eager to answer.
Economics was the next class, with a discussion on inflation and how it impacted on the lives of people in Suburbia.
At recess, they headed straight for the canteen and bought triple-scoop vanilla ice-cream cones.
The rest of the school day flew by in a daze of interesting classes, inspiring teachers and enjoyable discussions.
As the bell sounded an end to the school day, John and Tina headed towards the school gates and the waiting bus.
�Have a good day?� asked the headmaster as he walked past them. He was short and balding, but with a kind face.
�Yes!� they answered enthusiastically.
�Always a pleasure to have you back,� he called.
The bus dropped them at Tina's house and they spent a couple of hours snuggling on the sofa watching television. Then John went to his home, next door. The routines of family dinner, homework and bed finished off their day.
That night, John and Tina dreamt of each other and of a blissful eternity in Suburbia. It was the perfect end to the perfect day.
The following morning, John and Tina waited out on their street for the bus. Patches of grey cloud drifted across the sky, occasionally obscuring the sun.
�It's a little chilly this morning,� said Tina, shivering slightly.
�I'll keep you warm,� said John, wrapping his arms around her.
�And the bus is late,� said Tina. �It's never late.�
Beep, beep!
With a screeching of tyres, the bus came hurtling around the corner. It looked as if it was about to speed right by them, but the driver braked at the last moment and the bus ground to a noisy halt. They climbed on and with the sound of grinding gears the vehicle lurched on its way to school.
The late noisy bus heralded a day that was just a little odd. None of their teachers was as interesting or as friendly as they had been the previous day. In particular, Ms Waverly seemed distracted and a little dazed. When Tina asked if she was okay, she responded by giving the entire class extra homework. During recess, the canteen ran out of ice-cream. As the bell sounded an end to the school day, John and Tina were called to the headmaster's office over the PA system. It was unusual, they thought. They had never been called there before. They had never even seen inside it.
They entered the dark and dingy office to find the headmaster seated behind a large, imposing desk. His attention was on the sheets of paper spread out before him.
�Sit, sit,� he said impatiently, waving a hand without looking up.
John and Tina sat in the uncomfortable wooden chairs that were positioned directly in front of the headmaster's desk, and waited. The man continued to read the papers, umming and ahhing every now and then, until he finally looked up. He did not look at all amiable and friendly, as he had the previous day.
�Well now,� he said. �We appear to have a little bit of a problem.� He glanced back down at the paperwork. �It seems that your grades are slipping well below an acceptable level.�
�What?� said John, surprised.
�But we're good at school,� said Tina. �We're always good at school!�
�We like school,� added John.
�That may very well be,� said the headmaster. �But you're hardly ever at school.� He glanced down again. �It appears that you have been absent more than in attendance. As a result, you have missed tests and assignments. And your grades have been dropping correspondingly.� He looked from one to the other. �I'm afraid that I have little alternative but to place you both on probation. You will need to do extra homework and you will need to spend recess and lunchtime in make-up classes. Oh, and any more missed days, and we will have to call your parents in.�
He returned his gaze to the paperwork, lifted his arm and gave it a little wave. �Dismissed!�
�But,� started John. �Yesterday you said � �
�Dismissed!� he repeated more firmly.
John and Tina left the office in confusion.
�What was that all about?� asked John.
�I don't know,� said Tina. �He's never behaved like that before. He's always been nice to us. He's always telling us how good we are.�
They walked across the school grounds, reaching the main gates just as their school bus pulled away.
�Hey, wait!� called John, waving his arms and running after the bus.
But the bus kept on going, down the street and around the corner.
�The bus is supposed to wait for us,� complained Tina.
�Supposed to,� said John. �Come on.� He took her hand. �Let's walk home.�
Ten minutes into the walk, dark clouds began rolling across the sky. The wind picked up and raised goose bumps on their skin. It wasn't long before it started to rain.
By the time they got to their street, Tina and John were soaked.
�Something's wrong,� said Tina, as she and John stood on her front porch, finally out of the rain.
�Maybe,� agreed John, reluctantly. �But we'll work it out.�
He took her hand, held it for a moment, and then leaned in to kiss her.
�Just what the hell do you think you're playing at?�
John and Tina whirled around.
Tina's father stood framed in the doorway, hands on hips. �I've just been on the phone to your headmaster,� he said, taking a step towards John. �What have you been doing with my daughter? Leading her astray?�
�Nothing, sir, we've just � �
�Stay away from her,� he bellowed, poking John in the chest with his finger.
John staggered back off the porch and into the rain.
�But Dad,� Tina protested.
�Shut up and get inside.�
John remained standing in the rain for several minutes after the door had slammed, before finally heading next door to his own house. Inside he found a note on the refrigerator door, telling him that his mother and father were out for the evening and that he would have to fend for himself for dinner.
He dried off and made himself a sandwich. He tried watching some television, but the storm was interfering with the reception. All he could get was static. Blurry, indistinct images ghosted through the static, as if desperately trying to be seen. Finally he gave up and went to bed early. He tossed and turned restlessly for hours before finally plummeting headlong into frantic dreams in which he was being pursued by large people, or things, which he couldn't quite make out.

15: New Players

The following morning everything seemed normal again. The storm was over, the sun was shining, and John's mother had cooked pancakes for breakfast.
Tina was waiting outside when he ran out to catch the bus.
�Hi,� she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek as if everything was okay.
The bus arrived quietly, and on time, and they talked about ordinary, happy things, as if ignoring all the stuff that had happened the day before would make things better today. And it seemed to work.
The first few classes of the day went well, and none of their teachers said anything about make-up classes. And the canteen had plenty of ice-cream at recess. But then came lunchtime.
John and Tina were sitting on a patch of grass, under a large jacaranda tree, eating their lunch, when Tina looked up to see a strange shape in the sky. It shimmered and glowed and seemed somewhat insubstantial. She squinted into the sunlight. Was it? Was it the Fat Man's starfighter?
She quickly looked away, breathing hard.
�What is it?� asked John. �What's the matter?�
Tina looked back up to the sky. A passenger aeroplane was flying across the blue, cloudless expanse.
�Nothing,� she said, shaking her head.
It was at that moment that John glanced across the crowded school grounds and caught a glimpse of someone familiar.
�Look!� he snapped, pointing.
�What?�
�That guy over there,� said John, still pointing. �Isn't that ��
�No,� said Tina, looking down and returning to her lunch.
�I think it is.�
Tina didn't respond, instead she took a large bite of her apple.
John jumped to his feet and ran after the kid. Tina watched him go, desperately wanting to just ignore anything unusual and stick with the things that were going right. But John seemed determined to pursue this. She reluctantly followed him.
�Stop!� said John, clamping a hand down on the boy's shoulder and spinning him around.
The boy was taller and slimmer, his hair was shorter, his face not quite as round, his clothes not as fancy, but it was definitely him.
�How the hell did you get here, snotling?� asked John.
�The name's Giles,� said the boy, turning to go.
But John yanked him back.
�I had my own key,� said Giles, as if that was all the explanation that was needed. Tina approached as John stared at him. Giles sighed loudly. �Even without the money I would have got for the sword o� light, I had more than enough in my account to get me here. I also searched that thief's pockets and discovered a credit stick equivalent to six hundred gold pieces.�
�Why here?� demanded John, still not satisfied. �What are you up to? Why are you following us?�
�I'm not following you,� replied Giles. �In fact, I don't give a stuff about you. I'm not in Suburbia because of you. I'm here because this is where I always come.�
�You expect us to believe that?� said John, shoving Giles.
�Leave it,� said Tina, putting a hand on his shoulder. �It's not worth it.�
�I really don't care what you believe,� said Giles, turning to walk off.
John jumped forward to block his way. �You're not leaving till you tell us why you're here.�
�Why am I here?� said Giles, stopping to look John in the eye, a mass of emotions bubbling up within him. �You want to know? Well, I come here because in this world I'm not a princeling. I'm just an ordinary kid. I come here because in this world I've got a family who loves me and friends who want to spend time with me. I come here so I don't have to worry about who's plotting to steal my throne or assassinate me. I come here so that I can try to forget the fact that I am personally responsible for the untimely deaths of nine of my family members. And the fact that I will undoubtedly be responsible for the demise of further siblings, cousins, aunts and uncles in order to maintain my position.� Giles took a step towards John so that they were almost nose-to-nose. �I come here because it makes me happy. And you being here kind of wrecks that. Now, can you please leave me alone?� With that, Giles turned and walked away.
�Let it go,� said Tina, putting a hand on John's shoulder. �He has as much right to be here as we do.�
�It's just that,� began John, �there have been too many strange things already. And now him.�
�Forget him,� coaxed Tina. �He's younger than us. He won't be in our classes.�
�I suppose.�
The lunch bell rang.
�Come on.� Tina led the way to their next class. They sat at their desks amongst a buzz of excitement. All the other kids were talking about having a new maths teacher.
�Ms Waverly died,� said one of the boys.
�Yeah,� said another. �I heard she got run over by a school bus.�
�No she didn't,� protested one of the girls. �It was a heart attack, or her liver, or something like that.�
�Yeah well, she's gone anyway.�
�So who's the sub?�
�Don't know.�
�I heard it's some new bloke. A real tough nut.�
�Yeah! What's his name? Mr Cr � �
Someone cleared his throat very loudly and all the kids immediately fell silent, heads snapping up to face the front of the class. The new teacher, dressed in a grey suit, stood in front of the whiteboard, back to the class, writing his name. When he finished, he held up his right hand and slowly, deliberately, cracked each of his knuckles, one by one.
Tina gasped.
John stared, horror-stricken as the teacher stepped to one side, revealing the name he had written on the board:
Mr Cracker.
John jumped up from his desk, grabbed Tina's arm and raced from the classroom. As they ran down the corridor, echoing laughter followed them.

