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Level One - Enter The Dragon
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Phil Grundy brushed pastry crumbs from the article on the Dragon 32 he had been reading in Retro Format, and quietly wished he was in a riverside pub with a ploughman’s lunch and a craft ale, not hurriedly swallowing contraband pork pies in a car park in Romford.

The car park in question had long been abandoned to the forces of nature, and in its furthest corners even the Ambivalence, a high-top Dodge Spacevan which had once served as a St John’s Ambulance, could lurk behind the overgrown weeds and bushes, unseen from the Romford Municipal Landmark and the jumbled campus of buildings which spread around it.

Tucking his magazine safely into a map pocket, Phil jumped down from the driver’s seat and made his way to the back of the Ambivalence, pausing only briefly to pick up the last surviving can of Red Max. The Elixir of Legends! it said on the can. Unleash the beast within with Red Max! also. Most of the Red Max had already been unleashed in a legendary tsunami of caffeine and B-vitamins which had marked their arrival at the Municipal Landmark.

Feeling in need of a boost, Phil opened the can and took a healthy swig, barely registering the unusual flavour combinations of joopleberry, chopped pork, and lighter fluid, until moments later when a mighty belch brought them all back.

‘Excuse you,’ Sam Cooper said from beside a small purple vehicle.

Phil smiled apologetically, partly because he was suppressing another burp, and partly because her beloved Mini had been heavily accessorised with spikes, and armour plating, and for some reason a whaling gun, while she had been transformed into a wannabe Daisy Duke with epic big hair.

At the back of the Ambivalence, tiny dust devils and neon-tinted-baby-wipe devils swirled around a ruined henge of half-empty cans.

Charlotte Grundy slumped in the van’s open doors, her long hair dishevelled and her black dress stained with dust and Red Max. ‘Well you won’t stick to anything now.’ She cleaned her fingers and threw one last wipe into the wind. ‘But I hope Benny wasn't too attached to that carpet.’

The Space Invaders themed rug which had clearly been ground zero for the Great Red Max Disaster was draped sadly over a fence, dripping pink stuff into a puddle in the dust.

‘I think,’ Phil said, tugging at the harpoon which skewered the Ambivalence’s back door, ‘the carpet would be the least of his concerns.’

‘Guys?’ Doc Nectarine’s voice echoed within the bottle bank he had converted into an impromptu lookout point. ‘I think it’s about to get lairy.’

‘Ready to go?’ Bryonetta Bootlesquith seemed to just come and go while nobody was looking. Now she was striding purposefully across the broken tarmac, her pastel pink suit immaculately pressed and spotlessly clean, one hand holding the matching bowler hat in place as her ponytail fluttered in the wind.

Across the car park, a small mob of uncomfortable looking people in angry suits spilled out of the Municipal Landmark in pursuit of two figures in bright coloured shirts, presumably wanted for some crime against whatever passed for fashion in this world.

With her non-hat restraining hand, Bryonetta pulled the harpoon from the Ambivalence’s metalwork without a second thought and casually tossed it aside.

‘I’ll drive,’ she said, and before Phil had time to protest, the keys were in her hand and she was in the driving seat.

‘Nectarine!’ Charlotte shouted as the engine spluttered into life. ‘Get in!’

The purple Mini, meanwhile, threw a cloud of dust in their direction and accelerated towards the oncoming burly brawl.

‘Where’s she going?’ Nectarine asked as he pulled the Ambivalence door closed behind him.

‘Sam?’ Phil repeated into his Space Patrol walkie talkie. ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m going to get Magnum P.I. and his friend before those thugs catch them.’

‘They’ll be fine, they have a Porsche,’ Phil pointed out, but even as he looked, another group of heavies was taking up defensive positions around the silver 959. ‘Oh.’

‘You lot get out of here,’ Sam said. ‘I'll... think of something.’
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The ‘something’ Sam thought of was to call in air support, which thwapped its way into Romford airspace a few moments later in the form of a noisy, outdated, and extremely green Helichopper. 

‘Miss Cooper,’ Mr Heli watched from above as the Mini charged at the mob swarming from the exit. ‘Can I be of assistance?’

A machine gun on the Mini's front wing flared, and the crowd dispersed as a row of warning shots thunked into the building behind them. 

‘Heli?’ Sam’s voice was thin and distant in his headset. ‘Two men in Hawaiian shirts,’ she said. ‘Can you get them out of Wendig’s reach and somewhere safe?’

‘Roger Roger,’ Mr Heli replied, swooping in over the two figures as Sam’s Mini fell in behind them, weaving across the road to hold back the crowd.

With a skilled hand holding the stick steady, he reached across to open the side door and kicked a rope ladder to drop down in front of the escapees.

‘What are they carrying?’ he wondered as he nudged the controls to counteract first one, and then a second additional weight. With a quick glance down to confirm they were successfully clinging on, he gently lifted the chopper out of reach, its brightly coloured guests clambering awkwardly up the ladder.

‘Sam? Heli,’ he spoke into his headset. ‘Upload complete. I’ll find a safe point for your friends and come back for you.’

‘Roger that H,’ Sam replied. ‘Don’t be a stranger.’

After taking the Helichopper up to a safe height, the pilot turned to his passengers, who were making a determined yet ultimately fruitless attempt to make themselves comfortable in the cramped space behind the pilot’s seat. ‘Welcome aboard,’ he said, but then realised he couldn’t hear himself over the noise of the engine. After some rummaging in a storage compartment he found a couple more headsets like his own, and passed them back to the others.

‘Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,’ he started again, swapping his usual West Country lilt for his smoothest Jazz FM voice. ‘I am your captain for this aerial tour of the Romford and Greater Hornchurch area. Our flight time today will be approximately 12 minutes and we'll be cruising at an altitude of 500 feet. We may experience a few bumps en route but this is nothing to be concerned about. Our cabin crew will be coming through shortly to offer you refreshments.’ He paused his impromptu speech, rummaged for second, and tossed a bag of Mentos behind him. ‘Please sit back, relax, and enjoy the flight.’

‘Er, thank you,’ one of them said hesitantly. ‘Name's McCaffrey,’ he introduced himself with a nod. The man wore a bright blue Hawaiian style shirt and dark glasses even in the gloom of the Helichopper’s cabin. Both carried large backpacks. ‘And this is Pearl,’ he added, gesturing towards his colleague in a contrasting red shirt. She didn't look like a Pearl. She looked like her mum might be Pearl, or a great aunt, the type who rolled her eyes at Pearl’s boyish hair and androgynous clothes. ‘We’re cryptozoologists,’ McCaffrey added.

‘You’re what?’ Mr Heli said.

‘Dragon hunters.’

‘Oh. Caught many?’

––––––––
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Inside the Romford Municipal Landmark, a garish blue armchair with the word ‘KING’ embroidered on it in large, friendly letters sat upon a raised platform overlooking a medium sized meeting room. Upon the armchair sat Viktor Wendig of the Assembly of Newly Uplifted Systems, resplendent in a fake moustache, cheap plastic crown and faux-royal gown. Upon Wendig sat an unhappy face, and this only partly due to moustache-based nasal ticklage.

Wendig grumbled, and strode across to a desk in one of the less popular corners of his throne room, faux-royal gown failing to swish importantly behind him. A monitor on the desk showed grainy CCTV footage of his minions running two strangers off the premises.

Angrily, he snapped his fingers.

Nothing happened.

‘Dammit, I need to be able to do that louder,’ he muttered.

He pushed a switch on the desk, and snapped his fingers into a microphone; for some reason the building’s intercom system translated his crisp, authoritative snap into an awkward, wet plop like the squeezing of a ketchup bottle that was emptier than it looked.

He tutted to himself and leaned closer to the mic.

‘I need two of you in my Fun Room immediately,’ he shouted. ‘If not sooner.’

On the screen in front of him, he watched as two vehicles fled the Landmark in opposite directions, while a helicopter faded to a pixel in the sky.
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Level Two - The Wide-eyed Dragon
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Hidden in the delivery bays behind Romford’s premier shopping destination, Phil, Charlotte, Doc Nectarine and an uncomfortable silence sat on a bench seat (trimmed in what Charlotte Grundy affectionately referred to as ‘dysentery vinyl’, but which Phil insisted was a shade known as ‘Butterscotch Symphony’) in the back of the Ambivalence. The uncomfortable silence was disturbed only by the gentle popping of Charlotte’s bubble gum every few seconds.

‘So now what?’ Charlotte said, addressing the workbench facing them, beneath which a variety of old electronics in a variety of states of repair were stashed in a variety of plastic crates. 

‘We’ll find a way to go home,’ Phil said. ‘Invoke the Entelechus. Open an interface. Go home. Maybe I’ll finally finish Fantasy World Dizzy.’

‘Can we do that?’ Charlotte said. ‘Without a chip whisperer?’

‘Of course we can, I’ve played it loads of times, I just can’t get past the wide-eyed dragon with... oh, you mean open an interface, don’t you?’

In the driving seat, Bryonetta took a battle-worn ZX81 - Dexy - from her handbag and carefully passed it over to Phil. ‘With the Entelechus running we should be able to handshake with the computer back in Kempston, and open an interface between here and there.’

‘And Wendig?’ Phil asked. ‘The Assembly?’

Bryonetta shrugged. ‘Some you win; some you lose. We may lose this battle, but the war isn’t over yet.’

The silence was about to settle down again when a burst of radio static gave it a poke, and a frantic voice shoved it firmly out the back door.

‘Guys? It's Sam. Are you safe?’

––––––––
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Across town, a flashing blue light drew Sam’s attention to the rear view mirror, and a bad word to her mouth.

Sam flicked the steering wheel and pulled on the handbrake, whooping with delight as the Mini spun 270 degrees, simultaneously blocking the main road and lining Sam up for a swift exit down a narrow side road.

‘Just keep driving,’ she whispered as she watched the Ambivalence trundle away, half an eye frequently flicking back to the advancing fleet of Assembly jeeps coming from some hidden garage under the Municipal Landmark.

Once the Ambivalence had turned a corner and was out of sight, Sam turned her full attention back to the ominous black vehicles, now lining up three abreast and advancing on her position slowly, all flashy lights and chunky wheels.

Sam grimaced at the sheer tackiness of it all. ‘What are you lot compensating for?’ she wondered.

She stared out of the window, meeting the gaze of the nearest driver. Without looking away, in a well practiced move she switched the stereo on, the opening chords of ‘20th Century Boy’ suddenly blasting out from behind her. On a whim, she blew the man a kiss, then punched the gas, kicking up a cloud of dust as the Mini powered forward and roared away.

Sam grinned the sort of grin that only driving Mini on the edge can produce as she hurled the T Rex into a corner without letting up on the gas. On her journey to Romford, Sam had ridden shotgun in a one-of-a-kind Ferrari, raced a beach buggy, and stolen the last Freedom Moped out of Nowhere City; but none of that matched the sheer joy of being back behind the wheel of her 1275GT.

‘Run, run, as fast as you can,’ she lilted, watching the Assembly’s chunky SUVs struggle with the narrow streets. ‘You can’t catch me... I’m a T Rex baby!’

Using the Mini’s small size and agility to her advantage, Sam danced through the maze of narrow streets, keeping her pursuers just close enough to keep them interested without putting herself at unnecessary risk. Once she eventually roared out onto a main through road, she relaxed her white knuckle grip on the wheel and reached for her walkie talkie.

‘BB? Phil?’ she said. ‘Where are you? Are you s- ah, balljoints!’

A wooden box abandoned in the carriageway took her by surprise, and as she swerved to avoid it the radio fell into the passenger footwell.

‘Can’t they hurry up and invent bluetooth?’ she muttered as she reached after it, one eye on the road, one on the floor. Taking a chance, she swerved left; the radio jumped towards her, and she grabbed it just in time to get the car back under control and miss colliding with another crate.

‘Guys? It's Sam,’ she shouted urgently. ‘Are you safe? I need to lose my tail.’

‘We’re safe for now,’ Phil replied. ‘Do what you need to do, we’ll find you as soon as we can.’

‘Roger Roger.’

On the open road the Assembly Jeeps had made up some ground, aided by the fact they could smash straight through obstacles Sam was having to weave around.

‘That’s close enough,’ she said, eyeing the vehicle in her mirror.

As soon as she spotted a suitable exit, she handbraked a 90 degree turn and barrelled into a back lane, the armoured spikes on the side of the Mini scraping along parked cars in a fountain of sparks and flakes of paint.

Sam had almost lost her tail when another of the sinister 4x4s loomed into the alley in front of her. She swore, and skidded to a halt. Then she looked behind her, saw the first 4x4 creeping along the alley behind her, and swore again.

There was only one way out.

She put the car in reverse and hoped she would get there before the Assembly car behind her.
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In the Ambivalence, Doc Nectarine had warmed up Dexy’s favourite CRT, and had his peripherals on the bench waiting for him with a side dish of Blu Tack; old habits die hard. Phil placed the ZX81 on the workbench with all the reverence it deserved, and Nectarine carefully connected the voice synthesizer and a 16K RAM pack, first to each other, and then to Dexy’s external connector.

Finally, the video and power cables were plugged in, and multiple sets of fingers crossed; the ZX81 was a hardy beast, but after what this one had gone through, nothing could be taken for granted.

‘May the Chuntey be with us all,’ Nectarine said as he flicked the power switch.
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Several screens flickered into life, bathing the King's Fun Room in a cathode ray glow. From the opposite wall a portrait of a man with a wonky crown and a cheap moustache looked on. While the screens warmed up, the King swung the painting's ornate frame away from the wall and tapped a sequence of digits into the Cliché brand wall safe hidden behind it. Taking the key secured within, the King went over to a large wooden chest, which he unlocked and opened with a creak. Inside the chest, another safe box awaited another sequence of digits. The King typed in an Islington phone number which had once been of some importance to him, and the door dutifully clicked open. Peeling away several layers of bubble wrap and anti-static packaging, he uncovered a black plastic box, no bigger than a pocket calculator, on which was embossed the name ‘K-TECH’ and the words ‘Real Time’.

‘Now,’ he turned his attention to a slightly playworn Nintendo. ‘It's time to have some fun!’

––––––––
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‘Dead end dead end dead end,’ Sam chanted as if that would somehow make it not be what she was reversing into at high speed with an ANUS vehicle closing in on her.

And somehow, it worked. A stairway into an underpass was, admittedly, a suboptimal solution, but heck, if it was good enough for the Italian Job, it was good enough for Sam Cooper, and she Charlie Crokered down the stairs at full pelt. Backwards.

When she reached the bottom there was a loud metallic Ping! and Sam watched in slow motion as the spikes affixed where T Rex used to have a front bumper popped off and spiralled through the air, landing pointy bit first through the bonnet of the pursuing Jeep and killing the engine stone dead.

Sam laughed as she reversed through the underpass and back up on the other side of the bypass, where she almost drove straight into a couple sitting, breathless, on a park bench.

‘We never speak of this again,’ she overheard the slightly more feminine of the two say.

Her... companion? scowled in Sam’s direction.

Sam winked at them and drove off.
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Level Three - Dragon Hunters
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‘Give it a minute,’ Phil said, after they had all been watching the old black and white screen for several minutes.

When there was still no sign of electronic life, Charlotte eventually gave voice to the question on everyone’s mind: ‘Is it working?’

Phil shot her his best ‘how dare you question me’ look, realised it hadn’t been effective for at least a decade, and set about applying the scientific method to the question at hand.

‘Dexy?’ he said cautiously, as if talking to an early 80s micro in the name of the scientific method might irrevocably damage physics. 

‘He’s buzzing,’ Charlotte whispered, placing an ear as close as she dare to the fragile set up.

‘Out of tune?’ Nectarine suggested, already reaching for the TV’s fine tuning controls.

Phil nodded silently.

As Nectarine tweaked the TV, it made a sound like an uncle who overdid the sprouts on Christmas Day, then went silent.

‘Anything?’ Phil didn’t dare look. 

‘I think you better see for yourself,’ Nectarine said.

His heart thrumming like that uncle in the middle of a whiskey-fuelled game of Star Wars Monopoly, Phil leaned closer. ‘Dexy?’

‘What’s wrong?’ Charlotte asked, obviously seeing the look of despair on Phil’s face. ‘I thought the little K thingy was good?’

‘It’s good for a ZX81,’ Phil said. ‘But...’

‘But?’

‘But not for Dexy.’

‘Can we still run the Entelechus?’ Charlotte asked frantically. ‘Can we still get out of here? Still go home?’

Phil glanced at Nectarine, who simply shrugged. ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

‘Well, if-’ Bryonetta started.

‘Do it.’ Charlotte did not want to know what was the worst that could happen. 

‘Alrighty then,’ Phil took a deep breath, and typed in the command to load the Hex.

After a moment of inaction, Charlotte whispered, ‘How will we know if it's working?’

‘We’ll know,’ Phil said quietly.

As if on cue, the screen flickered to life, bathing the faces of the onlookers in an eerie glow. A series of random symbols began to rain down the monitor, weaving intricate patterns until they filled the screen, turning it from white to black, then the same code trickling down the screen, gradually returning it to white but for the legend written across the bottom of the screen:

ENTELECHUS HEX LOADED

and an input line.

Phil smiled and patted Dexy's casing. He stood up and took a deep breath. ‘Right then. Here goes everything. On my mark...’

The others gathered close, anticipation hanging thick in the air. 

Phil typed in the command to open the interface, and hovered his finger over the ‘NEWLINE’ key. "Three... two... one... mark!"

He pressed the button. Dexy hummed to life, screen flickering again as the ancient code began to work. Time took a cigarette. 

A soft hum, which had begun as a mere whisper, now filled the Ambivalence, the energy of the Entelechus Hex echoing through the cabin. Phil held his breath, thinking of home, of safety, of a place free from ANUS. Everyone’s eyes and ears were open, alert for any sign of a portal... which did not open.

Startled out of his thoughts by a burst of static, Phil frantically rummaged for his walkie-talkie.

‘Grundy?’ Mr Heli’s voice broke through the white noise. ‘BB? Guys?’

‘What is it, H?’ Sam’s voice came through from wherever she was now.

‘Are you seeing this, or have I overdone the special smoothies?’

‘Seeing what?’ Phil shouted. ‘What can you see?’

‘I feel like I’m on a Bulgarian prog rock album cover,’ is what Phil thought Mr Heli said.

‘What era?’ said Sam.

‘What?’ said everyone else.

‘Early Malcolm Segments,’ Heli replied. ‘Somewhere between their second album and the 1979 Jamie and the Magic Torch Annual.’

‘Both classics in their field,’ Sam said appraisingly. ‘If that's our portal, we need to find it; it leads to a land of impeccable taste and near-faultless psychedelia.’

Phil leaned out of the Ambivalence to get a better look around. The air outside felt weirdly heavy and smelt like an overworked photocopier. Somewhere behind them, flickering beams of blue and yellow light spiralled from the clouds, ending somewhere near the grounds of the Romford Municipal Landmark.

‘That,’ Phil said, trying to ignore the shivers running down his spine, ‘is not normal.’ 

‘We just Mad Maxed the M4 talking to a ZX81,’ Doc Nectarine pointed out. ‘To say ‘normal is relative’ would be a massive understatement at this point.’

‘How is Dexy, by the way?’ Phil turned to the team in the back of the Ambivalence for an update.

‘Quiet,’ Nectarine replied.

‘Could that be related to...’ Phil gestured towards the light show on the Romford skyline.

The interface at Kempston was a well behaved affair; just about big enough for high top Spacevan to pass through safely, while remaining contained within the courtyard of the Barracks. It was a housecat among vortices. Whatever had been unleashed here was a prehistoric beast in comparison, a sabre toothed monster clad in chaotic swirling fractals that lit up the skyline like a psychotic Jean-Michel Jarre warming up for Destruction by Rendez-Vous.

‘Interesting thought,’ Doc Nectarine said. ‘Almost as if a Hex event of this magnitude overloaded Dexy and shorted out his sentience?’

‘Maybe,’ Phil said. ‘Or is it possible that his sentience is what kept the portal contained at Kempston?’

‘No.’ Bryonetta stared distractedly at the increasing swirls of colour spreading out across the sky. ‘It’s the Chip Whisperer.’

‘What?’ Charlotte said. ‘Didn’t we leave Benny back in Kempston?’

‘Yes,’ Nectarine realised. ‘That’s the problem. Without the Chip Whisperer to focus the Hex, it just runs wild.’

As if to prove a point, a weed burst through the concrete nearby and within seconds had grown into a venus fly trap taller than the Ambivalence and started snapping at them hungrily.

‘I think that’s our cue to get moving,’ Bryonetta said, starting the engine. Throwing the Ambivalence into as tight a circle as it could manage, she only clobbered three commercial waste bins before they were out on the road again.
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Without warning, the Ambivalence weaved around a sudden profusion of obstacles, throwing the crew in the back around like Captain Kirk playing Horace Goes Skiing.

‘Ah Cockfosters!’ Charlotte said as something fell from her pocket and slid under the driver's seat. ‘That was my last Bubblicious!’

‘Sorry!’ Bryonetta called in response. ‘There was a sudden profusion of obstacles.’

The Ambivalence then swerved unexpectedly again, for no obvious reason since it proceeded to smash into a sizeable crate anyway, spilling what appeared to be ball bearings across the Romford bypass, which in turn caused the Ambivalence to spin across the dual carriageway like a banana-stricken Mario Kart.

Once Bryonetta - aided by a row of those barriers that line busy roads for the sole purpose of giving drunk people something to climb over - had brought the pirouetting Dodge to a standstill, she turned to face the jumble of bodies trying to untangle itself in the back and offered a somewhat weak apology. ‘Is everyone ok?’

‘What the Harry Hill just happened?’ Phil asked.

‘It’s these bloody crates,’ Bryonetta explained, reaching to pick a splintered piece of plywood out from under a windscreen wiper. ‘They just appear out of nowhere. I swerved to miss one, and...’ she offered Phil the wooden detritus in lieu of an explanation.

‘Wait a minute...’ Charlotte conjured up a ninja katana from somewhere, strapped it to her back, and opened the back door.

‘Charlie, don’t-’

‘Charlotte,’ she corrected absently, her attention caught by the experiment in immersive pointillism they had just unleashed on the A1251. She plucked a dot from the floor at random, gave it a sniff, peered intently at it, dusted it off, and licked it cautiously.

‘What are you doing, Charlie?’

‘It’s ok,’ she said, placing the ball in her mouth and giving it an experimental chomp. ‘It’s just bubble gum.’

‘Phil? Heli.’

‘What is it H?’ Phil spoke into his walkie talkie.

‘Follow me,’ Heli said. ‘I’ve found a save point.’

‘Did he say save point?’ Phil wondered. Then, to Heli: ‘Are we supposed to be escaping from Wendig or playing Metroid?’

Any response Heli made was lost under Nectarine shouting to Charlotte: ‘Come on Zammo, get in the van, we’re about to have company.’

‘Charlo- wait, what?’

‘ANUS,’ Phil shouted, pointing to a trio of cars rounding the corner behind them.

‘On my way!’ Charlotte shouted, thrusting a few of the less damaged bubble gum balls into her pockets before clambering back into the Ambivalence. ‘Dad!’ she called as she staggered towards the front of the van, as it in turn staggered away from the now bent barriers. ‘They’re loot crates!’

‘They’re what?’ Bryonetta said, trying to keep an eye on the road lest any more crates, loot or otherwise, decided to end their boxy existence at the mercy of the Ambivalence.

‘Loot crates,’ she repeated.

‘Supplies,’ Phil translated.

‘Weapons?’

Phil shrugged. ‘Possibly,’ he allowed. ‘Although the last one did appear to just be sweets.’

‘Not just sweets,’ Nectarine pointed behind them.

Three of Wendig’s henchvehicles had just reached the scene of their crate based carnage, and all spun off even more spectacularly than the Ambivalence had done.

‘Alright,’ Phil mused. ‘Screwball oil slicks. Unexpected, but I’ll take what help we can get. BB, can you still see the Helichopper?’

‘To the left up ahead,’ Charlotte advised.

Bryonetta nodded, shouted a completely superfluous ‘Hang on!’, and flung the Ambivalence into a right turn around the next mini roundabout.

‘Other left!’ Phil shouted as he was almost ejected from the open front door.

‘Hang on,’ she said again, just in case anyone else was rattling around like a 20p somewhere in the back of your nan’s settee.

The squeal of terrified tyres was followed by the crash of Dodge on plywood, and Phil wasn’t sure he hadn’t heard a little electronic jingle, as of a video game power up, somewhere in the distance.

Phil watched agape as his still crackling Space Patrol walkie-talkie pixelated in his hand and morphed into a discreet earpiece.

‘Follow closely.’ As soon as Phil had fitted the earpiece Mr Heli’s voice came through it as clear as Freddie Mercury on 180g vinyl. ‘I’ll help you navigate a safe path through.’

‘Safe path through what?’

‘Oh you know... Assembly patrols and... things.’

‘Things?’ Charlotte asked, trying her own earpiece. ‘Could you be a little less opaque, Mr Heli?’

‘Er...’ Bryonetta said, allowing the Ambivalence to coast to a standstill.

‘Ah,’ Phil said. ‘Those things.’
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Level Four - Reggorf
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The ‘things’ through which Mr Heli offered to guide the Ambivalence appeared to be frogs.

Not just frogs, mind; this was a great plague of frogs, hopping across the Romford by-pass with absolutely no regard for the Green Cross Code. They were also the approximate size of a bin lorry.

‘Heli?’ Phil shouted as a Datsun sports car crumpled under the weight of a giant toad. ‘Just how many of these things are there?’

‘It’s like a swarm of them,’ came the reply. ‘They seem to be constantly spawning in a lake and hopping off like lemmings.’

‘If lemmings were the size of a spring loaded shipping container,’ Phil muttered. ‘So what’s your plan, H? Unless you can lure them away with an endless supply of beetles the size of... well I don’t know what...’

‘We’re going to have to play Crossy Road for real,’ Charlotte said.

‘Crossy...’ Phil pulled a disgusted face and pointed it at his daughter. ‘Oh Charlie, have I taught you nothing in all these years?’

‘Charlotte,’ Bryonetta whispered. ‘She’s not wrong though is she?’

‘Phil? Heli. I have a plan.’

‘It’s giant Frogger isn’t it?’ Phil sighed deeply, knowing the Ambivalence was on its last life. ‘Massive, backwards Frogger. Fine. But I’m driving. And if we get squished, I’m haunting you, Heli.’

Obligingly, Bryonetta slid over into the passenger seat.

‘Hold very tight,’ Phil said, getting himself comfortable behind the wheel again.

‘Hop to it,’ Nectarine deadpanned.

As they approached the amphibian crossing point, they all became more aware of the noise; the rhythmic damp thumping of each frog landing, punctuated by ear-splitting croaks.

‘Heli? BB.’ She had to shout to hear herself above the frog chorus. ‘What’s our best strategy?’

From his vantage point directly above them, Mr Heli reported the Frogzillas were hopping in six rows, but typically needed a rest break of between one and three seconds between hops, depending on their size. 

‘That doesn’t give us much breathing space,’ Phil said.

‘You just have to time it right,’ Heli said. ‘I’ll watch for a gap, on my mark, you floor it. And don’t stop in the middle.’

‘That’s insane,’ Phil said.

‘Get ready, there’s a chance coming up!’

‘Ready!’ Phil said, building the revs up.

‘Go!’

He dropped the clutch and floored the accelerator.

The Ambivalence lurched into the heaving mass of amphibious kaiju, and immediately a frog the size of a small bungalow plopped down in their path. Phil swerved left, narrowly avoided driving into it, and stopped abruptly as the frog took flight again. It hopped smoothly over them, landing with a moist thud just beyond. Taking a chance, Phil gunned the throttle and accelerated to pass close behind it, only to have another land right beside him and ribbit loudly at the open door, filling the Ambivalence with heady aromas of fish and pondweed.

‘It’s working,’ Heli’s disembodied voice sounded distant amid the croaking behemoths. ‘Just keep going!’

‘Easy for you to say,’ Phil said through a grimace.

He floored it again, narrowly missing a thorough squishing as another frogstrosity landed close behind them. The Ambivalence went on, weaving through the stream of frogs with all the certainty of Werner Heisenberg plugging in a boot sale Amstrad.

And almost without warning they were in the eye of the storm; a gap between two lines of the titanic creatures just wide enough for the Ambivalence to park briefly and Phil to try and stop shaking.

‘Great job Phil,’ Heli encouraged through his earpiece. ‘Now there’s a chance for you to make it the rest of the way in one go. Are you ready?’

Phil took a deep breath, put the van into gear, and revved the engine a couple of times. ‘Tell me when,’ he said.

‘When!’ Heli yelled.

Phil put his foot to the floor.

‘Daaaaaad!’ Charlotte shouted as they neared the bright green rump of a particularly slimy Frogzilla.

It hopped out of the way before they hit it, but its powerful back leg caught the Ambivalence’s rear, knocking it slightly off course and causing something to start clanking underneath.

Phil grappled with the wheel as the vehicle wobbled, still accelerating across the final lines of froggy traffic despite struggling for grip on the increasingly damp footprints of the amphibious army.

‘We did it.’

‘What?’ Phil said dreamily.

‘We did it,’ Bryonetta repeated. ‘You can let go of the accelerator now.’

‘Please,’ Charlotte added for emphasis.

‘Oh, right.’

Phil took his foot off the gas, and the Ambivalence wheezed to a halt a safe distance from the thumping and croaking of the frog army’s relentless march.

‘Guys? Heli. Heads up, you have incoming.’

‘More frogs?’

‘Negative,’ Heli replied. ‘It’s Burger Time.’
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In the King's Fun Room, Viktor Wendig sat back, flanked by two caveman-esque lackeys. If Phil Grundy had been there, he'd have probably given them cute nicknames like Joe and Mac. In one corner the K-Tech Real Time device was connected to a naked circuitboard, from which a mass of cables spilled out like a Klingon delicacy produced from a replicator with only the ZX Spectrum colour palette for reference. The cables ran to an eclectic collection of computers and game consoles, some of which were running games or demos, their flickering light casting an eerie glow on the room, and especially the Frankensteined K-Tech device.

Wendig snapped his fingers. Joe scurried out of the shadows bearing an ornate silver tea tray, on which a variety of game cartridges were laid out like slices from a plastic battenburg. Wendig considered the selection with all the deliberation of a chess master choosing his middlegame tactics, finally picking one and squinting at the blurb in the dim light.

‘Yes,’ he grinned in satisfied evil. ‘I think this will be a suitable trip for our visitors.’

The traybearer nodded in agreement, handing the cartridge to Mac before retreating to the shadows.

Viktor got himself comfortable in his gaming throne, watching the real-time footage of Grundy and his ridiculous ambulance as Frogger shut down, and the Atari booted up again with Megamania.
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Level Five - Megamania
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When it was new, the Dodge Spacevan claimed an official maximum speed of 62mph; contemporary reviews praised its ‘well restrained’ body roll.

Phil Grundy, on the other hand, hurled his around the streets of Romford with complete disregard for both of these factoids, tyres screeching, something creaking that probably shouldn’t, in an attempt to shake off their flame grilled assailants.

‘I knew I should have tipped at that Wimpy,’ Phil muttered, glaring at the squadron of tactical strike burgers in the rear view mirror as they came in for another strafing run, weaponised onion slices scything through the air and exploding around them.

‘I wish Dexy could give us some idea what’s going on,’ Charlotte said. ‘And preferably how to stop it going on.’

‘I don’t think Dexy is responsible for all that,’ Bryonetta gestured towards the increasingly agitated rift in the Romford skyline. ‘Not just Dexy, anyway.’