16: Trapped

�Exit game!� said John, as he and Tina stopped to catch their breath.
Nothing happened. They were still standing, panting, on the footpath in a quiet suburban street just down the road from their school.
�Not again,� whispered Tina. �Trapped!�
�Come on,� said John. �Let's get back to my place. Then we can work out what we're going to do.�
As they raced along the picturesque streets, storm clouds began gathering above them.
The first drops of rain started to fall as they burst through the front door. They slammed it shut behind them, and collapsed on to the sofa in the living room.
�I knew there was something wrong,� said John. �I just knew it. Weird things happening. Then the princeling. And now the Cracker.�
�But what are we going to do?� asked Tina. �We have no weapons here.�
�I don't know,� said John. �I guess we just have to lay low until we figure out a plan.�
�What plan?�
�I don't know!� John's voice held an edge of desperation.
The telephone rang.
John reached over tentatively and picked it up as if it might suddenly grow teeth and bite him at any instant.
�H � hello.�
�John Hayes,� said the headmaster's stern voice. �Skipping class yet again. I am very disappointed in you and Tina.�
�How did you know we were here?�
�Mr Cracker is also most disappointed,� continued the headmaster, ignoring John's question. �He has made it his personal mission, his new goal in life, to return you to his classroom. And I have had little alternative but to ring your parents. They too are most disappointed.�
The screech of car tyres in the driveway interrupted the conversation. John hung up the phone as his parents came bustling into the house.
�Just what are you playing at, young man?� demanded his father.
�Oh, I'm so terribly, terribly disappointed in you John,� wailed his mother, before turning her attention to Tina. �What have you done to my boy, you harpy?�
�Mum, Dad, stop it!� cried John. �This is all wrong. You're meant to be trusting, and � and understanding � and nice.�
�I'm afraid that your behaviour has tossed all the trust and understanding out the window,� said Mr Hayes. �And as for nice � �
The front door burst open and Tina's father came storming in.
�Leading my daughter astray again,� he bellowed, fire in his eyes. �I'll teach you.�
He barged past Mr and Mrs Hayes, grabbed John by his shirt and lifted him from the sofa.
�It's high time someone pounded some sense into you.�
And then the phone started ringing again.
Mr Burrows shook John violently, as Mr Hayes continued to complain and Mrs Hayes wailed.
�The phone is ringing,� said Tina. But no one took any notice of her or the phone.
�Isn't anyone going to answer it?� she yelled, panic rising.
Still, no one responded.
Tina jumped to her feet and grabbed the phone, placing it to her ear. Then with a yelp, she dropped the receiver.
Crack! Crack! Crack!
The sound echoed from the dropped receiver.
Crack! Crack!
�John!� cried Tina. �It's him!�
John wrenched himself free of Mr Burrows and rushed to Tina's side.
�We've got to get out of here,� said Tina.
�You're not going anywhere,� said Mr Burrows.
�Except back to school,� added Mr Hayes.
John took hold of Tina's hand, giving it a little reassuring squeeze and calmly led her to the still open front door.
�Where do you think you're going?� demanded Mrs Hayes.
But John and Tina didn't answer. They walked out of the house and into the rain.
�We'll call the police!� Mr Burrows yelled after them. �Then you'll be sorry.�
As the rain grew heavier, John and Tina picked up their pace, from a walk to a jog, and then to a run.
They ran and ran, away from everything, not even knowing where they were going.

17: On the Run

�Stop!� called Tina, slowing down. �I can't run any more. I need to rest.�
John also ground to a halt. �Just a little bit further,� he said, pointing to the monstrous concrete and glass building up ahead. �Then we can get out of the rain.�
They jogged at a slower pace, through the expansive car park, until they were under the awning at the front of a huge multi-storey shopping mall.
A woman with a small child on one arm and an umbrella clutched in her other hand, came running from her car. She stopped under the awning, put her child down and folded up her umbrella, giving it a little shake as she did so. Then she noticed John and Tina, wet, bedraggled and shivering. She gave a little gasp, snatched up her child and rushed into the mall, giving them a wide berth.
�Maybe the mall's not such a great idea,� ventured Tina.
�I think we'll be better off where there are lots of people. At least for the moment.�
John headed for the high glass doors, which swished open automatically as he approached, letting out a comforting gust of warm air. Tina glanced down at her soggy shoes. At that moment, a scrap of newspaper blew across the pavement in front of her. It momentarily rested at her feet before continuing on its journey. But in that split second, Tina saw a face staring up at her � a fat face with an evil grin. She watched the piece of newspaper as it was carried off by the wind, momentarily shaken.
�Coming?� called John from inside.
�Yeah,� she answered, as she went in to join him, still looking back at the scrap of newspaper blowing away into the car park.
The mall was filled with people rushing about, doing their shopping in the dozens of stores that lined the long ground-floor arcade. As they walked across the court, thankful to be out of the rain, the shoppers parted before them, hurrying to get away. They were met with suspicious stares and sideways glances as people quickened their pace to move away from the bedraggled pair.
�Why are they staring at us like that?� asked Tina. �It's raining outside. Is it so weird that we're wet?�
�Everything around here is going weird,� said John. �People staring at us is the least of our problems.�
Tina gazed over John's shoulder, eyes wide.
�What's the matter now?�
�The Fat Man,� she said, pointing to the television set in an electronics store window. �On the TV.�
John whirled around to look. But it was just the news.
�He was on the TV,� insisted Tina.
�Well, he's not there now,� said John, as they approached the window.
And then his eyes widened.
�But we are!�
They stared in through the window, where the screen was filled with a photo of the two of them. Then they were gone, replaced by a reporter speaking to a police officer. They were standing outside a grey building decorated with a colourful mural.
�That's our school,� said Tina. �The police are at our school. And the news is showing pictures of us.�
They looked up from the screen to see the shopkeeper scowling at them through the glass door, as he spoke urgently into a telephone.
�Come on,� said John. �We better get out of here.�
They started back for the mall entrance. But through the glass doors, they saw a police car pulling up outside.
�Now what?� asked Tina, as they stopped.
�Back inside,� said John, turning around and heading further into the mall.
�If only I had my knives and stars,� whispered Tina.
John looked at her quizzically.
�There they are,� shouted the woman with the child and the umbrella. She stood by the glass doors, pointing at John and Tina, while trying to get the attention of the police outside.
�Up!� called John, heading for the bank of escalators leading to the four floors above them. Then he spotted a narrow corridor to the side of the first escalator and changed direction. �No, this way.�
He ducked down the narrow corridor. John shouldered open a door marked STAFF ONLY which ultimately led to a loading bay with a service entrance.
There was a truck parked in the deserted loading bay. They dashed across to a half-closed roller door and peered outside. An armoured riot squad was marching in formation seemingly oblivious to the pounding rain. Each member carried a holstered pistol and a drawn shimmering sword. John and Tina ducked back.
�This isn't right,� said John. �Things are � are changing. It's like bits of our world are coming through into here. First the princeling, then the Cracker. And now people carrying swords. No one around here carries swords, not even police.�
�It's the Fat Man.� Tina nervously tugged at her lower lip, where a metal stud should have been. �Somehow, he's behind all this.�
�He's dead,� said John firmly. �It can't be him.�
�Maybe this is a trap,� continued Tina. �Something he set up before he died. Just in case we won that other game.�
�No!� insisted John. �It's probably the Cracker or that damn princeling.�
John ducked down under the door again, to glance out. The last group of police, being led by a man in a grey suit, disappeared into the mall.
�All clear,� said John. �And the rain's stopped. Let's go!�
They dashed out into the car park and crouched down behind the nearest car. Then, vehicle by vehicle, they made their way across the sea of cars. They were about to run out from behind the final car, when someone blocked their way.
�Found you!�

18: An Unlikely Ally

�I knew he'd be trouble,� said John, starting to get to his feet, ready to fight.
�Stay,� hissed Giles urgently. �There are more police arriving and they're all looking for you.�
�What?� said John, crouching back down.
�Just stay there,� said Giles. �They're not after me, so I can keep a look out.�
John and Tina looked at each other. Tina shrugged.
�Okay,� said Giles after an extended pause. �They're gone. But you've still got to be careful. Follow me and stay low.�
Giles walked back into the car park.
�Now's our chance,� whispered John, ready to run in the opposite direction.
�Wait,� said Tina.
�What?�
�I think we should go with him.�
�You've got to be kidding,� said John, incredulously. �He's probably behind all of this!�
�I don't think so,� answered Tina. �I think he's trying to help.�
John looked at her uncertainly.
�Trust me,� said Tina. �Please?�
John looked down at the asphalt, then back into Tina's eyes. He nodded.
Giles was now several cars away, walking casually without looking back. John and Tina dashed uncertainly from car to car, trying to keep up. Finally Giles stopped at a black SUV with dark-tinted windows. After looking around to make sure that no one was watching, he pulled a sturdy piece of wire from his pocket and expertly picked the lock.
�Get in!�
John and Tina opened the back door and climbed into the vehicle. Giles got in behind the wheel. He ducked down, yanked some wires from under the dashboard, reconnected a couple of them and the SUV rumbled into life.
�Stay down back there,� he instructed, as he drove the car out of the car park and down the road.
�Where are you taking us?� asked John.
�Away from the police,� answered Giles.
�He could be taking us anywhere,� John whispered to Tina. Her hand tightened around his. She stared straight ahead without answering.
They drove in silence for about ten minutes before Giles pulled over.
�Okay,� he said, twisting around in the seat to look back. �We should be safe for the moment.�
�Wots are ya up to?� demanded John, sitting up properly.
�You're sounding more like Tark than John,� said Giles.
�What?�
�Never mind.�
�Wots � what are you up to?� asked John again.
�I'm trying to help you.�
�Why would you want to help us?�
�Because things are going wrong,� explained Giles. �This is supposed to be a happy experience for me. That's why I come to Designers Paradise. But it's not any more. The headmaster has turned nasty. My mum and dad are acting weird. And I can't exit the game.�
�So it's not just us,� Tina thought aloud.
�There was an announcement at school saying that you guys are wanted by the police. They said there was a reward for your capture. I figured that you must be behind all this somehow.�
�Well, we're not,� said John.
�You might not be causing it, but you're somehow involved. The whole suburb is out hunting for you. Now I'm risking my neck to help you, so that we can get this place back to normal.�
�Yeah well, I have no idea what's going on,� said John. �One minute everything's fine, then things start going wrong. And they're getting worse.�
�It's the Fat Man!� yelped Tina suddenly.
�What?� said Giles.
�Look!� Tina pointed through the window.
�Look at what?� asked John.
�That cloud there! It looks like the Fat Man.�
�It's just an ordinary cloud,� said Giles.
�It's the Fat Man,� insisted Tina.
�Well, I guess it looks a bit like his face,� said John, looking intently at the cloud as it began to change shape. �But he's dead. Remember? We blew him up.�
�You blew him up?� asked Giles, incredulous.
�Yeah,� said John. �He forced us into a weird game. And we won!�
�No! I've been seeing him,� insisted Tina. �On the TV. On a newspaper's front page. He's behind all this. He's not dead.�
�But if it was a game, he might not have died,� reasoned Giles.
�He said that in his game, if you died, you really died,� said John. �And we couldn't get out of the game until after he got blown up.�
�You never know.� Giles looked thoughtfully up at the sky. The cloud had separated into two smaller clouds, now looking nothing like the Fat Man. �Maybe he's still around.�
�Anyway,� said John. �What do we do now? We can't just sit in a stolen car.�
�Where did you learn to steal vehicles?� asked Tina.
�What?�
�Well, you come here to have an ordinary, quiet life. So how come you know how to break into a SUV and hotwire it?�
�Oh that. I went to the library and learnt it.�
�The library has a book on stealing cars?� asked John.
�Don't be ridiculous. I paid to use the information portal.�
�The what?�
�The information portal,� explained Giles. �You can use it to have any information you want implanted directly into your brain. Or at least, I can. I doubt you have enough money for it.�
�Could we use it to find out what's going on here?� asked Tina.
�I don't know,� admitted Giles. �That's not what it's meant for. But maybe. If you have enough money.�
�If we don't have enough money,� said John, clapping Giles on the shoulder, �we'll use yours. Now take us to the library.�

19: The Library

The suburban public library was situated in a quiet street on the edge of the old shopping district. Parkland straddled either side of it. Trees, bushes and a little duck pond to the right and a small playground backing onto an area of overgrown grass to the left provided cover. On the opposite side of the street was a collection of small shops and cafes. The library was a large, windowless, redbrick structure, with a vaguely gothic copper-domed roof. It looked like it belonged in a larger city.
Giles drove straight into the deserted park, bringing the SUV to a stop beside the pond behind the trees, out of view of the street.
Knowledge is more than Power!
Power is Ephemeral. Knowledge is Eternal.
These words were carved into a stone block by the library's door. John, Tina and Giles glanced at it as they ran in, not really taking it in.
The librarian at the loans desk briefly looked up from his work then promptly ignored them. Each time he stamped RETURNED into a book, a loud clang reverberated throughout the library. Clouds of dust mushroomed above his desk.
Giles led them past the librarian and along the aisles of tall, dusty bookshelves. Beneath the domed ceiling, their footsteps echoed around them. John and Tina looked around as they went � books, books and more books; books that looked like they had never been read. The three of them seemed to be the only visitors.
�How do you know about this portal thing?� asked John.
�I found it by accident on my last entry to Designers Paradise,� answered Giles. �I like the library. It's peaceful. I usually spend an hour or so here every day after school � reading, browsing, exploring. And one day, I found the information portal. I ended up spending so much money on information, that I ran out of time in Designers Paradise.�
Giles stopped as they came to the end of the aisle.
�Here we are.�
They stood in front of a donut-shaped desk situated at the junction of numerous aisles, as if each led browsers towards it. Looking up, John saw that the desk was directly under the apex of the dome. Tina ran a finger across the surface of the desk and wrinkled her nose.
�Why is everything so dusty in here?�
�Ambience?� suggested Giles.
�Good day,� said the bespectacled, grey-haired lady seated in the centre of the desk. It was as if she had been crouched down, hidden from view, ready to appear the moment someone approached. �You may call me Grace. What can I do for you young people today?�
�We'd like some information, please,� said Tina.
�Well, this is a library.� The lady smiled as she peered over the top of her glasses. �So you have come to the right place.�
�We'd like some very specific information, Grace,� explained Giles. �We'd like to know why the parameters of Suburbia are changing. And how we can exit.�
�Ah.�
Grace reached over and chose a book from the stack to her left. The word PLAYERS was embossed in gold letters on its dark leather cover. She opened the large volume, seemingly to a random page, and ran a finger down the blank paper. The page glowed softly under her touch. She nodded and Giles placed his hand on the page, which flashed with light as it scanned his palm.
Giles removed his hand and Grace touched a finger to the page again.
�Hmmm.� She raised an eyebrow, slowly shaking her head.
�There should be more than enough money in my account,� said Giles. �I used a credit stick when I entered.�
�Yes, I do remember you, young man. And I remember just how much accumulated wealth you have. But I cannot access any player accounts or files.� She paused to remove her spectacles and clean them on her beige, knitted cardigan. Repositioning them on her nose, she tilted her head to one side and stared ahead intently.
After about half a minute, Tina leaned over to Giles and whispered, �Is she okay?�
�I'm just fine, thank you, dear,� said Grace, suddenly looking at Tina. �But there appears to be something wrong with the network. We have become isolated.�
�So, what's going on?� asked John.
�That's a very good question. I'm not sure that I have an authoritative answer.� She paused to think.
She closed the first book and took another one from a nearby stack. She opened the untitled volume, leafing through the pages until she found what she was looking for � another blank page. As she gently brushed the paper with her finger, seemingly indecipherable text and symbols scrolled rapidly across the page.
�It certainly seems that the Suburbia environment has been compromised. The boundaries are weakening. Other environments are intruding. The phenomena appear to be steadily increasing. I'm afraid there is nothing I can do to stop it.�
�What does it mean?� asked Tina.
The librarian's eyes widened. �I do not know.�
�Is there anything that we can do?� asked John.
�No.�
�Is there anything anyone can do?� asked Giles, desperation creeping into his voice. �Is there anyone who can help us?�
�Possibly,� replied Grace. �You could try to contact the Designers and beg for their help.�
�How?�
�It may be possible to pass through a weakness in the environment boundaries,� explained Grace. �Passing through a weakness may give you access to the control centre. If you are able to get there, you could seek an audience with the Designers.�
�And they could fix this?� asked Tina.
�I suspect so,� said Grace. �They are the Designers. They can do anything. Whether or not they choose to, is another matter entirely.�
�There seems to be a lot of ifs, buts and maybes in all of this,� complained Giles.
Grace smiled. �Things are what they are.�
�How do we find a weak spot?� asked Tina.
�I do not know,� replied Grace. �The appearances seem to be random.�
She took another book from a pile and opened it. With the touch of her finger, a map of Suburbia was displayed on the pages. Little spots of light appeared and disappeared at random locations.
�You see,� said Grace. �The spots of light are the weaknesses. There are many. They vary in size. You'll need to find one large enough to get through. Try to find one that is relatively stable. You don't want it to close up while you're only halfway through. That might be messy.�
She snapped the book shut.
�Is there anything you can do to help us?� asked Giles.
�Possibly.�
�What?�
�Wait.�
Grace retrieved yet another book, opened it and touched a blank page, her eyes rapidly following the text as it appeared.
�I could disperse your avatars,� she said, looking up. �Although whether that would be a help or a hindrance is open to debate.�
�Do it!� said Tina. �I'd rather face this as myself.�
�Me too,� added John.
�Well, I'm not sure,� said Giles.
Grace flipped a page in the book and pressed her hand to it.
�That's betta,� said Tark, running a hand along the scar on his head. �I is me again.�
Zyra spun around, swishing her travelling coat about her, then froze, striking a pose, knives held at the ready. �Much betta.� She smiled, showing off her studded teeth.
�Oh yes,� sneered the now shorter and podgier Princeling Galbrath. �This is so much better.�
�Shuts it!� said Zyra, concealing her knives.
�I'm sorry to interrupt,� said Grace, looking down at another book. �But we have visitors.�
She held up the book so that they could see. An image appeared on the page. Police, with swords drawn, were marching towards the front of the library.
�And, pray tell, what do we do now?� asked the princeling.
�Is there a back ways out?� asked Zyra, turning to the librarian.
�Why, yes.� Grace pointed to one of the aisles. �Just follow that bookshelf till you reach the far wall. Turn right. And it's a couple of metres on your left.�
�Let's get to it,� said Zyra, as she took off.
Tark and the princeling followed.
�Praise be to the Designers,� whispered Grace as they left. �And their ingenious creations.�

20: Invasion

Tark, Zyra and Princeling Galbrath ran out through the back door of the library, into the parkland. As they approached the concealed SUV, they saw smoke billowing out from its open bonnet.
�Crap!� cursed the princeling. �Someone's gotten to it.�
Crack. Crack. Crack.
The sound was coming from the bushes next to the car.
�Oh no,� said Zyra.
Crack. Crack.
�Oh yes,� said the man in the grey suit, stepping out into the open. �Times to go back to school with Mr Cracker.�
�Makes us.�
�Oh, my pretty-pretty, I intends to.� The Cracker pulled back his jacket and drew a sword. He sliced the air with it and smiled. �I intends to.�
He suddenly lunged, not at his opponents, but at the nearest tree. As the shimmering steel stabbed at the trunk, sparks flared. A charred hole gaped in the side of the tree.
The Cracker bared his yellowed teeth. �Gives up?�
�Nots a chance,� said Zyra, drawing her knives and taking up a defensive stance.
�I was hopin� you'd say that.�
�Don't!� shouted Princeling Galbrath. �If you touch the sword with your knives, the charge will kill you!�
The Cracker attacked Zyra who deftly sidestepped the blade.
�I'll deals with you soon enough.� The Cracker glared at the princeling.
As Zyra put away her knives, Tark picked up a fallen tree branch that was about the length of a sword.
The Cracker made another lunge for Zyra. Princeling Galbrath hissed and waved frantically at Tark to get his attention and pointed at the duck pond. Ignoring him, Tark tried to come around behind the Cracker. But the thiever saw him and rounded on Tark. Tark jumped back, the blade barely missing him.
Zyra crouched down and scooped up a handful of dirt. The Cracker turned to her and she flung the dirt into his face. With grit in his eyes, the Cracker staggered back, screeching in anger.
Tark took the opportunity to lash out at him with the branch, smacking his legs from behind.
The Cracker fell to his knees, one hand rubbing at his eyes while he slashed the sword wildly about him. Tark and Zyra both scrabbled back.
With the Cracker distracted, Princeling Galbrath raced over to Tark. �Get him into the pond!� he hissed.
�Wot?� Tark looked at the princeling as if he were a raving lunatic.
�The pond,� Galbrath repeated. �The water will conduct the energy from the sword.�
The princeling didn't have the opportunity to explain any further, as the Cracker was on his feet again and charging at Tark. The princeling dived out of the way as Tark raised his branch defensively.
The sword connected with Tark's branch. The branch shattered, throwing Tark to the ground.
Glancing briefly at the princeling, Tark scrambled to his feet and took several backward steps in the direction of the pond. �Oi, Cracker,� he called. �Ya useless git.�
Zyra stooped down, grabbed a small rock and took aim.
�Don't,� said the princeling. �Let Tark handle this.�
Zyra raised an eyebrow, but held back and watched.
Tark backed away from the Cracker, continuing to throw taunts. The Cracker stumbled after him, eyes streaming, face beetroot-red with rage. Reaching the edge of the pond, Tark stopped.
�So, Cracker, ya snivellin� toe-rag,� Tark goaded. �How many times is it that ya've been bested by a 16-year-old girl thiever?�
With a snarl, the Cracker charged at Tark, who dropped to the ground and kicked out with his leg. The Cracker tripped, stumbled forward and plunged headlong into the pond. With a raucous quacking, most of the ducks made it into the air before the sword electrified the water.
Energy crackled across the surface, frying two ducks and one thiever.
For a moment, everyone was still and silent.
�Wow!� breathed Zyra eventually. �How'd ya do that?�
�It wuz �is idea.� Tark pointed to the princeling.
�Water conducts electricity,� said Princeling Galbrath, staring at the duck carcasses floating in the water alongside the face-down, spread-eagled corpse. �My late uncle's personal chef used to make an exquisite duck casserole.�
Tark looked at Zyra and shrugged. �Now wot?�
Zyra gave the Cracker a final glance, then looked around, hands on hips. She pointed to the tall grass behind the playground on the other side of the library. They would have to cross open ground in order to reach it.
They made it undetected and once safely concealed, they peered out at the street. The once quiet suburb was now filled with panicked people, police wielding swords, and a variety of elements that did not, under any circumstances, belong in Suburbia � cowboys lassoing a steer; an overturned carriage with a distressed horse still attached; a group of bikini-clad women with a volleyball. A peculiar shimmering effect, like a heat haze, came and went, giving these suburban intruders an unreal quality.
Overhead, a bomber plane came roaring into view, attracting everyone's attention. It too was shimmering in and out of solidity. As it neared the library, the bomb bay doors sprung open and a dark, oblong object plummeted towards the building below. Seconds later, the library erupted into flame, a geyser of heat shooting up into the air and incinerating the plane that had initiated the destruction.
The force of the explosion shattered shop windows and knocked people to the ground. Thick black smoke billowed out over the street and parkland, as chunks of debris rained down. Princeling Galbrath slowly got to his feet, legs shaking, and stared out at the devastation.
�No,� he whispered. �Not the library.�
�Wot?� yelled Zyra, her ears still ringing with the sound of the explosion.
The princeling shook his head sadly and turned away.
Through the smoke and debris appeared a cluster of bedraggled people carrying pitchforks, machetes and burning torches. They looked around, then pointed to the tall grass where the princeling stood. With cries of �kill �em all�, �burn �em�, and �flush �em out�, they made their way to the edge of the grass and hurled their torches at it. The dry, yellowing grass woofed into flame.
Giving up any attempt at concealment, Tark, Zyra and the princeling fled. They made it to the rear of a set of shops and hid behind a dumpster.
The princeling tried the nearest door that swung open at his touch. He stuck his head inside the shop then waved the others in.
The cramped storeroom was filled with cardboard boxes, stacked in haphazard towers that looked like they might topple over at any moment. A television sat atop one of the boxes. It showed scenes of destruction and violence as police clashed with suburban residents, looters raided shops and gangs fought in the streets. The three of them gaped at the television. Then the scene changed to show an advancing army of Roman soldiers.
Zyra reached out and turned up the sound.
�� forces are gathering on the outskirts of Suburbia,� said the announcer's harried voice. �Invasion is imminent. The police are outnumbered and otherwise engaged.�
The television showed a close-up of the soldiers with their raised shields. Zyra shrieked and pointed. The design on the front of the shields was a stylised silhouette of a bloated face.
�The Fat Man,� said Tark.
�I tolds ya,� said Zyra. �Didn't I?�
Seeing the flicker of a reflection on the screen, Zyra jumped to one side.
With a loud, unexpected bang, the television exploded. Boxes fell in an avalanche sending the three scurrying from their path.
Standing in the doorway was a middle-aged man with greying hair, a large gut hanging down over his trousers, and an enormous double-barrelled elephant gun.
�Get the hell out of my shop,� he demanded, waving the ugly mouth of his gun from one person to the next in an agitated manner.
Zyra waited till he pointed the gun at the princeling then sprang forward leading with her foot. The gun went off as it was kicked from the man's hands. A chunk of ceiling plaster and dust cascaded down over the princeling.
The shopkeeper fell, scrambled to his feet and ran back into the main part of the shop. A bell tinkled and a door slammed.
The princeling looked angrily at Zyra through the gently settling plaster dust, but before he could say anything an old-fashioned, black Bakelite telephone rang erratically. It morphed in and out of reality as it balanced on the edge of a box.
Zyra reached out and picked up the receiver. It felt insubstantial in her hand and it dropped with a muted clatter to the ground. It was as if it had passed right through her fingers. She tried again, more carefully. It stopped shimmering and she was able to pick it up, but had trouble lifting it to her ear.
She was greeted by the sound of heavy breathing.
�Hello,� she said.
�My, my, my, but you and your associate are proving to be somewhat irksome.�
�But � but, we killed you!�
�You seem to have overestimated your own abilities, whilst drastically underestimating mine.� The Fat Man's laughter boomed through the earpiece. �I'm afraid that I'm not that easy to kill. Granted, you did set me back. And you almost succeeded. But not quite. I began to exit just as my starfighter exploded. And I was dispersed. Left adrift in the system behind Designers Paradise, with no physical presence. It took a little getting used to, but I've discovered that I can exert so much more control as part of the system itself than as a player. So, it seems that you have done me a great service. You have given me the capacity to control everything!�
�But ya is not controllin� anythin�,� Zyra yelled into the phone. �All ya is doin� is destroyin�.�
�Well, as the saying goes, you can't bake a cake without breaking a few eggs.�
�Wot does ya mean?�
�I am destroying Designers Paradise.�
The Fat Man's voice echoed through the room. It had lost its humorous edge and become very serious � deadly serious.
Zyra dropped the telephone. It was shimmering again.
�No more multiple environments with different rules and different games,� the Fat Man continued. �There will be only one world, with one set of rules. My world! My rules!� He paused to catch his breath. �The reign of the Designers is at an end. The whole of creation will bow to me.�
Princeling Galbrath retrieved the elephant gun and aimed it at the telephone. He waited for the shimmering to stop then pulled the trigger. The telephone and the box it was sitting on blew apart, showering everyone in shredded comics.
�You do realise that he's completely insane,� said the princeling, checking the gun. �Out of ammunition.� He tossed the gun to one side and sighed. �What I don't understand is why the Designers are letting the Fat Man get away with this. Why don't they stop him?�
�Maybe we should ask �em,� said Tark. �We's gots ta find a weakness and gets through to them.�
�We did finds a weakness,� said Zyra, glaring at the princeling. �But �e just shot it.�
�Wot?� said Tark.
�The phone,� said Zyra. �Didn't ya sees the way it wuz shimmerin�? I couldn't gets a proper hold on it. It must �ave been a weakness.�
�But a trifle small for us to get through,� said the princeling.
�Yeah,� Zyra agreed, grudgingly.
�How is we gonna find a bigger one?� asked Tark.
Zyra's face brightened. �We looks for somethin� that don'ts belong �ere. Somethin� the Fat Man's sending after us. Somethin� big!�
�Likes wot?� asked Tark.
From outside came a horrible screeching sound, followed by crashing and screaming.
�Why do I get the sinking feeling that the something we're looking for has just arrived?� said the princeling.
Zyra led the charge to the front of the shop. They peered through the broken window, just in time to see a giant metal spider step on a policeman. The mechanical beast was the size of an average suburban house, and it towered menacingly over the terrified people trying to escape it.
�That'll do,� said Zyra, opening the door and heading out onto the street.
Tark and the princeling followed.
�Looks at it!� breathed Zyra, oblivious to the hysterical crowd shoving past them.
�I'd rather not,� said the princeling.
�Looks at the way it kinda shimmers and blurs,� said Zyra, fixated.
�Yes,� agreed the princeling. �I can see. But it's not doing it all the time. Just like the phone, sometimes it looks completely solid. Remember what the portal said: find a stable one.�
�Yeah, well. Bit risky,� said Zyra. �But it's all we's gots.�
�I guess ya is rights,� agreed Tark. �We is gotta go through that.�
�Oh, and how do you propose to do that?� asked the princeling.
Zyra looked to Tark and shared a grin. Then as Zyra nodded, they both took off at a run, directly for the spider. The princeling hesitated a moment, weighed up his choices, then gave chase.
As they approached the spider, it reared on its back four legs, opened its mouth and released a piercing screech. Then it jumped forward, its gaping maw opening wider still, swallowing Tark and Zyra.
Princeling Galbrath ground to a halt, but too late. The spider lunged forward and snapped him up.