‘Not just Dexy?’

‘This is all too big for a single ZX81.’

‘Even an uplifted one?’ Phil said. 

‘Yes,’ Bryonetta peered up at the sky thoughtfully, ‘it’s all too... chaotic.’

‘So what’s your theory, Ms Bootlesquith?’ Doc Nectarine asked.

‘That there is another instance of the Hex - or something similar - working somewhere nearby.’

‘A more powerful version?’

Bryonetta shook her head emphatically. ‘We must certainly hope that we have the only fully working copies,’ she said. ‘Not to mention the only copy overseen by a bona fide chip whisperer.’

‘But a flawed version...’ Phil imagined a knock-off copy on a cheap C-60, like the playground copy of Boulder Dash he had acquired in his youth, but which never actually loaded correctly.

‘Not flawed, exactly,’ Bryonetta explained, ‘but with neither instance controlled by a chip whisperer, the two could be resonating, amplifying each other, and ultimately causing all this...’

Phil swerved suddenly into a side road to avoid an oncoming cheeseburger, but not before a few razor sharp sesame seeds dug into the Ambivalence’s fibreglass hightop.

‘What we need,’ Nectarine said, largely to himself, ‘is a Fries Whisperer.’

Phil spared a moment to give him a disappointed glare, then returned his attention to Bryonetta. ‘And ‘all of this’ translates into Ground Attack Beef because...?’

‘You’ve heard the saying that there are no new ideas?’ Bryonetta said.

‘Every time some genius reboots an 80s film franchise,’ Phil said.

‘That’s because, somewhere in the multiverse, everything already exists.’

‘Even strategic assault burgers?’

‘Every movie in your world,’ Bryonetta explained, ‘every story, every comic book, every video game, is just another reality filtering through the imagination of someone in yours.’

‘What kind of lunatic is giving Big Macs the power of flight?’ Phil ducked instinctively as another wave of hamburgers swooped down in front of them, a huge blob of sauce landing pinkly on the windscreen and temporarily blinding him. ‘And weaponising relish?’

‘Um, actually,’ Sam’s voice came through their earpieces, ‘that might have been me. Badly advised takeout while waxoyling T Rex. Some wicked fever dreams that night I can tell you.’

‘You’ve seen it yourself,’ Bryonetta went on, ‘the Entelechus Hex can channel those imaginings and physically create them in whatever reality it is summoned in.’

‘Well that explains the pound shop Mario Kart vibe,’ Charlotte said.

‘Is it getting hot in here?’ Phil asked.

‘You’re smoking!’ Charlotte pointed at a cloud rising from the footwell between Phil and Bryonetta.

Nectarine activated his earpiece. ‘Sam? Where are you? We may need to make some running repairs that are more in your wheelhouse.’

Phil slid the door open to let the smoke out, and was instantly met with a slice of gherkin the size of his head.

‘Quick as you can,’ Nectarine added, ‘we’re in a bit of a pickle.’
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‘Little busy right now Doc,’ said Sam, who was busy dodging abandoned crates and what appeared to be large, electrically charged fireflies.

She swerved violently as one of the bugs dived towards her, the Mini leaning hard into the corner, handling as if it were on a well-groomed racetrack rather than the broken and debris-littered streets of Romford. As she straightened up, a helicopter came into view over the roof of a vacant building, a pub or restaurant which had fallen on hard times.

‘Miss Cooper?’ Mr Heli's gentle West Country voice over the radio was as familiar as the bright green helicopter it came from.

‘Oh thank god,’ Sam relaxed back into the driving seat and reached for the walkie talkie again just as a swarm of glowing insects ambushed her from a nearby churchyard. With a primal grunt, she yanked the wheel to the left and zigzagged around them.

‘Ah nuts,’ she growled as her walkie talkie casually slid under the passenger seat.

Keeping half an eye on the road, she reached down for it, and had just about got the aerial between her fingers when she realised she was about to drive straight into a large wooden crate, and instead stamped on the brakes.

The car skidded to a halt, but not soon enough to prevent one of its stegosaurine armour plates puncturing the side of the crate, which promptly erupted in a cloud of pixels.

‘What...?’ Sam wondered to herself.

She pulled the walkie talkie out from beneath the seat, just in time to see the familiar grey Space Patrol radio also disappear into pixels. A tiny orange earpiece gently plopped onto the seat beside her. Without wasting time on anything as trivial as thinking, she snatched it up and stuck it in her ear.

‘Sam? Are you ok?’

‘Heli?’ she said frantically. ‘Is that you?’

‘Who were you expecting?’ he chuckled. ‘Just delivered your friends at the save point, now to go back and guide the rest of the family home, eh?’

Sam furrowed her brow. ‘At the what?’ she started to say, when a flash of yellow streaked across the darkening sky, drawing her eye to the long neglected pub. In front of it, an oversized representation of the save icon hung at a desolate angle from a post in an overgrown yard, creaking as it swung in the breeze. The building’s weathered facade bore the words SAVE POINT in large, friendly letters above windows adorned with rather less friendly metal bars.

‘Sam, follow me,’ Mr Heli said, his voice calm, but with an undercurrent of urgency. ‘If this weather gets much worse I may need to turn back, and you'll have to guide the others back here.’

‘Right behind you,’ she said, peering up at the Helichopper, bright green contrasting with the deep blue-grey of the clouds.

Taking a right fork to get closer as she accelerated away down the narrow streets, Sam gasped as a dark cloud descended on the car. Dozens of small, fluttering shapes engulfed the Mini, leathery wings brushing against the windows around her, high-pitched squeaks filling the air. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the steering wheel, trying to see through the swarm, fighting the urge to hide.

‘Heli! I can't see anything!’ she cried out, her voice tinged with panic. ‘I hate bats, Heli. Like, really, really hate them!’
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‘Did you ever have an Atari?’ Phil asked as he picked over-sized chunks of fried onion out of the Ambivalence’s radiator grille.

‘Tell you the truth I’m starting to go off that whole scene,’ Nectarine said as he wiped burger relish from some of its less frequently cleaned crevices.

Thankfully it had transpired that the Ambivalence was not smoking, merely overheating, and they had taken cover from the latest wave of bizarre attackers behind a conveniently placed billboard (‘Melbourne Homes - a nice place to live!’) while it cooled off. 

‘Cookies,’ Bryonetta said to no-one in particular. ‘Why did it have to be cookies?’

‘Maybe Millie’s are engaging in some really aggressive marketing,’ Charlotte suggested.

‘What we could do with right now,’ Nectarine mused, ‘is a Chocolate Chip Whisperer.’

‘I got this,’ said Charlotte, pulling a crate of shurikens from under the bench seat and carefully checking one for sharpness.

‘Are you suggesting we’ve ended up in some kind of AtariWorld?’ Nectarine said.

‘Well, suppose it is,’ Phil suggested, watching Charlotte and Bryonetta throwing ninja stars at a wave of giant cookies armed with explosive chocolate chips. ‘Maybe such a world would see my ZX81 as a hostile organism, and what we’re seeing is the world fighting it off, like a really bad allergic reaction.’

‘So if we can just ask the Entelechus to throw an oil tanker full of Piriton into the mix, it’ll all be ok?’

‘Well...’

‘You know,’ Nectarine said, ‘just supposing you’re right...’

‘Yes?’

‘Then you know there’s a much simpler solution, right?’
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In the sky above Romford, the Helichopper made its unsteady way across town, buffeted by a loud and obnoxious wind barged about the sky like a tacky nightclub bouncer drunk on his own self-importance.

‘Sam?’ Heli shouted, his voice urgent, but with an undercurrent of barely maintained calm.

‘What!?’ she screamed back, barely hearing herself over the pounding of her heartbeat in her ears.

‘Listen carefully,’ he said. ‘They are not bats-’

‘What?!’

‘Sam, take a breath, and look properly.’

‘I- I can’t,’ she panted, struggling to breathe.

‘Sam Cooper,’ Heli said slowly, ‘do you trust me?’

She paused for a moment, trying to catch a breath. ‘Yes.’

‘Then listen to me. Stop the car, and look around.’

She pressed the brake, her leg trembling.

‘Sam?’ Heli said calmly. ‘What do you see?’

‘Er...’ she forced herself to look outside at the cloud of bats surrounding her car.

‘I need you to say it, Sam,’ Heli said. ‘What do you see?’

‘Er...’ she said again, this time because she didn’t quite believe her own eyes. ‘A swarm of... bow ties?’

‘You’re not scared of bow ties are you Miss Cooper?’

‘Um, no,’ she said. ‘Bow ties are cool.’

‘Very good.’

‘It’s a bit weird they’re, you know, flying and that,’ she said.

‘Weird is very much the mood du jour,’ Heli said. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, the storm is getting up, I really must get on.’

‘Oh, of course,’ Sam said. ‘Right behind you,’ she added, the swarm of bow ties having dissipated along with her fear.
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‘We’re not switching Dexy off,’ Phil insisted.

‘But he’s not Dexy at the moment anyway,’ Bryonetta pointed out. ‘And if I’m right-’

‘IF!’ Phil snapped. ‘We don’t even know if you are - and what if shutting him down loses everything but the ability to play 1K Chess on a stable surface next time we connect him?’

‘What if keeping him running loses any sense of coherence this world is still clinging to?’ 

‘BB’s right, Dad,’ Charlotte looked out at the clouds closing in above them as bolts of brightly coloured lightning sparked from an orange swirly thing over the big Tesco. ‘We can’t just ignore what’s going on all around us!’

‘What if Dexy is our only hope at opening a portal and getting back home?’ he asked quietly. ‘Can we really afford to risk that?’

‘There are other ways home,’ Bryonetta said.

Before Phil could argue any further, they were interrupted by Mr Heli’s voice coming over the radio.

‘Are you alright out there?’ Phil asked. ‘It looks like pretty miserable flying weather.’

‘You can say that again.’

‘I said it looks like pretty miserable-’

‘Yes, yes it is,’ Heli snapped. ‘But it’s much too turbulent to land where you are. I’ll have to find somewhere more open.’

‘What about the bad guys?’

‘Tired,’ Heli said.

‘They’re taking a nap?’

‘Tyres! Sixteen inch radials if I’m not mistaken. Probably worth a bob or two out on the highway if you were to collect them up.’

‘Are they gone?’

‘I managed to lure them away and left them wreaking rubbery vengeance on a nail factory the other side of town.’

‘Right,’ Phil said. ‘Let’s get our asses to that safe p-’

Phil was cut off by a bolt of lightning striking a nearby tree, which toppled in a shower of sparks and embers as the Ambivalence vibrated from the thunder right behind it.

‘Heli? Heli, are you ok?’

‘That was a close one, Grundy!’

‘Well, be careful!’ Phil shouted. ‘You don't want to get struck by-’

Lightning streaked from the sky and engulfed the Ambivalence, bright blue sparks highlighting it against the darkness all around. The engine stalled, and the ensuing silence was broken by a ‘pop’ as the electrics overloaded.

Phil stared at Dexy’s now blank screen, speechless for a moment. ‘Heli?’

No response.

‘Heli, do you read me?’ he repeated.

Still no response.

Phil clambered out of the Ambivalence, looking into the sky all around.

‘Heli?’ he shouted frantically. ‘Mr Heli, can you hear me? Heli!’

A line of bunting spiralled gracefully down from among the now silent clouds.

‘Oh no.’ Phil picked up the end of the bunting, in case its purpose would become apparent later in his quest.

A few fat drops of rain fell noisily onto the tarmac. 

‘He’s gone,’ Phil said to himself.

Rain started to properly fall.

As Phil looked pointlessly into the clouds, the sound of rainfall was joined by that of an engine and squeaky, barely effective windscreen wipers.

‘Grundy!’

‘Huh?’ Phil turned to see a petite figure with big hair silhouetted against the headlights.

‘Phil,’ Sam said. ‘Get in the van before we both catch sodding pneumonia you fool.’

‘Mr Heli’s gone.’

‘I know,’ Sam said, putting an arm around his shoulder and gently leading him back to the Ambivalence. ‘I know. Where did the bunting come from?’ she added.
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Level Six - Dragon Hunters


[image: image]


Dexy’s screen was the colour of the sky above Chiba City.

Phil Grundy sighed heavily, leaning on his fists on the workbench, staring into the white noise as if the answer to all their problems would suddenly come into brilliant three dimensional focus if he refused to look away. A drop of rain escaped from his hair, trickled down his nose and dripped onto the workbench, disturbing him from his thoughts. He shivered, suddenly reminded that he was cold; his jumper had soaked through in the rain and now hung, dripping, at the back of the Ambivalence.

‘Well Bryonetta,’ he said, ‘it looks like you got your way after all.’ He pushed the unserviceable ZX81 to one side like a cold soup, unable to concentrate enough to even run a diagnostic.

‘This wasn’t what I wanted, Phil.’ Bryonetta took her suit jacket off and placed it on Phil's shoulders, giving him a friendly, warming squeeze.

‘I’m not sure it’s my colour,’ he said, but smiled gratefully.

‘Doc,’ Bryonetta said, ‘why don’t you go out and see if you can’t smash us up some dry clothes?’

‘Wait, what?’ Sam said, eyes wide.

‘I just mean the loot crates-’

‘Loot? Crates?’

‘Yeah,’ Charlotte grinned, ‘I kicked one in earlier and got us an infinite supply of shurikens, it was... why do you look angry?’

‘Because,’ Sam growled, indicating her tight shirt and short shorts, ‘I’ve been practically wearing my underwear, going out of my way not to hit those things, and now you tell me if I’d just opened one I could have ended up in sodding River Island?’

‘Sorry, we-’ Charlotte started.

‘Never mind.’ Sam stomped out of the Ambivalence and over to her car, from which she liberated a heavy looking wheel brace.

‘It’s a bad day to be a wooden box,’ Nectarine said quietly.

From outside the Ambivalence there were primal screams, sounds of splintering wood, and a distant jingle.

‘She really didn’t like those shorts,’ Charlotte said.

‘Yesss!’ Sam shouted, as her Daisy Dukes pixelated and morphed into her familiar blue overalls.

In the Ambivalence, Phil was simultaneously upgraded to a dry outfit, including an Atari logo hoody about which he was, well, ambivalent, and Bryonetta’s suit went from powder pink to brilliant white.

‘Didn’t fancy a change, Charlie?’ Phil said.

‘Charlotte,’ she said.

‘Oh, nice new look, Charlotte,’ Sam said, stepping back into the Ambivalence.

Phil frowned at her.

‘It was a black dress with navy trim before, wasn’t it?’ Sam said. ‘The purple detailing is a great choice.’

‘Oh, of course,’ Phil said. ‘Can’t believe I didn’t spot it straight away.’

Charlotte rolled her eyes and thrust his precision screwdriver set at him. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘get fixing. I’ve seen you bring bigger basket cases back to life. What about that... orc...’

‘Oric?’ Phil suggested.

‘Orc nest you removed from that Amstrad.’

‘You’re right,’ he chuckled, although they were just spiders, not orcs. Nonetheless, it had been quite the challenge to resurrect.

‘Still need a haircut,’ Sam said, admiring her new reflection in the Ambivalence windows.

‘It’s definitely more you,’ Phil said.

‘So,’ Sam looked around the group. ‘Heli found a save point, apparently, and-’

‘Safe point?’ Charlotte said.

‘Yeah, maybe,’ Sam shook her head, uncertain. ‘There was a lot going on, I might have misheard.’

‘Should we go?’ Charlotte said.

Phil nodded. ‘You and Sam should go,’ he said.

Charlotte picked up Dexy, and selected a cross head screwdriver from Phil’s set.

‘Ok,’ Phil took back Dexy in a way that was both careful and undeniable, ‘so we’ll stick together.’

‘And do what?’ Sam asked.

‘I think we must assume there is another version of the Entelechus operating somewhere,’ Bryonetta said.

‘In which case it would make sense that Wendig has it,’ Phil said, ‘and we know he’s holed up in the Romford Municipal Landmark.’

‘You want to go back there again?’ Nectarine said. ‘I hate that place.’

‘Me too,’ Phil said. ‘But if Wendig is using it as an interdimensional nexus of some sort...’

‘Oh no, that’s...’ Bryonetta started. ‘That’s not possible. I’m fairly sure.’
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Once they were under way - Bryonetta and Nectarine in the front seats, and Sam providing tactical support on board T Rex - Phil carefully removed the tiny screws from the bottom of the ZX81 and secured them inside a plastic tub.

Lifting the upper half of the case away, he carefully disconnected the keyboard to allow clear access to the motherboard.

‘Well?’ Charlotte said after he had stared at the board in silence for far too long.

‘What?’

‘What’s wrong with him?’ Charlotte prompted. ‘You’re staring at it like someone who’s missed an episode of Lost.’

‘What?’ he said again, more for his own benefit than Charlotte’s; he felt like he’d stolen a level code and found himself half way through Attack of the Mutant Zombie Flesh Eating Chickens From Mars with no idea what he was looking at, never mind what to do next. ‘I have no idea what I’m looking at,’ he said almost inaudibly. ‘Never mind what to do next.’

‘It’s a ZX81.’ Charlotte pointed at the circuit board. ‘Look, it says right there at the top: Sinclair ZX81.’

‘What else does it say?’

Charlotte took a closer look for clues printed on the board. ‘Just a bunch of letters and numbers,’ she said. ‘Probably means something to you I expect?’

Phil nodded, and pointed to a specific alphanumeric combination.

‘One A,’ Charlotte read.

‘Issue number,’ Phil explained.

Charlotte shrugged silently.

‘It’s...’

‘Never operated on a sentient one before eh?’ Doc Nectarine chipped in.

Phil forced a chuckle. ‘I guess not,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t quite what I expected, I guess.’

Nectarine looked back over his shoulder at the exposed components of the ZX81. ‘Looks like a zeddy to me.’

‘Yes,’ Phil said absently, because it did.

Carefully, Phil picked the motherboard up by the edges, turning it over slowly and making a show of examining connections and soldered joints. But as he examined it more closely, he became more sure that what he was looking at appeared to be a well loved, but largely ordinary, Issue 1a ZX81 motherboard.

What he should have been looking at, however, was the rare as mutant zombie hen’s teeth Issue Zero motherboard; one of the first home computers to be uplifted, and more recently the team’s travelling companion and friend, Dexy.

‘So?’ Charlotte said.

‘Oh, hopefully a fuse tripped and prevented any real damage,‘ he said. ‘I don’t see anything physically wrong with Dexy.’

It wasn’t really a lie, as he didn’t believe he had seen Dexy.

But until he knew who he could trust, Phil would keep that information to himself.
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In the King's Fun Room, Viktor Wendig went back to his portrait, swung it away from the wall and tapped a sequence of digits into the Cliché brand wall safe it concealed. Taking the key from the safe, he went over to a glass display cabinet and unlocked it. Inside, a bulky grey plastic gauntlet rested on a custom display stand. The back of the hand and fingers were festooned with many buttons, and the words ‘POWER GLOVE’. A long, coiled cable, not unlike an old school phone, hung from the gauntlet. Wendig put the glove on, grinned his maniac grin, and flexed his fingers as he strode slowly over to his Nintendo, which still had Mario stuck behind a bush somewhere near Bowser’s Castle. With his naked hand, he took the connector at the free end of the cable, and held it up to the console’s expansion port.

‘No,’ he said, his voice soft, and all the more menacing for it. Joe and Mac shrunk further into the shadows, just in case he wanted to menace them a bit more.

He sidestepped, and examined the spaghetti loom of cables that spilled down from where the Real Time device was mounted. Something - either electricity or magic, or possibly both - hummed. He removed the gauntlet, placing it carefully on a shelf so both hands were free to rummage through the technicolour jumble of cables, searching, hoping... And then, carefully, slowly, he extricated a specific cable threading a little used connector back through the tangle until it was free.

Holding the connector up to that at the end of the Power Glove’s cable, he allowed his maniac grin to grow, and as he connected the two, his maniac grin was promoted to an evil laugh.

Joe and Mac exchanged nervous glances and wished for a darker recess to hide in.
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Level Seven - Combat
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It was the work of a nanosecond for Pearl to realise that leaving the Save Point was not the brightest idea her so-called mentor McCaffrey had thrust upon her. It was right up there with ‘pretending to be dragon hunters’ and ‘not going back to the Save Point when it started to rain’.

Instead, they had ended up at an eerily empty market square, overlooked by an epic statuary of five figures, which a sun-bleached information board nearby introduced as the De Romford family, the five ‘founding fathers’ of the town.

‘Bit sexist,’ Pearl commented, ‘at least three of them are women.’

McCaffrey ignored her, instead cocking his head to try and decipher the stylised word mark one of them wore. ‘Fascinating detail on the outfits,’ he said. ‘So colourful. In both palette and language,’ he added when he realised what that word was.

‘I don’t think that’s part of the original statue,’ Pearl said.

McCaffrey had started off on a rambling monologue about the constantly changing state of art, when the rain suddenly escalated into a spectacularly violent thunderstorm. Apathetic about sculpture, and firmly opposed to getting much wetter than she already was, Pearl looked around for whatever shelter was to be found around the market place. A low budget portico entrance labelled ‘Romford Indoor Market’ and ‘Closed until further notice’ and ‘we agopolise for the inconvience’ beckoned. Through a gap in the closed roller shutters, a closing down sale notice tormented them with offers of 70% off all umbrellas as they huddled between leaks in the canopy, looking increasingly like piles of damp rags left out awaiting a bin lorry that would never come.

‘Trust you to run for the shops,’ McCaffrey grumbled. ‘There was a perfectly good pub in the opposite direction.’

‘You mean the pub with the boarded up windows and the graffiti speculating on the intimate preferences of M Khan?’ she said. ‘That perfectly good pub?’

McCaffrey peered through the rain at the pub formerly known as The Flying Duck, and the amateur anatomy diagram where the lounge entrance had once been.

Just then the boards blew off the pub’s windows and doors with an explosion that left Pearl’s ears ringing, their splintered remains showering across the square, bricks and smouldering bar stools falling down on the Founding Fathers. Rhythmic bursts of flame shot up from somewhere inside the wreckage of the pub.

‘I’ve drunk in worse,’ McCaffrey commented.

From somewhere a sound like a frightened werehippo echoed across the square. The ground quivered. The already shaky portico they had been sheltering beneath cracked, dust and debris covering McCaffrey and Pearl like plaster sprinkles on a trifle of carnage.

The rain was soon forgotten as the two of them broke into a sprint seconds before the indoor market’s false frontage collapsed into a mushroom cloud of dust behind them.

‘Pssst!’

Startled by the noise, McCaffrey turned to find its source, stumbled, and forced Pearl to run straight into his back with an ‘Owwww!’

‘Get in here!’ a voice hissed from inside a small shop. In front of it, a sign lay in three pieces which almost read ‘The Enchanted Garden’. Like much of the shopping centre around them, bits of it were smouldering. Pearl gave McCaffrey a shove, and the two of them fell into the store moments before a fresh jet of flame incinerated half a dozen benches behind them.

‘That was close,’ McCaffrey said as he picked himself up from amidst a fallen display of scented candles.

‘You’re welcome,’ the other two chorused.

‘Who are you?’ Pearl added, eyeing the ostensible shopkeeper suspiciously.

‘They call me Fella,’ she replied, peering at them down an unnecessarily long nose.
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Phil had barely screwed Dexy back together before the Ambivalence came to what, for its aging brakes, amounted to an emergency stop. There was some lurching in the back, but all things considered not much more than to be expected from a vehicle of a certain age. Phil at least had time to grab the ZX81 before it spun off onto the floor.

‘Heads up guys,’ Bryonetta said. ‘We’ve got company.’

Phil had been so preoccupied with Dexy he had lost track of their whereabouts; now, leaning over the front seats, he saw they had arrived at a large open space - once a car park, judging by the burnt out shells of vehicles which now lay conveniently between them and a selection pack of armoured 4x4s which was apparently now the Assembly’s favoured mode of transport. Behind them, the art deco facade of the Romford Municipal Landmark rose up to dominate the skyline, illuminated by residual Entelechus energy dancing around it like surreal spotlights.

‘What do we do now?’ Charlotte whispered.

The purple Mini growled to a halt beside them.

‘I fixed the armour plating,’ Sam’s voice came through the crew’s earpieces. ‘But I don’t know how long it will hold against those.’

‘Weapons?’ Nectarine asked.

A crate materialised, pixel by pixel, in the middle of no man's land.

‘Quicker than prime,’ Phil observed. 

‘I usually prefer a parcel point with less extreme stakes,’ Charlotte said.

‘What was on your wishlist, Doc?’ Phil asked.

‘Oh, it’ll be worth it,’ he said with an unsettling grin.

‘Would you like me to drive?’ Phil offered. ‘I do know what the Ambivalence is capable of, is all I meant,’ he added in response to Bryonetta’s withering glare.

‘Sit down Grundy,’ she said, putting the engine very firmly in gear. ‘I’ve got this.’

Grundy sat down, still clutching the ZX81 for safekeeping.

Bryonetta revved the engine as threateningly as she could, then released the handbrake, and the Ambivalence leapt off - backwards.

‘Hold on to your lunches boys and girls,’ she shouted.

‘Oh god,’ Nectarine moaned.

‘She’s taking a run up,’ Phil realised. ‘She’s completely mad.’

‘What was that?’ Nectarine called over his shoulder. ‘Hag on a second, I’ll come back there, I can’t hear a word.’

Phil and Charlotte smirked at each other as Nectarine clambered hurriedly over the front seats and tried to cower discreetly as Bryonetta put the Ambivalence into first gear and gave it everything it had.

The Ambivalence burst through the ineffective barriers that marked the edge of ‘no man’s land’, and roared towards the crate which stood in the middle of the car park, luring the foolhardy to make the first move.

‘Weapons ready!’ Bryonetta shouted over the combined noise of the engine and the ANUS artillery raining down around them.

Phil, Charlotte and Nectarine exchanged bemused looks for a moment, but before any of them could say ‘What the heck are you on about Bootlesquith?’ the Ambivalence smashed through the crate, and pixelated laser cannons materialised on each side of the vehicle, and controllers materialised in their hands. Well, in Charlotte’s hands; Phil was too busy putting the ZX81 away safely so his materialised where his hands had been but then fell straight to the floor, and Nectarine, who had always been picked last for rounders, fumbled his for a second before finding the Fire button and letting loose a salvo of destruction from the Ambivalence’s port cannon.

By the time Phil finally got his eye in and was lighting up the starboard gun, some kind of hybrid bouncy grenades were boinging off the walls and abandoned vehicles before exploding into a shower of lava hot pixels.

‘Where did they come from?’ he said, as a particularly mean looking Assembly goon ran from the sparkling rain.

‘Roof mounted!’ Charlotte grinned.

‘You’re having too much fun.’ Phil tried to look serious and parental, but spoilt it when an Assembly jeep dared to emerge from behind an overturned repmobile, at which he shouted ‘Arsoleeee!’ in a bad Arnee accent and blasted the thing with no care for where his next ammo crate was coming from.

As Bryonetta steered the Ambivalence on a chaotic zigzagging route across the battlefield, weapons firing in all directions, the remaining Assembly soldiers became increasingly panicked, until their attacks on the Ambivalence may as well have been focused somewhere completely other.

‘We are on FIRE baby!’ Phil shouted, and another Assembly hiding place burst into flames right on cue.

‘I’m not sure we are...’ Charlotte said.

A jet of flame came from somewhere, momentarily engulfing the Ambivalence and causing its occupants to scream in chorus.

‘What. The hell. Was that?’

‘We really need to watch what we say when there’s an unmonitored Entelechus operating,’ Phil said, peering out of the windows, expecting to see some kind of massive flamethrower mounted on one of the nearby buildings.

‘Good tip Dad.’

A deafening roar echoed around the battle ground. Windows imploded all across one side of the square. A wave of Assembly goons scattered from its hiding place and was instantly barbecued from above.

‘Er... guys?’ Sam’s voice sounded nervous and shaky in their earpieces. ‘New problem.’
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McCaffrey and Pearl had been busy hiding out in the devastation that had once been The Enchanted Garden.

‘And this is- was - your shop?’ Pearl asked.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Fella said. ‘I’m just trying not to die in here.’

A glimmer of burning embers crashed onto the street outside. Cautiously, Pearl peered out from behind an upended display of ornate crystal skulls and ironic, cutesy dragon figurines.

At first she didn’t recognise the dark and broken landscape outside, until it blinked unhurriedly. Pearl staggered backwards in fear and surprise until she fell over something and sat rather heavily in a variety pack of incense; even the relaxing scent of her left buttock could not help her unsee the dragon which peered, curiously, back in at them.

‘I... I think it’s waiting for us,’ she stammered.

‘Don’t be silly,’ McCaffrey said, a slight tremor belying the nonchalance he was trying to portray. ‘Why would it be waiting for us?’

‘Oh I don’t know,’ Pearl hissed angrily. ‘Maybe it heard we were dragon hunters, you utter crood!’

‘You’re what?’ Fella interrupted.

‘Long story,’ McCaffrey said abruptly. ‘Some of it true.’

‘I see,’ Fella said. ‘So do you dragon hunters have a plan?’
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Level Eight - Here Be Dragons
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Huddled in the crumbling fire exit of a ransacked Woolworths, McCaffrey, Pearl and Fella held their breath and watched the ominous shadow of the dragon which circled overhead. With every pass, scorched embers and bits of architecture rained down around them, a cursed pick n mix spilt by hell’s clumsiest toddler.

Pearl glared at McCaffrey. ‘Say you’re dragon hunters, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.’

‘Nobody expected dragons to be real!’ McCaffrey hissed back at her.

‘That’s because they’re not!’

As if to prove the point, a large lizard-like creature of the genus draco volans viridius spat a huge plume of fire into the middle of the square. The town crest of Romford, once artfully picked out in decorative block paving, turned briefly into a puddle of lava, then solidified into a blobby charcoal space invader. Beyond it, a few stragglers from the failed Assembly ambush broke from the limited shelter offered by the Tourist Information office - a faux-Japanese pagoda in the middle of the square - and ran for cover in a nearby supermarket.

The dragon gave chase, dropping from the clock tower - which crumbled behind it like a malted milk after a poorly judged coffee dunk - and swooping low over the De Romford family, whose formerly steadfast statues trembled as it passed, as if the slightest touch would make them all fall down. Smoke billowed from at least one bodily orifice as the dragon almost slammed into a wall, huge talons ripping the D from the middle of ASDA, a frustrated roar setting trolleys trembling as its prey scampered into the supermarket and disappeared among the aisles.

‘Real or not,’ McCaffrey whispered, ‘we should probably make a move in the opposite direction while it’s busy window shopping.’

Pearl nodded, and just as they were about to make a run for it, Fella stopped them, gesturing toward a stocky figure, partially concealed in the shadows of a nearby store. The figure was waving with the furtive urgency of a Gamorrean Guard trying to attract a waiter’s attention before Jabba gets back from the toilet.

‘No way,’ McCaffrey whispered. ‘We’re not rescuing any more hangers on!’

‘He’s trying to help, you idiot,’ Pearl hissed. ‘Look where he is!’

McCaffrey looked at the sign above the waving stranger: Romford Cycles and BMX. ‘You’re not serious?’

‘Would you rather just wait for Scorchio here to get bored of waiting for Asda to open?’

McCaffrey looked Pearl in the eye, then across at the bike shop, then at the dragon still clawing hopelessly at the supermarket’s entrance. By the time his eyes got back to Pearl’s, they were half way across the marketplace along with the rest of her.

‘Oh crap,’ McCaffrey said to no-one in particular, and broke into a record-smashing 60 metre dash, locking the bike shop door behind him seconds before the dragon belched smoke and fire across it.
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Viktor Wendig was pacing angrily around the King’s Fun Room.