21: The Designers� Legacy

Fizzling, crackling grey static. They were in the Designers Paradise interface. But this time it was different. The static was more substantial. It felt as if they were submerged in water. And floating through it were insubstantial images, ghosts of suburbia, of the World from which they came, of unknown and inexplicable environments comprising spaceships, robots, dark-skinned natives with clubs, giant sailing ships, bizarre-looking animals and things to which they couldn't even put names.
�Now what?� shouted the princeling.
A spear flew through the static and pierced the hem of the princeling's coat. �We must do something, NOW!� he shouted, flailing about and floating off through the static.
�Stays togetha,� called Zyra, as she grabbed onto Tark's hand.
The princeling stopped his thrashing. Another spear passed through the static narrowly missing them.
Suddenly a Roman centurion pushed his arm through what looked like a shimmering tear in the static. His arm solidified while the rest of him remained an insubstantial ghost.
�This ain'ts good!� said Zyra. �He's pushing through a weakness. He's after us.�
�The keys!� suggested Tark. �Coulds we use �em?�
A piercing screech reverberated through the static. They stared in horror as the insubstantial robotic spider they had encountered on the suburban street appeared before them. The spider screeched again, reared on its back legs and thrust its two front legs forward. A small tear appeared in the static, blurred and shimmering at the edges. Beyond it, the spider seemed solid enough. It forced a leg through the tear, pushing and pulling at the edges, widening it.
Princeling Galbrath reached into his coat and pulled out his key. With a spark of energy it leapt from his hand. It hung in the static, tendrils of grey crackling wispiness enshrouding it, coalescing and forming the vague outline of a door.
�Quick!� he yelled. �Your keys!�
Tark and Zyra swam through the static to reach the princeling.
Zyra fished out their keys, relieved that she had pocketed them when she'd had the chance. They sprang from her hand and joined the other key. The static hissed and crackled and sparkled into an open doorway, light streaming through it, making it impossible to see what lay beyond. Princeling Galbrath thrashed his arms and kicked his legs, launching himself through the opening. With a quick backward glance at the spider, Tark and Zyra followed through to a bizarre landscape, the likes of which they had never seen before. They were standing on a vast expanse of gently undulating greenery, which in the distance formed hills. At first it looked like grass, but on closer inspection revealed itself to be non-organic. The green plastic substance was dotted with points of silver, connected by an intricate array of wire-work that sparked with electric life.
Sprouting like trees, bunches of fibre-optic cable dotted the landscape. Crackles of electricity flew back and forth through the darkness above, appearing to originate from a tower atop a distant hill. The sizzling energy lit up the silver clouds which reflected the vast circuit-board landscape below.
They looked around in confusion. Behind them was a door-shaped oblong of static. Within, they saw another Roman centurion hitting the doorway with his shield. Again and again, the soldier threw his weight against the door, but to no avail. Then suddenly he was encased in a spray of glistening, metallic webbing. Although he fought against it, the centurion was dragged backwards towards the gaping jaws of the metallic spider, its head and forelegs now through the tear it had created.
�Let's gets movin�,� cried Zyra.
�Where?!� screamed the princeling.
�Anywhere that ain'ts near that thing,� said Tark, pointing back to the static.
Zyra took the lead, heading towards the hill in the distance. There seemed to be no predators in this weird world, or any form of life for that matter. They were soon standing beneath the towering construction of criss-crossing steel that worked its way to a high point with a complex antennae array.
�So, what do we do now?� asked the princeling. �Climb it?�
Zyra ignored him and walked under the tower to the other side of the hill. �Over here,� she called back.
Tark and the princeling joined her. The circuitboard landscape continued beyond the hill into a valley with more hills swelling to the horizon. Nestled in the valley was � something. But what? It was difficult to make out. A building? A domed building with a reflective surface? The circuit board pattern and crackling streaks of energy reflected on the structure's surface, blending into its surroundings. �There,� said Zyra. She started walking down the hill.
Tark and the princeling hurried to keep up with her.
They approached the building and were soon facing distorted images of themselves.
�There ain'ts no door,� said Tark walking a short way along the dome's perimeter.
�Mmm,� said Zyra, running a hand over the smooth surface.
In the distance a horrible screeching sound echoed across the landscape. The three of them looked back to where they had come.
�Must �ave broken through,� stated Zyra, matter-of-factly.
Princeling Galbrath turned back to the dome and pounded on its surface with his fists.
�Let us in,� he demanded.
To his surprise, a person-sized hole opened like an iris. He looked back at Tark and Zyra, who urged him forward.
�It could be a trap,� Princeling Galbrath said, peering into the darkness.
Still in the distance, but now a little louder, perhaps a little closer, another screech pierced the silence. The princeling stepped through the opening without further hesitation, Tark and Zyra followed. The iris closed behind them.
�It is a trap,� whined the princeling in the darkness.
Light suddenly filled the mirrored tunnel, although no energy source was visible.
�Yeah, rights,� said Tark. ��Cause when ya makes a trap, yas always gotta make sure to lights it properly.�
Zyra pushed past them and strode down the tunnel. It twisted and turned for some time before ending in another mirror. She held out a hand to touch it, and it slid back revealing a control room. The most massive, complex control room imaginable.
They stood before a curving bank of screens and panels and buttons and switches and flashing lights that appeared to be made up of different technologies. Cogs and gears rested in amongst circuit boards and fibre-optic cables; electrical energy crackled along wires beside steam vents; holographic displays appeared along side television monitor screens and dot-matrix printers. It was like being inside a vast, improbable machine.
And in the middle of it all was a high-backed, white chair.
And seated in the chair was a young man dressed in white.
He swivelled around to face them. He was bald and had no eyebrows or eyelashes. And his eyes were the most piercing, icy shade of blue they had ever seen. His white clothes sagged on him, accentuating his gaunt figure.
Zyra took a step forward. �Um, who are ya?�
�MAINTAINER 102 STOP�
Zyra stopped, taken aback by the young man's manner of speaking.
�Things is happenin�,� she said. �Bad things. And we is �ere ta talk ta the Designers. Ta asks for their �elp.�
�INTERACTION WITH DESIGNERS NOT POSSIBLE STOP�
�Just tell �em we is �ere,� said Tark.
�NO STOP�
�Wot does ya mean?� asked Tark.
�DESIGNERS NONEXISTENT STOP�
�Wot? But they created all this, didn't they?�
�YES STOP DESIGNERS PARADISE CREATED BY DESIGNERS STOP PURPOSE FULFILLED STOP CEASED TO EXIST STOP�
�But how can Designers Paradise exist without the Designers?�
�MAINTAINERS STOP�
�Wot?�
�MAINTAINERS STOP�
�I don't gets it,� said Tark.
�I think I do,� said the princeling. Then he took a step forward and spoke to the young man. �Clarify situation.�
�DESIGNERS DESIGN SYSTEM STOP MAINTAINERS MAINTAIN SYSTEM STOP�
�And you're one of these Maintainers?�
�AFFIRMATIVE STOP MAINTAINER 102 STOP�
�Well then, Maintainer 102,� said the princeling. �You've got a problem. The system is breaking down.�
The chair swivelled around, and the Maintainer's hands flew at an incredible speed over a set of controls that hovered in the air just in front of his chair. Numbers flashed across the screens. Then the chair swivelled around again to face them.
�AFFIRMATIVE STOP ENTROPY VIRUS STOP�
�Well, wot's ya gonna do abouts it?� asked Zyra.
�MAINTAIN STOP�
�Maintain what?� asked the princeling. �If the virus continues, there will be nothing to maintain.�
�MAINTAIN VIRUS STOP�
Bang!
It was a distant muffled sound.
Bang!
The lights flashed red and a siren wailed stridently.
�INTRUDER ALERT STOP INTRUDER ALERT STOP INTRUDER ALERT STOP MECHANICAL ENTITY STOP ATTEMPTED FORCED ENTRY STOP�
The princeling's face blanched. �The spider.�
The Maintainer suddenly cocked his head to one side as if listening to someone speak. The siren stopped, the lights flicked back to green and his chair swivelled around.
�ALERT CANCELLED STOP INCOMING COMMUNICATION STOP FAT MAN STOP�
�The Fat Man!� Tark's eyes widened.
�Yes, it's me again,� said the Fat Man's wheezy voice, as his image filled the main screen. �Although I'm considering a new title. I thought Emperor maybe? Or Supreme Ruler? Or perhaps I should just go straight for the top and call myself the Designer?�
�Ya can'ts do that,� said Tark. �It's blasphemy. The Designers won't lets ya.�
�Wake up and smell the microchips, you stupid boy. There are no Designers! At least, not any more. There are only Maintainers � glorified janitors and administration staff � maintaining a stagnant system. A system that is crying out for change, crying out for someone to give it direction.�
�But you're destroying it.�
�No. I'm re-shaping it. More than that, really. I'm no longer just part of the system. I'm becoming the system.�
The banging from outside became more strident, punctuated by screeches.
Static appeared beside the Maintainer's chair and coalesced into the form of a man. Like Maintainer 102, he was bald with no eyebrows or eyelashes, and was dressed in white. But he was much older and his dark eyes were imprinted with a circuit pattern. He surveyed the scene, then spoke to Maintainer 102.
�REPORT STOP�
�GAME ENTITIES REQUESTING AUDIENCE WITH DESIGNERS STOP MECHANICAL ENTITY FORCING ENTRY STOP INCOMING COMMUNICATION WITH FAT MAN STOP ENTROPY VIRUS INITIATING SYSTEM DEGRADATION STOP�
�REPEL MECHANICAL ENTITY STOP DISCONNECT INCOMING COMMUNICATION STOP RUN ANTI�VIRUS SOFTWARE STOP�
He turned to face Tark, Zyra and the Princeling. �I will deal with the game entities,� he added, in a calm voice.
�Wots does ya mean game entities?� queried Tark. �We is tryin� ta gets out of this damn game.�
�You are game entities because you inhabit the games,� the man said. �I am the Prime Maintainer. I am in charge of Designers Paradise. If you seek an audience with anyone, it is with me.�
�We ain'ts game entities,� said Zyra. �We is people. Real people. From the World.�
�Your world is an environment,� the Prime Maintainer explained patiently. �The only reality is the will of the Designers.�
�No!� insisted Tark. �Suburbia's a game. The World is real. In Suburbia we is avatars. In the World we is our real selves. We comes to Designers Paradise to leaves the real world for a bits. To pretends. To be in Suburbia.�
�A perfect place,� added Zyra.
�Suburbia may be your chosen destination, your goal in escaping your own environment, but for game entities originating in that environment, it is a challenge to escape. They quest to leave behind the dreary, the ordinary, the mundane, in favour of the danger, excitement and thrills provided by an environment such as that from which you originate.�
�You mean they quest for keys and money?� asked the princeling.
�In a manner of speaking,� answered the Prime Maintainer. �Each environment has its own rules and methods. The students in Suburbia get access to other environments by achieving a certain level of grades in their classes. They pay for time spent in these environments with saved pocket money supplemented by what they earn in after-school jobs, which are limited in number and highly contested.�
�That ain't fair,� said Zyra. �If we is game entities, why don'ts we gets to be in Suburbia?�
�It's about providing interesting, varied and challenging structures. It's about game entities having a purpose, something to strive for. It's got nothing to do with fairness. Students in Suburbia often complain about how they need to study in order to gain access to Designers Paradise, whilst the adults of that environment merely purchase their access. It is this lack of equity that inspires them to be creative in their endeavours.�
�Stop it!� yelled Tark. �Stop it! We ain'ts game entities. We is real!�
�Can you recall anything of your childhood?� asked the Prime Maintainer.
�Wot?� Tark looked at him in confusion. �Wot's that got to do with anythin�?�
�Do you age?� asked the Prime Maintainer.
�Wot?� said Tark, incredulous. �Yeah! Of course.�
�Are you sure? Think! Do you ever remember a time when you weren't sixteen years of age?�
Tark stared at the Prime Maintainer. Wracking his brain, he couldn't remember being any younger. He could remember countless quests. He could remember past visits to Suburbia. But, in all that time, he had always been sixteen.
�You are a game entity. A construct. An avatar, if you will. You have no past. You exist to play the game of your environment. As reward, you are allowed time in another environment, to provide incentive to play again, and again, and again. Your function � your past, present and future � is to play the game, just as my function is to maintain.�
Tark was utterly devastated. His whole life was a lie. What was the point in playing a game over and over again, when all there was to achieve, was the ability to play it yet again? There had to be something more. He looked towards Zyra, saw the sadness in her eyes, and felt his heart lurch. He held out a hand to her.
�I luvs ya,� he said quietly.
She smiled wanly. �I luvs ya too.�
�I beg your pardon,� said the Prime Maintainer. �Game entities are not programmed for love. And the rules for entities at your level in your environment forbid any physical intimacy.�
�Why?� asked Tark.
�Because the Designers have willed it.�
�But why?� shouted Tark, in a flash of anger. �Why have the Designers willed it?�
�Enough!� roared the Fat Man, forgotten until now. �None of this matters. Everything is about to change.�
The Prime Maintainer looked momentarily startled before he turned his attention to Maintainer 102. �DISCONNECT INCOMING COMMUNICATION STOP�
�UNABLE TO COMPLY STOP�
As the Fat Man's laughter filled the control centre, his face filled each and every screen.
�RELINQUISH CONTROL STOP� demanded the Prime Maintainer, returning his attention to Maintainer 102. �DISCONNECT STOP�
�UNABLE TO COMPLY STOP�
�MAINTAINER 102 INITIATE SELF-NEUTRALISATION SEQUENCE STOP�
�UNABLE TO COMPLY STOP�
The Fat Man chuckled. �I'm afraid that Maintainer 102 works for me now.�
�That is impossible,� said the Prime Maintainer, addressing the Fat Man for the first time. �I am the Prime Maintainer. All Maintainers answer to me.�
�Not any more,� said the Fat Man. �And very soon, you too will be following my orders.�
A horrible sound boomed through the control centre � the sound of rending metal. And after a brief silence the banging resumed, metal on metal. Closer this time, as if it were coming from the other side of the wall.
�I thinks its gonna breaks through soon,� said Tark.
�I have no intention of relinquishing control to you or anyone else,� said the Prime Maintainer, still addressing the Fat Man. �We are the Designers� children. The entities chosen to maintain the system they designed. The perfect system, with perfect boundaries and perfect rules, which you have violated.�
The Prime Maintainer closed his eyes and tilted his head to one side. The Fat Man's image disappeared off all the screens except the main one, replaced by strings of numbers and symbols streaming across at incredible speeds. Needles flickered erratically on gauges. Indicators fluctuated up and down. The Fat Man's face began to fade from the main screen. The banging from outside seemed to weaken.
�ACTIVATING COUNTER MEASURES STOP� said Maintainer 102, as his hands sped over the controls before him. �ALL HAIL THE FAT MAN STOP�
The Fat Man's image solidified on the main screen. The numbers and symbols scrolling across the other screens slowed. The banging resumed with renewed vigour.
The Prime Maintainer's brow furrowed with concentration as beads of sweat began to form. He tilted his head from one side to the other. The numbers and symbols sped up again. Maintainer 102�s hands were a blur over the controls.
�We has gotta do somethin�,� said Zyra, drawing one of her knives.
�I think we should stay out of this,� said the princeling. �Leave it to the Prime Maintainer.�
�Yeah, rights,� she scoffed, striding over to the chair and suddenly plunging her knife into Maintainer 102�s shoulder.
The knife slid in without resistance. There was a crackle of unseen energy and Zyra was thrown back across the room, crashing to the floor.
�Ya alrights?� asked Tark, rushing to her side.
She looked up, shaking her head, just in time to see her beloved knife dissolve into static. �Yeah.�
With a loud bang and the sound of rending metal, a metallic spider's leg tore through the wall behind them. At that moment, the Fat Man's face again filled all the screens. Laughter boomed from every speaker.
The Prime Maintainer's eyes snapped open. In two steps, he was behind Maintainer 102. He swiftly brought his arm up then down in a karate style motion to the back of the maintainer's neck. The fingers of the Prime Maintainer's hand plunged into the flesh of Maintainer 102�s neck. The seated man's eyes widened, his hands froze over the controls, then he dissolved into static.
�Maintainer 102 has been neutralised,� announced the Prime Maintainer.
�You're too late,� said the Fat Man. �The system is mine. I am the system.�
The Prime Maintainer's hands skimmed the keyboard.
�This is impossible,� he said uncertainly.
�He's taken over, hasn't he?� said Zyra.
�Yes,� admitted the Prime Maintainer. His hands fell away from the controls and he turned to face Zyra.
�So he controls all the games?� asked the princeling.
�Not quite,� said the Prime Maintainer. �He has control of the system, but the environments are vast and numerous. It will take him some time yet to have complete power.�
�But I will,� interjected the Fat Man. �Very soon. Then all the environments will collapse into one world, which I shall dominate. There will be no more games, no more quests and challenges, except in worship of me.�
�That is an abomination,� said the Prime Maintainer. �The purpose of Designers Paradise is to provide environments with boundaries in which to quest and challenge and strive. That is the legacy of the Designers.�
�A legacy that is no more,� said the Fat Man.
�Ain'ts there somethin� ya can do?� asked Tark.
The Prime Maintainer shook his head, confused.
�Don't you have some sort of plan to deal with an emergency like this?� asked the princeling.
�A situation such as this was never foreseen,� explained the Prime Maintainer.
�Hangs on,� said Zyra, a spark in her eyes. �If he's in the Designers Paradise system, a part of it � �
�Oh, I'm so much more than that,� interjected the Fat Man.
�Well, if he's the system, can'ts ya just, ya know, turns it off?�
The Prime Maintainer's eyes widened, true fear entering them for the first time.
�Well?� asked Tark, eagerness in his voice.
�No,� whispered the Prime Maintainer. �That would be � unprecedented.�
�Yes, well, the Fat Man becoming the system is somewhat unprecedented as well, I would think,� said the princeling.
�Only the Designers can shut down and restart the system,� said the Prime Maintainer with certainty. �No control or procedure for such an operation has been provided to the Maintainers. It is not as if I can just flick a switch.�
�Well then,� said Zyra, �just pulls the plug!�
�Yeah,� added Tark. �Cut the power.�
�It's not that simple,� explained the Prime Maintainer. �If I were to circumvent the controls and cut the power, as you say � I � I'm not entirely sure what would happen. If the system were to be switched off, even for a few seconds, everything would probably revert to default settings.�
�Wot does that means?� asked Tark.
�All environments would revert to their original parameters. All upgrades would be lost. Entities would return to their environment of origin. Accumulated assets and Designers Paradise accounts would be lost. All quests and challenges would need to begin again. Everything would be as it was in the beginning.�
�And all trace of the Fat Man woulds be wiped from the system?� asked Zyra.
�Well. Yes. Probably.�
�Then do it!� demanded Zyra.
�Yeah,� agreed Tark.
�All the money I've put into my Designers Paradise account would be gone?� asked the princeling. �And my position as princeling? All the planning? All the assassinations? Gone?�
�Yes.�
�Who cares?� Tark blurted.
�You can't get rid of me that easily,� said the Fat Man. But there was a worried look in his piggy eyes.
The metallic spider forced its leg further through the tear in the wall. The appendage flailed about, knocking into screens and controls, tangling in wires. Tark, Zyra and the princeling retreated to the opposite end of the room, next to the Prime Maintainer.