‘What the bloody hell is that!?’ he shouted, gesturing so wildly he could have meant any one of the four screens which lit one side of the room.

‘I... I think it’s a dragon, sire?’ Joe suggested.

‘I can see it’s a sodding dragon!’ Wendig yelled. ‘What’s it doing here? There’s no dragon in Atari Combat!’

‘I’ve a feeling we’re not in Combat any more,’ Mac said timidly.

Wendig turned so sharply his false moustache flew from his face and disappeared into a gloomy corner.

Mac pointed at one of the game screens. Wendig stopped, looked, and stepped up to the screen, peering closely at the main playable character, who was riding on the back of a bright green dragon.

‘Dinosaur,’ he corrected.

‘Sir?’

‘That,’ Wendig jabbed the screen with an angry finger, ‘is a dinosaur. This,’ he added, waving a copy of Spyro the Dragon under Mac’s nose, ‘is a dragon.’ And he threw the disc in the same direction his moustache had gone earlier.

‘And... that?’ Mac indicated the screen showing CCTV footage of a dragon in the process of tearing up Romford’s shopping centre.

Wendig harrumphed, swept up his cape, and stomped back to his gaming throne, from which he snapped his fingers again. 

––––––––
[image: image]


McCaffrey tightened his backpack and launched out of Romford Cycles and BMX on a Raleigh Super Burner liberated from the shop’s main display, and with a whistle worthy of a One Man and His Dragon finalist, attempted to lure the dragon away to give Pearl, Grell and Fella a fighting chance of escaping untoasted.

Grabbing the next three bikes from the showroom, the three of them left through a side door and pedalled. Pearl was away in no time, popping wheelies on a red and yellow BMX even brighter than her shirt, weaving around parked cars like a pro. Behind her, Fella was still getting to grips with the ape hanger handlebars and weirdly positioned gear shift, but once she had got moving was able to pick up quite some speed provided she didn’t have to go up hills. Or down hills. Or around corners.

‘Move it, will you!’ Pearl shouted, dodging a chunk of masonry that crashed down beside her.

‘I’m trying!’ Grell’s voice came from a distance behind her. ‘This thing weighs a ton!’

Pearl glanced back to see him wobbling along behind on something black and slow.

‘Where are we going?’ Fella shouted.

Chaos was erupting around them: smoke was billowing, buildings were crumbling, and almost anything was likely to spontaneously combust as they passed.

‘There!’ Pearl said, pointing at a big, boxy vehicle trundling nervously along the London Road.

‘Is that an ambulance?’ Fella said.

‘We’ll never catch that!’ Grell panted.

‘I’ll get them to slow down,’ Pearl said. ‘Follow me!’ and in a puff of sand she was powering down a hill, skidding around trees in a desperate race to head off the ambulance. Accelerating into a convenient play area she bunny hopped onto the slide, sped up it and launched her BMX over the fence onto a major thoroughfare in a move which would have had capital punishment reintroduced for town planners had it been attempted before the apocalypse. The foolishness of the manouevre only struck Pearl as her Evel Knievel moment reached its apogee, and she turned the air blue across the eastern suburbs of London. Actually that was probably the Entelechus vortex, which had been largely superseded by a dragon the size of a tennis court as the archnemesis of Romford, but suffice to say Pearl swore a long and loud swear, which was only cut off by a heavy landing in the bus lane and some urgent evasive manoeuvres to avoid becoming one with a bus shelter.
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Sam didn't see the dragon appear, or where it came from. One minute she was chasing Assembly armed cars around Romford town centre; the next, an angry green monster was flapping around, knocking buildings over and spitting flames at anything that moved before casually settling in the town square in front of her.

With a scaly green wall of firebreathing indifference between her and her friends, Sam backed away - slowly - hoping the Mini’s engine noise wouldn’t alert the dragon to her escape plans.

Unable to get a response from Phil and the others, Sam waited until she was clear of the town centre and then picked up speed, heading back towards the Save Point. She hadn’t got very far when a gold BMX hurtled across her path, quickly followed by a low flying dragon.

‘Balljoints,’ Sam whispered to herself. ’That is not going to end well,’ and before she had time to talk herself out of it, she had turned the car around and was accelerating after the dragon.

It didn’t take long for her to realise that a BMX was considerably more manouevrable than 30 metres of dragon, or that this fact was probably solely responsible for a certain cyclist not becoming dragon kibble already. The Mini 1275GT fell somewhere between the two on some imagined manoeuvrability scale, but close enough to the BMX that, unlike Napalm Breath, Sam was able to catch up with the BMX bandit.

‘Get in the car!’ she yelled, momentarily alongside the bike.

Its rider, clad in a blue Hawaiian shirt and Ray-Bans, glanced across at her and ducked down a side road.

‘Nuts,’ Sam said, taking the next road and watching down alleys as they passed for glimpses of him; she didn’t see any, but occasional bursts of flame from above reassured her that they were all, for better or worse, heading in the same general direction.

Then the bike reappeared from somewhere, speeding around a corner and into a patch of something wet that made it lose traction and slip away from under the rider, who crashed gracelessly onto the tarmac.

Without hesitation, Sam stepped on the brakes, jumped out of her car and hurried over to the fallen rider as he tried desperately to limp away from the dragon's fiery breath.

‘Get in the car!’ she yelled, until he finally relented and started hobbling towards it. Far above them, the dragon executed a flawless stall turn and was plummeting back towards the ground.

‘Get in the car,’ she said again, while distant memories of watching the Hobbit movies tried to connect to something in her overworked brain. She felt heat on the back of her neck, and for absolutely no good reason beyond sheer bloody panic, got on a bike for the first time this millennium and wobbled uncertainly away from the dragon, which crashed into an office building behind her, huge talons scratching deep furrows into the concrete. Sam looked back for just long enough to confirm the previous occupant of her bike was now cowering in her heavily armoured Mini while she was pedalling clumsily on a Raleigh Burner without so much as a pair of elbow pads after probably the worst vehicle trade in history. Still, she told herself, at least it’s a nice bike. A Super Burner in fact, she noticed. In gol-

‘Oh, crap!’ she shouted when her brain finally made the connection between her new steed and the hoarding tendencies of dragons like Smaug. Like the one which swooped down and plucked the gold coloured BMX from Victoria Avenue, Romford, rider and all.
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Level Nine - BMX Ninjas
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Alerted by the extended swearing, Charlotte peered out of the back of the Ambivalence just in time to see a bright red bicycle land on the road behind them. ‘What the flip...?’

‘Wait a minute,’ Doc Nectarine said. ‘I’d recognise a shirt that lairy anywhere!’

‘The dragon hunters?’ Phil realised.

‘One of them at least,’ Charlotte said.

‘And it looks like the Assembly have hired a clan of cycling ninjas,’ Nectarine pointed out a group of sinister looking black bikes further behind them.

Bryonetta slowed the Ambivalence down to allow the red bike to get closer.

Phil propped open the back doors, hanging on to a grab handle left over from the vehicle’s previous life ferrying the elderly to and from Eastbourne as he leant out and waved the cyclist into position.

Unfolding the wheelchair lift to form a convenient cycle ramp (he didn’t question these things any more), Phil ushered her forward.

‘Get yer wheels in line,’ he shouted. ‘Get yer wheels in line with it!’

‘That’s it,’ Nectarine shouted, hanging on with one hand while waving her on board. ‘Go on, now!’

Pearl powered up the ramp, slamming her brakes on before she powered all the way to the front seats.

‘My friends,’ Pearl panted as she collapsed shakily onto the bench seat. ‘You have to save them too!’

Behind them, a heavy looking man on a similarly heavy looking bicycle sideswiped the oncoming bikes, taking a row of them out and giving his friend time to get close enough for Phil and Nectarine to grab her so she landed awkwardly in the back of the Ambivalence, almost landing on Charlotte’s lap.

‘Are they on board yet?’ Bryonetta shouted.

‘Hang on!’ Phil snapped, then turned his attention back to the stocky figure pedalling frantically on a Grifter XL. ‘Ok,’ he said, trying to sound calm, ‘hang on.’

‘Phil,’ Nectarine said quietly, nodding towards a minion peloton swarming from the side streets and rapidly gaining on the tired escapee.

‘Come on!’ Phil shouted, leaning out to try grab the rider.

There was a thump at the side of the Ambivalence, as the lead group of goons from some unseen enemy generator rode straight into it like a BMX zombie movie cliche. One of them headbutted the open back door with enough force to snap the prop keeping it open, the closing door almost taking Nectarine’s fingers off.

‘Hold tight!’ Bryonetta hollered, and the van swerved away from the oncoming horde.

Nectarine grabbed the flapping back door and slammed it into the advancing goons while Phil reached and grabbed pointlessly at the last escaping bike, its rider kicking out wildly at any ANUS goon foolish enough to get too close.

‘Hold it steady!’ Phil shouted to Bryonetta.

‘Make it quick!’ she yelled back urgently.

Clinging to the doorframe, Phil leant out of the back door, reaching for the panicked man on the Grifter, urging him to reach back, but the BMX ninjas kept getting in the way so even their fingertips barely met, like a scene from Michael Bay’s Sistine Chapel.

As he kicked out at his attacker, the bike was pushed back towards the untethered back door of the Ambivalence, which swung to greet him.

Doc Nectarine lunged to grab him, but the Ambivalence had already greeted him forcefully to the head, and it was only after Charlotte made her own heroic lunge to grab Nectarine’s shirt that they managed to drag the heavy bike onto the ramp, and all staggered back into the cabin. With its rider safe, Phil shoved the Grifter out in front of the oncoming peloton, where it took out all but the most persistent attackers, then pulled the ramp up and shut the doors quickly.

‘Put your foot down BB!’ Charlotte said with all the urgency of a toddler after her third Capri-Sun.

‘Is everyone OK?’ Bryonetta called as she accelerated away from the remaining goons.

Cautious affirmatives rippled uncertainly through the now quite crowded Ambivalence.

‘How’s Grell?’ somebody said.

‘Grell?’ Bryonetta said, confused.

‘He’s...’ Nectarine was hesitant to use the word ‘safe’ for a man with a sizeable gash to the head and no obvious sign of consciousness. ‘He’s on board.’

‘Download complete,’ Phil said.

‘Don’t celebrate yet,’ Charlotte said, checking the pulse of the man laid out on the bench seat. ‘I think one of the files may be corrupted.’

‘Grell!’ Fella struggled over the assortment of legs now filling the cabin.

‘Does anyone know any first aid?’ Charlotte said.

‘I can do it,’ Doc Nectarine replied, having given everyone else a chance to volunteer. ‘I won an ‘Operation’ tournament in 1986.’

‘That’s a board game,’ Charlotte pointed out.

‘Not just any board game,’ Nectarine said with a glint in his eye. ‘It was the ‘Blade Runner’ Special Edition. I removed the Dream Sequence first time. Nobody even noticed for ten minutes.’

‘Um...’ Charlotte said.

‘All I’m saying is, if I can give a cardboard Rick Deckard a happy ending, I can certainly bandage a booboo.’

‘Well I’m convinced,’ Pearl said. ‘Is there a first aid kit on board?’

‘I’m sure I’ve seen one,’ Charlotte said, pulling one of the containers out from beneath the workbench and rummaging through it. ‘In one of these boxes, I think.’

‘In the overhead locker,’ Phil said, pointing to the compartment over the front seats.

Pearl struggled to her feet and opened the locker.

‘There, look!’ Phil said, almost landing on the casualty as Bryonetta dodged a pothole at the last minute.

‘Sorry!’ she called.

‘Behind the scuzzy cables,’ Phil elaborated.

‘It’s all scuzzy,’ Pearl said.

‘He means SCSI,’ Charlotte translated. ‘The grey ones over there.’

‘Well why didn’t you say so?’ Pearl muttered, reaching for a black case, unmarked but for a scruffy cross of red insulating tape and a Dymo label reading 1ST AID. Retrieving it from the depths of the dusty compartment, she held it aloft as triumphantly as if she had yanked Excalibur out of a slab of granite.

‘Thank goodness!’ Fella sighed, taking the case and offering it to Nectarine with palpable relief.

With a flourish, Doc Nectarine opened the first aid kit, but his confidence soon turned to confusion as he sorted through the kit.

‘Screwdrivers?’ he said, holding a small kit aloft. ‘Electrical tape? Dammit, Phil, I’m a doctor, not- Wait, no, scratch that. The point is,’ he examined a cassette head cleaner labelled ‘Hurrah for the 8-bits!’, then put it back in the case. ‘The point is, I’m not replacing the diodes in this man’s left side.’

‘You mean to tell me,’ Charlotte said. ‘We are literally in an ambulance, but the first aid kit is only any good for treating an Amstrad with a wonky azimuth?’

‘There must be something there you can use?’ Phil insisted.

‘Thermal paper,’ Charlotte said, grabbing a roll of the stuff from the kit, ‘is not sufficiently absorbent for use as a bandage.

‘That’s ok,’ Nectarine said. ‘If one of you ladies could just tear a strip from your skirt-’

‘Absolutely not!’ Charlotte exclaimed, taking charge of the so-called first aid kit.

‘No offence intended,’ Nectarine said as he cut away a piece of his patient’s blood soaked shirt with a Swiss Army Knife - probably the only item in the first aid kit to be genuinely useful. ‘I assure you that is the proper technique as taught on the popular Carry On First Aider courses.’

‘Here,’ Phil said, taking the knife and cutting a strip from his own t-shirt.

‘Much appreciated,’ Nectarine said, cleaning the man’s wound with a small bottle of isopropyl alcohol and some cotton wool pads.

‘I usually reserve that for cleaning old circuit boards,’ Phil muttered.

‘It’s very much a multipurpose solvent,’ Nectarine said as he secured the strip of t-shirt around the wound with insulating tape. ‘I wonder...’ he added, and wafted the bottle gently under the unconscious nose before him.

Grell came round with a start, gasping for breath, choking on the alcoholic fumes, and croaked: ‘Jeez, somebody open a window, what is that awful smell?’

‘Desperate times call for desperate measures, my friends,’ Nectarine said, helping his patient sit up on the bench seat. 

‘I guess that’s why you’re the Doc,’ Phil said, surprisingly impressed.

‘Not quite,’ he beamed. 'In fact I took the name in homage to my hat-trick of 'Cluedo' tournament wins. My unusual tactic of always blaming Professor Plum threw my opponents off their game every time!’

Phil smiled, and glanced down at his brand new Doctor Who t-shirt, now significantly less impressive with the names of the lead actors ending abruptly at 'Tenant& Smith&'. In times like these, it seemed like everything in his life was slowly being chipped away.
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Level Ten - Grell and Fella
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Due to the wibbly-wobbly nature of time on the transdimensional axis, Grell and Fella had been summoned directly to the Romford Municipal Landmark shortly after the opening of the Kempston Interface, but when a disastrous attempt at industrial catering had almost killed Fella and left twelve ANUS goons with significant pudding related trauma, Grell had been barred from the Romford Municipal Landmark and demoted to cleaning one of the Assembly’s less important premises, a reasonably priced gastropub known as The Save Point.

Bolstered only by the knowledge that he rocked a pinny like no-one else, Grell had taken his new role in his stride and made the most of it. For instance, he missed working with Fella, but if he happened to be vacuuming the second floor function room (‘Level Up’) before 10am on a Monday, Grell could see her out in the pub car park for yelling practice. Her belligerent was really coming along nicely.

He had also discovered, in a forgotten corner of the building, way off his actual cleaning routine, what appeared to be a disused office. It was locked - from the layers of dust coating everything inside, it had been for some time - but Grell used his bottom-of-the-pile staff privilege (i.e., the key) to open the room and lock himself in, as a strange kind of curiosity gripped him whenever he came this way.

The room was mostly empty, but for a large desk, on which sat a big beige computer with chunky keys that made typing, if not a joy, at least a viable proposition for someone with fingers more used to knocking down doors than typing. Next to it, a single filing cabinet, containing page after page of lists of numbers, a box of floppy disks, and an exercise book full of neat handwritten notes, which Grell sat, the old office chair creaking under his weight, and read, as if the room itself was somehow compelled to share its secrets with him.

Over a period of weeks, Grell had this unassuming little study on an unofficial cleaning rota, and furnished it further with a sofa, and a table for two, which he had found in other apparently disused rooms and relocated to what he increasingly thought of as ‘his’ study.

By the time the absent King Viktor had returned from his great Crusade, both Grell, and his new room, were ready.
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Grell fumbled with candles far too delicate for his cumbersome fingers, persisting until the candlelight danced, disguising the room’s bareness in an attempt to look romantic.

‘Rose petals,’ he muttered to himself, scattering the wilted rhododendron blossom he had collected to mark the path from the door, to the table, and from there to the sofa, a hopeful indication of the course the evening may take.

In an unlit corner of the room, the old computer sat quietly. Once he turned the monitor off, it would be all but invisible; Grell hoped its effects - the effects of the Entelechus Hex - would not be.

At the knock of the door, he tapped the ENTER key.

Nothing happened.

Grell’s heart stopped, and panic gripped him. He was about to push the button again, when a random sequence of characters appeared, and started raining down the screen.

‘Oh thank goodness,’ he whispered, and turned off the monitor.

Another knock at the door. ‘Grell?’ Fella tried the handle. ‘Are you in there?’

‘On my way!’ he called back, watching wide-eyed as the digital rain poured out from the monitor and began to cross the floor.

‘Come along Grell, what is so important you had to drag me over here anyway?’ Fella shouted. 

‘Oh no no no no,’ Grell whispered as the room filled with flickering green and black light.

‘Do you need me to kick the door in? I can do it, you know.’

Grell clenched his fists, took a deep breath, and went over to the door. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m here.’

‘Is everything ok?’ Fella asked as Grell opened the door to her.

‘Yeah, yeah... you’re just...’ Grell stammered and checked his watch. ‘On time.’

‘Punctuality is next to legality,’ Fella said, brushing past him and into the room. ‘Now, what’s going on?’

‘Look, let me explain. I was just...’ 

‘Are those rose petals?’

Grell shut the door and turned round, confused. ‘I was just trying to do something special.’ The code rain had dried up, leaving behind it only rose petals, gentle background music, and-

‘Who cooked?’ Fella gave him some heavy side-eye.

‘I’ve had a lot of time to practice since the... incident.’

‘We should um...’ Grell looked around cautiously as he led Fella toward the dinner table, inviting her to take her seat. ‘Before it goes cold.’

‘Alright,’ she smiled, but there was a sense of uncertainty about her that made Grell nervous.

‘I wanted to make it up to you,’ he said, uncovering what was, thankfully, a delicious smelling herb-crusted rack of lamb with seasonal roasted vegetables and creamy mashed potato.

‘Wow.’

‘And I’ve missed having you around.’ Grell shrugged and poured two glasses of Pinot Noir before taking his seat.

‘It’s lovely,’ Fella said, tucking into the dinner. ‘I might be forced to forgive you.’

Fella rarely smiled on duty - it was something Mr Wendig disapproved of - but here, she seemed to be letting her guard down. Grell felt happy their long friendship seemed to have reignited, and remained hopeful that it could yet become-

‘What is that?’ she asked.

‘What?’

‘Can’t you feel it? Like there’s something in the air.’

‘Oh, er...’ Now he thought about it, the air did feel heavy with a strange energy. ‘That’s just years of sexual tension.’

A vase that stood at the side of the table with a bouquet of petunias wobbled slightly; with reactions honed by years of thuggery, Fella reached out and steadied it.

‘Close,’ she said.

‘Nice save,’ Grell agreed, before the vase took flight and began circling the room like a budgie on its first extra-cage activity.

‘That is quite some sexual tension.’ Fella's voice was sharp, but a hint of a smile still threatened to break through.

‘All part of the evening’s entertainment,’ Grell dodged the airborne vase as it made another pass. ‘A little aerial display to complement the chocolate fondue-’

‘I swear if the chocolate fondue is-’ Fella stepped aside just in time as the vase swooped past her head and crashed against the wall behind her.

They both approached the fragments of pottery cautiously.

‘Do you want to tell me what’s actually going on here?’ 

‘I used the attelea,’ Grell muttered.

‘You used an azalea?’ Fella looked at the flowers on the floor. ‘Can they fly?’

Grell shook his head. ‘The entelia.’

Fella shrugged, confused.

‘I used the Entelechus!’ Grell almost shouted.

Fella’s eyes and mouth made a triangle of o’s, and Grell had to wish really hard for the Hex not to turn her head into a bowling ball.

‘I wanted to do something nice,’ he insisted. ‘I just wanted to impress you, and I didn’t know how...’

Behind Fella the old sofa jumped three feet into the air, transformed into a four poster bed, and landed, nudging her knees so she fell back onto it.

‘That,’ she pointed sternly at the canopy above her, ‘does not impress me.’

Delicate silk curtains descended either side of her.

‘Ok, it does a little bit,’ she admitted. ‘But come on Grell, that’s actual magic, you don’t know how to handle it!’

‘I think I’ve done ok.’ He looked around. ‘I mean, apart from the flowers, but you know me, I don’t need magic to break a vase.’

Fella couldn’t help giggling at that. ‘Can you stop it though? Please?’

‘Um... yeah, if that’s what you want?’

‘Look, I appreciate the gesture and everything,’ Fella stepped away from the bed, whose curtains were flapping somewhat wildly now, ‘but I think maybe now it should just be you and me, yeah?’

‘Ohhh make our own magic you mean?’

‘Just stop the hex first.’

Grell ran over to the computer, turned the monitor on, and hit the BREAK key.

Nothing happened.

He hit it again.

‘Oh,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘I can’t stop the program.’

Fella made an exasperated noise and stomped over; she yanked the power cable out of the back of the computer, and the screen behind it turned to white noise.

‘There.’

There was a thud behind them as the bed turned back into a sofa.

‘You see,’ Grell said. ‘Without you I’m literally a disaster!’

‘I wish that wasn’t true.’

A low hum from somewhere began to fill the room.

‘It is off, right?’ Fella whispered.

Grell nodded.

The hum grew louder, until it was resonating through the fabric of the building and into their bones. The two exchanged wide-eyed looks just as the center of the room distorted, warping and bending into a swirling vortex.

‘Is that...’ Fella began, but the rest of her question was swallowed by the cacophony.

‘Portal!’ Grell shouted, the word barely escaping before the remnants of his dinner flew past his head and into the swirling abyss.

‘Hold on to something!’ Grell shouted.

‘Well duh!’ Fella shouted back from where she was clinging to the door frame with everything she had.

Grell crawled across the floor, struggling against the vortex that was trying to drag him into the portal to who knew where, until he could reach the desk in the corner.

Grabbing the nearest leg with his oversized fist, he gave it a pull, dragging the table slowly closer to him until it came into the gravity well of the vortex.

‘Duck!’ he shouted, covering his head as the computer leapt up from the desk and was sucked into the portal, cables whipping through the air behind it.

Then the rushing stopped. The air stilled. Cautiously, Grell turned round; the portal was still there, but appeared to be buffering.

‘Grell!’ Fella hissed. ‘Run! While it’s confused!’

In fairness, Grell rarely had to be given an order twice, but that was especially true here, when a more curious individual may have pondered things like ‘why is a magic portal confused?’

Fella grabbed his hand, and they both dived out of the room - Grell stopping only long enough to lock the door, the key to which he fully intended to throw into a handy lake at the next opportunity - and ran down the stairs and through the pub as the vortex tore after them, smashing doors and windows, ripping down wallpaper and punching holes through floors.

Grell and Fella ran until they reached the Romford bypass, where they eventually collapsed, breathless, onto a park bench.

‘We never speak of this again,’ Fella said firmly.
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Level Eleven - How To Train Your Dragon
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‘What is it?’ Phil said as he noticed the Ambivalence slowing down.

‘It’s been here,’ Bryonetta called back from the driving seat. ‘The dragon.’

Phil looked out at where Bryonetta was pointing: in Romford’s once exclusive banking district, huge chunks had been gouged out of the sides of some of the buildings, scorch marks scarred the roads, vehicles had been abandoned at the sides of the road - or in the case of one purple Mini, right in the middle of it.

‘A purple what?’ Charlotte shouted, clambering towards the front of the cabin.

‘Yes,’ Bryonetta nodded, answering the question they were all silently asking, ‘it’s T. Rex.’

‘Sam?’ Phil said, but got only static back through his earpiece.

Slowly, Bryonetta drew closer to the car, pulling to a halt just behind it.

‘Is that her?’ Nectarine said as a silhouette moved inside the car.

‘She still had the... hair,’ Phil made a gesture for big 80s hair, ‘when we last saw her.’

‘McCaffrey!’ Pearl shouted, and before anyone could stop her she had vaulted the front seat and jumped out of the bus.

The others paused expectantly, but no dragonfire or Assembly ambush was forthcoming, so Phil got out and cautiously approached.

The car was indeed Sam’s, but inside was only a man in a tattered blue Hawaiian shirt and scratched Ray-Bans.

‘What happened to Sam?’ Phil said. ‘Where did you get her car?’

The man seemed to struggle to find his words, but finally managed to utter, ‘Dragon...took her...I...couldn’t stop it...’ He trailed off, as if the memory was too painful to speak aloud.

Phil glanced back at Bryonetta, who was watching with a similar look of concern as Pearl tried to calm her partner and get more information, but he seemed too distressed to speak coherently.

All Phil could think about was his friend in the clutches of a dragon. He needed to find her, he needed to get her back home safe, and he would do whatever it took to get her back. But...

‘What do we do now?’ Phil snapped, panicking. He stormed over to Pearl, who jumped out of the way when Phil flung open the car door. ‘Well? How do we save her?’ He grabbed McCaffrey by the collar and dragged him out of the car. ‘WHAT DO WE DO NOW?’ he shouted.

McCaffrey trembled, shaking his head.

‘We don’t know,’ Pearl tried to get between the two men before one of them got hurt.

‘What do you mean you don’t know?’

‘We didn’t even know dragons were real.’ McCaffrey croaked.

Phil let out an angry, wordless snarl, and slammed the Mini’s door so hard the car rocked for a few seconds as if taken aback by this uncharacteristic outburst.

Fists clenched, Phil turned and stomped away without another word.
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‘Dad?’

Disturbed from his thoughts, Phil looked up. Standing in a deserted London suburb, gripping a katana defensively as her black dress and blacker hair gently fluttering in the breeze, Charlotte could have stepped straight out of a Tim Burton movie.

‘It’s ok,’ she said.

‘Is it?’ his breath caught as he thought of her seeing him snap like that.

‘Of course,’ Charlotte sheathed her katana and took his hands. ‘We’re all scared, and angry, and... and missing our friends...’

Phil took his daughter in his arms and pretended not to cry.

‘It’s ok to have big feelings,’ she whispered.

‘Yeah,’ Phil breathed. ‘Thanks, Charlie.’
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When they got back to the Ambivalence and T.Rex, Bryonetta was fidgeting with her hat, speaking to herself, while the rest of the group looked on, awaiting some pearl of wisdom that might see them out of Romford for good.

‘What if,’ Bryonetta pointed her hat - a brilliant white fedora, since the loot crate upgrade - at Grell. ‘What if you didn’t shut it down.’

‘What?’ Grell said.

‘I was there!’ Fella protested. ‘I saw him do it-’

‘No,’ Bryonetta interrupted.

‘I swear I am telling you what happened!’

‘Oh I’m not disputing that,’ Bryonetta said.

‘Then what?’ Fella demanded.

Bryonetta was pacing up and down, shaking her head gently as if shuffling thoughts into order.

‘The Hex wasn’t shut down properly before Grell threw the computer into the portal,’ Bryonetta looked Fella in the eye. ‘Right?’

‘I guess not,’ she said, ‘but it did shut down. I mean the portal thingy closed right behind it. Right?’

Bryonetta shook her head. ‘Feeding the originating device into a hex portal unprotected... That would be bad.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Phil stepped out of the shadows and announced his return. ‘I'm fuzzy on the whole good/bad thing. What do you mean, "bad"?’

‘Try to imagine a self-perpetuating Entelechus Hex, feeding on all our random thoughts, making them real and spewing them back into the universe at the speed of light.’

‘Weakening the fabric of reality,’ Nectarine added, ‘in a feedback loop of chaos and destruction.’ 

‘Right,’ Phil said. ‘That's bad. Okay. Thanks, BB.’

‘So how do we stop it?’ Charlotte said. ‘There’s always a way to do that.’

‘In theory,’ Bryonetta said, ‘if we could find the computer that’s generating the Hex, shut it down properly...’

‘I thought you said they fed it to the portal?’ Nectarine glared accusingly at Grell and Fella.

Bryonetta made the interdimensional hand signal for ‘wibbly wobbly’. ‘It’s back,’ she said, indicating the general weirdness around them.

‘Didn’t Dexy do that?’ Charlotte said.

‘Dexy may have poked the bear,’ Bryonetta suggested, ‘but he’s been asleep most of the time since the interface opened here. Something else is sustaining it now.’

‘Grell’s mystery computer,’ Fella said.

Bryonetta nodded, raising her eyebrows in a meaningful way towards Grell, on whom such subtlety was utterly lost.

‘This is where you come in,’ Bryonetta hinted.

Grell stared at her blankly.

‘Listen, buddy,’ Phil put a friendly arm around Grell and led him to the Ambivalence. ‘Nobody blames you for what happened. I mean, Fella’s a...’ he glanced at Fella’s thin, unsmiling lips and hooked nose, ‘really... nice... girl. Probably. Anyway, you know, what guy wouldn’t risk tearing apart the fabric of the multiverse for love, right? God knows I’d have torn down a reality or two for Julie Finkle back in the day...’

Grell grunted.

‘Yeah, you’re right. The point is, it doesn’t have to stay torn. We can fix it, and then you and me, we can go get our Julies. Our Fellas. No, Julies, I prefer that. Where was I?’

Grell grunted again.

‘Exactly,’ Phil agreed, ushering Grell into the co-driver's seat. ‘So you just take us to where this all began, and we’ll just get it all undone. Right?’

Grell, who had apparently not come round as far as Phil might have hoped, grunted.

‘Will this undo what it’s done?’ Charlotte asked Bryonetta quietly. ‘Get Heli back? Sam?’

‘And Dexy,’ Phil added, glancing at the inert plastic case that was a mere likeness of their electronic companion.

‘I wish I could tell you it would,’ Bryonetta shrugged. ‘It might, but... the only thing certain at the moment is that whatever we do next, it won’t be a fun time. But we might be able to stop ANUS doing any more damage, and if we get our friends back at the same time, that’s a bonus.’

‘We have to try, don’t we?’ Charlotte said.

Nectarine shrugged. ‘We’ve come this far.’

‘Find a computer, shut it down,’ Phil said. ‘How hard can it be?’

‘Who’s in?’ Bryonetta said, holding her fist out in the middle of the quartet.

‘Let’s do it,’ Nectarine said, grabbing her fist. ‘Get the girl...’

‘Kill the baddies,’ Charlotte added, placing her hand on top of his.

Phil nodded and put his hand on the stack too. ‘Save the entire planet.’
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Level Twelve - Haunted Freehouse
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‘This is it?’ Phil said as he brought the Ambivalence to a halt in front of a three-storey mansion. Once a well-regarded but reasonably priced gastropub, it now sat and loomed, a skeletal giant keeping watch over a wild, untended lot.

Grell's breath hitched, a visible tremor running through his frame. He nodded, his eyes wide. ‘This... this is it.’

‘The house on Cliche Hill,’ Doc Nectarine said.

A perpetual gloom clung to the building, a shadow that defied the fading light. The few cracked windows that weren’t covered with rotting boards flickered with an unsettling, intermittent glow. Above them, a cryptic message: AVE  I T.