�Do it!� said Zyra. �Please!�
�I'm � I'm not sure,� stuttered the Prime Maintainer. �There could be other effects.�
�Will we still have our memories?� asked the princeling.
�I don't know,� said the Prime Maintainer.
�Wot abouts the rules?� asked Tark, glancing over at Zyra. �Will the rules be the same? Will we still not be allowed � �
�The rules will remain,� said the Prime Maintainer, seemingly pleased to have found a certainty to cling to. �They are part of the original design. They are constant. Without rules, there would be anarchy. Without observance of the rules, there would be uncontrolled change. The Fat Man has transgressed and look what has happened. Everything is falling apart.�
They all jumped as the spider forced another leg through the tear. With two legs in the room, it was able to rip apart an entire section of wall. It screeched in triumph.
�Well, ya is about to lose all ya rules,� shouted Zyra.
�There will be new rules,� said the Fat Man. �My rules!�
The spider forced it head, jaws gaping, into the control room.
�No,� said the Prime Maintainer. �There are only the Designers� rules. They must be maintained, at all costs. I must maintain. That is my function.�
He got down on his knees before the main control panel. For a moment, Zyra thought that he was about to pray to it, but instead, he slid back the front metal panel.
�Reboot,� he mumbled to himself. �Restore the environments so that the rules may be obeyed once more. So that harmony returns.�
A coil of sticky metallic web shot from the spider's open maw, catching the Prime Maintainer's foot. Like a slab of meat he was dragged from the control panel towards the jaws of the metallic beast. Zyra took out her remaining knife and set to work hacking at the web. The Prime Maintainer scrambled forward as soon as he was free. The spider shrieked as it retracted what remained of its web.
�There are weapons in there!� The Prime Maintainer pointed to a panel in the far wall, which slid open. �I will bring help.�
Zyra and Tark made for the weapons, only to be blocked by one of the spider's legs.
The Prime Maintainer closed his eyes and tilted his head to one side. Three swirls of static coalesced into the white-clothed figures of Maintainers.
�Oh no you don't,� said the Fat Man with a snarl.
One of the grey, sizzling shapes burst before it became solid. The other two solidified.
The Prime Maintainer gasped as he opened his eyes. �My control of this environment is weakening. I cannot summon further assistance.�
�Environment?� asked the princeling. �You mean to say � �
He did not get the chance to finish. One of the spider's legs knocked him to the floor.
The Prime Maintainer was now pulling wires from the bottom of the control panel. �This may take a little while,� he called. �MAINTAINERS TO DEFENSIVE POSITIONS STOP�
The two Maintainers stepped forward and raised their right arms, each of which was cloaked in a bronze gauntlet from fingertip to elbow. Bursts of static exploded from their hands and streaked towards the spider. As each static burst impacted, the spider became momentarily insubstantial, taking on a static-like, ghostly appearance. But each time, it was quick to solidify again.
With the spider distracted, Tark and Zyra made it to the weapons � small, stubby metal truncheons. They each took one, with Tark grabbing a second in his other hand.
�Oi!� shouted Tark to the princeling, who was staggering to his feet. �Makes yaself useful.�
He threw across the truncheon. The princeling caught it and turned to face the spider, anger blazing in his eyes. He held the truncheon out in front of him, wondering how to activate it. He squeezed the handgrip and a bolt of energy sizzled out of the end. It hit the spider, scorching its metal plating, but doing little else.
Tark and Zyra were still staring at their own truncheons in confusion.
�Point it,� shouted the princeling, �and squeeze the grip!�
Both Tark and Zyra followed the princeling's instructions and fired at the spider. But again the weapons inflicted scorch marks only.
The Maintainers fired their gauntlets. The spider wavered. The princeling fired again.
�Wait!� called Zyra. �We's all gots to shoots the one spot. The Maintainers first, then us.�
The Maintainers looked to the Prime Maintainer for confirmation. He was still shoulder deep in the control panel. �CONFIRM STOP� came his muffled voice.
�Where do we aim?� asked the princeling.
�The head,� shouted Tark eagerly.
The spider was now trying to squeeze its bulky abdomen into the room.
The Maintainers stepped forward, took aim and fired together at the spider's head, firing repeatedly. Tark, Zyra and the princeling also fired. The three bolts of energy struck the spider's head within milliseconds of each other. The mechanical arachnid froze. A faint vibration, starting at its head, spread throughout the length of its body. Then, without warning, it burst apart. The two Maintainers caught the impact and dissipated into static nothingness, their gauntlets dropping to the floor.
Princeling Galbrath dived for cover behind the Maintainer's chair, while a dismembered spider leg knocked Tark and Zyra off their feet, their truncheons skittering across the floor.
�Got it!� said the Prime Maintainer, holding up two cables, one in each hand. Their frayed ends sizzled with energy. �This will shut down the system for five minutes at which point it will reboot.�
�NO!� shouted the Fat Man.
�You has lost!� crowed Zyra, staggering to her feet.
As attention was focused on the Fat Man and the Prime Maintainer, Princeling Galbrath stepped forward and scooped up one of the gauntlets.
�No,� he said, his voice cold.
All eyes turned to him and the gauntlet that was now aimed at the Prime Maintainer.
�You try to reboot the system, and I'll neutralise you.�
�No you won't,� said the Prime Maintainer.
�I've disposed of more family members than I care to remember,� said the princeling bitterly. �Do you really think I'm going to be concerned about killing you?�
�Buts why?� asked Tark, startled by the princeling's betrayal.
�Environment!� said the princeling. �The Prime Maintainer called this place an environment. That means that it's just another one of the games. This isn't real. It's just another game. A game that I intend to win.�
�But you won't win,� said Zyra, pointing to the Fat Man. �He'll win!�
The princeling turned to the screen and the image of the Fat Man. �If I stop him,� he gestured to the Prime Maintainer, �what do I get?�
�Anything,� blustered the Fat Man, desperate to regain control. �Anything your treacherous little heart desires.�
�My own personal Suburbia,� said the princeling. �Somewhere that I can live out the rest of my life the way I want it. Where no one can hurt me. No games. No treachery.�
�You have my word,� said the Fat Man. �Now shoot him! Shoot him!�
The princeling fired. The Prime Maintainer dissolved in a burst of static, the cables dropping to the floor. The princeling turned to face Zyra and Tark.
�Ya gonna shoots us too?� asked Zyra, incredulous.
�If I have to.�
Tark eyed the two cables, weighing up his chances of getting to them before the princeling shot him. Zyra caught his eye, then looked at the other gauntlet lying on the floor. Tark looked down at it. It was fairly close. He could probably get to it, if only he could distract the princeling.
Suddenly, Zyra's remaining knife was momentarily in her hand before being flung at the princeling. As Princeling Galbrath shielded himself with the gauntlet, Zyra swirled in a circle, pulling off her coat as she went and flinging it after the knife.
This was all the distraction that Tark needed. He launched himself at the second gauntlet.
The princeling deflected the knife and fired the gauntlet. Zyra's precious coat dispersed in a sizzle of static to reveal Tark standing with the second gauntlet pointed at the princeling.
�Gives it up,� said Tark.
�Not a chance,� said the princeling. �I am a princeling. I don't take orders from a common thiever.�
The princeling fired a burst of static.
Tark fired a burst of static.
The two eruptions met with a thunderous roar, the impact knocking everyone to the floor.
As soon as he regained his senses the princeling tried firing again, but his gauntlet was useless. It was then that they all noticed the ball of fiery static hanging in the middle of the room. The princeling scrambled to his feet. Tark and Zyra were already standing well back, watching it. The ball of static pulsed and sizzled as if it were alive.
�It's getting bigger,� said Zyra.
The princeling stooped and snatched up Zyra's deflected knife. He took careful aim and threw it at the ball. The knife exploded in a burst of static as soon as it came in contact with the ball.
The ball grew bigger at a faster pace.
�Ya snot-rag!� yelled Zyra. �Ya've mades it worse!�
The pulsating static ball continued to grow and touched the top of the Maintainer's chair, which promptly burst into static, feeding the ball, enlarging it even further.
�Do something,� demanded the princeling, looking up at the Fat Man on the main screen.
�I can't,� said the Fat Man, the colour draining from his face.
The ball was now as big as the princeling, and still growing.
Tark ran for the cables.
But so did the princeling.
They each snatched up a cable.
�Hands it ova!� Tark shouted.
�I will not let you win,� said the princeling.
�We is gonna die if we don't restart the system,� said Tark.
�This is just a game,� insisted the princeling, a tinge of uncertainty creeping into his voice. �We are not going to die.�
Zyra circled around the ball and came up behind the princeling. She grabbed the cable, but the princeling continued to hold on and struggle. Zyra bared her studded teeth and bit his arm, wrenching the cable from his grasp as she did so. The princeling clutched his arm and staggered backwards towards the ball, now twice his size. He tried desperately to regain his footing, but couldn't. Tark reached out a hand to try and help him, but he was too late.
�Nooo!� screamed the princeling, as his hand brushed the pulsating ball.
In a flash of static, he was gone, his plaintive cry echoing through the control room.
The ball pulsed with energy and expanded rapidly, devouring monitors and wires and controls into its sparkling grey depths. The room would be consumed within seconds. Tark and Zyra had no time to think. They leapt for each other, cables held out in front of them. The frayed ends met just as the edge of the expanding ball reached them.
And then there was nothing.