‘Nice spot for a first date,’ Phil said, peering up at the derelict building.

‘Yeah!’ Charlotte looked up at it with dreamy eyes, and a girlish smile.

‘And they say romance is dead,’ Nectarine muttered.

‘Undead, more like,’ Phil deadpanned.

‘Follow my lead,’ Bryonetta said. Without another thought, she straightened her Fedora, and with a twinkle in her eye and an inappropriate jauntiness to her step, made her way up the bramble-lined path towards the derelict building.

‘Are you sure this is safe?’ Charlotte checked her katana was secure on her back and within easy reach. ‘What if we just let two of Wendig’s finest lead us straight into a trap?’

Phil shrugged. ‘Then we’ll find a way to escape it.’

‘Mr Grell!’ Bryonetta called. ‘Join me at the front please, I don’t want to explore the entire building if I don’t need to.’

Grell, his face pale, obeyed. The front door groaned open, revealing a cavernous darkness choked with cobwebs. Bryonetta stepped inside, her eyes scanning the gloom. A threadbare rug lay askew, a crudely written note pinned to it: "Definitely not a trap."

‘Such subtlety,’ Phil commented, as they all gave the awkward rug a wide berth.

‘Subtle, but effective.’ Bryonetta picked a large urn from a convenient sideboard, hefted it, and tossed it into the middle of the rug, where it promptly broke into three pieces with a crash that echoed through the empty hallway. ‘Huh,’ she mused. ‘This place may be cleverer than I thought. Trust nothing.’

A ghostly moan reverberated through the house.

‘Upstairs,’ Grell said, his voice trembling as he indicated a broad stairway that led up into a deeper darkness. ‘I think,’ he added. ‘It’s changed a bit.’

‘Probably just redecorated,’ Charlotte said quietly.

‘I don’t like it,’ Grell replied.

As they ascended, vague shapes flickered in the darkness – giant neon coloured spiders, escapees from a pound shop halloween sale, and a swarm of bats, their wings beating erratically, swooped past, their claws scraping the air.

‘Amateurs,’ Bryonetta muttered, marching right through the glitching baddies and up the stairs.

Her bright white suit cut a stark line against the murk, lighting a tenuous path for the others. A door slammed somewhere deep within, echoing through the corridors like a death knell.

‘Just the wind,’ Phil attempted reassurance. ‘You saw the state of the windows!’

At the top of the stairs, Grell stopped and looked both ways, frowning more deeply than usual.

‘Shouldn’t we split up?’ McCaffrey suggested.

Phil raised an eyebrow in his direction. ‘Is that really how you do things, dragon hunter?’

‘No,’ Bryonetta interrupted. ‘We stick together. The long, safe route, or the dangerous short cut. They both end up in the same place, but not necessarily in the same number of pieces.’

Far away, a deafening roar sounded; the building quivered in response, bits of plaster and brick dust showering down around them.

‘We may not have time for the scenic route,’ Phil said, turning towards the corridor filled with clumsy bats flapping drunkenly around broken light fittings.

They had not gone far before they encountered another suspicious rug, and another helpful label: ‘Completely safe. Honest!’

Phil crouched down and tugged at the rug. It was heavy, and layered with dust, but it shifted in his grip. Doc Nectarine grabbed another corner, and together they dragged it back, to reveal a completely safe section of floorboards. Honest.

‘Thoughts, BB?’ Phil whispered, his mouth suddenly dry.

Bryonetta adjusted her hat. ‘Trust nothing,’ she said again, taking the lead, carefully.

Near the end of the corridor, a signpost blocked their path: "Unsafe Floor Ahead – Divert."

‘Nearly there,’ Grell said, pointing to a door at the end of the corridor.

‘Trust nothing,’ McCaffrey said, and stepped around the sign.

‘Wait!’ Pearl said, rushing to pull him back.

‘See?’ McCaffrey said when nothing dangerous happened. ‘Let’s just do what we came to do.’

And with that he marched forward, dismissing the warning as another trick. When nothing dangerous continued to happen, Pearl followed, until halfway to the door in the corner, the floorboards beneath him gave way with a sickening crack. He and Pearl plummeted into the darkness below, their screams echoing through the house.

‘Pearl!’ Charlotte called, fighting the urge to rush to the jagged edge of the gap in the floor. ‘McCaffrey? Are you ok?’

‘We’re... just bruised, I think,’ McCaffrey’s voice came back cautiously.

‘Nothing broken,’ Pearl confirmed.

‘You guys go on ahead,’ McCaffrey said. ‘We’ll head back to the stairs and catch you up.’

The others exchanged anxious looks, before Bryonetta stepped forward and cautiously followed the suggested diversion.

‘That wasn’t so bad,’ Phil said once they reached the corner room without any further loss of floor.

‘Careful,’ Bryonetta cautioned. ‘Wendig won’t have left his Entelechus machine unguarded.’

Charlotte drew her katana and stepped forward.

‘You’re not-’

‘No, Dad, I’m not going to kill anyone,’ Charlotte hissed. ‘Just look scary enough to distract whoever might be guarding the thing while you switch it off.’

Phil nodded, and side by side they approached the door.

‘Wait-’ Phil started, but Charlotte had already kicked the door open and ninja pirouetted in with a rebel yell. ‘Or, you know, ladies first,’ he said to himself, following calmly behind.

‘Is that it?’ she said, eyeing a computer set up in the far corner, its flickering screen providing the only light in the otherwise oppressive darkness of the room.

Phil ran a hand through his hair as he slowly approached the screen, leaning forward to examine the code rain. ‘Too easy,’ he muttered to himself, but even so he reached forward and gave the BREAK key an experimental prod.

The screen flickered, then went dark. 
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Level Thirteen - Double Dragon
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After brushing the plaster dust and bits of floorboard from their clothes, McCaffrey and Pearl set off in the direction of the staircase. Ahead, dim light flickered in an open doorway. As they got closer, the rhythmic creak of the floorboards was joined by a faint hum, like a fridge having a midlife crisis.

McCaffrey peered cautiously into the room. The space was almost empty, but the dry air smelled of solder and warm plastic. The walls and floor were stripped, and the only furniture was a battered desk in the corner, its cheap wood-effect veneer peeling and scarred with coffee rings. An old TV screen cast a sickly green light across the room. As they approached, the screen flickered, and the words

ENTELECHUS LOADED

scrolled across it.

‘Entelechus?’ Pearl frowned. ‘That's...Grell's thing, right?’ 

McCaffrey fidgeted with his backpack, eyes fixed on the archaic keyboard. ‘Yeah. Looks like another one. We should probably try to shut it down for him?’ He clenched his fists to stop them from trembling

Summoning the heroism of a dragon hunter, he forced himself to take a step closer, but as soon as he was within reach an invisible force slammed into him, throwing him back. A shimmering outline, vaguely McCaffrey-shaped, flickered in the air for a moment before vanishing.

‘What the hell?’ he muttered, rubbing the shoulder he had landed awkwardly on.

Pearl took a can of Red Max from her backpack, opened it, and tossed the ring pull casually towards the desk. It too was repelled and pinged across the room.

‘That forcefield,’ McCaffrey got so close the forcefield buzzed angrily. ‘It has to be important, right? Like, this computer is the real deal?’

‘If that’s Grell’s computer,’ Pearl said, her voice tight, ‘what’s upstairs?’
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Upstairs, a slow clap echoed through the room.

‘Who’s there?’ Charlotte shouted. ‘I do ninjutsu!’

The lights clicked on to reveal Viktor Wendig leaning nonchalantly against a wall while his latest pair of bodyguards looked on menacingly.

‘There were lights?’ Charlotte hissed.

Phil shrugged innocently.

‘Bravo, Mr. Grundy,’ Wendig stepped forward enigmatically, hands behind his back like an evil Morpheus who chose the smug git pill.

Joe and Mac stayed in the background. One of them casually adjusted his grip on a crowbar.

Phil stepped forward, placing himself between Wendig and Charlotte.

‘I. Do. Ninjitsu,’ she repeated through gritted teeth.

‘It’s not you I’m protecting,’ Phil murmured.

A thunderous roar erupted from outside, shattering the tense silence. They all turned towards the window to see a massive, yet inexplicably cute, green dinosaur wreaking havoc outside, scattering anything that moved.

‘Well, well,’ Wendig said, a predatory grin spreading across his face. ‘It seems the Entelechus Hex is just uncontainable, doesn't it?’

‘Wendig, there's gotta be a way to stop this. We can work together, right?’ Phil said, stepping closer.

‘You still don’t get it,’ Wendig stopped pacing, and grinned at Phil with far too many teeth. ‘The Entelechus? It’s mine.’

‘Wait,’ Phil took a double take at Wendig’s outstretched hand. ‘Is that a Power Glove?’

‘Not just a Power Glove,’ Wendig winked. ‘The Power Glove.’ He pushed a button on the gauntlet. A beam of energy smashed through the cracked window.

Phil and Charlotte threw their arms up against the shattered glass, and at the same time another roar came from outside, this time followed by the dusty crunch of falling masonry. A dragon, green scales gleaming, smashed through the wall in a shower of rubble, its forked tail sweeping a group of Assembly goons out through the opening which had once been the front wall.

The dragon's glowing eyes fixed on Wendig, a low growl rumbling in its throat. It took a menacing step forward, the floor trembling beneath its claws.

‘Careful,’ Charlotte said quietly. ‘I’m not sure the floor is very... dragon-bearing.’

The dragon’s head snapped towards them, hot smoke rising from its nostrils. Charlotte and Phil backed away.

Wendig went to move, but the dragon sensed it and with its back leg pinned him against the wall.

Phil edged along the wall. ‘Maybe we can slip away while it’s distracted,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll play the hero some other time.’

The dragon turned, its eyes locked onto Phil. Its nostrils flared, faint wisps of smoke curling through the dusty air. ‘Phil! Charlotte!’ it said cheerily. ‘It’s me!’
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McCaffrey picked up the ring pull, and tossed it in himself. The mystical shield repelled it with a ping! Different angle: same result. He threw it high: ping! Threw it low: ping!

‘It’s impenetrable,’ he said, slumping against the bare wall, ‘nothing’s getting through.’

He reached into his backpack and cracked open another can. Maybe the ‘elixir of legends’ would give him a mental boost, or failing that enough energy to go upstairs and chase the others.

‘Wait a minute,’ Pearl said, suddenly perking up. ‘What’s that?’
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‘What?’ the Grundys chorused.

‘Hey, it’s ok,’ the dragon said, its voice oddly familiar. ‘It’s me!’

Charlotte squinted at the dragon as it dipped its head closer to where she and Phil were backing away. ‘Sam?’

‘You’re a dragon?’ Phil said.

‘Of course not,’ Sam laughed as she slid down from the beast’s neck. ‘I'm a dragonrider now.’
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Level Fourteen - Dragon’s Lair
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Being a prisoner of sorts in a dragon’s lair was just one of a series of new and exciting adventures for Sam Cooper.

One minute she had been frantically trying to remember how to cycle; the next, the ground fell away and her feet slipped off the suddenly free spinning pedals, the gold sheen of her hastily borrowed Super Burner having caught the eye of the neighbourhood dragon. Huge scaly talons clamped around the bike and lifted it into the air. Sam’s knuckles turned white as she clung to the handlebars as if it was the bike that was keeping her airborne. The rushing wind filled her ears and tugged at her overalls and as the dragon accelerated upwards.

And then they were coming down again, plummeting towards the suburban semis with their now unruly gardens rushing at her like a tsunami of green.

‘Oh nooooo,’ she shouted, but her panicked scream disappeared into the wind.

Huge wings beat noisily above her, slowing them to a gentle landing in some kind of arena or athletics stadium. A surprisingly lush green field, against which the dragon was well camouflaged (presumably to hide from other dragons or low flying BMXs), was surrounded by what appeared, from a distance, to be a fairly ordinary oval running track. However, when the dragon set the gold painted BMX down on it, Sam found herself surrounded by shiny things: the dragon’s hoard.

Stumbling off the bike and backing away from the dragon as quickly as she dared, Sam observed the collection. This was no regal hoard of priceless jewels and ancient artifacts, but rather the haphazard effort of an over-eager child who didn’t really understand collecting. A declaration had been made one day - ‘Mummy, I wanna collect gold things!’ - and now, several years later, a former stadium somewhere in the Borough of Havering was playing host to, in no particular order: a small pile of gold coins, several sets of brass fire tools in a variety of styles, and several copies of ABBA GOLD covering every conceivable format. And now a Raleigh Super Burner in Gold Superchrome.

Sam was mentally cataloguing a comprehensive history of C3-PO toys, from the original 1978 version to various Funko Pop likenesses, when a roar from behind startled her. She stumbled, catching her foot on a scaled down topography of the Epping Forest, elegantly recreated in cheap costume jewellery.

Exasperation smoked from the dragon’s nostrils with an oddly comforting smell like petrol and burning oil. If she didn't know better, Sam would have sworn the beast rolled its eyes at her.

Stretching out above her, the dragon reached well beyond its now less than perfect Epping Forest and probably deep into Hertfordshire, casting a vast shadow over her as it steadied itself with its wings.

When it withdrew, it held something in its claw; something which it dropped carefully in front of Sam.

‘Wait, what?’ she said, bending to pick up the gifts as the dragon stomped away on some other quest.

It was two halves of a broken lunchbox. A Pac-Man lunchbox.

‘Vanessa's lunchbox,’ she said, fidgeting with the two halves of the box. Still pondering this, she looked up at the dragon - now some distance away, bright green scales flickering in the sun as it turned, and in a moment was in front of her, dropping a length of bunting at her feet like a playful puppy. It gave a small, most non-draconic, whine.

‘Where did the...’ she started, but as she looked at the singed end of the dragon's bunting gift, pieces started to fall into place.

Reaching into the pockets of her overalls, Sam found what she was looking for: a piece of bunting. A piece of bunting, the singed end of which fitted almost perfectly to the dragon’s piece. A piece of bunting which she had picked up after it fell from a Helichopper. A Helichopper from which her Pac-Man lunchbox had also been dropped earlier. A Helichopper which was the same shade of green as... 

She stared up at the dragon, eyes so wide it hurt, as realisation jumped out from behind a sofa and went ‘Boo!’

‘Mr Heli?’ she breathed.

The dragon slowly nodded its massive head, and a soft rumble vibrated through the stadium.

‘What... how... what happened to you?’
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What had happened to Mr Heli, is that during the big magical storm of Level Five his Helichopper was struck by big magical lightning. There was a blinding light, a feeling of being stretched and twisted, turned inside out, yanked apart and then stuck back together all wrong. He felt like the pictures on the back of an 80s Lego box - all the right pieces, but very few of them in the right order. 

Mr Heli’s next thought was that the controls for a dragon were entirely different to those for a helicopter. HIs next thought after that was ‘Holy crap I’m a dragon!’

This combination of thoughts had resulted in a moderate amount of property damage in and around Romford’s central shopping area, and a whole bunch of angry people in uncomfortable looking cars shooting at him. That was when he discovered the fire breath.

In between learning how to control several tons of flying lizard, getting shot at for no obvious reason beside not being terribly good at controlling several tons of flying lizard, and the sudden irrational craving for gold, it was taking all of Mr Heli’s energy not to panic. He had almost inadvertently toasted his friends in the Ambivalence, and Sam... well, he hadn’t harmed her, but she was obviously scared of him. Hell, he was scared of him.

Even when he saw McCaffrey and Pearl, the dragon hunters, he couldn’t keep their attention for long enough to reveal his identity before those Assembly goons attacked him again.

In the end he just fled; he was doing too much damage in the town centre, so he left to find somewhere more open, and less hostile, to practice being a dragon.