22: Back to the Beginning

Tark and Zyra awoke in their basement. Everything was back in place. There was no sign of the damage done by Vera.
Tark sat up on his mouldy, lumpy mattress, and looked across the basement at Zyra who was sitting up on her mattress.
�I guess it's done,� he whispered.
Zyra nodded, then a smile spread across her face. �We beats the Fat Man.�
�Yeah.� Tark smiled in return. �We dids.�
�We saved everything!�
�Yeah,� Tark agreed. �We dids.�
�Unless,� said Zyra quietly. �Unless all that wuz a game, too.�
They climbed slowly to their feet and walked around the basement, looking at everything, examining ordinary things, running hands and fingers across walls, over chairs, through the dust and dirt. It was all familiar, it was all the same, and yet it was so different. Zyra looked down at herself. She was wearing her leather coat.
�A game,� whispered Tark. �We is in a game.�
�Maybe,� said Zyra.
�So do we play?� asked Tark. �Does we goes on likes before?�
�Wot else is there?�
�Us,� said Tark, walking over to Zyra and reaching out a hand to touch her arm.
�But it's against the rules.�
�Yeah, it is,� agreed Tark. �But the Designers is gone. And I don'ts care.�
He took Zyra's hand in his and leaned forward, bringing his face close to hers. �Alls I cares about � is ��
He leaned closer.
�� you.�
And as their lips met, everything changed.
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