The gold helped, he found; even fake gold seemed to calm some draconic part of him, and steadily, he learnt to master this strange new way of flying, until eventually he was able to use it to find one of his friends - to find Sam, and find a way to show her who he was.
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‘Probably Hex magic,’ Sam told herself, because Mr Heli had no way of recounting these events in detail. He’s a dragon.
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Level Fifteen - Dragon 128


[image: image]


‘This is a very touching reunion,’ Viktor Wendig said from under the Heli-dragon’s grip. ‘But you’re forgetting one thing.’

‘And what’s that?’ Phil said as the dragon turned a threatening look upon its prey.

‘You should have gone for the hand,’ Wendig grinned, and raising The Power Glove, clicked his fingers.

––––––––
[image: image]


McCaffrey slumped against the wall, took a slug of Red Max, and stared at the can as he waited for its invigorating ingredients to take effect.

Unleash the beast within with Red Max! it said on the can. Forged with a fierce blend of B-vitamins, taurine, and caffeine, Red Max fuels your strength to conquer any challenge. Whether you're battling through an epic workout, mastering your craft, or embarking on a daring adventure, Red Max delivers unstoppable energy and razor-sharp focus. With a bold, invigorating flavor that ignites your senses, it's the elixir of legends. Rise to greatness with Red Max – the power to slay dragons!

Senses still unignited, he took another swig.

‘Wait a minute,’ Pearl said. ‘What’s that?’

‘What’s what?’

‘There,’ she pointed excitedly at a drop of the pink liquid fizzing gently on the floor.

McCaffrey shrugged.

Pearl scrabbled around on the floor for a moment until she found a ring pull, and tossed it onto the floor between McCaffrey and the computer desk.

Ping!

‘You see it now?’ Pearl asked.

‘I’ll be damned.’ McCaffrey tried it himself; the ring pull was repelled by the forcefield before it got close to the spilled drink. With rising excitement, he poured a little onto his index finger, and flicked it towards the forcefield. Red Max droplets hit the forcefield, sizzled, and passed through.

‘It’s working,’ Pearl laughed, dipping a pinky in her can and joining the slow motion onslaught. The invisible barrier shuddered with every drop that passed through it.

‘Is it getting weaker?’ McCaffrey wondered, sprinkling drops of Red Max like the vicar at the world’s most bizarre christening.

Pearl shook her head. ‘It’s too slow,’ she realised, ‘it could take forever to break the barrier down this way.’

‘Wait a minute,’ McCaffrey said, brow furrowed like a man trying to remember who scored the winning goal in the 1975 FA Cup final. ‘That’s it!’ he said, and shoved his Red Max can so far in Pearl’s face that she almost fell over backwards.

‘What is wrong with you?’

‘Look!’ McCaffrey pointed at the can in his hand like a caffeine-addled loon. ‘The power to slay dragons!’ he read.

‘Ok?’ Pearl shrugged.

‘Look!’ this time he pointed at the chunky keyboard. ‘What does that say?’

Puzzled, she squinted at the computer and read the label. ‘Dragon 128,’ she said. ‘Oh. Oh, that’s clever,’ she added with a grin. ‘That’s very clever!’

‘Give me another can,’ he said urgently. ‘It’s time to rise to greatness.’

Pearl grabbed a full can from her pack, passed it to McCaffrey, then grabbed herself another and began to shake it vigorously. Holding them as close to the forcefield as they dared, they cracked them open simultaneously, and great red geysers of carbonated liquid arced through the forcefield onto the computer. Still shaking the cans, they directed jets of pressurised vitamins, taurine and caffeine straight at the keyboard, watching it seep in under the keys and through the vents on the back of the Dragon 128. The screen flickered into meaningless blocks of random colour and ASCII, as smoke curled out of the keyboard.

A loud pop echoed through the empty room, and the computer burst into multicolored flames, a fountain of sparks shooting from the keyboard. McCaffrey and Pearl barely had time to react before the forcefield exploded in a blinding flash of light and a wave of energy which knocked them clean off their feet.

McCaffrey landed hard on that shoulder again, the breath knocked out of him. 

‘Think we overdid it?’ Pearl gasped, struggling to sit up.

––––––––
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A surge of energy pulsed through the air, knocking Phil off balance for a moment.

‘What?’ Phil looked around after it had passed. ‘What did you do? WHAT DID YOU DO?’

The room began to shake again, cracks spiderwebbing across the walls and ceiling, debris raining down around Phil and Charlotte.

‘Come on!’ Sam shouted over the thunderous noise. ‘Get on the dragon!’

‘What?’ shouted Phil.

‘Just do it!’ Bryonetta hurried into the room, her bright white suit a beacon of hope, and gripped the dragon’s scaly flank.

Phil pulled Charlotte to her feet, and they staggered towards the dragon as the ceiling began to cave in behind them. As Sam and Bryonetta helped them climb onto the great beast, it reached out and grabbed Grell and Fella in a free claw. With a powerful beat of its wings, the dragon launched itself upwards, the floor heaving and collapsing behind them as shockwaves rippled through the building.

From high above the city, they watched as a burst of energy erupted from the ruins of the Save Point, a shockwave that seemed to bend the air, shattering windows and worrying buildings as it rippled outwards.

––––––––
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‘Take cover!’ McCaffrey shouted urgently, pushing Pearl towards the smouldering remains of the Dragon 128.

They huddled under the desk as the building shuddered, a low, ominous rumble echoing through the ruined corridors.

Eventually the noise died down, the tremors ceased, and cautiously, McCaffrey opened his eyes, blinking against the dust. When the ringing in his ears eventually faded, he dared to crawl out from under the desk and took in the scene around them. Walls were cracked. Bits of ceiling were on the floor. Nothing was left but wreckage, dust, and a scruffy computer desk covered in wreckage and dust. ‘Yeah,’ he croaked, ‘I think maybe we overdid it a little.’

‘Where’s it gone?’ Pearl said behind him.

McCaffrey turned to see her staring at the desk, where the Dragon 128 was not just destroyed, but all trace of it had disappeared. No computer, no monitor, no cables. As if not quite believing it, he poked at some of the dust, just in case there was an 8-bit computer hiding behind a sliver of broken glass or a chunk of plaster.

‘What’s that?’ Pearl said suddenly.

In the midst of the dust where the computer had been, she reached out and picked up a small, square object. Brushing brick dust from the defiantly protective plastic sleeve revealed a floppy disk labelled ‘Entelechus’. Pearl tucked the disk carefully into her backpack, a trophy of their insane, impossible victory.
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Level Sixteen - Snow After Fire


[image: image]


Dust and smoke and fog mingled around them, turning Romford even more grey and featureless than usual. Somehow, despite everything, its Municipal Landmark still stood, a defiant remnant of another time. In what remained of the car park, Mr Heli - still in dragon form - turned and bowed his huge neck, bringing his head to rest among the group.

‘Is this goodbye?’ Sam said.

The dragon nodded slowly.

‘Too bad,’ Charlotte said. ‘I would have liked a dragon as a friend.’

‘Remember: Get the girl, kill the baddies,’ Nectarine said with a wink.

‘I hope this world is good to you buddy,’ Phil said, patting the dragon on the neck.

Bryonetta smiled, leaned close to the dragon, and whispered, ‘See you around, Heli.’

The four of them turned and walked away, leaving Sam, who had spent more time with Mr Heli as both dragon and human, to say her goodbyes alone.

A few moments later, the dragon arched his neck, unfurled his wings and took to the air with an ear-splitting roar filled with smoke and brimstone, and his vast shadow covered them for one last time before the great beast launched itself up and away.

Silence settled down around them.

‘So now what?’ Phil said.

‘We’ll find a way to go home,’ Charlotte said. ‘Invoke the Entelechus. Open an interface. Go home. Maybe you’ll finally finish Fantasy World Dizzy.’

‘Brilliant idea,’ Phil said. ‘I don’t know where you get them from.’

‘Hey!’ Sam said. ‘Do you guys hear that?’

The guys stopped and listened. An engine noise from somewhere.

‘There,’ Charlotte pointed to an eerie light in the distance, approaching with the erratic inevitability of a drunken camper stumbling over guy ropes on his way back from the toilet.

‘The Ambivalence?’ Sam said, hardly daring to believe her ears.

‘Be cautious,’ Bryonetta warned. ‘We don't really know what's happened here - or whether ANUS are still here somewhere.’

They all turned and watched the ghostly silhouette zigzagging through the haze with a mix of hope and trepidation, before it finally staggered to a halt and stalled in front of them. Silence fell again, but this time the word ‘AMBIVALENCE’ shone through the mist, a beacon of hope amid the desolation of Romford.

The doors slid open, and two people in scorched and dusty Hawaiian style shirts tumbled out. The one in blue also wore a wholly unnecessary pair of shades.

‘McCaffrey?’ Phil said. ‘And Pearl?’

‘Pearl and McCaffrey,’ Pearl said, ‘(that’s what I think anyway). Dragon slayers, at your service.’

Sam went to check for damage to the far side of the Ambivalence.

‘What do you mean? The dragon...’ Phil looked back to where the Heli dragon had very recently disappeared over the horizon.

‘Oh not that one,’ McCaffrey said, ‘I don’t think cryptozoology was cut out for us after all.’

‘We found the Entelechus,’ Pearl chipped in, ‘in the Save Point. Mental name for a pub, right? It was running on a Dragon 128. The old computer, you know?’

‘Er, yes, I know the one,’ Phil said. Then, to McCaffrey, ‘Is she ok?’

‘A little too much Red Max,’ he whispered.

Phil nodded knowingly. 

‘Wait a minute,’ Nectarine said. ‘What the hell is a Dragon 128?’ 

‘The computer,’ Phil turned to McCaffrey, ‘running the Hex? Was a Dragon 128?’

McCaffrey nodded.

‘But we totally slayed it!’ Pearl fished about in her pack and handed Phil a floppy disk. ‘This is all that was left.’

Phil squinted at it. ‘Maybe it was the computer's way of leaving a suicide note. Dear world, sorry for the multiversal chaos. Here's my legacy in 1.44 megabytes.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Charlotte took the disk and examined it thoughtfully, ‘somebody 3D printed a save icon.’

‘Come on Charlie, I know you know better than that.’

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, ‘but what if...’

‘What if...’

‘What if it is a save icon,’ she said, handing him the disk.

‘A save point,’ Phil realised.

‘Wait a minute,’ Nectarine interrupted, ‘there’s no computer called a Dragon 128.’

‘Not on sale, no,’ Phil said. ‘Just the 32 and 64.’

‘What?’

‘It was probably experimental, like the original Dexy.’

‘Original?’ Charlotte said.

‘But if the Hex was running on a Dragon,’ Phil tapped the disk against his knuckles, ‘how come all the bad guys were from Atari games?’

‘Dragon 32?’ said Nectarine.

‘Yes Dragon 32,’ Phil rolled his eyes. ‘Massive clunky beast, built in Wales-’

‘Are you sure you’re not just thinking of dragons?’

‘No, look,’ Phil climbed into the Ambivalence, and grabbed the copy of Retro Format he had stashed in the map pocket what seemed like an eternity ago. ‘Um... what?’

‘So...?’

‘I swear I was just reading about it earlier,’ he flicked through the magazine, only to find the article he was thinking of had been replaced with one about the original Atari VCS range. ‘Oh boy,’ he ran a hand through confused and messy hair. ‘How much of this have I just dreamt up?’

‘Hey, guys?’ Sam was in the back of the Ambivalence now, leaning over the front seats to get Phil’s attention. ‘Shouldn't we boot up Dexy and do a midnight runner?’

‘Dexy,’ Phil hurried around to get in the Ambivalence. ‘We have to try!’

‘Wait!’ The urgency in Bryonetta's voice stopped him in his tracks.

‘If we’re going to make sure this,’ she gestured at the scenes of destruction around them, ‘doesn’t spread across the multiverse, we need to get to The Master System.’

‘To the what now?’ Sam said as they joined her in the Ambivalence.

‘The Master System. The Prime Universe. Earth Zero,’ Bryonetta smiled. ‘The Original, you might say.’

‘And how do we get there?’ Phil switched the power on, and readied the ZX81 for action.

‘May I?’

‘Of course,’ Phil slid aside to let Bryonetta reach the keyboard.

ENTELECHUS HEX LOADED

the ZX81 announced.

‘Co-ordinates set,’ her fingers were surprisingly nimble on the membrane keys. ‘Calibrating power levels. Is everyone ready?’

Outside, McCaffrey and Pearl pulled up alongside in their - now rather dusty - Porsche 959, which revved as if in response.

‘Punch it,’ Phil said.

Although many ZX81s have been punched over the years, Bryonetta settled for pressing NEWLINE with moderate firmness.

‘Are you sure this is going to work?’ Charlotte asked.

The ZX81 hummed, quietly at first, growing louder as the mystical code took effect once more. Phil held his breath, watching and praying the Entelechus wouldn’t get out of control again.

The air outside shimmered. Dust swirled. Lightning sparked. Moments later a bright spiral of cyan light waited in the corner of the car park like a quasi-mystical bottle bank.

‘GRUNDYYY!’

‘Um, what?’ Phil looked around in confusion; the Entelechus had never yelled at him quite so angrily before.

‘Ah, balljoints,’ Sam slumped in the driver's seat as a bloody, battle weary figure stepped in front of the interface.

‘Never a dragon around when you need one is there?’ Phil said.

‘You shall not pass!’ Wendig shouted, his voice hoarse.

‘Really?’ Charlotte said, and before anyone could stop her she was out of the Ambivalence and marching towards him.

Wendig, who looked like he’d been thrown from a first floor window by a dragon, stood as straight as his battered body would let him, and deliberately looked over Charlotte’s shoulder, to where Phil was stuck in a parental dilemma of pride or protectiveness. ‘Grundy!’ he called. ‘You send a girl to fight your battles?’

The girl stepped closer, so he couldn’t easily look past her. ‘Hello,’ she said sweetly, ‘my name is Charlotte Grundy. You pissed off my father. Prepare to die.’

She pulled two katanas from behind her back and launched at Wendig, like a stubborn jar of pickled onions, the kind you wrestle with for ten minutes and just when you’re about resigned to not having pickled onions after all, the lid flies off and you’re covered in vinegar... only Charlotte’s vinegar was a whirlwind of ninja cutlery and precision footwork. She feinted left, then right, her fists a blur as she tried to break his defences, but he blocked as many hits as she landed, and somehow wasn’t tiring. But if he wanted a Boss Fight, Charlotte was all in: with a banshee cry she landed a solid kick to his ribs, and he staggered back, winded. Before he could recover, she skipped forward and landed a killer kick to the silverskins.

Wendig crumpled, and fell to his knees as if in slow motion.

Reactions from those watching were a mix of applause and wincing, precisely split down gender lines.

‘Go!’ Bryonetta shouted, and the Porsche accelerated towards the portal, which flared brightly for a second and then was gone.

‘Charlie,’ Phil called, getting back in the Ambivalence, ‘time to go.’

Standing over her defeated nemesis, Charlotte poked him gently with her katana.

‘I told you,’ Wendig said, ‘you should have gone for the hand.’

‘The Infirmity Mitten? Didn’t you try that once?’

‘Charlie!’

Wendig nodded weakly, then looked up at her with what might have been a smug grin under the blood and grime. ‘Fresh batteries.’

‘Cockfosters.’

Wendig snapped his fingers.

‘Go!’ she shouted, running for the portal.

Wendig’s Power Glove sparked, and began to glow as whatever mystical energy it carried built up.

Sam put the Ambivalence into gear and drove, slowing down just enough for Charlotte to grab the open front door and haul herself in.

‘Quick!’ she panted.

‘Wait a minute,’ Phil said urgently, ‘you said feeding the originating device into a hex portal unprotected was bad!’

But even as Charlotte closed the door behind her, Wendig and his glove fired a blast of dark energy at the portal.

‘Oh crap!’ Sam said, stamping on the brake.

Directly in front of them, the friendly cyan glow of the portal twisted, contorting into a vortex of deep red and black, oozing malevolence, its dark energy pulling at the Ambivalence.

Phil closed his eyes. ‘Ohhhh boy!’
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